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Abstract 

This thesis examines the novels of Chuck Palahniuk and argues his significance in the American 

literary canon as a novelist writing within the American absurdist tradition.  

Expanding on the philosophies of Albert Camus and Robert Hauck, this thesis argues that America is 

a country founded on absurdism. Tracing that legacy through its writers, this thesis asserts the 

importance of Palahniuk’s novels as critiques of postmodern American society. In an increasingly 

weary American population, the inability to achieve the American Dream has become a source of 

postmodern anxieties. This thesis demonstrates how Palahniuk identifies and engages with core 

values within the American Dream, exposing these beliefs as simulacrums.  

Fight Club, Palahniuk’s debut novel, has been co-opted by neoconservative political movements in 

America. However, this thesis postulates Tyler Durden is an absurdist hero, whose anarchic actions 

are anti-American. Palahniuk’s bibliography is dedicated to the absurdist illumination of the futility of 

postmodern American identity. Through a close reading of his bibliography, this thesis explores 

Palahniuk’s critique of the simulacrum of the American Dream through the exploration of core 

American values, including the heteronormative nuclear family, individualism, capitalism, and sexual 

morality. Finally, this thesis argues that, through Fight Club 2, Palahniuk invokes Barthes’ theory of 

the Death of the Author to distance himself from neoconservative movements, and utilizes the 

narrative of the novel to once again reassert Tyler Durden as a character opposed to ‘traditional’ 

American values. 
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Introduction: Absurd America 

 

“What you're seeing and what you're reading is not what's happening.”  

– President Donald Trump1  

 

‘The meaning of life is the most urgent of questions’.2 Albert Camus put forth this theory when 

examining the philosophical roots of absurdism. He suggested that absurdity was necessary to the 

survival of a man who understands the futility of his own existence. He argues that, ‘the mind's first 

step is to distinguish what is true from what is false. However, as soon as thought reflects on itself, 

what it first discovers is a contradiction.’3 Camus goes on to recite Aristotle’s argument that if all is 

truth, then the contrary argument must also be true, and if all is false, then it includes the current 

opinion. These paradoxes form the basis of absurdist thought. Despite man’s quest to discover the 

nature of his existence, he often finds himself instead caught in revolutions of the mind brought on by 

such paradoxes. Absurdism is conceived at the point when the weariness of a repetitive life provides 

an awakening of the mind. Here, man becomes aware of the disparity between himself and all things 

external, and there is a personal recognition of the futility of his continued existence. However, Camus 

argues that in these moments of recognition, man’s lucidity also provides an absurdist clarity. Man 

comes to recognise that, despite an entropic awareness (or, perhaps, because of it), he is the master 

of his own fate, and his existence is wholly human.  

Camus uses the myth of Sisyphus to clarify his argument. For his impudence and refusal to 

accept his death, Sisyphus was condemned by the Greek gods to roll a boulder up a hill for all 

eternity. Just before it reached the top each time, the boulder would return to the bottom of the hill, 

and Sisyphus would return to repeat the task again. The fable has been taken by most scholars to 

represent a life of futile and unyielding labours. Yet Camus argues that Sisyphus, in recognising the 

eternal torment of his task removes the will of the gods from his existence, and instead with lucidity 

                                                           
1 Donald Trump, in ‘Donald Trump: 'What you're seeing and what you're reading is not what's happening', BBC News (25th July 
2018) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-us-canada-44959340/donald-trump-what-you-re-seeing-and-what-you-re-reading-
is-not-what-s-happening> [Accessed 30th April 2019] 
2 Camus, Albert, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, trans. Justin O'Brien, (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1991), p. 1 
3 Ibid, p.6 
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claims his fate for himself. In such a way, Sisyphus becomes an absurdist hero. Camus concludes 

‘One must imagine Sisyphus happy.’4 

Robert Hauck builds on Camus’ analysis of Sisyphus as an absurdist fable. While Camus 

suggested that Sisyphus was ultimately happy in the absurdity of his futile labour, Hauck takes this 

argument further, suggesting that Sisyphus must find humour in the task. He suggests ‘by creating his 

own meaning, Sisyphus has accomplished the supreme act of artistry; he has made something out of 

nothing’.5 For Hauck, the artist who ascribes meaning from futility transcends nihilism and instead 

becomes a creator. Hauck borrows the term ‘cheerful nihilism’ from John Barth to describe his theory, 

and applies the concept to American absurdist humour: 

The American absurdist postulates nihilism cheerfully and his cheerfulness 
automatically counters his nihilism. He knows that laughter is purely arbitrary.6  

Hauck’s predecessor Camus recognised that Melville, integral to the American literary canon, was an 

indisputable absurdist. As René Galand explains in his essay ‘An American Forerunner of the Absurd: 

Herman Melville’, ‘Meville illustrates the powerlessness of human reason faced with the mystery of 

the universe.’7 Of course Sisyphus, on which Hauck’s argument is based, is a Greek fable – and while 

one could argue that absurdism is not necessarily American, the legacy of American literature is 

inherently absurdist. This predilection of absurdist narrative as a counter to futility can be witnessed in 

American writers both classic and contemporary. Despite their gap of nearly one hundred years, 

Harkness’s purchase of the fake coins in Mark Twain’s The Man That Corrupted Hadleyberg (1899) 

imbues the same frivolous obliviousness as the upmarket US citizens in David Foster Wallace’s A 

Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (1997) who enquire if snorkelling requires getting wet. 

American literature has continually returned to the absurd, time and again, to create a sublime artistry 

out of a futile emptiness. Importantly, Sisyphean characters such as Jack Halliday in Twain’s tale 

stand beside the author and reader in their awareness of the futility of their reality, but continue to 

laugh along anyway. 

Of course, literary characters like Jack Halliday and Ishmael are, by their very nature, mere 

reflections of the American absurdist writer who ‘is most deeply involved…[with]…the character who is 

                                                           
4 Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, p. 24 
5 Richard Boyd Hauck, A Cheerful Nihilism (London: Indiana University Press, 1971), p. 8 
6 Idem 
7 René Galand, ‘An American Forerunner of the Absurd: Herman Melville’, Wellesley College French Faculty Scholarship, 
Paper 11 (2000) <http://repository.wellesley.edu/frenchfaculty/11> [Accessed 23rd April 2019] 
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conscious of his own absurdity’.8 The character becomes but a reflection of the writer who, in 

discovering the absurdity in this own existence, adopts the persona of artist to mimic the discovery 

through distance. The reader then also identifies with the absurdist character, and all three together 

share in an absurdist humour which offers tenuous protection from an alternative futility. As Hauck 

argues ‘the humor in American absurd fiction is healthy, and it is sick. It may originate in corrective 

satire and then proclaim that there are no solutions to any problems at all.’9 This intrinsic apathy 

separates American absurdism from other genres of writing, as it becomes not so much a critique of 

actionable issues within American society, but rather a mirror to bear witness to their existence. 

Camus’ theory of the absurd was widely accepted across post-war existentialist Europe. 

Hpwever, Joe Kincheloe argues that ‘the trouble with absurdism is that it dances with fate around the 

quicksand of nihilism’10 and, following WWII, Europeans sought desperately to find a philosophical 

comfort for the unbearable events of the holocaust and the destruction of Europe which did not give 

way to nihilistic fatalism – a view which absurdism accommodated. However, within the United States, 

absurdism was received very differently. The position of America as an economically aggressive, 

capitalist driven society which found itself engaged in a cultural Cold War, vastly changed the 

interpretation of absurdism in the US: Whereas Absurdism in Europe seemed a logical, almost 

inevitable response to the irrationality of war, the analogous elements that surfaced in American 

drama seemed more a response to a materialist society run amok. The American-style Absurdism 

seemed to spring full-blown out of television advertisements and situation comedies, which had 

become new myth-making machines.11 

American absurdism was a different iteration of the European philosophy – it did not offer a 

stoic comfort, but rather represented a growing intellectual awareness of Baudrillard’s American 

simulacra. As such, the reserved acceptance of meaninglessness demonstrated in European 

absurdism became replaced in America by the Theatre of the Absurd; as American playwrights 

utilized postmodern techniques to explore the constructs of reality. As Martin Esslin argues: 

                                                           
8 Richard Boyd Hauck, A Cheerful Nihilism, p. 8 
9 Ibid, p. 13 
10 Joe Kincheloe, ‘Fiction Formulas: Critical Constructivism and the Representation of Reality’ in Representation and the Text: 
Re-Framing the Narrative Voice, ed. William Tierney (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), p. 75 
11 Arnold Aronson, ’American Theatre in Context’ in The Cambridge History of American Theatre Vol III, ed. Don Wilmeth and 
Christopher Bigsby (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 113 
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The Theatre of the Absurd has renounced arguing about the absurdity of the human 
condition; it merely presents it in being--that is, in terms of concrete stage images. 
This is the difference between the approach of the philosopher and that of the poet.12 

The rise of the Theatre of the Absurd in America became an opportunity for American playwrights to 

embrace the simulacra of Cold War concepts which asserted the heteronormative value system of the 

American Dream and, through recognition and interpretation, explore the falsity of their own reality.   

Edward Albee stood at the forefront of this movement, and is perhaps one of the most 

recognisable introspective playwrights within the American Theatre of the Absurd. His questioning of 

the American Dream and American values reaches into the core of American identity – that is, the 

American home and gender constructs. While his more popular plays, such as The Zoo Story (1959), 

and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Wolf? (1962) utilize character, setting, narrative and innovative 

structuring to interrogate the complexities of American life, perhaps his most interesting critique of 

American society is found in his early, one-act play The American Dream (1961). 

The American Dream provides a snapshot into the life of a dysfunctional and highly symbolic 

nuclear family unable conform to their supposed heteronormative gender roles. The play features five 

characters; a shrewish and emotionally distant ‘Mommy’, a browbeaten white-collar ‘Daddy’ (it is 

heavily implied that he was married by Mommy for his money). The play also features two more 

female characters; Mommy’s naïve housewifeish friend, Mrs. Barker, and the Grandmother – the 

character of highest intelligence, able to break the fourth wall and speak directly to the audience. 

Finally, the play features the Young Man, renamed by Grandmother as ‘The American Dream’, who 

came to the family looking for work, but was taken in as a replacement for the adoptive child the 

parents had previously punished and killed. The metaphor within Albee’s play is overt, imbued with 

social critiques about the artificiality of the American Dream and American values. The press notes for 

The American Dream state that ‘It is a ferocious, uproarious attack on the substitution of artificial for 

real values, a startling tale of murder and morality that rocks middle-class ethics to their complacent 

foundations. In it, Albee explores the hollowness of the American dream, as well as the fallacy of the 

ideal American family.’13 Albee’s plays directly critique the concept of the heteronormative idealism of 

the American family with had become imbued in Cold War propaganda, as American sought to 

                                                           
12 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 6 
13 Andrew Gans, ‘Albee's Dream and Sandbox Begin Previews March 21’, Playbill Online (21st March 2008) 
<http://www.playbill.com/news/article/albees-dream-and-sandbox-begin-previews-march-21-148579#> [Accessed 14th October 
2019] 
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reassert the values which underpinned the American Dream as inherent to Americanism. While 

American absurdism sought to expose this fallacy, it did not so with the intention of nihilistic fatalism, 

but rather with an inherently American liberator attitude. Esslin continues: 

The Theatre of the Absurd[…]aims to shock its audience out of complacency, to bring 
it face to face with the harsh facts of the human situation as these writers see it. But 
the challenge behind this message is anything but one of despair. It is a challenge to 
accept the human condition as it is, in all its mystery and absurdity, and to bear it with 
dignity, nobly, responsibly; precisely because there are no easy solutions to the 
mysteries of existence, because ultimately man is alone in a meaningless world. The 
shedding of easy solutions, of comforting illusions, may be painful, but it leaves 
behind it a sense of freedom and relief. And that is why, in the last resort, the Theatre 
of the Absurd does not provoke tears of despair but the laughter of liberation.14 

Absurdism, when incorporated into American values and belief structures, becomes a liberating force 

which – although it may dance of the fringes of nihilism – does so gleefully. As Tyler Durden states in 

Fight Club: ‘It's only after we've lost everything that we're free to do anything.’15 American Absurdism, 

therefore, is not a stoic acceptance of meaninglessness, but rather a celebratory chuckle, and it is this 

cheerful nihilism which makes it unique from its European counterparts. 

 While American absurdism is overtly present in the classic writers which underpin the 

American canon, such as Twain and Melville, and indeed, present in the American Theatre of the 

Absurd, Palahniuk’s writing has less in common with the work of Albee than it does with the American 

metafictional novelists of the 1960s and 1970s who utilized postmodernist literary techniques to 

explore the truth of meaning in postmodern America. Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five is a novel 

where temporality of being and science-fiction combine to explore the very real emotional turmoil of 

the author’s witnessing of the Dresden bombing. Meanwhile, Pynchon – a stalwart of postmodernist 

thought (if postmodernism can be seen to have such a thing) – embarked on a sparse but intense 

bibliography exploring the meaning of meaning, creating novels imbued with Sartre’s duplicity of 

freedom. Indeed, American metafiction writers such as Mailer, Barth, and Nabokov frequently 

engaged with postmodernist theory in innovative ways which began to move away from American 

pastiche into a deeper absurdism. 

Yet it would not be until the 1990s, and the arrival of so-called American blank-fiction that 

postmodernist theory, the temporality of presence, and absurdism would overtly critique late-stage 

American capitalism and postmodernity. Writers such as Douglas Coupland, Bret Easton Ellis, and 

                                                           
14 Martin Esslin, Absurd Drama (Indiana: Penguin Books, 1965), p. 23 
15 Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club (London: Vintage 2006), p. 70 
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Dennis Cooper came into the foreground – novelists who experienced the economic boom and 

hedonistic excess of 1980s American capitalism through the eyes of pubescent longing and desire. 

Bran Nicol perhaps describes this new style of novel best when he says that ‘rather than a literary 

movement or genre, ‘blank fiction’ is a kind of ‘scene’ or shared context reflecting a ‘modern mood’ 

which ultimately is generated by the effects of late-capitalist commodification.’16 The blank fiction 

writers of 1900s America (Palahniuk included) engaged with a cultural critique of commodity fetishism 

and hedonism through an overt and shallow temporal presence. Black fiction novels were vivid, 

visceral, and played with the boundaries of contemporary concepts of novel writing. No black fiction 

pushed this writing further than Palahniuk, whose unrelenting determination to explore transgressive 

boundaries has situated his writing as a novelist simultaneously engaging in postmodernist, absurdist, 

and blank fiction to become an embodiment of the contemporary American canon.  

Palahniuk is an American absurdist writer in each of the respects discussed so far. His 

characters are often humorous in the face of unrelenting adversity, however that humour is frequently 

directed at the absurdity of the situation, rather than as cheerful dissonance. Charles Michael (Chuck) 

Palahniuk was born in 1962 in Pasco, Washington. He grew up in a mobile home in Burbank with his 

parents, however his parents’ relationship was turbulent, and during the time of their divorce in 1976, 

Palahniuk and his siblings spent most of their time on their maternal grandmother’s cattle ranch in 

east Washington. Palahniuk never met his paternal grandparents; his grandfather shot and killed his 

grandmother. After searching for additional victims, but failing to find Palahniuk’s father, who was 

three and hiding at the time, Nick Palahniuk instead turned the weapon on himself. Palahniuk states 

that his grandfather “was hit over the head by a crane boom in Seattle. Some of the family claimed he 

was never a violent, crazy person before that. Some say he was. It depends who you believe.”17 This 

event is portrayed on the cover of his collection of true stories, Stranger than Fiction (2004). The 

pronunciation of his surname – Paula-Nick – is a portmanteau of his paternal grandparents’ names. 

In 1980, six days after he finished high school, Palahniuk moved to Portland, Oregon and 

worked a series of minimum wage jobs, eventually obtaining a journalism degree at the University of 

Oregon in 1986. Palahniuk’s collection of stories, Fugitives and Refugees: A Walk in Portland, 

                                                           
16 Bran Nicol, The Cambridge Introduction to Postmodern Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 197 
17 Chuck Palahniuk, Robert Chalmers, ‘Chuck Palahniuk: Stranger Than Fiction’, The Independent (1st August 2004) 
<https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/chuck-palahniuk-stranger-than-fiction-554764.html> 
[Accessed 23rd April 2019] 
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Oregon, reads like a love letter to a city teeming with subculture and life. For Palahniuk, Portland was 

a hipster, alternative America; young, exciting, and full of absurd stories which punctuated the 

monotony of daily life. He had a brief stint as a journalist for a local Portland newspaper, but became 

weary and quit in 1988. Instead, he found employment as a diesel mechanic, occasionally writing 

technical manuals, and volunteering at the local hospice where he took terminally ill patients to and 

from support groups – groups which would later feature in Fight Club. It was not until his mid-thirties 

that Palahniuk began seriously writing fiction. He attended the now-famous writing group hosted by 

Tom Spanbauer and developed his minimalist writing style. His first short story, ‘Negative 

Reinforcement’ was published in 1990 in Modern Short Stories, a small literary journal, with another 

‘The Love Theme of Sybil and William’ being published the following October. 

However his first manuscript If You Lived Here, You’d Be Home By Now was less popular, 

and was widely rejected by agents. A 700 page behemoth, the novel drew influences from Stephen 

King, and several parts were later used for Fight Club. Palahniuk returned later with a new, darker 

novel Manifesto, which would later become Invisible Monsters. Once again, he was rejected. 

Undeterred, Palahniuk began to produce what would become his debut novel. The novel went on to 

win the Oregon Book Award for Best Debut Novel and positive critical reception, however his debut 

into publication was relatively muted. It wasn’t until 20th Century Fox began approaching him that 

Palahniuk signed former actor Edward Hibbert as his literary agent; before then, he had struggled to 

obtain representation. Palahniuk’s narratives contained an absurdist viscera which, although visible in 

contemporary texts such as Brett Easton Ellis’ American Psycho, was relatively unexplored and 

unfamiliar to readers. Gerald Howard, the editor who signed the book, described it as a novel which 

required ‘a somewhat depraved sense of humor and a pretty strong stomach.’18 Howard admits that 

he was unsure who would even read such a book, but publishers WW Norton took the chance and 

Fight Club became Palahniuk’s magnum opus, and a testament to the relevance of American 

absurdism in postmodern society. Of course, a large portion of the popular success of Palahniuk’s 

debut novel was due to its adaptation on the big screen. Fight Club the film was directed by David 

Fincher and released in 1999. Despite being #1 in the Box Office on its opening weekend, was 

considered a cinema flop. It wasn’t until its release on DVD that Fight Club began to gain traction as a 

cult offering and achieve notoriety among readers. Indeed, because of the sheer success of the film, 

                                                           
18 Howard, Gerald, ‘Introduction’, Fight Club 2 (Milwaukie: Dark Horse Books, 2016) 
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Palahniuk was given a new platform to produce the novels which had previously been rejected. In 

1999, the same year as Fight Club was released, he published both Invisible Monsters and Survivor, 

and has published a new novel annually ever since. 

However, the time also brought tragedy alongside success. Palahniuk’s father was murdered 

by the ex-partner of a woman he met through a personal ad in May 1999. The subsequent trial was 

difficult for Palahniuk, who was in attendance each day, however he used his writing as a coping 

mechanism, eventually producing Lullaby as a book about power. In Lullaby, Carl Streator is coping 

with the death of his wife and child. When he discovers it was a lullaby ‘culling song’ which he told 

them that killed them, he finds he now has the power over life and death and becomes a quazi-serial 

killer. At the time, Palahniuk had been asked by the court whether his father’s murderer should 

receive the death penalty, and the novel can be seen as a personal reflection on the morality of 

capital punishment in America existing within an absurdist narrative format. The trial ended in 2001, 

and Palahniuk’s father’s murderer was sentenced to death. Palahniuk spent many years coming to 

term with his father’s death. As he states, “My father’s first memories were of hiding under that bed, 

his father having just killed his mother,” he says. “After that, he was always this man still looking for 

his mother. Then, eventually, he found this woman, and once again a man with a gun comes back 

into the picture. And kills her. And then kills him.”19  

Palahniuk’s biography provides an understanding towards the class dichotomy of his writing. 

Palahniuk lived the majority of his latch-key childhood in a mobile home in Burbank, Washington. 

However, after his parent’s divorce, Palahniuk was sent, along with his siblings, to live on his maternal 

grandmother’s cattle ranch. This relative rancher comfort allowed Palahniuk to both exist within and 

without the working class system – a trailer park child turned agricultural adolescent with a 

background in class struggle, yet the financial freedoms and securities to pursue a university 

education. Palahniuk aligns himself with the laissez faire hippies of the eighties – protestors who met 

to fight for causes ‘only on weekdays, only in dry weather, and only in certain areas. Nobody wanted 

to pretend radioactive death in a mud puddle.’20 The privileges which Palahniuk benefited from due to 

his race, nationality, class, and (at the time presumed) heteronormativity greatly outweighed any 

                                                           
19 Erik Hedegaard, ‘Chuck Palahniuk: A Heart Breaking Life of Staggering Weirdness’, Rolling Stone (30th June 2005) 
<https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/chuck-palahniuk-a-heart-breaking-life-of-staggering-weirdness-198182/> 
[Accessed 23rd April 2019] 
20 Chuck Palahniuk, ‘The Fringe is the Future’ in You Do Not Talk About Fight Club, ed. Read Mercer Schuchardt (Dallas: 
BenBella, 2008), p. 8 
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disadvantage that a working-class upbringing could have brought to him, and Palahniuk revelled in 

the relative comfort of middle-class political protests. Yet, this is not to say that Palahniuk developed 

an ignorance or unawareness of working-class issues, and David McCracken argues that ‘although 

most of the criticism concerning Fight Club addresses gender, the novel’s vast appeal is more likely 

related to its relevance as working class literature.’21 The disaffection of the white collar worker within 

the increasingly faceless capitalist culture of corporate America is indeed a pervasive theme within 

Fight Club and, although this theme is conflated with gender roles in his debut text, nevertheless 

Palahniuk’s situation as a white, working-class writer is of note when examining his engagement with 

and social critique of postmodern American culture and society.  

Michael Zweig in his essay ‘Six Points on Class’ argues that working-class literature typically 

includes ‘a focus on work, accurate representation of the material and social conditions of working-

class life, validation of working class culture, resistance to existing power-structures, [and] rejection or 

critique to the standard middle-class narrative of upward mobility’. While McCracken contests that this 

is true of Fight Club, Palahniuk himself argues that his continual search for an identity outside the 

contemporary American class system developed from a need for transgressive exploration: 

We come from families, and eventually[…]we fall back into those same families. But, 
in between, we have the chance to discover something different, maybe a new form 
of social structure[…]Outside the mainstream, people are engaged in constant small 
experiments, testing new social models, new hierarchies, new personal 
identities[…]The fringe is the future.22 

Indeed, any intuitive close reader of Fight Club will soon discover that the text, like all Palahniuk 

novels, focuses on the wider transcendence of American culture – not simply middle-class values. As 

we will explore in Chapter One, Fight Club is a text about cultural, sexual, and financial 

transcendence through absurdist and anarchist action – to simply define it as an anti-classist text 

imbued with gender politics is to misunderstand Palahniuk as a writer. Nevertheless, the text does 

engage with American capitalist culture and gender roles and, as such, Palahniuk became known as 

a voice for the disaffection of the working-class, heteronormative, white, American male. That he only 

fits into some of these identity categorizations is the first of many absurdities in how his work has 

been interpreted. Palahniuk’s biography is, in itself, an absurd and strange life, and the fact that 

                                                           
21 David McCracken, Chuck Palahniuk, Parodist: Postmodern Irony in Six Transgressive Novels (Jefferson: McFarland & Co, 
2016), p. 126 
22 Palahniuk, ‘The Fringe is the Future’, p. 9 
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Palahniuk ascribes a poetic irony to the events which have shaped him may give context to the 

candour of his prolific visceral absurdism. 

Palahniuk has produced an extensive literary biography, however both his work and his life 

continue to cause controversy. In 2003, for example, Palahniuk came out as homosexual after fearing 

that an Entertainment Weekly reporter was going to announce it first. To counteract this, Palahniuk 

uploaded an audio clip to his website, The Cult, insulting the reporter and making false accusations 

against her and her family. The Entertainment Weekly article made no mention of Palahniuk’s 

sexuality and, strangely, the article was already published by the time he made the announcement. 

Palahniuk has never provided any further explanation for these actions, but has apologised to the 

reporter. The exact reasons for Palahniuk’s wish for privacy around his sexuality up until that point are 

unclear, however it follows a similar move by contemporary writer Easton Ellis who for years has 

deflected questions regarding his own sexual orientation so that he could remain ‘a mystery, an 

enigma’ to his readership.23 It seems, then, that the postmodern writer, awakened to the 

consequences of signifiers and labels, seeks to escape identification through obscurity. 

Of course, salacious gossip such as this also has PR value, and it is curious that Palahniuk’s 

announcement regarding his sexuality came around the same time that he was touring with his short 

story ‘Guts’ (later to form part of his short story collection Haunted). ‘Guts’ tells the story of a man who 

increases his sexual pleasure through sitting on the suction at the bottom of a pool, only to find that 

he becomes stuck. A truly gruesome tale of sexual misadventure, culminating in the character 

chewing through his own intestinal tract, ‘Guts’ has, perhaps unsurprisingly, made several people faint 

at public readings. The most famous of these was caught on camera for the Palahniuk documentary 

Postcards From the Future (2003), where a fainter woke up screaming. Again, whether these events 

are legitimate or staged publicity moves is for each individual to decide, however, it seems that the 

fantastical, the absurd, and the shocking are key components of Palahniuk’s existence, both in 

literature and in life.  

Despite such intrigue and excitement, and Palahniuk continuing to produce a vast 

bibliography, his mainstream recognition often remains limited to Fight Club. Fight Club 2, released in 
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2016 came as an unsurprising and yet long overdue sequel. Produced exactly twenty years after the 

original, Palahniuk used the sequel to revisit the mainstream popularity of his debut novel, and 

question the role of readership in assigning meaning to a cultural text. The graphic novel sequel has 

not received the same attention as Palahniuk’s debut work, but regardless, it moves the discussion of 

Fight Club towards the twenty-first century. If Fight Club was the novel of the angry, white male, then 

Fight Club 2 could be seen as the response of a bemused, absurdist novelist, who has no option but 

to watch his text be co-opted by the opinion of a postmodern, late capitalist American society. 

Postmodernity and postmodernism, traditionally, have been complex and laden terms to 

deconstruct. Yet, while the specifics can be contested, postmodernity generally refers to the period 

immediately following modernity (i.e. early to mid-twentieth century), where a shift from economies 

based on industrialization towards more science and technology based movement provoked within 

society a cultural shift towards new ways of living. Yet, along with this progression came insecurity. 

The influences of the modern era had produced a cultural canon based on rationality, logic, and 

determinism. However, now the postmodern era ushered in an ideology which sought to question 

these previously believed concepts, and indeed the nature of reality itself. This new type of cultural 

engagement was called postmodernism.  

Originally coined during the 1940s as a critical response to modernist architecture, postmodernism 

gained popularity in cultural circles during the 1960s through American critics such as Susan Sontag 

and Leslie Fiedler who used the term to describe a shifting literary canon which deviated from 

traditional modernist literature. Nichol describes the shift in form as such: 

Where modernist art forms privilege, formalism, rationality, authenticity, depth, 
originality, etc., postmodernism, the argument goes, favours bricolage or pastiche to 
original production, the mixing of styles and genres, and the juxtaposition of ‘low’ with 
high culture. Where modernism is sincere or earnest, postmodernism is playful and 
ironic.24 

Nicol provides an adequate cursory summary of the literary differences between the two genres of 

modernism and postmodernism, however, such generalisation inevitably fails to fully explore the 

intricacies of postmodernism and the issues of temporality and perception which have facilitated 

existentialist fear, nihilistic fatalism, and absurdist acceptance to flourish in the genre. The 

philosophies of Foucault, Camus, Baudrillard, and Derrida began to shape new ways of thinking about 

                                                           
24 Nicol, The Cambridge Introduction to Postmodern Fiction, p.2 



 

12 

the perception and limitation of the human condition. For Jean Baudrillard, postmodernity was an age 

which signalled the death of the real and the rise of the simulacra, where all existence is merely a 

reflection of a disappeared reality. 

[Postmodernity is] no longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. 
It is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the real, that is to say an 
operation of deterring every real process via its operational double, a programmable 
metastable, perfectly descriptive machine that offers all the signs of the real and short 
circuits all of its vicissitudes.25  

For Baudrillard, postmodernity presented an opportunity for the cultural awakening of the artificiality of 

human existence. Baudrillard’s recognition of the simulacrum, especially when applied to the concept 

of the American landscape, is essential to the understanding of American absurdism, and particularly 

in the case of Palahniuk’s fiction, where American life has become ‘a copy of a copy of a copy’,26 and 

its people turned into ‘a product of a product of a product.’27 Palahniuk’s engagement with 

Baudrillard’s simulacrum, along with literary devices such as the temporality of the somnambulant 

narrator of Fight Club, or the pre-recorded confessional of Tender Brandon in Survivor, and innovative 

literary techniques such as the poetic pigeon-English of Pygmy, and the novella-esque integration of 

short story flashbacks, poetic introductions, and present day narratives within Haunted all 

demonstrate that Palahniuk is a writer situated firmly within the postmodern genre. A longer thesis 

would, no doubt, explore these techniques in closer relation to postmodernism, but such subtleties are 

too great to explore in detail here (indeed, many critics have entire bodies of work devoted to 

clarifying postmodernist debates).28 Nevertheless Stefan Morawski, in his text The Trouble with 

Postmodernism, states that postmodernism brings with it the sense that ‘something long dominant is 

collapsing or has collapsed,’29 and it is this fear of the ‘falling away’ of the old method that provides 

the insecure freedom which postmodernism probes. 

 

Indeed, Palahniuk is not only clearly an absurd author but, perhaps more importantly, 

inherrently American in his absurdism. Hauck argues that:  

Absurd fiction in America has characteristically been realistic, not, to borrow a 
modern term commonly used to describe it, antirealistic. Even contemporary 
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American novelists who employ nightmarish settings and grotesque events – 
Hawkes, Vonegut, Pynchon, Styron and Donleavy, for example – do not create 
distorted worlds as much as they perceive that the world is distorted.30 

This can be seen to be true of Palahniuk, who creates absurdist and grotesque settings within his 

novels, however the world itself retains a realism, mimicking contemporary society. This is because 

Palahniuk as an absurdist understands that the reality of the world is already a futile absurdity, and 

therefore the setting retains as much tentative humour as the ludicrous events which occur within it. 

By setting his ludicrous narratives in realistic settings, Palahniuk amplifies the absurdity of the 

landscape. It is also important to note that, in Palahniuk’s writing, nearly all these landscapes in which 

such absurd narratives develop, are exclusively and distinctly American. From the deserts of Rant, to 

the closed Creedish commune in Survivor, to the relentless road trip of Invisible Monsters; Palahniuk 

situates his absurdist narratives firmly on unmistakeably American soil. Hauck argues that the 

landscape of America plays a vital role in absurdism, as the founding of America itself became an 

absurdist quest to fulfil a futile manifest destiny: 

The mythical American prototype…began in confidence by deliberately cutting his 
European ties and then became lost on his errand in the wilderness when the 
promised land changed from “here” to “somewhere”.31 

By removing themselves from the relative security of Europe, early American settlers hoped for a new 

and glorious land. However, the reality of the land was harsh and unforgiving, and the primary 

settlement at Jamestown saw significant casualties from illness and starvation. As such, the vast 

landscape which surrounded the early settlers became recognised not as a home, but as a 

philosophical abyss, consuming both body and spirit.  

The inherent falsehood of manifest destiny is exposed, and the American finds himself dying 

in a strange new world, trying to assign meaning to the act. So it seems only natural that the laborious 

and futile landscape became a common trope within American fiction, and is recognised in the work of 

many American writers, such as Annie Proulx, Cormac McCarthy and Jack Kerouac. Hauck argues 

that ‘a common pattern in American fiction is the exposure of an innocent hero to a series of events 

which awakens him to a sense of meaninglessness in nature and a lack of moral direction in 

people.’32 The American hero is constantly and consistently under threat from the futility of the natural 

and social world. Nature is the enemy, and humans are ultimately fickle. Camus signals the 
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awakening of man to his division from nature as one of the key movements towards absurdist 

philosophical thought: 

A step lower and strangeness creeps in: perceiving that the world is "dense," sensing 
to what a degree a stone is foreign and irreducible to us, with what intensity nature or 
a landscape can negate us. At the heart of all beauty lies something inhuman, and 
these hills, the softness of the sky, the outline of these trees at this very minute lose 
the illusory meaning with which we had clothed them, henceforth more remote than a 
lost paradise. The primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us across millennia.33 

For the absurdist hero, the pathetically fallacy of their environment must be one in which they are 

ultimately unwelcome and irreparably distanced. For the American who must endure a legacy of failed 

manifest destiny, this gnawing emptiness where it is felt a connection to the natural home should 

abide rings true. Yet, despite the knowledge that this longing will never be sated, the gradual 

realisation of the futility of any action by the absurd hero, indeed of existence itself, is often offset by a 

cheerful or positive spirit which counters the nihilism and dilutes the gravity of the discovery. This is, 

of course, not to say that the American hero goes into a state of denial. Rather, his absurdist 

acceptance of this meaninglessness is essential for his self-development. As Hauck states, ‘he 

retains the full ambivalence of his absurd discovery: his humor is serious and his seriousness is 

humorous.’34 There is terror behind the laughter, however resignation would mean death, and 

resistance would be pointless. Much like a laughing Sisyphus, the American hero embraces the futility 

of his labour, and chuckles at the utter ludicrousness of such an existence.  

Palahniuk understands the role of the American ‘stranger’ to the landscape better than many 

of his contemporaries. His characters, while in distinctly American landscapes, are often displaced. 

The narrator in Fight Club demolishes his apartment, Tender Brandon in Survivor discovers his family 

home has become a dumping ground for pornography, and the narrator in Invisible Monsters moves 

from show house to show house, stealing what she can. None of Palahniuk’s characters find solace in 

their environment, and very few stay in one stable place for long enough to become acquainted with 

it. Palahniuk’s characters are true American absurdist pioneers – stepping forth into a ludicrous 

landscape from which they remain irreparably distanced. 

Of course, the simple failure of Puritan manifest destiny when faced with an unyielding 

landscape is not enough to ascribe American society as inherently absurdist – after all, the 
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postmodern American landscape has, in nearly all ways, been touched by humanity and in many 

cases decimated through capitalist expansion. However, America continues to be influenced by futility 

as it pursues the failing model of the American Dream. James Truslow Adams in his 1931 book The 

Epic of America, defined the American Dream as thus: 

That American dream of a better, richer, and happier life for all our citizens of every 
rank which is the greatest contribution we have as yet made to the thought and 
welfare of the world. That dream or hope has been present from the start…hold fast 
to those rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” which were vouchsafed to 
us in the past in vision and on parchment.35 

America is known as the land of opportunity, and the American Dream cements that ideology into the 

very ethos of American existence. That the American Dream has been considered unachievable by 

60% of the population, and the gap between the richest and poorest in America has increased36 

means little to those Americans who hold fast to the concepts of American exceptionalism, and 

therefore see the United States as unique among nations. Yet the definition of the American Dream is 

complex, despite the term quickly becoming common parlance in the United States. However, for a 

nation which perpetuated concepts such as exceptionalism and Manifest Destiny, an idealized image 

of American success is appealing. Following Truslow’s definition George O’Neil’s 1933 play American 

Dream provided the first artistic critique of the concept, focusing on the corruption of American 

idealism. In 1938 Robert K. Merton quoted the term in his paper ‘Social Structure and Anomie’, 

legitimizing the American Dream as legitimate cultural and sociological terminology. Yet there still 

remained some debate over what exactly defined the American Dream. For Merton, the American 

Dream primarily focused on monetary success, a rags-to-riches opportunism which was imbued in 

events like the Californian gold rush. Yet, for others, the American Dream had little to do with financial 

success. Instead, critics like Vernon L. Parrington, Jr, Stewart Holbrook, and Archibald MacLeish 

produced essays and books which defined the American Dream as a grand sense of purpose in 

developing a Utopian society built upon key moral values such as liberty, family, and love. The 

inability to accurately pigeonhole the American Dream into a precise and nuanced definition is 

indicative of the strength and follies of a nation whose vision of a future depends on such fluid values. 

Indeed, this is enough for some critics, such as Robert B. Heilman, to discount the term altogether. 

Yet, the falsity of the American Dream does not discount its existence or influence. Indeed, in a 
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country which embraces its own simulacra, the hybridity of the American Dream is essential to the 

understanding of America as an absurdist playground. Glenn Llopis argues that the American Dream 

is not dead, but has merely adapted to the modern age: 

The American Dream of the past inspired hope and optimism. When you could 
believe that anything was possible, it became easier to dream. While I wholeheartedly 
encourage people to continue dreaming (and dream big), you must be aware that the 
infrastructure and resources of the past are either gone, much more difficult to 
access, or in the process of being recreated to support the new ground-
rules…Earning the right to pursue an opportunity has now become not only a 
responsibility, but requires a set of skills that must be learned in order to properly 
seize opportunity and keep momentum alive.37 

Llopis here falls into the trap of classic American absurdity by arguing that the American Dream - 

which fundamentally promises a better life for all citizens - is not dead, but just available to some who 

are willing to seize opportunity amid dwindling resources. Yet to call the American Dream dead would 

be to admit a failure of American exceptionalism, redefine the morals which founded the nation, and 

therefore become decidedly un-American. For the absurdist living in America today, the futility of its 

core ideologies is palpable. 

American absurdism is distinct and overt, as are the values which govern such a country. 

Indeed, Elaine Tyler May argues that, as a young country performing a risky democratic experiment, 

America lacked the security in its foundations of independence which were of benefit to other 

countries – royalty, aristocracy, and history. As such, alongside lofty ideals such as the American 

Dream, this new nation had to imbue itself with a strong foundation. For the United States, this 

foundation was to be family values: 

The United States invented its own traditions, and placed the family in the center of 
the polity, as the institution where citizens are bred and nurtured. Believing in the 
rights of the individual, but fearful of tyranny from above as well as anarchy from 
below, the nation’s founders invested in the institution of the family the responsibility 
for maintaining social order in the democracy.38 

The family structure served to provide a home which not only physically cared for citizens, but also 

provided a place for the teaching and propagation of beliefs such as the American Dream into the 

population. In such a way, the American family became vital to the success of the country. This was 

never as clear as it was during the Cold War, when America sought to diametrically oppose itself to 
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communism and the Russian threat. During this time, to be American meant to display of an 

unmistakable set of core American beliefs. At the centre of these beliefs was a strong belief in the 

security of the nuclear family and traditional heteronormative gender roles: 

Cold war cultural norms located civic virtue at the doorstep of suburban white middle-
class families. Prosperous homes filled with consumer goods represented the 
American way of life and the triumph of capitalism. Nuclear families that conformed to 
the heterosexual marital ideal personified this way of life…those who did not conform 
to that norm, such as unwed mothers, or gay men and lesbians…these non-
conformists attracted suspicion. Their very patriotism was questioned in the anti-
communist crusades and their opportunities for social respect and occupational 
advancement were severely curtailed.39 

The Cold War became a pivotal moment for American values, as the population became obsessed 

with what it meant to be American. Family once again became the core of American civilization, and 

through it the American beliefs of individuality freedom, capitalism, and heteronormative love were 

propagated. However, the nuclear family was only an ideal and, as May states above, many in 

America did not conform to this structure. These deviants, despite adhering to the US concept of 

individual freedom, were considered un-American, and so a fracture occurs in American society 

between the reality of its people and a simulacrum of the American Dream. Once again, the American 

absurdist must watch on in good humor as the very foundations of his country’s existence are proven 

to be futile and false. 

Hauck argues that ‘when a man views morality relativistically, he is capable of justifying any 

behaviour.’40 Indeed, it follows that a man who realises the futility of his own existence has no moral 

obligation to anyone but himself. However, despite the realisation of the futility of manifest destiny, 

early American Puritan settlers remained constricted through their strict adherence to a set of moral 

codes and laws as defined by a higher power. Indeed, in many way religion is the antithesis to the 

cheerful nihilism of the American condition: 

The unsaved man, if he is thoughtful, always sees the universe as absurd. The saved 
man may often see the universe as absurd because he is, after all, finite, but he has 
moments when a flood of faith reassures him that God is the ultimate meaning. He 
then transcends absurdity.41 

For the American absurdist, religion provides an answer to the futility of the human condition by 

simply stating that there is, in fact, a reason for existence. That humanity does not need to bother 
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itself with what reason exactly, is irrelevant – the matter is resolved and the American absurdist 

receives comfort in knowing their strained laughter need no longer cause psychological discomfort. 

Palahniuk is aware of this, and frequently utilizes religious symbolism and iconography within his 

texts, such as the Adam and Eve symbolism in Fight Club 2, or the Promise Keepers in Beautiful You. 

However, his clearest use of religious Christianity is in the novel Choke, where the main character 

believes he is a reiteration of Jesus Christ. Palahniuk’s use of absurdism is evident through ludicrous 

situations and ridiculous conclusions, however under the laughter and deflections there is a hope from 

the absurdist hero (whom we have already acknowledged in many ways is simply a mirror image of 

the author themselves) that religion may provide the answer to an otherwise hopeless futility. The 

greatest wish – from the character, the reader, and Palahniuk – is that their nihilistic predilections will 

be destroyed and the lofty absurdist laughter can abate in favour of some greater spiritual meaning. 

However, Choke, like all Palahniuk’s novels, ends in abstraction. Much like Sisyphus’ boulder, the 

events in the text reach their pinnacle, only to return to a state of futility and roll back down the hill. 

The character begins anew, unburdened by his previous problems. However, this is not a joyful 

ending in which the character has transcended. Instead, like Sisyphus, the end of the novel is merely 

the moment where the descent after the boulder begins again, with reader, author, and hero chuckling 

on the walk down. 

Palahniuk, therefore, situates himself as an absurdist writer in an absurdist country – not, one 

could argue, enough to make him noteworthy for in-depth critical discussion or addition to a literary 

canon which includes Franklin, Melville and Twain as its forefathers. However, Palahniuk’s 

contemporary political relevance allows him to transcend other writers to become, through 

happenstance, pivotal to understanding postmodern America. The adoption of the term snowflake 

from Fight Club into common American political parlance to describe supporters (both Democratic and 

Republican) who are easily offended speaks to a contemporary relevance of Palahniuk’s work which 

is a mimicry of the success of Foster-Wallace’s Generation X. Both Fight Club and Generation X 

resonated with a sub-culture of the American population which found themselves in the tumultuous 

weariness which Camus described as the foreboding to absurdist thought. However, unlike Fight 

Club, Foster-Wallace’s Generation X was not overtly politically co-opted. Ironically unaware of its 

absurdist anti-American philosophy, angry, white, young males across the country took Palahniuk’s 

text (or, more correctly, Fincher’s film) as a symbol for their own frustrations. And, levying this malaise 
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against an increasingly liberal world, sought to reaffirm the American Dream and American values, 

thereby reasserting a dominant masculine role. That Tyler Durden in Palahniuk’s text is an anarchic, 

absurdist, and anti-American hero seems to have becomes lost in this co-option, and any hints at the 

futility of trying to recapture the American Dream are muted. Instead, republican supporters find 

themselves following a President who is, by all accounts, an absurd character. Openly racist, sexist, 

and homophobic, President Trump has used Twitter to threaten North Korea, said he would sleep with 

his own daughter and, most importantly, frequently disparages any news source he disagrees with as 

‘fake’. By telling his supporters not to believe the events they witness, but rather what he states 

happened, President Trump embodies the American simulacrum, which predicates the belief in a 

dream rather than a reality. American life has taken on a reductio ad absurdum like never before and, 

for the absurdist novelist caught in the middle of this new social order, an unbridled significance for 

his work. 

Camus states that ‘in a universe suddenly divested of illusions and lights, man feels an alien, 

a stranger. His exile is without remedy since he is deprived of the memory of a lost home or the hope 

of a promised land.’42 Since the American experience is rooted in a failed promised land already, it 

naturally follows that America is imbued with absurdism. Indeed, Richard Boyd Hauck postulates that 

absurdist fiction is an inherently American reaction to nihilist philosophy. He tracks the American 

absurdist tradition through writers considered to be inherent to the American literary canon - Benjamin 

Franklin, Herman Melville and Mark Twain for example – to demonstrate that the American response 

to the arbitrary meaningless in the American existence is humour. In this thesis, I argue that 

Palahniuk should be submitted into the literary canon as an American absurdist novelist whose work 

is a direct response to the contemporary simulacrum of the American Dream. I demonstrate how 

Palahniuk deconstructs the American values of the nuclear family, capitalist individualism, and sexual 

liberalism to highlight an absence of a proverbial ‘reality’. Palahniuk is, for America, a chuckling 

Sisyphus – the more he exposes the futility of contemporary American reality, the more warranted his 

humor becomes. Palahniuk reflects an American people who have recognised the futility of American 

existence and, with growing unease as a response to their nihilist fears, have doubled-down, 
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attempting to revert to the reestablishment of the hierarchies present in American values, co-opting 

Palahniuk’s debut novel in the process.  

In Chapter One, ‘Self-Destruction is the Answer’: Fight Club and America’s Political Shift’, I 

discuss the literary and political context in which Palahniuk’s debut novel was published. Created at 

the fin de siècle of the 20th century, Fight Club is a text which examines the frailty of American 

ideology – in particular, what it means to be an American male. In Fight Club, Palahniuk addresses a 

weariness among the American male in response to the failure of the expectations set out in core 

American values and the American Dream. Indeed, Fight Club is a mirror to postmodern America – 

even the fictional anarchist group Project Mayhem within Fight Club is based on Palahniuk’s own 

attendance at the Cacophony Society; a group who play drunken pranks and engage in non-harmful, 

absurdist, anarchist activities. By examining literary criticism on Fight Club, both as a film and as a 

novel, I will demonstrate that the anarchic violence of the characters in Fight Club is mitigated by 

Palahniuk’s absurdist humour. Tyler is an absurdist hero – his sole purpose is to destroy the 

simulacrum that is postmodern America and awaken the narrator to the reality of his existence. That 

Fight Club has become a text co-opted by a neoconservative movement which seeks to re-establish 

‘traditional’ American values is inherently absurdist. However, this is not to say that the issues which 

Palahniuk raises within the text do not exist. In Fight Club, Palahniuk highlights the cultural 

impossibilities inherent within the American Dream, and this chapter examines the perceived cultural 

impotence of the white, working-class, American male, including issues surrounding masculinity, 

home-grown terrorism and family lineage. 

In Chapters 2–4, I examine how Palahniuk utilizes absurdism to deconstruct and expose the 

futility of the American Dream, focusing each chapter on a key American value which defines the 

American simulacrum. In Chapter Two, ‘‘Sprouting again out of their own dead’: Designifying the 

American Nuclear Family’, I begin by exploring Palahniuk’s deconstruction of the established myths 

surrounding the stability of the American heteronormative family unit. He demonstrates that the 

nuclear family, imbued in the core of what it means to be a successful American is, in fact, an 

unstable, uncommon, and fractured symbol in contemporary American culture. Palahniuk focuses his 

texts on so-called ‘broken’ homes, and this chapter will examine two of Palahniuk’s texts – Diary and 

Choke – to look at alternative familial upbringings. In Diary, for example, Palahniuk discusses issues 

such as bisexual conformity and single parenthood. In Choke, Palahniuk explores the legacy of the 
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absentee father. Through co-option of Freud’s theory of psychosexual development, Palahniuk 

demonstrates that, in a society where a heteronormative and nuclear family is an ideal but not 

necessarily a reality, the absence of a paternal figure becomes a psychological stagnation. Palahniuk 

negates the belief that heteronormative nuclear families can offer more stable environments, instead 

using his texts to demonstrate that the psychological repercussions of perceived obligation to familial 

structures are as, if not more, severe than the absence of one or more parent. It is only through 

accepting the false reality of the heteronormative, nuclear family expectation inherent to the American 

Dream that psychological and emotional pain can begin to be accepted and resolved. 

In Chapter Three, ‘‘A Product of A Product’: Buying Identity In America’, I examine 

Palahniuk’s exploration of the futility of late capitalist individualism in America. Palahniuk takes the 

concept of American opportunism and the body politic to question the limits of signifier identification. 

In Invisible Monsters, for example, Palahniuk explores the extremes of external gendered signifiers 

through his unnamed narrator’s hyperbolic self-mutilation. Invisible Monsters is a text which 

encapsulates postmodern questions surrounding gender fluidity but, by taking his text to an absurdist 

extreme, Palahniuk exposes issues surrounding transphobia and misogyny. Palahniuk has a 

character reveal they are in the process of transitioning simply because it was ‘the biggest mistake’43 

they could think to make, i.e. they did not identify as another sex. Although Palahniuk engages with 

concepts of gender fluidity to make a wider point surrounding identity ambiguity, and the ultimate 

futility of American individualism, it is important to remember that aggression, violence and ridicule of 

the Trans community is frequent and common, and issues like this should not be excused or taken 

lightly. In the second text I examine, Beautiful You, Palahniuk critiques the role of late stage American 

capitalism in identity fluctuation, exploring the dynamics of advertising and the free market in selling 

faux-individualism and perpetuating commodity fetishism. The American Dream suggests that people 

who regularly engage in the American capitalist system are to be respected as role models – 

Palahniuk argues that commodity fetishism in late American capitalism merely produces copies of the 

same basic human model. 

In Chapter Four, ‘Secrets They Kept Between Their Legs: Exposing American Sexual Desire’ 

I examine Palahniuk’s reflections on the rise of sexual liberalism through close reading of two of his 
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texts. In Snuff, I examine Palahniuk’s critique of female sexuality and of the pornographic industry. 

Here Palahniuk explores the multi-faceted debate concerning female sexual freedom, considering 

whether women are objectified in the American pornographic industry. Palahniuk examines whether 

consenting to current sexual actions is truly consent if there is a history of trauma which may 

psychologically influence current decisions, and the response of American society to frank exposure 

of the reality behind the porn simulacrum. In Haunted, Palahniuk takes his critique of American sexual 

liberalism one step further. Haunted is a collection of short stories, most involving sexually 

transgressive acts such as rape, paedophilia, and fetishism. Palahniuk here explores the limits of 

sexual liberalism, prompting the reader to ask themselves where the moral line is drawn between 

sexual freedom and psychological dysfunction. Although Palahniuk’s objective may be to shock the 

reader into discovering the limits of American moral absolutism, Palahniuk does not offer a personal 

opinion on where his own line is drawn. Instead the text, and the reader response, serve to highlight 

his core critique; American sexual freedom is never ‘truly’ free. 

Finally, in Chapter Five, ‘‘Ideas Cultivate Us’: Fight Club 2 and the Death of the Absurd 

American Hero’, I will examine Fight Club 2 as a response to the contemporary co-opting of Fight 

Club as a symbol of the political alt-right in America. I will explore why Fight Club resurfaced as a text 

of political significance twenty years after its initial publication, the popularity of the term ‘snowflake’ 

as an insult for the liberal movement, and how the adaptation of Palahniuk’s novel into film diluted the 

absurd humour of the original, thereby diluting its original futile conclusion. Furthermore, I will discuss 

the rise of Trump and the alt-right as a desperate quest for the reassertion of the ‘American Dream’. 

This sociological discussion is essential to the contemporary significance of Fight Club 2, where we 

see Palahniuk respond to this sudden situation as an author of political note. The futility of attempting 

to retain control over his debut novel is directly addressed in Fight Club 2, as he reflects on the 

Barthesian death of the author’s existence which he must now endure. I will also examine the 

significance of Palahniuk’s Fight Club 2 being produced as a graphic novel rather than prose, as a 

possible way to increase accessibility to his work. Finally, I will explore Palahniuk’s own comedic 

absurdism at the future of Fight Club, as he watches his Sisyphean rock tumble to the bottom once 

again. 

Palahniuk is a vital contemporary addition to the American literary canon. In his work he has 

not merely recognised the constructs which govern American society, he also notices that these key 
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ideologies are, in fact, sources of futility in the core ideology of the American Dream. Palahniuk’s 

laughter is tinged with sadness, his explicit humour is laced with fear. Absurdism lends itself to the 

deconstruction of ideas and Palahniuk recognises that all America is a construction, and that 

contemporary American existence is ultimately meaningless. However, his debut novel which 

reflected the absurdity of postmodern America and its inherent futility has been since co-opted by the 

young, white, American male. Through a manipulation of conservative politics, the disenfranchised 

male in America has come to believe the meaningless of their lives must come from a tangible 

sociological force – such as immigration, or the opposite sex, or non-heteronormative sexuality. As 

such, the American male has followed a political view which aims to reassert the white, 

heteronormative male as a patriarchal dominant of significant social and political importance, thereby 

asserting these key American values as a reality. Palahniuk’s political opinion regarding this is to 

argue ultimately as any writer would; that he has no control over how his text has been perceived as a 

political tool – an absurd situation within itself. Palahniuk uses absurdism in Fight Club 2 to contrast 

the gravity of the situation while taking no political stance. Palahniuk’s texts are absurdist critiques of 

the postmodern American identity, in which he deconstructs and destroys key American concepts 

only to find there wasn’t anything there to verify them. Palahniuk, aware of his own hopelessness – 

and the futility of moving the boulder which is the American Dream – instead chooses to engage in 

the bemusement of his circumstance. Much like Melville and Twain before him, Palahniuk continues 

the literary tradition of American absurdism, and in such a way creates Sisyphean artistry out of 

nothing. To misquote Camus – one must imagine Palahniuk happy. 
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Chapter One 

‘Self-Destruction is the Answer’: Fight Club and America’s Political Shift 

If there is one thing which every reader who has picked up Palahniuk’s debut novel knows, it is that 

there is a rule. Anyone who has watched David Fincher’s 1999 film adaptation knows that the second 

rule is the same as the first rule. Indeed, anyone who has ever studied Palahniuk knows that the rule 

has been broken time and time again by fans, reviewers and critics. The rule itself is absurd; by 

saying the rule out loud, you immediately break it. However, despite all of this: 

We are going to talk about Fight Club. 

It is, of course, the most famous (indeed, infamous) novel which Palahniuk has ever written, however 

it was very nearly never published. Gerard Howard was an editor at W.W. Norton when he was 

handed a manuscript from Chuck Palahniuk – however this was not Fight Club (that was to come 

later). Instead, he was given what would become Palahniuk’s second novel Invisible Monsters, 

however Howard found the plot too intense and rejected it. It was only later, after meeting again at a 

writer’s conference, that Palahniuk sent Howard a short story about a club in which men fought to 

escape the monotony of their daily lives. Howard suggested it should be developed into a novel, and 

so Fight Club was conceived. The work was intense, and held a powerful message, but Howard 

remained wary as to who would buy such a novel. He states ‘It sure wasn’t like anything else being 

published in the mid-nineties. That’s what I liked about it.’1 Contrary to this statement, the nineties was 

the perfect moment for Palahniuk’s debut into literature, as it occurred precisely at a time where 

several postmodern American writers were beginning to surface with novels centred around the same 

principle – the disillusionment and postmodern malaise of American life. 

The 1990s is a difficult decade for which to assign a definitive ethos. On the one hand, the 

nineties was a time of seemingly unceasing technological advancements which benefitted the fields of 

science, business, and culture, and revolutionized the American home – indeed, between 1990-1997 

the number of US households who owned a computer rose from 15% to 35%.2 Bill Clinton’s 

presidency brought with it new economic policies which enabled 4% annual economic growth, a drop 
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in poverty rates, and a marked increase in real median household income in the American home. The 

economic freedoms which the 90s provided were relatively muted, however, as American society 

began to move away from the public excesses which had been present in the decade before. This era 

of cultural and economic prudence brought with it a diverse literary offering. Emerging writers had the 

economic freedom to pursue their passions for the first time, enabling new and exciting texts which 

pushed at the boundaries of Americana. Colin Harrison also argues that a there was a noted rise in 

the writing of the self during the 90s as an attempt by authors to seek recognition for the validity of 

their personal identity within the greater public sphere: 

It is no coincidence that an explosion of memoir and identity writing occurs at a 
moment when individuality seems harder to grasp: such texts both reaffirm the idea of 
the self and reveal a continued commitment to an ideology of possessive 
individualism which is deeply ingrained in American culture.3  

Anxieties about the self within the American system began to emerge, as the individualist writer 

sought to distinguish their uniqueness while simultaneously seeking approval for that distinctiveness 

within American society. Indeed, postmodern writers began to incorporate issues about identity, 

capitalism and economic excesses into their work. David Foster Wallace and Bret Easton Ellis 

produced novels which not only featured strong and uncomfortable scenes (particularly so in the case 

of Easton Ellis), but also prominently featured a fracture between postmodern American society and 

the angry, disenfranchised male population. In American Psycho, Patrick Bateman is a successful 

capitalist – in many respects, he has achieved the American ideal of financial success. However, this 

capitalist identity is merely a façade for a deeper, more primal, and far more disturbing psychotic 

murderous desire. Despite his money, regardless of his achievements and success, Bateman 

remains unfulfilled, and only finds joy in those moments where he asserts power as a killer. 

Conversely, in Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), capitalism rules the naming of the calendar year, 

and escapism from reality has reached such a peak that a film exists which will kill viewers as they 

refuse to cease watching something so entertaining. Death in escapist comfort is a key theme of 

Foster Wallace’s novel, which also deals heavily with issues surrounding addiction and mental health. 

Furthermore, Palahniuk’s Fight Club also bears a similarity in writing style to that of Douglas 

Coupland’s Generation X (1991). Indeed, the line ‘I began to wonder if sex was really just an excuse 
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to look deeply into another human being's eyes’4 from Generation X bears a striking resemblance to 

the sentiment Marla expresses about sexual encounters in Fight Club; 

“You know, the condom is the glass slipper of our generation. You slip it on when you 
meet a stranger. You dance all night, then you throw it away. The condom, I mean. 
Not the stranger.”5 

In both cases, sex is not simply about physical pleasure, but rather becomes a pretext through which 

a deeper emotional and psychological reasoning is enacted. These texts focus on the follies of 

attempting to escape the futility of postmodern American existence. It becomes clear, then, that 

Palahniuk did not occur, like Howard suggests, in a literary bubble, but rather was part of a movement 

in the early and mid-nineties which aimed to explain the disaffection between populous and ideology 

in post-modern, capitalist America. However, Palahniuk’s style of writing certainly differentiated him 

from other postmodern writers of the nineties, as his absurdist humour surrounding the American 

simulacrum made him a distinct author of note. 

Palahniuk’s literary worth as an American absurdist writer has already been touched upon in 

the introduction to this thesis, however it is important, before we discuss Fight Club, to situate that 

absurdism (and therefore his debut novel) within the America literary canon. While Palahniuk’s debut 

novel exists within the nineties postmodernist movement – tackling issues of post-modern malaise 

and disenfranchisement – he approached these topics in a way which was both incredibly innovative 

and simultaneously familiar. Whereas Coupland searched for profound, beautiful prose, Easton Ellis 

and Foster Wallace instead were instead screaming into an abyss about their own futility. To return 

again to Camus’ Sisyphean philosophy: in response to rolling the boulder for eternity, it could be 

argued that Coupland pondered, Ellis raged and Wallace simply gave up. Only Palahniuk stands out, 

an author who sees the unending pointlessness of the task – the disaffection, disenfranchisement, 

and general malaise – and chuckles at just how ridiculous it all is. This is perhaps clearest in the 

opening of Fight Club (which is also a flash-forward to the closing scene). The narrator is being held 

at gunpoint by his alter-ego Tyler Durden as a bomb is set to destroy the Parker-Morris building and 

destroy the Museum of Natural History. 
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5 Palahniuk, Fight Club, p. 66 
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We just totally forget about Tyler’s whole murder-suicide thing while we watch 
another file cabinet slip out the side of the building and the drawers roll open midair, 
reams of white paper caught in the updraft and carried off in the wind.6 

Palahniuk’s aburdism undercuts the seriousness of the event through the use of diminishing 

language. By describing what should be a serious situation instead as a ‘whole…thing’, Palahniuk 

negates the gravity of the situation and instead interjects absurdist humor. Indeed, the image of the 

file cabinet cascading its way out of the building and into the air is also intentionally absurd. Of 

course, there exists a symbolic significance in a tool of the white-collar working classes falling away 

into the night as its contents are dispersed among the wind, however this analysis still does not 

change the absurd image of the interruption of this tense situation by a huge file cabinet being tossed 

out of a building. These moments provide relief from the otherwise nihilistic tone of the novel – they 

are a comic comfort presented in the face of assured destruction and hopelessness. Palahniuk 

humorously leads his readers through the key values which underpin postmodern American identity 

and, through a series of absurd situations, exposes the inherent futility of the American Dream 

simulacrum. In such a way, Palahniuk is as integral to the American literary canon as Melville, Twain, 

Pynchon or Vonnegut. Fight Club has incredible literary significance as an absurdist novel which 

resonated within popular American culture. Furthermore, Fight Club’s popularity is not because of its 

protagonist, but rather the anarchic, absurdist antagonist of Tyler Durden. Palahniuk’s debut novel 

dissents from other American absurdist writers precisely because the absurdist hero is not the main 

character, but rather a facet of his identity which has been awoken to the falsity of the American 

simulacrum. As such, Palahniuk is not simply another postmodern writer, or an American absurdist 

novelist, but is both intertwined, and it is precisely this complex combination which makes him 

essential to the critical understanding of America’s postmodern literary canon.  

However, despite critical praises today, on release Palahniuk’s debut novel was tepidly 

received. It won the Oregon Book Award for best debut novel, and to an extent critics praised Fight 

Club’s inventive writing style and interesting themes, but the novel never received the same traction 

that other postmodern novels had achieved. Indeed, by the time Fight Club was published, Coupland 

had already declared Gen X to be dead,7 and Palahniuk’s debut novel was released at a moment 

between generations. While Palahniuk himself was a Gen-Xer, it was Generation Y – a generation 

                                                           
6 Ibid, p. 13 
7 John Marchese, ‘The Short Shelf Life of Generation X’, The New York Times (June 18th 1995) 
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suspicious of government and ‘grand collective enterprises’8 – for which his novel about the futility of 

late capitalist America would really resonate. Laura Zizkin, a producer at FOX, saw something within 

the novel which attracted her to the possibility of a film adaptation, and soon the novel had a 

screenplay written by Jim Uhls and a director, David Fincher, who would raise Fight Club from 

unknown novel to cult film. 

David Fincher’s 1999 film adaptation forced the novel from cultural niche into mainstream 

success, however this is not to say that the film obtained immediate recognition. Indeed, Fight Club 

was actually a box office flop, earning less than the $63 million put into its development. However, 

when it was released on DVD, the movie began to gain significant momentum and a cult classic was 

born. Fight Club the film became a massive hit, despite the film’s clear anti-capitalist message. Young 

men would tape pictures of Brad Pitt onto their wall, quote lines from the film and tattoo themselves 

with Palahniukian mantras – Fight Club became the quotable symbol for the Angry American Male in 

mainstream culture. Through the Hollywood glamorization and popularization of Palahniuk’s text, 

analysis of Fight Club became vast. Critics invariably began to examine what exactly made Fight Club 

the voice for the cultural psyche of a disenfranchised and lost male generation. There is an 

overwhelming amount of critical analysis devoted to Fight Club from literary, media, psychology and 

sociology scholars. Yet, despite the variety in these disciplines, the majority of these books, chapters, 

articles and theses focus around one core theme; how Fight Club portrays the crisis in masculinity 

during the fin de siècle of the twentieth century.9 The popularity of research into the crisis of 

masculinity in Fight Club reaffirms the prevalence of gendered postmodern malaise within American 

society and as integral within Palahniuk’s body of work. Andrew Delfino in Becoming the New Man in 

Post-Postmodernist Fiction explores the consequences of this crisis. He argues that;  

The gender roles they [men in Fight Club] develop do not just conform to normative 
masculinity. Those extreme forms lead to the totalitarian politics that transform Fight 
Club into Project Mayhem, an anarchic project to destroy modern society. Obviously 
these men are in crisis. Eventually, though, the homosocial bonds the narrator forms 

                                                           
8 Anand Giridharadas, ‘Millennials, Government and Mistrust’, The New York Times (21st July 2014) 
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in fight clubs and through his relationship with Tyler allow the narrator to develop a 
healthier sense of self.10  

Delfino’s argument that gender is significant to the development of male violence in Fight Club is 

convincing, however his conclusion that the novel ultimately reinforces the formation of healthy 

relationships through homosocial interaction is incorrect. The narrator cannot develop his relationship 

with Tyler, because Tyler is fundamentally counter to the values and beliefs inherent to the American 

Dream – an ideology which the narrator seeks to emulate. At the conclusion of the novel the narrator 

is still called Mr. Durden by the staff at the mental health facility suggesting that, despite the faux-

murder/suicide, Tyler has awoken a nihilistic awareness both within the narrator’s psyche and in the 

minds of the young American men of Fight Club.  

Indeed, for a novel (and film) which states not to talk about it, the cultural resonance of 

Palahniuk’s debut novel has provoked continual and popular debate. You Do Not Talk About Fight 

Club: I am Jack’s Completely Unauthorized Essay Collection (2008) contains a forward by Palahniuk 

himself in which he discusses the uniting force of transgressive acts as a response to identity futility: 

All those strangers, kids fresh off the farm or escaped from suburban homes, all 
these kids free of their families, they needed a reason to come together. They needed 
a simple structure. A mission or goal or game. They needed to know the roles they 
were to play. Otherwise, it would be too…iffy.11 

Palahniuk here is referring to acts of protestation against the Vietnam War, the call for nuclear 

disarmament, and the ongoing fight against racism. However, Fight Club fulfilled a uniting function at 

a time where the American government had mastered a placation of the people – nuclear arms were 

not gone but regulated, American military operations overseas were not considered news (a fact 

which was to significantly change after 9/11), and racism, for the most part, was considered by the 

dominant hierarchy to be reduced, if not non-existent. Great rebellions against the government were 

gone. Instead, the new American youth were given educational goals and targets which would 

ultimately land them in high rise office buildings, performing the same repetitive tasks, day-in-day-out, 

as the co-worker in the cubicle next to them. These tasks are neither masculine nor feminine, but 

rather androgynous and monotonous. The American male had become trapped in a late capitalist 

system which asked them to perform the gendered persona of maleness without engaging in 
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11 Chuck Palahniuk, ‘Forward: The Fringe is the Future’ in You Do Not Talk About Fight Club: I am Jack’s Completely 
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‘traditionally’ masculine behaviour. Transgression was needed, rebellion was necessary. Fight Club 

was a manual which promised a real threat to protest against – a capitalist emasculation which was 

suppressing the true ‘reality’ underneath the American simulacrum. Tyler Durden is a mirror image of 

the narrator; a testosterone-fuelled other, yet still ‘a copy of a copy of a copy’12 of the narrator’s 

psyche, awoken by his sonambulant state of insomnia. In this sleep deprived state where ‘you can’t 

touch anything and nothing can touch you’13 Tyler resides outside of the restrictions of the American 

simulacrum, a latent persona which seeks to dominate and eventually destroy the narrator’s white-

collar lifestyle, a lifestyle in which ‘you’re trapped in your lovely nest’14 and ‘the things you used to 

own, now they own you.’15  The reference to nesting here implies a feminisation of the male by 

consumer culture, where ‘people[…]who used to sit in the bathroom with pornography, now they sit in 

the bathroom with their IKEA furniture catalogue’16 – a societal male impotence where sexual desire 

has been replaced by the desire of an American capitalist consumerism. Jessie Kavadlo writes that 

‘Palahniuk’s work rearranges Freudian sublimation, projection, and discontent with civilization; in Fight 

Club, rebellion against the social order is transposed cruelly against the self, not the reverse.’17 This 

fact, it appears, has been lost to the general populous among Palahniuk’s compelling nihilistic 

mantras. Tyler is, in actuality, the narrator and the violent acts of Fight Club are self-mutilating – that 

is, they exist against the self which still longs to reside within the comfort of the American simulacrum. 

 Indeed, none of the narrator’s interactions with any other male in Fight Club produces healthy 

homosocial bonding experiences (although it does provide several homoerotic interactions). The only 

character with which the narrator has any other significant interaction is Marla – an unapologetically 

female and undoubtedly emasculating character. Indeed, the narrator finds himself interned in a 

psychiatric facility at the conclusion of the novel – a corrective measure for his deviation away from 

the heteronormative ideologies inherent to the American Dream. Therefore, while Delfino is correct 

that extreme toxic masculinity endeavours to subvert the world within Fight Club into a totalitarian, 

anarchic regime, this regime is a counter to the insidious futility felt by a generation of young men who 

find themselves increasingly aware of the limitations of the American Dream. Delfino recognises that 
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13 Idem 
14 Ibid, p. 44 
15 Idem 
16 Idem 
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Read Mercer Schuchardt (Dallas: BenBella, 2008), p. 15 



 

31 

the argument in Fight Club is not that men need better socialization; rather it is that every post-

modern man, without a healthy father figure to mimic,18 has the potential to develop a masculinity 

which is stereotypically and toxically violent in form. However, while Delfino and many critics like him 

have sought to provide an analysis of the consequences of the crisis of masculinity which Palahniuk’s 

debut novel highlights, other critics instead explore why such a crisis would occur in the first place. 19 

 The issue of the absent father in Fight Club is central to the understanding of the novel’s 

cultural success. Mike Chopra-Gant in his essay ‘”I’d Fight my Dad”: Absent Fathers and Mediated 

Masculinities in Fight Club’ states that ‘the absent father became an important representational figure 

in Hollywood movies and other American popular cultural forms after World War II’.20 Fathers lost as a 

result of war, the so-called ‘broken homes’ of America, were highlighted as a loss of masculinity itself. 

However the absent father is not simply gone, but instead acts within the superego as an anti-

masculine substitute for the present father. Chopra-Grant continues, ‘the father constructed by Fight 

Club is therefore physically absent and/or hopelessly deficient as an inspirational role model for young 

men, incapable of even imagining a role for his sons beyond the restrictive and stultifying options of 

corporate careerism and familial reproduction.’21 For this generation of young, fatherless men, 

American has become the second parent in their lives. The absent physical father is replaced by a 

symbolic capitalist hegemony which demands placation and subservience from its sons. In the DVD 

booklet for Fight Club, Palahniuk states that ‘the longing for fathers was a theme I heard a lot’.22 The 

fin de siècle of the twentieth century brought forth a changing concept of familial structure, one in 

which the father was no longer expected to be a present figure. Indeed, the tropes, symbols and 

mantras within Fight Club all correlate towards this singular theme. Tyler’s final goal is to destroy the 

national museum. He states ‘those ancient people are dead’23 and that ‘this is our world, now, our 

world’.24 This literal destruction of history is a symbolic destruction of the father – the life that existed 

before the son. That the phallic ‘world’s tallest building’25 must come down to crush the historical 

father is perhaps an overtly obvious symbolism, but it still warrants note that the destruction of a 

                                                           
18 As discussed in Chapter Two 
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24 Idem 
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phallic, masculine symbol which literally contains the narrator is also required to destroy the 

metaphorical father figure. Furthermore, skyscrapers are an inherent symbol of the American 

landscape; through the toppling of the Parker-Morris building, the second parent of the American 

Dream is also destroyed. And it is through this death of the father that the son reconciles himself to 

creating his own existence, not as a product of absenteeism ‘but instead as an individual man 

reconciling himself to paternal absence as an inevitable fact of life within advanced capitalist 

cultures.’26 Yet this capitalist American culture is the father which Tyler seeks to destroy – the 

absentee parent is resolved only when late-stage capitalism, and the culture which it perpetuates, 

come down along with the rest of history.  

Kevin Boon argues that the violent masculinity of the disillusioned American male is caused 

by a combination of biological factors and a cultural dissonance experienced in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. Boon argues that this postmodern cultural dissonance is caused by a postmodern 

American ethos that condemned male violence yet still requested that the male perform traditionally 

masculine roles which required violent acts, such as defence of home and country. He suggests that: 

[Fight Club] addresses the impossibility of satisfying the contradictory cultural 
demands placed on men, who, in relinquishing power, are expected to renounce the 
traditional, defining rituals of manhood while continuing to fulfil the functions those 
rituals were designed to prepare them for: to physically defend without training in 
single combat, to exhibit bravery and valor without physically imposing themselves on 
anyone else, to conquer without dominating, to acquiesce without surrendering, to 
control their environment without being controlling, to attain victory without defeating 
anyone, and to remain ready to fight without fighting.27 

Boon strikes upon something profound here within Palahniuk’s debut novel – the absurdity of 

contemporary manhood. The postmodern male is required neither fully feminine nor masculine, but 

also non-androgynous. Men must perform traditional heteronormative roles without acknowledging a 

cultural history which previously tolerated aggressive behaviour. Men must reject toxic violent 

masculinity, but also reject femininity and female roles lest they be no longer culturally defined as 

male at all.  

After failing to get a prescription from his doctor for ‘little blue Amytal Sodium capsules, 200milligram-

sized’ or ‘lipstick-red Seconals’ for his insomnia, the narrator chooses instead to attend support 
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groups for terminal illnesses, a place where his doctor says he will ‘see real pain.’28 The description of 

the pills which would enable the narrator to escape his reality are emasculating – the lipstick red 

feminization of pharmaceuticals as a passive solution to his situation, the little blue tablets – similar in 

colour to Viagra – aid the feeling of impotence through dependence on an institutional system utilized 

to solve personal malaise. Yet the narrator does obtain a catharsis by attending the support groups, 

stating ‘babies don’t sleep this well’, a regressive infantilization of the ego rather than a 

bildungsroman maturation. It is in one of these groups that the narrator meets Bob, an ex-body builder 

whose steroid addiction causes an over-production of oestrogen in his system, causing him to grow 

‘bitch tits’. Bob’s quest for the idealized Western male body ‘pumped and shaved[…]totally shredded 

with body fat down to around two percent’29 ultimately results in breasts, testicular cancer and divorce. 

Bob’s quest for the idealized American body is ultimately futile – the harder he tried to achieve this 

desired perfection, the worse his situation became. It is no coincidence that Bob refers to his testicles 

as ‘eggs’, another feminization similar to nesting – in the pursuit of the perceived idealization of the 

male, Bob becomes ‘like the blind prophet Tiresias in Greek mythology[…]half man, half woman’.30 

Chopra-Gant uses this comparison to liken the narrator’s progression through Fight Club to that of 

Dante’s Inferno – a comparison which provides an interesting critique surrounding the trials of 

traversing an American postmodern existence. However, it is interesting to note the effeminacy of 

Tiresias in Greek mythology.31 He was made blind by either Athene or Hera32 (depending on legend) 

– both powerful female goddesses with the ability to physically dominate men. Bob, therefore, is much 

like an effeminate prophet, though rather than Tiresias in Inferno whose feminization is 

inconsequential to the tale, Bob’s loss of masculinity is prophecy for the narrator, and is symbolic of a 

society of men who experience a post-capitalist effeminacy brought on by their inability to achieve a 

futile American idealism. Indeed, the real consuming the artificial is never clearer than with the death 

of Bob: 

On a regulation drill-and-fill homework assignment, you drill the phone or automatic 
bank teller machine[…]It’s not that Project Mayhem needed to steal a handful of 
change[…]Homework is to build up your nerve[…]It was a cordless electric drill that 
the police thought was a gun when they blew Big Bob away.33  
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Bob’s death is the ultimate example of Baudrillard’s simulacrum theory in action within Fight Club – 

despite the distribution of the real being merely an artificial simulation ‘a police officer will really shoot 

on sight’.34 Baudrillard details an example in which a fake hold-up is conducted with fake weapons 

and willing hostages, but argues that the simulation will ultimately fail, as ‘the web of artificial signs will 

be inextricably mixed up with real elements’.35  He argues, therefore, that creating a simulation within 

the real is impossible.  Despite Palahniuk’s attempt to create a world in which the simulacrum is 

discovered, deconstructed, and destroyed, law and order remain as power structures, albeit in a new, 

totalitarian form. In such a way, Bob is not only a Tiresiasian prophet of effeminacy, he is also a 

symbolic anchor to the complexities of escaping the American simulacrum. Furthermore Bob’s death 

can also be argued to be the death of a parent; as a symbol of a comforting ‘good’, Bob also acts as a 

faux-maternal figure for the narrator at the self-help groups.  

The cure for the narrator’s insomnia is aided by his ability to cry at these sessions ‘inside the 

smothering dark, closed inside someone else’36 and Bob’s ‘soft chest’37 provides an imitation of 

maternal comfort, further adding to the infantilization of the narrator and his feminization, as when he 

removes his head, there remains a ‘wet mask’38 of his face on Bob’s shirt, a reflection of his own 

emotional femininity imprinted upon Bob’s physical feminization. There is, of course, an absurdity to 

this self-help group. Tellingly named ‘Remaining Men Together’,39 Bob’s body is both aggressively 

female and aggressively male in its gender signifiers. The Tiresiasian prophet in this emasculating 

group and even in feminine tears, is still perceived hugging and crying ‘the way wrestlers stand, 

locked’,40 suggesting Bob maintains an aggressive, masculine overtone which counteracts effeminate 

behaviour. That Bob should literally be struggling to remain fully male in bodily form, is mirrored in an 

emotional vulnerability which the reader is intended to perceive as effeminate. However, underneath 

these absurdist ironies, there exists groups of men coming to terms with a loss of gender identity 

through a severe, and sometimes terminal, illness. Fight Club borders on the fringes of nihilistic abyss 

with these entropic themes, however Palahniuk rescues his readers from nihilism by returning to 
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absurdism, ridiculing the futility of the endeavour. Indeed, the implication in Fight Club is that Bob only 

sees improvement when he moves onto Project Mayhem. 

In contrast, Tyler’s body is typical of the Western idealized male, and overtly homoerotic. The 

narrator first meets Tyler on a nude beach. After nodding off, he awakens to find Tyler ‘naked and 

sweating, gritty with sand, his hair wet and stringy, hanging in his face.’41 It should be noted that 

attractiveness is connected inherently to the fight clubs. As the narrator states; 

Fight club gets to be your reason for going to the gym and keeping your hair cut short 
and cutting your nails. The gyms you go to are crowded with guys trying to look like 
men, as if being a man means looking the way a sculptor or an art director says. Like 
Tyler says, even a soufflé looks pumped.42 

Rather than a conceptualized societal ideal of beauty, the narrator here argues that fight clubs forms 

bodies which are designed to fight, but as such, require self-care and grooming – actions which could 

otherwise be perceived as feminine. However, despite the narrator’s insistence that these male 

bodies are not a sexual or societal ideal, it is impossible not to note the inherent sexual desire in the 

description of Tyler on the beach. While critics have pointed out the homoerotic sub-text to Fight 

Club43 (Palahniuk himself is homosexual), this scene also represents a longing for what Tyler 

personifies, a connection of man with a landscape which is lost in the high rise ‘filing cabinet for 

widows and young professionals’44 in which the narrator lives. Tyler works with the driftwood, sand 

and sunlight to create the fleeting shadow of a hand, ‘the palm of a perfection he’d created himself.’45 

This creative capability is in contradiction to the narrator’s job of safety recall for a car company, a job 

where destruction, ‘the burned up wadded-up shell of a car’,46 waits for him at each destination. The 

narrator’s job revolves around fundamentally hiding the truth to benefit corporate profits. It becomes 

clear, then, that Tyler represents everything which the narrator isn’t – an existence outside the 

American ‘machine’ of late-stage capitalism. Jeanette Trotta argues: 

In Fight Club the absence of the father has led to the absence of the boy’s 
identification with the same and in trying to find a role model, the main character has 
only had the representations of men in advertising and other media where men are 
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often depicted in accordance with the stereotypical ideal of the masculine man; the 
detached, active, individual male with a muscular body.47 

Trotta here confirms Chopra-Gant’s analysis that America replaces the absentee father, and the result 

of this influence is a distorted image of body idealism which is pervasive and distinct to the American 

Dream. Tyler represents a composite image of media influence on ideas surrounding masculinity and 

the ideal man. Tyler’s very existence is one of absurdity; he is both real and unreal. As such, his 

image represents the narrators projected body desires, which in turn are influenced by the American 

Dream. Tyler is a masculine ideal not because it is his want, but rather the narrator’s wish. 

Writing in 1996, Palahniuk could not have predicted the technological advancements which 

would provide society with a new way to consume and respond to imagery; platforms like Instagram, 

Snapchat, Facebook, and Twitter have ultimately changed the psychology of image consumption. A 

study by Sherman et al showed significant neurological changes in the brain of teenagers who shared 

pictures with greater ‘likes’ on social media platforms, demonstrating activity in areas of the brain 

which control attention and reward functions.48 Social media users who promote diet trends or intense 

exercise regimes have significant social network followings precisely due to the allure of an ‘ideal’ 

body. While the people behind these profiles may be real, the pictures posted are commonly photo-

shopped, staged and filtered. Teenage Instagram sensation Essena O’Neill quit the platform in 

November 2015 despite amassing over half a million followers. In a 22 minute video (which has since 

been deleted along with her posts), she highlighted the futility of her seemingly effortless pictures; 

A photo of her wearing a bikini, once captioned “Things are getting pretty wild at my 
house. Maths B and English in the sun,” has been edited: “see how relatable my 
captions were – stomach sucked in, strategic pose, pushed up boobs. I just want 
younger girls to know this isn’t candid life, or cool or inspirational. It’s contrived 
perfection made to get attention.”49 

Such ‘contrived perfection’ has become every day in the postmodern era – thanks to significant 

advances in technology, the body simulacrum has become far more insidious and difficult to 

distinguish from reality. These Western, filtered beauty standards are imbued in the psyche of the 
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narrator, whose latent homoeroticism projects a desirable manhood onto the image of Tyler when 

they first meet on the beach. 

Interestingly, the narrator has no knowledge of the exact location of this beach, having fallen 

in and out of insomniac states on planes. Tyler’s introduction to the narrator happens outside the 

definitive confines of ‘America’; indeed, the landscape with which Tyler has a connection is a beach – 

a fringe landscape on the edge of a new, unknown horizon. Tyler is, for the narrator, an escape from 

the American simulacrum in which he is currently trapped. Ironically, it is his insomnia which awakens 

the narrator to Tyler, who in turn shows him that the roots of his postmodern malaise are bound in the 

futility of remaining complicit in the lie of the American Dream. In such a way, Tyler functions as an 

absurdist hero in Fight Club, destined to free the emasculated and disillusioned male from the 

American idealism which chains him. 

 David G. Galloway argues that the absurdist hero goes through three stages of questing in his 

narrative: 

The first step in the development of the absurd consists in the individual’s shocking 
recognition of the apparent meaninglessness of the universe. The second step 
consists in the absurd man’s living the now apparent conflict between his intention 
(his inner voice) and the reality which he will encounter; the third step consists in his 
assumption of heroic dimensions through living the conflict and making it his god.50 

Tyler is an absurdist hero, however, his conflation as a projection of the unnamed narrator’s psyche 

fundamentally changes the clarity of his narrative. Instead of Tyler receiving a shocking recognition of 

the meaninglessness of the universe, it is the narrator who is awoken to the futility of the American 

simulacrum through meeting Tyler on the beach. As the narrator states, ‘Tyler had been around a 

long time before we met’.51 Tyler’s recognition of the absurdism of his existence is compacted into this 

one introductory meeting, as the single moment of perfection he creates for himself is destroyed by 

entropy. However, it could be argued that it is the narrator who is ultimately awoken to absurdism, and 

therefore he functions as the primary hero in Fight Club. Furthermore, in Galloway’s description, the 

second step of the absurd hero’s quest would also appear to favour the narrator, whose inner voice is 

that of Tyler. However, upon examination, it is Tyler and not the narrator who stands up for the ideals 

of absurdism. His inner voice is that of the unnamed narrator, whose opposition to his anarchic quest 
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for a truth outside the American simulacrum is a continual impediment. Galloway states that, for the 

absurd hero: 

Achievement ceases to be a question of victory or defeat but it is rather success in 
sustaining an elemental disproportion[…]in the process of sustaining his 
performance, of defending his passion for the absurd, the absurd hero achieves 
fulfilment simply by defending the truth. Absurdity becomes a passion, and the test of 
the absurd hero is one designed to determine whether he can live with his passions.52 

This description distinguishes Tyler as the true absurdist hero. His anarchic actions – such as 

urinating in soup at a banquet, or splicing pictures of genitals into movies – are the sustenance of his 

performance with no foreseeable question of victory or defeat. Even the pinnacle of the novel is not 

an end-game action, but simply another anarchic movement by the absurdist hero to destroy the 

simulacrum of the American Dream. Tyler’s absurdist test, then, is the constant interference by the 

narrator, who insists on retaining control, conforming to heteronormative sexuality, American familial 

ideals, and late-stage capitalist consumerism. Tyler continually attempts to educate those around him 

to the source of their postmodern disaffection with varying success, however, the narrator continues 

to evade indoctrination into an absurdist ideology which is inherently anti-American. Galloway argues 

the final stage of the hero’s quest is that the hero accepts his heroic status and makes his absurdism 

the god which he follows. Again, the duality of Tyler and the narrator in one psyche makes distinction 

between the two characters difficult. However, at the end of Fight Club when the narrator is confined 

to the ‘heaven’ of the psychiatric facility, he refers to the medical professional who treats him as God. 

Tyler, conversely, lies dormant, hidden from the reader and the narrator. Tyler’s only god is 

absurdism, and he remains silent while knowing that his anarchic actions continue to be carried out by 

a generation of men who have been woken to the futility of the postmodern American Dream. 

 Baudrillard explains the concept of the American simulacrum through the city of Los Angeles: 

Los Angeles is encircled by these ‘imaginary stations’ which feed reality, reality-
energy, to a town whose mystery is precisely that it is nothing more than a network of 
endless, unreal circulation: a town of fabulous proportions, but without space or 
dimensions. As much as electrical and nuclear power stations, as much as film 
studios, this town, which is nothing more than an immense script and a perpetual 
motion picture, needs this old imaginary made up of childhood signals and faked 
phantasms for its sympathetic nervous system.53  
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These ‘imaginary stations’ are, for example, Disneyland, which Baudrillard argues ‘is presented as 

imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real’.54 The hyperreality of Disneyland and other 

self-enclosed theme parks like it, is a ‘detterence machine set up in order to rejuvenate the fiction in 

the opposite camp[…]childish in order to make us believe that the adults are elsewhere’.55 Baudrillard 

argues that, while everything existing outside these attractions may be different, they are simply a 

simulacrum under another guise. Similarly, the reader is affirmed of the narrator’s ‘realness’ through 

Tyler’s ‘imaginary’ status. However, much like Baudrillard, Palahniuk demonstrates that actually the 

narrator’s life is the true non-reality, he remains ‘a copy of a copy of a copy’.56 Tyler may be a 

sonambulant projection, but his absurdist anarchy is just as concrete as the narrator’s American 

Dream. Tyler’s hardened, violent masculinity is just as simulated as the narrator’s shrivelling 

effeminate emasculation – indeed, once again we are reminded they are one and the same person. 

Therefore, Tyler’s creation within the narrator’s psyche is not merely a response to insomnia, 

emasculation, societal impotence or the absent father. Rather, it is a response to the realisation of his 

own simulacra. 

 Tyler’s anarchic group, Project Mayhem, aims to destroy the narrator’s simulacra. Prject 

Mayhem engage in a number of criminal acts of vandalism and robbery, However, although these 

actions often result in a disruption to the capitalist system, unlike in Fincher’s film adaptation, 

Palahniuk’s Project Mayhem is not about the redistribution of wealth, and Tyler is not pushing towards 

a socialist utopia. Rather, the anarchic actions of Project Mayhem are a direct challenge to the futility 

of the American simulacrum. Baudrillard writes: 

Transgression and violence are less serious, for they only contest the distribution of 
the real. Simulation is infinitely more dangerous since it always suggests, over and 
above its object, that law and order themselves might really be nothing more than a 
simulation.57 

Baudrillard suggests here that violence and transgression, carried out with specific purpose (for 

example, to protest injustice, or to gain wealth) is less dangerous than anarchic action, which serves 

no other purpose than to simulate wanton violence. Tyler’s absurdist anarchism is a response to an 

awareness of the futility of the simulacrum – the knowledge of which negates the need to conform to 

American morality or law. Tyler’s real goal is to destroy social construction and highlight the false 
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reality of law and order as fixed constructs - to destroy the fundamental American ideology of ‘life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’ through anarchic action. The narrator states, ‘after a night in fight 

club, everything in the real world gets the volume turned down. Nothing can piss you off. Your word is 

law, and if other people break that law or question you, even that doesn't piss you off.’58 Of course, 

the ‘real’ world here is referring to the simulacrum of America. Through his participation in fight clubs, 

the narrator has transcended the American Dream into a new state where law and order no longer 

apply.  

Pedants could argue that the narrator’s actions simply redistribute the morality simulacrum 

into a new ruleset of law and order. However it is clearly stated that breaking these ‘new’ laws is 

without consequence. Therefore it becomes difficult to define Tyler’s absurdist anarchy as any sort of 

ruling hierarchy. When the narrator discovers Tyler has killed his boss, he attempts to escape on a 

bus, only to be confronted by a group of Project Mayhem allegiants who threaten to castrate him (a 

punishment for ‘shutting down the club’).59 When the police pull over the bus, the narrator believes he 

is saved and can confess: 

I can tell the cops about Tyler. I’ll tell them everything about fight club, and maybe I’ll 
go to jail, and they Project Mayhem will be their problem to solve, and I won’t be 
staring down a knife. The cops come up the bus steps, the first cop saying, “You cut 
him yet?” The second cop says, “Do it quick, there’s a warrant out for his arrest.”60 

In this scenelet, the American simulacrum of law and order as enforced by the police no longer exists; 

such brutality negates the American police force’s ethos of ‘protect and serve’, thereby proving that 

these concepts are facets of the American simulacra. However, in this new anarchic system, concepts 

of law, order and morality have been redefined to suit Tyler’s will, where the laws of Project Mayhem 

override those of the police force. Therefore, the anarchic longing to destroy America’s simulacrum, 

as embodied by Project Mayhem simply redistributes power from a democratic system to a totalitarian 

regime. Tyler’s recruitment awakens a collective of American men to their disillusionment within the 

American system and creates a cult following which pledge their allegiance Project Mayhem. 

However, the totalitarianism of this new group invariably means it becomes bound in a set of strict 

laws: ‘The first rule about fight club is you don’t talk about fight club’61 and ‘you don’t ask questions is 
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the first rule in Project Mayhem’.62 Despite his anarchic longing, Tyler does not destroy the simulation; 

instead, the simulacrum is redistributed into a new non-American format. However, transgressive 

actions are still committed for the benefit of abstract absurdism and cultural awakening:  

‘Somebody broke into offices between the tenth and fifteenth floors of the Hein 
Tower[…]and painted the south side of the building with a grinning five story 
mask[…]and people cried with their heads thrown back. What did it mean?’63  

Palahniuk’s American society must ascribe meaning to this vandalism to understand the motive of the 

action and how it functions within the simulacrum – a need for a motive behind transgression. Without 

this, the actions of Project Mayhem fall into the realms of anarchic absurdity and a rejection of the 

social order. Importantly, the Hein Tower has no specific meaning – it can easily be replaced by any 

other building as potential target. Despite this, people still cry in response – the artificial signs have 

once again been consumed by the real. However, Project Mayhem is also futile, and their actions 

serve only to expose the simulacra, after which absurdity must take precedent as a form of self-

preservation against nihilistic defeat. However, Tyler’s role as the absurdist hero, and his quest to 

destroy the American simulacrum for the narrator is threatened by the key American value of 

heteronormativity, embodied in the character of Marla Singer.  

Marla does not fit the traditional ideology of femininity – she smokes, and is neither docile nor 

passive to her male counterparts, yet also wears a ‘dress with a wallpaper pattern of dark roses’64 and 

large eyes ‘the way they are in Japanese animation.’65 A stark contrast to Bob and a mirror of the 

narrator, Marla represents a societal androgyny which is acceptable in post-modern society only when 

applied to the female. While these men gather in church basements to hide their femininity, Marla’s 

feminine traits are expected and her masculinity is acceptable; indeed, it could be argued, powerful. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that her presence at these groups causes the narrator’s feelings to 

become stifled; he can no longer cry or sleep, as ‘Marla’s lie reflects…[his]…lie.’66 Conversely Chloe, 

a patient dying of a brain parasite, is considered by the narrator to be the ‘genuine article.’67 Chloe’s 

terminal illness cannot be resolved through complicity in the American simulacrum, and so she exists 

free of its power and influence. Although not sexually attractive to the narrator, despite her attempts to 
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seduce anyone at the brain parasite group into having sex with her before she dies, her weakness 

and inevitable fatality is more acceptable to the narrator than the vividness of Marla’s health. Indeed 

Marla, like Tyler, represents a mirror image of the narrator’s psyche. Inasmuch as the first chapter of 

the novel focuses on Tyler, it also declares that ‘all of this[…]is really about Marla Singer.’68 Marla’s 

masculinity is complimentary to the narrator’s perceived emasculation and Fight Club is ultimately a 

text about conforming to American concepts of heteronormative relationships. Therefore, although 

Fight Club may focus attention on concepts of masculinity and the societal patriarchal hierarchy of the 

American simulacrum, it is, in fact, the women in the text who define the outcome. 

 Palahniuk has reiterated throughout several interviews that his novels are romances at their 

core.69 In an interview for Esquire in 2015, he argued ‘these are all stories about people kind of falling 

back in love or struggling with relationships. Even Fight Club was just a big romantic ending.’70 Yet 

Chopra-Grant argues that these heteronormative romances, particularly in Fight Club, are merely 

attempts to function in a fatherless, emasculating world: 

[Fight Club] resolves the problematic of masculine identity in late capitalist consumer 
culture not by reconnecting the male subject with a more authentic primal 
masculinity[…]but instead by reinserting the male subject into one of the culture’s 
most traditional and conservative narrative forms, the romance.71 

While Chopra-Grant does not explicitly state that these romances are heterosexual in nature, the 

implication of a traditional and conservative American masculinity suggests the heterosexuality which 

has dominated the ideology of the United States. However, conversely, Chopra-Grant also calls this 

masculinity ‘primitive’ – a word which finds itself in direct conflict with conservativism. Marla’s 

androgyny is essential to the resolution of this conflict. While her elements of masculinity bestow a 

component of female dominance over the effeminate narrator, it also allows the narrator to further 

explore the homoerotic tendencies which dominate the text without overtly expressing a sexual desire 

for the male body. Trotta argues that ‘through Tyler he [the narrator] can view Marla’s complex 

character in a one-dimensional light as a stereotypically female sex object – to Tyler she is only 
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“sport-fucking” – which enables him to exercise his dominance and stay in control by keeping her at a 

distance.’72  

This echoes Marla’s sentiment about her own literal sex object; ‘Marla looks at Tyler looking 

at her dildo, and she rolls her eyes and says, “Don’t be afraid. It’s not a threat to you.”’73 While this 

quote echoes the fear of emasculation which pervades the text, more importantly it demonstrates that 

Tyler and Marla’s sex is as artificial as the literal sex object – distanced, pleasurable, but essentially 

self-serving. This is further confirmed throughout Fight Club by references to the fairy tale nature of 

Marla and Tyler’s sexual relationship. After their first sexual encounter, the narrator states that Tyler 

was up the previous evening ‘splicing sex organs into Snow White’74 in his job as a cinema 

projectionist, Marla states that condoms – like the one the narrator found after her night with Tyler – 

‘are the glass slipper of our generation’75. Further, Marla jumps around with both legs in her 

pantyhose and states ‘“Look, I’m a mermaid”’76 and the narrator even refers to himself as ‘Prince 

Charming’77. All of these references to fairy tale romances can confirm Palahniuk’s suggestion that 

Fight Club should be read as a romance novel, however Tyler specifically states that their relationship 

isn’t love78, and it takes until then end of the text for Marla to admit ‘“It’s not love or anything[…]but I 

think I like you”’79. Despite Palahniuk’s insistence that he creates romances, the fairy tale symbolism 

within Fight Club does not demonstrate a great love, but rather a great distance between the reality of 

a heterosexual relationship and the pretence which Marla and the narrator have created. He is the 

metaphorical dildo and she is sport-fucking – each revelling in the artificiality of their relationship. 

Indeed, this becomes clear when it is considered that the narrator never engages in a sexual 

relationship with Marla (or any other woman) as himself. Instead, all heterosexual acts are carried out 

through his alter-ego Tyler, and the only bodily contact the narrator experiences with Marla is when he 

examines her for a suspected lump on her breast.80 Indeed, heterosexuality in Fight Club is inherently 

absurdist and futile, as the text revolves around deep homoerotic desires. Counter to his frigidity with 
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Marla, the narrator engages in several acts with men which can be interpreted as overtly homosexual 

in nature, not least the fight club itself. 

 Vox Day argues that ‘one cannot really say that Fight Club has a homosexual subtext, 

because the concept of a literary subtext generally implies some degree of subtlety’.81 Fight Club is 

littered with homosexual intention, from the overtly erotic introduction to Tyler’s naked body, to the 

symbolic lye kiss Tyler places on the narrator’s hand: 

The lye clinging in the exact shape of Tyler’s kiss is a bonfire or a branding iron or an 
atomic pile meltdown on my hand at the end of a long, long road I picture miles away 
from me. Tyler tells me to come back and be with him.82 

The physical pain which the narrator endures is symbolic of a psychological pain at his own 

homosexuality. Tyler encourages the narrator to come back to this pain; to return to the man who 

gave him the kiss which marks him. Day notes that the secretive nature of the fight clubs bears a 

similarity to the military ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ manta surrounding homosexuality. A place where bodily 

fluids are exchanged between men in dimly lit basements, where there are ‘no shoes no shirts’83 but, 

as Day suggests, ‘no shortage of “service”’.84 But, while Day may note that the bodily fluids 

exchanged in the fight clubs and the support groups are substitutes for semen, he fails to note the 

tenderness behind the sexual innuendo. Tyler and the narrator’s romantic love is as powerful as their 

sexual connection. Tyler’s encouragement to embrace the pain of homosexual desire in an already 

emasculating world is an act of acceptance, rather than control: 

“We can use vinegar,” Tyler says, “to neutralise the burning, but first you have to give 
up.” After hundreds of people were sacrificed and burned, Tyler says, a thick white 
discharge crept from the altar, downhill to the river. First you have to hit bottom.85 

‘Hitting bottom’ is both metaphorical and incredibly literal in this context, and the thick discharge of lye 

and fat from the pyre is self-explanatory in its fluidic symbolic significance. When the narrator finally 

accepts the pain of the chemical burn, he is left with a mark ‘swollen, red and glossy’86 – words that 

have significant double entrendres. Much more importantly, however, is Tyler’s reaction to the 

situation. His face ‘shining with tears’87, Tyler is overcome with the narrator’s acceptance of his 

chemical kiss, and therefore of his own homosexuality. What was previously a violent and painful 
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encounter becomes a tender moment between these two characters. Of course, it is important to 

remember once again that the narrator is Tyler, and so Tyler’s tears are the narrator’s, as he accepts 

a sexuality he has been avoiding for fear of its emasculation in a heterosexual society. Yet, as the 

fight clubs spread and transform, so does the lye kiss spread from man to man.  

Much like the AIDS crisis in America in the 1980s, the lye kiss spreads like an unspoken 

infection between male participants.88 The only exception to this masculine sphere is Marla, who also 

bears the lye kiss on the back of her hand.89 Marla’s sexual relationship with Tyler furthers the 

comparison between the lye kiss and sexual transmission and, despite the heterosexuality of their 

encounters, it is again Marla’s androgyny which saves her from being truly feminine. She is accepted 

as neither fully male nor female but, as Cynthia Kuhn suggests, her kiss represents ‘another instance 

of hybridity: she is neither a real insider nor complete outsider.’90 Rather, she is the androgynous 

subject of the narrator’s desire to reject his homosexuality, and instead embrace a heterosexuality 

which is embodied by the American Dream. Yet, the narrator states that Tyler, Marla and the narrator 

have a ‘sort of triangle thing going on here. I want Tyler. Tyler wants Marla. Marla wants me.’91 Here, 

sitting with his tongue playing with the cylindrical, phallic barrel of a gun in his mouth he admits, while 

Marla may want the narrator, the narrator’s only desire is for Tyler. This homoerotic desire is contrary 

to the heteronormativity of the nuclear family ideal which underpins the American Dream. Through 

engagement with this homosexual desire, the narrator would invariably reject the American 

simulacrum. However, the climax of the novel is also the climax of the narrator’s sexuality. Once 

Marla admits she ‘likes’ the narrator and not Tyler, the narrator pulls the trigger on the gun in his 

mouth. Despite the symbolism of receiving its discharge to the back of the throat, the narrator 

destroys Tyler (and therefore, his homosexual desire), choosing instead a heterosexual life with Marla 

within the American simulacrum. Yet, during his subsequent incarceration in a mental institution, 

orderlies continue to refer to him as ‘Mr. Durden’.92 It seems the knowledge of possibilities outside of 

the futility of the American Dream is difficult to suppress. 
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 Eduardo Mendieta argues that ‘in a mass culture of mass consumption, the singular becomes 

the prophetic, but the prophetic in turn becomes that which is manufactured by the culture industry’.93 

Perhaps this paradox best explains Fight Club’s mainstream success as a ‘cult’ novel and film. 

Quotes from Fight Club have become mantras by which readers can navigate a post-modern world. In 

a capitalist system, the individual defines themselves as such based on the purchases which 

demonstrate their individuality.94 Regardless of Fight Club’s clear critique of such individuality – ‘you 

are not a beautiful and unique snowflake’95 – the mass production of Fight Club memorabilia is 

perhaps an irony which proves Palahniuk’s absurdist critique of the simulacra and late-stage 

capitalism in contemporary America to be accurate. The film and book have become ironic cultural 

icons which critique the very ideal which has assimilated them into culture. Indeed, Trotta suggests 

that within Fight Club; 

These men blindly listening to Tyler’s ideas only reflect how easily blinded and 
influenced people can be by authoritarian systems and voices, and it is not difficult to 
draw a parallel to the impact that the commercial society and its advertising 
catchwords in general have on people.96 

However, the fictional men within Fight Club are not the only people who blindly follow Tyler’s ideas 

and, in an absurdist twist the American neoconservative movement has taken Tyler’s words as a 

political ethos in a reaction to an increase in liberalist thought. The growing political group of the alt-

right in America (a deviation of paleo-conservativism), have begun using the term ‘snowflake’ to 

define anyone deviating from their political beliefs. Kavadlo argues that Palahniuk’s texts 

‘persuasively embody and give voice to the disenfrancished Angry White Male, only to critique him 

humorously, relentlessly, and morally from inside the novel’s closet’.97 Despite Tyler’s anarchist, 

nihilist ethos and the narrator’s bildungsroman from effeminate, passive white-collar drone to active 

machoism, the essence of the novel lies in its queerness and ability to subvert the heteronormative 

values of the American Dream. The novel does not reject a liberal mainstream culture for one 

reclaimed by violent (and therefore ‘traditionally’ masculine) men, but rather rejects the traditional 

values of the American simulacrum in favour of a queer ideology – a subvert sexual and gender 

identity which exists outside the realm of the mainstream heteronormativity which pervades the 
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ideology of the American Dream. Only in such context can Palahniuk’s Fight Club be considered truly 

a sub-culture of American ideology. Indeed, Day argues that ‘it would take a truly superficial reader 

indeed to fail to note the glaring similarities between the fight clubs gathering anonymously in dark 

places[…]and the shady, quasi-illegal bathhouses where gay men have trolled for sex for decades’.98 

This is not to say that all subcultures do not start away from the public eye but that, in combination 

with other homoerotic symbolism within the text, the novel clearly pushes toward an ideology of 

queerness rather than subvert heteronormativity. Either neo-conservative groups and white 

nationalists who use Fight Club quotes to promote a white, heteronormative political ethos fail to 

notice this, or instead notice, but choose to reject such a reading. Kavadlo agrees that Fight Club is 

far from a text promoting conservative beliefs. He continues, ‘the book’s political subtext, far from right 

wing, insinuates that our cherished bastions of American liberty – the free market, liberal autonomy, 

and family values – come loaded with nascent totalitarianism.’99 The text, therefore, acts as a critique 

of the American ideal – life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness are a myth. The suburban household 

and the heteronormative nuclear family are a simulacrum. Palahniuk’s text and Fincher’s film 

adaptation were released in the decade before America would engage in a ‘war on terrorism’100 which 

would radically alter American identity. During the next two decades, tens of thousands of American 

soldiers would be sent overseas – indeed, a 2015 survey estimated the American death toll during the 

war at 6,852.101 A war of ideologies would take place for the minds of men, with young American men 

being radicalised towards both Islamic and Christian conservative extremist systems of belief. Serious 

debate began about racial profiling and bias within America, resulting in riots and a number of young 

African-American deaths. And, perhaps most telling, despite his alleged connections to the Ku Klux 

Clan,102 speculation about Russian interference in his political campaign,103 his openly racist 
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comments,104 and his objectification of women,105 Donald Trump would, in January 2017, be elected 

as the 45th President of the United States – a man whose supporters regularly refer to his political 

opponents as ‘snowflakes’.106 That the American political landscape could so drastically alter in two 

decades is not only unnerving, but also essential in understanding why Palahniuk’s text appealed to 

so many ‘Angry White Males’ at the fin de siècle of the twenty-first century. While Palahniuk believes 

firmly in death of the author,107 it is important for a comprehensive understanding of Fight Club to 

recognise Palahniuk’s humour and parlance as a form of ironic absurdism and cheerful nihilism. 

Indeed it is, in my opinion, this precise lack of understanding of Palahniuk as an author which has 

enabled Fight Club to become a novel co-opted by the American neo-conservative movement without 

considering the context of its creation or the absurdism of its message. Death of the author is, of 

course, a valid reading of any text, however removing Palahniuk does not negate the thematic 

analysis of such overt themes, or disregard his clearly absurdist humour as a method of social 

commentary. Palahniuk consistently utilizes absurdist surrealism to invoke an aggrandized version of 

the American simulacrum which can then be deconstructed. In Fight Club, this simulacrum is the 

identity construct of the gendered male and societal implications of perceived manhood in 

postmodern America. Tyler’s role as the anarchic absurdist hero, intent on destroying the American 

simulacrum, is essential to understanding Palahniuk’s intentions behind his debut novel. Despite its 

current political prominence, Fight Club is inherently non-political and actively anti-American. Tyler 

wants a world in which the American Dream has been destroyed, where humanity is ‘stalking elk 

through Rockefeller Center’.108 To co-opt Tyler Durden as a figurehead for a movement which seeks 

to restore ‘traditional’ American values is an absurdism worthy of Palahniuk. Tyler’s politics is one of 

enlightenment of the American simulacrum – what is done with that knowledge is inconsequential. To 

quote Fight Club: ‘You wake up, and that’s enough’.109  
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Chapter Two 

‘Sprouting again out of their own dead’: Designifying the American Nuclear Family 

Barbara Risman states that ‘the family is the one institution in which we are all produced and in which 

many of us display – day by day – our gender’.1 The significance of the family as a fundamental core 

value in the American Dream has already been explored at the outset of this thesis. President Barack 

Obama, in asking for unity over the Ferguson riots, appealed to the public, stating that the American 

people are ‘one American family[…]united in common values’.2 The government of the United States 

of America both depends on and reveres the structure of unification and bonding which the family unit 

provides. Indeed, the structure of the American family is invariably shaped by governmental influence: 

The U.S. government, through certain legislative actions, has played a significant role 
in the development of the American family and will continue to have an important 
impact on the evolution of the family in the future. Government programs have 
influenced the supports that many families enjoy and often times depend on. They 
also have influenced the actual definition of the family in terms of the relationships 
between the adults in the household.3 

The American government has, evidently, played an instrumental role in the development of 

contemporary American conceptions of family. However, it was not until after WWII that the nuclear 

family and the American Dream became synonymous. In Advertising The American Dream: Making 

Way For Modernity 1920-1940 (1985), Roland Marchland suggests that advertising aesthetics and 

signifiers played a significant role in the rise of the nuclear family as an American ideal. He argues 

that advertisers focused on two generations of immediate familial connection, rather than including 

grandparents or extended family, in order to avoid suggestions of familial overcrowding. Furthermore, 

he argues that advertisers also focused on two children rather than three as ‘a picture of a family with 

three or more children might suggest an absence of middle-class status.’4 The economic potential of 

this ideal nuclear family was therefore one of considered American affluence and capitalist 

completism. In David Elkind’s critique Ties that Stress: The New Family Imbalance (1994) he 
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discusses how the nuclear family previously ‘reflected the basic beliefs in modernity: a faith in 

progress, universality, and regularity.’5 His definition of the conventional nuclear family is thus: 

In its ideal form, the nuclear family had the following characteristics: it consisted of 
two adults and at least one child who is the biological offspring of the two adults; the 
couple were married before they had children; all parental and marital tasks were 
performed exclusively by the married couple; and the family members belonged to 
only one nuclear family and had boundaries that were legally, geographically, and 
biologically explicit.6 

Such a restrictive social construct takes no account for the individual traits of members within the 

familial unit and Elkind goes on to state that ‘it was the structure of the nuclear family that was ideal, 

not necessarily the individual family members.’7 The contemporary rise in postmodern critiques of the 

nuclear family, which seek to explore this construct, serve to highlight the fluctuation in this hierarchy 

over the last three decades, arguing that although ‘family historians tell us that this is nothing really 

new’,8 the rise of single parents, LGBTQ couples, step-children and step-parents, and childless 

couples can, in many ways, no longer be ignored as a diverse and growing alternative to the 

gendered institution of the nuclear family.  

Stefan Morawski, in his text The Trouble With Postmodernism, states that postmodernism 

brings with it the sense that ‘something long dominant is collapsing or has collapsed.’9 If, as Dorothy 

and Raphael Becvar argue, postmodernism calls ‘into question at a universal level the search for 

universal codes, structures, and essences’10, then it naturally follows that in relation to gender, the 

family becomes the primary site for the postmodern examination and criticism of gender formation. 

Postmodernism, existentialism, and absurdism are connected in their confluence at the site which is 

the American familial unit. Each critique and perspective recognises that the American Dream is 

unreal, and that the nuclear ideal is dead. In Michael Meredith’s essay ‘For The Absurd’ (2011) he 

states that absurd realism: 

Is not against Realism or Humanism. It’s not Abstraction or Formal Logic or 
Positivism. It’s not art for art’s sake, and it’s not about heteronomy of life, of urbanism, 
of function. . . . Absurd Realism produces a space in which the search for meaning in 
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something both vague and concrete is highly encouraged. No stable grid, no absolute 
datum.11 

Indeed, Palahniuk’s examination of American familial life could be described as a quest for 

understanding, rather than a concrete critique of the nuclear structure. Palahniuk uses his writing to 

question American conceptions of gender, heteronormativity, and the parent/child bond. Ultimately, of 

course, Palahniuk discovers that the ties which bind us to each other – the concrete founding on 

which the American value system is intrinsically dependant – is a fragile and futile structure to 

maintain. In fact, it barely exists at all. 

The American family has featured prominently in the American literary canon, particularly in 

relation to the American Dream. Whether the struggles of the Joad family in John Steinbeck’s The 

Grapes of Wrath (1939), J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951), Stephen King’s fratured 

patriarch in The Shining (1977), Daniel Wallace’s Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions (1998) or 

Michael Chabon’s homosexual repression in The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2001), the 

struggles of the American family to achieve an idealized harmony is constantly under scrutiny in 

American literature, transcending genre and chronology. Yet, looking at the postmodern American 

text, a pattern of ‘alternative’ families emerges in the fin de siècle of the 20th century American literary 

canon. Whether the ‘found’ families within Douglas Copeland’s Generation X (1991) or David Foster 

Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), postmodern America is seen to gently move away from the nuclear 

family ideal. Furthermore, postmodern texts which adhere to the American nuclear family structure 

often centre on internal eccentricities, division, and instability which counters the American Dream. 

Perhaps, then, the importance of the familial unit to American literature is located in its exploration of 

gender and sexuality; a singular cohesive unit which consists not only of stereotyped gender roles, 

but also highlights the influence of early formative gender and sexual identity. In Douglas Coupland’s 

2001 novel, All Families Are Psychotic, for example, a family united after years of estrangement must 

overcome a series of absurd events and individual strangeness to become a cohesive unit once 

again. In the 2006 film Little Miss Sunshine, a family of individualistic misfits travel on a road trip 

together to take the youngest daughter Olive to a beauty pageant. The film (which was nominated for 

four Academy Awards) is ultimately uplifting, but the overall message is one which attempts to 

reaffirm the necessity of the nuclear family bond, while simultaneously overtly stating that family life is 
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difficult. In short: imperfection can sometimes be perfect. This contradiction is absurd but, in many 

ways, inherently American, and serves to reiterate the contemporary importance of the American 

family. 

Palahniuk, among all his postmodern contemporaries, is perhaps the only writer who chooses 

to utilize absurdist realism and nihilistic philosophy to question the futility of familial gendered 

hierarchies, genetic connections, and the formation of heteronormative gender identities in the 

postmodern era. Indeed, when discussing the postmodern family structure, Palahniuk provides ample 

opportunity for criticism – a fact which, until this point, appears to have been ignored by the majority of 

literary critics. Few of Palahniuk’s texts depict the nuclear family (exceptions include Rant (2007) and 

Pygmy (2009)), and those that do stray from the conventional ideologies of American familial stability 

to instead portray the dysfunctional individualism which has been previously mentioned. However, 

unlike other the other texts mentioned, Palahniuk’s examinations of the nuclear family rarely end in 

the uplifting and dedicated resolution to its structural integrity. Instead, Palahniukian characters are 

prone to destroy the structures which bind them, choosing instead to find new existence and seek out 

new meaning. 

Palahniuk’s own familial upbringing is regularly discussed among his readers, often as true 

horror story designed to explain the existence of such a visceral novelist. As stated in the introduction, 

his patrilineal grandfather murdered his grandmother and attempted to murder his son – Palahniuk’s 

father, Fred – during an argument over money, before then killing himself. Furthermore, when 

Palahniuk’s parents divorced when he was fourteen, his father went on to marry three more times, 

until finally upon answering a lonely hearts ad met Donna Fontaine. However, Donna had a violent 

ex-husband, Dale Shackelford, who followed the couple home one night, and on May 29th 1999 he 

killed them both, setting the house on fire to make it look like an accident. By this time Palahniuk’s 

debut novel Fight Club was reaching cult success through David Fincher’s film adaptation, but rather 

than promoting the movie, Palahniuk was instead attending the trial of Shackelford, trying to come to 

terms with the violence which his family had experienced.12 Yet, this would not be the last time death 

would touch the Palahniuk familial unit, and during a stop in Soho for his most recent book tour 

Doomed (2013), Palahniuk discussed the lengthy battle with cancer which claimed his mother, ending 

                                                           
12 ‘Encyclopaedia of World Biography, ‘Chuck Palahniuk’ (n.d.) <https://www.notablebiographies.com/newsmakers2/2004-Ko-
Pr/Palahniuk-Chuck.html > [Accessed 28th July 2014] 



 

53 

during Clark Gregg’s film adaptation of Choke. He joked; his sister has since warned he is never to 

write a novel about her. Yet Palahniuk argued that it is not the violence which touched his family that 

underlies his portrayal of absentee fathers, overbearing mothers, and domestic gendered stagnation, 

but rather the divorce of his parents at fourteen:  

As a child he found himself caught up in the lack of communication between mum 
and dad and often had to reiterate narratives of days out with his father to appease 
his mother. This lack of communication, he argues, ultimately meant the emotional 
needs of himself and his siblings was often not met, and life itself became a narrative 
of anecdotes, with a stifling of any real expressive existence – a feeling which is 
common among children of separated family units.13  

The divorce of his parents became integral to forming Palahniuk’s character as a novelist and, more 

importantly, the familial units which he portrays. As such, his questioning of postmodern identities 

within the home is influenced greatly by his own familial history. The dissolution of the nuclear family 

which is implicit in so many of his works can be seen to emerge from a childhood where the values 

within this conventional familial construct were frequently shaken by violence, lust, separation and 

death. 

  In this chapter, I will highlight Palahniuk’s exploration of the cause and effect of gender 

constructs within the familial unit. I will examine the futility of maintaining a belief in the nuclear family 

ideal in the postmodern era, where previously sex role differentiation within the nuclear family 

ultimately led man and woman to ‘the roles of breadwinner and homemaker’ respectively.14 I will 

demonstrate, using two of Palahniuk’s novels, that postmodern identity within the family unit and a 

rise in the awareness of gender and sexuality as fluctuating spectrums of identity have created a 

postmodern malaise surrounding the adherence to the values implicit to the structure of the nuclear 

family. However as Elkind argues, if within the nuclear family ‘the role designation of children as 

pupils ensured parental and societal efforts to meet young people’s needs for protection and 

guidance,’15 then the dissolution of such a unit would ultimately lead to non-supervision of minors 

within the familial construct. As such, the postmodern dissolution of the nuclear ideal invariably 

threatens a greater system of Americanism, as the morals and values which define America are no 

longer securely co-opted in the home. Therefore, this chapter will also demonstrate through 
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Palahniuk’s novels the resentment of the latch-key child within the familial unit through their lack of a 

fixed same-sexed identity to emulate within the home, thereby adopting values inherent to the 

perpetuation of the American gendered role. 

 Diary provides one of the few examples in Palahniuk’s bibliography of the nuclear family as 

defined by Elkind; however, in keeping with Palahniuk’s tropes, this familial unit is hindered by its 

dysfunction. The reader follows the diary entries of Misty Marie Kleinman – married to her comatose 

husband Peter and raising their biological daughter Tabbi on an island inhabited by once-wealthy 

socialites. In Diary, despite her wedded status, Misty becomes the epitome of the working, single 

mother; a trope she became married to escape from. Furthermore, isolated from her own family, Misty 

is constricted by the ever-watching Grace Wilmot, Peter’s mother, who insists she begin painting 

again. As the novel reaches its Gothic conclusion, it becomes apparent that Misty was not brought to 

the island by chance, and instead must fulfil an ancient curse carried out every three hundred years 

designed to return wealth to the island’s established families. Diary is significant in Palahniuk’s 

bibliography as it is the only novel in which he portrays an adult female as a lead narrator. The 

experience of single motherhood – isolating, burdened, and full of emotive complexities – is a 

decidedly female experience. Ali Smith, in her Guardian Online review ‘Flash Trash’, states that the 

book ‘screams’16 at the reader to ‘recognise yourself.’17 Indeed, this may be true, with the novels 

repetition that ‘everything is a diary’.18 However, rather than realise her individualistic traits or her ego, 

Misty’s postmodern weariness awakens her to the gendered construct which she has become through 

her adherence to the nuclear ideal. The gendered stagnation of her domestic role, and the revelation 

that she is merely a repetition of other women before her – a reincarnation of both Maura Kincaid and 

Constance Burton – drives her attempt to break free from the nuclear female role which she 

previously fantasized about as a child, as an alternative to her ‘white trash kid’ upbringing.19 However, 

the novel not only deals with the feminine spousal role, but also with the limitations of a heterosexual 

nuclear family unit in favouring same-sex couples. As such, Palahniuk’s Diary is a vital absurdist 
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examination of the postmodern American malaise inherently felt by a society trying to achieve an 

impossible ideal structure which is at the fundamental core of their national identity. 

 Following on from Diary, in Choke the narrator, Victor Mancini, refers to his life as the ‘modern 

Oedipal story’20 where the ‘mother[...]kills the father and then takes the son.’21 The American 

obsession with psychology and the understanding of the ego has fuelled a trending market in America 

surrounding self-examination. However, conversely, Freud famously hated America, arguing that they 

undermined psychoanalysis by a focus on the more titillating elements of his theories, partially in 

response to their own unhealthy sublimation of repressed sexual desire.22 Indeed, Choke utilizes the 

more salacious elements of Freud’s theory of psychosexual development to absurdly examine the 

relationship between mother and son. Like Misty, Victor grows up as the child of a single parent; 

however his mother’s mental illness and political demonstrations mean she is often incarcerated, and 

Victor’s childhood is defined by the short moments where she is released or escapes and abducts him 

from whichever foster home he has been placed into. As an adult, Victor is a sex addict who fakes 

choking incidents in restaurants to elicit money and love from fellow diners who save him and uses 

the money to pay his mother’s medical bills. Victor’s abjection of the maternal figure, his self-

deprecation in rejection of his unconventional upbringing, and the desire to both love and kill his 

mother in the pursuit of a paternal figure to which he can adhere a fixed, masculine identity 

demonstrates Palahniuk’s iteration during an online interview in 1999, where he argued that ‘women 

cannot serve as the sole role model for young men growing up.’23 The truth behind this statement is 

the limitation of the male role in the gendered familial unit; while sociologists, psychologists and 

cultural theorists have argued over this issue, many fail to take into account the reason this argument 

has become so prominent in the first place – that, in society, it is believed that the male must be 

masculine and the female feminine and, as such, young men cannot be solely raised by a female, and 

therefore feminine, influence. Palahniuk seeks to explore this theory to its Freudian conclusion, 

examining the lasting consequences of the unstable alternative American home. 
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  Simone De Beauvoir argues that ‘the complexes, obsessions and neuroses of adults 

have their roots in[...]early family life.’24 This can certainly be held true of the characters which 

Palahniuk portrays, whose social dysfunction results directly from early childhood gender formation. 

Palahniuk’s absurdist writing exposes the limitations of gendered roles within the familial home, and 

demonstrate how these affect not only those within the spousal unit, through the signification of sex in 

correlation to domestic duty and an emphasis on heterosexual relationships, but, perhaps more 

worryingly, the children who are raised believing in these roles as fixed forms of gender and sexual 

identity. Palahniuk’s texts highlight the futility of attempting to maintain the American nuclear ideal in 

postmodern society, where the dissolution of this structure is becoming more common. For those who 

are raised in these new, alternative familial identities, the American insistence on the nuclear family 

structure as inherent to the fundamentals of their national identity leaves many in a disenfranchised 

new generation wondering if they are even American at all. 
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2.1 Diary 

The cultural image of the American mother has changed from the cheery, doting 
homemaker to the frenzied, sleepless working mom [...] Concern about working 
mothers forced to endure a ‘second shift’ of labor at home, and ‘latchkey kids’ 
spending unsupervised time alone each day, sends shudders through American 
society. As this concern transforms into dogma, it seems as if the sky is indeed falling 
for mothers, their children, and the American family.25 

The postmodern American familial structure has changed significantly over the last twenty years. 

While it can be argued that the nuclear family was always dissolving, nevertheless, there has been a 

decided increase in instances of single parenthood and, in particular, single motherhood in American 

society. More than a quarter of all children in America live in single-parent households, and over half 

of all parents with children under six years old work outside the home.26 Despite the increase in these 

figures, Martha Fineman argues that, in America, ‘single motherhood is synonymous with deviant 

motherhood’27 – not least because it questions the necessity of a traditional familial structure which 

requires a patriarchal leader. Indeed, the stigma of the single mother as ‘lazy, promiscuous, and 

nearly unredeemable’28 is not merely a silent undercurrent of American disapproval, but rather an 

overt political stance. In 1992 on the campaign trail, then Vice President Dan Quayle condemned 

mothers for the destruction of American family values – a sentiment which was soon being echoed by 

conservative Republicans across America.29 Single motherhood is an action which wholly contradicts 

the nuclear family ideal, undermines patriarchal power structures, and renegotiates the possibilities of 

the American Dream. Jane Juffer, author of Single Mother: The Emergence of the Domestic 

Intellectual (2006), argues that the rise in single motherhood in America has imbued a cohesive 

female will to subvert the stigma of the single female through independence: 

Single mothers in the United States at the turn of the century all live with the 
imperative to demonstrate self-sufficiency. With that demonstration comes an erasure 
of the stigma that has historically marked single mothers in this country and even 
recognition that single mothers don’t always have to be self-sacrificing in order to 
qualify as good mothers.30 
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The image of the self-sacrificing single mother is the only stereotype which serves to redeem the 

single female parent from the stigma with which American society tarnishes them. This is particularly 

relevant when discussing Chuck Palahniuk’s Diary. Diary is one of the few Palahniuk texts which 

represent the nuclear family in America, however, this familial structure contains a patriarchal 

absence. The female narrator, Misty Marie Kleinmann, is a self-described ‘white trash kid’,31 who 

drops out of art school when she meets Peter - a son of one of the old, established families on the 

secluded Waytansea Island. After falling pregnant and marrying they move to the island, an 

increasingly popular tourist destination, to start up their life together. However, after an alleged suicide 

attempt, Peter ends up in a coma, and the book subsequently documents Misty’s coma diary to Peter. 

Forced from their prestigious family home to pay his medical bills, Misty ends up working as a 

waitress in the Waytansea Hotel - a location where all the established families have taken refuge from 

the tourists who are increasingly invading their seclusion. Left raising her daughter Tabitha, under the 

watchful eye of her mother-in-law Grace, Misty soon finds that her marriage, the art she produces and 

her presence on the island are not coincidence, but rather carefully planned events designed to fulfil 

an ancient curse for which she must ultimately sacrifice herself. 

 Indeed, the name of the island, Waytansea has been described by Heidi Ashbaugh as a 

‘foreshadowing device’ in keeping with the Gothic tradition.32 To wait and see also implies a form of 

stalling, a trope which soon becomes apparent in the progression of the novel. Conversely, the place 

in which Misty grew up and her mother resides is called ‘Tecumseh Lake’,33 arguably demonstrating 

that the difference between the two gendered maternal lifestyles is that of forward progression or 

stagnation. Kjersti Jacobsen describes Misty’s situation best, when she argues that ‘instead of 

evolving the gender equal society Misty originally comes from, with her mother being sole provider of 

the family and an absent father, she reverts back to old, traditional views of gender’.34 

 Indeed, Diary certainly emphasises tradition, and particularly its ever presence on Waytansea 

Island. The height marks on the door to the Wilmot family house, dating back to 1795, are a testament 

                                                           
31 Palahniuk, Diary, p. 8  
32 Heidi Ashbaugh, ‘Chuck Palahniuk’s Diary: American Horror, Gothic, and Beyond’ in Sacred and Immoral. Ed. Jeffery A. 
Sartain (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publications, 2009), p. 132 
33 Palahniuk, Diary, p. 76 
34 Kjersti Jacobsen, Chuck Palahniuk: Beyond the Body, A Representation of Gender in Fight Club, Invisible Monsters and 
Diary. M.A. Thesis (Oslo: University of Oslo, 2013), p. 71 



 

59 

to a legacy ‘gone but not gone’.35 They are ‘relics. Immortal.’36 Furthermore, the diary which Misty 

writes for her comatose husband also stems from a Waytansea tradition; keeping diaries for sailors 

who were away at sea. A suggestion prompted by Peter’s overbearing matriarch, Grace, it becomes 

the structure of the novel, a structure which Kathy Farquharson notes forms a wider interpretation of 

tradition on the island: 

[Diary] is, indeed, awash with figurative diaries – the slogans of the mainlanders, 
Peter’s writing on the wall, builders’ messages sealed inside walls, messages on 
surfaces from Misty’s predecessors beyond the grave, children’s growth marks on 
walls, autographs on Misty’s fibreglass cast – and all are ways of making a mark, of 
talking to the future.37 

Certainly, this interpretation follows Palahniuk’s reiteration that ‘everything is a diary’, ‘everything is a 

self-portrait’, and ‘everything you do shows your hand’.38 If, then, as Farquharson states ‘the danger in 

diaries is self-exposure’,39 and all amalgamated traditions of the island are, in fact, figurative diaries, it 

can then be argued that the ‘psychological and corporal fugue’40 which Misty endures, a reincarnation 

of previous women brought to the island, forms the physical embodiment of the diary trope, bound in 

a tradition destined to be inherited by future generations. However, what remains to be seen is the 

legacy that Misty leaves. Indeed, what is her function as a human diary? 

Ashbaugh argues that by addressing Diary to Peter rather than the reader, the audience is 

situated ‘in the role of an eavesdropper.’41 By utilising the format of a diary, Palahniuk not only 

emphasises the tradition which Misty must adhere to, but also provides a unique insight into the 

spousal and familial relationship between Misty and Peter, allowing the novel an intimate glimpse into 

the Wilmot nuclear family. Misty’s feelings towards Peter are almost cyclical – she regularly moves 

between strong affection for her husband and hatred for the comatose legacy he has left for her. From 

kissing underneath the etched height mark on the doorframe where his lips would be,42 to stabbing 

him repeatedly with a pin while he is comatose,43 Misty’s relationship with her husband is mired in 

emotional complexity. A recurrent theme in Palahniuk’s novels, the structure of Misty’s diary regularly 

                                                           
35 Palahniuk, Diary, p. 33 
36 Ibid, p. 34 
37Kathy Farquharson, ‘The Anchoress and the Graffiti: Diary and The Yellow Wallpaper’ in Sacred and Immoral. Ed. Jeffery A. 
Sartain (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publications, 2009), p. 120 
38 Idem 
39 Palahniuk, Diary, pp. 133 - 137 
40 Andrew Slade, ‘On Mutilation: The Sublime Body of Chuck Palahniuk’s Fiction’ in Reading Chuck Palahniuk: American 
Monsters and Literary Mayhem. Ed. Lance Rubin and Cynthia Kuhn (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 68 
41 Ashbaugh, ‘Chuck Palahniuk’s Diary: American Horror, Gothic, and Beyond’, p. 142 
42 Palahniuk, Diary, p. 37 
43 Ibid, p. 158 



 

60 

sweeps between her present and recollections of her past, and this manipulation of time allows 

Palahniuk to explore his character’s memories with hindsight, viewing recollections with either 

fondness or bitterness, depending on the character’s mood and current situation. This structure is vital 

to note when exploring Misty’s reaction to her relationship with Peter, as at some points she views 

Peter’s actions with fondness, such as believing it was ‘cute’44 to replace her birth control medication 

with candy, yet later resenting her enforced position as mother and wife.45 Indeed, Misty often views 

her marriage as a trap which she willingly succumbed to, receiving Peter’s proposal as a challenge, 

rather than an expression of love: 

His eyes sewed shut with wrinkles, he pulled the long pin out of his sweater. Out of 
his chest. Out of your chest. Smeared with your blood. He snapped the pin closed 
and put the brooch in her palm. 

He said “So, you want to marry me?” 

He said this like a challenge, like he was picking a fight, like a gauntlet thrown down 
at her feet [...] And the little trailer park idiot, she took the brooch.46 

The hindsight with which Misty views her engagement is laced with symbolic metaphor – the sewing 

shut of Peter’s eyes with wrinkles later mimics the taping shut of his comatose eyes, and the taping 

shut of Misty’s eyes during her imprisonment in the Hotel Waytansea while she paints. Furthermore, 

these closed eyes demonstrate the blindness with which Misty feels she has entered her marriage, a 

blood alliance symbolised by the brooch. It is also important to note that this is Peter’s blood, not hers, 

and Misty finds as she enters the island that she enters the Wilmot family, losing her own identity in 

the process.  

Judith Butler discusses the lack of female identity in marriage. She argues that ‘the woman in 

marriage qualifies not as an identity, but only as a relational term that both distinguishes and binds the 

various clans to a common but internally differentiated patrilineal identity.’47 However, with no father 

figure and therefore patrilineal identity to adhere to, Misty’s previous familial heritage becomes 

consumed by the Wilmot family legacy; as Butler explains, marriage is a tradition which secures ‘the 

reproduction of the name.’48 However Misty relishes this new position in the beginning, writing of a 

time when she was happy, when ‘having Tabbi made Misty part of something, of the Wilmot clan, of 
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the island’,49 and Tabbi is subsequently described as a child who has ‘Peter’s black hair’.50 Bearing 

none of her mother’s features, it would seem Misty’s heritage is not passed on through her daughter. 

Furthermore, Misty loses all contact with her mother and, therefore, her previous family, stating 

instead that ‘Waytansea Island felt more like a home than the trailer ever had’.51 Farquharson argues 

that ‘the Waytansea Hotel accommodates only the indigenous, and Misty finds her marriage has 

qualified her for admission’.52 However, it is also important to note the symbolism of the flowers on 

Waytansea Point where Misty is sent to paint, beginning her destined spiral into illness and insanity. 

Examining the flowers, she writes ‘tulips and lilacs aren’t native to here. None of this should be 

here’.53 The flowers here are representative of Misty; she is established on the island, but not native. 

Like these plants, she remains there against natural will, demonstrated by the money which she 

begins storing in an attempt to return to her mother on Tecumseh Lake.54 Simone de Beauvoir has 

argued that ‘even if she has married him for love, she has made him her master in marrying him; their 

relations have become a duty, and often enough he has come to seem to her a tyrant’.55 If, as 

Fineman suggests, single motherhood is an escape from this submissive position, then Misty’s single 

parenthood is an alternative to the restrictive nuclear family. However, her self-sacrificial role as a 

single mother is merely another gendered domesticity, and Palahniuk’s narrator finds herself in an 

absurdist and futile confliction between two equally repressive roles. This theory could explain Misty’s 

changing resentment towards her situation, the loss of her identity through the Wilmot family name 

leaves her frequently referring to herself as ‘queen of the fucking slaves’,56 and her decision to drop 

out of art school to become a domestic mother is often regretted, stating she gave Peter ‘the best 

years of her life’.57  

For Misty, the physical absence of Peter further increases her burden and, therefore, 

resentment at her domestic situation. Betty Friedan has argued that for woman in marriage, ‘she feels 

bitter if he is laid off and she has to carry the whole breadwinning burden, as well as take care of the 

house and kids’.58 Certainly, this is true for Misty, who strongly resents the absence of Peter. Yet 
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domesticity is not completely rejected by Misty, who argues that professional domestic tasks should 

not be below her daughter’s future expectations, stating ‘there’s nothing wrong with waiting tables. 

Cleaning rooms’.59 Furthermore, at the beginning of their marriage, Misty recollects a time when she 

was content with ‘the quiet rituals of washing the dishes or folding clothes’60 suggesting that Friedan is 

correct in her assertion that, without Peter, Misty experiences a change in perception towards her 

gendered domestic duty.  

Much like the rest of Misty’s perceptions, her ideology on her role as a domestic spouse and 

mother varies throughout the novel. As we can see from her past, she displays a disdain for the role 

of the working mother. Described as a ‘white trash kid’,61 she spends her days in a trailer park alone, 

drawing pictures of what she believes to be the fictional island of Waytansea, while her single parent 

mother works two jobs, ‘one at a shitty fiberglass insulation factory, one slopping food in a hospital 

cafeteria’.62 The language used here to describe her mother’s work suggests that Misty recognises 

within the menial laborious tasks an inherent futility and meaninglessness to her mother’s existence. 

These repetitive jobs are, in many ways, similar to the Sisyphean boulder and both Palahniuk and 

Misty recognise the humorous irony in Misty’s present menial domestic roles in the text, compared to 

her original dreams of Waytansea Island. The description of this island is extremely interesting, an 

island where ‘nobody works except to keep house and pick wild blueberries and beachcomb. 

Embroider handkerchiefs. Arrange flowers’.63 Ashbaugh has argued that these dreams are 

‘traditionally feminine and domestic’64 in reaction to Misty’s perception of the maternal as both absent 

and sacrificial – the maternal role of ‘a provider’.65 Yet the progression of the novel reveals Misty’s 

changing attitude to this gendered identity, as she unintentionally begins to imitate her mother’s role 

by working as assistant supervisor of servers in the Waytansea Hotel, even scolding Peter in her diary 

for referring to her as a mere ‘hotel maid’ rather than her professional title.66 Misty’s changing attitude 

to gendered domesticity is further reflected in wanting to teach her daughter ‘some skill – 
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bookkeeping or cost analysis or television repair. Some realistic way she can pay her bills’.67 Again 

we return to Risman, who argues that:  

Socialization cannot serve as the fundamental link between culture and action. 
Indeed, studies of intergenerational shifts in values suggest that economic and 
political conditions produce beliefs, attitudes and preferences for action that 
overcome those acquired during childhood.68 

It can be therefore argued that Misty’s shift in perception of her domestic gender identity is a reflection 

of her changing economic and social status. While she is married into an established and traditional 

family unit, her familial alteration in economics has prompted the realisation that her childhood 

fantasies of traditional feminine domesticity are, in reality, impractical and unobtainable. Misty’s 

weariness has awoken her to the falsity of the nuclear family ideal, and this recognition of the futility in 

the pursuit of a gendered myth causes Misty to re-evaluate the skills she believes her daughter 

should possess. In such a way, Misty projects a fantasy for an alternate reality onto her child – a life 

which she wished she had of lived for herself. 

Jacobsen states that Misty’s domesticated feminine role in Diary is that of the ‘suppressed 

female, something society has built itself around in order to survive’.69 Examining the socialites of 

Waytansea Island, who have taken refuge from the strangers and tourists of the island by moving into 

the ‘Eden’70 of the Waytansea Hotel, we see the pressure placed on Misty by the society around her 

to conform to a fixed and idealized identity. Her desexualisation is reflected in the initial description of 

the landscape of the island; a description which also provides a deeper insight into the reality of this 

traditionally feminine gender role in which Misty seeks escape. The island, shaped comically like a 

cartoon fish skeleton,71 perhaps seems appropriate for the fantastical daydreams of escapist 

childhood innocence; however a dead fish surrounded completely by the water in which it should 

naturally thrive embodies a more sinister connotation. Furthermore, a dead fish is a colloquial term 

used to describe an uninterested female sexual partner,72 a term which Palahniuk seems aware of, 

due to its reoccurrence later in the text to describe Misty’s ‘dead fish breasts’.73 It seems, then, that 

this dream of the traditionally feminine and domestic world also signifies the repression of female 
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sexuality. With her husband comatose, Misty is left without sexual satisfaction, described as the 

‘naked soul of a horny middle-aged artist’.74 Furthermore, frequently she expresses muted attractions 

to the men which surround her, such as the facial features which prompt ‘the code of attraction’75 she 

sees in Detective Stilton or the fondness she felt for Peter’s father Harrow,76 ‘the man Peter was 

supposed to become’.77 Yet Misty’s sexuality remains suppressed within the Waytansea Hotel.  

The Waytansea Hotel is described as ‘the island in miniature’,78 and its location defines its 

prominence within the novel: 

The skull is the village square, with the ferry boat coming and going from the harbour 
that’s the fish’s mouth. The fish’s eye would be the hotel, and around it, the grocery 
store, the hardware supply, the library and church.79 

Misty’s initial reaction on seeing the island for the first time is one of joy, ‘everything she could ever 

want. Protected. Quiet and alone’,80 but in reality to arrive via the ferry is to be swallowed up by the 

fish’s mouth, and indeed by Waytansea society. The hotel lies at the centre of this society, 

surrounded by shops and institutions of domestic significance, such as the church and grocery store. 

Furthermore, its location in the eye of the fish creates a panopticon from which Misty can be observed 

from all times by the established families of the island, to ensure her gendered role is enacted. 

Waytansea Point is a further example of this society, a place Misty describes as a ‘messier version of 

the Waytansea Hotel’,81 a place where ‘generations of trees fallen and sprouting again out of their 

own dead’82 can be observed, a symbolic metaphor for the fixed and repetitive morals and values 

which Waytansea perpetuates, the unchanging legacy and traditions of the island. Palahniuk’s 

symbolism of the repetitive birth, growth, and death cycle of these trees is inherently nihilistic, and is a 

mimicry of the deeper themes of laborious parenthood and marriage. 

However the greatest demonstration of Waytansea’s gendered division can be found in the 

description of the statues of Apollo and Diana which are discovered by Misty and her daughter on 

Waytansea Point: 

                                                           
74 Ibid, p. 117 
75 Ibid, p. 124 
76 Ibid, p. 116 
77 Ibid, p. 239 
78 Ibid, p. 95 
79 Ibid, p. 10 
80 Ibid, p. 12 
81 Ibid, p. 106 
82 Idem 



 

65 

The standing man is dark bronze, streaked with lichen and tarnish, a naked man with 
his feet bolted to a pedestal buried in the bushes beside the trail...The woman on the 
ground is broken white marble [...] Tabbi points her pink hand at an empty pedestal 
across the path from the bronze, and she says, “Diana fell down a long time before I 
met her.”83 

Jacobsen argues that these statues represent ‘fossilized gender roles and gender dichotomy, a static 

society in which gender is literally “set in stone”’.84 The broken remains of Diana, ‘a dead body’85 lying 

on the ground is inferior, literally below her male counterpart. Jacobsen notes the physical distance 

between these two statues, but fails to note the mythological distance. Apollo is a god associated with 

‘human intellect, musical harmony, religious purity, and male beauty’;86 originally Greek, he was only 

later adopted by Roman mythology. Diana is conversely a Roman goddess, ‘deity of the hunt and 

wilderness [...] she was also associated with women and childbirth, although she was a virgin 

herself’.87 Her Greek counterpart was Artemis, and was said to be the twin sister of Apollo. The 

simultaneous distance and closeness of the statues is therefore interesting. Fixed to a pedestal, 

Apollo faces the same restraints of a pre-destined gender role which is experienced by Diana, whose 

position as desexualised mother leaves her fallen on the ground. Tabbi’s observation that ‘Apollo 

doesn’t have a dick’88 highlights the simultaneous desexualisation of the male in this gender role, and 

Jacobsen concludes her argument by documenting Apollo’s bisexuality in ancient myth,89 a 

bisexuality which, in Peter’s case, leads to his attempted murder and comatose state. 

The spousal relationship between Peter and Misty is bound in tradition. Misty’s desire for a 

perceived traditionally feminine role leads her to marry a man who she is unsure of, in exchange for a 

lifestyle she desires, remaining uncertain as to whether their romance stems from ‘love or inertia’.90 

Again, we witness here in her spousal relationship the waiting which becomes such a prominent 

theme of Palahniuk’s novel; indeed Peter’s comatose state within itself speaks to their unchanging 

and fixed familial dynamic. Misty’s regular attempts to provoke Peter into consciousness through the 

stabbing of his skin with pins and brooches, and the repetition of the question ‘can you feel this?’91 

demonstrates her desire for a shared empathy within the spousal unit. However Peter’s coma remains 
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fixed, and Misty must endure a marriage from which she is both physically and emotionally distanced 

from her partner. The curtain is literally ‘pulled shut around Peter’s bed’92 in the hospital. It is only 

when Misty is prompted by Detective Stilton, intent on questioning Peter about the recent arson 

crimes committed on the island that she draws back the curtain, described as ‘an unveiling. An 

opening night’.93 It is here that we see the true reflection of Misty and Peter’s union through the state 

of his withered body: 

In the middle of the bed, a skeleton’s curled on its side, papier-mâchéd in waxy 
skin...The knees are pulled up to the chest. The back arches to the head and almost 
touches the withered buttocks [...] With the curtain open, there’s the smell of it all, the 
alcohol swabs, the urine, the bedsores and sweet skin cream [...] The diary of you.94 

Peter here is symbolic of diaries, tradition and legacy. However, Peter’s decaying body also reflects 

his marriage to Misty. Much like their love, Peter remains in inertia, artificially preserved from change; 

decaying but spared from complete destruction. Much like the pungent and visceral smells of his 

urine, skin cream and alcohol, the union between the couple remains an overpowering force in Misty’s 

destiny through its artificial preservation. Furthermore, the foetal positioning of Peter’s body is echoed 

in Misty’s outburst shortly after the unveiling of his body. Restrained by Detective Stilton from further 

stabbing her husband with the pin, she exclaims ‘why the fuck did you get me pregnant?’95 

 Of course, the answer to this question lies in fulfilment of the nuclear family tradition 

demanded by the Waytansea Island families. Indeed, Peter’s love for Angel Delaporte, reflected in the 

repetition of Te Amo inscribed on Angel’s hip flask,96 and spoken by Peter during sexual intercourse 

with Misty97 demonstrates Peter’s sexual manipulation to prolong the conventional familial unit. During 

his job as a contractor, Peter boards up rooms in the tourist-rented houses of Waytansea Island – 

tourists defined by their ‘failed marriages and step-children’98 – and writes over the walls inside, citing 

omens of oncoming death and destruction and insulting Misty’s appearance. His black words 

scrawled over ‘family photos on the wall’99 – items symbolic of the familial unit – and the final 
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message which Misty discovers reveal the truth about the reasons she was brought to the island and 

the sacrifice of Peter’s sexual identity for the will of the island: 

“I’m in love with Angel Delaporte, and I’m sorry but I will not die for our cause.” [...] 
Across the wall, it’s written, “I don’t care about our traditions anymore.” 

It says, “I don’t love Misty Marie,” it says, “but she doesn’t deserve to be tortured”.100 

Indeed, even Angel’s name reflects Peter’s liberation from his traditional gender role, as Delaporte 

translated from the French means ‘of the door’, and therefore represents the true access to these 

boarded up rooms of Peter’s repressed sexuality. Misty’s reflection on ‘dear sweet closeted bisexual 

Peter’101 demonstrates the bisexual erasure which Peter must endure to conform to conventional 

ideologies surrounding sexuality and the familial unit. While models of sexual orientation such as the 

Kinsey Scale, the Klein Sexual Orientation Grid and M. D. Storm’s multiple-variable model of sex and 

gender attraction have been instrumental in dispelling conventional ideologies about human 

predisposition towards heteronormativity,102 bisexual erasure is still predominant in American society. 

Ron Jackson Suresha argues that ‘straights and gays, due to overlapping interests, are complicit in 

the erasure of bisexual identity, which reinforces gender distinction as a silent but effective device of 

oppression’.103 In such a way, Peter’s bisexual identity is erased through the gender distinction of 

heteronormative activity, and stereotyped to fit with the familial unit enforced by Waytansea tradition. 

Peter’s attempted murder at the hands of his family occurs when he attempts to escape this imposed 

tradition, and his remaining comatose state reveals a grim, fixed and inert state of bisexual repression 

for the prolonging of the nuclear heterosexual family. 

  As previously discussed, Misty’s relationship with her daughter is imbued with the legacy of 

the Wilmot family. From the outset of the novel, Tabbi is shown to have a strong maternal relationship 

with her grandmother rather than her mother – referring to her as ‘Granmy’,104 a portmanteau of 

granny and mother reflecting Grace’s position as the primary matriarch of the Wilmot family. Tabbi 

regularly hosts secret conversations with her Granmy, such as their exchanges in French,105 shares a 

room with her,106 and obeys instructions designed to fulfil Misty’s curse, such as setting fire to the 

                                                           
100 Ibid, p. 229 
101 Ibid, p. 207 
102William Burleson, Bi America: Myths, Truths and Struggles of an Invisible Community (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), pp. 38 - 41 
103 Ron Suresha Jackson, Bi Men: Coming Out Every Which Way (NP: Harwood Press, 2005), p. 5 
104 Palahniuk, Diary, p. 33  
105 Ibid, p. 36 
106 Ibid, p. 85 



 

68 

guest’s clothes at the art exhibition.107 Indeed, the changing of the Misty’s name at the end of the 

novel to Nora Adams could be argued to attempt to finally break away from the patrilineal identity 

which has stalked both her and her child throughout the novel.108 Yet, as has also been 

demonstrated, Misty’s love for her child is enduring as, even after discovering her child faked her own 

death, she still sets out to save Tabbi from the fire which consumes the tourists on the island, calling 

her daughter her ‘gift to the future. Peter’s way to keep his wife on the island. The bait to get her into a 

trap’.109 It appears, then, that Misty’s complex relationship with her daughter is vital to the exploration 

of her gendered identity on Waytansea Island.  

De Beauvoir has comprehensively discussed the mother-daughter relationship: 

The daughter is for the mother at once her double and another person, the mother is 
at once overweeningly affectionate and hostile towards her daughter; she saddles her 
child with her own destiny: a way of proudly laying claim to her own femininity and 
also a way of revenging herself for it.110 

Misty’s love for her daughter is evident in her recollections of her as a baby, ‘when Misty could curl up 

on the bed with her and not want anything else in the world’.111 Yet, throughout the progression of the 

novel, and reflecting the reality of Misty’s changing gender identity, the love for her daughter becomes 

a restrictive force which Misty cannot break. Her quip that ‘your whole life can end when you get 

pregnant. You can have endless ways you can commit suicide without dying dying’112 demonstrates 

Misty’s mourning for her pre-maternal role. Indeed, when Misty is forced to remain locked in her hotel 

room to paint, leg bound in a cast and the rhinestone necklace presented to her by Peter when she 

discovered she was pregnant is placed round her neck by Tabbi as ‘a sparkling millstone. A junk 

jewellery ball and chain’,113 Misty becomes ‘an anchoress’.114 However this anchoress is not one of 

religious piety, but rather bound in duty not to God, but to motherhood and her maternal role. As such, 

Misty’s identity becomes lost in favour of her biological destiny and gendered role of the sacrificial 

mother. Furthermore, as the fantasy of Misty’s ideal domestic gendered role becomes shattered into a 

bitter gendered reality her perspective on the gender role which her daughter must inherit also shifts. 

As mentioned previously, Misty’s inclination for her daughter to learn ‘some realistic way to pay her 
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bills’115 would seem to both enhance and contradict De Beauvoir’s argument. In one sense, this 

projected future for Tabbi mimics Misty’s gendered domestic role at the time of composing her diary 

entry, however it remains distinct and differentiated from the gender role which she had fantasised so 

strongly of as a child. Perhaps De Beauvoir resolves this dispute when she expands on her argument 

as such: 

She hopes to compensate for her inferiority by making a superior creature out of one 
whom she regards as her double; and she also tends to inflict upon her the 
disadvantages from which she had suffered. Sometimes she tries to impose on the 
child exactly her own fate: ‘What was good enough for me is good enough for you; I 
was brought up this way, you shall share my lot.’ Sometimes, on the contrary, she 
grimly forbids the child to resemble her; she wants her experience to be of some use, 
it is the one way of having a second chance.116 

Misty’s growing realisation of the unattainable gendered domestic female influences her realisation 

that Tabbi cannot hope to imitate that role, and therefore Misty becomes emphatic in her hope that 

Tabbi should learn skills that will benefit her outside of the domestic sphere. This ‘second chance’ 

seems to be Misty’s driving force, as we see at the conclusion of the novel. 

While neither Peter nor Misty escape their pre-destined gendered fate, Palahniuk does offer 

some form of concluding solace for the reader. Misty’s escape from the fibreglass cast which traps 

her in her hotel room, forcing her to paint, symbolises her rebirth as a new woman, free from a pre-

defined gender ideology of mother, spouse and domestic servant. Farquharson argues that ‘perhaps 

because her mother works in a fibreglass insulation factory, Misty’s fantasies do not stop at 

surfaces’.117 However, as previously discussed, rather than suggesting a strong link between mother 

and daughter, Misty’s childhood fantasies about Waytansea Island are in actuality escapism from the 

lone-parent upbringing she experienced with her mother. The fibreglass which her mother produces 

for insulating houses reappears when Misty’s cast is placed on her (supposedly) injured leg, trapping 

her within the Waytansea Hotel. The insular ability of this material within the location of familial roots 

functions to trap Misty in captivity, and therefore further links Misty to domesticated motherhood, as 

the cast becomes ‘her prison felt-tipped with Tabbi’s flowers and birds’.118 Furthermore, Farquharson 

highlights the insular safety which Misty revels in during her captivity. Misty’s attempts to paint a 
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landscape result in a portrait of a Hershel Burke Renaissance armchair,119 and she describes curling 

around Tabbi ‘as if she were still inside’.120 However, by the end of the novel, she breaks free from the 

illusion of domestic solitude as, while she does not escape her fate, the removal of her fibreglass cast 

suggests a change in Misty; rejecting her previously enforced domestication: 

Misty bends her knee, forcing it up out of the straight cast. First her pale kneecap, 
smeared with blood. The way a baby’s head appears. Crowning. A bird breaking out 
of its eggshell. Then her thigh. Her child being born....A chrysalis. A butterfly 
emerging, bloody and tired. Reborn.121 

This mock-childbirth is in direct contrast to Misty’s relationship with her familial unit; by breaking free 

from the cast, she breaks free not only from the traditional nuclear family and her gender role as 

mother on Waytansea Island, but also from the gender role she is ascribed by her original maternal 

figure.  

William Simon argues that ‘a major source of the problematizing of gender has been the 

inconsistent transformation of the application of gender rules to virtually all social roles’.122 Palahniuk, 

in his deconstruction of these roles, exposes the inherent falsity of a blissful, domestic, and gendered 

marital existence that has been constructed, encouraged, and perpetuated through the American 

Dream of a nuclear family ideal. While Misty appears to break free from both the traditional nuclear 

‘doting mother’ and the ‘frenzied, sleepless working mom’ defined by Bianchi at the outset of this 

essay, in reality she retains her role as mother to Tabitha and therefore continues her obligation to 

perform a gendered maternal role. Palahniuk states in the novel’s conclusion – a fictional letter from 

Misty to the writer asking him to publish her diary – ‘My hope is this story will be read for generations, 

and it will stay in people’s minds [...] Maybe to be read by a little girl a century from now [...] My hope 

is this story will change the way she lives her life. I hope this story will save her’.123 Misty cannot 

change her situation, and therefore hopes that change can instead be projected into the future. Tabbi 

now assumes her full name Tabitha, a name which not only shows her patrilineal allegiance to the 

Wilmot family through its use by Grace,124 but also shows the ‘otherness of this alter ego’125 of the 

daughter which has become manifest. De Beauvoir argues ‘the mother feels herself betrayed’126 by 
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the otherness of the daughter with which she has imbued her gendered destiny. As such, we can see 

Misty’s need to protect her daughter from prosecution for starting the fire which killed the tourists as a 

reflection of maternal love, however the remaining distance from her daughter and Misty’s final 

pleading letter to Palahniuk suggests a need to destroy her domestic gendered identity in future 

generations – the domestic identity which she has failed to subvert in her own child. 
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2.2 Choke 

Alison Stone states that ‘western civilization has effectively understood becoming a self to require a 

form of matricide.’127 This is not to say that the violent act of killing the mother is required; rather it is 

based on Luce Irigaray’s assertions that the body must dis-identify from all that is maternal to 

complete the transition from shared identity to individual ego. This is not a physical act of matricide 

but rather a psychical one, where the child must separate from the mother to form their own 

identity.128 Particularly for the male child, this distancing from the maternal is psychologically 

facilitated by an identification with the father, which the male child seeks to emulate. Freud famously 

postulated that, in homes where a patriarchal figurehead is absent, the male child is more likely to 

become homosexual.129 However, recent research has demonstrated ‘the vast number of empirical 

studies of the role of fathers in the psychosexual development of their children are contradictory and 

inconclusive in their findings. Most children in one parent families, like children in two- parent 

heterosexual families, show typical psychosexual development’.130 Despite these findings there 

remains, in America, a postmodern unease at the absence of the father in the American family, and a 

need to explore the psychological consequences of this paternal void. 

America is obsessed with psychology and understanding the self. The self-help/personal development 

industry in America is worth upwards of $9.9 Billion as, according to Eva Moskowitz, ‘Americans turn 

to psychological cures as reflexively as they once turned to God.’131 Importantly, the domestication of 

psychological theory into the American public sphere occurred at the same moment that the 

importance of the nuclear family was being impressed: 

Postwar homes, with their station wagons, gleaming appliances, and backyard 
barbecues, proved to be fertile ground not only for America’s growing consumerism 
but also for its burgeoning faith in the psyche. The public, but especially American 
housewives, learned an entirely new way of thinking about their lives.132 

America became fascinated by the roots of personal behaviour, growth and social development, 

particularly in relation to family dynamics. Freudian terms like superego and id became common 

                                                           
127 Alison Stone, Feminism, Psychoanalysis and Maternal Subjectivity (Oxon: Routledge, 2012), p. 37 
128 Luce Irigaray, ‘Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother’ in Sexes and Genealogies, trans. Gillian C. Gill (New York, 
Chichester: Colombia University Press, 1993) 
129 Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, trans. James Strachy (Eastford: Martino Fine Books, 2011) 
130 S Golombok and J Rust, ‘The Warnock Report and single women: what about the children?’, Journal of Medical Ethics, Vol. 
12, No. 4 (1986), p. 183 
131 Eva Moskowitz, In Therapy We Trust: America's Obsession with Self-Fulfillment (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
2001), p. 1 
132 Ibid, p. 149 



 

73 

parlance, as the American interest in psychosexual theory increased. Indeed, despite the majority of 

Freudian theory being disproven today, Freud continues to be an American obsession. As Louis 

Menand argues: 

Freud has long outlived psychoanalysis. For many years, even as writers were 
discarding the more patently absurd elements of his theory – penis envy, or the death 
drive – they continued to pay homage to Freud’s unblinking insight into the human 
condition. This persona helped Freud to evolve, in the popular imagination, from a 
scientist into a kind of poet of the mind.133 

While Menand confirms that Freudian psychoanalysis has retained popularity in America despite its 

debunking, the more important insight in Menand’s analysis is that Freudian theory is a 

psychoanalytic theory of the absurd. Freud’s theories are a source of futility – the understanding of 

psychosexual development theory does nothing to aid in mental health recovery, with research 

suggesting that, actually, Freudian ‘talking’ therapy has a relatively low cure rate compared to similar 

illness treated with medication.134 Indeed, Freudian theory has become a source of hilarity, with 

copious jokes being made in contemporary media surrounding ‘Freudian slips’. Perhaps it is this 

absurdity which continues to give Freud an elevated relevance in America – perhaps Freud hated 

America precisely because they reduced his serious theories to a futile and salacious humour. 

Regardless, Freudian theory has become implicit in understanding the nuances of the complex 

bonding relationships which pervade American family life. 

Palahniuk has an astute awareness of this absurdist connection, and Choke (2001) is a novel 

which engages overtly with Freudian theories of psychosexual development to explore the bonds 

between mothers and sons, and the absence of the paternal figurehead. Choke is Palahniuk’s fourth 

novel, and focuses on what he describes as ‘the modern Oedipal story’,135 where ‘the mother[...]kills 

the father and then takes the son’.136 Unlike Diary, this novel is not concerned with the nuclear family, 

but rather the absence of the same sex parent on the male child. While feminist critics have 

emphasised the inherent misogyny of psychoanalysis – highlighting an absence of discussion on the 

mother-daughter relationship137 – few have actually applied their feminist or gender theories to the 
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mother-son relationship. As such, there remains an absence surrounding feminist critiques of the 

maternal relationship with the son that extend beyond criticism of the misogyny which accompanies 

psychoanalytic discourses already applied to this familial dynamic. Freud’s Oedipal complex theory 

has been the backbone of feminist discussions surrounding the familial unit, arguing both for and 

against his psychological approach.138 Yet the majority of feminist critiques fall somewhere between 

these binaries; arguing that Freud’s assertion is not without psychological basis, and yet it does not 

take fully into account the social, psychological and biological variables which produce the complex 

romantic attraction of the son to the mother. Yet while Freud’s theories of psychological separation 

from the parental figure may be argued as notably misogynistic, Palahniuk’s engagement with 

Freudian theory in Choke as a psychoanalytical absurdity warrants academic discussion surrounding 

concepts of psychosexual development in the American home. Palahniuk recognises a growing 

unease in America surrounding the increase in single parent families and the dissolution of the 

nuclear family ideal. Through the utilization of Freudian theory, Palahniuk takes the absence of the 

father to its absurdist extremis, exposing the futility of the American obsession with constrictive 

traditional familial structures. 

 Choke focuses on the dysfunctional familial unit of the Mancini family, and the psychologically 

incestuous bond between Ida Mancini and her son Victor. Victor is presented to the reader as first 

person narrator, and the novel acts as a confessional – an important symbolic narrative form given 

the text’s engagement with religion. This confessional, however, is not focused around religion, but on 

recovery; Victor’s deluge of personal information about his life is his fourth step of a twelve step 

system undertaken to control his sexual addiction.139 Indeed, sex is a prominent theme within Choke. 

Victor is a recovering sex-addict, halted on his fourth step of recovery, writing ‘a complete inventory of 

[his] crimes.’140 The Sunday school room where his self-help group meets is aptly numbered ‘Room 

234’,141 halting at the fourth step, and Victor uses this group as an enablement for his sexual 

dereliction, rather than a cure. Acting as a sponsor for women released from prison to attend the 

meetings, Victor sleeps with those who are sent to seek help, stating ‘Wednesday nights mean Nico. 
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Friday nights mean Tanya. Sundays mean Leeza.’142 Yet, these women are not portrayed as passive 

victims, but as enablers. It is not Victor but Nico that initiates sexual contact, taking him away from the 

‘Losers’143 and ‘towards a sign that says Women’144 – the female bathroom in which they have sex. 

The implication here, and throughout the text, is that women are not passive characters without 

agency but temptresses, pulling Victor further and further away from achieving his addiction recovery. 

Yet, despite this claim, Victor continually objectifies the women he claims have sexual power over 

him, arguing he loves them ‘just as much as you’d love a magazine centerfold, a fuck video, an adult 

website, and for sure, for a sexaholic that can be buckets of love.’145 These women are ‘sexual 

anaesthetic’146 for Victor, but inessential and inconsequential. They fulfil a sexual need, but not an 

emotional one, and his want for these women is fuelled not by lust but ‘dependant on a body 

chemistry created by constant sex.’147  

While perceiving an object of desire is not misogynistic – indeed, want of the object of desire 

can be felt in all sexes and genders148 - objectification is different to sexual want, and removes agency 

from the female in this context; as Catharine MacKinnon argues: 

The male epistemological stance, which corresponds to the world it creates, is 
objectivity: the ostensibly noninvolved stance, the view from a distance and from no 
particular perspective, apparently transparent to its reality. It does not comprehend its 
own perspectivity, does not recognise what it sees as subject like itself...Objectivity is 
the methodological stance of which objectification is the social process. Sexual 
objectification is the primary process of the subjugation of women. It unites act with 
word, construction with expression, perception with enforcement, myth with reality. 
Man fucks woman; subject verb object.149 

In such a way, Victor’s objectification of these women as commodities of sexual fulfilment contradicts 

his insistence on his own subjugation within opposite-sex relationships. His argument that for women, 

men are ‘just some sexual appendix. Just the life support system for an erection. Or a wallet’150 is, in 

truth, contradicted in his own desire to fulfil his sexual needs through them. That is not to say that 

these women are without sexual desire or do not objectify Victor, but that the objectification which he 

projects onto these women is vehemently rebuked when it is conversely displayed towards the male. 
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Furthermore, MacKinnon argues here that the male sees in the female a subject, one not like himself. 

However, while this may be true of Victor’s sexual conquests, it is not true of his maternal relationship, 

where the son and the mother are both biologically different and yet similar. 

 Julia Kristeva has argued that, for the male, the female maternal body is a source of mystery 

and fear for precisely this reason. In her seminal text, Powers of Horror (1980), she argues that the 

male psyche can neither fully accept the maternal as a subject, which is like him, nor as an object, 

who is so distanced from the male to allow the objectivity found in the male epistemological stance. 

As a result, the maternal becomes abject: 

The abject is not an ob-ject facing me, which I name or imagine….The abject has 
only one quality of the object – that of being opposed to I…what is abject… is 
radically excluded and draws me towards the place where meaning collapses…A 
massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which as familiar as it might have 
been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as radically separate, 
loathsome.151 

Choke is a novel predominantly concerned with the abjection of the maternal figure. In Palahniuk’s 

text, the most visceral moments occur when the boundaries between mother and lover become 

skewed. Victor argues, ‘every son raised by a single mom is pretty much born married. I don’t know, 

but until your mom dies it seems like all the other women in your life can never be more than just your 

mistress.’152 This ideology of the mother as lover is reiterated throughout the text, with Victor referring 

to himself as a ‘widower’153 when his mother finally dies. Indeed, the sexuality which Miss Mancini 

expresses through her sexual hypnotherapy sessions leads Victor to describe her as ‘the whore that 

fucked with your mind’154, a statement which is both derogatory and symbolic of his own emotionally 

unresolved maternal abjection.  

 Yet the novel’s title Choke extends beyond the choking of being eternally stuck on the fourth 

step of recovery and, indeed, the sexual connotations of male masturbation.155 Instead it has a more 

literal significance. Frequenting various restaurants, Victor forces himself to physically choke on food, 

allowing a saviour to come forward and rescue him: 

                                                           
151 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Colombia University Press, 
1982), pp. 1 - 2 
152 Palahniuk, Choke, p. 15  
153 Ibid, p. 270 
154 Ibid, p. 130 
155 Urban Dictionary Online, ‘Choke the Chicken’ (n.d.) <https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-
instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=choke+masturbation+slang> [Accessed 22nd November 2014] 



 

77 

Two arms will hug you, maybe even lift you off your feet, and a stranger will whisper, 
“Breathe! Breathe, damn it!” 

Somebody will pound you on the back the way a doctor pounds a newborn baby, and 
you’ll let fly with your mouthful of chewed steak...Already you’re their child. You 
belong to them.156 

Palahniuk’s intention is for this child-like regression to be overt - in this moment, ‘two arms will hug 

you’, a form of ‘adoption’,157 and Victor becomes the saviour’s child, making them ‘so proud. Even if 

your real folks aren’t’.158 Victor’s longing for maternal affection, free from sexual conflation, is 

subverted into interactions with strangers in these choking incidents. It has been shown that human 

touch is essential for well-being and development in children, and is responsible for increases in 

serotonin, cortisol and dopamine. In the dysfunctional mother/son relationship which Victor inhabits, 

this longing for gentle maternal affection cannot be achieved and so must, absurdly, be enacted with 

unwitting strangers. Here, Victor can become a ‘newborn’ child, demonstrating his desire to regress 

into a pre-Oedipal state where the relationship with his mother is not conflated with sexual insecurity. 

These saviours will send cards and gifts, often money, which Victor uses to pay his dying mother’s 

medical bills,159 as she wastes away from starvation in St. Anthony’s Care Home. That the love and 

kindness which these strangers enact onto Victor ultimately benefits his mother is a Palahniukian 

irony which demonstrates the inherent requisite of maternal bonding in the American family.  

Suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, Ida Mancini lives among ‘dumped grannies and ecstasy-

fired street kids and suicidal bag ladies.’160 Saint Anthony of Padua is commonly known in Christian 

mythology as ‘the patron of lovers, marriage, women in confinement[…]and, perhaps most notably, 

the patron saint of the search for lost objects.’161 Ida is confined within the care home, among other 

women, by a bracelet ‘heat-sealed round her wrist so she can never take it off’162, and her Alzheimer’s 

means her memories and mind have become essentially lost, mimicking the religious connotations of 

Saint Anthony. However, Saint Anthony is also the patron saint of lovers and marriage, reflecting once 

again the complex relationship Victor develops surrounding maternal sexual taboo. Victor constantly 

refers to his mother both as a wife and lover. His assertion that Miss Mancini is only married ‘in that 
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creepy Oedipal way’, the sexual gratification he receives from voice recordings of her working as a 

sex hypnotherapist and the masturbation to her image on the care home’s monitors as she talks to his 

love interest, Dr. Paige Marshall, all suggest that St. Anthony’s not only confines his mother 

physically, but her conflation with the identity of mother, lover and wife puts her in a psychological 

prison within Victor’s mind. Much like the rest of Choke, the symbolic obstruction between starvation 

and satiation is a process of psychological function, rather than oral physicality. However, this is not to 

say that the oral is insignificant to the psychological. Indeed, the choking Victor uses to pay his 

mother’s medical bills is actually a re-enactment of a time when he was with his mother as a child: 

At lunch today, the kid tried to eat his corn dog while it was still too hot and almost 
swallowed it whole, but it got stuck and he couldn’t breathe or talk until the Mommy 
charged around from her side of the table. 

The two arms were hugging him from behind, lifting him off his feet, and the Mommy 
whispered, “Breathe! Breathe, damn it!” 

At that moment, it seemed the whole world cared what happened to him. All those 
people were hugging him and petting his hair. Everybody asked if he was ok. 

The repetition of ‘Breathe! Breathe, damn it!’ is mirrored in each situation and, given the novel’s title, it 

becomes clear that Victor’s want for the removal of obstruction (whether psychical or physical) is 

sated during these faux-choking events. Yet the most vivid satiation of Victor’s psychological needs in 

this role is clearly that of maternal bonding. Like the majority of Palahniuk’s novels, Choke moves 

temporally between past and present, and it is in these flashbacks to childhood that the reader is 

given a demonstration of the maternal role of Ida Mancini. A drug addict, social anarchist and sex 

hypnotherapist who is frequently incarcerated in either prison or mental facilities, the relationship 

between Miss Mancini and her son is only really cemented in the times which she escapes and 

returns to take Victor from the foster home in which he has been placed.163 Alison Stone states that 

‘identification has its roots in the activity of taking something in orally. Identification does not reduce to 

literal eating, though, but first comes into existence as a wishful fantasy of eating, orally incorporating 

the object.’164 Stone here is building on Freud’s concept of the ‘Urhorde’; that is, the primal horde 

which Freud postulated pre-supposed civilization.165 In the primal horde, one father was to rule over 

many sons and wives, and these sons would eventually band together to overthrow, kill and physically 

                                                           
163 Ibid, p. 225, p. 212, p. 112, p. 3, p. 200, p. 66, p. 130, p. 65 
164 Stone, Feminism, Psychoanalysis and Maternal Subjectivity, p. 42 
165 Robert A. Paul, ‘Freud’s Anthropology: A reading of the “cultural books”’ in The Cambridge Companion to Freud, ed. Jerome 
Neu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 275 



 

79 

consume their father, in order to take the wives, who were often also their mothers, as their own and 

in such a way, become the father they have devoured.166 Freud argues that civilization only truly 

began when the first social laws were put in place to stop this parricide, which has been instead 

incorporated into our society through other social and psychological methodologies, hence why 

civilization becomes patriarchally-dominated.167 Although the concept of the Urhorde is perhaps a less 

well-known postulation by Freud, nevertheless this concept contains the same inherent and salacious 

absurdism which has imbued Freud with notoriety. Furthermore, Freud discusses his Urhorde in 

relation to religious symbolism and in the sacrificial consuming of Christ’s flesh in the Roman Catholic 

Church; where the father is literally consumed in remembrance to assimilate the power which he 

imbued. 

 Indeed, religious symbolism and the maternal body are inherent topics within Choke. Victor 

discusses women to the only other male in the text, his best friend Denny, arguing ‘in a world without 

God, aren’t mothers the new god? The last sacred unassailable position. Isn’t motherhood the last 

perfect magical miracle? But a miracle that’s impossible for men.’168 The absence of Victor’s father is, 

to him, the world without God, leaving his mother, and the miraculous female body, to take His place. 

Indeed, as the novel reaches its comical crescendo, Victor is told by Dr. Paige Marshall that his 

mother’s diary, written in her native Italian, states that Victor’s conception was actually the result of a 

quasi-religious scientific experiment to create a child from the foreskin of Jesus Christ.169 As Dr. 

Marshall tells Victor ‘if you believe in the Holy trinity, you’re your own father’.170 Freud’s primal horde 

is overt in this line; the identification with which this revelation provides Victor allows him to 

psychologically recognise a father that is not unique, but rather symbolic of all paternity. Furthermore, 

it allows Victor the opportunity to usurp his paternal ideal and enact the psychological ritual of Urhorde 

which Freud postulates. Despite the repetition of ‘what would Jesus not do’,171 Victor’s attempts to 

distance himself from the idealistic super-ego of the paternal only lead him further into its acceptance, 

such as allowing heroes to be created through his faux-choking172 or admitting to all the abusive 

crimes committed by other males that the women at St. Anthony’s project onto him:  
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“You hurt me,” Eva says.  

It’s tough not to come here and soak up the blame for every crime in history[…]Screw 
it.  

She’s already pretty much engaged to become Mrs. Death.  

“Yeah, Eva,” I say. “I boned you.” And I yawn. “Yup. Every chance I got, I stuck it in 
you and humped out a load.”[…]This is role-playing therapy, only Eva doesn’t know 
it’s not for real.  

Her head still loops in little circles, but her eyes come back to me. “And you’re not 
sorry?” she says.  

Well, I guess if Jesus could die for my sins, I suppose I can soak up a few for other 
people. We all get our chance to play scapegoat. Take the blame.  

The martyrdom of Saint Me.173  

Victor’s self-comparison with Jesus is continual throughout Choke, along with the repetition of ‘the 

martyrdom of Saint me’174 as a personal mantra. By providing false confessions to the crimes 

committed on the women of St. Anthony’s, Victor gives these women closure175 and takes ‘the sins of 

every man in history’176 upon him, much like Jesus who, according to Isaiah’s prophecy ‘was pierced 

for our transgressions…and by his wounds we are healed’.177  

Despite his initial refusal to engage with this religious identity, Victor soon comes to accept his 

imposed paternal ideal, even believing it to the extent of trying to bring his mother back from the 

dead.178 Indeed, God becomes an excellent patriarchal figurehead for Victor. The absence of his 

father is now both spirituality untrue and understood in its physicality, and the formation of the Holy 

Trinity means that there is no need to usurp the father (like in Freud’s Urhorde) as he is already his 

own paternal ideal. As a psychological concept, the father is consistently present; whether this is the 

Holy Father imbued in the overt Christian symbolism of Choke, the metaphorical emasculation Victor 

experiences through sexual addiction, or the growing physical strength and masculine ideal of the 

only other prominent male within the text, Victor’s closest friend, Denny, whose recovery of sexual 

addiction involves collecting rocks. These rocks are symbolic children, referred to as ‘babies’179 

(contrasting the maternal miracle of female birth mentioned earlier), gradually changing Denny from 

so thin ‘the bones of his shoulders and the trail of his spine show through’180 to having abs like ‘rippled 
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armor’.181 Where Victor previously lamented the inability of men to give birth, these rocks are 

diametrically opposed to the soft fragility of babies, and instead these masculine rock-children are 

hard and unyielding. Through caring for these rocks, Denny finds his body changed into a masculine, 

muscular ideal, as this faux-fatherhood transforms him into a more responsible, aesthetically ideal 

man. Furthermore, these rocks are constructive – Denny doesn’t know what he is going to build with 

the rocks, but he is obsessed with collecting this absurd family of ‘good building rocks’.182 That these 

rocks form the foundation of a male parental experience which is beneficial to the masculine ideal 

echoes in Victor’s assertion ‘I can build my own family’.183 

 However, the maternal in Choke does not merely seek to act as a counter to an absent 

masculinity and instead serves an important psychological function. Of course Victor’s sexual 

addiction and dysfunctional behaviour is influenced greatly by his Oedipal relationship with his 

mother. However, this Oedipal relationship is more complex than mere sexual interaction with women. 

As we have already discussed, where the father is absent, the mother must become God for the son 

instead. Jessie Kavaldo has stated that in Choke ‘with the modern father pre-emptively absent, the 

mother consumes, not consummates, the relationship with the son’;184 an argument which is in 

keeping with the novel’s themes of hunger, starvation and, of course, choking. As previously 

demonstrated, Kavaldo is correct in his assertion – the modern father is pre-emptively absent in 

Choke (at least physically if not psychologically).  Conversely, the maternal is a physically present 

figure in Choke, albeit in a weakened state. However this state, much like the immovable state of 

choking, is one which Victor wants Ida to remain in, remarking ‘now she’s mine, and she’s not going 

to escape by dying or getting better’.185 Here we see the reversal of Ida’s iteration that Victor was 

hers, and this inverted ownership of the son over the maternal is the prompt for Ida’s suspended 

state. Indeed, this inversion highlights that the mother in Choke is not a character of her own agency; 

that is to say, at no point does she develop her own subjectivity or freedom. While motherhood is the 

prominent theme within Choke, it is actually Miss Mancini’s son Victor who is the main character, and 

through his active patriarchal development the agency of the mother is removed, becoming instead a 
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maternal figurehead who psychological dysfunction can be projected towards. Maura Sheehy argues 

that ‘our culture has written and written the mother. She is the studied, the represented, the eternal 

object who gives birth to a subject and is then returned again to objecthood’.186 Indeed, the danger of 

not fulfilling a psychological distance from the maternal is demonstrable in both film and literature. 

One need only look to the overbearing faux-mothering of Mrs. Danvers in Daphne Du Maurnier’s 

Rebecca (1935), or Norman Bates’ cross-dressing personification of his dead mother in Alfred 

Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) to see the prevalence of dysfunction in retaining the maternal bond in 

adulthood. 

 This objectification of the maternal is strongly reflected in the flashbacks to childhood experienced by 

Victor. Ida Mancini is ‘the Mommy’.187 While the capitalization of this term suggests a figure of 

prominence, it is the use of the definite article here which demonstrates mother as a distanced 

emblem, rather than engaged parental figure. She is to Victor what she is to Palahniuk and the 

reader; not a woman of her own being, but a symbolic idealization of the maternal. Sheehy states: 

The way that a woman who becomes a mother’s subjectivity is imagined, described, 
threatened, threatening, experienced, denied, maintained, performed or embodied, is 
riven with the accepted constructions of women, gender, sexuality, and self and other 
that we all “know to be true” but have not tended to question.188 

In such a way, it is clear that what Sheeny deems the ‘maternal imago’189 (called here the maternal 

ideal) is a culturally constructed ideology of motherhood which is as profound and ingrained in 

American society as the paternal ideal of the Holy Father. It is of no coincidence that the religious 

father and the idealized mother meet in Palahniuk’s Choke – both exist as simulacrums of gendered 

perfection which, in American society, are significant tropes which are considered to warrant 

emulation. Yet, while this father may be absent in his physicality (representing instead an Urhordian 

idealism), the physicality of the mother is one of an ethics of care which is imbedded into social 

constructions of women and sexuality. As such, Kavaldo is only partially correct in his assertion; the 

mother does not consume the son, rather it is the symbolic expectation of the matriarch which 

continues to choke Victor’s Oedipal development. 
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 Despite the absence of the father, and the idealization of the maternal, the mother cannot fully 

become God for Victor. She is opposite, and yet the Oedipal structure in which the mother and son of 

Choke are situated does not allow for complete dis-identification. As Catherine MacKinnon has 

demonstrated, the female sex in a patriarchally established world is often deemed inferior to the male. 

Victor’s world reverts this, he is surrounded by women (with the exception of Denny and his boss), 

and his hatred for this supposed subjugated position is clear in statements of embittered resentment: 

It seems women are always bossing me around…They all think men are obsolete. 
Useless. As if we’re just some sexual appendix… Women don’t want equal rights. 
They have more power being oppressed. They need men to be the vast enemy 
conspiracy. Their whole identity is based on it.190 

This hatred for a position of lesser dominance than is pre-supposed in a patriarchal society is a 

source of both anger and deprecation for Victor, and it is for this precise reason that Miss Mancini 

cannot replace an idealized father as a god-like figure. She is, to Victor, meant to be inferior. Yet 

since his father is absent, and his mother not identifiable as a subject like him, nor completely 

distanced as an opposed object, she must therefore become abject. Julia Kristeva states the abject is 

‘not me. Not that. But not nothing either. A something I do not recognise as a thing.’191 The abject is 

therefore Miss Mancini – she is neither fully distanced as woman-object, nor alike as man-subject, 

and therefore falls into the darkened pit of horror and revulsion. Her wrist ‘stringy and thin brown as a 

boiled turkey neck’192 is physical revulsion, her attempt to take the father’s place, the lover’s place and 

the wife’s place in Victor’s life is psychological revulsion to him. As such, only the complete dis-

identification from this maternal form can resolve the Oedpial and abjection complexes from which 

Victor suffers. 

 Luce Irigaray states that ‘the unavoidable and irreparable wound is the cutting of the umbilical 

cord.’193 Psychologically, Victor is still umbilically attached to his mother, against his own wishes, and 

it is only through the cutting of this cord that he can achieve the resolution of his own ego. As the 

novel comes to its drastic conclusion, Victor engages in a sexual mishap, leaving a lodged anal bead 

inside him. This obstruction not only prevents Victor from eating and causes pain, but also places him 

in a pseudo-pregnancy state: 
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To Ursula, I say, could she put her ear against my bare stomach and tell me if she 
hears anything. “Denny never was very together,” she says, and leans in to press her 
warm ear against my belly button. Navel. Umbilicus, doctors would call it.[…]And 
Ursula says, “What am I listening for?”  

Positive bowel sounds.  

“Gurgles, squeaks, rumbles, anything,” I say.[…]Her ear still against my belly, Ursula 
says, “Do you know whose it is?” 

And I say, that’s not funny.194 

This faux maternal state of bowel obstruction demonstrates the increasing agitation of Victor’s 

Oedipal state, as the boundaries between male and female and mother and son are blurred, brought 

on by sexual transgression which are influenced significantly by his maternal dysfunction. Soon the 

reader discovers that Dr. Paige Marshall is, in fact, not a doctor at St. Anthony’s but a patient,195 and 

that Victor is (perhaps obviously) not the son of God. Indeed, as Victor discovers, Ida Mancini is not 

even his biological mother: 

She says, “I stole you out of a stroller in Waterloo, Iowa. I wanted to save you from 
the kind of life you’d get.”  

Parenthood being the opiate of the masses.  

See also: Denny with his baby stroller full of stolen sandstone.  

She says, “I kidnapped you.”196 

This revelation for Victor that his symbolic father is not his father, and his idealized mother is not his 

mother, begins a spiral of descent into delusion, as he spoons more and more chocolate pudding into 

her mouth until she inevitably chokes.197 This matricide, fuelled by the destruction of the idealization of 

both parental figures, is both visceral and emotional, however, by the last chapter of the text, it is as if 

Victor’s mother’s death was of no emotive significance to him. Victor expresses remorse for his 

actions, stating that ‘if motherhood is the new God, the only thing sacred we have left, then I’ve killed 

God’,198 thereby reiterating the conflation between the patriarchal ideal and the maternal during the 

Oedipal complex, however he is also self-aware that ‘The woman who just died, who I just smothered 

in chocolate, she wasn’t even my mother.’199 This ability to remove himself from the biological 

implications of matricide allows Victor distance from his murderous actions. Victor’s perceptions of the 
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idealized mother and father have been usurped through absurd circumstance and Victor now, 

Sisyphean, finds himself wearily aware of the futility of these archetypes. However, while this physical 

matricide seems to begin the psychical removal of the Oedipal complex, it is important to note Victor’s 

bowel obstruction still remains, and it is only through the removal of this obstruction that he truly 

begins his progression through the remainder of Freud’s five stages of psychosexual development to 

become an individualized self. 

 Following the murder of his mother, Victor is confronted by police officers who arrest him 

based on the crimes he falsely confesses to committing on the women in St. Anthony’s Care Home.200 

It is during his incarceration in the police interview room that we see Victor’s Freudian psychosexual 

development progress. In Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), Freud posits that 

psychosexual development must traverse five stages; the oral stage, where the putting of objects into 

the mouth provides sexual satisfaction, the anal stage, where the engagement with bodily expulsion is 

a form of satiation for the child, the phallic stage, where the Oedpial complex emerges and is resolved 

as the child accepts the parent/child relationship, the latency stage, where sexual feelings remain 

dormant (usually a stage of same sex bonding and friendship), and finally the genital stage, where 

puberty and sexual desire for the opposite sex occurs. Freud postulates that should a child become 

fixated through any of these stages, there can be detrimental effects to the psychological 

development of that child, including (but not limited to), excessive chewing/eating, recklessness, 

manipulation, sexual unfulfillment and scatophilia.201 As we have seen from Choke, it could be argued 

that Victor’s psychological development is fixated in each stage as he, to some degree, experiences 

each of these adverse effects. However, the most prominent of these is, of course, oral fixation, given 

the novel’s titles and themes. Therefore, while we see the Oedipal complex in Victor, it becomes 

natural to assume that Victor’s psychosexual development must begin at the primary stage of oral 

fixation and progress from there. Indeed, during his incarceration in the detective interview room 

Victor, in an attempt of matricidal remorse, tries to choke on the lid of a ketchup bottle.202 Victor is 

saved from this choking by a ‘hyper-masculine police detective’203 whose forceful Heimlich manoeuvre 

not only expels the cap of the bottle but also dislodges the anal bead and ‘all the shit piled up behind 
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them’,204 representative of a ‘lifetime of emotional/psychological baggage being evacuated’205 

according to Palahniuk. We can see here the expulsion of the oral and anal fixation in this short 

action, reinforced by the police detective, whose reassuring masculinity (here we see the repetition of 

‘Breathe. Breathe, damn it!’206) also allows Palahniuk to separate himself from the feminine 

connotations of maternal fixation. Indeed, as Adrienne Harris argues ‘misogyny functions as a kind of 

midwife to individuation’207, therefore the presence of the masculine in aiding the separation of 

maternal fixation becomes essential for Victor’s psychosexual development. Indeed, Victor even 

utilizes one of his childhood flashbacks to aid in his individualisation of the self, stating that his mother 

told him to create ‘your own set of laws’.208 Although Victor has already completed a physical act of 

matricide, it is not until this point that a psychical separation from the maternal bond is established, 

where the son regresses to a time when he was encouraged by the maternal figure to distance 

himself and ‘create your own reality’.209 By returning to this flashback state, Victor is given permission 

by the maternal to separate himself from all parental heritage and, in doing so, become an 

individualised self. 

 This resolution of the Oedipal complex is accompanied by the resolution of the latency and 

genital stages in the final chapter of Choke. Victor stands alongside his masculine compatriot Denny, 

surrounded by the ‘over-extended family’210 of heroes who have saved him from choking, waiting to 

be confronted for his con-man lifestyle. After throwing the rocks Denny has collected at his feet, these 

faux-saviours retreat leaving Denny to hold a hankerchief up to Victor’s nose and say ‘Blow, dude’,211 

a repetition of Victor’s gesture to Denny at the outset of the novel.212 This mimicking of action 

symbolises the bond between the two friends, and furthers the latency stage of psychosexual 

development where the formation of same sex friendships are introduced. Furthermore, by 

befriending a male who has become the muscular idealized male form, and by cementing this 

friendship in an area surrounded by the faux-children which Denny has been collecting, Victor is able 
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to identify with a new male experience which is non-dependant on previous concepts of the religious 

patriarchal ideal. Finally, Dr. Paige Marshall arrives to the scene, reflective of the final stage of 

psychosexual development, that of the genital stage. This stage is the concluding resolution to 

Victor’s sexual dysfunction, as he changes from believing that sex and affection are excluded from 

each other213 to a point where ‘Paige and I just look at each other, at who each other is for real. For 

the first time’.214 Through Freudian development of the previous psychosexual stages, through the 

male bonding between Victor and Denny, and through the psychical and physical acts of matricide, 

Victor is able to find resolution to his sexual addiction and female objectification, finally regarding a 

woman as an equal, rather than an objectified desire. 

 By completing his psychological growth, Victor is able to finally able to be his own self, 

uninfluenced by maternal heritage he can ‘build a world out of rocks and chaos’215, as these rocks 

become symbolic of a new masculinity. Harris argues that ‘masculinity, in some form, real or 

intrapsychic, is still viewed in our culture and in our theories as a kind of vaccination against the 

maternal undertows. Or riptides.’216 Note here the difference between an undertow and a riptide; while 

an undertow is ‘the general seaward flow of water beneath individual breaking waves’217, a riptide or 

rip current is far stronger and more dangerous current.218 Harris here suggests that masculinity is 

utilized to separate the self from the dangers inherent in retaining the maternal bond, such as Victor 

retains. The sexual desire for his mother, the dysfunction of his relationships with women and 

intimacy, and even his oral fixation with choking are, in this text, presented as consequences of the 

retention of the maternal bond into adulthood. Therefore, the conclusion of Choke through matricide 

appears to totalise Palahniuk’s Freudian text in its psychosexual development. Victor’s choking at 

each level is finally unobstructed – he can no longer physically choke as a con-man, his sexual 

dysfunction is resolved in his love for Paige, and the fourth step of recovery is concluded through the 

completion of the novel as confessional. His iteration ‘I can build my own family’219 becomes fully 
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realised through the removal of the maternal. By building from rocks and chaos, Palahniuk presents 

Victor and the reader with a new Urhorde in which he has usurped his patrilineal identity; not through 

patricide since the father is absent, but through the physical act of matricide which has removed the 

psychological presence of both maternal and paternal ideal. Whether this destruction of the 

simulacrum of American idealized familial roles is successful is under question as, although Palahniuk 

ends Choke with an uplifting ethos of non-conformity, there remains an ambiguity as to what is 

complicit within this ‘new’ identity. Regardless, free from the constraints of lineage, Victor can 

construct his own identity and become a self. Therefore, Palahniuk here suggests that the destruction 

of the maternal and paternal heritage is vital to the construction of self-hood, although there remains a 

notable difference in the violence with which the maternal must separate from the son as opposed to 

the paternal. Yet, it is only through this physical and psychical act of matricide and parricide that 

Victor can finally complete his psychological bildungsroman. As Victor states in the final line of Choke: 

‘Where we’re standing right now, in the ruins of the dark, what we build could be anything.’220 
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Chapter Three 

‘A Product of A Product’: Buying Identity in America 

Karl Marx argues in Das Kapital that ‘value...converts every product into a social hieroglyphic. Later 

on, we try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of our own social products; for to 

stamp an object of utility as a value, is just as much a social product as language.’1 Marx here refers 

to his theory of commodity fetishism. Through placing monetary value on an object, which is without 

correlation to the worker’s production of that object, a system of trade is created which separates the 

capitalist from the worker. Furthermore, he argues that the new value of that object is interpreted 

culturally – that is to say that society creates a new cultural worth of the object which is unrelated to 

the cost of labour. While written over one hundred years ago, Marx successfully describes the 

consumer culture of late capitalism as it exists today. To buy a Prada handbag is to be seen as 

successful and fashion conscious, to shop in a second-hand store is to be considered thrifty and, 

often, eco-concerned. These items have little difference in labour production, yet the cultural value 

which we equate to their consumption is vastly opposed, and it is this opposition which forms the 

basis for social identity formation. What we eat, how we dress, where we go, and what we buy form a 

cultural identity, consciously created within a capitalist system to express who we wish to be. As Mark 

Gottdiener argues; 

Products are fetishized because they are bought in the belief that they can enhance 
the purchasers’ abilities to attain their desires for sex, success, notoriety, uniqueness, 
identity or a sense of self, privileged social status, and personal power. Through the 
all-pervasive power of advertising in today’s society, what Marx only glimpsed one 
hundred years ago is now an ordinary fact of everyday life – people see themselves 
and others through the possession of commodities. Goods are the tools that signal to 
others who we want them to think we are and who we want them to be.2 

While this social awareness of consumer identity has always existed, it is only in recent years, with 

innovations in technology and global intercommunication that it is coming to its peak. However, one 

only needs to read Palahniuk’s Fight Club to see that an active rejection of commercially-formed 

identity was already present in the author’s work during the late nineties. Indeed, Palahniuk’s often 

overt and humorous references to the falsity of identity construction based within the confines of late-

                                                           
1 Karl Marx, ‘Commodities and Money’, in The Nineteenth Century Visual and Cultural Reader, ed. Vanessa R. Schwartz and 
Jeannene M. Przyblyski (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 44 
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stage capitalism have become a central theme in his work. Furthermore, Palahniuk’s social identity 

critique extends beyond commercial consumption, exploring gender and sexuality tolerance in 

contemporary society.  

The noughties have seen dramatic progression in equal rights for LGBTQ+ groups, and 

several attempts at impediment by counter-groups. Postmodern society has experienced rapid 

change in definitions of gender and sexual identity. Emerging terms such as asexual, pansexual, 

gender queer, transgender, aromantic, and third gender or third sex have become more acceptable 

as definitive labels for attraction and appearance. Never before has who we are and who we love 

been more open to categorization. Yet politicisation and societal influence on the body often means 

that identity remains ‘a site of continuous contestation’3 in contemporary society. As Julie Nagoshi et 

al explain; 

If someone’s social identity is understood as being fixed or essential within the 
person, then this can validate and justify sex, race, class, etc. differences as being 
“natural,” which can ultimately reify the multiple systems of oppression. At the same 
time, questioning and destabilizing all social identities disintegrates the individual’s 
sense of core self within a socially oppressed group, even though such an identity 
can be the basis for personal empowerment and the empowerment to oppose social 
oppression.4 

Therefore, while multiple definitions of identity in relation to gender and sexuality allow for personal 

and social validation, these terms, when examined or scrutinized, can also problematize acceptance 

of emerging categories of identity locus. However, to not analyse or discuss these identities also 

contributes to their invisibility in postmodern society, a belief in their naturalness (or indeed 

unnaturalness), and therefore their inferiority in relation to the privileged group in Western society; 

that is, the cis-gendered, heterosexual, Caucasian, middle-class male. Humanity’s need to define 

what it encounters, and indeed to define who we are, facilitates a need for such terms to exist, and 

the continued diversity of these definitions are testament to this need for categorization. Yet, should 

we find something non-describable by these terms, the need to define it (and therefore define identity) 

becomes a societal impulse which can be detrimental to identity itself. 

                                                           
3 Katharina Schramm, David Skinner, Richard Rottenburg, Identity Politics and the New Genetics (New York: Berghahn Books, 
2012), p. 1 
4 Julie L. Nagoshi, Craig T. Nagoshi and Stephan/ie Brzuzy, Gender and Sexual Identity: Transcending Feminist and Queer 
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 Palahniuk examines the absurdism of this unknowable identity in Invisible Monsters. 

Published in 1999, it was originally intended to be the author’s debut novel, but was rejected by 

publishers for being too disturbing. It follows the story of an ex-model whose face was destroyed 

when a bullet shot through her car window, removing her lower jawbone and destroying her face. 

After meeting Brandy Alexander in a speech therapist’s office, the narrator dons a veil and goes on a 

road trip to find Brandy’s sister before Brandy completes the gender reassignment process to become 

biologically female. However, Brandy is actually the narrator’s brother, once thought dead (a fact the 

narrator is aware of), and the novel progresses through a series of self-destructive events before 

reaching its dramatic confrontational conclusion.  

Palahniuk has been frequently criticised for the misogyny within his texts,5 and the character 

of Brandy Alexander could be argued to reflect this misogyny. While Brandy is in the middle of gender 

reassignment surgery, the revelation that s/he did not want to be a woman because s/he identified as 

one, but as ‘the biggest mistake’6 s/he could think to make, undermines transgender and transsexual 

identity. However, Palahniuk’s explanation through Brandy that s/he ‘wants out of the labels’7 

demonstrates his greater, absurdist critique of identity locus; there is no identity term or definition for a 

homosexual man who chooses to gender themself as a woman, neither because s/he identifies as 

female in sex nor feminine in gender, but because s/he wants to ruin the identity s/he has which 

already exists. Identity formation is a series of personal choices which, when taken to their extreme, 

are exposed as beyond categorization. Yet the problematic misogyny which accompanies this 

manipulation of identity cannot be ignored – as Nagoshi et al argued the examination of identity 

formation, as in the case of Invisible Monsters, serves to undermine the very identity it aims to 

interpret. 

 However, to not examine contemporary conceptions of identity is to remain ignorant of their 

validity. In Beautiful You, Palahniuk explores contemporary representations of feminism and the 

empowered, liberated female through the character of Penny Harrigan. Penny is a disillusioned, 

small-town woman who has moved to Manhattan to pursue a career as a lawyer – simply because 

that is what she believes liberated women should want. In fact, Penny is unsure what she wants from 

                                                           
5 Miles Klee, ‘Chuck Palahniuk’s confused gender politics are stranger than fiction’, Daily Dot (7th August 2014) 
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6 Palahniuk, Invisible Monsters, p. 260 
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life, except that she is sick of feminist ideals and wants a raw power that exists outside of the system 

of late stage capitalism. After inadvertently wooing a billionaire playboy entrepreneur called C. Linus 

Maxwell, Penny soon finds herself a willing test subject for his line of unbelievably effective sex toys. 

However, there is a more sinister plot underneath the money and sexual satisfaction and, when their 

tryst ends, Penny discovers that Max’s toys are to be used as a form of corporate control over the 

female economic market. Only through the exploration of the mystic, sexual arts can Penny gain the 

power to overthrow Maxwell’s evil plan, hopefully before it is too late. 

 The following chapter will analyse Invisible Monsters and Beautiful You to explore how 

Palahniuk exposes the absurdism of social identity formation through consumerism in late-stage 

American capitalism. This chapter will aim to demonstrate how identity is formed through the capitalist 

commodification of items, media influence and advertising practice. Furthermore, this chapter will 

explore the consequences of the destruction of socially influenced identity, and its limitations, 

including the formation of alternative forms of identity (particularly transgender) and the role which 

surgical innovations in postmodern capitalist society can have on constructing a new identity. Finally, 

this chapter will explore how corporations utilize the contemporary philosophies of feminism, 

individualism, and the free market to manipulate consumer buying habits. In doing so, this chapter will 

highlight how Chuck Palahniuk exposes the absurdity of identity locus as ultimately futile and 

transparent, through the visceral deconstruction of the psychical and physical self. Palahniuk’s 

exploration of these issues leads his readers to one, mandatory question: In late-capitalism, are any 

one of us unique, or has society become ‘a product of a product of a product’?8  

  

                                                           
8 Ibid, p. 217 
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3.1 Invisible Monsters 

Samuel P. Huntington argues that ‘identity is like sin[…]however much we may oppose it, we cannot 

escape it’.9 As discussed in the previous chapter, the formative years of identity within the familial unit 

are invaluable to the construction of the self. However, identity formation through familial bonds is not 

the only influence on the locus of the ego. Indeed, social bonds and public perceptions of identity are 

just as valid in the formation and maintenance of identity. To return to Marx’s theory of commodity 

fetishism as discussed in the introduction of this chapter, if products are social hieroglyphics assigned 

cultural value, then the ability to utilize technology to promote objects of cultural value becomes 

essential to the capitalist. Targeted advertising has become increasingly invasive with continued 

innovations in technology; online companies such as Google and Facebook now offer businesses the 

chance to advertise to customers based on location, demographics, interests, and, by utilizing the 

collection of data, even their online behaviour.10 While targeted advertising has always been present – 

whether perfume in female-directed magazines, or aftershave commercials in breaks between male-

directed programming – the use of internet data collection has allowed advertisements, for the first 

time, to record habit and advertise to the individual instead of the demographic. As Jackson Lears 

argues, advertisements ‘signify a certain vision of the good life; they validate a way of being in the 

world. They focus private fantasy; they sanction or subvert existing structures of economic and 

political power. Their significance depends on their cultural setting.’11  

Postmodern capitalism, then, facilitates the ideology of the individual. Furthermore, Robin M. 

Williams Jr has argued that American individualism, which places emphasis on ‘individual personality 

rather than group identity and responsibility’ is a value orientation distinct to American culture.12 

American culture, therefore, coalesces with concepts of individualism which are facilitated by late-

stage capitalism - as Gottdiener states ‘under capitalism all things have a price and all desires can be 

satisfied, for a fee.’13 By targeting advertising to the user, capitalist society attributes social value to 

the individual rather than the collective, and promotes diversity in identity. However, the individualist 

consumer philosophy which drives the American economy is inherently absurdist. Capitalist 

                                                           
9 Samuel P. Huntington, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), p. 
21 
10 Facebook, ‘How to Target Facebook Adverts’, Facebook for Business (2015) <https://www.facebook.com/business/a/online-
sales/ad-targeting-details> [Accessed 10th May 2015] 
11 Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising in America (New York: Perseus Books, 1994), p. 1 
12 Robin M. Williams Jr, American Society (Michigan: University of Michigan, 1970), p. 502 
13 Gottdiener, New Forms of Consumption: Consumers, Culture and Commodification, p. 4 
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individualism produces consumers which are radically similar in identity; targeted advertising does not 

produce a unique cultural value. Instead, shoppers find their consumer locus is split between a series 

of data sets, all designed to target communal groups with shared interests or identity signifiers. 

People remain communally linked through collectives such as spending habits, race, class, ethnicity, 

gender, sex and nationalism. As an article in an October 1997 issue of the German magazine Der 

Spiegel argued;  

America is now the Schwarzenegger of international politics: showing off muscles, 
obtrusive, intimidating. Never before in modern history has a country dominated the 
earth so totally as the United States does today. Globalization wears a ‘Made in the 
USA’ label.14 

Ironically, in 2003, Arnold Schwarzenegger was elected governor of California, mimicking Der 

Spiegel’s article and suggesting that the ‘muscular, obtrusive and intimidating’ aspects of 

Schwarzenegger’s character are not only reflective of the global political influence of America, but that 

the American people do, in fact, recognise these qualities as an American desirability. That political, 

economic and technological globalization should be influenced so strongly by the culture of the United 

States is reflected in the contemporary Western lifestyle, with American franchises accounting for 78 

of the top 100 global franchises in 2015.15 Yet the contradiction between the individualisation of 

targeted advertising and the global national identity of American culture suggests that, in postmodern 

society, conflicting forces work to shape contemporary identity. As a result, an identity crisis has 

emerged in the late 20th and early 21st century, with many within society attempting to find a true self 

beneath their corporate façade. 

 Palahniuk, however, takes this idea to its extreme in Invisible Monsters. The narrator, whose 

name (and therefore identity) we remain unaware of until the conclusion of the novel, is an ex-model – 

her career destroyed when a gunshot goes through her car window tearing ‘the entire jawbone’16 off 

her face. Travelling with the ‘queen supreme’17 Brandy Alexander, a pre-op transsexual who is later 

discovered to be the narrator’s homosexual brother thought killed by AIDS, and a bisexual ex-

boyfriend who cheated on the narrator with her best friend Evie, our narrator dons a veil, losing her 

                                                           
14 William Drozdiak, ‘America Accused of Bullying World: Even Allies Resent US Dominance’, The Washington Post (4th 
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old identity and instead gaining a new alias in each place they visit, going on a self-destructive road 

trip to steal medications from open-house mansions, both using and selling them on the street along 

the way.  

While the self-destruction and mutilation of Palahniuk’s characters is common in his texts, it is 

important to note why this destruction occurs. As Andrew Ng states ‘only through pain, suffering and 

bodily disfigurement, Palahniuk seems to suggest, can identity become personalized as authentic 

experience (as in, this pain, and therefore this body, are undeniably mine)’.18 By destroying the 

construction of visible identity, and inflicting pain on the body of his characters, Palahniuk attempts to 

distinguish an internal self from a socially constructed identity. Indeed, his referrals to a lack of a 

‘native tongue’19 in his characters, surrounded by ‘various native plants’20, the ‘genitals of a different 

life form’21 whizzing past the car window, suggest a distance between humanity and the land in which 

they reside.22 As already discussed in the introduction to this thesis, the failure of Manifest Destiny 

has had a profound effect on American culture, not least the representation of landscape and travel 

writing within the American novel. Palahniuk continues the American tradition of other writers such as 

Mark Twain, Jack Kerouac and Cormac McCarthy in writing their characters searching desperately for 

an emotional home in a landscape which is often unbearably cold and distant. This distance does not 

necessarily mean wilderness, and when the characters in Invisible Monsters visit Seattle, the narrator 

states ‘This was everything we should have inherited: the whole man on the moon within this 

decade[…]All this hope and science and research and glamour left here in ruins[…]it’s like the 

Jetsons have sublet the Space needle to the Flintstones,’23 suggesting that humanity has failed to 

progress beyond the land into an imagined future, nor returned to a state of naturalisation. They 

remain passive in the landscape, merely existing in space, rather than owning the land they inhabit. 

 This is mimicked in the body of the narrator, and her relationship to her own identity. A model 

doing infomercials for the ‘Num Num Snack Factory’24, a machine which takes in animal by-products 

                                                           
18 Andrew Ng, ‘Destruction and the Discourse of Deformity: Invisible Monsters and the Ethics of Atrocity’ in Reading Chuck 
Palahniuk: American Monsters and Literary Mayhem, ed. Cynthia Kuhn and Lance Rubin (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 26 
19 Palahniuk, Invisible Monsters, p. 27, p. 84 
20 Ibid, p. 85 
21 Idem 
22 This distance between the human and the landscape is attempted to be bridged in survival texts and programming as 
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postmodern America, the land and the people have become too distanced to ever be reunited. 
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24 Ibid, p. 40 
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and ‘poops out little canapés like crazy’25 (thereby distorting reality through visual transformation), and 

photoshoots in junkyards, mortuaries and slaughterhouses, anywhere to ‘look good by comparison’26, 

the narrator admits to being ‘addicted to being beautiful.’27 As Ng states ‘A beautiful model…is a 

commodity par excellence, a flexible fetish that can substitute an infinity of desires but signifies 

nothing on her own. She inhabits a liminal space where she is both culturally alive and symbolically 

dead at the same time.’28 The model’s job is to add to the fetishization of the object, as Gottdiener 

discussed in the introduction to this chapter, however in doing so, she becomes an object herself, 

therefore ‘symbolically dead’ – as the narrator in Invisible Monsters describes herself, she is the 

‘walking sex furniture’29 of post-modern capitalism. In her role as model, she therefore holds the same 

cultural value as Marx discusses in Das Kapital – her body is the social hieroglyphic which society 

aims to interpret. Naomi Wolf discusses the rise of the sexualised model in her text The Beauty Myth 

(1990); 

Feminists, inspired by Friedan, broke the stranglehold on the women’s popular press 
of advertisers for household products[…]the gaunt, youthful model supplanted the 
happy housewife as the arbiter of successful womanhood. The sexual revolution 
promoted the discovery of female sexuality; “beauty pornography” – which for the first 
time in women’s history artificially links a commodified “beauty” directly and explicitly 
to sexuality – invaded the mainstream[…]the weight of fashion models plummeted to 
23% below that of ordinary women, eating disorders rose exponentially, and a mass 
neurosis was promoted that used food and weight to strip women of that sense of 
control.30  

By commodifying the female body, capitalist structures have defined the identity of the model, utilizing 

their body as a sexualized object for consumer idealization. Indeed, Palahniuk reflects on the physical 

pain which accompanies conforming the visual self to a sociological ideal through the narrator of 

Invisible Monsters; 

More and more, being beautiful took so much effort. Just the razor bumps would 
make you want to cry. The bikini waxes. Evie came out of her collagen lip injection 
saying she no longer had any fear of hell. The next worse thing is Manus yanking off 
your pussy strip if you’re not close shaved.31  

The waxing and shaving to achieve perceived feminization and desirability for the model, 

accompanied by the collagen inserted into Evie’s lip suggest that beauty is a corporate myth. 

                                                           
25 Ibid, p. 46 
26 Ibid, p. 164 
27 Ibid, p. 285 
28 Ng, ‘Destruction and the Discourse of Deformity: Invisible Monsters and the Ethics of Atrocity’, pp. 29-30 
29 Palahniuk, Invisible Monsters, p. 39 
30 Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth (New York: Doubleday, 1992), p. 11 
31 Palahniuk, Invisible Monsters, p. 164 



 

97 

Palahniuk here highlights the inherent contradiction of late-American conceptions of beauty. These 

are not natural achievements, but instead highly constructed and painful procedures which contain no 

beauty in the discomfort of their processes. Furthermore, these artificial adjustments are temporary 

and must be sustained to create a false sense of ‘beauty’ identity permanence. American beauty is 

therefore a continuous struggling desire for perfection that can only be maintained, but never 

accomplished.  

To achieve ‘beauty’ then, becomes impossible, and instead the characters within Invisible 

Monsters seek to conform to an impossible, fluctuating ideal. Indeed, the narrator of Invisible 

Monsters comments on this ideal when discussing her friend Evie, who is also a model. She states 

‘Love me, love me, love me, love me, love me, love me, love me, I'll be anybody you want me to be. 

Use me. Change me. I can be thin with big breasts and big hair. Take me apart. Make me into 

anything, but just love me.’32 Unlike the narrator whose critical eye we view the modelling industry 

through, Evie conversely relishes her modelling career. Yet such a statement reinforces the loss of 

identity which is endured through capitalist commercial perceptions of beauty. For both Evie and the 

narrator, their identity as model is subject to the male gaze, and their visual identity therefore 

becomes an object of fetishization, rather than self-expression. As Brandy Alexander states in the 

text, ‘You’re not any more responsible for how you look than a car is[…]you’re a product just as much. 

A product of a product of a product. The people who design cars, they’re products. Your parents are 

products. Their parents were products. Your teachers, products.’33 Brandy Alexander here mimics the 

narrator in Fight Club, who notes his life is ‘a copy of a copy of a copy.’34 However, while the narrator 

in Fight Club refers to the uniformity of himself and the ‘space monkeys’35 which surround him, Brandy 

Alexander instead refers specifically to the artificiality of identity influenced by late consumer capitalist 

ideology. As the narrator argues in Invisible Monsters ‘Shotgunning anybody in this room would be 

the moral equivalent of killing a car, a vacuum cleaner, a Barbie doll. Erasing a computer disk. 

Burning a book. Probably that goes for killing anybody in the world. We’re all such products.’36 For the 

narrator (and Palahniuk), the mass consumption of products through the American capitalist free 

market ultimately results in the dehumanization of society as a whole. Indeed, this has become a 
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common complaint in postmodern identity crises. Robert Dunn argues that ‘in certain respects 

postmodernization marks the entry of the capitalist system into a new phase of globalization. The 

structural and cultural shifts accompanying this phase can be seen as placing severe strains on 

nationalism and other forms of collective identity.’37 Palahniuk appears to agree with this statement; in 

a society where commercial aggression dictates cultural value, Palahniuk suggests that identity itself 

is no more than a repetition of visual signifiers which are deemed socially appealing and culturally 

worthy. 

 This is apparent in the attempts by the characters who surround the narrator to copy her 

visual identity. While the narrator is in the hospital recovering from her gunshot wound, Evie steals her 

clothes despite being three sizes too small for her38 and, more worryingly, when the narrator 

discovers that Brandy Alexander is her long-lost brother Shane, she also discovers that it is her image 

which Brandy Alexander’s look has been modelled on; 

Die Rhea lifts the picture and holds it up to me, my past looking me eye to eye, and 
Die Rhea says, “This, this is how Brandy wanted to look, like her bitch sister. That 
was two years ago, before she had laser surgery to thin her vocal cords and then her 
trachea shave. She had her scalp advanced three centimeters to give her the right 
hairline. We paid for her brow shave to get rid of the bone ridge above her eyes that 
the Miss Male used to have. We paid for her jaw contouring and her forehead 
feminization.”39 

We will return to Brandy’s transformative surgeries later. However, if we take the narrator as the base 

for a standardized form of beauty as advertised by the modelling industry, it seems that those around 

her attempt to clone that perception of beauty. Indeed, eight years previous to Invisible Monsters’ 

release, Naomi Wolf had already highlighted the destructive power which commercial beauty 

standards have on female identity, arguing that:  

This frantic aggregation of imagery is a collective reactionary hallucination willed into 
being by both men and women stunned and disoriented by the rapidity with which 
gender relations have been transformed: a bulwark of reassurance against the flood 
of change.40  

It seems then, that post-modern fluctuations in sex and gender power structures not only facilitate but 

also control the writing of visual identity. However, when the narrator is disfigured in a car accident, 

these visual beauty identity signifiers are forcibly removed. Instead, the narrator meets Brandy 
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Alexander in the office of a speech therapist. Brandy provides her with a veil and tells her ‘we’ll figure 

out who you’re going to be’,41 thereby facilitating the destruction of both the narrator’s historical and 

visual identity, and instead creating a new invisible self. Palahniuk describes the Valium his 

characters consume as ‘light blue, like a gift from Tiffany’s’,42 suggesting not only the glamour of 

medication, but also the link between the escapism of self-medication and the escapism offered by 

corporate consumerism. It seems, then, that Palahniuk’s text highlights the dissatisfaction of identity 

formation in a capitalist system, where that system enhances artificiality, influencing both visual 

identity and the relationship to the landscape, while offering escapism in monetary or chemical form. 

 Brandy helps the narrator to create her veils, ‘muslin and cut-work velvet, brown and red, tulle 

threaded with silver, layers of so much you’d think there’s nobody inside.’43 The different fabrics and 

shades of the narrator’s veil hint at a glamorization of her injury, as it provides the narrator with a 

chance to hide her true visual identity. Indeed, this is a view reasserted by Brandy; 

A good veil is the same as staying indoors, Brandy tells me[...]in the way our world is, 
everybody shoulder to shoulder, people knowing everything about you at first glance, 
a good veil is your tinted limousine window. The unlisted number for your face. 
Behind a good veil, you could be anyone.44 

A lack of visual identity is treated by Brandy as a glamourous privilege, an ability to exist outside the 

social hieroglyphic society imposes. As Mardi Horowitz argues, ‘Societies that surround individuals 

define the identity of a person as being the fact of being that person, usually as a bodily entity, 

perhaps as that person's perceived roles within the society.’45 Therefore, by partially removing the 

bodily entity (that is, the face), identity as defined by society also becomes removed. However, this 

privilege of identity privacy and the removal of roles within society also causes, for the narrator, a 

distance from the reality around her. She is an ‘invisible nobody’,46 someone for whom ‘behind 

another veil, the real world is that much farther away.’47 Yet while the narrator recognises the distance 

between her and society, she prefers it to ‘a million fucking fashion makeovers that only leave me 

trapped being me.’48 The narrator’s non-identity is preferable to her visual identity as she perceives it, 
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‘a monster, a less than perfect, mutilated victim.’49 While the narrator acknowledges that adhering to 

postmodern ideals of ‘beauty is power the way money is power the way a loaded gun is power’50, she 

also admits that she wants what she’s ‘been trained to want. What everybody wants’51 when they are 

‘trapped inside[…their…]culture’52; that is, she has been trained to conform to Western values of 

consumerism and the beauty myth. As such, the narrator can neither accept her mutilated identity nor 

create a new one, and therefore chooses instead to adopt a non-identity through using a veil. 

 Yet the non-identity which the narrator adopts is not completely through her own choice, but is 

influenced greatly by the actions of Brandy Alexander. As the narrator states ‘Brandy[...]named me 

out of my future. She named me Daisy St. Patience and never wanted to know what name I walked in 

the door with.’53 It seems, then, that Brandy and not the narrator is in charge of identity fluctuation. 

Indeed, it is Brandy who gives the narrator new names at each new place they visit, thus controlling 

her rapid identity changes. The narrator argues;  

Some days I hate it when Brandy changes our lives without warning. Sometimes, 
twice in one day, you have to live up to a new identity. A new name. New 
relationships. Handicaps. It’s hard to remember who I started this road trip being. No 
doubt, this is the kind of stress the constantly mutating AIDS virus must feel.54 

The narrator goes through several aliases in the text, including Daisy St Patience, Bubba-Joan,55 

Bump (by her parents),56 Miss Arden Scotia57 and Comp Zine.58 However, it is only at the conclusion 

of the text that we learn the narrator’s birth name – Shannon McFarland.59 The narrator’s non-identity 

allows fluctuation of identity to be put upon her; Brandy can assert control over the narrator’s identity 

because the narrator refuses to create her own. It is only at the conclusion of the text, when the 

narrator rejects all previous forms of identity (including Shannon McFarland), and leaves to ‘write her 

own story’,60 that she regains control from Brandy over her identity. Of course, this control is only 

illusionary and, while Shannon may believe that non-identity is a possibility, the need of humanity to 

define the environment means that society will assign an identity through language. While Shannon 
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may find liberation in removing herself from mainstream conceptions of beauty, her identity will, 

eventually, be defined as it was before. As such, Palahniuk highlights the absurdity of individualism 

when taken to its extreme, as even the most individual person will still find themselves defined by a 

globalized, capitalist system. 

 However while Brandy’s name does not change throughout the text, suggesting identity 

stability, there are hints within the novel that she has also had her identity thrust upon her. When the 

narrator first leaves the hospital after the accident, she is offered by Evie to go and stay in her house 

while she is away on a photoshoot. During the night, she discovers her ex-boyfriend Manus (who has 

been sleeping with Evie) is breaking in with a knife. Unsure whether he has come for her or Evie, she 

traps him, sets fire to the house, drugs him and puts him in the boot of her car before driving to find 

Brandy Alexander at the Congress Hotel. Brandy Alexander is living with the three Rhea sisters, Pie 

Rhea, Die Rhea and Gon Rhea (aka Kitty Litter, Sofonda Peters and The Vivacious Vivienne Va 

Vane), ‘three skin-and-bone white men who sit around[…]all day in nylon strips with the shoulder 

straps falling off one shoulder or the other, wearing high heels and smoking cigarettes.’61 These drag 

queens are responsible for paying for Brandy’s gender transformation, ‘her hair, her figure, her hippy, 

hippy forward Brandy Alexander walk, the Rhea sister’s invented all that.’62 The Rhea sisters are not 

only responsible for the financial cost of Brandy’s transformation (funded through sales of a talking 

doll called Katty Kathy), but also for the creation of Brandy’s identity. In such a way, the Rhea sisters 

control Brandy’s fate, similar to the three witches who control Macbeth’s identity in Shakespeare’s 

play; 

BANQUO: you should be women, 

And yet your beards forbid me to interpret 

That you are so. 

MACBETH: Speak, if you can: what are you? 

FIRST WITCH: All hail, Macbeth! hail to thee, thane of Glamis! 

SECOND WITCH: All hail, Macbeth, hail to thee, thane of Cawdor! 

THIRD WITCH: All hail, Macbeth, thou shalt be king hereafter!63 
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While the subject of fate versus free will in Macbeth is contested, their ability to cast spells to move 

the wind against men suggests the witches in Macbeth hold supernatural power over humans. 

Indeed, while Brandy in Invisible Monsters retains free will, the image of the three ‘should be women’ 

in Macbeth is similar to the ‘drag queen totem pole’64 which greets the narrator on her arrival to 

Brandy Alexander’s hotel room. Much like the witches in Macbeth, the Rhea sisters instil a royal title 

to Brandy, but hold control over that fate; 

Putting her cigarette everywhere but in her mouth, Pie Rhea says, “The queen just 
does not need your problems, not tonight.” She says, “We’re all the family the top girl 
needs.”[…]Gon Rhea waving her chopsticks at me and saying, “Don’t you try and 
take her from us. We’re not finished with her yet.”65 

The Rhea sisters create and control Brandy’s identity. While Brandy has free will, and indeed chooses 

to leave them to travel with the narrator, the Rhea sisters have already set into motion Brandy’s 

identity and fate, as now to receive oestrogen pills Brandy must steal them from medicine cabinets in 

open-house mansions. As such, the Rhea sisters have conferred an identity, a title and a fate onto 

Brandy even after the road trip begins. 

 While Palahniuk’s absurdist novel explores the fringes of subculture and non-cis conformity to 

deconstruct the ethos of modern sex identification, Brandy Alexander remains a transphobic 

characterization when approaching gender discussion. Brandy is referred to as ‘her’ within the text, 

and is currently completing Real Life Training before sexual reassignment surgery. Yet it is near the 

conclusion of the text that Brandy reveals s/he does not identify as a woman, but has completed 

surgery as a form of self-mutilation; 

Princess Princess, she yells after me, “It’s not that I really want to be a woman.” She 
yells, “Wait up!” Brandy yells, “I’m only doing this because it’s just the biggest mistake 
I can think to make. It’s stupid and destructive, and anybody you ask will tell you I’m 
wrong. That’s why I have to go through with it.”66 

This revelation not only problematizes the use of pronouns in the text to describe Brandy (her, she, 

brother, queen), but also undermines transsexuality and transgender rights. While Brandy argues that 

s/he67 ‘wants out of the labels’, to find a place ‘that’s not on the map’, and while the narrator admits 

that ‘a sexual reassignment surgery is a miracle for some people, but if you don’t want one, it’s the 
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ultimate form of self-mutilation,’68 nevertheless the character of Brandy Alexander reasserts the 

critique that Palahniuk’s texts are inherently misogynistic in tone and content. To suggest that 

transsexuality and sexual reassignment can be easily obtained and lacking in psychological and 

emotional difficulty is insensitive to those who chose to undertake a long and often complicated 

process. 

 Furthermore, Brandy Alexander’s character presents as gender performative, suggesting that 

Brandy is symbolic of the extremes of artificiality found in the beauty industry, rather than identifying 

as female. Her/His ‘Plumbago lips’ and ‘torpedo breasts’ are exaggerated features of femininity, and 

when ‘Brandy’s ring-beaded hand opens to full flower and lays itself across her forty-six inches of 

silicone glory. “These,” she says, “this is Brandy Alexander.”’ Such an inference that Brandy is defined 

by artificiality is repeated throughout the text; s/he has a ’46-16-26 Katty Kathy hourglass’ figure, 

drawing comparisons between the doll the Rhea sisters sell, and the medical removal of two of 

Brandy’s ribs to form a sixteen inch waist.69 The plasticity and artificiality Palahniuk applies to Brandy 

is reminiscent of Janice Raymond’s critical (and in my opinion misguided) assertions about 

transsexuality twenty years previous. She says ‘The transsexual becomes a synthetic product. 

Synthetic parts, such as chemical hormones and surgical artefacts of false vaginas and breasts, 

produce a synthetic whole. Furthermore, the fact that transsexuals are synthetic products is one clue 

to their future demise.’70 Obviously, Raymond is incorrect in this assertion, as progress in biology and 

surgery have advanced transsexual rights greatly in the last thirty years, but Palahniuk’s description of 

Brandy throughout the novel seems to fit this negative stereotype. Although, unlike Raymond, 

Palahniuk recognises that all beauty is synthetic, his portrayal of Brandy is more similar to the gender-

performative aspects of drag queens as described by Judith Butler. Michelle Meagher describes drag 

queens as ‘monstrously gendered’71, and this description seems to fit Brandy as the visible 

counterpoint to the invisible monster of the narrator; her overt gendering and artificiality provides an 

extreme binary to the narrator’s non-identity. Andrew Ng argues that ‘Brandy consciously constructs 

her beauty even as she deconstructs the notion of beauty predicated on hyperrealist fantasies.’72 The 
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overt gendering of Brandy serves as twofold; constructing the extremes of identity conformity, and 

highlighting its artificiality. It seems that Brandy, while a flawed character construction, serves to 

demonstrate the commodification of identity, both positively and negatively, as a character symbolic of 

commercialized beauty. Brandy functions as an overt metaphor for commercialized beauty – she is an 

amalgamation of the ‘aggregation of imagery’ Naomi Wolf discusses in The Beauty Myth. 

 While this text focuses mainly on the construction of identity which centres on capitalist 

conceptions of beauty, there is one male-identified character of significance within the novel – the 

narrator’s ex-boyfriend Manus. Before he lost his job, Manus’ role as a police detective was to wag his 

‘butt around the bushes in Washington Park wearing a Speedo bikini a size too small’73 in the hope of 

catching men who want to have sex in a public area. As Manus’ career begins goes downhill, he 

increasingly becomes obsessed with perfecting his homosexual identity by working out, tanning, 

buying pornographic magazines and going to gay bars. However once he loses his job and the 

narrator is involved in her car accident, it becomes clear he has cheated on her with Evie. Later on, 

when the narrator has captured Manus in her car following the break-in at Evie’s house, she opens 

the boot of her car and presents Manus to Brandy, Brandy changes his name to ‘Mr. Denver 

Omelet’,74 and Manus joins the road trip, taking on a series of aliases including ‘Seth Thomas’, ‘Alfa 

Romeo’, ‘Chase Manhattan’, ‘Nash Rambler’, ‘Wells Fargo’ and ‘Eberhard Faber’.75 Similar to the 

narrator, this change in alias is symbolic to a fluctuation in identity, however, unlike the other 

characters, Manus is unaware this change is taking place. Both Brandy and the narrator continue 

throughout the trip to slip oestrogen pills into Manus’ food and drink as revenge for past wrongs; a 

drugging which is increasingly used to explain his emotional instability and deep philosophical 

thinking.76 That Manus’ mood swings should be attributed to his intake of a female hormone (and 

indeed, that the revenge on a bisexual man is to increase his oestrogen levels) is another example of 

the misogyny which pervades Palahniuk’s texts in the pursuit of a philosophically absurdist discussion 

on identity signifiers. The narrator administers the drugs to reduce Manus’ ideal masculine identity – 

Manus had previously stated he didn’t want homosexual men to see him ‘as a big passive bottom’.77 

Manus’ attraction to both men and women ultimately leaves him in a gender fluid position, where he 
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identifies as male but consumes high levels of female hormones. Palahniuk utilizes the character of 

Manus as a male counter to the female characters of the novel, however, Palahniuk’s absurdist 

exploration of identity is exactly as nihilistic when applied to a male character as it is to a female or 

transsexual character – a critique which subsequently also proves the inherent pointlessness of 

identity signifiers in the first place.  

 Brandy symbolises the problems associated with commercialized identity. The narrator 

symbolises the loss of all identity (that being the self which is undeniably her). And Manus falls 

somewhere in between these binaries, however all characters ultimately face the same destructive 

conclusion, as the identities they try to create, emulate, and escape reach a typically absurdist 

Palahniukian conclusion. Stopping at yet another mansion to steal medication, they find they have 

inadvertently stumbled upon Evie’s new house during her wedding. Evie’s mother reveals that Evie is, 

in fact, transsexual; 

“Evan came home to us. Sixteen years old, and he says ‘Mommy, Daddy, I want to 
be a girl,” says Mrs. Cottrell. “But we paid for it,” she says. “A tax deduction is a tax 
deduction. Evan wanted to be a world famous model, he told us. He started calling 
himself Evie, and I cancelled my subscription to Vogue the next day. I felt it had done 

enough damage to my family.”78 

Mrs. Cottrell’s statement that the influence of the fashion industry is responsible for her daughter’s 

transsexuality mirrors the recurrent theme within Invisible Monsters of identity shaped by commercial 

conceptions of beauty. Indeed, references throughout the text to surgeon magazines about 

vaginoplasty and labiaplasty suggest that idealised images of the beauty myth could be surgically 

realised. However, while this influence may be responsible for the idealized image Evie wishes to 

emulate as a woman, the reader is not meant to agree with Mrs. Cottrell that the commodification of 

beauty is also responsible for Evie identifying as female. This is made clear when Mrs. Cottrell 

remarks that Brandy looks like a friend of her son’s (meaning the narrator whose look Brandy has 

been modelled upon) to which Brandy ‘growls’ ‘”Your daughter”’.79 Since the reader has followed 

Brandy throughout the novel, this reply serves to highlight Mrs. Cottrell’s ignorance of transsexuality in 

comparison to Brandy’s knowledge of sex and gender issues. However, the revelation of Evie’s 

sexual reassignment also prompts the narrator into an internal narrative which includes the thought 
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‘Give me anything in this whole fucking world which is exactly what it looks like!’80 This expletive 

relays the narrator’s frustration with the fluidity of identity; not because she is angry that Evie is 

transsexual, but that her visual appearance did not signify this fact.81 This moment can be seen as a 

micro-repetition of the more complex Brandy Alexander transformation – Palahniuk here wishes to 

highlight the simultaneous power and impotence of identity signifiers, which both hide the ‘real’ self, 

but are also carefully constructed to be representative of the individual. 

What follows next is a series of fast-moving and bizarre events (in keeping with Palahniuk’s 

writing style). The narrator sets the house on fire, Manus’ (aka Ellis Island at this point in the text) has 

sex with Evie’s husband in the butler’s pantry while the wedding guests listen on, and Evie arrives at 

the top of the stairs, ‘a rifle in her hands, her wedding dress burned down to the steel hoops, the silk 

flowers in her hair burned down to their wire skeletons, all her blonde hair burned off.’82 The fire’s 

consumption of the fabric which covers the reality of the steel wire in Evie’s hair and dress are 

symbolic of the removal of the falsity of visual identity, in favour of the revelations of internal identity 

which are to come. When Evie shoots Brandy, the narrator reveals that she is, in fact, Brandy’s sister 

and has known Brandy was formerly Shane. When Brandy states s/he was already aware of this, the 

narrator admits the one thing Brandy did not know – that the narrator was responsible for shooting 

herself. 

 To return to Gottdiener’s quote in the introduction to this subchapter, ‘under capitalism all 

things have a price and all desires can be satisfied, for a fee.’83 However, through Invisible Monsters, 

Palahniuk demonstrates that this over-saturation of capitalist choice both facilitates fluidity in gender 

identity, while simultaneously promoting an unachievable form of idealized beauty. The narrator, 

addicted to the pursuit of this myth and the pain of maintenance which accompanies it, destroys 

herself in order to create a new identity from the ‘chaos’84 which remains. She states; 

I wanted the everyday reassurance of being mutilated. The way a crippled deformed 
birth-defected disfigured girl can drive her car with the windows open and not care 
how the wind makes her hair look, that’s the kind of freedom I was after.85 
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Again, Palahniuk completely ignores his privilege, and this quote is unarguably ableist and devoid of 

sensitivity. From the narrator’s perspective, the belief in the freedom of self-mutilation prompts her to 

destroy the idealised beauty myth of visual identity for an identity which has a gothic, mutilated 

permanence. However, by meeting Brandy, the narrator does not create a new identity for herself, but 

rather relinquishes control of her identity to Brandy, and moves fluidly through a plethora of names 

and backstories which are not her own. At the hospital, the narrator reverts to calling Brandy by her 

brother’s name, Shane. The bullet has destroyed the silicone in her/his implants, which have been 

removed. This suggestion that the removal of artificial breasts equates to a removal of gender is once 

again highly misogynistic by Palahniuk, even in the context of wider discussions surrounding identity. 

The narrator recognises, however, that this change is temporary. As the Rhea sisters crowd around 

Brandy/Shane, applying make-up to recreate their perception of her/his identity, the narrator chooses 

to leave her veil and all her identification at Brandy/Shane’s bedside. She states; 

This is all my identification, my birth certificate, my everything. You can be Shannon 
McFarland from now on[…]Be the new centre of attention. Be a big success, be 
beautiful and loved and everything else I wanted to be. I’m over that now. I just want 
to be invisible[…]And I take off my veils, the cut-work and muslin and lace, and leave 
them for Shane to find at his feet. I don’t need them at this moment, or the next, or 
the next, forever.86 

By relinquishing her identity to Brandy/Shane/Shannon, the narrator rejects her past as model and 

sister. Furthermore, by leaving the veils at her/his feet, the narrator further rejects the non-identity 

which she has experienced throughout the novel. She walks away, once again without a name, but 

with the hope of creating an identity of her own, one not facilitated by commercialized conceptions of 

beauty within postmodern identity. 

 In Invisible Monsters Palahniuk attempts to demonstrate the inherent philosophical failings 

within postmodern identity signification through fringe absurdist narrative. He argues that capitalism 

both facilitates and controls the shaping of identity and that, when taken to its absurdist extremities, 

anyone can use visual signifiers to emulate an individualism which is inherently not representative of 

their locus. In such a way, Palahniuk argues that the increase in commercialization and choice which 

facilitates greater identity diversity is negated and undermined by the very industry which promotes it. 

However, Palahniuk’s attempt to highlight this issue is not without the misogyny for which his texts are 

well known. Published at the fin de siècle of the 20th century, when fourth-wave feminism was in its 

                                                           
86 Ibid, pp. 293-297 



 
108 

early stages and issues of gender fluidity and transsexuality were only just arriving into popular public 

discussion, Invisible Monsters is a key text in exploring contemporary American reactions to gender 

equality and diversity in the 21st century. Palahniuk’s use of pronouns in the text are misogynistic, 

transphobic, and uncomfortable. However, this critique does not negate a nihilistic interpretation of his 

discussion surrounding extreme forms of gender fluidity and identities which transcend social 

labelling. Palahniuk asks his readers to consider if identity signification and labelling are required at 

all. Furthermore, as seen through the narrator, Palahniuk conversely reveals the impossibility of non-

identity as an option in contemporary living, as destruction of all sense of self ultimately requires a 

return to identity formation. As Ng has stated, in Invisible Monsters ‘it is only by ‘turning monstrous’ 

that subjects may be able to redeem their identity from a culture saturated with constructed and over-

determined semblances of self.’87 To rebuild an identity free from the cultural value ascribed by 

postmodern society, a beauty myth which (despite surgical intervention) can never be achieved but 

only maintained, it first becomes necessary to destroy the identity which already exists. To drastically 

continually move and change ahead of a society which is continually moving and changing itself. In 

short, and to quote Invisible Monsters, ‘We must never, ever, be boring.’88 
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3.2 Beautiful You  

The commodification of gender as an advertising tool is not only well known, but obvious even to the 

casual consumer. In a 2015 study by the New York City Department of Consumer Affairs, it was found 

that women pay on average 7% more for the same products than men due to their gendered 

colouring – a phenomenon which is commonly referred to as the ‘pink tax’.89 While this market 

segmentation is prevalent among products designed for adults, it is never more pronounced than in 

the children’s toy market. In their online video, Australian duo The Checkout discuss the launching of 

Lego Friends, a toy line by Lego designed specifically for girls which ultimately increased revenue by 

25% globally. As The Checkout explains ‘they worked out that by segmenting the market into narrow 

demographic groups, they can sell more versions of the same toy’.90 Yet, recently there has been 

considerable backlash against this gender divide. In 2012, Swedish toy maker Leklust released a 

catalogue which showed young girls riding tractors and a boy in a Spiderman costume pushing a 

pram,91 and Swedish company TOP-TOY released a ‘gender-neutral’ catalogue which included boys 

playing with dolls and girls using nerf-guns after ‘a class of Swedish sixth graders complained to the 

country’s advertising ombudsman, the Reklamombudsmannen, about ‘outdated gender roles’ in a 

Toys”R”Us Christmas catalog. The agency upheld the complaint, calling the catalog ‘narrow-minded’ 

and ‘degrading to both genders.’92 

However progress on the gender divide in consumerism is still prevalent and slow to change. 

In 2014, Lego released their ‘Research Institute’ range of products after a letter by seven year old 

Charlotte Benjamin went viral in which she disparaged the lack of strong female characters. She 

writes ‘All the girls did was sit at home, go to the beach, and shop and they had no jobs but the boys 

went on adventures, worked, saved people, and had jobs.’93 Meanwhile Ellen Kooijman, a female 

geophysicist posted a pitch on Lego Ideas, an internet forum, to include female scientists as part of 
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the range. As a result, Lego launched their Research Institute range. However, this range continued 

to draw criticism, with the figurines adapted ‘in order to give the female figurines an hour-glass shape. 

The toy scientists also appear to be wearing make-up’.94  

 Yet, it is not simply colour which shapes gender consumerism. To reassert the old adage ‘sex 

sells’. The use of sexual imagery within advertising is well documented, and indeed The Gender Ads 

Project95 well documents the various ways in which the female body has been objectified as a 

commodity to sell products, whether by reasserting heteronormative roles (wife, mother) or through 

sexually suggestive imagery (domination, wetness). Conversely, the empowerment of women 

perpetuated in second and third-wave feminism by advocates such as Judith Butler and Germaine 

Greer paved the way for a sexual revolution of the female body and reshaped the advertising industry. 

In The Female Eunuch (1970), Greer states that; 

It is often falsely assumed, even by feminists, that sexuality is the enemy of the 
female who really wants to develop these aspects of her personality, and this is 
perhaps the most misleading aspect of movements like the National Organization of 
Women. It was not the insistence upon her sex that weakened the American woman 
student's desire to make something of her education, but the insistence upon a 
passive sexual role96 

However, Greer’s thesis that passivity is responsible for the sexual subjugation of women is 

misguided, and takes no account of the implications of late-stage capitalism on the consciousness of 

female behaviour. The philosophy of this female sexual liberation movement has been quickly 

commercialised by capitalist interests. While women are now encouraged to purchase a range of 

sexual toys, clothes and products, advertisers still target women through conventional gendered 

stereotypes, offering a range of products in vibrant pink and purple shades, shaped like cute rabbits 

or pocket lipsticks. Companies continue to perpetuate a gender divide through colours and sexual 

roles which are considered gender normative, while simultaneously purporting a false sense of female 

empowerment and liberation. Indeed, in 2011 when Jennifer Lopez became the spokeswoman for 

Gillette Venus razors, her advertisement showed her performing and working out while her voiceover 

stated a collection of ‘feminist buzzwords’ such as ‘confidence’ and ‘empowering’, yet when it came to 

demonstrating the product, she shaved an already hairless leg, demonstrating the necessity by such 
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brands to exploit feminist ideology while still promoting the simulacrum of constructed feminine 

beauty.97  

Palahniuk attempts to address the capitalist exploitation of female empowerment in his 

Beautiful You (2014). The narrator, Penny Harrigan, is a low-level associate of a Manhattan law firm 

who enters a relationship with C. Linus Maxwell, the owner of conglomerate DataMicroCom. Penny is 

a young lawyer who finds herself disillusioned with the concepts of contemporary feminism and 

female empowerment: 

She wanted a choice beyond: Housewife versus lawyer. Madonna versus whore. An 
option not mired in the lingering detritus of some Victorian-era dream. Penny wanted 
something wildly beyond feminism itself!98 

Penny exists in a state of apathy for her job and her life, believing it to be what she should want, 

rather than what she does want. When she meets Max and begins to date him, her life becomes 

much more complex. When Maxwell begins experimenting on her sexually, it becomes clear to Penny 

that she is not in a relationship, but actually a test subject for Maxwell, who is attempting to create the 

ultimate line of female sex products; 

Maxwell’s touch was so exact it was almost clinical[…]he said softly. “Look at 
yourself. You have a textbook vagina. Your labia majora are exactly symmetrical. 
Your pernianal ridge is magnificent. Your frenulum clitoridis and fourchette…” He 
seemed at a loss for words, pressing a hand to his heart and sighing deeply. 
“Biologically speaking, men treasure such uniformity. The proportions of your 
genitalia are ideal.”99 

The significance of Palahniuk’s manipulation of an intimate sexual moment into a clinical dissection of 

the female genitalia is reflective of the dehumanisation of the female body by capitalist ideology and 

advertising methods. Indeed, this is affirmed by Maxwell’s assertion that women of Penny’s ‘age 

group and economic stratum are the target consumers for most of the world’s manufactured goods.’100  

By giving these composite parts of Penny’s body their anatomically correct scientific name, 

the mythos of female sexual pleasure is replaced by the rational, calculated logic of scientific 

discovery: 
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He described how the short clitoral shaft descended into her skin. Using gentle 
pressure, he traced the shaft to where it divided into two legs which he called “crura.” 
These legs, Maxwell explained, wrapped around the vaginal cavity. 

He said more, a long rambling travelogue about a land Penny had never visited. A 
history lesson about the world contained inside her.101 

Notice here the contradiction in language in reference to the two characters – for Maxwell, the 

language is clinical, scientific, and deconstructed, however for Penny, the language becomes 

metaphorical and emotive. Although the quote suggests that Maxwell has a greater understanding of 

female sexuality than Penny, Palahniuk’s use of language here hints that, even with the greatest 

clinical understanding, women may possess a deeper, emotional sexual connection to their bodies 

which is beyond the comprehension of corporate exploitation.  

When the experiments on Penny are completed, Maxwell dismisses her after 136 days, a 

time which Penny later discovers is how long he spent with his first wife before she died. When 

Maxwell finally releases his sex toy products, they conform to the societal expectation of female-

targeted advertising: 

The television showed a group of delighted, smiling young women gathered round a 
table. In the centre of the shot the prettiest of them blew out the candles on a birthday 
cake as her friends pressed gifts upon her. To comic effect, every gift turned out to be 
a bright pink box emblazoned with a very curlicued white logo. Beautiful You. The 
girls rolled their shoulders and giggled. As if sharing some glorious secret, they 
pursed their lips and leaned in to whisper in one another’s ears. The birthday girl 
squealed as if the pink boxes contained nirvana.102 

The Beautiful You advertisements may appear to have a feminist overtone, however, in actuality, they 

pander to a corporate ideology of female empowerment. The name of the line, Beautiful You, has no 

correlation to the use of the product, however, it does echo other target female products which would 

be described as self-care (i.e. make-up, hair, skincare). As such, although these sex toys have no 

relation to beauty, the implication is that they are part of a self-care routine, and required in order to 

maintain a societally conceptualized standard of beauty. The packaging for the products are overtly 

gendered, but also discreetly designed – with the only sign that they contain a sex toy being the 

inconspicuous ornate logo which adorns the box. The implication of secretiveness is further hinted 

through the women in the advertisement whispering to each other. Of course, this ‘secret’ is self-

pleasure, and the giggling and happiness which these women express is indicative that it is the 
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ultimate joy or, as Penny states, nirvana. Of course, self-pleasure is not nirvana,103 and Penny 

recognizes that the reality of the products is not the adverts but ‘a billion lonely wives or single women 

abusing themselves in isolated resignation’.104 

There is an inherent assumption in this sentence and, indeed, throughout the text, that female 

self-pleasure is only engaged in by unhappy or single women, and that women in sexually satisfying 

relationships have no need nor want for sex toys or masturbation. Penny even resolves that she will 

‘find a real, live, flesh-and-blood lover before she’d resort to standing in line on Fifth Avenue.’ The 

concept that female masturbation and sex are diametrically opposed – or that female masturbation is 

used as a last ditch replacement for engaging in sexual acts with a partner – is incredibly ill-informed. 

However, perhaps this ignorance on Palahniuk’s part proves the moral of the novel in meta – men 

have yet to understand the power and nuances of female sexual pleasure. 

Despite this oversight, Palahniuk demonstrates a fracture between the simulacrum of 

advertising and the application of a product. By creating an advertising correlation between female 

self-pleasure and feminist empowerment, Beautiful You products can be targeted towards a female 

market under a guise of self-improvement. Penny’s suggestion that women who bought sex toys 

would become ‘celibates who diddled a lot’ is hyperbolic (although this absurdism, in true Palahniuk 

style, occurs within the novel). However, her belief that the purchasing of self-pleasure products 

doesn’t ‘seem like social progress’ has validity. While masturbation may have correlation to the history 

of feminist discourse in relation to the negation of female pleasure, the current application of feminist 

politics to the promotion and purchasing of sexual products is illusionary and pandering. As such, 

Palahniuk highlights the duplicity of the advertising industry to promote and sell products under the 

guise of female empowerment, while simultaneously undermining the feminist discourse which it 

purports to represent.  

Further to this product being targeted to females, it is also targeted to a heteronormative 

audience, as reflected by the tagline ‘a billion husbands are about to be replaced’.105 While there is 

temptation to believe that Palahniuk, who is openly homosexual, creates this heteronormative dialect 

to mirror the heteronormative targeted advertising in mainstream society, it becomes clear that, 
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throughout the novel, there is a notable absence of non-heterosexual relationships. When Beautiful 

You products become a worldwide success, a post-apocalyptic dystopia is created, where a shortage 

of batteries and disappearing women leave men wandering the streets dishevelled, frantically 

searching for their wives, fiancées and girlfriends. However, not all men appear to be in such disarray: 

Two overly groomed fellows jogged past…their running shorts fit far too snugly, 
crassly displaying their hypertrophied buttocks and their constantly shifting, poorly 
supported man-parts. In the fey-up speak of a ten-year-old girl, one man commented 
to the other, “Let the gals have their fun!” His hale running partner replied, “I don’t 
care if they never come back!” And the pair trotted away in a cloud of expensive 
cologne.106 

These men, clearly hyperbolic gay stereotypes, are obviously less concerned about an absence of 

women than heteronormative males, and Palahniuk includes the pair as a surviving counterpoint to 

the otherwise apocalyptic existence of males in a post-Beautiful-You world. However, this counter 

point is not reflected in the female characters of the novel. The absence of any trans, queer, or 

lesbian partners searching for their lost ones is a notable negation within the novel.107 However, this 

does not mean that there is no sexual interaction between women within the novel, and Penny finds 

herself in faux-sexual situations with two other women in the novel. The first of these is with Maxwell’s 

past lover, Alouette. When Penny is given Peruvian marriage stones by Maxwell to insert into herself 

during dinner, she finds the pleasure becomes too great and goes to the bathroom to remove them. 

Unable to remove them herself, Alouette appears in the bathroom and Penny begs for help: 

Alouette knelt on the tiled floor and gripped Penny’s hips in her hands. Planting her 
movie star mouth tightly over the younger woman’s dripping vagina, she began to 
suck. Penny bore down, riding that lovely face as if it were a saddle. She could feel 
Alouette’s fingers exploring inside her rectum.  

Gradually the flood of stimulation receded. Alouette lifted her mouth from Penny’s 
groin and spit the pink bead into the toilet bowl. Deprived of its partner, the black 
bead slipped out easily…the two magnets clicked together with a frightening force, 
and Alouette flushed them away.108 

At first glance, this scene seems overtly and obviously sexual, as one woman performs oral sex and 

anal stimulation on another. Indeed, the language used by Palahniuk would suggest a sexual 

encounter, as a ‘dripping’ Penny grinds on the ‘lovely’ face of her female companion who is ‘gripping’, 

‘exploring’, and ‘sucking’. However, underneath Palahniuk’s erotic language, this encounter is not 

about sex, but instead about female empathy. The Peruvian marriage stones leave Penny in a 
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vulnerable position where pleasure has become so intense that it is an unendurable experience, and 

Alouette’s assistance is purely kindness and pity to save Penny from unbearable discomfort. Alouette 

has already hinted at Penny earlier in the evening that she has endured the same experience 

previously, and it is this empathy which leads her to assist Penny during this crisis. This female 

empathy can be seen throughout the novel in Penny’s interactions with other women, such as with 

her roommate Monique whom with she ‘good-naturedly’ fought.109 Despite Monique being consumed 

by her addiction to Beautiful You products and locking herself in her room, Penny still checks on her, 

‘sliding blueberry Pop-Tarts through the crack at the bottom’110 of the door so that her friend will eat. 

Although at the beginning of the novel Penny jokes that Monique’s cattishness meant she had ‘never 

gotten the memo about universal sisterhood’,111 actually the friendship which the two women develop 

throughout the text is empathetic and bonding. It would appear, then, that under Palahniuk’s absurdist 

text about sex, capitalism, and faux-feminist discourse, there exists a real conversation about the 

bonds which connect women in a communal feminist politic. 

 This theory is perhaps most interesting when examining Penny’s other female sexual 

encounter. Maxwell has learnt the sexual techniques which give his products power through a female 

sexual mystic called Baba Gray-Beard who lives in a remote mountain in the Himalayas. Baba Gray-

Beard learned her craft through repeated forced sexual encounters with both men and women as a 

child, however, she states that ‘although she could not stop them, she could learn to control them’.112 

Baba Gray-Beard uses the sexual violence against her to become an expert in eroticism and a mystic 

of the craft. In Palahniukian style, the absurdism of this premise is both laughable and simultaneously 

abhorrent, but serves a metaphorical purpose: 

“They mapped for me my inner womanhood. With their every violent thrust they 
taught me about my body.” She described how any number of savages might enter 
her in the night. Many took their wicked pleasure with her tender child’s body, but the 
Baba resolved she would take something from each of them in return.113 

Much like the earlier quote between Penny and Max, female sexuality is referred to as a world which 

is travelled and explored, rather than clinically or violently understood. The ‘world contained inside’ 

Penny is the womanhood which the Baba grew to understand through the subversion of the violence 
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inflicted on her body, and Baba used this knowledge to eventually gain revenge on her attackers 

through bringing them to ‘an ecstasy so great that he or she died’.114 Baba Gray-Bread becomes an 

absurdist matriarchal representation of a supposed feminist will to not only cease generations of 

sexual violence against women, but to wield the ability to inflict a similar sexual violence. Of course, 

Baba Gray-Beard teaches her sexual knowledge to Penny on the grounds that she use it for self-

protective measures against Max’s mechanical devices, rather than a destructive force. Whereas 

Max’s range of Beautiful You products are promoted as faux self-care products, Baba Gray-beard’s 

wisdom is part of a tradition of female knowledge which is designed to defend women from violent 

sexual harm – a true form of self-care which counters the capitalist rhetoric which has bastardized its 

original meaning. 

Maxwell has travelled all over the world to perfect and produce his range of sexual products, 

in an attempt to claim capitalist dominance over a market which is driven by female consumerism; 

“Women are the new masters,” Max boasted, “but now I am the master of 
women…This isn’t about boys versus girls. This is about power. We live in an age 
when women hold the bulk of the power. In government, in consumer purchase 
decisions, women steer the world, and their longer life spans have left them in control 
of the greatest wealth.”115 

Maxwell here refers to women as the new masters in a purely capitalist ethos, they theoretically 

obtain the greatest income for the longest amount of time, and therefore are responsible for a greater 

percentage of market purchases. In doing so, women drive the capitalist economic system, and 

therefore their spending habits are the most economically positive sources for manipulation by 

corporations. Of course, targeted gendered advertising can accomplish this, however in Beautiful 

You, Palahniuk takes targeted advertising and subliminal messaging to the extremis of its concept. In 

order to control these women, Maxwell includes nanobot technologies in one of his products, The 

Dragonfly, which breaks open and releases these bots into the bloodstream of the women who use 

the product: 

The two wings of the plastic dragonfly had fallen off, and the pink silicone body had 
split down the middle. It was almost as if the thing had hatched. Metamorphosed, 
she’d thought. But it was caterpillars that turned into butterflies. Butterflies just died. 
They laid their eggs on cabbage leaves and died.116 
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Palahniuk’s symbolism is far from subtle, and this moment occurs on the plane ride home after Penny 

and Max have ended their relationship. However, the dragonfly is an insect of mixed symbolism,  

The dragonfly can share the symbolism of immortality and regeneration with the 
butterfly. It also represents instability and unreliability…The inconsistency of attitudes 
regarding the dragonfly is exemplified by noting that generally, the dragonfly is 
admired in the Far East, it is a neutral creature in South-East Asia, whereas in 
Europe it often incurred a superstitious dislike possibly because it is a large “fly”, 
which was in the Middle Ages a symbol of diabolic spirits.117 

The dragonfly sex toy does in a way regenerate and transform, however this regeneration is diabolic 

and duplicitous. The dragonfly hatches, releasing its ‘larvae’ nanobots – immortal, replicating 

mechanical devices, however, as the novel progresses it becomes clear that these nanobots also 

have the power to cease reproduction in women, and therefore are also indicative of mortality and 

fatalism. Max suggests that his corporate control over population is necessary, stating ‘Human beings 

are incapable of controlling their numbers, so I must do so. In my utopia only the brightest, most 

productive females will be allowed to bring forth offspring.’118 Furthermore, it is suggested that the 

nanobots travel from mother to child in utero, so this control mechanism remains on future 

generations. As evidenced by Max’s domination over his exes, the women considered the brightest 

and most productive are those who are malleable to his capitalist will, and are willing to further the 

needs of his corporation. As such, Palahniuk suggests that capitalism only venerates women in power 

who are useful to the furthering of corporate economic goals, even if those goals are actively against 

feminist ideology.  

This is perhaps most clear in the character of Clarissa Hinds, the first female president of the 

United States in the novel, and Penny’s role model. However, Clarissa has been blackmailed to take 

the role of president in order to push through Max’s FDA approval for his products which Clarissa is 

aware will cause millions to women to endure the same fate as her. Although Clarissa is venerated as 

a strong female role model by society, her actions are actually counter to the benefit of women in the 

general populace. In remorse, Clarissa shares with Penny her knowledge of Baba Gray-Beard, and 

then takes her own life on television. Palahniuk demonstrates the ignorance of late-stage capitalist 

feminist discourse in America, where empowerment and female independence have become buzz 

words for faux-feminist advertising, often used as selling points for a product. To cite a real world 

                                                           
117 Gene Kritsky and Ron Cherry, Insect Mythology (Lincoln: Writers Press, 2000), pp. 14-15 
118 Palahniuk, Beautiful You, p. 188 



 

118 

example, Kylie Jenner can earn up to $1 million from a single Instagram promotion post and recently 

made the cover of Forbes Billionaire Women issue.119 However, Kylie also has come under criticism 

by celebrity feminists such as Jameela Jamil who have highlighted her promotion of so-called ‘detox’ 

products as harmful to women and body image.120 Once again, Palahniuk uses his novels to highlight, 

through absurdity and humour, the nihilistic entropy of late stage capitalist ideologies which purport to 

be progressive but are, in actuality, illusionary. 

 The complicity of public female figures is simply one part of Max’s corporate scheme of 

sexual control. As owner of DataMicroCom, Max uses his implanted nanobots to send signals direct 

to users now infected with his technology in order to manipulate their spending habits and encourage 

them to purchase products which his company produces. DataMicroCom becomes the market leader 

in every industry as a result – as Penny’s other love interest Tag states ‘the hand that rocks the cradle 

decides how almost all household income is spent’.121 However, this is not to say that Maxwell’s 

actions only affect females, and the addiction to the Beautiful You products results in a number of 

missing women and a 400% rise in divorce rates. Palahniuk’s hyperbole is intentional in this text, and 

Beautiful You is interspersed with dishevelled men who approach Penny begging to be looked after. 

Indeed, her father’s friend Milo pleads with Penny to ‘stay and bake us something!’122 While gender 

roles are far more fluid post-fin-de-siècle than they were previously, there is still a gendered divide in 

contemporary America. Regardless of age, income, or career, women still perform the majority of 

domestic tasks and chores within the heterosexual home environment.123 The creation of the Beautiful 

You product line leaves husbands and boyfriends desperately searching for their partners, and joining 

religious fraternities to destroy the products which have surpassed their sexual capabilities: 

Everyone within sight was male, and most wore Promise Keeper T-shirts. Penny 
could discern long chains of men. These chains snaked towards the bonfire from 
every direction…The figures who capered and sang like savages around the inferno, 
they were men sacrificing their common rivals. As generations before them had 
torched books and disco records, these men yelped in cathartic abandon, passing the 
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prods and love wands man to man, until they were heaped onto the bubbling, spitting 
flames.124 

The men within Beautiful You regress to a primal, savage state without their female counterparts. 

Interestingly, while the women of the novel are communally linked through consumerism and faux-

feminist ideology, their partners become bonded through a religious organization which seeks to 

reassert traditional heteronormative roles. The Promise Keepers are a religious organisation founded 

by ex-American football coach Bill McCartney in the 1990s. Unaffiliated with any religion, the Promise 

Keepers aim to reassert patriarchal gender roles within heteronormative relationships, as set out in 

the seven ‘promises’ of their organisation: 

1. A Promise Keeper is committed to honoring Jesus Christ through worship, 
prayer and obedience to God's Word in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

2. A Promise Keeper is committed to pursuing vital relationships with a few 
other men, understanding that he needs brothers to help him keep his 
promises. 

3. A Promise Keeper is committed to practicing spiritual, moral, ethical and 
sexual purity. 

4. A Promise Keeper is committed to building strong marriages and families 
through love, protection, and Biblical values. 

5. A Promise Keeper is committed to supporting the mission of his church by 
honoring and praying for his pastor and by actively giving his time and 
resources. 

6. A Promise Keeper is committed to reaching beyond any racial and 
denominational barriers to demonstrate the power of Biblical unity. 

7. A Promise Keeper is committed to influencing his world, being obedient to the 
Great Commandment (Mark 12:30-31) and the Great Commission (Matthew 
28:19-20).125 

There are two points of interest within the Promise Keepers ethos in regards to Beautiful You. 

Primarily, the organization believes in the importance of brotherhood to a healthy religious existence. 

In Beautiful You, as the crisis of disappearing women increases and the bonds of the domestic home 

are severed, more men become bonded through a communal empathy for their gender. However, this 

communal empathy is heteronormative and traditional in gender roles, and therefore there is a sense 

that the brotherhood is not formed out of fraternal love but anger and fear. Indeed, this coalesces with 

the second point of interest within the Promise Keepers ethos – the belief in sexual purity and 

marriages based on Biblical values. 
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 The National Organization of Women have stated that the Promise Keepers are ‘stealth 

political cells’126 which pose a viable threat to women’s rights through their insistence on traditional 

models of the heteronormative family. However, in Beautiful You, the National Organization of 

Women no longer has any active members thanks to Max’s products and instead teeters ‘on the brink 

of non-existence’.127 This means that the Promise Keepers are a relatively unopposed organization 

within the context of the novel. Their pursuit of sexual purity and the traditional familial unit appear to 

respond to an inherent fear of male inferiority and abandonment, uncomfortable with the social, 

economic, and – specifically in Beautiful You – sexual freedom which women benefit from in the 21st 

Century. 

 However, the distinction between the organization of the Promise Keepers and the 

conglomerate control of DataMicroCom is minimal when it comes to their pursuit of female control – 

perhaps the only clear difference is that Max’s approach is marginally more successful. Max also 

controls the purity and chastity of the women who use his products through a ‘defence’ mechanism 

which stabs any penetrative entry, thereby enforcing penetrative chastity on his victims. Rather 

astutely, Palahniuk demonstrates that the free capitalist market which promotes faux-liberalist 

ideologies of female empowerment actually subjugates women as much as right-wing groups in 

America which call for the reinstatement of ‘traditional’ exploitative female roles in the home. 

Furthermore, through the use of hyperbole and absurdism, Palahniuk draws a correlation between the 

sexualized advertising directed towards young men and the guise of female sexual liberation 

advertising as indicative of female empowerment: 

In recent decades it had been primarily young men who’d fallen victim to the crippling 
pleasures of sustained arousal…To date, arousal addiction had come to men visually, 
via fast-paced video games and high-speed Internet pornography, but Maxwell’s new 
product line seemed to be having a similar effect on women.128 

 

By creating sensual and sexual desire during advertising segments, Maxwell is able to target the 

consumer in the most literal of senses. Rather than the implementation of a suggested desire, such 

as freedom, love or beauty, Maxwell can actually utilise physical feelings of erotic stimulation to sell 
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other products created by his company. Through using desire to advertise a product, that product will 

increase in the cultural capital Marx discusses in Das Kapital. Therefore, the desire sparked by the 

implanted idea is transferred, and the product itself becomes desirable. In Beautiful You, despite the 

shoes manufactured by DataMicroCom being clunky and unflattering, the targeted sexual stimulation 

which the nanobots provoke in women who have used the Dragonfly overrides any rational thought 

about the product. Consumers are traditionally sold products based on advertising methods which 

subliminally speak to individual desire – whether it is power, money, love, freedom or sex. Yet in 

Beautiful You, it is not the desire of emulating an idea, but rather erotic stimulation and the release of 

endorphins which increase the cultural capital of objects: 

The constantly changing stimulation was gradually rewiring their female brains. The 
limbic portion of the mind was awash in surges of dopamine. The hypothalamic 
regulation of rewards was foiled, and the prefrontal cortex was no longer in 
control…Once addicted, ladies would binge on pleasure. The Beautiful You effect.129  

By creating a stimulated erotic response to the viewing of certain DataMicroCom products, Max is 

able to manipulate female purchasing habits. Beautiful You sees the desire for sex as the primary 

consumer desire which is exploited. Indeed, the text itself states that ‘sexual selling’ has been used 

against men for in advertising for years: 

Advertising had long ago exploited men’s natural sexual impulses. To sell a certain 
brand of beer, the media needed only to display idealized female bodies, and male 
buyers were hooked. This age-old tactic looked like it was exploiting women and 
pandering to men, but savvy observers had recognized how the minds of intelligent 
men were constantly being erased – their ideas, their ability to concentrate, their 
ability to comprehend – by each glimpse of enticing breasts and taut, smooth 
thighs.130 

This is not to say that only men are sold products through sex, and there are advertisements which 

target sexual desire in women. Yet it is fair to say that this subversion is rare, and most advertising 

surrounding desire for the opposite sex is sold to men. Conversely, women are more often targeted 

based on their desire to be sexually appealing through products which claim to provide an idealized 

body or feature models of a similar aesthetic. In such a way, female sexuality in advertising becomes 

passive rather than active. Indeed, the passivity of the contemporary female is reiterated in Beautiful 

You. At the beginning of the novel, Penny laments that she cannot find a drive which she can relate 

to, despite the ‘legacy of freedom’131 which is inherited by her generation. Penny ‘wanted to reclaim a 
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power and authority – a primitive, irresistible force – that transcended gender roles. She dreamed of 

wielding a raw magic that predated civilization itself.’132 Despite existing in a time when women have 

more freedom than ever before, Palahniuk’s central character cannot find a way to translate this 

independence into meaningful experience. Instead, she longs for a role which is in extremis and 

separate from the bombardment of advertising imagery which presupposes the empowered female 

desire to ‘have-it-all’. Penny does not buy into the faux-feminist discourse of postmodern capitalist 

America, and instead wishes for a truly active role which predates contemporary civilization. 

 Of course, as the novel progresses, Penny falls victim to the capitalist system and, like 

millions of other women, becomes entrapped by Max’s plans. It is no coincidence that Maxwell is 

Caucasian, wealthy, middle-aged and male. These traits are, in fact, the common traits of 

conventional patriarchal control. Maxwell’s is therefore symbolic of a capitalist patriarchal ideal. 

However, despite being trapped within this system, Penny still remains active, subverting her 

subjugation. Penny uses her sexuality to seduce Max’s lawyer Brillstein (who is also her boss) 

knowing that Max’s defence mechanism is inside her. When Brillstein penetrates her, he finds himself 

stabbed in the genitals, and Penny refuses to allow him to withdraw until he has answered her 

questions about Max’s plans. Penny’s ingenuity in the face of her enforced celibacy is symbolic of a 

historical legacy of feminism, where women have traversed a system of subjugation and violence 

while still achieving social progress. By subverting her enslavement, Penny is able to circumvent the 

system of her oppression, and begin a journey which sees her transformed from passive consumer to 

active female. 

 When Penny travels to the Himalayas, she meets Maxwell’s mentor Baba Gray-Beard and 

becomes a student of the sexual shaman: 

Baba Gray-Beard was herself sculpted of bones and tendons, a knotted tangle of 
dried muscles and gray hairs. Her eyes shone like two moonstones, entirely white 
with thick cataracts. Her wasted body was unclothed, and her namesake abundance 
of ratted, off-white pubic hair had grown so long that it swept the ground beneath her 
bare feet.133 

Baba Gray-Beard has an appearance which is counter to the sexual desirability of contemporary 

American society. Indeed, her long, unkempt pubic hair is a direct counter to Penny’s permanently 
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hairless pubis – shaved by Max with a special formula which ensured it would never grow back to 

improve the accuracy of his product testing.134 Baba Gray-Beard is a matriarchal counter to the faux-

feminism of American capitalism. Penny wished for a power which was raw and beyond the scope of 

civilization, and that mystical power is embodied through the sexual teachings of Baba Gray-Beard. 

Of course, the teachings of Baba Gray-Beard have already been studied and bastardized by 

Max before Penny, and ‘all Beautiful You products were based on the designs of the Baba. The arc of 

one tool was that of a rib. The diameter of another toy was based on a human femur’.135 Max 

challenges Baba Gray-Beard to a sexual duel, believing that he can win. However, when the old 

woman appears to be overcome with pleasure, she instead expels the sex object from her genitals 

through a ‘vaginal scream’, throwing her backward and knocking her unconscious. She awakes later 

to find Max has stolen her crafted sex objects and left.136 However, while Max steals and appropriates 

her ancient technology, he fails to understand the power of this ‘vaginal scream’, a knowledge which 

Penny pursues. Baba Grey-Beard tells her that she countered Max’s power through channelling the 

love she had for her mother into her body. Indeed, as a reminder of her mother, the Baba cut off her 

matriarch’s longest finger and placed it inside her genitals. The item, now ‘brownish, like polished 

wood’137 is a reminder of her mother for Baba Gray-Beard. Again, we must look past Palahniuk’s 

absurdism to see why it exists within the context of the novel. The finger represents a natural, 

enduring female legacy which is passed from generation to generation. It symbolises the importance 

of a genuine female experience and tradition which lies outside of the capitalist ideologies of targeted 

advertising and feminist simulacrums, and exposes the quest for a real, visceral, emotive, and 

genuine feminist experience which no longer has any reality in contemporary America. The 

commodification of these tools into plastic items which are gendered and sold for a profit by 

DataMicroCom removes the heritage of this culture, instead becoming part of the American free 

market, devoid of the greater sentiment of their creation. Maxwell, as a corporation, commodifies and 

exploits a female culture without acknowledging the heritage of its existence. Penny, however, 

chooses to learn these teachings to circumvent the source of her oppression, much like Baba has 
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done previously and, as such, does not appropriate the culture, but immerses herself within the 

tradition of a female identity; 

Penny’s 136 days in Paris with Max has taught her about pleasure without love. But 
her weeks cloistered in the Baba’s dank cavern had taught her that such profound 
ecstasy could co-exist with an even stronger affection. The depth of her attachment to 
the witch-woman surprised even Penny.138 

While Max and the Baba have the same devices (albeit natural vs mass manufactured), Penny 

discovers that there is an affection, empathy and love which cannot be replicated through a corporate 

consumerism. Palahniuk notes that, although the desirability of the object on the market produces 

Marx’s cultural capital, there is also an original cultural value of an object which is lost through the 

process of commodification. The cultural appropriation of objects ultimately leads to a loss of the 

subtlety of their nuances. Penny, however, learns all she can from the Baba before returning to 

Manhattan to confront Max. However, despite her best intentions, Penny has not yet gained full 

dominance over her sexual control, and Max excites her into such a frenzy that she breaks down in 

court and is taken to a mental ward. 

However, Max’s intention is not to drive Penny to insanity – rather he wishes to marry her and 

make her the face of Beautiful You. Penny, defeated, reluctantly agrees to the proposal. However, on 

the day of the wedding, Baba Gray-Beard arrives in the ceremony to tell Penny the roots of her birth. 

DataMicroCom has not only researched nano-technology, but also cloning capabilities; 

Since infancy, those suited and besunglassed sentries has protected her on Max’s 
behalf. They’d allowed nothing to befall her before she could mature as a 
replacement for his long-dead wife. “You are proof that my cloning technology will 
work,” Max continued…As a gesture, even to Penny, it was really quite touching. 
Maxwell had loved her. He’d loved her enough to resurrect her from the dead.139  

Penny is a replica of Maxwell’s ex-wife who passed away. Palahniuk again repeats the mantra which 

has permeated his texts since Fight Club – Penny is ‘a copy of a copy of a copy’.140 Indeed, 

Palahniuk’s assertion that capitalist commercialism removes individualism from postmodern society 

has become common discourse within his work; the individual is simply a composite of items of 

cultural capital sold by conglomerates through subversive advertising techniques. Max’s cloning of 
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Phoebe is the ultimate symbolism for capitalist creation of the female idealized body image - he has 

effectively used his wealth and status to create the woman whom he most desires. 

 Indeed, this revelation comes to its peak at the conclusion of the novel. When Max kills Baba 

for revealing his secret, he uses his machine to inflict intolerable amounts of sexual pleasure on 

Penny. However, Penny, now fully trained in the Baba’s arts, deflects this desire through her body, 

utilizing the power she learnt from the mystic matriarch to channel the desire into a loud expulsion of 

noise from her genitals: 

As trumpets had toppled the great walls of Jericho, thin cracks opened between the 
cathedrals stones. A dust of mortar drifted down. As the sound built into thunder it 
exploded through her satin and petticoats, spraying sequins and seed pearls like 
shrapnel…Penny focused on the love she felt for the great Baba, and the ridges of 
her sex flared outward, blasting forth a huge noise like a sonic cannon.141  

Although laced with Palahniuk’s trademark subversive and abject humour, the noise nevertheless 

symbolises a battle cry against Penny’s oppression, as with this action she is able to free herself from 

her tormentor’s power. Furthering Palahniuk’s absurdist humour, at the same time as Penny channels 

Max’s sexual energies through her body, one of his products, burning on a nearby fire set by the 

Promise Keepers, explodes through the window and crashes into his genitals, fatally wounding its 

creator. Max, concerned with becoming a ‘master of women’142 in order to avoid emasculation in a 

society which is economically driven by women, finds himself physically castrated by the 

relentlessness of his own ambition.  

This phallic penetration of capitalist man by a product of his own design, created primarily to 

oppress women, works alongside the battle cry of Penny to reflect a liberation of women, where the 

passive sexual female has usurped her oppressor and usurped the capitalist conceptions of faux-

feminism. With the knowledge and control of the teachings by Baba, Penny is in complete control of 

her own sexual and social power. To emphasise the significance of this culture, Penny repeats the 

Baba’s actions by taking her mentor’s finger: 

In the stance of a sumo wrestler, she lackadaisically stroked herself with a short, 
knurled length of what looked like damp wood. It was the Baba’s longest finger, the 
very finger with which the wise ancient had read all of Penny’s secrets. As the old 
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lamia had cut a finger from her own dead mother, Penny had severed this memento 
mori from her mentor’s cooling corpse.143 

By replicating Baba’s action with her own mother, Penny continues the traditions of a non-capitalist 

female culture. Recusing into the same cave where she first met Baba Gray-Beard, Penny carries on 

the teachings of her mentor, becoming a new iteration of sexual shaman. It would appear that 

Palahniuk is suggesting that a true, empowering feminism can exist outside of a cultural capitalism. 

However, it soon becomes clear that Penny has not fully rejected contemporary life, and in fact has 

retained the remote control which Max uses to dominate women; 

This, this was power. She, Penelope Harrigan, would reign over the world, a 
benevolent lady dictator, awarding well-deserved pleasure to the multitudes…The 
generations of females trained too long to look for insults and injustice, Penny would 
pummel them with joy and drive them to accept happiness...She’d gently bully them 
into achieving their full erotic potential.144 

Penny’s inability to climax through the teachings of Baba lead her to pick up the remote, and decide 

that she will utilize this power with all women. Her desire to inflict unwanted pleasure as a reward or 

punishment system is no different to Max’s system to achieve economic control. As such, Penny is in 

conflict with the replication of the natural heritage she has been taught. While she calls out to the 

memory of her mentor, swearing she will not let the power corrupt her, it is already clear from the 

quote above that this has already happened. Penny’s absurdist announcement then only serves to 

reassert a nihilistic counterpoint on the death of feminist philosophy.  

Palahniuk suggests that, in a world which is driven by economic, capitalist ideologies, all 

liberalist concepts of individualism and equality are merely conceptualised selling points in a system 

of corporate faux-idealism. Society loses the mythic heritage and folklore which provided the basis for 

modern civilization, and instead exists within a simulacrum which is devoid of deeper meaning. While 

the cultural capital of a product is determined arbitrarily by an amalgamation of advertising, societal 

standards and public perception, a deeper labour value which is responsible for its creation, as 

discussed by Marx, is lost in the process. Penny pays homage to the folklore and mythical value of 

her matriarchal heritage but, even in her isolated cave, remains corruptible by late-stage capitalism. 

Furthermore, through the possession of the black controller, Penny takes the place of Max, becoming 

part of a kyriarchy, rather than an equalitarian. Penny may share her teachings with those who visit 
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the cave, she still effectively keeps the remote she has inherited for herself. Beautiful You is a novel 

with an unusually sinister and bleak ending – Penny has saved the world from its patriarchal 

oppressor, only to become a kyrarchial oppressor instead. 

 Beautiful You is the first novel in Palahniuk’s collection which could truly be called science 

fiction. It has been argued that, in our current Anthropocene era, science fiction has gained 

prominence because it often depicts dystopias at a time when environmental and political concerns 

frequently predict an end to civilization. Palahniuk’s satirical, surreal and often abstract absurdity 

within his writing may make this novel hard to read as a truly post-apocalyptic work of science fiction. 

However, the novel does predict a world thrown into societal dysfunction and turmoil at the hands of 

robotic technology which is misused and not fully understood, and as such has equal bearing within a 

science-fiction literary tradition. Palahniuk has a reputation for writing the absurd, however beneath 

this satirical hyperbole exists important concerns surrounding free will, individualism and postmodern 

capitalist ideology. If, as Palahniuk suggests, contemporary American identity discourse is 

substantially influenced by late-stage capitalism, then it is only by taking these concepts to their ad 

hoc absurdist conclusions that society can expose the entropy of such a consumeristic existence. 

Capitalism influences the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the way in which we communicate, and, 

in the case of Beautiful You, our sexual behaviour, and it has become so commonplace that a realist 

exploration of these themes could easily undermine the seriousness of corporate control. Certainly, in 

Beautiful You, postmodern capitalism has superseded previous beliefs about female sexuality and 

created a feminist entropy in its wake. Cultural matriarchal heritage is lost to the annals of history as 

postmodernism advances to replace it. 
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Chapter Four 

Secrets They Kept Between Their Legs: Exposing American Sexual Desire 

American culture is defined by its sexuality, and American sexuality is, conversely, defined by the 

character of its culture. In the postmodern era, sexual imagery in America is overt and enduring, and 

present in almost every facet of life. Carmine Sarracino and Kevin M. Scott in their book The Porning 

of America: The Rise of Porn Culture, What it Means, and Where We Go From Here (2008), argue 

that ‘Porn has so thoroughly been absorbed into every aspect of our everyday lives – language, 

fashion, advertisements, movies, the Internet, music, magazines, television, video games – that it has 

ceased to exist as something separate from the mainstream culture, something “out there.”’1 Indeed, 

America’s obsession with its sexuality can be traced back to post-WWII anxieties regarding the 

integrity of the American family. Soldiers who returned from war arrived home to find their country 

preparing itself for the Cold War crisis. The horrors of war had left many with post-traumatic stress 

disorders, which obviously put pressure on relationships. Many men did not come home at all. The 

onus was on the government to return to a state of sexual normalcy, where the American family could 

thrive. The American heteronormative nuclear family ideal, as discussed in chapter two, became a 

cornerstone of American identity, and the reproduction of American children relied on American 

sexuality to be faithful, frequent and heteronormative. As Miriam G. Reumann states: 

As sex became viewed as a key to civic as well as personal identity, social scientists 
and mental health professionals argued that specific forms of sexual behaviour either 
contributed to or endangered the health of the individual, one’s familial and social 
relationships, and the body politic and were thus constitutive of the national 
character.2 

To be American, therefore, is to be sexual – albeit ‘correctly’ sexual in the loosest of terminology. 

However, what it means to be a sexual American is vastly different to the heteronormative sexuality 

which propels forward the American nuclear family. Indeed, when the Kinsey reports, Sexual Behavior 

in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, were published in 1948 and 1953 

respectively, it became clear that this perceived sexual American ideology was, in fact, an illusionary 

ethos. Among the revelations were instances of same-sex desire and sexual experiences from people 
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who otherwise identified as heterosexual – although Kinsey famously negated the three categories of 

heterosexual, homosexual, and bisexual, instead using his own seven point system. 

 The Kinsey Reports also demonstrated a significant instance of marriage infidelity, an interest 

in sadomasochism among both males and females, and a high sexual response to other sexual 

behaviours considered ‘alternate’, such as being bitten. Kinsey has been critiqued for his research 

methods and sample group,3 however, regardless, the texts produced significant debate in America. 

Reumann states: ‘upon the appearance of the first volume, Kinsey was simultaneously hailed as a 

liberator, denounced as a pornographer, compared to scientific martyrs Darwin and Copernicus, and 

declared a Communist bent on destroying the American family.’4 Kinsey himself noted the disparate, 

angry reaction by Americans in Sexual Behavior of the Human Female when he noted that many 

Americans believe ‘sexual behaviour is either normal or abnormal, socially acceptable or 

unacceptable, heterosexual or homosexual, and many persons do not want to believe that there are 

gradations in these matters from one extreme to the other.’5 With the publication of his reports, Kinsey 

had exposed the myth of American subdued sexuality and challenged conceptions of the 

heteronormative nuclear ideal. 

 The Kinsey reports divided America into those who saw the statistics as a liberal move away 

from a Puritan history, while others sought to reaffirm a ‘traditional’ belief system surrounding 

American sexuality (if such a thing ever did exist). In 1973, the US Supreme Court ruled in the case of 

Miller v. California that sexual images were to be banned unless they contained ‘serious literary, 

artistic, political or scientific value.’6 Now known as the Miller Test, or the Three-Prong Obscenity 

Test, this law means that obscenity is not protected under the American First Amendment for the right 

to free speech. However, there is, of course, an underlying implication that Miller v. California can be 

used for sexual censorship. As Susan Scotto argues, ‘Although the Supreme Court ruling spoke of 

obscenity, not pornography, the two terms have frequently been linked by anti-pornography activists, 

and Miller v. California has been used in many cases as a pretext to demand censorship of sexually 

explicit material.’7 America has, therefore, written into the laws which govern their society, the ability 
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to repress sexual behaviour which they feel is obscene. As such, American sexual identity is both 

everywhere and nowhere, explicit and implicit, overt and hidden. 

Palahniuk recognises and explores these dualistic binaries in his novels. In Snuff, Palahniuk 

examines the commodification and objectification of the female body as a site of desire for the 

postmodern American gaze in the porn industry. Palahniuk revisits the arguments set forth in the 

American feminist porn-wars of the 1970s and 1980s. These feminist debates placed the female 

pornographic body as a site of contestation between the individual free will and the public social good. 

Palahniuk exposes an inherently American dichotomy which is blurred at the edges, between the 

exploitation of the female form, and the belief in freedom of the individual. 

Conversely, in Haunted, Palahniuk explores the ‘hidden’ obscene sexualities of American life. 

The novel itself is a collection of short stories, written like a confessional. These stories include queer 

sexual behaviours, Trans, gay and drag narratives, fetishizations, and tales of sexual violence. 

Palahniuk prefaces the novel with a quote from Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Masque of the Red Death’; 

‘There was much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the bizarre, something of the terrible, 

and not a little of that which might have excited disgust.’8 Palahniuk here draws a similarity between 

the abject horror of Poe’s masked monster and Palahniuk’s own discussion of deviant sexualities. As 

Hauck states, ‘In Poe the real and the distorted are combined in such a way that horror becomes not 

so much the quality of the supernatural as of the real; the modern reader of Poe wakes to find that 

distortion is the norm.’9 Indeed, vital to the understanding of Palahniuk’s Haunted is the 

acknowledgment that he places his novel directly within the realms of Gothicism, even going as far as 

to satirise writers of the Romantic Gothic genre. The prince in Poe’s tale chases the masked monster 

into the red room, only to drop dead at the sight of him. When the rest of the guests remove the 

stranger’s corpse-like masque, they discover that underneath is nothing at all. Too late they realise 

the monster is, in fact, the Red Death, and all succumb to its disease. Similarly, the readership for 

Palahniuk’s Haunted follow him into a red room of sexual finality, only to remove the mask and reveal 

an absence. Poe’s Prince chases a death drive, while Palahniuk explores a sexual one, but the 

emptiness and nihilistic entropy is the same for both. 
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Palahniuk sets out to explore all facets of American sexual identity. As Reumann argues, ‘The 

definition of sex as a liberatory force, along with the belief that truths about sex can be unearthed and 

examined, was an important concept in the twentieth-century United States.’10 It is inherently 

American to want to explore sexual identity; indeed, the public obsession surrounding the Kinsey 

report proves that discussing and examining sexualities may, in fact, be more American than the 

sexualities themselves. However, ‘whether commentators on American sexual character championed 

new forms of sexual dissent or called for a return to traditional practices and beliefs, they shared a 

firm belief that Americans’ sexual behaviour could and did shape their moral character, civic roles, 

and political future.’11 Sexuality is part of the American identity and, as Palahniuk demonstrates, it is 

diverse, subversive, joyful and, often, gut-wrenching. Palahniuk utilises absurdism, viscera, and gore 

to expose the truth of sexuality, and, in fact ‘the mythology of us’.12 
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4.1 Snuff 

The movement of the sex industry from the margins to the mainstream of our society 
can be seen in many places – from the unexpected resurgence of glamour 
modelling[…]to the sudden growth of lap-dancing clubs in town centres[…]to the 
popularity of memoirs of prostitution that suggest selling sex is a great way for a 
woman to earn her living; and, above all, to the much greater presence of 
pornography in the lives of many young people, driven by the internet.13 

Pornographic imagery is certainly not new; in fact, representations of sexual acts can even be traced 

to early cave paintings in North America. As Kelly Hayes-Gilpin points out, historical analysis of these 

paintings is often imbued with post-modern ethos of the passive female/animal being dominated by 

the more-powerful male.14 She suggests instead that these paintings may actually demonstrate a 

mutual consent between the figures depicted.15 However, the implication that analysis of the female 

as sex-object is both contemporary and common reasserts Walter’s critique of mainstream sexuality 

at the outset of this chapter. In Living Dolls (2010), Walter explores the repercussions of the 1970s 

women’s sexual liberation movement, regarding it as a triumph for female sexuality. However, he 

notes that, rather than assert a dominant sexuality, women have primarily embraced a passive sexual 

role under the guise of ‘free-choice’ to enact an exploitative form of sexual expression. The 

contemporary acceptance of a sex industry which promotes females as passive sex-objects has 

greatly influenced this development, however, much more disturbing is the role of the internet in 

affirming this stereotype. A survey produced by Psychologies magazine in 2010 found that over one 

third of ten year old male children interviewed had viewed pornography on the internet.16 Yet, while 

some governments have agreed on new measures to restrict child exposure to pornographic images 

online,17 the majority of countries have failed to take action. Indeed, even with these measures, 

campaigns like No More Page Three (which rallied to force The Sun newspaper to cease printing 

glamour models posing topless in its newspaper) are often unsuccessful and open to ridicule. The 

movement gained popularity only to be cruelly taunted by the editors, who agreed to pull the images 

from their publication and then did a U-turn for comic effect, an act hailed as a ‘successful’ PR move 
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by the paper.18 Yet the arguments which erupted from this debate were eerily similar to those of the 

1980s feminist ‘porn wars’ – that of free choice versus sexual objectification. 

 While the feminist debate surrounding pornography can be examined much earlier,19 the 

argument for and against this facet of the sex industry predominantly came to the public foreground 

with the publication of Andrea Dworkin’s 1981 text Pornography: Men Possessing Women. In her 

book, Dworkin argues that men have ‘used their social power to characterize a $10-billion-a-year 

trade in women as fantasy objects.’20 Dworkin incites a debate which is furthered by Catharine 

MacKinnon in her 1989 essay ‘Pornography and Method: Pleasure under Patriarchy’. MacKinnon 

argues that sex, and particularly pornography, are constructs of male sexual arousal imbued with a 

need for patriarchal dominance. As MacKinnon states: 

[Pornography] connects the centrality of visual objectification to both male sexual 
arousal and male models of knowledge and verification, connecting objectivity with 
objectification. […] From the testimony of pornography, what men want is: women 
bound, women battered, women tortured, women humiliated, women degraded and 
defiled, women killed. […] Pornography is a means through which sexuality is socially 
constructed, a site of construction, a domain of exercise. It constructs women as 
things for sexual use and constructs its consumers to desperately want women to 
desperately want possession and cruelty and dehumanisation.21 

It is interesting to note that both Dworkin and MacKinnon see pornography as the site on which 

female sexuality is constructed, rather than a response to sexuality itself. Indeed, this is perhaps the 

key difference between pro- and anti-pornography feminists. Paula Webster, writing in 1981 for 

Heresies journal, not only suggests that pornography reduces the risk of sexual violence through the 

satiation of fantasy which already forms part of male sexuality,22 but also that it can be empowering to 

women through the faux enactment of their own sexual desire: 

In focusing on what male pornography has done to us, rather than on our own sexual 
desires, we tend to embrace our sexually deprived condition and begin to police the 
borders of the double standard that has been used effectively to silence us. […] It is 
true that this depiction is created by men, but perhaps it can encourage us to think of 
what our own images and imaginings might be like.23 
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This is a theory put into practice in recent years, with the successful publication of E.L. James’ Fifty 

Shades of Grey (2011) being written by and marketed to women as a public expression of female 

sexual desire. Furthermore, many female pornography directors have risen to prominence within the 

sex industry, including Belladonna, Celeste and Tristan Taormino, who also recently co-wrote and 

published The Feminist Porn Book: The Politics of Producing Pleasure (2013). The ability of women 

to infiltrate such a male-dominated and orientated profession should be applauded, and increasingly 

the pornographic industry is beginning to see input from ‘alternative’ sexualities against the 

heteronormative assumption. Critics like Ziv have argued that women who choose to enter this 

profession do so with a ‘political vision’ of pro-pornography feminism which ‘underlies and motivates 

both porn scholarship and porn production.’24 While this may be true, the prominent word here is 

‘choice’. While many women may choose to consume, write, produce, direct and star in pornographic 

movies, there are also many who do not. Deep Throat, produced in 1972 and one of the most famous 

pornographic movies created, was thrown into controversy when its star Linda Boreman gave 

testimony to the Meese Commission in 1986 that she had been repeatedly raped and threatened at 

gun point to act out sexual scenes. Yet, despite stories similar to these, pornography stars are often 

still represented as glamourous and sexually liberated actresses, such as Courtney Cummz who 

recently gave an interview to Cosmopolitan magazine about her choice to work in the sex industry; 

the article focuses on her fitness routine, her income, her on-set orgasms, and her right to choose 

who she works with and what scenes she will or will not do.25 

 Palahniuk’s 2008 novel Snuff reveals his critique of the sex industry within the centre of this 

debate. Comprised of four separate narrators (three male pornography participants and one female 

on-set wrangler) the text tells the story of Cassie Wright, an aging pornographic actress who is 

attempting to enter the record books by performing sexual acts on the most number of men in one 

session. While it is arguable that the absence of Cassie as narrator removes agency from the central 

character, Palahniuk utilizes his narrative to explore the current free-will of the pornographic star 

versus the past history and trauma which has influenced her current situation. However, Palahniuk’s 

criticism extends beyond the actions of the participant and instead explores the role of the consumer. 

By using narration from multiple characters (all of whom feel a personal connection to Cassie), 
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Palahniuk examines perceived ownership of the sexual body in pornography, and the ability of 

capitalist ideology to both enable and exaggerate this sexual objectification. Finally, as an openly 

homosexual male writer, Palahniuk highlights the assertion of pornography as a (mainly) 

heteronormative-driven industry, demonstrating that, despite critics such as Ziv stating otherwise, 

alternative sexualities still remain on the margins of this patriarchially constructed field. By examining 

each of the narrators individually, this sub-chapter will aim to explore and analyse these themes, and 

Palahniuk’s response to the ongoing public debate surrounding pornography. 

 It is important to note, that while Palahniuk’s story construction follows his absurdist ethos, 

Snuff is actually based in historical fact. For her movie Gangbang 2000, pornography actress Candy 

Apples attempted to commit two thousand sex acts to mark the new millennium, but the movie was 

broken up by police after an alleged 743 acts had been carried out.26 This record is mentioned in 

Snuff, although Palahniuk records the number as 721. Since, in the text, Cassie Wright is attempting 

to perform sex acts with the greatest amount of men, Candy Apples’ record is discarded as Palahniuk 

alleges that ‘the same group of fifty men were used for the entire production’.27 The text continues to 

discount other similar records set by Annabel Chong, Jasmin St. Claire, Spantaneeus Xtasy and 

Sabrina Johnson for similar reasons.28 It seems, then, while Palahniuk’s story contains hyperbolic 

elements, the basis of his narrative plot has an existence in contemporary reality. 

 Each narrative character is introduced by a number, rather than a name. On arrival, each man 

removes his clothes to put in ‘a brown paper shopping bag with a number written on the side, some 

number between one and six hundred’.29 These numbers are then written in indelible ink on the men’s 

arms, to prove that six hundred different man have taken part. The literal stripping of these men is 

interesting. If the postmodern identity is a conglomeration of visual signifiers which contribute to our 

interpretation of individuality, the removal of these signifiers also removes the locus of these men. 

Indeed, as Tom Waugh has argued, the consumption of pornography itself is also a ‘process of social 

identity formation’30 for the spectator. As each of the narrator’s have viewed Cassie Wright’s movies 

(indeed, the room in which they are based has screens continually showing her pornographic films), 
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removing these men of their signifiers, particularly in relation to a patriarchal industry such as 

pornography, focus shifts from the social identity of the male participant to the female on whom it is 

based. However, not all signifiers are removed completely (especially in relation to the narrative 

characters), and these remnants of personality become symbolically interpretative of each character 

and their role within the novel. 

 The novel opens with the perspective of Mr. 600, Branch Bacardi; an aging pornographic star 

who has known Cassie Wright since the beginning of her career, who describes the location in which 

the majority of the novel is set. The room is a mix of ‘veterans’ and those who answered an open 

casting call, men whose audition was ‘a hard-on and a doctor’s release to show you’re clean’, Bacardi 

describes the day as feeling like ‘when you wipe back to front[…]The more you try to wipe it clean, the 

skin stretches and the mess keeps getting bigger. The thin layer of shit spreads into the hair and 

down your thighs. That’s how a day like this, how it feels.’ By equating the sexual with the 

scatological, Palahniuk dispels the myth of the visual pornographic, instead transferring it into the 

actuality of its production. While some of the men are there to ‘say they were’, to be part of ‘the record 

to end all records’, Bacardi concedes that there isn’t ‘a performer at that shoot who didn’t love Cassie 

Wright and want to help her make history.’31 Yet Bacardi’s relationship with Cassie is far more 

complicated than other participants within the production. The movie which brought Cassie to fame, 

titled World Whore One, was actually made with recut shots from her first ever pornographic film, shot 

by Branch Bacardi: 

That first film I ever did with Cassie Wright, I slipped her a diet soda mixed with beta-
ketamine and Demerol.[…]She didn’t want to marry me. How she told me was her 
grades were too good…I said I understood, I said I wanted her to live the full, rich 
life’s dream she cherished. And I asked, did she want a diet soda?[…]Later, Cassie 
told me the drugs, the beta-ketamine and Demerol, stopped her heart[…]I fucked her 
until her heart started back to pump. Fucked her to death, then back to life. Humping 
her dead body around that mattress, I ended the old life she had, wanting to act, and 
gave her a new life. Sex reincarnated that good, pure girl, but as something else.32 

Palahniuk utilizes obscene language and hyperbole here to produce an explicit scene of graphic rape. 

Cassie becomes reborn, not as a porn actress, but as a survivor of male sexual violence. In their 

2001 documentary Hardcore, UK Feminista follow the story of a single mother called Felicity who 

decides to become a porn star to make money. The documentary is a disturbing revelation into the 
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abuse which many women in the sex industry face, and includes a particularly horrific scene in which 

she is choked by a male co-star, but berated into continuing, until eventually the production team step 

in lest they be accused of being complicit in her rape. Such stories differ greatly from the 

glamorization of the porn industry that is represented by actress Courtney Cummz, mentioned earlier, 

who promote an ethos of free choice and sexual liberation. Indeed, Palahniuk seems aware of this 

abuse within the sex industry, and the debate which surrounds free will and choice versus coercion 

and rape; 

Want to talk third wave feminism[…]You could cite Annabel Chong – real name: 
Grace Quek – who fucked that first world’s record of 251 losers because, for once, 
she wanted a woman to be “the stud.” Because she loved sex and was sick of 
feminist theory portraying female porn performers as either idiots or victims[…]It only 
came out later[…]how, before becoming a porn star, Grace Quek had been raped in 
London by four men and a twelve year old boy.33  

However, while the implication here may be that Quek’s abuse directly influenced her decision to 

enter the porn industry (and, specifically, to engage in sex with multiple men), in an interview with 

Spike magazine in 2000, she argues that it was actually a restrictive childhood which led her to decide 

to enter the sex industry and determine her own choices; 

Nobody ever does anything for any single motivation. I felt that it was a cop out for 
Gough to say that A caused B, because there’s actually more of a story behind the 
entire rape event. The immediate outcome of it was that I was sent through the legal 
system and National Health Service counselling system, which was incredibly 
dehumanising. I felt that I was nothing but a statistic. Then I looked back on my entire 
life in Singapore and realised that all my life I had been processed.[…]None of it was 
really my choice.[…]So it affected me in the sense that control became a huge issue 
in my life.34 

For Quek, therefore, the trauma of her abuse is less important a factor in her decision to enter the 

porn industry than the restrictive background in which she matured. Palahniuk’s dismissal of Quek’s 

testimony in her own experience is not only indicative of his own political agenda within Snuff, but also 

contributes towards the silencing of women who work within the sex industry. Indeed in the 

introduction to The Feminist Porn Book: The Politics of Producing Pleasure, feminist pornography is 

highlighted as a counter to misogynistic abuse, a genre in which ‘makers emphasize the importance 

of their labor practices in production and their treatment of performers/sex workers[…]They aim to 

create a fair, safe, ethical, consensual work environment and often create imagery through 
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collaboration with their subjects.’35 The inclusion of the voices of women such as these who work 

within the porn industry becomes vital when beginning to discuss sexual inequality within the genre. 

By removing these voices, Palahniuk’s absurdist critique of America’s obsession with pornography is 

most certainly reduced in its integrity.  

Palahniuk’s removal of Cassie as a narrative character is also an indicator of this silence, 

choosing instead to place her voice within the context of recollections and interactions with his 

narrative characters. However, even in these brief moments of vocalisation, Cassie’s character 

appears resigned to her career path, even admitting that she didn’t set out to become a porn star.36 

Her attempt to sleep with six hundred men is originally set up by the only female narrator, Sheila, who 

wants to base the story around World War Two and Hitler’s attempt to create an Aryan sex-doll to 

encourage his troops not to visit foreign brothels.37 Cassie agrees, however it is heavily implied that 

she will not survive the production. Branch Bacardi states to Mr. 72, ‘those cameras will run even after 

Cassie Wright slips into a coma’, and Sheila prepares Cassie’s six life insurance policies totalling ten 

million dollars in the event of her death.38 Indeed, Bacardi wears a heart locket around his neck 

containing a potassium cyanide locket and a picture of the baby Cassie gave up following her rape. 

Bacardi insists Cassie ‘begged’39 him to bring it, suggesting that her death is intentional following the 

production, ensuring her estranged child is provided with her entire fortune. The locket holds multiple 

symbolic significance; the shape of the heart symbolises love both in sexual intimacy and familial 

relationships. Bacardi’s possession of a heart-shaped locket containing cyanide appears to be 

indicative of the turbulent relationship between Cassie and Bacardi, however it extends beyond this 

surface reading and into Cassie’s relationship with all men, as evidenced by Sheila’s defence of 

Cassie’s disinterest in replying to the men who have written claiming to be her son; 

Cassie Wright knows, the moment you make yourself available to any man, he starts 
to take you for granted[…]He’ll blame her for everything he’s done wrong in his life. 
He’ll trash her, rub her face in every mistake she’s ever made. Call her a whore if she 
doesn’t hand over what he wants. “No,” the wrangler says, “Ms. Wright knows this 
isn’t about love…”40 
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Cassie’s relationship with the men around her is one of inequality and male self-satisfaction and self-

interest. Therefore the locket in this context symbolises that relationship between male 

heteronormative love and death of agency for Cassie. However, this is not the only reading. When 

Cassie reveals that her child was in fact a girl, and not a boy as everyone assumes,41 it becomes 

clear, from the picture of her baby inside, that the locket also symbolises the suicidal sacrifice which 

Cassie intends to enact for the ensured financial well-being of her child. It is later discovered that this 

child is Sheila, and not only was Sheila aware of this, planning the porn production to inherit her 

estranged mother’s fortune, but that Cassie was also aware Sheila was her daughter, agreeing to the 

plan for the same reason. This revelation makes Sheila’s previous interactions with her mother 

symbolically meaningful, such as when she waxes Cassie pre-production; 

Trails of sweat braid down her bare thighs. Soak darker spots into the pad of layered 
towels. Ms. Wright says, “Did you love your momma?” And I[…] rip off a strip of blond 
carpet with gray tips. Slap the skin, hard. This must hurt, because Ms. Wright’s eyes 
brim with tears. From the waist down, reduced to a little girl[…]I slap again, to kill the 
pain, and a tear mixed with mascara tips out one eye and rolls a black stripe down 
Ms. Wright’s face. So I slap harder, leaving both of us spattered with blood.42 

The spattering of blood distributed between mother and daughter demonstrates that they share a 

connection through Cassie’s blood, and therefore DNA. However, the expulsion of this blood from the 

genital area and through a painful act connected with Cassie’s sexual profession also symbolises the 

violent circumstances surrounding Sheila’s conception, a child Cassie put up for adoption because 

she ‘wanted just one good thing’43 to come out of something that was ‘so awful, such a betrayal.’44 

 Yet, while Cassie and Sheila are both aware of their biological link, the public assumption is 

that Cassie’s child was a boy, something which, Sheila argues, increases Cassie’s pornographic 

appeal, with young men buying her movies and merchandise to own ‘Frankenstein parts or religious 

totems of the mother that they’ll spend the rest of their lives trying to find – who’ll praise them enough, 

support them enough, love them enough.’45 Indeed, one of these men is Mr. 72, who believes he is 

Cassie’s estranged son. While previous chapters in this thesis have already demonstrated the 

American fascination in Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex in his psychosexual stages of 

development,46 Palahniuk reutilizes this theory in Snuff to explore the concept of male ownership over 
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the maternal body. The problem is perhaps best asserted by one young girl, Carly, who critic Walter 

interviewed for her book Living Dolls. She states, ‘You’re just a sex object, and then you’re a mother, 

and that’s it. There is no alternative culture. There’s no voice saying girls can be anything else or do 

anything else.’47 While some readers may find Palahniuk’s incestuous leanings towards the maternal 

within his texts discomforting (particularly in Snuff), they are intentionally designed to illicit an 

uncomfortable response. Palahniuk is responding to a culture where, like Carly states, the female is 

inherently sexualised until she becomes a mother, at which point male society transfers that love to 

regard them as non-sexualised care-givers. That no transition exists between the two or, indeed, that 

our society cannot separate the female from hyper-sexualisation, could be argued to contribute to the 

blurring of the lines between mother and lover. Indeed, a simple search online will result in countless 

numbers of (presumably staged) mother-son pornographic films. It could be argued that these films 

fall under the guise of Rule 34, a internet meme which states that ‘pornography or sexually related 

material exists for any conceivable subject.’48 However, the prevalence this specific type of 

pornography perhaps speaks to the desire of its illicitness, and the conflation between mother and 

lover.  

In Snuff, Mr. 72 is introduced to the text ‘holding a bouquet of white roses starting to curl, 

droop, the petals slack and starting to brown.’49 In contemporary flower symbolism, a white rose is 

symbolic of purity and love, but also of marriage and new beginnings.50 Ignoring the obvious 

symbolism of maternal marriage and flaccidity, the symbol of implied purity of the maternal figure and 

the love projected onto a faux mother is interesting, especially considering these roses are already 

beginning to die at the outset of the text. Furthermore, Mr. 72 also has a crucifix around his neck, and 

states frequently that he is there to ‘save’51 his mother. Yet, when Mr. 72 begins to tell his story of 

discovering Cassie as his (assumed) mother, the roses become ‘twisted and dark’52 as he details how 

he buying replicas of her vagina and breasts to feel as he went to sleep, becoming slowly obsessed 
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with this idealised porn star.53 However, when he purchases a mint condition blow-up replica of 

Cassie, he discovers the doll is actually pre-used; 

The blond wig smelled like beer, and the hair felt patchy where it was pulled out. The 
inside of each thigh felt sticky. The breasts, greasy[…]I held her under to look for 
bubbles from a leak, my hands spread under water, holding her submerged while her 
blond hair swam around her face and her eyes stared up. Dead. Drowned. Bubbles 
swelled at the sides of her neck. Bubbles outlined her nipples and the flaps of her 
pussy. Wide half circles of little holes, leaking air. Teeth marks. Bites through her pink 
skin.54  

While at this stage Mr. 72 is not under the belief that he is related to Cassie, there is stark contrast 

between the Cassie blow-up doll mangled by sex which he owns and the implied purity of the white 

roses and crucifix which he carries. Furthermore, the used nature of the blow-up doll destroys the 

illusion of ownership over a privately viewed female porn star. Much like his attempt to save Cassie 

during production of the movie, Mr. 72 also tries to save the blow-up doll. Repairing the holes using 

glue, he dresses the doll in his adopted mother’s clothes, jewellery, make-up and perfume, and 

begins acting out sex scenes in time with her movies; 

On my computer was playing a pirate copy of World Whore One, and whatever Lloyd 
George did, I did the same. Pulled down the pink thong panties. Unhooked the push-
up bra. Lloyd and I were both laying pipe when Cassie’s breasts went from a D cup to 
a C.[…]The faster I pumped, the flatter she went[…]Her skin felt loose, baggy, and 
slack. With my every push, she aged a decade, dying, dead, and decomposing as I 
hurried, faster, pounding mattress, rubbing myself raw in my rush to get off[…]I didn’t 
turn around until I heard the voice of my adopted mom[…]And my adopted mom 
screams, “That’s your birth mother.”55 

The deflation of the doll here is equated to the deflation of the fantasy which surrounds the idealised 

image of the porn star – complacent, willing, physically flawless and previously untouched. Indeed, 

psychologists are becoming increasingly concerned regarding the potential of pornographic films to 

promote not only unhealthy sexual expectations but also an unrealistic body image.56 In December 

2011, UK Feminista arranged a ‘Muff March’ in London to protest against the idealised beauty 

standard of female genitals promoted by the porn industry, leading to an increase in genital cosmetic 

surgery.57 By detailing the slack and loose skin of the blow-up doll as it deflates, Palahniuk once again 

attempts to destruct the glamorization of the porn industry and the illusion of the idealised female. 
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Indeed, this is confirmed through Mr. 72, as after his adopted mother tells Mr. 72 that Cassie is his 

birth mother, he becomes impotent, as the illusion of the sexually glamorised becomes the reality of 

the maternal. Despite his parents threatening to disown him if he attended the casting call for Cassie’s 

movie, Mr. 72 arrives in an attempt to unite with his birth mother. However, when he enters the room 

where Cassie is, he discovers he is not the only man who has arrived with the same perception; 

Cards knocked on the floor and printed with the dirty tread of somebody’s shoe 
stepped on them. All those cards, Mother’s Day cards. “To the World’s Best Mom!” 
And “To the Best Mother a Boy Could Ever Have!”[…]The stopwatch girl steers you in 
through the door, pinching you by the elbow, and a guy holding a camera says, 
“Crimony, Cass, how many kids did you have?”[…]Talking around a lipstick stuck in 
her mouth, sunk in her bed, Cassie Wright says, “Today, I’ve had them all.”58 

Although Mr. 72 attempts to hold onto the illusion that Cassie is his real mother and save her, 

Cassie’s revelation that the child she had was a girl destroys this artifice. Therefore, for Mr. 72, it is 

not only the idealized sexual female which is destroyed, but also the idealized perception of the 

mother who can be redeemed into purity. The illusion destroyed, Mr. 72 proceeds to have sex with 

Cassie as if ‘he’s got something to prove’59 before returning to the waiting area and telling Bacardi to 

‘kill the Wright bitch’ with the cyanide.60 By realising his lack of possession over Cassie, either as 

lover or mother, Mr. 72 loses any personal investment in her welfare, becoming instead aggressively 

responsive to a perceived rejection of someone with whom he never actually held mutual personal 

attachment. 

 Indeed, perceived male ownership of the visual female image is a key concept within 

pornography. The prevalence of POV (point-of-view) or gonzo pornography reasserts this concept, 

with camera angles used to place the viewer in the role of the person engaging in the explicit act, 

rather than as voyeur looking on. By utilizing cinematography to insert the viewer into the sexual 

scene, they cease to merely watch the action. Instead, POV and gonzo pornography encourage the 

fantasy of the viewer in becoming part of the scene. While not exclusively heteronormative, often 

these scenes will focus closely on one female body part to mimic the illusion of the viewer’s eye line – 

whether on the adoring female face looking up from a submissive position during fellatio, or 

disembodied breasts, genitals or bottom (the latter two usually being penetrated). The disembodiment 

of the female into composite sexual parts arguably adds to the dehumanization and objectification of 

                                                           
58 Palahniuk, Snuff, pp. 161 - 163 
59 Ibid, p. 167 
60 Ibid, p. 168 



 

143 

the female form in pornographic films. However, perceived ownership of the female body is not limited 

to pornography, but instead pervades all culture; 

A widely heard criticism of contemporary popular culture is that it is hyper-sexualized. 
Every time we turn around we see exposed breasts, we hear sexually charged music 
lyrics, and we attend a university fashion show that includes a stripper pole on stage. 
What is typically not referenced emphatically enough is that the sexual world which 
surrounds us is constructed for a very particular audience, young white males. The 
fashions we create, the sexual imagery within films, the lyrics of the most popular 
musicians are created to titillate male desire and as an afterthought are sold to the 
rest of us so we can inhabit the white male’s world.61 

Lynch’s critique above is, admittedly, only partially valid. Indeed, while Lynch talks at length about the 

complicity of the female in reasserting a heterosexual white male perception of sexuality, she also 

discusses recent celebrity sensations, such as Lady Gaga, who attempt to reclaim self-ownership of 

the female body. Indeed, since the release of Lynch’s text, the movie adaption of Fifty Shades of Grey 

has disproven that all sexual imagery is produced for the heterosexual white male (being marketed for 

a predominantly heterosexual female audience). Furthermore, female music artists are beginning to 

produce music which aims to subvert the passive female/dominant male sexual dichotomy, such as 

Nicki Minaj’s song Anaconda, released in 2014, which reworks Sir Mixalot’s 1992 song Baby Got 

Back aiming to place the female in the dominant position of power in a song which lyrics had 

previously been objectifying, disembodying and focusing on the male gaze. Yet Lynch’s argument 

cannot be completely ignored, and contemporary culture still predominantly caters to a white, male, 

heteronormative gaze which assumes male ownership over the media female form. 

 Palahniuk’s awareness of this cultural imbalance is reflected in the final male narrator of the 

novel, Mr. 137. Real name Dan Banyan, an ex-actor on a detective show who was fired when he was 

revealed to be homosexual, Mr. 137 attends the pornographic production to utilize the celebrity status 

of Cassie and the media storm which will surround the event to reassert his (false) heteronormativity 

and relaunch his career.62 By treating Cassie as an object through which he can achieve his goals, 

Mr. 137 verifies Lynch’s argument, attempting to re-insert himself into the mainstream 

heteronormative sphere of culture from which he has been annexed. Furthermore, Mr. 137 carries 

with him Mr. Toto,63 a canvas dog covered in fake autographs from famous women such as Bette 
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Midler, Barbara Streisand, Goldie Hawn, Carol Channing and Jane Fonda. This dog, playing on the 

pun of an ‘autograph hound’ is forged so that Cassie Wright can sign her name among a ‘galaxy of 

stars’,64 ensuring that Mr. 137 feels as if ‘we were all close friends.’65 This attempt by Banyan to insert 

himself into celebrity culture also symbolises an ownership over women as represented in the media. 

By forging such personalized inscriptions as ‘Let’s Always Stay Best Friends! Love, Bette’66 or ‘Our 

Weekend in Paris Was Heaven. Yours Always, Barbara’,67 Mr .137 creates a fantasy relationship with 

celebrities whom he has never met but has still formed a bond. In an attempt to solidify the fantasy 

bond, the forged autographs make the fantasy reciprocal between the male viewer and those women 

subject to his gaze. However it is also important to note that the names of the women featured on the 

dog are all female gay icons – in fact there are no male names on the dog. Furthermore, Toto is 

clearly a reference to the classic film and novel The Wizard of Oz which features Dorothy and her dog 

Toto. To be a ‘friend of Dororthy’ is a common colloquialism for being gay. Much like the other male 

characters in Snuff, Mr. 137 has been reduced to a single symbolic object which is representative of 

his driving force in the novel. However, when Mr. 600 grabs Mr. 137 and writes ‘HIV’ on his head in 

permanent ink before he goes to shoot his sex scene, the illusion of faux-heteronormativity becomes 

shattered, and the autographed dog falls, ‘the ink writing smudged and blurred, dissolved with the 

baby oil on the floor.’68  

As the story progresses, the Sildenafil which Mr. 137 buys off Sheila to keep him erect begins 

to have adverse effects, including hair loss, sight loss and dizziness. Interestingly, Sidney L 

Sondergard has highlighted that this overdose could have killed Mr. 137, thereby making him as big a 

celebrity as the eventually deceased Cassie Wright. However, he survives and ‘becomes a virtual non 

– character for his final two chapter appearances, reduced to mere narrative voice…no longer 

capable of controlling any facet of the doom/control dynamic, or even of preserving his own identity’.69 

Despite the shattering of the illusion of heteronormativity, Mr. 137 still carries out his sexual act with 

Cassie, with Cassie changing the writing on his head to say, ‘How I loVe U’70 instead. By actually 

meeting Cassie and performing a heterosexual act, for Mr. 137 his place within heteronormative 
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culture is reasserted, describing himself as ‘no longer[…]a perfect Kinsey Six.’71 However, unhappy 

with the reality of meeting a star and talking about favourite ice-creams, shampoos and diets, Mr. 137 

begins to construct a new fantasy where he is going to marry her.72 It seems, then, that it is not only 

ownership of the media-constructed female which Palahniuk is critiquing here, but the fantasy of male 

ownership over the female in general. 

 However, while the finale of the text appears to reassert this claim, it also suggests an 

awareness by Cassie of her own complicity in perpetuating this culture. When Cassie reveals that she 

knows Sheila is her daughter, Sheila shoves a drinking straw into her mother’s mouth, gagging ‘the 

witch into silence’.73 While Sheila’s anger stems from obvious abandonment issues, her greatest 

source of anger is that Cassie ‘named me Zelda Zonk’.74 However, as explained by Mr. 137 in the 

following chapter, Zelda Zonk was Marilyn Monroe’s alias: 

Monroe dreamed of being respected, an intellectual like Arthur Miller, a respected, 
Stanislavsky-trained actor. A dignified human being. That’s who Monroe would 
become as she travelled without makeup, without designer clothes borrowed from a 
movie studio, with her famous hair tied under a scarf, hiding behind horn-rimmed 
reading glasses. It was that plain, intelligent, educated actress who called herself 
Zelda Zonk. When she booked airplane tickets or registered in hotels. Zelda Zonk. 
Who read books. Who collected art. That was who Marilyn Monroe, the blonde sex 
goddess, dreamed of being.75 

That Cassie named her child after this alias demonstrates a regret for who she currently is, wishing 

for an alternative to the porn star lifestyle which she lives. While Cassie’s agency in this text is 

removed through her lack of narration, the comparison to Marilyn Monroe by Palahniuk provides a 

critique of the dehumanizing male gaze on the female. Cassie Wright does not name her daughter 

Marilyn Monroe, the symbolic move star, or even Norma Jean, the original pre-famous woman. 

Instead, Sheila is named Zelda Zonk – after a woman who was able to step away from the male gaze 

while still retaining her skill as an ‘intelligent actress’. Much like Marilyn Monroe, Cassie is an icon; 

throughout the text she is referred to, projected onto, and utilized as an object for other character’s 

goals and desires. In such a way, she becomes an amalgamation of the female icon in not only 

pornography but contemporary culture, she is the body which culture possesses. By naming her child 
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Zelda Zonk, Cassie simultaneously recognises her cultural value as an icon and expresses regret for 

the loss of the alternative personality which could have existed. 

When Branch Bacardi goes in as Mr. 600, completing the production, he takes the cyanide pill 

himself, and Cassie continues to have sex with his corpse (mimicking/subverting the rape which 

began her career) while the paramedics work on resuscitating him. When the paramedic goes to 

shock Bacardi, he looks ‘restored to his prime, young the way they’d both been young’76 and Cassie, 

whether by accident or intention, ‘impales herself on his high-voltage, electric-chair, cattle-prod dick of 

death.’77 Yet the shock does not kill Cassie, but instead revives Bacardi, leaving them ‘a human X. 

Joined at the hips. Their flesh married in hate, burned together deeper than any wedding could leave 

them.’78 The unity of Cassie and Bacardi fused together by their sexual organs is, in typical Palahniuk 

form, a bizarre, explicit and overt metaphor. In this context, the rape which predicated Cassie’s career 

having been enacted with Bacardi in the passive role, makes the conjoining of both Bacardi and 

Cassie by their genitals symbolic of their joint complicity in Cassie’s current situation. While Bacardi’s 

actions brought Cassie into the pornography industry, her continued involvement in the industry 

(despite Zelda’s name suggesting she wishes escape from that role) and her agreement to the current 

production suggests Palahniuk recognises the complicity of the female porn star in perpetuating a 

culturally iconic role which can have negative connotations for women. Furthermore, the fact that 

neither Bacardi nor Cassie die as a result of the shock suggests that they cannot escape the role 

which they have perpetuated. As such, Palahniuk seems to advocate accountability for the choices 

which have been made by both Cassie and Bacardi, and those choices made within the pornographic 

industry in general. 

 Palahniuk’s representation of the pornographic industry and, indeed, society’s growing 

obsession with pornographic material, is influenced greatly by the same morals and ideologies which 

previously influenced the feminist porn wars of the 1980s – past trauma versus free choice, influence 

on viewership and the commodification and abuse of the female body for the pleasure of the male 

gaze. However, while Palahniuk explores some interesting issues within Snuff, it is important to 

separate the fictional tale of Cassie Wright from the cultural context of the pornographic industry. 
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Indeed, in a study completed in 2013, James Griffith et al. found that there was no notable difference 

between the number of women who suffered childhood sexual abuse women who were working as 

pornographic stars and those that weren’t. Furthermore the study found that, while porn stars were 

more susceptible to alcohol and drug abuse, women who worked in pornography had higher self-

esteem and ‘in the areas of sexual satisfaction, positive feelings, social support, and spirituality, the 

porn actresses had higher scores than the matched comparison group.’79 It seems, then, that while 

Palahniuk highlights a valid issue of trauma as a factor of women choosing to enter the pornography 

industry, this is not as widespread as culture would have us believe – as Griffith et al. name it, the 

‘damaged goods hypothesis’80 which Palahniuk perpetuates is disproven in this context. Perhaps 

more interesting is Palahniuk’s discussion of ownership of the female body in pornography (and, to a 

greater extent, celebrity) culture. Cassie’s lack of narrative agency is Palahniuk’s reflective way of 

demonstrating the absence of the persona from the body in pornography, and while this may be true 

for the viewer, it has been proven by women such as Tristan Taormino that this is not necessarily true 

behind the scenes, claiming that as director she works to ‘prioritize female pleasure and orgasm and 

strive to diversify how sex is portrayed.’81 Indeed, the growing ability of feminist-driven pornography to 

change the market should not be ignored. Feminist porn aims to ‘contest and complicate dominant 

representations of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, ability, age, body type, and other identity 

markers.’82  

That such changes are being made, even if still on the margins of this industry, is cause for 

celebration in a business which has predominantly been controlled by men. However, not all 

pornography conforms to such a sex-positive moral appeal, and it must be noted that the ability of 

producing amateur porn has never been easier – all that is needed is access to a camera and a 

computer. Such videos lie beyond the control of any industry and, without proper regulation, can be 

subject to abuse and illegal activity. Furthermore, because of the internet, the ease of access which 

allow these unregulated images to reach the viewer could also be seen as cause for concern. 

Therefore, while changes in the greater facets of the industry are seemingly positive, Palahniuk’s 

greater critique of the desensitization of a voyeuristic population to an industry to which it is constantly 
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exposed must be acknowledged. America is consistently blurring the lines between a dichotomy of 

repression and sexualisation, in which women are passive sexual objects, waiting to be saved or 

destroyed by patriarchal power. While movement towards feminist pornography is, perhaps, closer to 

enlightenment than before, nevertheless Palahniuk recognises that, in the sex industry, women 

remain little more than images, disassociated objects destined to be repeatedly viewed for sexual 

pleasure, ‘watched by people. Forever’.83 
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4.2 Haunted 

Excluding Fight Club, Haunted (2005) is arguably Palahniuk’s most popular work of fiction. This is 

due, in part, to the inclusion of his short story ‘Guts’ which, according to a recent article by The 

Guardian, the author has claimed is responsible for at least 73 people fainting during public 

readings.84 The tale features a young man (pseudonymous Saint Gut-Free in the text) who attempts 

to masturbate in his parent’s pool while underwater, thereby creating the effect of erotic asphyxiation. 

However, his sexual endeavour goes awry when he becomes attached to the pool filter and, in his 

ensuing escape, his colon begins to extend from his body, creating a snake of ‘corn and peanuts’ 

which trap him underwater.85 Faced with no other option, Saint Gut-Free chews through his own colon 

and is found naked and bloodied beside the pool by his parents, who disown him for his perceived 

sexual perversion. This short story is one of many similar tales in Haunted; a text which focuses on 

the queer sexual practices which subversively exist underneath the veneer of the American 

heteronormative sexual experience.  

Palahniuk’s writing style is one of viscera and extremes, however, in Haunted the writer 

reaches a level of intensity which some readers may find disturbing, engaging frequently with violent 

sexual acts, fetishes and sexual-related deaths. However, Palahniuk’s engagement with the 

intricacies of sexual desire, and particularly deviant sexual desire, is necessary and valid as a literary 

work of social critique. By exploring the intense, hidden desires which exist in society, Palahniuk 

challenges postmodern conceptions of ‘civilized’ America. These sexual desires, in their provoking of 

discomfort among readers, do so because these acts do not exist on the fringes of society, but rather 

deep within its psyche. In each human lurks the potential for violent sexual desire or alternative, queer 

sexual behaviours which have not yet been acted upon. And it is this potential, this unknown longing, 

which provokes horror in the reader. Neil McRobert argues in his thesis The New Labyrinth: Reading, 

Writing and Textuality in the Contemporary Gothic (2013) that ‘the Gothic is oriented around the 

abuse of patriarchal power, resulting in a reduced coherence of identity on the part of the victim. In 

Palahniuk’s work, as in [Stephen] King’s, this Gothic dynamic is reproduced in the arena of popular 
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culture itself.’86 This can certainly be considered true of Haunted, whose characters’ identities are 

reduced to pseudonyms descriptive of their (often tragic or grotesque) sexual experiences. 

Furthermore, the patriarchal power which abuses in Palahniuk’s novel is that of perceived ‘acceptable’ 

sexuality and sexual practices – i.e. the invisibility of queer or deviant sexuality in postmodern 

American culture. In his essay ‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’ Leo Bersani writes that ‘the “general public” 

is at once an ideological construct and a moral prescription. Furthermore, the definition of family as an 

identity is, inherently, an exclusionary process, and the cultural product has no obligation whatsoever 

to coincide exactly with its natural referent.’87 While Bersani here is discussing the public and 

governmental response to the AIDS crisis during the latter half of the twentieth century, the same 

context applies to queer sexuality following the fin de siècle. If, as stated in an earlier chapter, 

America is regarded as ‘one American family[…]united in common values’88 then the identity of the 

family unit is therefore extended into the shared identity of the country itself, and those that exist 

within it who appear to defy the cultural morale of that society are shunned as subversive and 

unwanted. Such is the fate of queer sexuality in contemporary American ideology, whereby the 

perception of sexual normalcy is derived from acceptable heteronormative and patriarchal sexual 

practice.  

Jeffrey Sartain and Courtney Wennerstrom discuss Palahniuk’s ‘interrogation of social 

silences’ surrounding perceived deviant sexual practices in their essay ‘Invisible Carrots and Fainting 

Fans: Queer Humor and Abject Horror in “Guts”’ (2009), and point to a lack of statistical evidence 

where fatalities have occurred as a result of erotic asphyxiation, due to the scene often being 

tampered with. They state: 

Before police investigators arrive at the scene of unintentional self-strangulations, 
often pornography or erotica have mysteriously vanished; bodily fluids have 
evaporated without a trace; and male bodies that had previously been wearing bras 
and panties appear to have magically changed into more standard male attire.89 
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This concealment of queer sexual practice is further demonstrated by Ann Wolbert Burgess and 

Robert Hazelwood who argue that, in some cases, families cannot come to term with their relatives 

death as a sexual accident, becoming angry with authorities for closing the investigation and, in one 

particular case, parents who have refused to bury their son once they learnt the reason for his death 

was erotic asphyxiation.90 These examples demonstrate the perceived perversion of queer sexual 

acts by the ‘general public’ which Bersani discussed earlier, and a disownment by family. That this 

sexual subculture of society not only exists but can rise above the level of subversive sexual cult-

status and into the daylight of cultural transparency, is abhorrent to a society which prides itself on 

good, clean, American values. 

 Sartain and Wennerstrom direct their reading of Palahniuk’s Haunted towards an abject 

horror of the undoing of patriarchal supremacy – that of being impenetrable – arguing that ‘Palahniuk 

suggests that the thing that will not let any of his characters breathe, ultimately, is an irrational fear of 

the perceived deviance of anal play and the penetration of the male body’.91 However, Palahniuk’s 

demonstration of abject horror extends beyond male fear of penetration and into a much more 

generalized fear of queer sexuality itself, as seen through the other short stories he includes within 

Haunted. Whether foot fetishization, paedophilia, transsexuality, or drag performance, Palahniuk’s 

character formation within Haunted extends beyond a fear of the penetrable male and into an abject 

horror of the existence of queer sexuality itself. One only need look at Palahniuk’s other texts to 

confirm this; for example, in Pygmy (2009) the white, Christian, suburban family who attend church 

every week are shown beneath the surface as a family who throws ‘fuckerrware parties’, where 

women ‘sit around test-driving vibrators’92 or indeed, the father of Number 72 in Snuff who spends 

hours creating figurines of hookers and gang members for his train set, attempting to make ‘the most 

realistic, the grittiest scenes of urban decay’ possible.93 It is clear that Haunted, much like the rest of 

Palahniuk’s bibliography, attempts to shock the reader not through a specific fear of patriarchal non-

dominance, but rather create an abject reaction to the grotesque realisation that queer behaviour and 
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sexual practice exist beneath the veneer of the American family values and sexual morale which 

dominate its social system. 

 Palahniuk’s Haunted, however, does not merely highlight so-called queer sexual practices, 

but questions their limits, and the limits of sexual morality. Haunted also includes short stories such as 

‘Exodus’, which explores ‘anatomically correct’94 dolls of children used for sexual pleasure, ‘Ritual’ 

which tells the story of forced fellatio during wartime, ‘Product Placement’ which discusses 

cannibalism, and ‘Speaking Bitterness’, a story that examines the rape of a transsexual woman. 

These tales examine a very different experience than queer sexuality; instead they look at the 

objectified, the coerced, the forced and the violent side of sexual experience. To conflate these two 

separated forms of physical gratification is dangerous, however Palahniuk is a writer who frequently 

challenges boundaries, and it is precisely the amalgamation of these stories into one text which gives 

Haunted it’s truly abject nature as a post-Gothic text. By ensuring stories of queer sexuality and 

violent, non-consensual gratification are interspersed among each other, Palahniuk forces the reader 

into a self-identification of their own sexual morality, and what they deem as abhorrent sexual 

behaviour. In a society which perpetuates American family values, heteronormativity, and ‘traditional’ 

forms of sexual experience, it would be easy to suggest that all forms of sexuality in Haunted are to 

be labelled as both shocking and unacceptable in contemporary society. However, Palahniuk’s cult 

readership following is far from the conservative American ideal, and to those that have read his texts 

previously, the visceral and graphic descriptions of violence will not come as a new experience. 

Rather, in Haunted, Palahniuk not only exposes the sexual subculture of America, but pushes the 

boundaries of queer sexuality into violent and unsettling sexual acts. In doing so, Palahniuk suggests 

that contemporary illusions of sexual morality are risible. Is there a line to be drawn when it comes to 

queer and alternate sexualities? Does abhorrent sexuality begin with violence, with non-consent? Is 

the desire for violent and non-consensual acts equally as abhorrent as the action? This sub-chapter 

will discuss Palahniuk’s reinvention of classic Gothic characters such as Frankenstein and Dr Lecter, 

exploring how Palahniuk has satirized Gothic tropes to create an absurdist novel within the American 

Gothic textual genre. Furthermore, this sub-chapter will examine the key issue of sexual morality 

within Palahniuk’s Haunted, arguing that, ultimately, Palahniuk asserts there is no clear moral line but 
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rather two distinct categories; sexuality or sexual ideas which are consensual and can be acted upon, 

and those which cannot be acted upon without the refusal of consent.  

 Maria Belville in her book Gothic-postmodernism: Voicing the Terrors of Postmodernity (2009) 

has noted the relation between postmodern writing and Gothic texts. 

Some of the issues that are explored separately in Gothic and postmodernist fiction, 
are one and the same, namely: crisis of identity, fragmentation of the self, the 
darkness of the human psyche, and the philosophy of being and 
knowing[…]Subsequently, we can account for the fundamental role that the Gothic 
plays in the expression of the postmodern experience through literature: that 
experience of darkness, confusion, and lack of meaning and authority in a 
desensitised world that confronts alienation and death on a daily basis.95 

Based on Belville’s description, it is fair to say that Palahniuk has already met the requisites of a 

Gothic-postmodern writer, even before Haunted is included. Crisis of identity is made apparent in 

Invisible Monsters, where the narrator chooses to mutilate her face to escape her identity as a model. 

The fragmentation of the self is brought to the forefront in Fight Club, where the nameless narrator is 

at war with his alter-ego Tyler Durden in a battle of violent masculinity versus the white collar working 

class, bearing close resemblance to Dr. Jekyll versus Mr. Hyde. Indeed, the darkness of the human 

psyche and the philosophy of being and knowing are explored in several of Palahniuk’s texts, 

including Diary; where the narrator goes mad painting to fulfil a prophecy while trapped on an island, 

Snuff; where Cassie Wright intends to end her porn career in fatality by having sex with 600 men, or 

even Choke; where main character Victor believes he is the son of Jesus Christ due to misinformation 

given to him by an inpatient claiming to be a doctor taking care of his mentally unstable Oedipal 

mother. It is fair to say, then, that Palahniuk’s texts not only imbue elements of Gothic-

postmodernism, but become a blueprint of Gothic-postmodernist thematics. Therefore, when 

Palahniuk writes a novel such as Haunted which is overtly and intentionally Gothic in form and theme, 

his absurdist overtures become more directly satirical, and his extreme and visceral style creates 

within the reader to abject horror and psychological terror. Through his own self-awareness of the 

genre, Palahniuk’s Haunted provides a collection of short stories, connected by a group of people 

who are telling them as horror-driven confessionals. In doing so, Palahniuk uses Haunted as a 

contemporary satire of Romantic Gothic writing, focusing on writers in the genre such as Percy, 

Shelley and Byron. Through this action, Palahniuk not only confirms his knowledge of himself as a 
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writer within the Gothic genre, but also simultaneously distances himself from their previous work. 

Instead, he makes clear to the reader (and to himself) that his interpretation of Gothic in the 

postmodern era is a unique and separate horror than those which have proceeded him. 

 Haunted consists of a series of short stories with poetic introductions, based on a memory of 

each of the characters within the text. The story itself is then connected though prose, which 

describes the current events of each of these characters, as they leave society to engage in a three 

month writing retreat to hopefully create ‘a short story or poem or screenplay that would make sense 

of our life.’96 This scenario is clearly based on the experiences of Lord Byron, John Polidori, Claire 

Claremont, and Mary and Percy Bysshe Shelley during the summer of 1816 at the Villa Diodati – the 

place where Shelley is considered to have created her famous Gothic novel Frankenstein and Polidori 

his work The Vampyre. The similarity is intentional, and Palahniuk makes this clear to the reader 

through the voice of his characters: 

That summer at the Villa Diodati, Mrs Clark tells us, it was just five 
people[…]Listening, we’re sitting around the electric fireplace in the second-balcony 
smoking room. The Gothic smoking room. Each of us pulled up in a leather wing chair 
or a needlepoint sofa or tapestry loveseat we’d dragged from somewhere, pointed 
legs leaving ruffled trails in the dusty, matted carpets[…]Just those five people, Mrs. 
Clark says, bored and trapped indoors by rain. Shelley and company.97 

Palahniuk overlays his characters talking about the Villa Diodati with the setting of a Gothic smoking 

room, complete with the interior design of that period. By setting the retelling of the famed tale of the 

Villa Diodati, where ‘out of that summer came Dr. Jon Polidori’s book The Vampyre’ and where 

‘eighteen year old Mary Godwin had the dream which would become the Frankenstein legend’98 in an 

equally Gothic room, Palahniuk demonstrates an overt and absurdist awareness of Gothicism. 

However, this acknowledgement and re-creation of Gothic tropes ultimately undermines their power to 

provoke unease or horror. The Gothicism which his characters experience is a false one, as displayed 

by the décor which surrounds them: 

The electric fireplace is just a rotating light under a bed of red and yellow glass 
chunks glued together. Light without heat. All our hanging crystal trees turned off, and 
the red-and-yellow light dancing across our faces, shapes of red-and-yellow light 
move across the wood panelling and the floor of flat stones fit together.99 
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The fire, like the stones carefully fitted together, are merely imitations of a Gothic experience which no 

longer real. Palahniuk argues much the same about the Gothic genre. Haunted may be part of a 

history of Gothic literature, however it is far removed from the Gothic tropes of Frankenstein and The 

Vampyre, or the Gothic experience shared by those who attended the Villa Diodati. Instead, 

Palahniuk looks to the contemporary Gothic, Gothic-postmodernism, as the genre which he truly 

inhabits, as displayed in his description of tourists who visited the Villa Diodati while Byron was there: 

Even the house party itself had become a legend. Around the shores of Lake 
Geneva, the vacation hotels set up telescopes in their lakeside windows so guests 
could watch what everyone said was an orgy of incest at the villa. Middle-class 
tourists, bored on their summer tour, they put their worst fears under Lord Byron’s 
roof. Just a handful of young people, trying to live outside the million rules of their 
culture, and people spied on them through telescopes, expecting to see monsters. 

Here, we were the modern equivalent of the people at Villa Diodati.100 

This paragraph is contradictory; for one, there is no-one watching the characters within Haunted. 

However, the character’s themselves wish to be watched – Agent Tattletale brings along a video 

camera which is repeatedly taped over to get new and more exciting footage of the retreat. Indeed, 

the characters go as far as to self-sabotage their retreat; including destroying their food, their heating, 

and their lighting in an attempt to create a more shocking story for when they eventually return home, 

in the hope of fame and fortune. In doing so, Palahniuk’s characters demonstrate the crisis of identity 

and the fragmentation of the self which Belville previously defined.101 No character does what Shelley 

and Polidori accomplish at the Villa Diodati; that is, to create their own unique piece of fiction. Rather, 

the stories which prompt abject terror within Haunted are confessionals from the characters. 

Palahniuk uses the concept of the character confessional, similar to Dr. Frankenstein, to retell a 

Gothic horror. However, unlike Frankenstein, this is not through the creation of fictional monsters, but 

rather through the psychological monsters which lie in each character’s traumatic history. Palahniuk’s 

satire and deviation from Gothic tropes makes a bold statement; the Gothic as a genre and Gothic-

postmodernism are irreversibly split. The darkness of the psyche which was once expressed through 

monstrous characters of fantasy is now instead incorporated into humanity. We are the monsters the 

tourists were looking for at the Villa Diodati – horror is no longer simply fiction, it lies within society 

and emerges through non-conformist and subversive pleasure and desires. 
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 There has been a noted increase in acceptance of alternative sexualities since the fin de 

siècle of the 20th Century. While cultural signifiers, such as an acceptance of gay marriage and 

adoption by many Western countries, including the United States of America, suggest a growing 

tolerance of non-heterosexual relationships, the cultural popularity of E.L. James’ Fifty Shades of 

Grey book series and its film adaptations suggest an increasing acceptance of subversive sexual 

practice.102 Television shows such as Netflix’s Orange is the New Black have introduced society to 

storylines featuring transsexual, racially diverse actors such as Laverne Cox. Caitlyn Jenner became 

the first openly transsexual woman to feature on a magazine cover when she did a photo shoot with 

Annie Leibovitz in July 2015,103 and was named ‘Trans Champion’ at Glamour’s Women of the Year 

Awards in November of the same year.104 This event was not without controversy, however. Famed 

feminist critic Germaine Greer called the award misogynistic, claiming that Jenner, and indeed all 

transsexual women, are not women.105 Riki Wilchins has explored the sexual debate surrounding 

transsexuality, arguing that ‘threaded through all this anxiety and effort is a discourse of realness: 

“Real Men” and “Real Women.” And those of us who don’t fit – genderqueers and drag queens and 

trans people – are seen as unreal.’106 Discussions like these, while perhaps not showing acceptance, 

still demonstrate Western society’s increasing openness in the dialogue of alternative sexual 

identities. This is, of course, not to conflate sexual identity with sexual desire, but rather to present an 

example of how Western society is developing in the tolerance and acceptance of non-

heteronormative behaviour. However, the few of Palahniuk’s novels which engage with trans issues 

were published at least ten years before Caitlyn Jenner ever appeared on Vanity Fair’s cover. 

However, this is also not to say that Palahniuk is an advocate (or indeed, an opponent) of trans 

acceptance. Rather, Palahniuk has used trans characters in his novels as a site of contestation where 

the symbolic meets the Real to nihilistically defragment conceptions of cultural, sexual and physical 

identities. Palahniuk does not develop, promote, or defend trans characters, but rather uses their 
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bodies as object signifiers. In Haunted, his short story ‘Speaking Bitterness’ depicts the transsexual 

rape of a woman by a women’s group, where acceptance is only given to ‘women born women.’107 

Palahniuk engages with the same discussion Greer and Wilchins commented on. If, as Simone de 

Beauvoir stated in her seminal text ‘one is not born a woman, but becomes one’,108 then it follows that 

men who transition into women are equally entitled to the title of female as much as those who were 

born with female genitalia. If, as Judith Butler has asserted, all gender is performative,109 then all 

gender roles are simply the expression of an internal willingness to be ‘masculine’, ‘feminine’, or 

indeed a role within a spectrum of gender identity. However, as Palahniuk’s character’s state within 

‘Speaking Bitterness’; ‘Many of our members suffered childhood traumas regarding men. They fear 

being reduced to their bodies. Being used as objects. These are issues he could never understand, 

being born male.’110 However, sexual childhood trauma and the objectification of the body does not 

only happen to females (although statistics on reported cases demonstrate one in five female children 

are subject to sexual abuse as compared to one in twenty male children)111, and Palahniuk’s 

awareness of this fact suggests that, instead of agreeing with his character’s statement, he instead 

displays the irony of the women’s group judging a transsexual woman based on her body alone, 

despite her continued pleas that she was born female.112 Indeed, during the story Comrade Snarky 

(the narrator of this tale), continually refers to the transsexual Miranda as ‘he’, and her description is a 

further indictment of the objectification of the transsexual body: 

This silly man. This “Miranda.” Here’s every male fantasy brought to life in a kind of 
Frankenstein monster of stereotypes: The perfect big round breasts. The hard muscle 
of long thighs. The mouth, a perfect pout, greasy with lipstick. The pink leather skirt 
too short and too tight for anything but sex. He speaks with the breathy voice of a little 
girl or a movie starlet. A huge gush of air for what little sound comes out. It’s the kind 
of whispery voice Cosmopolitan magazine teaches girls to use, to make listening men 
lean close.113 

Palahniuk creates a character which interrogates conceptions of ‘real’ and ‘artificial’ existence – the 

same argument that Greer proposes. By deconstructing Miranda into objective body parts, it is 

suggested that the female transsexual body is simply a reconstruction of male fantasy, ‘the type of 
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woman only a man would become’114 – as Comrade Snarky argues. When Miranda is fidgeting with a 

scarf, the transsexual female is merely ‘preening in a caricature’ of female behaviour.115 Comrade 

Snarky objectifies Miranda throughout this passage, even arguing that the way Miranda dresses 

suggests that she/he wants sex – an argument often given in cases of rape.116 Furthermore, by 

comparing Miranda to Shelley’s monster in Frankenstein, it is suggested that, like in Shelley’s text, 

man has defied the laws of nature through science to create something which resembles the human 

(or, in this case, the female) but lacks ‘true’ humanity (again, ‘true’ femaleness), and therefore cannot 

be considered anything but an abject other who lies outside the sphere of societal acceptance. The 

women’s group calls being a woman ‘special’ and ‘sacred’, not something you ‘just get a shot of 

oestrogen’ and become.117 It is this fear of the unknown, and a jealousy of the scientific creation of an 

idealised female form, which provokes the group into raping Miranda – forcing her/him to expose her 

‘engineered’118 cleavage and examining her/his ‘stylist’119 genitals with a flashlight. It becomes clear 

throughout this ordeal that Palahniuk’s writing attempts to subvert the gender connotations of 

patriarchy into an inequality for women who are born with female genitalia and those who choose to 

transition. 

The women in the group, we look at each other. To have a man here taking orders. 
Some of us were molested. Some of us, raped. All of us, ogled, groped, undressed by 
male eyes. It’s our turn[…]here they meet, week after week, rapping about who didn’t 
get what job. Who’s stuck under what glass ceiling. Who feels their breasts 
undressed by the eyes of gas-station attendants and construction workers. All they 
ever do is talk. Here at last is their chance to strike back.120 

The anger directed towards Miranda is therefore an anger at patriarchy itself and its defining role in 

the abuse and inequality of women. By directing this anger towards transsexual women, women 

without ‘stretch marks. Gray hairs. Cheesy cellulite thighs’121, they confirm Wilchin’s theory about 

society’s obsession with “Real” men and women, and the binary of sexual identity being determined 

by genitalia at birth. 
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Yet Palahniuk’s story actually attempts to undermine Greer’s trans-exclusionary assertion of 

femaleness. The violence with which the rape is enacted, coupled with the aggressive and 

objectifying actions and comments of the characters, mean that the abject horror which the reader 

feels is not directed towards the transsexual, but rather towards the perpetrators of the violence. This 

is further asserted in the final passage of the novel, when the women’s group have finished raping 

Miranda: 

She sighs and tells “Miranda” to get up. Get up and get dressed. Get dressed and get 
out. Get out and not to come back. Someone says maybe the flashlight’s just turned 
off and asks to look at it. And the woman puts her flashlight in her tote bag and says, 
“Don’t.” 

Someone says, “What did you see?” 

We saw what we wanted to see. We all did. 

The woman with the flashlight, she says, “What just happened here?” She says, “How 
did we get this way?”122 

What each woman here wanted to see was their own version of a patriarchal aggressor, reduced to a 

state of supposed female inferiority, and therefore open to abuse. By treating transsexual women as 

inferior to women born with female genitalia, the women in the support group have the opportunity to 

belittle and abuse people they believe to be still “Real” men despite surgical or scientific invention, 

and therefore obtain power similar to that of patriarchal dominance. Much like the anonymous quote 

‘knowledge is knowing Frankenstein isn’t the monster, but wisdom is knowing Frankenstein is the 

monster’, 123 so too does Palahniuk demonstrate that the horror of the transsexual as neither “Real” 

male or “Real” female is actually our own abject fear of no longer being able to understand our 

position in a kyriarchial societal structure which allows movement between the sexes, and which no 

longer contains the binary structure of man/woman which defined the previous centuries. As such, 

society instead moves into a new era, where binary identity constructs are destroyed.  

Similarly, ‘Punch Drunk’ tells the story of two ex-army veterans who decide to complete a 

suicide mission against a place of Muslim religious importance. In order to fund the scheme, they set 

up a ‘Fifty Bucks to Punch a Chick’124 booth at bars and gun shows. However, when their female 

companion drops out after being hit once, the men themselves dress up in drag, lip-syncing to famous 
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female power ballads such as Celine Dion’s ‘My Heart Will Go On’, or Barbara Streisand’s ‘Wind 

Beneath Your Wings’. As Reverend Godless in the text states, ‘You could put Mahatma Gandhi into a 

convent, cut off his nuts, shoot him full of Demerol, and he’d still take a shot at your face if you played 

him that “Wind Beneath Your Wings” song.’125 Here, Palahniuk again demonstrates societal violence 

against the performance of gender roles. Originally, it was men willing to punch what Greer would call 

a ‘Real’ woman, and when she decides she cannot do it, the men instead dress up in drag and reduce 

the price to ten dollars. However, the customers still view them as ‘some guy’, rather than as a 

woman, and ‘still hang back, looking for some better way to waste their cash.’126 It is not until the song 

from Titanic is put on the jukebox, and the drag queen begins to perform her gender that the two ex-

veterans make six hundred dollars in one night. 

Not a fist left that bar not beat deep, tattooed blue and red and eyeliner-green with 
the makeup from Flint’s face. Some guys, they’d hit him until that hand got tired, then 
get back in line to use their other. That wailing Titanic song, it almost fucking killed 
Flint.[…]Of all the folks, the women are the worst. Some of them ain’t happy ‘less they 
see teeth fly out the other side of your mouth.127 

It seems, then, that it is rather the performance of the hyperbolic feminine, rather than the biological 

act of being born a woman, which promotes a feeling of anger and violence towards these drag 

performers, by people of both the male and female sex. Much like the hyper-feminine performance of 

Brandy Alexander in Invisible Monsters, Flint’s theatrical performance of the feminine, while drag 

rather than transsexual, is hyperbolically accentuated. Yet Palahniuk’s exploration of transsexual and 

drag personas is vital for understanding the response and reaction to subversive gender identities and 

gender performances. Patricia Elliot argues, ‘learning about the lived experiences and identities of 

trans-persons enables non-trans-persons to rethink the relationship of bodies and identities beyond 

the parameters of existing queer and feminist theory.’128 Palahniuk’s tales of rape and violence 

against drag queens and trans people is, of course, fictional. Indeed, it has already been discussed 

that Palahniuk uses the bodies of his trans characters as sites of contestation for the truth of identity 

and, as such, Palahniuk’s inclusion of trans characters does not serve a political agenda of inclusion, 

diversity, or equality. However, regardless of this fact, the violence enacted on trans and drag bodies 
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in Haunted bears importance, serving as a reminder that violence such as this is regularly 

experienced against non-binary genders and sexes. 

 Indeed, gender performance is not the only sexual identity which promotes violent reaction in 

Haunted. Indeed, in ‘Ritual’, fellatio is forced from women during an unnamed war by the commanding 

officer of Matchmaker’s uncles, who would then slit his victim’s throat at the point of ejaculation; 

The Gypsy would bury her lips in the front of the officer’s pants[…]The moment the 
officer came of orgasm he’d grab the Gypsy by the hair, holding her tight with one 
hand. His other hand would cut her throat. It was always the same sound: Shooo-
rook[…]It was a sound that would always mean the end. Fate.129 

The normalcy of rape during war time is well documented. For example, in his book Japan’s Comfort 

Women: Sexual Slavery and Prostitution during World War II and the US Occupation (2003), Yuki 

Tanaka discusses the rape of Japanese women across Japan, including the rape of Zamami Island: 

One of the victims, a young girl patient, was raped by a GI in front of her father who 
was in the tent attending to her. These victims had nowhere to report the crime even 
if they had wished to do so, the Japanese police system of Okinawa having 
completely collapsed during the battle.130 

The repercussions of wartime rape are detrimental to both the physical and mental wellbeing of the 

victim. In their 2003 guidelines on prevention and response to Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 

against Refugees, Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons, the United Nations list significant 

consequences to rape, including unwanted pregnancy, STIs, mental illness, suicide and the 

promotion of a climate of fear within the community.131 And while prosecution is possible, such as the 

76 cases of murder and rape-murder which were reported in Okinawa during the first five years of 

American occupation, Tanaka notes that a large number of rape cases remained unreported and, as 

such, no justice was ever given to the majority of the victims.132 Yet the culture of rape during war is 

gradually changing. In 2016, Jean-Pierre Bemba, the former vice-president of the Congo, was 

convicted by the international court of war crimes. These crimes, committed during an attempted coup 

in the Central African Republic, included rape as a war crime.133 Yet, to date, no western country has 
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ever been convicted by a court of rape during war time. Perhaps this is why Palahniuk’s ‘Ritual’ has 

such cultural significance. The commanding officer of the tale receives karmic, rather than legal, 

retribution when while forcing yet another women to fellate him, as he accidently cuts off his own 

penis along with his victim’s throat.134 If, as McNeil suggests at the outset of this chapter, that ‘the 

Gothic is oriented around the abuse of patriarchal power’, then ‘Ritual’ can be seen as a critique by 

Palahniuk of the commonplace sexual violence incurred during wartime. Again, these violent sexual 

acts are counter to the American heteronormative values and, despite calls for America to answer for 

the rape of women during wartime,135 this military sexual violence remains undiscussed, hidden as a 

shameful secret of America’s violent sexual subculture. 

Of course, Palahniuk intersperses Haunted with a diverse range of violent, non-consensual 

acts of sex alongside queer sexual acts, such as the foot fetishization described by Mother Nature in 

‘Foot Work’, however this is not to say that these stories do not always have fatal outcomes. In ‘Foot 

Work’, Mother Nature is a reflexologist who can bring a client to climax by touching specific parts of 

the foot; 

By pressing where Angelique pressed, by working the genital reflex zone on the 
plantar side of the heel, she had the man moaning, facedown in his pillow. Before 
your hands are even tired, the man is bellowing, soaked in sweat, the blue silk pasted 
to his back and legs. When he’s silent, when you can’t tell if he’s even breathing, 
Angelique whispers it’s time to go.136 

By manipulating the feet of a client, Mother Nature and her friend Angelique are able to provide 

extreme sexual pleasure, a skill which clients are willing to pay for handsomely. However, when she 

accidently kills a client while bringing them to climax, she goes into hiding to escape retribution. 

Despite the consensual nature of her queer sexuality, Palahniuk demonstrates how the secretive and 

subversive nature of a queer act, which is hidden from society due to its non-heteronormative sexual 

nature, can have dangerous consequences. 

 Despite the visceral nature and abject horror at these stories, there is perhaps no story more 

controversial in Palahniuk’s Haunted than ‘Exodus’. The narrator, Director Denial, works in a County 
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Facilities, buying office supplies and toys for children who have to come in to give statements. 

Director Denial is described as a woman who saves broken things, specifically broken toys: 

Those little tigers smudged with dirt, trailing loose threads. The stuffed reindeers 
crushed flat. They filled her apartment, those torn pandas and stained little owls and 
Breather Betty. Just a different type of evidence room.137 

Director Denial’s evidence room, however, is different to the evidence room where she works, as it 

contains evidence of her empathetic nature. Director Denial places emotional weight on physical 

objects, anthropomorphising these stuffed animals and needing to nurture and protect them. Indeed, 

the Breather Betty which is in her house was removed from service after sperm was found from 

‘twelve, maybe fifteen different men’138 within it. Cora brings the doll home rather than put it in the 

county evidence room where it will be ‘abandoned’.139 In such a way, Cora’s anthropomorphic 

empathy imbues her with the need to be a saviour to broken and used objects. However, when she 

accidently orders dolls for child abuse statements which are anatomically correct rather than 

anatomically detailed, two boxes arrive at the office, opened by Director Denial and a detective; 

A naked pink little girl hung from the detective’s fist near the ceiling…Her mouth hung 
open, a silent gasp…A little girl the age for Easter-egg hunts and First Communion 
and Santa’s lap…Still in the box, looking up at her, looking up at them all, was a 
naked little boy.140 

These dolls, an imitation of pre-pubescent children, are designed for sexual pleasure, and the 

brochure states that the dolls can ‘accommodate almost any desire’ and ‘take years of violent, 

strenuous enjoyment’.141 Palahniuk use of language here is interesting. The world ‘violent’ alongside 

the oxymoron ‘strenuous enjoyment’ suggests a pain which will equate to pleasure. However, these 

dolls are objects, so the violence enacted on their bodies would cause no pain. Yet, to Director Denial 

as an anthropomorphising empath, these dolls are as a real as any child, and Palahniuk chooses 

language which mimics that anthropomorphic feeling through suggestions of Easter-egg hunts and 

Christmas visits to Santa. Furthermore, after these humanizing descriptions of the dolls, he italicises 

the sentences which imply acts of violence on these faux-bodies. It is clear that Palahniuk wishes his 

reader to identify with Director Denial and anthropomorphize these dolls. 
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Despite Director Denial’s protestations, the dolls are not returned and are instead kept by the 

office. Soon, she finds that the dolls are being checked out by detectives, and returned in states of 

dishevelment: 

It was never clear who did what, but the little girl arrived and departed, one day with 
her ears pierced, then her belly button, then wearing lipstick, then reeking with 
perfume. The boy arrived, at some point, tattooed. A chain of thorns around his little 
calf muscle. At another point, with his nipples pierced by little silver rings. Then his 
penis. At some point, his blonde hair smelling sour.142 

The doll is an object-replacement for an actual child, with specifications to attempt to recreate the 

physicality of a child as much as possible, and the mutilation of these dolls is intended to provoke 

distress in the reader. Yet, when Director Denial reports the abuse of the dolls to her female 

supervisor, she responds by stating ‘if you’re jealous, go out and buy yourself a nice vibrator’.143 The 

dolls are no more than a plastic, constructed form designed for sexual pleasure, and in such a way 

are similar to a vibrator. However the issue is where each object becomes symbolic of the ‘Real’ 

object of sexual desire – in the case of ‘Exodus’, a pre-pubescent child. The inclusion of the dolls in 

Palahniuk’s tale makes the act more than just fantasy – these products, although made of latex, are 

post-human objects whose sole purpose is for the enactment of a paedophilic sexual fantasy onto a 

replacement for the ‘Real’. While artificial, this true desire for a sexual action with a child is morally 

abhorrent and deeply uncomfortable. Just as Director Denial has anthropomorphized these dolls, so 

have the detectives in the tale – the only difference is their driving force behind that humanization. 

Director Denial attempts to protect the dolls by glueing them shut. When she finds the dolls ‘covered 

with scars. Carved open’,144 she instead buys razorblades to stop the detectives sexually abusing 

them: 

Cora tells the girl, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry…” Saying, “You’re going to be okay.” 
And Cora tucks a razor blade up, deep inside the soft silicone vagina. Into the hole 
hollowed out by some man with his knife. Tilting the girl’s head back, Cora tucks 
another razor down deep inside her silicone throat.145 

When she is fired as a result, she steals the dolls and drives off with them in her car along with 

Breather Betty and other broken stuffed animals she has collected. For Director Denial, saving the 

dolls, despite their artificiality, is necessary and important. Indeed, she refers to the dolls as her family 
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and states that ‘nobody will fuck her kids.’146 Despite the abject reader response to the sexual acts in 

‘Exodus’, Palahniuk’s objective is not merely to provide a shocking tale of sexual abhorrence, but 

rather to question the role of humanization and fetishization in sexuality. By assigning desire to an 

object, that object takes on a sexual identity and therefore becomes emotionally tangible with the 

person. As Palahniuk states ‘it’s just what human beings to – turn objects into people, people into 

objects. Back and Forth. Tit for tat.’147 Projected feelings of empathy and sexual desire onto an object 

are two sides of the same coin, however, society upholds a sexual morality which recognizes a clear 

distinction between fostering feelings of care, and enacting abusive desires. Yet, in ‘Exodus’ 

Palahniuk invites his readers to travel to the extreme of that ideal, nihilistically suggesting that both 

projections are equally valid. 

 Haunted is not the only Gothic novel which Palahniuk has written, and indeed the text is the 

finale of a Gothic trilogy comprising Lullaby (2002), Diary (2003), and Haunted (2007). Lullaby 

focuses on the reinvention of Gothic folklore, with a children’s lullaby which can kill anyone who hears 

it, while Diary examines the classic Gothic trope of a new bride trapped in the ancient, hierarchal 

family home of her husband. Yet, unlike these other texts, Haunted is not based on one trope, but 

rather is an absurdist mimicry of the real experience of the writers’ retreat at the Villa Dodiati. The 

collection of short stories, interspersed with poetry, each voiced by a different character, mirrors 

discussion and the oral exchange of narratives between Shelly, Byron, Polidori, and Godwin. In 

Haunted, these tales are of past traumas, and the collection acts as a confessional for these 

characters – each relates a tale of woe which is then accepted and dismissed when another character 

takes over. Similarly, the camcorder is taped over repeatedly for better stories, and with each new 

recording, the past also becomes erased for these characters. The fragmentation of Palahniuk’s 

characters’ identities is therefore not only limited to their aliases. Instead, their identity further 

deconstructs as they lose their past history, instead existing within one singular moment, before their 

history is erased and they begin again. This confessional temporality is fascinating because it reflects 

the true fleeting nature of shame, guilt, abjection, and a wealth of other emotions associated with 

sexual and cultural deviation. The acts which each character has committed are in the past, and their 

retelling of these stories brings those emotions back into the present, only to be erased or replaced by 
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another story. These subversive acts, which are hidden in American culture, are enacted, addressed, 

and then erased, once again returning to obscurity. However, the confessional nature of the text 

provides an ethos of cleansing to the characters. This return to obscurity is, therefore, not one of 

America’s hidden sexual shame as before, but rather an obscurity of inconsequence. Palahniuk 

suggests that these behaviours and desires, once exposed and explored, really didn’t matter that 

much anyway. When Mr. Whittaker appears again at the end of the novel, as those who are left alive 

in the writers’ retreat sit huddled around the ghost light of the stage, he tells them, ‘You’re always 

turning the past into a story to make yourselves right.’148 Palahniuk demonstrates how this ‘culture of 

blame’149 is used as an excuse for contemporary behaviour – the past is used to justify the actions of 

the present. It is only when the stories become ‘consumed. Digested. Absorbed’150 through telling and 

re-telling that the individual, and indeed society, can move forward without the burdens of the past to 

hold them back. Similarly, the culture of binary sex and heteronormativity which predominated the 

mainstream moral ethos of the twentieth century provides an excuse to continue a societal 

compliance of heteronormative sexual behaviour, despite a growing post-fin de siècle acceptance of 

queer identity and alternate sexualities. Haunted stands alone as a novel which encourages its 

readership to question contemporary sexual behaviour, and to re-evaluate notions of ‘acceptable’ 

sexual morality and, indeed, whether sexual morality warrants existence. Haunted is perhaps the only 

Palahniuk novel which clearly reflects its central theme through the act of consuming its stories. 

Whether it be foot fetishization, erotic asphyxiation, rape, child abuse, or physical violence against 

minorities, abject reactions define a sexual morality which is individualised and unique. Palahniuk 

demonstrates the chasm between the social morality of the ‘family unit’ which is America, and the 

specific morality of the American individual. In a society where only heteronormative sexual behaviour 

is deemed acceptable, and other sexual behaviour is seen as subversive, transgressive, or even 

deviant or abject, Palahniuk shows that the mainstream consensus actually often is out of touch with 

individual moral codes of acceptance. 
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Chapter Five 

‘Ideas Cultivate Us’: Fight Club 2 and the Death of the Absurd American Hero 

Fight Club has become integral to American culture – the small spaces where men come together to 

unleash their postmodern despair in a nihilistic, anarchic rage have become parodied, co-opted and 

satirized, not least by Palahniuk himself who includes several real-life clubs in Fight Club 2 which 

have deviations of the name, such as Bite Club, Pint Club and Write Club. Fight Club 2 can be seen a 

novel response to this popular success, where Palahniuk concedes that his initial creation is no longer 

his to control. Tyler’s role as an absurdist hero, seeking the dissolution of the simulacrum of the 

American Dream and the values which it upholds, has been wilfully ignored by a growing movement 

of neoconservative political supporters who instead see Tyler as a violent, idealised male force 

against an emasculating society. Palahniuk, as the creator of this character, recognises the co-option 

of his text but fails to offer any attempt to correct the matter, instead taking a Barthesean approach of 

non-culpability. Indeed, considering Tyler’s political dynamic is dynamically opposed to the majority of 

neoconservative politics, who argue for the continued adherence to the American Dream and the key 

American values of capitalism, heteronormativity, and the nuclear family ideal, the futility of arguing 

against such ignorance feels inherently absurd. As such, the absurdist nihilism against American 

values inherent within Fight Club has become distorted in the twenty years since its original release 

and, despite Fight Club 2 aiming to limit that distortion, Palahniuk’s text demonstrates that Tyler 

Durden belongs to society, not the artist. 

Since the release of Fight Club, America has witnessed two presidents lead for two full terms 

each, one republican and one democrat – an unusual occurrence which reflects a cycle of 

stability/shifting views in the country. For the most part at the beginning of the fin de siècle, American 

politics remained a site for the protection of American values, with issues such as the American family 

and strong economics providing the forefront of campaign speeches. However in 2001, the attack on 

the twin towers shattered the American consciousness. President George Bush, two months after the 

attack, stated: 

For the United States of America, there will be no forgetting September the 11th. We 
will remember every rescuer who died in honor. We will remember every family that 
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lives in grief. We will remember the fire and ash, the last phone calls, the funerals of 
the children.1 

9/11 attacked America at the very core of the values which embody the United States. The twin 

towers were an unmistakable part of the New York skyline, symbolic of capitalist success and 

expansion. Their destruction and the chaos which followed were images of a fallen America – a signal 

that the United States could be fractured. In spite of this, or indeed because of this, the event became 

a beacon for the inherent bravery and courageousness of the American people, demonstrating the 

country’s enduring spirit. Following the attack, President Bush declared a global ‘war on terror’ – 

America would seek out justice for the tragedy. America is constructed through its belief in an 

unyielding Americanism. Baudrillard argues: 

[America] invents the only great modern verticality in its buildings, which are the most 
grandiose manifestations within the vertical order and yet do not obey the rules of 
transcendence, which are the most prodigious pieces of architecture and yet do not 
obey the laws of aesthetics, which are ultra-modern and ultra-functional, but also 
have about them something non-speculative, primitive, and savage – a culture (or 
unculture) like this remains a mystery to us.2 

Baudrillard continues to states that skyscrapers are testaments to an American apathy, a society 

which ‘gives itself neither meaning nor an identity’.3 However, although not based in the 

transcendence or aesthetics which Baudrillard discusses in relation to Europeanism, Americanism 

has an unmistakable identity which is based around key morals and values and a persistent push 

towards the achievement of the American Dream. Although this may be futile and unachievable, 

nevertheless this unrelenting progressionism has shaped all facets of American life, particularly the 

American landscape. In Fight Club 2, Tyler seeks to destroy the American simulacrum through a 

mass extinction event. For Tyler, this American landscape is indicative of everything which the 

American Dream seeks to perpetuate, and it is only through the return to this primitive state that a true 

‘reality’ can be reasserted and man ‘saved’ from his corrupt nature. Gen 6.11-13, which is quoted 

throughout the text, discusses God’s displeasure at the violence created by man – a concept which is 

direct opposition to fight clubs, Project Mayhem in Fight Club and the anarchist group Rize or Die in 

Fight Club 2. Tyler admits the dangers of violence in society, however he does not recognise this 

violence within the actions of his armies, but rather a detrimental influence in a world where ‘war on 
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television was every bedtime story’.4 Furthermore, Tyler also argues against peaceful action as a 

response to world conflict. Tyler states that ‘the more we demanded strawberry fields forever…’5, at 

which point the reader turns the page, and the first panel on the following page is Stewart’s illustration 

of the attack on the twin towers in New York: 

 

Figure 5.1 Attack on the Twin Towers in Fight Club 2 

Matt Fraction, one of Palahniuk’s many mentors during his shift to graphic novel format, stated that 

‘There’s a gimmick where you try to make something exciting happen in the last panel, and it makes 

someone flip the page over. You could almost hear the lightbulb go on when Chuck realized he had 

control over that.’6 The shocking effect of this image is intentional. Palahniuk utilizes the turning of the 

page like a dramatic pause to emphasise the perceived futility of peaceful actions in contemporary 

American society. The American landscape – distinct, grandiose, and unapologetic – are tangible 

symbols of the American Dream.  
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The terrorist attack in New York on September 11th 2001 fundamentally changed America’s 

political landscape by changing its physical one. Wars which were happening in other countries – 

Tyler’s bedtime stories – were no longer distanced through the glass of the television screen, but 

instead shattered into a devastating reality. In 2000 in America, there were 28 reported instances of 

hate crime against Muslims, with similar numbers reported in the previous years. In 2001, this number 

rose to 481. While the figure has since dropped, it still remains at a level significantly higher than pre-

9/11 figures.7 In the wake of this destructive act, the American Angry White Male had found an outlet 

for their fin de siècle rage – the Muslim community and, to an extent, the liberal political sphere which 

allowed their existence through the promotion of equal rights and diversity within the United States. In 

Fight Club 2, Tyler’s promise that he will ‘bring peace to the entire world’ through a Noah’s Ark style 

event of destruction is unnervingly similar to the views of Steve Bannon – President Trump’s previous 

White House Chief Strategist. Bannon’s documentary Generation Zero (2010) discussed the financial 

crisis in America in 2007. Based on the work of William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generation Zero 

argues that American history consists of ‘turnings’ – repetitive cycles of historical significance which 

begin with a crisis and end with a catastrophic and politically-altering war. Strauss and Howe have 

faced mixed critical reception for their work. While Al Gore famously sent a copy of their book 

Generations to each member of congress, others branded the duo’s work as pseudoscience, where 

‘most of the authors' predictions about the American future turn out to be as vague as those of fortune 

cookies’.8 Nevertheless, Strauss and Howe warn in their book The Fourth Turning (1996) that ‘if you 

belong to a racial or ethnic minority, brace for nativist backlash from an assertive (and possibly 

authoritarian) majority’.9 Bannon (and, indeed the Trump administration) have clearly followed in the 

footsteps of this rhetoric. Bannon was one of the founding members of Breitbart News, a corporation 

he has proudly claimed is a ‘platform for the alt-right’10. And while Bannon denies that Breitbart’s 

nationalism is solely a ‘white’ nationalism, research has suggested that followers of the publisher are 

politically inclined to racial and xenophobic political standpoints; 

A Twitter analysis conducted by The Investigative Fund using Little Bird software 
found that these “elements” are more deeply connected to Breitbart News than more 

                                                           
7 Kuang Keng Kuek Ser, ‘Data: Hate crimes against Muslims increased after 9/11’, PRI (12th September 2016) 
<https://www.pri.org/stories/2016-09-12/data-hate-crimes-against-muslims-increased-after-911> [Accessed 5th August 2017] 
8 Michael Lind, ‘Generation Gaps’ in The New York Times (26th January 1997) 
<http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/01/26/reviews/970126.26lindlt.html?_r=1> [Accessed 9th August 2017] 
9 William Strauss, The Fourth Turning (New York: Broadway Books, 1997), p. 319 
10 Steve Bannon, quoted in Sarah Posner, ‘How Donald Trump’s New Campaign Chief Created an Online Haven for White 
Nationalists’ in Mother Jones (22nd August 2016) <http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/08/stephen-bannon-donald-trump-
alt-right-breitbart-news/> [Accessed 8th August 2017] 
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traditional conservative outlets. While only 5 percent of key influencers using the 
supremacist hashtag #whitegenocide follow the National Review, and 10 percent 
follow the Daily Caller, 31 percent follow Breitbart. The disparities are even starker for 
the anti-Muslim hashtag #counterjihad: National Review, 26 percent; the Daily Caller, 
37 percent; Breitbart News, 62 percent.11 

Therefore, by founding and promoting a refuge for the alt-right in contemporary American political 

discourse, and producing a documentary discussing Strauss and Howe’s theory of the fourth turning, 

Bannon begins to create a narrative which is eerily reminiscent of Tyler in Fight Club 2.  

In the space between Fight Club and Fight Club 2, America had once again engaged in a war 

which would change the landscape of the world, and men were sent abroad, many of which would not 

return home. Chopra-Grant, in his discussion of the crisis of masculinity in Fight Club suggests that 

the absent father is vital to understanding why this crisis exists. He points out that the absent father 

figure became a feature in Hollywood productions post-World War II, and that ‘the appearance of the 

figure of the absent father referenced the disruptions to gender relations and familial structures that 

resulted from America’s involvement in the war’.12 Between Fight Club and Fight Club 2, the growing 

discontent of the American male during the fin de siècle of the twentieth century became more 

prevalent. In the twenty years following Fight Club, America had become a nation openly divided 

along political, racial, sex and gender lines. In Ferguson, Missouri, in August 2014, racial riots began 

over the fatal shooting of Michael Brown by white police officer Darren Wilson, who was later cleared 

of misconduct. President Obama appealed for calm in the region, while noting the sense of injustice 

felt by communities of colour.13 In 2015, Donald Trump tweeted of his Presidential campaign rival, 

then Secretary of State Hilary Clinton that if she ‘can’t satisfy her husband what makes her think she 

can satisfy America?’, a contempt against women which as echoed by his supporters.14 The American 

people became growingly fragmented along political points of division that were significantly related to 

issues concerning their identity, and cohesion in the vision of American nationalism became fraught. 

America, a nation no longer assured of the stability of the American Dream, became increasingly 

distorted and divided in issues of morality. 

                                                           
11 Sarah Posner, ‘How Donald Trump’s New Campaign Chief Created an Online Haven for White Nationalists’ in Mother Jones 
(22nd August 2016) <http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/08/stephen-bannon-donald-trump-alt-right-breitbart-news/> 
[Accessed 8th August 2017] 
12 Chopra-Grant, ‘”I’d Fight my Dad”: Absent Fathers and Mediated Masculinities in Fight Club’, p. 88 
13 Myles Burke, ‘Barack Obama appeals for calm as Ferguson burns and police targeted’, The Telegraph (26th November 2014) 
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/barackobama/11254820/Barack-Obama-appeals-for-calm-as-Ferguson-burns-
and-police-targeted.html> [Accessed 27th April 2019] 
14 Donald Trump, ‘If Hilary Clinton can’t satify her husband what makes her think she can satisfy America?’, Twitter (16th April 
2015) <https://twitter.com/Lennyjacobson/status/588867303908868096> [Accessed 27th April 2019] 
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In the midst of this political and cultural fragmentation, extremist views which has previously 

remained on the fringes of American nationalism began to gain more traction in mainstream political 

spheres. Richard Spencer coined the term ‘alt-right’15 in 2010, as a more active version of paleo-

conservativism, even calling for a ‘peaceful ethnic cleansing’16 of America. When, in June 2015, 

Donald Trump announced he was to run for president, many disenfranchised white males began to 

see his candidacy as a response to a growing liberal political agenda. Spencer hosted a rally, opening 

his speech with ‘Hail Trump, hail our people, hail our victory!’ resulting in Nazi salutes from the 

crowd.17 The Angry White Male in America who had previously felt feminized, undervalued and 

impotent in the face of a growing liberal agenda had discovered a leader who instead reasserted a 

white, heteronormative patriarchal dominance. The term snowflake became common parlance among 

republican supporters to describe liberal political views of equality and diversity, with 

neoconservatives instead identifying with the totalitarian anarchism imbued in the character of Tyler 

Durden – a fact which, it seems, did not escape the notice of Palahniuk and Stewart: 

                                                           
15 Richard Spencer, ‘The Conservative Write’, in Taki’s Magazine (6th August 2008) 
<http://takimag.com/article/the_conservative_write#axzz4JRcIyz7D> [Accessed 18th July 2017] 
16 Richard Spencer, quoted in Daniel Lombroso, ‘'Hail Trump!': White Nationalists Salute the President-Elect’, in The Atlantic 
(21st November 2016) <https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/11/richard-spencer-speech-npi/508379/> [Accessed 
18th July 2017] 
17 Idem 
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Figure 5.2 A young Tyler Durden bears similarity to President Trump 

In the above panel, a young Tyler Durden is attending Sebastian’s parents’ funeral and explaining his 

plan for a significant change in the world’s political landscape, while warning that failure would make 

them as hated and infamous as the Nazi party – a claim which could easily also be made about the 

‘peaceful ethnic cleansing’ called for by members of the alt-right movement. Young Tyler wears the 

trademark blue blazer and red tie which are commonly associated with Donald Trump – indeed, even 

his hair in this image is similar comparatively. This image is taken from the issue of Fight Club 2 first 

released on November 5th 2015, mere months after Trump announced his candidacy for president. It 

is unclear whether Palahniuk, Stewart, or a collaboration of both are openly satirizing President 

Trump in this panel, however the similarities between the actual political figure and the illustrative 

artwork are too glaring to not be taken into consideration. There is a conflation between Tyler’s ethos 

and his representation here – the ideology of the destruction of American values is diametrically 

opposed to the reassertion of the white, heteronormative patriarchy of Trumpism. However, once 

again the absurdist reader must concede that Tyler’s co-option by the neoconservative movement 

invariably means that the character can hold both opposing symbolic meanings simultaneously. 

Despite this glaring contradiction, in Fight Club 2, the character of Tyler Durden perpetuates an 



 
174 

ideology of anarchic nihilism which aims to facilitate the destruction of the simulacrum of the American 

Dream.  

Unlike any of Palahniuk’s previous fiction, Fight Club 2 was released as a series of graphic 

novels, published by Dark Horse Comics from May 2015 – March 2016. This change in format is 

significant – up until this point, Palahniuk had only ever published in text. The graphic novel is an 

interesting format change for Palahniuk, especially for a sequel to a text which had such cult appeal. 

Susanne Keen argues that ‘the relatively high quality of serious graphic narratives has in recent years 

attracted an older, more educated, and more diverse audience.’18 Indeed, graphic novels such as 

Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2003) and Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (2006) have, in the twenty-first 

century, transcended the assumption of a predominantly young male fanbase. The legacy of the 

graphic novel has shifted and, with more writers engaging the medium, there comes greater 

opportunity to explore narrative storytelling: 

It is arguably the ability of the graphic novel to work on the borderlines of first-person 
narrative, history-from-below, and oral history, as well as to introduce fiction with 
historical meaning (and vice-versa), that makes it so fascinating and important a body 
of work.19 

Graphic novels provide a medium in which the historical and the fictitious can intertwine in new and 

exciting ways. Indeed, this also applies to contemporary culture, and the graphic novel becomes a 

fascinating site for postmodern writing and philosophy to combine in an exciting and accessible 

format. Palahniuk’s awareness of the potency of this medium as a marketable textual format, and a 

potential alternative outlet for his absurdist artistic expression, enhances Fight Club 2 from a mere 

sequel to the original text into a text of literary significance in its own right. 

Furthermore with this format change Palahniuk aims to command a more diverse readership. 

Indeed, one of the goals of the graphic novel design was to break away from the legacy of Fincher’s 

adaptation: 

Fight Club 2 couldn’t be a novel, Palahniuk figured. Its contents would be too 
abstract, too grim to exist as words on the page. A film would be too literal or fall 
under the shadow of director David Fincher’s immortalized adaptation, a version that 
Palahniuk lauded since its release. Maybe Palahniuk hadn’t been immersed in 
comics culture—though he remembers the old EC Horror strips of his childhood 

                                                           
18 Keen, Suzanne. ‘Fast Tracks to Narrative Empathy: Anthropomorphism and Dehumanization in Graphic Narratives’ in 
SubStance, Vol. 40, No. 1 (2011), p. 136 
19 Jan Baetens and Hugo Frey, The Graphic Novel: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 13 
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fondly—but he had a conviction that sequenced frames were the only medium that 
could carry Fight Club 2.20 

For Palahniuk’s dream of a Fight Club sequel to be realised, the format would have to deviate from 

mere text. The abstract concepts within Fight Club 2 – including several sections where the author 

himself appears to intervene with the storyline – would simply not work within a traditional novel, and 

therefore had to be visual. However, with Fincher’s adaptation gathering such a mainstream following, 

a film adaptation was unlikely to succeed within its own right. By publishing Fight Club 2 as a graphic 

novel, Palahniuk achieves a modicum of individual authorship which may have otherwise been 

muddied by Fincher’s film. Brian McHale argues that in postmodern fiction the author ‘no longer 

content with invisibly exercising his freedom to create worlds, the artist now makes his freedom visible 

by thrusting himself into the foreground of his work. He represents himself in the act of making his 

fictional world – or unmaking it, which is also his prerogative.’21 Indeed, Palahniuk’s decision to work 

with illustrator Cameron Stewart, who won an Eisner Award in 2007 for his work on DC Comic’s The 

Other Side (2006), was precisely because his illustrative style undercut some of the more serious 

themes within the text. Palahniuk argues that ‘it’s that cartooniness that allows me to get away with 

things that are so intrinsically tragic[…]Comics are ideal for channeling [sic] the sadness, but not 

overwhelming people with it.’22 By utilizing Stewart’s pop-art style, Palahniuk was able to construct the 

Fight Club sequel he envisioned. However, despite the potential of the graphic novel format, there are 

limitations to the scope of its textuality. Derek Parker Royal states that; 

Comics are a heavily coded medium that rely on stereotyping as a way to concentrate 
narrative effectiveness[…]Unlike film, where characters have more time to develop, 
graphic narrative, with its relatively limited temporal space, must condense identity 
along commonly accepted paradigms.23  

While there may exist a differential result from Palahniuk’s sequel, as these characters have already 

been established in a previous textual format, nevertheless it must be considered that by moving into 

the graphic novel format, Palahniuk loses the intricacy of character and satire which have made his 

previous novels so distinct.  

                                                           
20 Tyler R. Kane, ‘Thanks for Sharing, Chuck Palahniuk’, in Paste Magazine (2nd June 2015) 
<https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2015/06/chuck-palahniuk-thanks-for-sharing.html> [Accessed 17th June 2017] 
21 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 30 
22 Idem 
23 Derek Parker Royal, ‘Introduction: Coloring America: Multi-Ethnic Engagements with Graphic Narrative’ in MELUS, Vol. 32, 
No. 3 (2007), pp. 7- 8 
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Keen appears to agree with this theory, arguing ‘In comics and graphic narratives, illustrations 

of faces and bodily postures may capitalise on the availability of visual coding for human emotions, 

eliciting readers’ feelings before they even read the accompanying text’.24 Therefore, while a 

collaborative effort, one could argue that Stewart’s input supersedes Palahniuk’s storytelling in Fight 

Club 2, and therefore Stewart becomes the primary author. In doing so, Palahniuk arguably hands 

over his vision of Fight Club 2 to Stewart in the same way in which he gave Fight Club to Fincher – an 

action he clearly, in part, regrets: 

 

Figure 5.3 Palahniuk appears frustrated at a red-haired ‘fan’ 

The image above of a red haired fan questioning the existence of a book, while in the following panel 

Palahniuk rubs his face in frustration, demonstrates Palahniuk’s annoyance at being overshadowed 

by Fincher’s film. However, unlike Fincher’s movie, Palahniuk retained a large part of control over the 

creation of Fight Club 2 – one of the conditions for its creation was that Palahniuk could sit down face-

to-face with the editor.25 In such a way, Palahniuk was able to realise his vision of a Fight Club sequel 

as a graphic novel without completely succumbing to the stereotyping and accepted character 

paradigms which Parker Royal has discussed. 
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25 Tyler R. Kane, ‘Thanks for Sharing, Chuck Palahniuk’ [Accessed 18th July 2017] 
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Fight Club 2 begins with the narrator, now named Sebastian, returning home from his white-

collar job to his son and their babysitter - Marla is absent, having started going to support groups 

again in secret. Sebastian is once again, as in Fight Club, reduced to a characterization of masculine 

impotence and postmodern malaise. He is treated on undisclosed medication to control Tyler, 

however it is heavily inferred that this medication – ‘his shields against the slings and arrows of 

everyday life’26 and numbs him from the reality behind the American simulacrum; he only ‘calls 

himself happy’27 but is ‘not me’28 and ‘not a man’.29 Indeed, Stewart’s pop-art illustrative effect shows, 

throughout the text, medication littered on top of the comic panels: 

 

Figure 5.4 Medication overlays a comic panel 

In these four panels, Palahniuk suggests that the medication functions not only to inhibit Tyler’s 

personality but, perhaps more worryingly, numbs Sebastian from any sort of negative thought. The 

implication that medication for mental illness can be used as an escapist coping mechanism is 

detrimental – particularly when studies have demonstrated that mental health stigma has detrimental 

effects on patients suffering from mental health conditions.30 Furthermore, the doctor Sebastian sees 

to address his mental health concerns is overtly named ‘Dr. Wrong’.31 Given Palahniuk’s youthful, 

                                                           
26 Palahniuk, Fight Club 2, p. 9 
27 Idem 
28 Ibid, p. 11 
29 Idem 
30 Bruce Link et al, ‘Stigma as a Barrier to Recovery: The Consequences of Stigma for the Self-Esteem of People With Mental 
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male readership (and the stereotypical readership of graphic novels discussed earlier), such 

assertions seem inappropriate and even harmful, especially considering young men are three and a 

half more likely commit suicide in America today than women.32 Yet Palahniuk’s underlying meaning 

is not about medication, but rather about escapism from the futility of the American Dream. The pills in 

the panel above literally block the reader from seeing the reality underneath, and this metaphor 

extends to Sebastian who engages in a wilful ignorance of a simulacrum of which he is already 

aware. Because Sebastian inherently understands the futility of his actions, and yet continues to 

perform them, he must be treated with medication to obscure and repress a reality he does not want 

to acknowledge. However, Marla admits to the support group she is attending that she has been 

replacing Sebastian’s medication with aspirin in an attempt to bring Tyler back.33 Indeed, Marla and 

Sebastian’s marriage is clearly fractured. The graphic novel opens on their anniversary – Sebastian 

buys roses, only to leave them outside the support group door after discovering Marla has been 

attending. Later, Marla produces the same roses from the fridge to give to Sebastian: 

 

Figure 5.5 Marla is unhappy with domestic life 

                                                           
32 American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, ‘Suicide Statistics’ (2015) <https://afsp.org/about-suicide/suicide-statistics/> 
[Accessed 19th July 2017] 
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Like the pills, Stewart here utilizes the rose petals to demonstrate the dissatisfaction and fractured 

nature of Sebastian’s and Marla’s marriage. Hidden behind the romance are gendered roles of 

heteronormativity which neither party really enjoys. Marla’s female domesticity is compounded by her 

presence in the kitchen, complete with apron – her unhappiness implied through the glass of wine in 

her hand and her unwillingness to respond in kind to Sebastian’s declaration of love – telling him 

instead to take his pill which she has previously emptied and filled with confectioner’s sugar. 

However, even Sebastian’s proclamation of love seems insincere – he stands with arms folded, 

covered by the romantic rose petals which act as a thin veil for their growing discontentment within 

the nuclear family. Just like Marla, Sebastian’s discontent with marital life, and his heteronormative 

gender role as father and husband, is clear. Indeed, when his next door neighbour’s dog refuses to 

stop barking, and Sebastian finds dog faeces in his own backyard (allegedly thrown over by the 

neighbour), instead of taking a pill (which he crushes in his hand)34 he uses it as an excuse to engage 

in an act of violent masculinity.35 However, the altercation with the neighbour is not shown. Instead, in 

the next panel, Sebastian sits bloody and bruised at the dinner table, eating with his family.36 The 

muting of this violent act subversively implies to the reader that Sebastian is passive, despite the 

altercation occurring in the narrative. Such violent engagements remain only a small reprise from the 

domesticity into which Sebastian has conformed. While Sebastian is asleep, Marla pleads for Tyler to 

save her ‘from this bland, boring life’37 before engaging in sexual intercourse with the alter-ego. 

Despite the ‘love story’ of Fight Club, in Fight Club 2 Sebastian and Marla find themselves 

disenfranchised by the nuclear family and the American Dream. Their heteronormative domesticity 

has become so odious to maintain that each partner requires a form of escapism to endure it. Marla 

asserts at the conclusion of Fight Club that she understands the difference between Sebastian and 

Tyler, and prefers Sebastian, yet Sebastian is complicit in the perpetuation of the American values 

which Marla finds tedious at the outset of the novel. In choosing Sebastian, Marla also chooses the 

American ideal, knowing its ultimate futility. Indeed, in Fight Club 2, Tyler offers Marla the chance to 

escape the realm of female domesticity and motherhood without cheating – indeed, she states later 

that ‘technically, that’s not adultery’.38 There is a need within Marla to conform to the gender roles and 

                                                           
34 Ibid, p. 23 
35 Idem 
36 Ibid, p. 24 
37 Idem 
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sexual fidelity which are, as we have discussed in previous chapters, fundamental to maintaining the 

simulacrum of the American identity. Yet Marla and Sebastian both display an extreme unhappiness 

at the banality of this domestic experience – whether through medication, hostility, or sabotage. Their 

relationship is fractured and, like the panels of the graphic novel, uneasily sheltered behind 

medication and maudlin displays of affection. The worst fears of the postmodern American male have 

come to pass – his family is no longer the heteronormative stalwart imbued in American ideology. 

Therefore the reappearance of Tyler into Sebastian’s life is a reawakening of the futility of the 

simulacrum. As the raging Sisyphus of the American Dream, Tyler’s masculine ideal and anarchic 

teachings are dangerous concepts for Sebastian, who wishes to maintain the status quo. Sebastian’s 

sessions with Dr. Wrong are, unbeknownst to him, hypnotherapy sessions in which Dr. Wrong 

releases Tyler from Sebastian’s subconscious. In these sessions, Tyler states clearly ‘the bitch is not 

my wife…the kid’s not my kid’.39 Tyler’s disavowal of the nuclear family and the emotive attachments 

which are complicit in their structure ultimately separates him from the American values and beliefs 

which drive Sebastian. Tyler, imbedded in Sebastian’s subconscious, is a deep-seeded and 

calculating need to escape the constrictions of the nuclear family structure. When their house is burnt 

down in suspicious circumstances, Sebastian escapes with Marla and attempts to rescue their son 

Junior, but is burnt by the door handle, leaving a scar on his hand: 
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Figure 5.6 Sebastian’s flower-shaped scar 

This scar is a continuation of the lye scar injury which Sebastian receives in Fight Club. Both that scar 

– shaped like a kiss – and this floral pattern scar can be seen as homoerotic romantic symbols 

between Tyler and Sebastian. Tyler reminds Sebastian of the potential of non-heteronormative 

relations, and a subversive sexuality which exists outside the ‘traditional’ American values by which 

he currently abides. Just as Tyler once ‘kissed’ Sebastian into the reality of his homoerotic masculine 

longing, this gift of flowers provides Sebastian with a freedom from the role of the paternal leader; 

‘whatever he calls himself, his destiny has come home to roost’.40 The use of the ‘roost’ metaphor 

echoes the ‘nesting’ of the Ikea furniture in Fight Club. Sebastian continued to be complicit in the 

constructs which govern the American Dream despite his awakening to the futility of the simulacrum 

in Fight Club. However, this ignorance is not sustainable, and his anarchic and absurd destiny has 

come to destroy the ‘nest’ he attempted to maintain. Indeed, even the name Sebastian suggests a 

second coming as a result of his nihilistic awareness. In Catholicism, Saint Sebastian was ordered to 

be executed by a flurry of arrows for his refusal to renounce his faith. The martyr was tied to a tree 

and shot until ‘full of pricks, and thus left him there for dead’.41 However Sebastian survived the 
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attack, and appeared once again to curse the emperor for his treatment of Christians, only to be 

successfully executed on a second attempt. Much like the his namesake, Sebastian survived Tyler’s 

anarchic plans with Project Mayhem in Fight Club, however the foreshadowing of the name suggests 

that Sebastian may not be as successful in a second attempt. Now that the simulacra is no longer 

obscured from his sight, Sebastian’s wilful ignorance of its existence becomes impossible to maintain. 

It is also important to note that Saint Sebastian is symbolically a protector from the plague in the 

Roman Catholic tradition and, much like his namesake, Sebastian in Fight Club 2 is the protector 

against the anarchic absurdist awakening of Tyler Durden which has spread through Palahniuk’s 

world like a plague. This symbolism of the protective martyr is furthered later in the text when, in 

reference to the lye kiss and flower burn, the narrator confirms ‘a stigmata is a stigmata’42. Like Jesus 

in the Christian tradition, the scars which Tyler leaves on Sebastian serve as reminders of his 

sacrifice to a higher power than himself – the American identity, and the values which imbue the 

American Dream.  

Indeed, religious symbolism is overt in Fight Club 2, and Sebastian traces the roots of Tyler’s 

existence to another Christian tale; that of Adam and Eve: 
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Figure 5.7 Marla and Sebastian in the Garden of Eden 

Much like Michelangelo’s Night marble statue (and indeed, most of his female sculptures), Marla’s 

breasts are anatomically disproportionate to the rest of her body. Critics such as Donald Mangus have 

argued that, in Michelangelo’s case, this was due to his disinterest in women.43 Given the previously 

mentioned latent homoeroticism within Fight Club, it seems likely that Marla’s androgyny in this panel 

is not accidental. However, James Stark and Jonathan Katz Nelson have argued that, particularly in 

Michelangelo’s Night, there are signs of cancer in the breast, and that Michelangelo made instead an 

accurate depiction of his model. Given Marla’s worry about breast cancer in Fight Club, an assertion 

could be made that Palahniuk and Stewart are aware of this contested site of discussion. However, in 
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a final observation (and perhaps a more obvious one), Marla’s breasts mimic the apple which she 

holds in her hand, plucked from the tree of knowledge that, once Adam tastes, will be the catalyst for 

the downfall of man – the heteronormative relationship. Indeed, all three analyses are true. Marla (and 

her female form) are the fruit which Tyler encourages Sebastian to taste. In doing so, Sebastian 

begins to become complicit in the perpetuation of the core American belief in the sanctity of the 

heteronormative nuclear family, and Tyler manifests within Sebastian as an increasing dissatisfaction 

in the pursuit of a futile American ideal. Tyler passes on his genetic function as psychosis and plague, 

leading to man’s downfall. Although her body is one of homoerotic androgyny, Marla’s breasts 

nevertheless symbolise her femininity. Marla, therefore, is a heteronormative ‘cancer’ of the nuclear 

American Dream, and Sebastian is the Christian martyr destined to protect its virtue. His original 

suicide attempt in Fight Club (by shooting himself to destroy Tyler) should have killed him, but instead 

Sebastian returns once again to the simulacrum. When Sebastian decides to go undercover in search 

of his son by enlisting in Rize or Die – Tyler Durden’s new army – it is clear that Sebastian must first 

understand Tyler’s will – and the plague which he has become – if he hopes to stalwart against it. 

 In Fight Club 2, Tyler is revealed as far more than a somnambulant psychosis of Sebastian. 

Tyler was present in Sebastian’s childhood preceding the events within Fight Club, and set 

Sebastian’s family home alight, killing both his parents. Tyler argues that he ‘stepped in as 

peacemaker’44 to resolve Sebastian’s parents’ violent relationship. However, there is suggestion that 

Tyler is also responsible for the violence in Sebastian’s home, and that the plague of Tyler (and the 

fight clubs he inspires) is not physical, but rather mental. Tyler exists because the concept of 

American values exist; the transmission of Tyler from one generation to the next is the transference of 

an inherent dissatisfaction with the futility pertaining to the chasing of an American Dream – an 

idealism which cannot be achieved. Tyler explains to Sebastian that he has not only infected him, but 

also the male generations which have preceded him and his son. The apparition of Tyler is passed 

through male genetic material onto the next generation, killing off each generation once they have 

‘bred’45 and therefore fulfilled Tyler’s objective. Much like a psychosis, Tyler is passed through genes, 

however these are genes which only affect the males within the family lineage. In such a way, Tyler’s 

anarchic awakening is both insidious and destructive. Tyler is strong, virile, aggressive, and 
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unashamedly homoerotic – however, while his body may represent a Western masculine ideal, his 

philosophies are decidedly anti-American. Tyler’s goal is to enact a mass extinction event which will 

reset the American system, where only the strongest emerge as survivors. This return to a primitive 

time is the dissolution of the economic politics of late-stage American capitalism and the commodity 

fetishism which is so deeply embedded into the American Dream. Through the destruction of this core 

American value, Tyler once again emerges as an anarchic, absurd hero, raging against the American 

simulacrum. Tyler and Sebastian function as two polarising philosophies which exist within the 

postmodern American male mind – the one who seeks to perpetuate the American values and beliefs 

of the American Dream, and the contemporary male who recognises the futility in doing so. In such a 

way Tyler and Sebastian are, in fact, two sides of the same coin.  

 Tyler imagines the future as one in which men are ‘stalking elk past department windows’,46 

after an apocalyptic event. Throughout Fight Club 2, there are repeated references to Gen 6.11-13 in 

which God states to Noah; 

Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight and was full of violence. God saw how 
corrupt the earth had become, for all the people on earth had corrupted their ways. 
So God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled 
with violence because of them. I am surely going to destroy both them and the 
earth.47  

Tyler believes the corruption of man is their perceived a postmodernist capitalist system. However, 

Tyler’s longing for an apocalyptic event is not a nihilistic drive towards entropy, but rather a belief in a 

way to destruct the simulacrum and return to the ‘Real’. Postmodern America is a civilization in which 

man has allowed himself to be removed from his primitive survival instincts and become cloistered 

from the natural world. By attacking the core belief of the American Dream and fundamentally 

changing the American landscape, Tyler seeks to reform America to a non-absurd state of being. 

Tyler states that to enact a catastrophic cleansing of the world ‘the crucial detail is consent’.48 

In doing so, Tyler argues, war is turned into ‘a world cup that never ends’49 as ‘consent creates a 

game, not a crime’50 and therefore consent renders it ‘in effect – play’.51 [Palahniuk’s emphasis]. 
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Bernard Suits explains in his book The Grasshopper, in order for play to exist, players must adopt 

what he defines as a lusory attitude: 

To play a game is to attempt to achieve a specific state of affairs [prelusory goal], 
using only means permitted by rules [lusory means], where the rules prohibit use of 
more efficient in favour of less efficient means [constitutive rules], and where the rules 
are accepted just because they make possible such activity [lusory attitude]. I also 
offer the following simpler and, so to speak, more portable version of the above: 
playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles.52 

Suits argues here that to engage in play requires an attitude which agrees to follow constitutive rules, 

even if those rules prove less efficient in reaching an end goal of winning. Indeed, one of the 

examples Suits uses to explain this is actually taken from conflict – the use of nuclear weapons. He 

continues, ‘although nuclear weapons are more efficient than conventional weapons in winning 

battles, the view still happily persists among nations that the additional consequences of nuclear 

assault are sufficient to rule it out.’53 In such a way, nuclear conflict is counter-intuitive to the lusory 

attitude of gameplay. It should be noted that President Trump has encouraged the production and 

storage of nuclear weapons by allied countries,54 while simultaneously condemning North Korea for 

its continuing engagement in their nuclear weapons programme.55 The Trump presidency aims to play 

the game of war while refusing to conform to the constitutive rules which apply. In short, America 

does not adopt the lusory attitude necessary to render war as play. Tyler’s mass extinction aims to 

negate the simulacrum of American ‘peace’ by destroying the game altogether through non-

constitutive means – indeed, it would be futile to play by constitutive rules that were being ignored 

anyway.  

Palahniuk’s creation of Tyler as a violent, absurdist, and anarchic force has been co-opted by 

the Angry White Male in America, and Fight Club has become a testament to followers of the alt-right 

movement and neoconservative politics who seek to re-establish the security of fundamental beliefs in 

the virtues of the core values which undercurrent the American Dream. Palahniuk has been relatively 

apathetic in his response to the politicization of his novel, regarding it as an example of the bereft 

nature of relatable texts for the postmodern, disenfranchised male: 
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It shows how few options men have in terms of metaphors: a skimpy inventory of 
images. They have The Matrix – there’s a lot of red pill, blue pill stuff – and they have 
Fight Club. The only other thing is Dead Poets Society, where men go into a cavern 
and say poems to each other, and they’re not going to adopt that.56 

Palahniuk has faced criticism previously for suggesting an absence of male literature in a canon 

which is, unquestionably, filled with a majority of male writers. Interestingly, the other text which 

Palahniuk mentions is the Matrix, which also revolves around the awakening of a hero into the futile 

reality of the American simulacrum – perhaps this absence of literature is less about sex than it is 

about theme. Regardless, Fight Club 2 can be seen as Palahniuk’s response to this political 

bastardisation of his debut novel. Throughout Fight Club 2, Palahniuk writes himself into the graphic 

novel. When Marla accidently stumbles upon ‘Write Klub’57 while looking for Sebastian, she finds 

Palahniuk and his friends discussing the graphic novel. ‘Marla asks, ‘Are you God?’’, and Palahniuk 

gives Marla his phone number, with the instruction ‘don’t call unless the plot lags’.58  

Roland Barthes argues extensively in his essay ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967) that ‘writing 

is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin[…]writing is that neutral, composite, oblique 

space where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very 

identity of the body writing.’59 Yet Barthes admits that ‘the explanation of the work is always sought in 

the man or woman who produced it’.60 Palahniuk’s closeted homosexuality and his issues with his 

own father, along with his position as a white American male at the fin de siècle of the twentieth 

century all warrant academic interpretation to seek a biographic explanation for the themes present in 

his debut novel. However, in the twenty years following its release, the subversion of the character of 

Tyler as a voice for the alt-right, despite Palahniuk’s revelations about his sexual orientation and his 

repeated iteration that his novel is, in fact, a love story, have removed Palahniuk from his character in 

a way which could not have previously been foreseen. Palahniuk seems aware of this fact and, in 

Fight Club 2, even makes reference to Werther Fever. The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) was a 

novel written by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in which the main character commits suicide after a 

spurned love. The novel became increasingly popular across Europe, even drawing the attention of 
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Napoleon Bonaparte. Europeans began dressing like the character and purchasing merchandise, and 

the text reportedly resulted in a number of copycat suicides. As Dr Wrong states in Fight Club 2, ‘my 

point is that fictional characters can outlive their readers’.61 Dr Wrong continues ‘human beings don’t 

cultivate ideas. On the contrary…ideas cultivate us’.62 Palahniuk appears, with these inclusions, to 

note that his Tyler, much like Werther, has superseded him as author and taken on a life of its own 

within the general population. Importantly, when Marla asks ‘are you God?’ Stewart’s illustrative 

Palahniuk offers no reply. While placing himself physically within the text as writer/narrator allows 

Palahniuk to regain some ownership over his creation, the truth is Palahniuk no longer holds any 

control over the interpretation of his characters by the wider population. In such a way, he was once 

the master of his own creation, but the free will of his readers have made this role defunct. 

Indeed, Palahniuk’s impotence as author becomes narratively apparent in the semi-

conclusion of the novel.  Marla, Sebastian, their son, and Tyler are trapped in a cave filling with salt – 

as Sebastian describes it ‘the bottom of an hourglass’.63 This hourglass, Tyler’s way of suffocating the 

family, is the gradual destruction of the American nuclear ideal through postmodern progression and 

chronology. Marla rings Palahniuk for advice, however, rather than intervene, Palahniuk allows the 

characters to die, and world destruction to occur, before proclaiming ‘…happily ever after!’64 The 

graphic novel then switches to a debate among members of the ‘Write Klub’, revealing that the 

nuclear warheads were duds, and that ‘the only way to resolve Tyler was to identify and execute all 

his acolytes’.65 Palahniuk proudly proclaims ‘I tricked the trickster’66 and, through making himself a 

character, Palahniuk regains a semblance of control within the text, suggesting that an author acting 

as a god can resolve even the most complex characterizations. Barthes has stated ‘the text is a tissue 

of quotations drawn from innumerable centres of culture’67. This is clear when, after the ‘Write Klub’ 

discussion, there is a knock at the door, and Stewart’s illustrative Palahniuk is met by an angry crowd 

of Fight Club fans, many of which are tattooed with mantras from the text.  Despite Palahniuk’s 

attempt at an explanation of his ending, the crowd decides that they will go and create their own 
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ending instead, accompanied by the author and the other members of Palahniuk’s writing circle. 

Indeed, during this journey, Palahniuk once again breaks the fourth wall: 

 

Figure 5.8 Stewart’s sun appears wearing sunglasses 

Palahniuk does not merely break the fourth wall here, but brings the set designer forward to show the 

audience how the stage is made. Such postmodern absurdism could only be achieved through the 

graphic novel format, and Palahniuk demonstrates here the artistic possibilities afforded by graphic 

novelisation. McHale argues that postmodern fiction, through paths of deconstruction and simulacra, 

must place recognition of the artificiality of its own existence and, in doing so, reveal the literary 

devices and techniques which control its creation. He states: 

If the fictional world now acquires a visible marker, its own status must inevitably 
change, too: it has become less the mirror of nature, more an artifact, visibly a made 
thing. As a corollary, then, to the artist’s paradoxical self-representation, the artwork 
itself comes to be presented as an artwork. The devices of art are laid bare.68 

Through a recognition of the devices which have facilitated the construction of this Palahniukian 

world, the absurdity of the artificiality of Fight Club 2 is exposed. Furthermore, through this action, 

Palahniuk demonstrates that he cannot be a sole Author-God, because another god is also at work – 
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Cameron Stewart. Furthermore, by acknowledging that his fan base would not accept the death of 

Sebastian and his family, Palahniuk acknowledges that the author, in many ways, writes for the 

audience rather than himself. In Fight Club 2, when the crowd discover the cave where the family and 

the dog have been trapped, they call as one voice upon Robert Paulson, who rises from his grave to 

crush the stone blocking their way into a diamond and rescue the trapped family. As stated in Chapter 

One, Paulson is an androgynous prophet who is symbolic of moral ‘goodness’. His actions not only 

save the nuclear family, but provides Sebastian with a diamond which he later gives to Marla as an 

anniversary gift and a new affirmation of their love and dedication to the American familial ideal. 

However, Tyler is revealed to be a hooded member of the crowd who converses with Palahniuk – the 

author being the only person who can witness him. While the crowd rejoice in the return of the status 

quo and a belief in the values perpetuated by the American Dream, Tyler and Palahniuk – the true 

Sisyphean heroes – communicate on the outskirts of this futile American vision. As the crowd 

wanders away to rescue the rest of Tyler’s followers who have been trapped underground (and, in 

such a way, also rescue themselves from nihilism), Palahniuk is left on the beach with Tyler, similar to 

the setting where Sebastian first found Tyler. This beach is an open space at the beginning of a 

horizon of possibilities and, much like the narrator was awoken to the absurd by Tyler in Fight Club, 

Palahniuk and Tyler’s interaction on this shoreline is an awakening to the postmodern possibilities of 

absurdism.  

Indeed setting is massively important for Palahniuk and unflinchingly overtly symbolic. As one 

of Palahniuk’s ‘Write Klub’ companions notes in the text, ‘subtle, first you end on the world’s tallest 

building. This one ends underground?’69 The conclusions of the phallic and the womb are obvious 

here. However, the cave in which they are trapped could also be argued to be a sublimation of Plato’s 

Cave allegory. Throughout both Fight Club and Fight Club 2, Palahniuk demonstrates that the 

American Dream is no more than puppeteer shadows on the wall. As an absurdist writer engaging 

with the futility of the American ideal, Palahniuk has attempted to unchain the prisoners in Plato’s 

example in order to see the shadows for what they are. However, Palahniuk retains awareness that 

even this is futile, screaming to the crowd ‘I know the end..!...Everyone goes back to wandering…a 

few people wander away.’70 There is a quazi-religious symbolism to this ending; like Jesus, Sebastian 
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is forsaken by his father/creator (Palahniuk) and dies, only to rise again from his tomb. Palahniuk has 

already implied that he is God within Fight Club 2, and, in the garden of Eden, Tyler is the serpent. It 

could also be argued that Tyler functions as a Holy Spirit within the triad of Author-God, chaotic-good 

character, and chaotic-evil character. It is the Holy Spirit who leads Jesus into the desert to expose 

him to temptation, much like Tyler exposes Sebastian to the world of fight clubs. Furthermore, in the 

bible, in Acts 1 and 2, Jesus gives his commandments to his disciples through the Holy Spirit, much 

like Tyler gives orders on Sebastian’s behalf to members of Project Mayhem in Fight Club and Rize or 

Die in Fight Club 2. Indeed, in his final farewell to the disciples, Jesus states that the Holy Spirit will 

remain and be sent to his followers – ‘the Spirit of truth who goes out from the father – he will testify 

about me’.71 Much like the Holy Spirit, Tyler does not die with Sebastian in the tomb, but is revealed to 

be among the followers of Sebastian who travel to resurrect him. Indeed, there is even a blurring 

between the distinction of Palahniuk and the narrator on the beach, an act symbolic to the trifecta of 

God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit as three parts of one holy union. If this symbolic characterisation is 

taken to conclusion, one could argue that in Acts 2 of the Bible, when the Holy Spirit descends on the 

disciples after Jesus’s death, Peter’s prophecy to the people about the end of days bears similarity to 

Tyler’s prophecy of apocalypse: 

In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and 
daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream 
dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those 
days, and they will prophesy. I will show wonders in the heavens above and signs on 
the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to 
darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day of 
the Lord. And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.72 

In this passage, Peter is embodied with the words of the Holy Spirit, and speaks on behalf of him. 

Similarly, in Fight Club 2, the collective following who travel to resurrect Sebastian also decide to ‘go 

forgive’73 and rescue those still trapped underground, despite Palahniuk’s attempts to call them back.  

In Fight Club 2, Barthes’ death of the author is more than apparent, and the readership has 

the power to defy the Author-God’s will through their own interpretation of Tyler’s words, both in 

Palahniuk’s text and Fincher’s adaptation. At the conclusion of Fight Club 2, Palahniuk tells Tyler that 

Marla is pregnant. Marla knows the child is ‘not my husband’s’74 – it is Tyler’s baby. Palahniuk 
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references a line which was in the novel but removed from the film, where Marla tells Tyler ‘I want to 

have your abortion’.75 When Palahniuk reveals that Marla is to have an abortion, Tyler asks if the 

scene has been written yet. When Palahniuk admits it has not, Tyler destroys his creator by shooting 

him in the back of the head: 

 

Figure 5.9 Palahniuk is killed by Tyler Durden 

Palahniuk’s absurd subversion of Barthes’ Death of the Author through the paradigm of breaking the 

fourth wall is, in this panel, overlaid with the diamond which Paulson crafted from the rock on the 

tomb. Underneath this diamond, Tyler pets the dog and states that he is going to be a dad. The death 

of Palahniuk, therefore, can also be seen as the death of the absurd hero of Tyler, as he too becomes 

entrapped in ideations of the American nuclear family. As Barthes states: 

Literature[…]by refusing to assign a ‘secret’, an ultimate meaning, to the text (and to 
the world as text), liberates what may be called an anti-theological activity, an activity 
which is truly revolutionary since to refuse to fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God 
and his hypostases.76 

                                                           
75 Ibid, p. 261 
76 Barthes, ‘Death of the Author’, p. 150 



 

193 

Palahniuk overtly and absurdly washes his hands of any ultimate meaning and therefore disowns the 

concept of Author-God or prophet. However, the self-referential ideology within Fight Club 2 provides 

another critique; after all, in Fight Club 2 the Author-God is acknowledging his own non-existence 

through absurdly assigning that existence into the text. This type of meta-writing is not new. Authors 

such as Paul Muldoon, Luis Borges, and even Miguel de Cervantes have all produced characters 

within their texts bearing their name. Indeed, in her essay ‘Paul Painting Paul: Self-Portraiture and 

Subjectivity in Durcan’s Poetry’, Kathleen McCracken proposes that the self-referential writer does so 

not in an attempt to counteract the death of the author, but instead to subvert it into a greater 

discussion on the falsity of identity: 

He is named in the poem not to close the gap between poet and poem or to merely 
document autobiographical experience, but rather to widen the gap between author 
and text, to emphasise how no ‘self’ is singular, how one’s identity is necessarily 
performative, and that what we are reading is a “logo,” a “signature tune” fashioned 
as much by the reader as the writer.77 

Palahniuk’s inclusion in the text reaffirms the position of absurdist thought in relation to the futility of 

the American Dream. The presence of Palahniuk within Fight Club 2, and his actions within it, suggest 

he is an underwhelming force within his own script – his control over Sebastian’s death is overridden 

by his readership, his graphic presence is a product of Stewart’s illustrative prowess – even his idea 

for a future writing ‘pay-off’78 (Marla’s abortion) is halted by the will of Tyler. In such a way, issues of 

author self-portraiture force ‘our attention to the textuality[…] and at the same time directs our focus 

on to issues of identity, our own and that of the writer.’79 Palahniuk demonstrates that it is the 

Sisyphean absurdist viewer – not Sebastian – which is important. The co-option of his texts and its 

characters by movements seeking to re-establish ‘traditional’ American values cannot be controlled by 

the author who originally created them. Palahniuk does not infer a secret ‘meaning’ to his text but 

simply, as an American absurdist writer, depicts an extreme quazi-reality imbued with Sisyphean futile 

clarity. 

 In Fight Club 2, Palahniuk has remained ambivalent in the appropriation of his emblematic 

character by political movements. However, the image of the author screaming at his followership, 

walking away to not merely interpret, but continue the story as they see fit is, in its own way, an 

infallible recognition by Palahniuk that he retains no control over his creation. Tyler’s words have been 
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subverted by the alt-right to further their own political agenda which seeks to re-establish the same 

core American values which Tyler aims to destroy. Palahniuk’s love story has been transformed into a 

political outcry of white, nationalist American ideology. Fight Club 2 is, in many ways, an absurdist 

response to the politicising of Fight Club. The graphic novel reaffirms Tyler’s distain for the American 

Dream and his anarchic motivations to destroy an inherently American ideology. Palahniuk as Author-

God has watched his creation become subverted, bastardized and reformed into a political ideology 

which is – absurdly – counter to the content of the text. While Palahniuk’s literary response appears to 

bemusedly recognise that the author has little to no control over his creation, nevertheless there is a 

confirmation in the narrative and in the actions of his characters that Palahniuk’s novel continues to 

concern itself with the futility of the American simulacrum, rather than its preservation. And while 

Palahniuk cannot change the unintentional political fallout from Fight Club perhaps, with Fight Club 2, 

he can at least say that he went out still swinging his fists. 
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Conclusion: A Post-Absurdist America 

 

We are not special. We are not crap or trash, either. We just are. We just are, and what 

happens just happens.1 

- Fight Club 

After a visit to America in 1947, Camus wrote: ‘I have my ideas about other cities but about New York 

only these powerful and fleeting emotions[…]I still know nothing about New York, whether one moves 

among madmen here or among the most reasonable people in the world.’2 For Camus, America was 

a source of absurdist fascination – the vast displays of wealth and abundance were a stark counter to 

his home in post-war France. When, during a talk at Colombia, the collection for French orphans was 

stolen, Camus was said to be ‘ecstatic’ – a second collection produced even greater donations than 

the first.3 This was the excessive, fleeting, absurdist world of Americanism, and Camus’s short visit 

only granted him a glimpse into its wonders. Indeed, Baudrillard regarded America as the utopic 

manifestation of humanity’s dreams: 

It is paradise. Santa Barbara is a paradise; Disneyland is a paradise; the US is a 
paradise. Paradise is just paradise. Mournful, monotonous, and superficial though it 
may be, it is paradise. There is no other. If you are prepared to accept the 
consequences of your dreams – not just the political and sentimental ones, but the 
theoretical and cultural ones as well – then you must still regard America today with 
the same naive enthusiasm as the generations that discovered the New World.4 

Baudrillard’s theory of the simulacrum inherently recognises the absurdism of America – it is a nation 

whose foundations are built on optimism, whose identity has more to do with their mindset than the 

ground beneath their feet. The American Dream is utopic, and therefore America must be a utopia. 

This is an absurdism, as America is not a utopia, or a paradise, and yet the American Dream states 

that it is, and therefore it must be. Such contradictions leave the mind in the state of ‘giddy whirling’ 

that Camus attributes to absurdism.5 Indeed, America is a giddy, whirling, utopic intangibility which 

exists – unlike any other nation – on the fringes of reality. The American Dream is a bastardization of 
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the original Puritan values which followed the settlers to the New World – the result of an adherence 

to an indisputable belief in their Manifest Destiny being opposed by the very landscape which had 

been sought. In such moments of futility, Americans reaffirmed their nationalism through unflinching 

belief in core American values. The American home became a site for the indoctrination of key 

American beliefs, and the structure of this communal living – influenced by religious heteronormativity 

– became vital to the propagation of the American ideal. Furthermore, America was to be a land of 

opportunity and freedom. A belief in American exceptionalism facilitated the idea that Americans were 

unique, special and, importantly, that individualism was a fundamental American concept. This new 

land of opportunity was also a land of economic possibility. The American Dream told its citizens that, 

through hard work and opportunity, their aspirations were attainable and would be facilitated and 

incorporated into the American capitalist ideology. In all respects, to be American meant to be 

complicit in American ideology – an ethos of attaining the intangible reaches of human imagination.  

Baudrillard is correct that America is a utopic paradise, precisely because it is a simulacrum. 

American absurdist authors are distinct in their recognition of the abstractness of this simulacrum in 

their writing, and attempt to illuminate humanity to the futility of complicity in the American Dream. 

Camus’ ‘poisoned peace’ of humanity’s ignorance is the ‘vast practical joke’6 of existentialist futility 

which Melville discusses in Moby Dick (1851). Palahniuk continues this American absurdist tradition in 

the postmodern era. His characters frequently engage with discourse surrounding the futility of the 

American simulacrum. Misty in Diary (whose very name suggests the intangible) argues like Camus 

that ‘we learn so little from peace’7, Victor in Choke suggests that ‘The unreal is more powerful than 

the real[…]it’s only intangible ideas, concepts, beliefs, fantasies that last’8, and Tyler – the absurdist 

antihero of Fight Club – contests the ‘unique snowflake’9 ethos of American exceptionalism and late 

stage capitalist individualism. Palahniuk’s novels are absurdist postmodern tales which expose the 

falsity of the American Dream. In Fight Club, society has become comprised of people who are 

merely ‘a copy of a copy of a copy’10. In Invisible Monsters, Brandy Alexander is quick to highlight how 

people have become commodified ‘products’11, their lives repetitive and boring, while in Snuff, Cassie 

becomes stripped of humanity, a sexual object rather than subject of her own existence. Many of 
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Palahniuk’s characters are literal reincarnations of previous people, thereby undercutting the concept 

of American individuation and exceptionalism. Penny in Beautiful You, Misty in Diary, and Victor in 

Choke (whose false sense of deity identity leads him to believe he is the reincarnation of God) all 

represent a repetition of the same core American values and beliefs manifesting in its population to no 

tangible outcome. Desperately seeking fame and fortune, the characters of Haunted find themselves 

locked in the utter horror of a repetitive retelling of trauma. Palahniuk’s characters are trapped, 

emotionally, physically, and spiritually, by the cyclical nature of their postmodern humanity. His 

protagonists spend their time desperately trying to invent an escape from their own Sisyphean 

boulder which will allow them freedom. Palahniuk’s novels track the development of his characters as 

they pursue their desire to escape the Sisyphean futility of the American Dream through a series of 

visceral, absurdist situations which awaken them to the simulacrum of their national identity. In doing 

so, these protagonists recognise that their existence is not divine will, but an intangible ideology of 

American success perpetuated through key concepts of American ‘traditional’ values surrounding 

nationality, capitalism and gender. 

 Camus has posited that we must imagine a happy Sisyphus in order for him to continue to 

perform his laborious task. However, in Fight Club Palahniuk portrays a character whose deep 

emasculation and American dissatisfaction awaken an alter-ego who becomes the text’s absurdist, 

anarchic hero. The narrators’ nihilistic numbness in the wake of the American ideal is shattered by the 

somnambulant awakening of an alter ego which forces him to confront his deeply repressed misery. 

Through the character of Tyler, the narrator becomes involved in an absurdist anarchy which disrupts 

the monotony of an otherwise pacified existence. Fight Club resonated with a generation of young 

men who, along with the narrator, became aware that the uneasy postmodern malaise which they 

endure is not ‘normal’. In the same way that women through history believed that their deep 

depressions were part of their identity and not of their oppressive circumstances, so too a generation 

of angry young men were awoken through the words of Tyler to the idea that their pain may be 

righteous and rooted in the futility of their gendered roles in late stage American capitalism. However, 

the adaptation of Palahniuk’s text from novel to movie, and the consumption of his message when 

filtered through the lens of David Fincher, has meant that many who have identified with Fight Club’s 

protagonist fundamentally misunderstand the anti-American sentiment of Tyler Durden’s politics. 

Palahniuk aims to pull at the threads of American values to expose homoerotic longings, anti-
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capitalist sentiments, and the longing for the destruction of a gendered American history rooted in 

post-WWII ideologies of the stable, patriarchal home. Fincher’s movie loses the nuances of 

Palahniuk’s text. Instead, it gains Fincher’s and Uhls’ own interpretation of Palahniuk’s original novel. 

The clearest difference between the film and the book is found in the finale. While both Fincher and 

Palahniuk’s narrator reaffirm their commitment to the heteronormative American simulacra through 

their connection to Marla, Fincher’s America is fundamentally altered through the destruction of 

consumer credit records, thereby creating real, tangible change in the American simulacrum. 

Conversely, Palahniuk’s hero fails in his attempt to destroy the Parker-Morris building due to 

inaccurately mixing the necessary chemicals, and his narrator is incarcerated in a psychiatric facility 

where he can be re-indoctrinated into the ethos of the American Dream. Where Palahniuk’s 

characters return to a Sisyphean futility, conversely Fincher’s Fight Club is one which promises the 

possibility of a new system. Therefore, rather than becoming aware of the simulacrum Palahniuk 

exposes, the fin de siècle Angry White Male instead believes that their malaise could be resolved 

through the reestablishment of heteronormative, patriarchal roles. Like the narrator, the American 

male becomes aware of the futility of his endeavour, however he fails as yet to understand what is 

responsible for his awakened despair. 

Palahniuk’s debut novel received much attention for the identification and discussion of this 

gendered postmodern malaise. However, Palahniuk’s subsequent novels explore the roots of this 

profound postmodernist malaise exists. American identity is founded on a belief in a Manifest Destiny 

which originally sought to build a vision of Puritan godliness on earth. The existential crisis that 

ensued when early settlers found themselves overwhelmed continues to seep into the Meta of 

American culture even today: 

The Puritan attempt to solve the absurd condition of man by establishing God’s city 
on earth failed, and the doctrine of faith has since been under continual fire.12 

This failed endeavour has meant that Americans continue to struggle with their national identity. The 

signifiers, values, beliefs and moralities which they have created as finite facets of the American ethos 

– most of which find their roots in the derivatives of Puritanical religious doctrines – counterintuitively 

simply bear no resemblance to statistical reality. The American Dream consists, at its centre, of an 

ideology which believes in the stability of the heteronormative nuclear family. However, American life 

                                                           
12 Hauck, A Cheerful Nihilism, p. 21 
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is much more diverse than this, and the perception of the United States as a Melting Pot (as 

popularized in Israel Zangwill’s 1908 play of the same name) is a much more apt characterization of 

the nation. Despite this, the backbone of contemporary American culture remains the belief in the 

family as a source of strength and stability. Palahniuk challenges this belief, suggesting not only that 

America is indeed a Melting Pot, but that this futile belief in a definite and constrictive familial structure 

ultimately causes weariness, postmodern malaise, and psychological repression. In Diary, Misty finds 

that her domesticated role is restrictive and harmful, while her husband’s repression of his bisexuality 

in favour of a heteronormative relationship is a source of discord and betrayal. Palahniuk’s meanings 

are rarely subtle, and every symbol in Diary – from the dead fish, to the name of Waytansea Island, to 

the fallen statue of Diana and the pedestal-bolted Apollo – are gaslights illuminating the stagnation of 

the American nuclear family. When Misty recognises her nightmare is real – that is, that she is the 

reincarnation of another woman, destined to fulfil a gendered domestic role – she attempts to escape 

her fate. While she succeeds in removing herself from the situation, she nevertheless enacts the 

curse on the Island which was her fate, and it is this ultimate impotence in the face of a predefined 

existence which Palahniuk highlights with his characteristic absurdism. 

Palahniuk also explores the lack of defined gender roles within the familial unit, and Choke is 

a Palahniuk text which explores the negation of gendered roles through the absence of the father 

figure. Victor’s deeply unhealthy love/lust/hate relationship with his mother plants its roots firmly within 

an internal Oedipal conflict that fails to resolve itself due to the lack of paternal role model. Choke is 

Palahniuk’s attempt to engage with Freudian psychosexual theory in an absurdist fable. Palahniuk 

recognises the American obsession with Freudian analysis as a meeting of absurd psychological 

fascination, and his satire of Freud’s psychosexual theory is imbued with such absurdist hyperbole 

that the underlying theories which govern this psychological thought cease to have any boundaries on 

reality. In a psychological theory where fatherly absence leads to feelings of motherly lust, the absurd 

becomes implicit. So, when Palahniuk suggests that all men negate the absence of the father by 

rebranding themselves as Jesus, it is ironically less absurd than the underlying implications of the 

Freudian theories of the Urhorde. However, underneath the hyperbole Palahniuk’s protagonist 

undergoes a psychosexual revolution which allows him to recognise the futility of seeking a lost 

nuclear family structure which was absent during his childhood. Only through the acceptance of this 

absence can Victor begin to become his own person, rather than suffer an identity defined by a lack. 
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However, Choke ends with this revelation, and while the cyclic repression Victor personally faced has 

been resolved, the belief system of the American Dream still exists, and Victor, along with the rest of 

the characters, remains trapped within it. Palahniuk’s texts regularly end with this desire to seek out 

some stale or inalienable truth that alludes reader, protagonist and novelist. However, as Hauck 

iterates, this allusion to some higher inaccessible knowledge is typical of absurdist writers in the 

American literary canon: 

The emphasis in the age of Melville was on positive creation rather than nihilism, 
comic or serious. Novels from that age commonly end with a protagonist still creating 
alternatives to resignation or suicide. Melville’s stories are often dominated by comic 
nihilism (as in Billy Budd) or total ambiguity (as is The Confidence-Man), but there is, 
especially in the early books and in the theme of Queequeg’s and Ishmael’s 
creativity, a deep insistence on some stable and eternal truth.13 

Like American absurdists before him, Palahniuk concludes his novels with the hopeful inference that 

there is escape from the cyclic entropy of the futility of the American Dream. Palahniuk is an absurdist 

longing for some real escape, rather than the continuation of Sisyphean labour. His uneasy laughter 

at the futility of the American Dream is personal protection from nihilistic fatalism. Hauck states, ‘The 

capacity to giggle is not a capacity to annihilate death; it is man’s echo of death.’14 Whether this 

escapist desire is the naivety of the protagonist, or the longing of Palahniuk to cease the absurdity 

and receive a counter to nihilism, is another matter. The macabre death drive of Victor and other 

Palahniuk protagonists are reflections of the absurdist author, whose humour is an echo of his own 

nihilistic unease at the inescapable reality of contemporary American existence. 

Indeed, Palahniuk demonstrates that even when his protagonists manage to traverse the core 

values of the American Dream through their rejection of the American familial unit, they are 

bombarded by an American post-capitalist ethos of consumerist individualism and commodity 

fetishism. Invisible Monsters was conceptualised and written by Palahniuk at around the same time as 

Fight Club, but was rejected by publishers for being too disturbing. Indeed, ‘too disturbing’ is a 

sentiment often iterated about Palahniuk’s novels. However, given his unflinching absurdism, the 

critical thinker must consider if Palahniuk is a truly disturbing writer, or if the shocking jolt of 

awakening to the American simulacrum is simply too upsetting an abjection for critics. Invisible 

Monsters remained unpublished until Palahniuk’s debut novel had reached a cult success, and it is 

                                                           
13 Ibid, p. 238 
14 Ibid, p. 244 



 

201 

imbued with the same unrelenting hopelessness and loss which permeates Palahniuk’s debut novel. 

While Fight Club focuses on a perceived male societal impotence, Invisible Monsters extrapolates 

that feeling of malaise into a cultural critique surrounding conceptions of individualisation and 

commodity fetishism in the American free market. Brandy Alexander is an absurdist caricature 

representative of the extremes of identity fluidity unbounded and enabled within a capitalist system. 

She is a composite of gendered identity signifiers which, absurdly, do not signify her identity. 

Conversely the narrator, Shannon, rejects all identity signifiers in favour of a nameless mutilated body 

which is visceral and, ironically, unwaveringly defining. Yet this disfiguring self-infliction of the 

grotesque is free from commodity fetishism, a key value of national identity in late-stage capitalist 

America. Like Tyler and the narrator in Fight Club, Brandy and Shannon are divided across an 

American value system; in this case, the futility of American consumerism in in identity formation. 

Indeed, Palahniuk’s absurdist critique of late stage American capitalism illuminates how 

commodity fetishism and mass advertising have co-opted inherently American values of individuation 

and personal freedom for profiteering. In Beautiful You, Palahniuk explores the American capitalist 

identity as a hive of consumer data, desire, and destruction. Penny, herself nothing more than a 

perfect clone of a previous woman, fights against a conglomerate tycoon for the free will of a global 

network of women, co-opted by faux-feminist advertising to purchase products according to the desire 

prompted by the nanobots secretly implanted within them. Like many later Palahniuk novels, Beautiful 

You reaches for the fringes of an absurdist viscera which aims to outperform the shock factor of his 

previous novels with hilarious and disturbing results. However, behind the ancient sex mystics and 

flying, flaming dildos of Beautiful You, there exists a legitimate and insightful critique of American 

consumerist identity consuming the very identity it purports to liberate. Unfortunately, once again this 

type of ludicrous, low-brow humour is the rationale for many critics to discount Palahniuk as a serious 

American novelist worthy of note in the American literary canon. Instead, he has been called an 

author ‘in love with his own kooky, quirky, outré vision and carried away by his need to shock’,15 his 

novels are a ‘self-induced miasma of meaninglessness’,16 and his writing is ‘shallow, simplistic, 

                                                           
15 Alice Stephens, ‘Book review: Beautiful You’, Washington Independent Review of Books (24th November 2014) 
<http://www.washingtonindependentreviewofbooks.com/index.php/bookreview/beautiful-you> [Accessed 11th March 2019] 
16 Lucy Ellman, ‘Love The Ones You’re With’, The New York Times (8th June 2008) 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/08/books/review/Ellmann-t.html> [Accessed 11th March 2019] 
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dehumanized’.17 However, America is a melting pot, and as Palahniuk himself is quick to point out, 

some of the greatest novels of American fiction were considered unworthy of critique in their time: 

Many of the books that we think of as America’s most beloved classics, like Tom 
Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, were, at the time, fantastically controversial because 
they used a sort of low culture dialect, and they told stories from a sort of uneducated 
idiot’s point of view, using idiot’s language. So they were really despised by the 
intelligentsia. Yet those are the things that last and become the beloved things.18 

Palahniuk’s absurdist ethos is similar to the writings of other American absurdists admitted to the 

American literary canon. Like Twain, Palahniuk has been considered low-brow literature, yet his 

absurdist critique of American identity has resonated with a significant American majority and has a 

cultural popularity which should not be ignored. That Palahniuk’s work may appear sensationalist and 

visceral does not discount the validity of his arguments surrounding postmodern nihilism and the 

American identity, any more than the characterization of the uneducated Huckleberry Finn by Mark 

Twain negates the topics the novelist raises about the American South in the late nineteenth century. 

Indeed, Palahniuk’s absurdist protagonists often follow a similar trajectory to Twain’s characters: 

Huckleberry Finn set the example for the modern hero or non-hero in the twentieth-
century American humorous fiction: always open is the choice to run from an 
intolerable absurd situation in the hope of finding a tolerable one. As long as the 
protagonist lives to run, the humor of his book is never entirely bleak.19 

The absurdist heritage of Palahniuk’s protagonists can be demonstrated in their return to this ‘running’ 

narrative of Twain’s humorous characters. Palahniuk’s characters are continually attempting to 

escape the situations in which they have found themselves, inevitably falling even deeper into an 

absurdist nightmare. However, it is their endurance in the face of the grotesque and the visceral which 

allows the laughter to continue. 

 Perhaps this is why, despite tackling serious issues such as consent, rape, incest, murder, 

and suicide, Snuff manages to maintain a level of humour within the absurdist viscera. That Cassie – 

rape victim, porn star, and grieving mother – decides to kill herself as a climax to her mass orgy 

pornographic film would be, in the hands of another writer, a cause of moral upset. Indeed, that a 

mishap with a defibrillator leaves her fused to her ex-lover and rapist in a gruesome contorted X-

shape should provoke utter disgust in the reader however continues to try and have sex with Branch 

                                                           
17 Laura Miller, ‘Diary’, Salon (21st August 2003) <https://www.salon.com/2003/08/20/palahniuk_3/> [Accessed 11th March 2019] 
18 Palahniuk, in Jeffery A Sartain, ‘Interview: Chuck Palahniuk’, Strange Horizons (16th October 2006) 
<http://strangehorizons.com/non-fiction/articles/interview-chuck-palahniuk/> [Accessed 11th March 2019] 
19 Hauck, A Cheerful Nihilism, p. 240 
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Bacardi even as he lays dying in an utterly absurd scenelet. This is undoubtedly low-brow humour, 

and such extremes have encouraged critics to be dismissive about Palahniuk. However, Palahniuk’s 

protagonists in the face of intolerable situations are enduring figures of American futility, continuing to 

run despite nihilistic absurdism. These postmodern absurdist heroes and anti-heroes have unique 

characteristics which warrant deeper examination beyond the scope of this thesis. Palahniuk’s 

characters endure in the face of their futile American existence, even when that existence proves to 

be a macabre and traumatic experience. 

Palahniuk demonstrates this endurance of spirit most clearly in those novels’ focus on 

American sexuality. Despite an ethos of traditional heteronormative sexuality, the American obsession 

with salacious sexual conduct and sexual morality has been well-documented. Palahniuk’s low-brow 

absurdist, visceral humour is well-suited to exploring the recesses of the sexual appetite and 

imagination in contemporary America – indeed, there is perhaps no contemporary author better suited 

to the task. In Haunted, Palahniuk explores the psychological horrors of American subversive 

sexuality while maintaining a macabre absurdism. Indeed, the Shooo-rook noise used as a family joke 

in ‘Ritual’ – a noise that meant ‘your worst fears might just disappear’20 is, in fact, the memory of the 

noise of an accidental castration when an army general was aiming to cut the throat of a female 

prisoner he was forcing into fellatio. This is unknown to most members of the family who all use the 

noise, and the uncles who are aware continue to find humour within this trauma as a karmic 

retribution for the soldier’s actions. Palahniuk, in typical Sisyphean fashion, passes no moral 

judgement on this tale, but rather maintains the role of the disconnected observer, watching the 

situation with an absurdist awareness. In Haunted, Palahniuk explores and highlights the absurdism 

and hypocrisy of American sexual morality, ultimately arguing that communal American sexual 

morality is out of touch with the individualistic moral code of sexual behaviour in contemporary 

America. 

Each of Palahniuk’s novels is an attempt by the writer to expose the simulacrum of the 

American Dream without being consumed by nihilism. Each of his protagonists is awoken to their 

misery while trying to move their own personal Sisyphean boulders. However, when his novels reach 

their dramatic peak, Palahniuk concludes these texts, leaving the reader to assume that the 

                                                           
20 Palahniuk, Haunted, p. 202 
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protagonist has moved into a life free from the futility of adhering to the values and morals inherent in 

the pursuit of the American Dream. The reality, however, as seen in Fight Club 2, is that these 

characters instead return to pushing their boulder, now with an overt awareness of the futility of their 

situation. In Fight Club 2, the narrator, now named Sebastian, finds himself returning to a new ‘lovely 

nest’ of domestic, gendered life, still physically and emotionally impotent, and subject to enduring 

emasculation. Only through the anarchic absurdist hero of the hyper-masculine Tyler Durden can he 

satisfy his wife, gain independence, and subvert his postmodern American existence. Tyler’s belief in 

survivalism is the reset button on American ideology. He aims to remove the simulacrum which 

centres on the futile pursuit of the core American values which Palahniuk has deconstructed over the 

last two decades. Kuhn and Rubin argue that ‘the nihilistic, destructive tendencies many perceive in 

Palahniuk’s work may ultimately prove to comprise an apt literary reflection of a deteriorating 

contemporary world.’21 Indeed, this sentence summarises Palahniuk’s body of work, and Tyler as a 

force of masculine rage in response to postmodern America. Tyler has become Palahniuk’s most 

famous and prophetic creation precisely because he is the character which best represents the anger 

that exists in contemporary American society. Each value and belief of American identity which 

Palahniuk has explored, questioned, and deconstructed in the last twenty years is embodied within 

the anarchic politics of Tyler Durden. He encompasses all Palahniuk’s nihilistic, destructive 

tendencies in one hyper-masculine character. At the end of Fight Club 2, he even supersedes the 

novelist himself, as Palahniuk enacts a literal death of the author in graphic novel format, signalling 

that the character he once created is no longer his to control (if it ever was). Instead, Tyler’s nihilism, 

anarchism, and absurdist entropy exist in the minds of Palahniuk’s readership, and the many Angry 

White Males of America who utilized the words of Palahniuk’s debut text to reassert their place within 

America’s contemporary political discourse. 

Palahniuk’s pulp status has been both a blessing and a curse for the novelist. Fight Club is a 

common household name, yet the name Chuck Palahniuk remains relatively obscure. Perhaps this 

has some relation to the popularity of film over print/novels as a cultural medium, or the popularity of 

the actors who starred in the movie, or indeed declining literacy rates in America. Regardless, the 

success of Fincher’s film has meant that a generation of people worship Fight Club as a manifesto for 

the Angry White Male without context for its ethos, nihilistic humour, or even its original ending. While 

                                                           
21 Cynthia Kuhn and Lance Rubin, ‘Introduction’, Reading Chuck Palahniuk, p. 5 
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Fight Club 2 concedes that Tyler Durden is a character of the masses, Fight Club 2 is a novel which 

still reasserts Tyler’s anti-American ideologies. Those who assuage their postmodern despair by 

taking their cue from the aggressive, anarchic actions of Tyler often fundamentally fail to understand 

the ethos which he embodies. Conversely, those who sit on the other side of the political divide and 

condemn the co-option of Fight Club as a ludicrous reaction to liberalism also fail to understand that 

Palahniuk’s debut novel is not the problem. Tyler is simply the embodiment of a contemporary 

malaise which has its roots in the pursuit of unachievable American ideologies which are underwriting 

postmodern America – a source of nihilistic, destructive anger. Critical American thinkers aiming to 

discern this postmodern malaise should examine the larger disaffection of the American masses – not 

simply the Angry American Male who has received so much attention. Palahniuk’s bibliography 

reveals that, while the Angry American Male is a majority group, the postmodern disillusionment in the 

American Dream is present across all American life. Palahniuk’s multifaceted technique of 

deconstruction through absurdism and hyperbole exposes the progressing fractures in the stability of 

a futile national identity, and the attempts by an increasingly uneasy American society to correct these 

faults through the reactionary reassertion of this ideology as essential to traditional American life. In 

such a way, American society has returned to push its Sisyphean boulder. However, Fight Club 2 

appears to suggest that this panicked return to the simulacrum is inevitable, despite the possibilities of 

temporary escapism. As such, Palahniuk suggests that postmodern America is lost to the future, and 

that the American Dream – a Baudrillardian paradise – is ultimately doomed to fail. Such nihilistic 

conclusions are perhaps disheartening. However, if Palahniuk’s absurdism has revealed anything to 

his readers, it is that humanity endures, even through the most absurd of trials. To quote Tyler, ‘It's 

only after we've lost everything that we're free to do anything.’22 

  

                                                           
22 Palahniuk, Fight Club, p. 70 
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