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Abstract 

My thesis discusses male identity in contemporary culture in relation to work by Bret 

Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk. Such work reflects the problems, anxieties, and dilemmas 

of the masculine subject in American culture. The characters in my six selected texts, namely, 

Ellis’ Less Than Zero, American Psycho, and Glamorama, and Palahniuk’s Fight Club, 

Survivor, and Choke, symbolize a generation with no discernible future. Each male 

protagonist finds himself in a place of no time and no meaning because image and illusion 

have supplanted essence. These characters combat culture-prevalent emptiness in the sense 

that each ironically re-asserts his so-called individuality against the dogmas of the 

establishment. Each, furthermore, is aware that his existence is not subject to a higher order 

or preset goal: traditional morality thereby has no meaning. My selected texts feature 

masculine subjects struggling with their own contingencies once stripped of given privileges 

(gender, class, race, and otherwise).  

To examine the notion of masculinity, I emphasize the role of power relations in gender 

construction. Bret Easton Ellis characterizes a world of appearance defined by particular 

styles. Chuck Palahniuk’s males are empty—they do not have any definitive meaning. Judith 

Butler challenges the proposition of a fixed identity, or an essential permanent masculinity 

or femininity as structured and reified by social norms. Therefore, we should not view 

masculinity as a cohesive and homogeneous category. Following Foucault, I examine the 

relationship between masculine subjects and social practices. At stake here, is how the 

performative articulation of proper masculinity disempowers and imprisons the masculine 

subject in a material form over which he has no control. The body becomes the object of 

desire and thus the vehicle/preserve of the sense of powerlessness that the masculine subject 

experiences daily within a hegemonic culture. Power is exercised through a dominant 

presence. This presence structures as a binary classification serving to underscore 

differences and ensure particular privileged social positioning. The proposition of a fixed 

identity, or an essential permanent masculinity or femininity, is structured and reified by 

social norms. Masculinity as a cohesive and homogeneous category is historically 

represented as an unstable center from which all other identities are defined. 
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Introduction 

Contemporary American fictional narratives tend to expose a lack of 

completion and fulfillment via the fear that everything is superficial and 

temporary. The values of America increasingly center on money, authority, and 

appearance. In contemporary society, reproduction takes over production; we are 

surrounded by screens, images, monitors, and advertisements. According to Jean 

Baudrillard, “we live in a world where there is more and more information and 

less and less meaning” (79). Contemporary reality forever floods with images that 

overlap, that fight for attention. All mediated information requires equal time and 

attention, regardless of quality. All things are devalued and are reinforced in 

meaninglessness. In White Noise, Don DeLillo shows how important information 

is trivialized by an upsurging of trivial matters. Trivial matters demand as much 

time and attention as significant ones. For example, tabloids with celebrity births, 

weddings, and breakups, for instance, drown out important news about pollutant 

gases and evacuation plans. Nothing is preeminently meaningful in 

communication, as expressed in White Noise. Images shape collective culture and 

our ways of making sense of the world. The reproduction of images constitutes a 

false “reality.” An individual’s identity becomes a simulation nourished by images 

of contemporary culture. Advertisements inform recipients of the importance of 

appearance. Consumerism is the measure of spiritual fulfillment: to buy more is to 

live better. Chuck Palahniuk shows this in Fight Club: the narrator tries to identify 

himself through the commercial brand name products he consumes by flipping 
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through catalogues and wondering what furniture defines him (43). In an 

image-driven culture, the commodification of information produces an anxiety 

about the construction of appearances. Do individuals have choices when they are 

governed by the very notion of artifice? 

Fictional narratives of the late twentieth century by males expose characters’ 

subsurfaces and unseens. Contemporary American writing illustrates a form of 

bluntness about the denigration of middle-class conformity. Its heroic characters 

are far less than heroic. They are worn out and disillusioned. They pronounce their 

dissatisfaction with governing senses of insecurity and the burdens of 

responsibility. Middle-class life is a mundane life marked by conformity and fixed 

values. Rick Moody’s Ice Storm explores dark questions about love and family in 

an affluent suburban area in an oppressive and bleak contemporary world. With 

spouse-swapping or key partying, petty shoplifting, and facile self-help books, the 

novel exposes radical dysfunction within an ostensibly peaceful social order. The 

mainstream, assimilated lifestyle of the young generation in Philip Roth’s 

American Pastoral similarly illustrates a mere exploitation of the environment and 

the underprivileged. Although the male protagonist fulfills his sense of duty and 

responsibility, he is to blame for his rigid control of a world that bends according 

to homogenized expectations of the American Dream. The orderliness of 

American life is only a delusion. The American Dream is a “dream” embedded in 

reiterated and simulated structures, practices, images, tropes….  

Contemporary US authors question the narrow canonical standard of writing. 
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In Contemporary American Fiction, Kenneth Millard states that this writing does 

not belong to the academic environment or anyone else in particular. There should 

not be literary hierarchies wherein texts or readers are privileged. Millard thus 

reasserts Elizabeth Young and Graham Caveney’s comment on American modern 

fiction: “no one should feel excluded from a passionate engagement with modern 

fiction; it does not belong to academia” (qtd in 6). Academia determines what 

sorts of writing should be most valued. Works that belong to the canon are 

institutionalized: “The canon is a body of texts institutionally determined and 

culturally ‘accepted’” (Fuery 18). Collective preferences expressed by 

professionals, such as critics, teachers, and publishers categorize works into 

“literary” or “non-literary.” “Literary” refers to the artifacts that are able to exhibit 

fundamental or authentic human values in the most “exquisite” form, or in 

Matthew Arnold’s terminology, “high seriousness” (177). Canon formation is the 

product of collective preferences managed by some people who exert more 

influence. Any work defined as canonical exists through a set of value judgments.  

The increased recognition of diversity within American literature challenges 

the monolithic American canon classically consisting mostly of white males. With 

a growing sense of the importance of race in America and the tracing of ethnic 

identities, works by women and ethnic minorities have come to be considered 

standard to the American literary canon. Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman 

Warrior emphasizes female struggle and creates distinctive feminine spaces while 

articulating notions of femaleness, of the body, of sexuality. The autobiographical 
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approach used in the novel destroys the line that separates fact and fiction, 

imagination and reality. Distinctions between genres, like written history and 

novels, are increasingly blended. Hunter S Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las 

Vegas displays that a nonbiased, objective journalism is impossible. Master 

narratives merely supply a version of “fact,” a subjective “objectivity.” Thompson 

invents Gonzo: a style that eschews neutrality and problematizes “truth.” “Gonzo 

journalism” as Michael E Ross puts it, “is a savage embroidery of the truth” (17). 

Gonzo is a form of master narrative criticism, in which the writer’s personality 

and style are the center of attention. Thompson places himself at the center of his 

reportage, thus confronting and attacking his subject. Influenced by Thompson, 

contemporary American male writers include subjective descriptions of feelings 

and emotions. They parody current events while satirizing official American 

culture.  

Many male writers write about maleness. James Baldwin, for one, 

disapproves of the infantile ideal of heterosexual manhood represented in literary 

works: 

The American ideal ... of sexuality appears to be rooted in the American 

ideal of masculinity. This idea has created cowboys and Indians, good 

guys and bad guys, punks and studs, tough guys and softies, butch and 

faggot, black and white. It is an ideal so paralytically infantile. (819) 

In every generation in America, manhood is so at the center of life that men are 

not even aware of the presence of its molded forms. White American men 
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internalize violent male role models in the form of an inherited sense of 

masculinity defined by physical-strength or war. For these forefathers, the 

American ideal of masculinity tends to lean towards dominance, authority and 

control. Since the 1960s, this American ideal of masculinity is however under 

severe challenge as a result of social change. The women’s movement together 

with the increasing complexity of family and social life complicate already 

complex definitions of gender roles. The disappearance of male-only bastions in 

business, industry, and the military, requires a re-definition of masculinity. The 

meaning of masculinity is no longer shaped in particular structures but becomes 

more complex and multifaceted in contemporary society. Men seem to lose 

contact with the so-called “masculinity” in this day and age due to the absence of 

father figures in the single-parent families and consumer culture. Raised by their 

mothers and without father figures, contemporary male subjects no longer learn 

about masculinity directly from men. Living in prosperous society, they receive a 

way of life, a set of expectations and the same images, logos and products from 

the media as “image is all-important in the postmodern era” (Burke 44). The 

shallow emptiness of consumer culture and the obsession with labels have 

therefore provided men with shifting values and uncertain hopes.  

Male writers, like Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk demonstrate 

aptitudes for exploding the conventional textual expectations that Baldwin derides. 

Each destabilizes master narratives by means of dysfunctional constructions, 

including satirical outrage and ironical objections to a culture that continuously 



 
 

6 
 

threatens individuality and purpose. Their characters are renegade outsiders. John 

Cheever’s characters, comparatively, are anti-heroes too. Their lives are absurd, 

replete with unrealistic and unfounded expectations. Cheever’s short story “The 

Swimmer” portrays the emptiness of contemporary American society. The 

beginning shows how heroic and brave the protagonist seems as he sets out on his 

unique swimming odyssey. But protagonist Ned Merrill progresses on his journey 

of swimming, he grows more fatigued and considers giving up. There is a loss of 

confidence, a loss of self-reliance. By the time the protagonist arrives home, he is 

ruined and lonely. His long vacant eroding house reveals an ultimate alienation 

and loneliness. These portrayals contrast writing about maleness traditionally 

centered on the Emersonian self-reliance of strong, silent, long-suffering uber 

male heroes.  

In my selected contemporary texts, namely Bret Easton Ellis’ Less Than Zero, 

American Psycho, and Glamorama, and Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club, Choke, 

and Survivor, male characters no longer possess essentialist inner cores or selves. 

They are empty, devoid of feelings. Their selves are decentered. The characters 

are everymen struggling to maintain and consolidate their culturally contrived 

positionings. At the same time, they are frustrated by conformity, and middle-class 

sacrifice. Trapped in assumed roles, they are deeply unsatisfied with themselves. 

They look for a life of meanings and feelings not determined by collective, 

conformist cultures. Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk openly criticize the 

saturation of consumer and management cultures though the use of absurdity, 
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surreal juxtaposition, fragmentation, and non-linearity. What the authors expose is 

a labyrinth of artificial funhouse mirrors. Their characters attempt to impose order 

upon illusions. They are frightened and confused. They discredit the system that 

claims any access to the real. Individual behavior is strictly regulated. Sexuality is 

constrained by a tight intersection of injunctions and inhibitions. The characters 

are controlled via the guilt and shame that result from rejecting white middle-class 

identity norms and responsibilities. Texts by Ellis and Palahniuk highlight the 

hypocrisies of white masculinity. Middle-class life is a waste and an entrapment. 

Middle-class people only blindly pursue what they have been told is the so-called 

“good” life. I argue that a deeper understanding of Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s 

presentation of alienated characters unearths an underlying critique of 

contemporary American society. 

Both Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s writings are deeply subversive and 

countercultural in their constant challenge to the social systems that determine 

gender roles, social relations, and subject positions. Their characters try to grasp a 

sense of hope in relentless searches for “truth.” However, in the fictional world of 

homogenous materiality, “truth” is merely a collective language construction or 

surface distortion. Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s male protagonists, middle-class or 

working-class, are deadened, dazed, and confused by the abundance of artificial 

“realities.” Although they are in a seemingly godless postmodern world, they are 

not master of their own destinies, but increasingly subservient to a consumer 

culture. Their works furiously critique consumerism and expose the kind of 
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Emersonian self-reliance that once defined masculinity as useless. In consumer 

culture, all signs refer to other signs, thus forming a closed system. “Trusting 

thyself” is impossible since the supposed traits that men should have do not 

remain constant and the world the self navigates is pure surface. Masculinity, once 

believed to be fixed, is fragmented and shifting. The male bodies in Ellis’ and 

Palahniuk’s works are represented as seriously lacking, facing the abyss of failed 

sovereign selfhood. The male protagonists need salvation but there is no salvation 

in “a desert landscape […] so devoid of reason and light and spirit that the mind 

could not grasp it on any sort of conscious level” (American Psycho 374). 

Although the late-capitalist consumer marketplace promises happiness and 

meaning in life, it breeds nothing but “blood, torture, death, and terror” 

(Postmodernism 5). Both Ellis and Palahniuk exaggerate the need for violence so 

much that I have to see its purpose in the narrative as ironic, indicative more of 

modern man’s power over others than his victimhood. They offer a subversive 

voice toward the brave, heroic, self-assured man in a patriarchal society. Their 

male protagonists are no longer placed as the secure and solid center but left alone 

with no one to hear or care about hearing their final words. In this thesis, I suggest 

that both Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk make an important and 

interesting contribution to gender discourse through their use of characters that 

challenge social norms regarding gender and identity.  

The gendered identity of Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s decentered subjects is closely 

related to the one-dimensional world of surfaces in the late twentieth century. 
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Fredric Jameson notes that the late twentieth century marks the “last stage of 

capitalism” where artificiality functions as a dominant reality. Jameson further 

explains that culture in late capitalism shows fascination to  

this whole ‘degraded’ landscape of schlock and kitsch, of TV series and 

Readers’ Digest culture, of advertising and motels, of the late show and 

the grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called paraliterature, with its airport 

paperback categories of the gothic and the romance, the popular 

biography, the murder mystery, and the science fiction or fantasy novel: 

materials they no long simply ‘quote,’ as a Joyce or a Mailer might have 

done, but incorporate into their very substance. (55) 

This indicates the loss of dialectic between “essence and appearance” (12), thus 

collapsing the multi-layered “depth” model into the omnipresence of 

one-dimensional surfaces. To put it simply, contemporary language embraces the 

emergence of flatness, depthlessness, and superficiality. Depth is replaced by 

surface, or by multiple surfaces; alienation of the subject is displaced by the 

fragmentation of the subject. This depthless world of surfaces, so clearly 

represented in Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s novels, is populated with decentered subjects. 

Ellis and Palahniuk do not attempt to re-instill depth into the depthless and 

commodified landscape. Each provides a vivid, statistical depiction of the 

problem as their male protagonists are trapped in the walls that are made of 

consumer culture the inmates seem to enjoy and actively pursue. Michel de 

Certeau notes that there are no longer alternatives to the consumer capitalism 
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within which we operate: consumer culture is “too constraining for [us] ever to be 

able to escape from it and go into exile elsewhere”; “there is no longer an 

elsewhere” (40). Consumption is so “massive and pervasive” that it is “becoming 

universal” (xvii) and inescapable. Ellis shows how his main characters are 

enveloped in the superficiality of embracing the one-dimensional world of 

surfaces and the void it causes. Similarly, Palahniuk shows the effects of rampant 

consumerism and pop culture, yet he differs in that he also shows how a denial of 

everything material is just as detrimental. The semblance of freedom is just 

another prison.  

Ellis and Palahniuk use blank, minimalist, and easily accessible styles to 

reflect on indulgence, excess, and the extreme as much as the mundane of 

contemporary culture. As James Annesley explains, their continual pop culture 

references and emphases on lists of items “[do] not just depict its own period; it 

speaks in the commodified language of the period” (Blank Fictions 7) and the 

“concentration on the function of the commodity ... provides a way of reading the 

contemporary scene” (Blank Fictions 9). As Hendrick Hertzberg points out, “a 

new social order requires a new language to describe it” (82). The new language 

is the commodified language which serves a deliberate contrast to “seminal” 

works represented by writers such as Thomas Pynchon and Don DeLillo, as 

Elizabeth Young argues about authors who use the “flat” and commodity-laden 

prose to express “an obvious distaste for the tired experimental strategies and 

resulting stasis of late, high postmodernist writing” (11). Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s 
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use of “commodified language” and emphasis on omnipresent consumerism is 

their attempt to collapse the gap between high and low culture, thus 

deconstructing the binary opposition of uninformed reader and cleverly ironic 

author. They reflect the world of their readers by using their terms, the terms of 

commercial life that permeate what they know as “reality.” 

On Whiteness. On Masculinity.  

 The whiteness and masculinity I examine are not only mutually dependent; 

they are overdetermined and articulated in such a way that each becomes more 

complex by association with the other. Both whiteness and masculinity are built 

around an anxiety of insufficiency: Mason Stokes writes that “whiteness exists as 

simultaneously as anxiety and uncertainty and as a normative and disciplinary 

social structure” (Color of Sex 24). The structuring of men’s sense of masculinity 

in a hierarchical system is based on a constant need of proving. Whiteness and 

masculinity pose all sorts of possibilities of not measuring up or of coming up 

short. For example, the archly self-reliant John Wayne in Hollywood film is used 

as a particular descriptor of what actually “white men” should be. Roger Horrocks 

in Masculinity in Crisis, argues that “As a result of socialization, most menhave 

over-developed certain attributes considered to be male such as aggressiveness, 

assertiveness, endurance, industry, risk taking, and self-reliance at the expense of 

certain others equally important for effective human functioning, for example, 

warmth, compassion, tenderness, intuitiveness, and flexibility”(87). Discourses of 
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race and gender designate white male identity in such a way that for most men 

there is always the hint of an anxiety that they could be just a little more 

masculine, whether in disposition of their bodies or behaviors. One must perform 

the rituals of an “acceptable”—straight, white, middle-class—masculinity in the 

sense that one’s subjectivity is removed and made as a passive object. Since white 

masculinity is a culturally defined experience, the standard by which all others 

have been measured has no real referent. Michael Kimmel observes that many of 

the conflicting cultural cues are directed to men, thus arguing that a “masculine 

mystique”—an ironic echo of Betty Friedan’s “feminine mystique”—is exposed 

as fraudulent: “the ‘masculine mystique’—that impossible synthesis of sober, 

responsible breadwinner, imperviously stoic master of his fate, responsible 

breadwinner, imperviously stoic master of his fate, and swashbuckling hero—was 

finally exposed as a fraud. The constant search for some masculine terra firma 

upon which to ground a stable identity had never provided firm footing for 

Self-Made Man” (Manhood in America 173-174). The standards of masculinity 

are impossible to achieve. In spite of this, average men are held to this mythical 

standard. 

The public level of male experience contains all of the expectations and 

norms, the instructions and prohibitions placed on white masculinity. In other 

words, the social level consists of the do’s and don’ts that society expects of white 

men so they try to sustain the “white self” in the hierarchy edged on 

“Others”—women and people of different color and sexuality. Luce Irigaray 
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observes and argues that the default subject of any theory is male, and that the 

female becomes the marked or differentiated: “any theory of the subject has 

always been appropriated by the ‘masculine’” (133). In The Fire Next Time, James 

Baldwin argues that white men project their fears onto black men: “The black man 

was forced each day to snatch his manhood, his identity, out of the fire of human 

cruelty that rages to destroy it” (270). Similarly, Toni Morrison writes of the racial 

identity, specifying that “American means white, and Africanist people struggle to 

make the term applicable to themselves with ethnicity and hyphen after hyphen 

after hyphen” (47). White masculinity, appearing as the unmarked gendered and 

racial identity, casts differing identities into abjection. In inventing the discursive 

“other,” white males parasitically produce an apparently “stable” white self out of 

a nonexistent self because both the white masculine self and the “other” are 

products of discursive construction. 

My core thesis is that masculinity exists only as ideology or fantasy, about 

how what men should be, which men internalize in order to make sense of their 

lives. James A. Doyle argues that the locution “It’s a boy!” is a pronouncement 

that immediately sets restrictions, grants privileges, defines status, and most 

importantly lays down social expectations. Doyle goes on to point out that what 

lies ahead of males is what he labels “the male experience” (4). It is necessary to 

look at how society strives to impose on whiteness and on masculinity a unified 

meaning while procuring white masculinity as a hegemonic discursive identity. 

Kaja Silverman examines the how the belief that an identity crisis is experienced 
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only by marginalized groups positing themselves against what passes as the norm 

in American culture (which is white maleness), prevents the study of a white male 

identity crisis (55). I do not intend to argue that masculinity is in crisis or men 

should reform their masculinity to help the struggle for sexual equality. The 

suggestion of alternative models of masculinity overlooks the fact that what we 

now think of as masculinity is originally used to legitimate patriarchy. However, 

men who conflict with, or question social norms have not been understood simply 

because they are visible, they benefit from political power, and they are not 

encumbered by racial and gender differences. This way of thinking neglects the 

issue that standards for masculine behavior are based in myth. R.W. Connell 

writes, “Gender is a way in which social practice is ordered. In gender processes, 

the everyday conduct of social life is organized around male and female role-play” 

(71). The social structure that enhances male power also subjugates, locking males 

into a stereotypical gender position. Masculinity does not exist as the character 

trait of any individual. Whiteness exists as anxiety and uncertainty. 

Aims and Objectives 

This project aims to examine masculinity in American culture, as constructed 

in works by Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk. Normative masculinity 

encompasses power, assertiveness, and invulnerability in an attempt to define 

male existence against cold social codes. Masculine subjects in contemporary 

culture are still subservient to social rules; they too are subject to authoritarian 
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discipline. Masculine subjects do not challenge or revolt against the problems 

within the system. Normative gender practices place enormous burdens on 

contemporary male subjects. White masculine subjects do not “naturally” sustain 

their places within the gender hierarchy while effortlessly securing their places in 

what Ken Kesey’s Chief Bromden calls “the Combine” that controls people’s 

behaviors. I will analyze how Ellis and Palahniuk pose different challenges to 

dominant definitions of maleness with the portrayal of characters that are trapped 

in institutions, which represents a set of relationships and practices monopolized 

by mainstream social values and beliefs. These contemporary characters maintain 

self-identity through quests for social place or status. They are enclosed in a 

discourse of power that profits from cultural practices demanding iterated and 

selective public and private performances. These characters inhabit practices, 

languages, and behaviors while positioning themselves within discourses that 

speak for masculinity. However, they are in fact alienated from these very 

environments and institutions when they realize that “innate” male traits are 

naturally not theirs. Masculinity is not a natural sexual identity but rather a system 

built up by repeating a series of gestures. The imitations of men haunt these male 

characters.  

This project scrutinizes how characters in selected texts thrust themselves 

into different roles. They want to be heard. They struggle about how to tell their 

narratives. Voice is a strategy by which to feign presence within social orders. 

Voice—or agency—is the power to construct or deconstruct a subject’s 
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self-positionings. Discourses of social order determine who can be seen as more 

or less significant. “The ear of the other says to me and constitutes,” Derrida 

writes, “the autos of my autobiography” (The Ear of the Other 51). Struggling to 

be heard is a form of participation in social discourse. No one wants to be 

excluded. Characters in Ellis and Palahniuk struggle to be heard and understood 

by others, by the ears of authority because in doing so they seek the confirmation 

of their subjectivities. These characters know full-well that their understandings of 

reality are always-already distorted. They respond to authority with irony. They 

lambast the hypocrisy of ruling institutions. In “E Unibus Pluram,” David Foster 

Wallace points out the major paradox in the condition of contemporary American 

fiction –authors’ attempts to destabilize the categories of high and low cultures 

further illustrate differences between the two (192). Similarly, in the process of 

challenging authority, male characters in contemporary fictional narratives 

re-establish the centrality of authority. The irony lies in the fact that to speak of a 

crisis in losing identity is already to be caught up in the discourse that privileges 

centrist viewpoints. What is at stake is the dark underside that entails a character’s 

search for vestigial ordering principles. There is thus an opposition structuring a 

forced choice: the character either submits himself to the existing culture machine 

or he reconstructs other disciplinary machines to work against official institutions 

and/or institutionalization. 

Research Questions 
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Male privilege, class privilege, white-skin privilege, and heterosexual 

privilege have been described as “an invisible package of unearned assets[...] an 

invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, code books, 

visas, clothes, tools, and blank checks” (McIntosh 31). This privilege represents a 

form of power maintained through the same patterns of domination – people in 

supremacy exercise power over their social subordinates. This power is 

legitimated by those subjected to it. The more privilege people have, the more 

controlled they are. Julia Kristeva argues that the self-controlled body is the 

wholeness and closure we look to our bodies to define. The rule of law creates a 

controlled and manageable subject. An individual subject’s self-discipline of a 

proper body (“le corps propre”) asserts the singularity of truth, and the stability of 

order. This ordered subjectivity is a comfort but also a burden (4). As Margo Adair 

reveals, control patterns force the privileged to stiffen up: “Be emotionally 

suppressed, remote, alienated so that the inhumanity of controlling others is not 

felt. Control yourself so you control others without flinching” (62). White 

masculine subjects internalize rules, and traditional exclusionary tactics that serve 

to consolidate male power while institutionalizing the fear and loathing of alterity, 

of the “Other.” These rules come to form a part of the image masculine subjects 

develop about themselves to fulfill the social dictates of patriarchy, a system of 

social organization based on male privilege. However, as Kate Millet points out in 

Sexual Politics, the rules of patriarchal domination operate in dual layers: “male 

shall dominate female, and elder male shall dominate younger male” (25). This 
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control pattern reveals an even deeper anxiety. What marginalizes and 

subordinates men? How do they participate in their own forms of oppression? 

The development of new technologies restructures our dependence on 

physical prowess for labor. In “A Cyborg Manifesto,” Donna Haraway points out 

that “work is being redefined as both literally female and feminized, whether 

performed by men or women. To be feminized means to be made extremely 

vulnerable” (171). Facing the “feminization” of labor and a disempowered and 

vulnerable workforce, masculine subjects no longer enjoy stereotypical gender 

privileges. The public realm – politics, business, war – no longer only belongs to 

men or to classical maleness. The diversification of relationships and families, and 

the growth of female employment constitute ambiguities in the status of 

masculinity. Masculine subjects harbor a simultaneous fear about the annihilation 

of masculinity. To what extent have transformations in the workplace, rising 

unemployment, or the disappearance of the nuclear family offered new 

possibilities for defining manhood? 

Masculinity is a product of culture. White, middle-class, and heterosexual 

privilege stands as a model for normative masculinity. Masculine subjects bear the 

burden of representation; each embodies the standards of an ideal white figure. In 

Marked Men: White Masculinity in Crisis, Sally Robinson mentions how “male 

power is dependent on the recognition of male embodiment, and particularly, 

white male embodiment” (43). The embodiment shows the unitary model of 

masculine power without alternatives within the dominant masculine paradigm. 
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This oneness is not only the fundamental structure of masculine power, but also a 

costume the subject is required to wear to harness authority. “Masculinity is 

dependent on an assumed stability of other words linked to that essence as well, 

including ‘man,’ ‘power,’ ‘virility,’ or ‘penis’”(Reeser 36). Masculine subjects do 

not exist as fundamental natural entities. They are made through discursive power 

regimes. The term “male” is interpellated upon “men.” Each engages in cultural 

practices that suggest manhood. So how are masculine subjects absorbed by the 

culture machine that determines masculine thoughts and actions?  

Each individual is assigned roles in a binary structure of gender that 

privileges masculine over feminine. Ideological constructions of gender, in the 

west at least, ensure male dominance, thus becoming the standard. With the rise of 

women’s liberation, white males’ “falling from grace” becomes “the symbol of 

decline” (Robinson 2). The image of the male is revalued by condemnations 

against institutional control over sexual stereotypes. Donald Greiner quotes Pico 

Iyer on the question of female empowerment via male bashing: “As it is, students 

are taught in school that ‘patriarchal’ is the worst kind of insult, and misogynists 

must be sought out everywhere. But what is the term for misogyny in reverse?” 

(15). Promotion of gender equality relocates the “center” and brings in as many 

voices as possible from the margin back to this center. Yet the current tendency to 

decenter masculinity by displacing patriarchy marches forward. The way to 

challenge male patriarchy is to rewrite the old equation of women with passivity 

while eliminating men from this discourse. Female empowerment repudiates 
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males. My point here is to consider the return to a structure of binary oppositions 

when one believes he/she has got hold of “truth.” Thisd “truth” forms the 

fundamental gesture of subjectivity. Officialized authority always interchanges 

with another set of regulations of dominance and subjection. Does the struggle 

against culturally determined thoughts indeed foster new power discourses? 

Chapter Outline 

My first section concerns empty spectacle, blank repetition, and the declining 

faith in moral value, all of which are superseded by commercial concerns in Bret 

Easton Ellis’ novels. His works are confrontational. They ask readers to re-assess 

their judgments of gender roles via absurdist and highly-contrived social 

situations. With uncomfortable scenes being played before their eyes, readers are 

uncertain about how to respond to Ellis’ compelling yet disturbing scenes. 

Readers are not sure whether to watch with fear and repulsion and fascination, or 

to turn away from the confusion his protagonists encounter. His novels, Less than 

Zero (1985), American Psycho (1991), and Glamorama (1998) are accused by 

some critics as being “superficial.” Richard Eder summarizes the characters’ lives, 

not to mention the plot in Less than Zero, in the following manner: “they drink, 

get high, get tranquilized, spend a great deal of their parents’ money, and practice 

junk-food sex” (3). I argue that there is bias in such critics that start off their 

essays as dismissing Bret Easton Ellis’ portrayal of the meaninglessness of 

materialistic American society.  
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Written from varying perspectives in the life of three disoriented protagonists, 

Less than Zero leads readers to suspect what they see. It lulls us into the 

hollowness of young male life replete with monotony and dissatisfaction. 

American Psycho is notorious for extensive descriptions of racism, sexism, rape, 

torture, murder, mutilation, and cannibalism. But, interestingly, much of such 

violence in the novel can never be clearly defined as actually occurring. Rather, it 

is hallucinatory. This ambiguity suggests how protagonists dramatically imagine 

socially subversive activities. Readers are thereby forced to pay attention to and 

question the masquerading aspect of normal masculine subjectivity. Bret Easton 

Ellis’ Glamorama uses postmodern plotting techniques, such as countless 

dialogues, disjointed episodes, and excessive depictions of sensational sex and 

violence to reveal the glut, glamour, and horror of the contemporary celebrity 

experience. Yet his way of writing is humorous and satirical, not moralistic. Bret 

Easton Ellis’ protagonists are painfully aware of “nothingness.” They are anxious 

to acquire freedom and responsibility, which in turn transform into spectacular 

burdens. Each protagonist bears a brief resemblance to Kafka’s characters: their 

lives are painfully absurd. Existence in Ellis’ narratives is an exercise in anomie, 

in directionlessness, a walk in a castle with no exist. 

My second section focuses on Chuck Palahniuk’s works Fight Club (1996), 

Survivor (1999), and Choke (2001). Each concerns fundamental questions about 

the value of living and the ideology of so-called human nature. Palahniuk’s 

characters struggle to overcome oppressive institutional forces that clash with 
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personal interest. His characters resist the threat of social erasure and exclusion. In 

the introduction of Stranger than Fiction, Chuck Palahniuk writes that “in case 

you haven’t already noticed, all my books are about a lonely person looking for 

some way to connect with other people” (xv). His characters are estranged from 

the communities to which they supposedly belong. They make efforts to escape 

from oppressive social control. 

Characters in Palahniuk’s Fight Club aim to regain senses of free will. They 

alter their conditioning as consumerist victims. However, they cannot escape 

masculinist, militaristic discourses. They are always characters in predetermined 

stories. Males attempt to break free from the constraints of conformity. They long 

for real selves. They regain freedom but only through self-destruction and 

punishment. Survivor, for example, is a satire of American mass culture. 

Protagonist Tender Branson sees the world where he is working as a housekeeper 

as excessively materialistic. He is not satisfied with the notion that material 

accumulation can produce meaning, nor define identity. When he cannot escape 

his violently imposed reality, he decides to play within the system that gives him 

the ability to control the death of others. In a commercial world, there are no 

distinctions between good and bad, between life and death. The only defining line 

is the line of wealth. The liquid values of the material world do nothing beyond 

further intensifying spiritual decay. Victor Mancini, the protagonist of Choke, 

spends his whole life trying to live up to unrealistic culturally enforced 

expectations. He is estranged from most of humanity. The only connection with 
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people around him is when he purposely chokes on food in crowded restaurants. 

By choking himself, he makes people responsible for his life: they “save” him; 

likewise saving themselves from spiritual redundancy or senses of personal 

worthlessness. Victor’s use of deceit in the quest for “connection” further 

confirms his empty existence. Yet he cannot escape his penchant for escapism, 

even while those around him conform to social expectations.  

Literature Review 

Hegemonic masculinity upholds the patriarchal status quo within the 

operations of social power. Hegemony is a means of maintaining social order 

without using force: oppressed classes believe their subordination is both “right” 

and “natural.” Hegemony, originally articulated by Antonio Gramsci, refers to 

how dominant ideological institutions legitimize their positions through 

structuring beliefs in order to subordinate other classes. In Masculinities, R.W. 

Connell coins the term “hegemonic masculinity” to describe whiteness, 

heterosexuality, and competitiveness. To wit, the “individualist and aggressive 

men in the paid labor force who dominate the moral, cultural and financial 

landscape” (77). Connell’s theory captures the fluidity of identity and power as 

well as its interrelationship with many everyday practices infused with power. 

That the hegemonic male is said to be an authoritative masculine subject 

reinforces male privilege by complying to the system of patriarchy and supporting 

conformity to an idealized masculinity. The hegemonic definition of manhood 
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refers to “a man in power, a man with power, and a man of power” (Kimmel 30). 

The heart of hegemonic power is that being a man means not being like a woman. 

Masculinity is defined by standards by which all males are judged, tested, and 

qualified to benefit from the institutionalization of male dominance.  

The radical critique of masculinity holds masculine subjects responsible for 

their individual and collective behaviors, thus rendering them inherently “bad” or 

“aggressive” or “male.” Male interest is formulated and constructed within 

contexts of patriarchal discourse. Males are blamed for upholding the male mode 

of power. In response to social and economic challenges, white males increasingly 

confront their parts in patriarchy. The dominant culture and principles of “white 

America” center on the predominance of white male superiority. Yet white male 

superiority remains a constructed nature of difference and power. This structure 

privileges a white hegemony that reinforces the subjugation of the disempowered 

by heterosexual white male control and desire. Nancy E. Dowd indicates how 

“men are oppressed in a different way, as a price for privilege and in order to 

achieve manhood” (7). White males no longer enjoy de facto economic and social 

prosperity – if they ever did. Females from different ethnic groups in America try 

to escape the narrow confines of the binaries of black and white, of women and 

men. Structure and culture are male-dominated: they disadvantage females, not to 

mention males who fail to meet masculinity norms. The gender structure does not 

prove the superiority of any gender over another. There is a tendency to 

destabilize privilege in order to achieve equality. Profound challenges to 
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masculinity are recognized, leaving masculine subjects in crisis. Facing such 

crises, white masculine subjects confine themselves within the established 

gendering system. 

Facing fundamental shifts in power and privilege, the masculine subject 

begins to express dissatisfaction with his changing social position, not to mention 

confusion about his identity as a “man.” Raised by mothers, without father figures, 

masculine subjects no longer learn about masculinity from other males. Single 

motherhood becomes an alternative to the “traditional” mode of the patriarchal 

nuclear family. The male subject therefore loses contact with so-called traditional 

“masculinity” due to the absence of a father figure. The old ideal of the nuclear 

family is under threat. As antihero Tyler Durden points out in Fight Club, we are 

“a generation of men raised by women” (50). Anna Gavanas mentions that role of 

white middle-class masculinity needs to be redefined: “the ‘family man’ as a 

white middle-class standard defined by breadwinning and recreation needs to be 

castrated” (8). In the absence of the father, the masculine subject experiences 

ambivalence in his relationship with the mother. Knowing the oppression of the 

mother, the subject, via archetypal (male) guilt and shame, dis-identifies with the 

father in his attempt to construct an alternative discourse of masculinity. The 

paternal figure who provides security and sociability to an individual no longer 

has the same fixed role as the traditional career-focused father. Failing to escape 

from the existence of male sex role stereotyping, the masculine subject faces new 

measurements of masculinity. To be a socially accepted man, he should distance 
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himself from the maternal figure. Thus, he is in a contradictory state: he is at once 

oppressor and oppressed.  

Masculine subjects receive a way of life, a set of expectations and images of 

logos and products, from the media. The media – magazines, television, movies, 

music – increasingly exhibits what it means to be a “man” and how “men” should 

look and act. In “The Contemporary ‘Crisis’ of Masculinity,” Michael Kimmel 

points out how American masculine subjects are confused about what it means to 

be a “real man”: it is “a cultural commonplace, staring at [them] from every 

magazine rack and television show in the country” (121). Magazines use the 

elements of sex, drinking, cars, sports, and “male” popular culture to reassert 

traditional masculine confidence. The masculine subject’s desire for physical 

fitness is a proof of “muscles [as] part of cultural inheritance and of the social 

construction of gender roles” (Tomasulo 185). Here, personal autonomy is 

eclipsed. “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” (50), so 

Tyler Durden mocks advertisements of the ornamental body. Fashion and personal 

grooming emphasize aesthetics. Men have been increasingly gendered, just like 

women. In “Is Straight the New Queer?,” Mohmin Rahman argues that 

“masculinity can be read as a ‘sign’, […] simulated through pre-determined codes 

of representation” (225). The meaning of masculinity is tied up in men’s tastes in 

fashion and in physical forms. The new scrutiny on men in terms of style and 

deportment reduce masculinity to a superfluous cultural sign. It is increasingly 
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difficult for males to ignore their gendered statuses. They face a growing 

bombardment of advice columns on how to be more sensitive and compassionate 

in order to be better fathers and lovers. The struggle to reposition themselves out 

of prevalent discourses is Sisyphean.  

The fear of not being “masculine” enough exposes the peculiarity that most 

masculine subjects feel powerless, not powerful. White middle-class privilege is 

re-interpreted as spiritual emptiness, complacent conformity, and, indeed, 

subjugation, as Catherine Jurca argues. In White Diaspora, she contemplates the 

self-pity of white middle-class males trapped by suburban home privilege, 

catalogued furniture, and proper male conduct, not unlike Frank Wheeler in 

Richard Yates’s Revolutionary Road. Frank blames his partner, as well as society, 

for being hampered by the dullness of suburban life. He is afraid to face his 

mediocrity and conformity. He regards himself as cleverer, more liberated, and 

more interesting than his neighbors. Twentieth century American suburbs 

represent white middle-class privilege. Jurca illustrates how the suburbs have 

been redefined in literature as rootless, hollow, even oppressive environments. 

The middle-class struggles in vain to find a solid sense of existence, to be 

enclosed in stable and normative positions. Sloan Wilson’s The Man in the Gray 

Flannel Suit illustrates discontent in the world of masculinity. Success always 

means the impossibility of attaining contentment: “the only reason I’m willing to 

spend my life in such a ridiculous enterprise is that I want to buy a more 

expensive house and a better brand of gin” (16) protagonist Tom Rath 
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half-ironically utters. Jurca’s major argument is that displaced middle-class whites 

are spiritually “homeless.” They live in alienation from society, from each other, 

from themselves. Indeed, Jurca sees privileged classes redefined as somehow 

disadvantaged, persecuted, and powerless.  

Living in the fear of feminism robs the contemporary male character of 

power and privilege. Masculine subjects thus focus on a kind of masculinity that 

can be safely expressed within existing patriarchal boundaries. In Taking it Like a 

Man, David Savran describes this kind of masculinity as a highly disciplined 

subjecthood. Savran proposes that the “self-disciplin[ed], tirelessly policed, 

pleasureless” (25) male subject is an application for the redemption of male 

self-esteem. Savran suggests that a self-scourging ideal male subject constitutes a 

culture in which male self-violence – swallowing whole, leaving no traces on stiff 

upper lips – is a foundational aspect of white masculine identity. Masculine 

subjects often consider themselves solely as victims of patriarchy. Male feelings 

of subordination to the system of male power reveal an exclusionary construction 

of power and privilege. White males thus seek a new definition of masculinity that 

deliberately diverges from a patriarchal, mechanistic one.  

Privileged masculine subjects identify themselves as victims in the face of 

absent fathers; subjects no longer enact their masculine roles. Displacement of 

men from their traditional roles leads to masculine anxiety about being 

“feminized.” In patriarchy, “any group perceived as ‘weaker’ or ‘other’ is 

stereotyped as ‘feminine’” (Caputi 73). Middle-class white men are displaced 
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from the social center, and the comfortable notions of masculine authority and 

unquestioned privilege. In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault notes how 

“in every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, 

organized, and redistributed according to a certain number of procedures, whose 

role it is to avert its powers and its dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade 

its ponderous, awesome materiality” (216). Ideology, in this sense, serves to 

produce and justify a series of prohibitions that determine what may be spoken, 

and who may speak. This interdiction creates and upholds boundaries. Subjects 

who do not fulfill the prevailing discourses of sex and gender are marginalized 

and stigmatized as “others.” Such ideology creates feelings of fear. Masculine 

subjects suffer an alienation from the self and a fear of male subordination in a 

system of institutionalized male privilege and underprivilege.  

In Contemporary Perspectives on Masculinity, Kenneth Clatterbaugh 

examines several major theoretical perspectives with respect to the sociological 

issues of masculinity that have arisen in North America since the 1970s. The 

conservative perspective draws on biological standpoint to argue that masculinity 

is fundamentally unchangeable. Traditional gender roles are society’s innate need 

for structure and order because of the biological make-up of women and men. 

Pro-feminist positions, by contrast, recognize men’s positions founded on 

inequalities between women and men. They generally critique how dominant 

culture sets the “white, middle class, heterosexual [as] standards for other men, 

against which other men are measured and, more often than not, found wanting” 
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(Kimmel 124). Proponents of Men’s Rights argue that feminism creates new 

injustices against men though men are also victims of patriarchy and sexism. The 

spiritual perspective is a newly emerging position that suggests the need for men 

to regain their spiritual roots as masculinity if formed deep in men’s psyche. 

There are a range of arguments linking the study of men with social relations and 

production, race, and sexuality issues. A plurality of masculinities demonstrates 

the construction of masculinity in the image of hegemonic masculinity. 

Scholarship on masculinity and whiteness suggests that these identities can be 

stripped of power when their constructed natures are exposed.  

Gender is a kind of enforced cultural performance inscribed on the surface of 

bodies.  This way of examining masculinity helps to destabilize stereotypes of 

masculinity, which keep us from critiquing culturally sanctioned masculine 

stereotypes. For traditional feminists, men are the dominant force against which 

women are defined. Women are shaped and oppressed. All men are subsumed 

under the term “patriarchy.” For example, Simone de Beauvoir asks why females 

are the Other in texts written by males. In her book The Second Sex, she concludes 

that women are constructed “differently” by men. For de Beauvoir, physical 

distinctions determine the social arrangements that contribute to the “differences” 

between men and women. The understatement here is that the essence of 

“femininity” is dependence. Such an idea is inadequate in identifying the 

discursive ways in which literary language figures males and females in specific 

and systematic manners. “Poststructuralism has made us aware of the ways,” 
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Maggie Humm writes, “in which men and women are absent from and included in 

representations, depending on who owns and speaks the language of 

representation” (134). This powerful ideology signifies how authoritarian power 

structures control people by placing them into routines of public administration 

that limit – or eliminate – personal autonomy. The logic of this system governs the 

construction of gender, and the social choice of certain social groups as marginal. 

The logic of this system effortlessly shapes people’s beliefs, constitutes the world 

of their experience, dictates the way in which they view the world, and programs 

their behaviors. 

Gender functions as a structure of hierarchically arranged roles. Gender roles 

underpin “ideal” models of behaviors that sexes are required to assimilate and 

display in a multitude of settings. The operation of gender reproduces gendered 

dichotomy that categorizes males and females into masculine or feminine. In her 

essay “Womanliness as Masquerade,” Joan Rivière suggests gender is a mask that 

can be worn or taken off: “there is a performative and masquerading aspect to the 

assumption of normal masculine and feminine subjectivity” (Francis 167). Rivière 

presents a case study of a highly successful female professional who seeks older 

males by being a coquette (female) after she delivers her academic (male) 

presentations. Rivière concerns herself with intellectual females who are driven to 

“put on a mask of womanliness to avert anxiety and the retribution feared from 

men” (35). Rivière argues that female success represents a momentary accession 

to the ownership of phallic power. Such a possession of power should be 
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compensated for by exaggerated feminine behavior. Rivière draws attention to 

how gender becomes a masquerade, a costume that disguises and constitutes daily 

life. However, Rivière’s argument overlooks the binary force hidden in the 

subject’s behavior. Femininity is a masquerade that relies on the repression of 

aggression. Masculinity features male roles that are worn with the expression of 

aggression in terms of emotional and sentimental restraint. Masculinity and 

femininity are positioned as fixed essences. Fictive performance is the way in 

which subjects incorporate their selves into rigid gendered “norms.”  

To be masculine does not involve an expression of natural interiority. 

Masculinity is a form of performance and masquerade. In Three Guineas, Virginia 

Woolf mocks masculine uniforms, “Your clothes in the first place make us gape 

with astonishment […] every button, rosette and stripe seem to have some 

symbolical meaning […] All the trappings of authority, hierarchy, order, position 

make the man” (56). Gender is an act in the way that “doing gender” involves 

“sustained social performance” (Butler 412), which in turn involves the repetition 

of “socially established meanings” (Butler 410). Male privilege is indeed fragile 

in maintaining both position and hierarchy. In “Bodily Inscriptions, Performative 

Subversions,” Judith Butler offers an analysis of gender and sex in terms of the 

repeated performances that solidify over time to affirm the naturalness of said 

gendered appearances. It is not a natural category but rather a system built up by 

the repetition of a series of gestures that produces an individual. Following Butler, 

Judith Halberstam asserts that “gender […] like computer intelligence, is a learned 
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imitative behavior that can be processed so well that it comes to look natural” 

(443). Gender performance requires hard work at maintaining the absurdity of 

rigid gender performantivity. In keeping with norms, gender acts require the 

continual repetition of social performances. Acting out gender means performing 

socially approved and politically regulated body movements and gestures. The 

illusion of any stable fixed gender identity—male or female—is promoted, 

perpetuated, and believed. The individual is imprisoned within endlessly iterated 

and reinforced ideas and values from institutions, like schools and families, about 

the “proper” ways to be male (or non-male or female or non-female).  

Research Methodology 

This project will adopt Michel Foucault’s theory of discourse to examine 

how the representation of masculinity is framed in the terms and interests of the 

dominant discourses of ruling powers. Discourse is the term used by Michel 

Foucault to designate the system of thoughts, ideas, and images that encapsulate 

the concept of “culture” in every society. In Foucault’s view, “the production of 

discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized and redistributed according to 

a certain number of procedures” (149). Discourse is the very structure from which 

the social world is controlled. Discourse presupposes all forms of knowledge and 

truth in a set of rules. Discourse is inseparable from institutional power, discipline, 

and domination. Each individual is indeed a social construct; a “subject” socially 

and culturally entangled in a “set of rules [within] a given period and for a definite 
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society defined” (Foucault 53). Dominant systems of social organization 

promulgate the concept of the individual as self-sufficient, free, and autonomous 

in order to control and manage individuals.  

The “subject” is led to believe that free and autonomous individuality is 

unique to him- or herself, so the “subject” regulates and presents him- or herself 

correctly as sane and disciplined. Institutions control the subject, fixing the 

subject strictly in place, classifying the subject, coding the subject’s behavior, 

watching and measuring the subject within fixed categories. The “subject” is 

gendered, and decentered. Regimes of power structure the sexual classification of 

subjects while dividing human populations into fixed categories: “We become 

human subjects or selves through our entry into the symbolic order of our culture, 

that language of norms and roles that assigns us a sense of who we are by telling 

us what we cannot be” (Rivkin 337). Michel Foucault sees the ‘individual’ not as 

a naturally occurring entity who needs to be protected but as power’s prime 

instrument in manipulating or interpellating behavior. Social behaviors are played 

out and we perpetually judge ourselves and others in terms of publicly authorized 

codes. We are trapped in the discourse of “truth,” or in discourses of maleness and 

femaleness. 

Modern forms of power are exercised at the micro-level of the body through 

discipline and confession, rather than through sovereign powers exercised from 

the top down. The discipline of the body in the modern state includes practices in 

all institutionalized regimes of life, including education, work, health, and law and 
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order, all of which are systems of marking and classifying. The institutions 

generate specific kinds of bodies – the self-control over one’s behavior and 

emotional responses. Practices regulate our bodies. In Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault notes how “the body is directly involved in a political field; power 

relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, 

force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs” (25). The 

production of a docile body through discipline under a watchful gaze is developed 

through a number of institutions, such as schools, hospitals, and prisons. 

Individuals internalize the watchful gaze and respond to the disciplinary 

frameworks set out for them. Power, in a Foucauldian sense, is productive. It 

creates relationships and subjects, in lieu of keeping people docile via threats in 

the physical form of policed restraint or punishment. Punishment is 

hegemonically encompassed within subjecthood in order to create subjects who 

police their own behavior without any enforcement agencies. Subjects internalize 

the “truth” of the rules that govern choices, and understandings of reality and 

actions.  

For Foucault, discourse is a system which structures the way we perceive 

reality while constraining these very perceptions. The body is “the site on which 

discourses are enacted and where they are contested” (Mills 81). In History of 

Sexuality, body as a place where discourses are acted out and acted upon is one of 

the ways that identities are constructed without falling under the assumption that 

there is a stability to the individual. Male bodies, particularly middleclass ones, 
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have been the subject of a vast array of different practices and discursive regimes. 

The notion of masculinity is filtered through discursive structures which assign 

particular meanings and effects to it. Within the discourses of masculinity, there 

are sets of statements concerned with the description of machismo (strength and 

confidence) and others which describe the New Man (nurturing and caring). 

However, these statements, though they have different political intensions and 

effects, aim to characterize men and women as fundamentally different.  

Following Foucault, far from regarding gender as natural, Judith Butler 

defines this as a discourse that is both constructed and maintained by society. 

However, in the case of Foucault, there is a material body on which to inscribe a 

sexual disposition. For Butler, the extension includes how sexuality is discursively 

produced in terms of biological sex as social construction as well. Gender norms, 

for Butler, only work by demanding the performance of ideals of femininity and 

masculinity through a stylized repetition of performative acts, such as gesturing, 

speaking, and dressing. It is important to insist that Butler does not mean that sex 

does not exist, but that the idea of a “natural man or woman” is regulated by 

cultural norms, which happen to be based on the presence or absence of a penis. 

To put it differently, it is not about denying the materiality of the body but about 

the fact that there cannot be a direct access to this materiality of the body through 

a social imaginary: one cannot access the “truth” of the body but through 

discourses, practices, and norms. 

Judith Butler further explains that to give a name to the boy is the beginning 
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of the process by which masculinity is already imposed on him. A child “does” 

boy, for example, by playing with a toy gun, and thereby becomes a boy. 

Masculinity is not “natural,” but rather a performance of gender regulated by 

cultural norms in the relations of discipline and punishment. The formation of the 

gendered subject depends on the adherence to the social rules that gender identity 

is an illusion created by performativities. Therefore, in no way should gender be 

understood as a choice or an artifice that we can exchange. That is why it is not 

possible to regard gender as a role or as a dress with which one dresses each 

morning. Butler suggests that freedom of action is established within a space 

based on power relations. She asserts that gender is not freely chosen. 

Performativity is the repetition of the rules through which we materialize. It is a 

reiteration of social acts under historical constraints. These rules form and delimit 

the person and are also the causes from which subversion and resistance begin. 

Consequently, gender is performative because it is the effect of pervasive 

mechanisms of surveillance, punishment, and discipline that establish gender 

differences in a coercive way. Gender identity is regulated through this control.  

Slavoj Žižek’s view of postmodernity will be used to look at how there is 

always a perpetual threat enclosing and enveloping individual subjects. Foucault’s 

idea of discourse examines how discourse creates power and knowledge as 

frameworks constituting human thoughts and actions. Masculinity is an idea 

invested in systems of social administration; a power built around institutions. 

Masculine performance is by no means a free and autonomous behavior 
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perpetuated by the individual. Social and cultural constructions remain opaque to 

so-called agents. In The Ticklish Subject, Žižek elaborates on how opaqueness is 

more than a complete enclosure of ideology. Since authoritarian agencies cannot 

establish complete certainty, the individual subject is no longer the subject to rules. 

The individual subject is subject to a matter of choices: “The new opaqueness and 

impenetrability (the radical certainty as to the ultimate consequences of our 

actions) is […] due to the fact that ‘nobody is in charge’, that there is no such 

power, no ‘Other of the Other’ pulling the strings – opaqueness is grounded in the 

very fact that today’s society is thoroughly ‘reflexive,’ that there is no Nature or 

tradition providing a firm foundation on which one can rely” (336). Contemporary 

life functions without a substantial basis signifying official authority. We circle 

around a central void. We have no absolute essentialist rules to follow or interpret. 

Without the framework of rules, the subject experiences freedom as burden. The 

subject then turns to official authority because institutions confer an identity upon 

the decentered personalities of the contemporary subject.  

Reality lies in its excess and absurdity. Jean Baudrillard terms this the 

“simulacrum” of contemporary experience, an experience that is merely a system 

of signs and images eroding the distinction between the real and the imaginary, 

the true and the false. He argues that there is a different sense of the real in a 

postmodern world: “At the limit of this process of reproducibility, the real is not 

only what can be reproduced, but that which is already reproduced, the hyperreal” 

(142). Since there is no longer any truth or reality, signs and images no longer 
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stand for anything. There can be no original point removed from representations 

of representations. Guy Debord’s idea of spectacle will be discussed briefly 

alongside Baudrillard’s theory of simulation, as each explores the implication of a 

society based on a barrage of advertising images, other media, and the increased 

isolation of the individual subject. Baudrillard’s argument against Debord’s notion 

of a whole society of spectacle remains structured in the division between the 

empowered and disempowered. For Baudrillard, when subject/object distance is 

erased and language is a system of signs without stable meanings, it is impossible 

to have the distance from the spectacle to see who performs the manipulating. 

This belief in the real, he says, is the pervasive “ideology” (Simulacra and 

Simulation 77). Rather than seeing spectacle and simulation as contrary, I see 

them as interacting in providing important tools to analyze contemporary 

capitalist society and culture as portrayed in contemporary American popular 

novels. Debord emphasizes that the spectacle is “the autonomous movement of 

the non-living” (#2). “Considered in its own terms, the spectacle is affirmation of 

appearance and affirmation of all human life, namely social life, as mere 

appearance” (#10). The abstract society of the spectacle where one’s personality is 

defined in terms of image constitutes a massive unreality. Such an idea is 

congruent with Baudrillard’s notions of simulation, hyperreality, and the 

proliferation of signs and images in postmodern culture. Debord’s spectacle is 

only used to examine the totality of commodification, while Baudrillard’s vision 

of an era of simulation helps further examine the transition from a stable symbolic 
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where signification is postulated on the real to a symbolic structure that floats free 

from the real. Without the real as an “original,” the era of simulation is also 

Fredric Jameson’s era of the postmodern, in which ontological status and 

historical continuity dissolve in the face of a perpetual present tense. This explains 

why Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s characters are unable to transform themselves when 

there is no clear distinction between appearance and alternative “reality.” 

Baudrillard’s arguments will enable my work to inspect how the world of 

unending copies is now a dominant mode of interpretation. The media creates 

standards against which masculine subjects watch themselves and measure 

themselves. Visual images confirm the presence of being as performance in 

contemporary culture: “endless networks of media and advertising images […] 

precede any reality to which they might be said to refer” (104). The shallow 

emptiness of consumer culture and the obsession with logos provide men with 

shifting values and uncertain hopes. Henry Giroux explains that “consumerism is 

characterized as weakening and domesticating men, robbing them of their primary 

role as producers whose bodies affirm and legitimate their senses of agency and 

control” (26). As a result, the new generation of white masculine subjects is 

unable to comprehend itself vis-a-vis any traditional definition of men. Male 

images fail to affirm male selfhood. Men may then behave irresponsibly, thus 

finding themselves paralyzed by fear, and generally frustrated in their pursuits of 

fulfillment. Underneath masculine exteriors, gender construction suggests a 

degree of self-consciousness, insecurity, confusion, and rebellion. 
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In the decade wherein traditional codes of manhood are no longer privileged, 

Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk convey how the American male reacts to 

his degradation of phallic power and the destruction of “traditional” masculinity. 

These writers express how feelings of insecurity urge characters to make 

themselves into victims as a move to reclaim individual voices. In representatively 

absurd contemporary American society, the power to select one’s victimhood 

might be the only freedom available to the individual. Jean Bethke Elshtain 

explains the power of victimhood: 

In the world of feminist victim ideology, women are routinely portrayed 

as debased, deformed, and mutilated. By construing herself as a victim, 

the woman, in this scheme of things, seeks to attain power through 

depictions of her victimization. The presumption is that the victim 

speaks in a voice more reliable than that of any other. (And in this world, 

remember, there are only two kinds of people—female victims and male 

oppressors.) The voice of the victim gains not only privilege but 

hegemony—provided she remains a victim, incapable, helpless, 

demeaned. (216) 

My selected writers and some of their contemporaries manipulate feminist victim 

ideologies to suggest how males likewise inhabit this same era of victimhood. 

They too are victimized by modern life, by innate shadowy underexplored 

patriarchal forces.  

I concentrate on contemporary works of fiction whose representations of 
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infringement are controversial, offensive, and critically disturbing. The shocking 

content, the representation of violation in the texts, exists at the margins of literary 

discourse. My selected texts generate images of psychological impotence and 

spiritual paralysis. They are marked by a darkness of authorial vision and 

absurdist, sometimes surreal, depictions of contemporary life. The heroes, like 

those in Cheever, fear marginalization by way of privilege. My attention to 

constructions of masculinity raises questions about sexual identity. In the attempt 

to reinterpret white male identity, Ellis and Palahniuk interrogate struggle, 

negotiation, and resistance. The authors actively involve their characters in the 

phenomena of public confession and dysfunctional behavior. Select key characters 

attempt to destabilize socially constructed norms of maleness. Their delinquent 

behaviors are used as purposeful means for gaining attention and sympathy. 

Readers are then invited to reflect on gender stereotypes and their ideological 

assumptions. In my chosen texts, particular male characters are unable to fulfill 

stereotypical masculine roles, all the while, other characters appear much more 

confident in being representatively masculine. White male characters are 

constructed as internally divided and self-destructive. They are portrayed as 

impotent and irrational. They fall into standardization and dullness. They are the 

disempowered members of an otherwise dominant group. They are dispossessed 

white males struggling to regain control of meaning, of originality, of being.  
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“But Everything Means Less than Zero” in Less Than Zero 

Less Than Zero (1985) is the first novel of Bret Easton Ellis. With its vivid 

depictions of the excesses of consumption, including drugs, drinking, and sex, Less 

Than Zero portrays a generation of existential emptiness. Less Than Zero is 

described as a chronicle “explicit[ly] detail[ing] the decadent lifestyles of a group 

of bored Californian rich kids” who form superficial relationships (Brauner 43). 

Less Than Zero is narrated by Clay, a young man of eighteen who returns home 

from university for Christmas break. Coming from wealthy families, Clay and his 

rich friends can buy everything with money from their parents to fill their empty, 

parent-absent lives. The novel reflects the material realities of “existence” in late 

twentieth-century American society and a world without morals and boundaries. 

Less Than Zero is written in a style close to stream of consciousness, though the 

protagonist has so little to offer in terms of content, and his tone is laconic, 

affectless, and at once absorbed by and bored with the surface of things. This 

illustrates an increasingly indifferent and superficial materialistic society and a 

resulting loss of identity. In the novel, Ellis shows a new shape of the American 

Dream: unlimited consumerism. He invites the reader to recognize the fragility of 

the social construction of class, race, and gender as he mentions in an interview 

published online, “[my] novels came from a place of anger and frustration. I was 

disgusted with society and I was going to share my disgust” (Weich, par. 25). 

Bret Easton Ellis was regarded as a new voice of the “literary Brat Pack,” a 

1980s movement of writers who portray rich and consumption-crazed white 
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youth’s obsessions with instant gratification and disaffection. According to 

Graham Caveney and Elizabeth Young, the Brat Packers write “flat, affectless 

prose” that has its central subject as “consumer capitalism, media saturation, 

societal breakdown—the whole contemporary technocracy” (viii). These writers 

are “specialist[s] in ‘the lifestyles of the young and naughty’” (Sahlin 24) and 

“share the MTV sensibility, the endless search for immediacy” (Powers 36).The 

protagonists of their novels are spiritually dead, or at best asleep, immersed in a 

constructed world of wealth, glamour, and endless empty pleasures—“sex, drugs, 

alcohol, money, music, Wall Street, sensitive artistic sensibilities handicapped by 

willful self-indulgence” (Hill 12). Jane Annesley notes that the sense of 

“indifference and indolence” that is characteristic of the novels’ protagonists 

accentuates the awareness of “urban despair” (1).  

This depthless world of surfaces represents late capitalist society. According 

to Fredric Jameson, this society is the “purest” stage of consumer capitalism, “a 

prodigious expansion of capitalism into hitherto uncommodified areas” (36). 

Jameson notes that one of the significant occurrences in the late capitalist era is 

the “emergence of a new kind of flatnesses or depthlessness, a new kind of 

superficiality in the most literal sense” (9). The depth is replaced by the 

omnipresence of one-dimensional surfaces. The depthless world of surfaces 

represented in Ellis’ is populated by decentred subjects. They just make their 

economic status visible constantly in order to maintain their distinction from 

lower classes and other races, thus creating an endless cycle of consumption. The 
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late capitalist world in Ellis’ is highly uniform. Success is related to fame and 

money. The new rich (Yuppies in the 1980s) is white, and hence maintains its 

status by differentiating between races. Every Ellis character presents or sells his 

commodified self in the marketplace. Moreover, the information that only appeals 

to each is popular culture—music press, style magazines, MTV.  

The title of the work plays with the double meaning of “cool”—aloof, 

indifferent, superior—and negations in general—of subjectivity, of affect, of life 

itself. Although Less Than Zero quickly became a bestseller, it provoked 

conflicting readings. Many readers enjoyed it, and many rejected it as vapid 

documentary lacking insight and depth. Peter Freese pinpoints the divergent critical 

reviews in Bret Easton Ellis: Entropy in the MTV Novel: 

While one group of critics expressed their outraged rejection of the 

book’s juvenile sensationalism, another group celebrated the novel as “a 

weirdly fascinating book” and greeted it as the authentic literary 

expression of a new generation. However drastically the critical 

estimations diverged, two statements were frequently repeated: Less 

Than Zero was understood as The Catcher in the Rye updated for the 

eighties, and the slim book was classified as an “MTV novel.” (113) 

Opinions of Less Than Zero have differed drastically. Critics have derided the 

novel as “inarticulate” and “disturbing.” Those who do not like it criticize its 

aesthetic and moral failings. Reviewers have indicated an antipathy toward the 

deadpan, colloquial, crude language in the narrative, exemplified by the following 
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passage: “‘You’re so full of shit,’ Trent calls out… ‘Oh Trent, suck my dick,’ Rip 

yells” (Ellis 112). The novel provides a glimpse of a world in which there is 

nothing left to desire, so change and human agency become irrelevant, A 

terrifying paralysis sets in.  

USA Today called Less Than Zero the “Catcher in the Rye for the MTV 

generation” (Freese 85). I argue that Less Than Zero is not another Catcher in the 

Rye. J. D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield is rebellious and confused. He characterizes 

adolescence as a time of rebellion, strong emotion, and the desire to search for 

identity and discover how one relates to the world. He is disgusted by the hypocrisy 

of society and continually expresses hatred for “phony” people like Mr. Spencer. He 

is willing to confront authority. The insensitivity and self-indulgence he finds in 

other people sicken him. Holden’s indictment of society is strong. He daydreams 

about building himself a cabin in which “nobody could do anything phony when 

they visited me. If anybody tried to do anything phony, they couldn’t stay” 

(Salinger 205). When Holden is asked what he would be if he had the choice, he 

describes his fantasy of being the “catcher in the rye” to protect the innocents of the 

world: “And I’m standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I have 

to catch everybody if [little kids] start to go over the cliff” (173). Allie is the 

standard against which Holden evaluates those he comes in contact with. When 

Holden is lonely, depressed, and near his breaking point, he talks to Allie, repeating, 

“Allie, don’t let me disappear” (198). Holden daydreams about moving out west 

and finding a place where he can fit in. In contrast, Ellis’ Clay is too hopeless to 
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make any changes in his life and is plagued by the fear of “disappear[ing] here” (41, 

66, 183). 

In Less Than Zero, the act of resistance degenerates into a banal fashion 

statement exemplified by music and clothes. Clay is dead compared with Holden, 

who represents a deeply troubled, rebellious, and defensive teenager resisting a 

meaningless social milieu. Clay resigns himself to the perpetual emptiness of his 

highly commodified desire by moving from parties to expensive dinners. These 

parties are a locus in which no one belongs, a non-place frequented by “homeless” 

individuals. The subjectivities of those who dwell in such places are null and void. 

Clay’s casual sex life and drug addictions are boring surface distractions that 

attempt to compensate for his inner hollowness. Clay does not take an explicit 

position of resistance against the phoniness of contemporary existence, nor does he 

display any antipathy toward conformity or the desire to break from the stifling 

party life out of “the need for independent thinking, the value of personal resistance” 

(Pells 380). Life is much easier when Clay does not have to harbor any feelings or 

responsibility for other people.  

Material enjoyment provides Clay with no satisfaction and only brings him 

closer to impersonal violence. He narrates without the critical discourse necessary 

to expose the destructive factors of his lifestyle. It seems paradoxical to speak of 

desire in a context in which characters either never gain any pleasure from 

attaining their desires or have no desires at all. After arriving at Daniel’s party, 

Clay announces that “[he and Blair] are leaving” (56). They go home and make 
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love, and Clay wonders why he went to the party in the first place (58). The young 

characters do not know what they are doing or why. The young Holden Caulfield 

of The Catcher In the Rye engages in a moment of confrontation with parental 

authority, during which he looks for a meaning to his life. In Less Than Zero, the 

young Clay repels confrontation, as symbolic authority is perennially absent. 

In Less Than Zero, Ellis incorporates a minimal style and relies mostly on 

dialogue to portray a one-dimensional world of surfaces. His descriptions focus on 

the names of brands, labels, clothing, and bands as his characters are reduced to the 

clothes they wear or the cars they drive. As such, some reviewers, like Michiko 

Kakutani, have considered Less Than Zero as more a “‘60 Minutes’ documentary 

on desperate youth than a full-fledged novel” (38). Ellis is often dismissed for 

writing mere fluff: “in Less Than Zero, Mr. Ellis isn’t concerned about constructing 

a novel with a plot. His interest is in misbehavior patterns” (Spenser 14). On the 

surface, the novel’s characters appear to be bleak for no reason and contribute 

nothing to the plot. The novel’s structure is simple, lacking chapters, a conventional 

narrative formula, distinct character development, a definitive climax, and a 

cohesive and linear plot. The novel relies greatly on flashbacks. Although little 

happens initially, the narrative becomes progressively more vicious and explicit. 

Negative appraisals of Less Than Zero signify an attempt to privilege certain 

representations of experience. When the novel is mistakenly taken at face value, its 

sophisticated social satire is ignored.  

 Critical evaluations of Less Than Zero reveal a site of struggle in which 
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literary value re-inscribes disciplinary rules. Literary texts are often judged 

according to abstract boundaries between so-called “good/bad” or “high/low” 

cultures. Polemical comments constitute a hierarchical division between “serious” 

and “trash.” Less Than Zero is mainly criticized for lacking the beauty of language 

and more importantly its ambivalent sense of morality. The prevailing discourse 

that distinguishes Less Than Zero as “garbage” or “having no purpose” is situated 

from an assumedly superior and often moralistic position; indeed, the idea of the 

“beautiful” artifice of fiction falls under “the scrutiny of literary Maoists,” so Jay 

McInerney, another Brat Packer, and friend to Ellis, describes it (xiii). A body of 

writing, in order to be recognized by the literary establishment, should have 

complex plots and politicized subject matter. In other words, the tacit regulations of 

canonicity confirm what is “worthy” in the literary text and determine how 

meaning is produced and consumed. Canonicity generates specific knowledge 

within tightly defined limits that serve to legitimize a standard of “seriousness.” It 

discriminates against that which is “not serious” and thus determines the value of 

experience presented in a narrative.  

Bret Easton Ellis was twenty-one and still in college when Less Than Zero was 

published. According to Nicki Sahlin, Ellis’ age is the major source of the attacks 

against the novel: “One wonders whether an identical first novel by a middle-aged 

author might have received more credit for its art and fewer accusations of artifice” 

(2). Foucault’s words from “What is an Author?” illuminate the disciplinary 

boundaries placed on an author: “The functional principle by which, in our culture, 
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one limits, excludes; in short, by which one impedes the free circulation, the free 

manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, and recomposition of fiction” 

(159). Foucault rejects the idea that an author’s background should be considered a 

critical determinant of the value of a book. A piece of writing should be judged on 

its own merits. However, as Foucault succinctly claims, the name of an author 

marks an important shift to a literary construction, connected to questions of 

literary merit: “There was a time when the texts we today call ‘literary’ (narratives, 

stories, epics, tragedies, comedies) were accepted, put into circulation, and 

valorized without any question about the identity of the author, their anonymity 

caused no difficulties since their ancientness, whether real or imagined, was 

regarded as a sufficient guarantee of their status” but now the name of an author 

becomes “functional in that it serves as a means for classification” (105). For 

example, would the critics’ understandings of Less Than Zero differ if it were 

written by Don DeLillo? The idea of an author behind the text assumes that a writer 

is the “center” of the text thereby restricting the writer to the singular relationship 

that holds between him and his text. 

When critics refer frequently to an author in their interpretations of a text, the 

author becomes the subject of criticism. As Foucault says, “the author” is expected 

to fulfill an ideological function, thus limiting uncontrolled manipulations of 

narrative. The details in Less Than Zero are assumed to be true; according to Ellis’ 

pseudo-autobiography Lunar Park, which tells the story of a fictional Bret Easton 

Ellis along with cocaine-fueled cameos by his friend Jay McInerney, whose identity 
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is based on fame and wealth: “the novel [Less Than Zero] was mistaken for 

autobiography” (Ellis 9). For being the debut novel of a young writer, Less Than 

Zero is regarded as an autobiography focusing on topics related to the problems 

encountered by young people of their age. Clay, regarded by even savvy critics as 

the autobiographical alter-ego of the author, is a metaphor of the danger of passivity 

(“Barnes and Noble Chat Transcript,” par. 5). However, Bret Easton Ellis states in 

an online interview that “Except for the fact that both Clay and I left Los Angeles 

and went to college back East, it’s incredibly un-autobiographical” (Amerika and 

Laurence, par. 16). Ellis plays with the idea of authorial voice by implying that 

Clay is a “real” character in the first line of his latest novel Imperial Bedrooms, 

which is a sequel to Less Than Zero: “They had made a movie about us. The movie 

was based on a book written by someone we knew” (1). Less Than Zero is adapted 

into a movie two years after it is published. Imperial Bedrooms shows the reader 

that a narrator who tells a story while assuming the identity of the author is the 

ultimate regulator of fictional discourse. The novel makes a deliberate attempt to 

overlap the authorial and narrative voices to destroy the role of the authorial figure 

in the literary text. 

Less Than Zero is set in the 1980s when the American Dream becomes the 

dream of conspicuous consumption. Based on Benjamin Franklin’s individualism 

and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s self-reliance, The American Dream advocates how 

man could succeed depending on his ability and diligence notwithstanding aspects 

of birth, race, or creed: Franklin is celebrated as exemplifying the virtues of “hard 
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work, thrift, shopkeeping values, and the role of an industrious middle class that 

resisted rather than emulated the pretensions of the well-born elite” (Isaacson 256). 

Emerson is widely known for his repeated use of the phrase “trust thyself,” 

meaning anyone can achieve success by overcoming struggle. According to these 

American forefathers, the form of success results from looking to self, rather than 

material things, for fulfillment. The American notion of self-improvement 

presupposes a belief in the capacity of the autonomous individual to better himself 

without the help of other people or structures. However, the idea of success has 

changed over time; everyone wants success, which entails living better than 

before and somehow surpassing present, and previous, others. This kind of 

self-reliance is antiquated in a consumer culture wherein all signs refer to other 

signs. Identity does not remain constant; the world one navigates becomes pure 

surface. 

Signs, according to Jean Baudrillard, only make sense in terms of their 

relational values. Objects are not merely consumed in a consumer society; they 

signify status. Therefore, Baudrillard concludes that objects are, indeed, signs. As 

Baudrillard explains in The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures,  

Today, we are everywhere surrounded by the remarkable 

conspicuousness of consumption and affluence, established by the 

multiplication of objects, services, material goods. This now constitutes 

a fundamental mutation in the ecology of the human species. Strictly 

speaking, men of wealth are no longer surrounded by other human 
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beings, as they have been in the past, but by objects. Their daily 

exchange is no longer with their fellows, but rather, statistically as a 

function of some ascending curve, with the acquisition and 

manipulation of goods and messages […]. As the wolf-child becomes 

wolf by living among them, so are we becoming functional. (29)  

Not only have we lost faith in a “reality” beyond our own constructions, our 

constructions have become increasingly artificial or “unreal,” as their existence is 

based almost entirely on the production of capital. The death-inducing “sweetness” 

in material paradise, the contemporary “land of milk and honey” (Baudrillard 33), 

is the dark subject of Less Than Zero. Ellis’ satiated characters fail to recognize 

their own spiritual deaths, masking them in the false promises of luxury. 

The Body 

The 1980s is the decade in which money reigns supreme and conspicuous 

consumption is the fashion. With new Hollywood president Ronald Reagan and a 

desperate need for heroic figures after the Watergate scandal in the 1970s, 

American society enters a period of prosperity (Dormann 62). When the Yuppie 

class emerges, a new mode of manners must be created in order to differentiate 

the elite from the rabble. The ability to act and dress appropriately in response to 

this new code determines class membership and personal identity. Such a 

dominant system reduces one’s identity to one-dimensional portrayal. This can be 

seen in Less Than Zero, as in Ellis’ more sophisticated 1991 novel American 
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Psycho, wherein events throughout the text are repetitive, and characters are 

largely interchangeable. The lifestyles of the upper classes revolve around the 

improvement and furnishing of stylish homes, the purchase of luxury cars, high 

fashion flamboyance, celebrity gossip…. The body is presented as the central 

vehicle to the consumer culture; the body is understood in terms of its image. At 

stake here, is how the body functions as visible indicator of self.   

The body is closely related to the appropriate covering and other 

accoutrements of appearance for social and sexual identity. Kaja Silverman argues 

that both male and female subjects depend on appearance for the formation of 

their subjectivities within a network of exhibitionism and mutual voyeurism. 

Referencing the Lacanian theory of the mirror stage, Silverman contends, “in 

order for the child to continue to ‘see’ itself, it must continue to be culturally 

‘seen,’” therefore for its continued existence, “the subject must see itself being 

seen, and that visual transaction is always ideologically organized. The male 

subject is as dependent on the gaze of the Other as the female subject and as 

solicitous of it […]; he is fundamentally exhibitionistic” (187). In contemporary 

society, the male subject “has no visual status apart from dress and ornamentation. 

Clothing makes the body culturally visible; draws the body so it can be culturally 

seen; activates it as a meaningful form” (189). The body has been subject to 

molding and discipline by social and cultural forces, that is, the way by which the 

body acquires meaning through contemporary culture. In particular, the popular 

notion of lifestyle is represented by the decoration of the body through fashion.  
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Judith Butler’s theory of gender as performative is similar to Silverman’s 

idea of fashion vis-à-vis gendered subjectivity. In Gender Trouble, Butler argues 

that gender is an effect of disciplinary norms repetitively enacted at the surface of 

the body in imitation of unattainable gender ideals. Butler’s theory is built on 

Foucault’s theory of power as disciplinary in modern society. The disciplined 

subject is not compelled to conform to the power but rather incorporates power as 

a regularizing norm on and within the body: “Power relations have an immediate 

hold upon [the body]; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out 

tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs” (Discipline and Punish 25). Under 

disciplinary regimes, the mechanisms of “bio-power” never appear external to the 

well-regulated, disciplined bodies they produce. Supervision, observation, and the 

“gaze” represent efficacious modes of discipline. However, the disciplinary 

subject is its own overseer.  

Following Foucault’s notion of subjectivity as the literal embodiment of 

social norms, Judith Butler adds the linguistic concept of speech performatives: 

words that produce the thing they purport to name, describe, or express. Butler 

contends that the discourses of gender are performative: “In other words, acts, 

gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but 

produce it on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying absences that 

suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause” (136). 

Gender is not an inner essence that one has but something one does, as Butler 

avers, 
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Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency 

from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously 

constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized 

repetition of acts. The effect of gender is produced though the 

stylization of the body, and hence, must be understood as the mundane 

way in which bodily gestures, movements, styles of various kinds 

constitute the illusion of abiding gendered self. (140) 

Butler explains her theory by using the example of drag performances, suggesting 

the importance of clothing and other aspects of appearance in the performative 

stylization of the body and institution of normative gender. Gender performatives 

are always impelled and delimited by social regulations that demand conformity 

to sexual norms. In consumer culture, clothing becomes the performative 

inscription of one’s subjectivity.  

In Less Than Zero, Ellis evades gender. Tabitha McIntosh-Byrd censures how 

female characters in the novel “have surrounded themselves with a highly 

functional version of gender identity in which representations of the female are 

inextricable from representations of the passive female body as an eroticized 

object of viewing” (246). Yet this objectification is not only limited to female 

bodies but is extended to all creatures who are young, pretty, and vulnerable. 

Females are not the only objects of scopophilia. Indeed, metrosexual young male 

characters who are acutely aware of their appearance are also reduced to viewed 

objects. Ellis’ characters are “sexually omnivorous, virtually genderless” (Bilton 
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200) and their body images lack gender-coded differences. The young characters 

are indistinguishable according to Clay’s descriptive remarks when he 

reconnoiters with old friends: “[…] still tan, hair still blond and short, maybe a 

little too thin, but otherwise [every one] looks good” (30). Gender embodies social 

difference and is constructed through relations and distinction between males and 

females, between males and other males, or between females and other females. 

However, the characters are equally de-spiritualized and de-animated. They spend 

money on fashion, entertainment, and fitness to make the most of their looks. The 

male characters are completely removed from masculine assertion. The equality in 

their fashion and taste illustrates how their bodies are presented as objects. The 

male and female characters are interchangeable, and masculinity and femininity 

are disconnected from their bodies. The homogenizing effects of fashion and 

appearance level the body’s specificities.  

Characters are one-dimensional types functioning as vehicles for appeals to 

satisfy a visual spectacle or as carriers of consumer products. To them, Ray-Ban 

sunglasses make the right statement that indicates everything. The flippant 

exuberance of this line of thinking lends itself to recycling and an endless 

obsession with the world of television, pop music, and fashion. In Foucauldian 

terms, the fashion does not produce social values within the body through direct 

physical coercion but through a more subtle and less visible, but nonetheless 

powerful, mechanism—a desire to avoid the social consequences of shame, 

embarrassment, and loss of status. The clothes that the subject wears are not only 
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the body’s confessor; they are also its examiner, even interrogator. If the body 

“writes” clothes, clothes themselves write (not to mention “right”) the body. The 

commonly accepted social values create a discursive community. As Linda 

Hutcheon explains it, discursive community “acknowledges those strangely 

enabling constraints of discursive constraints and foregrounds the particularities 

[…] of class, race, gender, ethnicity, sexual choice […] and all other micropolitical 

groupings in which we place ourselves or are placed by societies” (92). The ideal of 

beauty the characters pursue, for example, is the classic blonde-haired, blue-eyed 

one of Western European racial supremacy. Ellis’ “characters” are interchangeable; 

it is quite hard to distinguish one from another. Ellis has the ability to reflect the 

“homogeneity of the modem world” in which people are reduced to “characterless 

ciphers” and “passive consumers” defined by boredom and “apathetic 

dissatisfaction” (Caveney and Young 33). 

People’s feelings and individual selves are adjusted to follow the commands 

of a large spectatorship. As Clay jumps from party to party, club to club, he notes 

that his friends all look and act frighteningly similar. He repetitively describes his 

male and female friends as tall, blonde, and thin: “there are mostly young boys in 

the house and they seem to be in every room and they all look the same: thin, tan 

bodies, short blonde hair, blank look in the blue eyes, same empty toneless voices” 

(151). The self is reduced to a form and used as an object/commodity during the 

viewing process, which is filled with superficial pleasures and little emotion. The 

“gaze” is the first basic rule of the attraction that derives pleasure. Therefore, the 
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characters place the utmost importance on appearance and view the body as 

eroticized object. Their model for identification includes clothing, commodities, 

and lifestyles that are easily accessible via the gazes that satiate their desires. Their 

search for self-fulfillment is dominated by more material and surface concerns. The 

party scenes produce the sense of being a spectator and an object of the gaze 

simultaneously. The characters are conscious of being watched. Anxiety arises 

from the prospect of not being exposed to the gaze of others. The young characters 

believe that everyone else is constantly observing them. The gaze does not involve 

looking but being looked at. The self becomes a commodity no different from a 

clothing brand or other object under the gaze. A spectacular display is offered in the 

commodified space. 

The characters who fall apart as faceless, pointless ciphers may seem to go 

beyond the gender binaries that society affirms as constitutive of social order and 

balance. The interchangeability of gender challenges the centrality and neutrality of 

masculine subjects, or more precisely any representations that depend on 

single-centered, comprehensive, and objective views. As everyone looks the same, 

the incorporation of androgynous images increasingly blurs the clear distinction 

between men and masculinity and between women and femininity that classify the 

character’s bodies and behaviors. This goes against the discursive construction of 

femininity and masculinity. Yet the discursive constraints in Less Than Zero 

appear prominently in physical acquisitions.  

Every character in Less Than Zero is a decoration within consumerist culture, 
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as each is judged on his or her appearance. Ellis’ characters experience living in a 

culture driven by mass-produced images and products. When everyone wears the 

same clothes, theirs is a shallow and superficial culture of consumption. Clothing 

becomes the expressive or superficial appearance of its subjects. The brand 

becomes the indication and representation of value. Value is detached from the 

object and its usage and instead becomes a manifestation of the postmodern 

condition and the supposed collapse of the direct relationship between signifier and 

signified. In Less Than Zero, the ascendency of labels serves to directly transmit the 

characters’ “reality” to the reader without mediation or selection. The ongoing list 

of labels freely acknowledges the play of the sign. Everything is reduced to its 

appearance value. The language produced loses its function of communicating 

what the characters say, do, and mean. It indicates their surrender of any attempt to 

affect the world, exercise judgment, or be independent. The death of the concept of 

the individual “self” or “identity” indicates the end of any sort of personal style, 

uniqueness, or even reactionary feeling. 

The “reality” presented is staged and indicates that the individuals within it 

can be easily controlled. These individuals are tempted to “perform” and “stage” 

their lives: media stage them. The material body is converted to an important focus 

or spectacle. Commodification and self-branding provide a locus that offers no 

room for any alternatives, as individuals rely on media, such as magazines, for 

advice on everything from controlling their bodily appearance to organizing their 

wardrobes. For example, the characters often flip through issues of GQ and 
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Glamour that provide the latest news on styles and fashion trends. The consumer 

products presented by popular culture are indiscriminate to tastes and experiences, 

promising the enjoyment of all manner of values and identities. As Karl Marx 

points out, everything presented by consumer culture appears in estranged form as 

merely “sensuous, alien, useful objects” in the material industry (76). The 

ever-changing stimuli produce a sense of unease and restlessness, revealing that 

the variety is an illusion. Individuals are prompted to demand even greater 

stimulation to overcome their numbness and dissatisfaction. Satisfaction becomes 

abstract, especially when it depends on access to commodities. 

 Personal identity is an uncertainty in the fragmented commercialized world. 

Appearances rule out perspectives to an extreme degree in Less Than Zero. 

Everyone looks the same. Their bodies are of the utmost importance and lack fat, 

flesh, feeling, and depth. They exist only on the flat surface of the mediascape. The 

body becomes a site of observation rather than a site of struggle. Disempowered 

individuals are offered on the market as bodies to be consumed as easily targeted 

consumers. Ongoing struggles for self-representation become lost in the reduction 

of any differences in identity. The characters in Less Than Zero are insiders within 

the mainstream of power. Indeed, they exist on edges, margins, borders. They 

cannot claim agency when their identities are defined according to a standard 

appearance or a list of brand names. As Naomi Klein describes, “Despite different 

cultures, middle-class youth all over the world seem to live their lives as if in 

a parallel universe. They get up in the morning, put on their Levi’s and 
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Nikes, grab their caps, backpacks, and Sony personal CD players, and head for 

school” (119). Appearances are intrinsically deceptive, as they deny the capacity of 

the subject. The characters, who are granted no privileged positions, “sail off into 

nothingness” (Ellis 195). Everyone is equally superficial and emotionally 

deprived, constructed only as indistinguishable shadow. As a result, not 

surprisingly, Less Than Zero is aimless and plotless, consisting of fleeting images, 

and constant attempts to meet with interchangeable people. 

Relationships 

It is clear from the beginning of the novel that any relationships that promise 

security and understanding between people are impossible. Everybody sleeps with 

everybody else. Clay has sex with a list of names: Alana, Blair, Cliff, Didi 

Hellman, Raoul. The appeal turns out to be asexual and based merely on attractive 

physiques and appearances, and glamor. Clay can have sex with whomever he 

approaches; relations are built on the multiplication of empty, superficial images. 

The novel begins with the clause “People are afraid to merge on freeways in Los 

Angeles” (9). The Los Angeles freeways become a symbol of a culture which 

must keep moving, but has nowhere to go. The phrase “people are afraid to merge” 

(9, 66, 183) is a recurring motif in Less Than Zero. It refers to the indifferent 

attitude of the characters toward everything that happens in their lives. Less Than 

Zero begins with Clay being retrieved by his girlfriend Blair at LAX. His narration 

portrays a world in which nobody cares. “Nobody’s home” (10) when he returns for 
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Christmas. He finds a note on the kitchen table declaring that his mother and two 

younger sisters are out shopping. Material concerns supersede presence and 

communication. Oddly, Clay is a stranger in his home.  

The family structure is an ideological construct in Less Than Zero. Parents are 

rendered redundant in their roles as material providers. Family is a concept that 

bears no relation to “reality” except in its references to the non-existent. Home 

becomes more of a concept. Clay’s relationship with his mother is distant: “My 

mother and I are sitting in a restaurant on Melrose, and she’s drinking white wine 

and still has her sunglasses on and she keeps touching her hair and I keep looking 

at my hands, pretty sure that they’re shaking” (18). The role of parents is symbolic 

in the novel. Parenting is more of a function and position than a process or action. 

Clay’s meetings with his parents are uncommunicative. During the lunch 

appointment with his father, his father talks to a lot of businessmen. The 

conversation between Clay and his father focuses on what Clay “want[s] for 

Christmas” (43). Clay gives his father an opportunity to intervene in his drug use, 

and his father pretends to be concerned for his son: 

‘You look thin,’ he says. 

‘Hmmm.’ 

‘And pale.’ 

‘It’s the drugs,’ I mumble. 

‘I didn’t quite hear that.’ 

I look at him and say, ‘I’ve gained five pounds since I’ve been back 
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home.’ 

‘Oh,’ he says, and pours himself a glass of white wine. 

Some other business guy drops by. (43) 

Clay’s father desires to hear nothing. His response shows his lack of interest in 

any further discussion with Clay. Their conversations are as awkward and 

superficial as those between strangers. In fact, Clay and his father are, Clay and 

everyone are, any and every one is, stranger. 

Clay’s father is projected as a provider who performs a structural function by 

“writing out checks for [Clay’s] sisters and [Clay]” at Christmas (72). His role is 

confined to providing his children with material things. Ellis turns the traditional 

image of absent, authoritarian fathers who “should behave within the moral 

management of family life, displaying responsibility, tenderness and 

expressiveness” (Hayward & Mac and Ghaill 46) into a symbolic sign. He presents 

a stereotype of the tyrannical father figure in Lunar Park: “My father created me, 

criticized me, destroyed me, and, then after I reinvented myself and lurched back 

into being, became a proud boastful dad” (9). By contrast, the first father in Ellis’ 

oeuvre is only interested in his own materialistic acquisitions, business associates, 

and appearance. Indeed, Clay is just as emotionally distant from his parents as he is 

from every one. 

In Less Than Zero, parents are presented as superficial, absurd, and uncaring. 

At his girlfriend Blair’s party, Clay describes an “uncommon” parenthood 

scenario: “I can see Blair’s father, who’s this movie producer [...]. Blair’s father’s 
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boyfriend is also at the party. His name’s Jared and he’s really young and blond 

and tan and has blue eyes and incredibly straight white teeth [...]. I can also see 

Blair’s mother, who is sitting by the bar, drinking a vodka gimlet, her hands 

shaking as she brings the drink to her mouth” (8). The only value system the 

characters know of is materialism: “The novel’s young characters have absorbed 

from their families the idea that their own existence and actions are of very little 

import. The only value system that has been handed down to them is materialism, 

and they apply the ethic freely, sometimes even viewing themselves as material 

goods” (8). The children imitate the parents. Ellis deconstructs the absent/present, 

powerless/powerful, and good/bad typologies that characterize parenthood. In 

doing so, he satirizes the conception of family as a “‘natural’ [and] eternal structure 

– a place of safety, nurturance, and love” (McCarthy 7). Ellis erases the structure 

and meanings of parental responsibilities as they relate to functional needs. In his 

first novel, parents do not know best and are unwilling to examine their emotional 

numbness. Much like their children, they are confined within their social practices. 

The private sphere of home life becomes tangled in meaninglessness, representing 

not a true state of affiliation but a superficial position. 

Clay’s circle of “friends” includes Julian, whom Clay has known since 

childhood; Blair, Clay’s “girlfriend”; Rip, his drug dealer; Daniel, with whom he 

studies; Trent, a male model he knows; and others who share similar 

socioeconomic privilege. However, Clay’s friendships are shallow. When Blair 

asks Clay if he “ever care[s] about [her],” he states, “I don’t want to care. If I care 
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about things, it’ll just be worse, it’ll just be another thing to worry about. It’s less 

painful if I don’t care” (205). As Kirk Curnutt notes, Clay is not “alienated by [his] 

extra-sensitive perception of adult inauthenticity but by a keen awareness of [his] 

incapacity to feel” (96). Faced with the predominance of the image over 

interaction and a forced attachment to surfaces, emotion becomes a burden. 

The symbolism of an empty existence pervades the narrative. The characters 

live in an irrational state of not knowing what they can do or why they exist: 

‘What do you do?’ [Muriel] asks, holding out the vest. 

‘What do you do?’ 

‘What do you do?’ she asks, her voice shaking. ‘Don’t ask me, please. 

Okay, Clay?’ 

‘Why not?’ 

She sits on the mattress after I get up. Muriel screams.  

‘Because … I don’t know,’ she sighs. 

I look at her and don’t feel anything and walk out with my vest. (149) 

There is no way out, no depth, no feelings, no change. Clay and Rip, the drug dealer 

and gangster, drive without knowing where they are going. Clay thinks that Rip 

takes a wrong turn toward a dead-end: 

‘Where are we going?’ I asked. 

‘I do not know,’ he said. ‘Just driving.’ 

‘But this road doesn’t go anywhere,’ I told him. 

‘That doesn’t matter.’ 
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‘What does?’ I asked, after a little while. 

‘Just that we’re on it, dude,’ he said. (Ellis 195) 

Clay experiences emotional attachment, as he is constantly aware of the entrapment 

he faces. He suffers from an inability to adopt a new vision of life. The characters in 

Less Than Zero circulate in an endless, unchanging loop, as if their lives are 

permanently recorded on videotape: “‘They rerun everything,’ Blair says. 

‘Everything’” (99). Their biggest problem is boredom: 

  ‘You’ve got to.’ 

  ‘Why do you have to?’ I ask. 

Benjamin looks at me, runs his fingers over his pompadour and says, 

‘Otherwise you’ll get bored.’ (96) 

The round of usual activities quickly stales: “It’s a Saturday night and on some 

Saturday nights when there’s not a party to go to and no concerts around town and 

everyone’s seen all the movies, most people stay at home and invite friends over 

and talk on the phone. […] On some Saturday nights there’ll be three or four 

people who drive from one house to another. Who drive from about ten on 

Saturday night until just before dawn the next morning” (77). 

There is a constant, pervasive feeling of existlessness. And exitlessness. Things 

are constantly happening, yet nothing ever really happens. There’s no entrance 

and no escape.  

 In the one-dimensional world of Less Than Zero, spirituality is simply 

another altered surface. The religious moment appears to promise salvation as “a 
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neon-lit Christ stands forlornly in the background” on a television program (140). 

The gospel has become a media image and is propelled at dazed and confused Clay 

who wonders about what alternative it might provide. As Clay watches, a priest 

addresses him as follows: 

You feel confused. You feel frustrated […] You do not know what’s 

going on. That’s why you feel hopeless, helpless. That’s why you feel 

there is no way out of the situation. But Jesus will come. He will come 

through the eye of that television screen. Jesus will put a roadblock in 

your life so that you can turn around and He’s gonna do it for you now. 

Heavenly Father, You want to set the captive free. They, who are in 

bondage, teach them. Celebrate the Lord. Let this be a night of 

Deliverance. Tell Jesus, “Forgive me of my sins,” and then you may feel 

the joy that is unspeakable. May your cup overflow. In Jesus’ name, 

Amen ... Hallelujah! (140)  

Clay “wait[s] for something to happen” (140) in front of the television set for an 

hour after this sermon, whereafter he stands up, snorts the rest of his cocaine, and 

goes out. It is impossible for Clay to achieve any form of salvation. He is painfully 

aware of the precariousness of life. Religion is a concept involving promise and 

expectation. People aware of the absence of coherent meaning in their lives wait in 

vain, in the hope that religion will provide that meaning. The religious image 

presented is a hyper-real realm of emotions and experiences. 

In Less Than Zero, the depiction of God is a commodified version of Jesus that 
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must be filtered through an artificial world of media experience—a “neon-lit Christ” 

as a product to be bought and sold. This depiction does not indicate a sense of “real” 

reality that defines human existence and thus commits individuals to perspectives, 

which they may consider a liberating practice that frees them from absolute ethical 

standards: “Since we live in a world of mere perspectives, the absence of stability in 

ethics and values results in a loss of direction which in turn leads to pessimism, 

disenchantment and melancholy” (Stauth & Turner 516). These perspectives 

represent revaluations of values. Via the emptiness of consumerism, Ellis evaluates 

how individuals assume unity, identity, and substance notwithstanding an absence 

of authoritative norms. In the absence of God, people rely on the imposition of 

another created, coherent system—the fetishistic one that allows individuals to 

find comfort. That they appear to fully realize their abilities to break through the 

limitations of their own circumstances is a false impression when everything is 

reduced to signs. 

Clay appears to be more humane when he relies on his memory to sustain the 

dream of an attainable order and remove any ambivalence about his own existence. 

Clay’s memory of the past appears to depict his search for individuality and 

selfhood beyond the context of the cultural construction of identity. One’s memory 

signals an effort to define and sustain order and a possible way of confronting 

nihilism. As Clay cannot achieve an adequate representation of his current period, 

he is committed to his nostalgia. His search seems to indicate his profoundly 

nostalgic conviction that the past has explanatory or redemptive power. However, 



 
 

70 
 

he considers his distant memories as nothing more than “empty beer cans that were 

scattered all over the dead lawn and the windows that were all smashed and broken” 

(44). His memory condemns him to sensing his own limitations, like the 

protagonist, Neddy Merrill, in John Cheever’s story “The Swimmer” who realizes 

the privileged world is only a façade: the social world he occupies is built primarily 

on appearances.  

Clay is interested in displays of the unspeakable and the ineffable underbelly 

of humanity. He collects newspaper articles, such as  

one about some twelve-year-old kid who accidentally shot his brother in 

Chino; another about a guy in Indio who nailed his kid to a wall, or a door, 

[…], and then shot him, point-blank in the face, and one about a fire at a 

home for the elderly that killed twenty and one about a housewife who 

while driving her children home from school flew off this eighty-foot 

embankment near San Diego, instantly killing herself and the three kids 

and one about a man who calmly and purposefully ran over his ex-wife 

somewhere near Reno, paralyzing her below the neck. (77) 

The news articles that Clay collects emphasize death and violence. In Erotism, 

Georges Bataille states that the existence of individuals is based on an awareness of 

discontinuity. The fracture of discontinuity informs notions of the individual and of 

self-possession. Bataille also argues that humanity comes into existence along with 

taboos such as madness, eroticism, death, and violence—these mark the space 

between the discontinuous and the continuous. The world order of 
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commodification reduces people to elements that bring about discontinuity. 

Humans live primarily as discontinuous creatures and can only truly arrive at their 

continuous nature through death: “Continuity of existence is independent of death 

and is even proved by death” (Bataille 21). Remembering the past represents a 

futile desire to stop time or understand the past by summoning it to the present. The 

tie between past and present degenerates into sentimentalism, and moments spent 

reading news articles fill the emptiness and make one’s existence more real. By 

looking backward, Clay demonstrates the inadequacy of past and present as 

grounds for continuous identity.  

Clay must confront the experience of vacancy and reconstitution of meaning 

in the present. Customs, references, and beliefs are residual; they occur only in 

fragments and without authority to give form and coherence to human existence. 

Any expression of doubt, fear, or anxiety arises from the sense of living in a time 

when traditional points of reference no longer seem valid. The most emotionally 

charged writing found in Clay’s narrative is a short piece of text he finds on the 

bathroom wall in a club: “Fuck you Mom and Dad. You suck cunt, you suck cock. 

You both can die because that’s what you did to me. You left me to die. You both are 

so fucking hopeless, your daughter is an Iranian and your son is a faggot. You both 

can rot in fucking shitting asshole hell. Burn, you fucking dumbshits. Burn, fuckers. 

Burn” (193). Clay and his friends experience the vacancy of their lives and respond 

with a series of seemingly pointless routines in which nothing is made to happen. 

Everything occurs in circles and repetition dominates. The individual’s quest for 
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purpose in life fails. Clay makes an entirely unsentimental decision to alleviate the 

emptiness of existence by admitting, “I realize that the money doesn’t matter. That 

all that does is that I want to see the worst” (172). When there is “nothing much 

happening” (138), Clay makes his desperate attempts to break out of the iron-clad 

absolute of his life.  

The Perpetual Flatness 

Bret Easton Ellis’ brutal, cruel portrayal of a luxurious yet empty life with no 

boundaries in Less Than Zero exposes the spiritual disintegration of his culture. 

Nevertheless, the novel fails to explore the possibility of any alternatives. Clay 

witnesses life around him with an increasing unease and alienation and narrates it in 

a fragmented style: he shops, eats at restaurants, attends appointments with his 

psychiatrist, speeds through the empty streets at night, takes 20 mg of lithium or 

valium, and undresses and lies in bed while David Bowie sings on the radio. His 

narrative is flat and boring, and boredom is precisely the focus of the novel. In the 

system of signs constructed by consumer society, there is no escape from the 

superficiality overtaking everything. One of the recurring images in the novel is of 

Clay lying on his bed, stoned and watching MTV. Above his head there is an Elvis 

Costello poster. Elvis Costello is the rock icon as well as the songwriter who pens 

the lyric “Everything is less than zero”: “Thus both the book’s title and its singer 

are second-hand, and revealing of the way in which Ellis’ teenagers feel 

themselves to be at the end of things. Excess, experience—the previous 
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generations have run through it all and everything is now worn, second-hand” 

(Young 22). The inability to escape leads to the despair that can only be expressed 

through drugs, alcohol, or sex. Clay is past the point of caring about what is real, 

of what is original—these words appear to have no meaning when everyday 

discourse is built completely on commodities. The exhaustion produced by this 

endless, spontaneous, and episodic pursuit of pleasure as a remedy for boredom 

robs Ellis’ subjects of emotion. 

Less Than Zero embodies a flatly mimetic contemporary experience. It 

presents a world that is out of joint because of how the media mediates world. The 

media culture invades the existence of the characters to a sense of absurdity. Ellis 

admits that this influence is reflected in his novels: in an interview, he mentions 

that “media has informed all of us, no matter what art form we pursue, whether 

painters or musicians. TV has unconsciously, whether we want to admit it or not, 

shaped all of our visions to an inordinate degree” (Amerika and Laurence, par. 6). 

The narrative in Less Than Zero is replete with awkwardly constructed sentences, 

sentence fragments, and run-on sentences. The plainness of the language captures 

the MTV era: “MTV was custom-made for a generation, raised on television, that 

thrived on pop culture, but which had no TV channel devoted to bringing the two 

together” (Temporal 2). MTV is a tool delivering an attitude that echoes the 

shared emotions, experiences, and aspirations of viewers. Singers are likely to 

address the camera directly to manufacture intimacy and immediacy. Each video 

is a performance without narration.  
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MTV offers the youth a language to communicate cool attitudes rather than 

complicated ideas. The writing in Less Than Zero resembling MTV style 

repeatedly falls apart: “The text dissolves into so many discrete chapters, which 

are often set years apart. [It] is a fragmented textual space where narrative energy 

is dissipated” (Murphet 92). Ellis resists a narrative constructed according to 

familiar orders and patterns, denying his audience the expected consummation of 

a traditional plot. He subverts conventional linear narratives with techniques 

borrowed from forms that rely on visual stimulation. For young people, popular 

culture, including the music press, style magazines, and MTV, provides their main 

source of information. Ellis’ teenage subjects appear to live a “sex, drugs and rock 

n ‘roll” lifestyle, but not for the same reasons as their predecessors; whereas their 

parents might cling to decadence as a means of rebellion or escapism in their 

generation. Clay and his friends seek pleasure, not for fulfilment, but to alleviate 

boredom and fill their days with something to do.  

The beautiful but seemingly identical teenagers are given any and all the 

material goods and pleasurable experiences they desire, yet they are incurably 

bored and empty. Human subjects, according to Baudrillard, are defined in 

relation to informational systems “when there is no more spectacle, no more scene, 

when all becomes transparence and immediate visibility, when everything is 

exposed to the harsh and inexorable light of information and communication” 

(“The Ecstasy of Communication” 30). In their empty attempts to experience 

pleasure, Clay and his friends, like Blair and Trent, find no central nexus of 
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meaning, thus creating a dismal pattern of simply chasing after the cycle of 

pointless pleasure to find fulfilment. They are merely spectators, watching and 

never interacting, reacting, or communicating. The glossy magazines and 

television screens in Less Than Zero represent the flatness of the characters, 

whose words often fail to convey real thought. Their casual conversations, which 

center on appearance, are virtually empty of communication. The characters live 

their lives and understand their needs and values in the context of the demands 

made by the magazines they read. Nonetheless, the rapidly changing information 

presented by magazines or television has an ephemeral quality, adding instability 

to the everyday and providing layer upon layer of uncertainty. Everything is 

turned into signs and images on the basis of commodification. As Jean Baudrillard 

writes in The System of Objects, “The coherence of the functional system of 

objects depends on the fact that these objects – along with their various properties, 

such as color, form, and so on – no longer have any value of their own, but merely 

a universal value as signs” (64). Baudrillard observes that representations in 

contemporary society are devoid of actual meaning and maintain the ephemera of 

meaning by referencing only themselves. Objects carry meaning only in their 

relationships with other objects. Every character in Less Than Zero adopts a 

lifestyle through the objects they desire. They desire only what is desired by 

others, as desire is mediated by signs such as status and prestige. Ellis portrays an 

age dominated by appearances. It is an age of simulacra, of copies of originals that 

no longer exist. This uniform pursuit of image and pleasure robs Ellis’ characters 



 
 

76 
 

of individual identity. 

In Less Than Zero, nobody knows anything. The characters increasingly 

experience spectacles, images, and signs via their dependence on the media. Clay, 

his elite friends, and the other inhabitants of Ellis’ constructed universe share a 

tendency to be both ironic and defensive as the depthlessness of their culture 

teaches them that the only “reality” is a glossy surface. One of Clay’s friends tells 

him that he must read the fashion magazine The Face or “you’ll get bored” (86). 

The media, television, and magazines portray the dehumanizing effects of 

mediated images that leave the characters with a curious sense of dislocation and 

emptiness. The reproduced image is ever-present and grounded in nothing but 

itself; this is the “definitive immanence of the image, without any possible 

transcendent meaning, without any possible dialectic of history” (Baudrillard, Evil 

Demon of Images 95). Ellis presents a group of characters that have no emotional 

insight beyond a “world of hallucinations” in which image, “reality,” and surface 

representations blur into one another. Magazines serve to provide information to 

the young characters about their parents’ lives: 

‘What’s your mom doing?’ Blair asks. ‘Is she going out with Tom 

anymore?’ 

‘Where did you hear that? The Inquirer?’ Kim laughs. 

‘No. I saw a picture of them in the Hollywood Reporter.’ 

‘She’s in England with Milo, I told you,’ Kim says as we get closer to the 

lighted waterfall. ‘At least that’s what I read in Variety.’ (82) 
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These magazines serve as guides for living and create a new generation of chic 

socialites who dress to impress in clubs across L. A. Ellis characters inhabit a 

world in which television, media, internet and advertisements have become the 

only major reference points to form a sense of fragmented community. Images and 

signs have become more “real” to the characters than “reality” itself. There are no 

longer any positives or negatives, only the feverish production of additional signs, 

meanings, and information. The characters are trapped in a terrifying void of 

hyperreality and non-identity. The media fabricates non-communication. The 

characters speak in a “blank” language required by the contemporary age, voicing 

their terror and anxieties about the appearances that form the dark underbelly of 

contemporary culture. 

Television plays a major role in this lifestyle. In Less Than Zero, television 

in the form of MTV and video pornography functions as the only form of pleasure. 

The characters are drowning in their heritage of prosperity, miserable without 

having enough of a defined sense of identity to enable them to recognize their 

own misery: “They are all at the mercy of consumer capitalism, stunned by a 

storm of signs, codes and simulations emanating from advertising and television 

and all hopelessly alienated from any understanding of their predicament” 

(Caveney and Young 24). The media produces an environment where having 

everything means knowing and feeling nothing. The reproduced image is 

ever-present and grounded in nothing but itself. The image, divorced from and 

failing to represent an unknowable reality, has become, as Fredric Jameson notes, 
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“the final form of commodity reification” (Postmodernism 18).  

During the viewing process, the TV viewers situate themselves as detached 

observers; a viewer “flip through different images at such speed that she/he is 

unable to chain the signifiers together into a meaningful narrative, she/he merely 

enjoys the multiphrenic intensities and sensations of the surface of the images” 

(Featherstone 5). The image bombardment involved in the viewing process 

generates emotional disaffection or literal numbness in the characters. The 

individual subjects’ intimate interactions with the media offer them an opportunity 

to look at other people on screens with an emphasis on their self-detachment from 

“others.” This self-detachment is a form of disengagement from one’s own 

identity and life. It is a state of standing apart from the feelings and judgments that 

define the self. Everything on television promotes the temporal present and a lack 

of the past: “Television produces forgetfulness, not memory, flow, not history” 

(Heath 279). The presentness of the television medium collapses the concept of 

time via the effect of immediacy. Emotions are immediate, and the promise of 

proximity indicates an emotional immediacy when televisual objects are prone to 

affective reception. Television is a technology of intimacy that draws viewers 

close to the machine in a way that allows them to remain cold to actual 

experience.  

Like television viewers, the privileged youth in the novel as spectators 

exercise their gaze to witness things as they happen. They regard the world as if it 

were a television program or a commercial. Viewing the world in this way 
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manufactures a perspective that Jack Solomon characterizes as the “perpetual 

montage” (121). The fragmented images of life influence people’s belief that 

“reality” is illusory. They are led to form the view that human actions are a montage 

of nonsensical skits, docudramas, and commercials. Everything is absorbed into the 

spectacle when they watch everyday life unfold in front of them without their 

involvement. When a dead body is found in the valley, Clay and his friends gaze 

upon the body as if it were an object: 

‘What happened to him?’ 

‘O.D.’d, I guess.’ 

‘Have you called the police?’ 

‘What for?’ 

One of the girls says, ‘We gotta bring Marcia. She’ll freak out.’ (186) 

When an old lady collapses from the heat at La Scala, the crowd looks on, bored. 

On the way home, Blair hits a coyote on the road. Clay watches the animal die for 

ten minutes, and then he and Blair return home and have passionate sex. Clay and 

his friends remain detached from the world around them, and regard the death and 

suffering of others merely as forms of entertainment. Clay and his circle of friends 

are voyeurs looking at deviant practices. When they watch a “snuff” film in which 

real people are killed before a camera, they consider the violence as entertainment. 

Clay and his friends share a tendency to be affectionless as the depthlessness of 

their culture teaches them. Any choices are equally random and meaningless 

because “as the line between reality and image seems to implode, one comes to 
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believe that everything and everyone is a fake—a simulation”; this crisis is 

“therefore best served by an attitude of ‘aggressive indifference,’ an ironic 

detachment from any sort of commitment” (Moore 254). This “aggressive 

indifference” is the pervasive attitude of the novel. 

 Ellis uses television as a metaphor to describe a condition of estrangement. 

He demonstrates how MTV’s principles of speed and temporality translate into 

image consciousness and an iterated urgency for a generation raised on television. 

In Less Than Zero, Clay constantly opts to watch MTV because he has nothing else 

to do: “I turn on MTV and tell myself I could get over it and go to sleep if I had 

some Valium and then I think about Muriel and feel a little sick as the videos flash 

by” (Ellis 4). Sound and vision fill the void, penetrating the emotions via the 

24-hour repeated airplay of popular music videos and youth-culture-specific 

segments. Each music video averages three to five minutes in length that requires 

no commitment on the part of the viewer. Yet the continuous flow of sound and 

image evokes unsatisfied desire. Not unlike the daily news, MTV repeats ad 

infinitum, thus engineering numbness. The privileged youth in Ellis’ novel have 

developed a complete lifestyle of their own by adorning themselves with death, 

darkness, and depression and completing themselves with music and brands. 

 The young characters are devoid of desires because they can effortlessly attain 

anything they want. They are rich and, as such, are considered inescapably free to 

make decisions about what they want to be. Their overconsumption and hedonistic 

lifestyles, which are evident in their parent-purchased BMWs and the money they 
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spend on cocaine, become critical points for consideration in social or moral 

regulation of the self. They have no understanding of the relationship between 

moral and social value and cannot see people as individuals with the power to 

choose. As Bret Eason Ellis, in Lunar Park, tells the story of fictional Bret Easton 

Ellis, whose identity is based on fame and wealth, and because of this, his world 

“was quickly becoming a place with no boundaries” (14). In consumer society, 

moral boundaries are merely social constructions while wealth matters the most. 

Morality is an option, not an obligation. In Less Than Zero, desensitization to any 

sense of moral obligation is apparent when Clay’s friend Alana laughs about 

getting an abortion and then recognizes that “I think we have lost some sense of 

feeling” (78). Nothing is right or wrong because everything is a product that can 

be easily disposable for another’s pleasures. The land of excess is a mere 

playground, designed to entertain as entertainment holds the only “reality” of 

these teenagers’ lives.  

In an apathetic and amoral youth culture, consumption appears to be a highly 

pleasurable activity characterized by a strong sense of freedom of choice. This 

freedom of choice is established based on a symbolic order of surfaces and goods. 

The symbolic order comprises the structuring values that promise stability, content, 

and wholeness. In Slovaj Žižek’s words, any “choice” made in a modern society 

based on law, structure, and order is a “forced choice.” Although subjects are led to 

believe they have a choice, they in fact have no choice at all. Indeed, choice is so 

abundant that the only choice subjects lack is the choice not to choose. Material 
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enjoyment comes in the forms of surplus, an obscene underside, and a seeming act 

of transgression. With the privileged youth in the novel left to enjoy transgressive 

acts in the absence of their parents, the enjoyment available within the symbolic 

order is no longer much fun. As Žižek points out in For They Know Not, 

“enjoyment itself, which we experience as ‘transgression’, is in its innermost status 

something imposed, ordered—when we enjoy, we never do it ‘spontaneously’, we 

always follow a certain injunction” (9). The enjoyment of transgression is destined 

to cease because the freedom to do so becomes compulsory and obligatory. 

Therefore, transgression falls into non-meaning. It is no longer a process for 

subjects to seek unity or coherence through everything it critiques; rather, it is 

mediated by a desire to escape unbearable freedom. 

The communal network of social institutions, customs, and laws is 

insignificant in Less Than Zero. Choice is abundant and constraints are absent. The 

young characters live in a totally subjective world in which they answer only to 

themselves. There is no authority providing a firm foundation on which the 

characters can rely. They are prohibited from nothing. In Clay’s world, desires do 

not go away when temporarily fulfilled—they merely become more violent, 

decadent and inhuman. Guy, another of Clay’s wealthy friends, determines that 

the voyeuristic pleasure of watching an adolescent boy castrated and a preteen girl 

raped and dismembered is worth fifteen thousand dollars, the price he pays for the 

snuff film that has captured these scenes. Everything the characters do is a matter 

of choice. The choice comes with a price. They live outside the moral structures 
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without a sense of purpose and are subject to their decisions. The only choice they 

have is that between given objects. When material enjoyment becomes compulsory, 

it is no longer fun and everybody is bored. Clay’s narrative becomes increasingly 

indifferent and deadpan, even when detailing the gang rape of a twelve-year-old 

girl and the forced prostitution of his friend Julian in the second part of the novel. 

Moments of violent debauchery and horror are intensified as the end of the 

novel approaches. The horror is perceived by the reader but is not expressed by 

the characters. Julian, one of Clay’s privileged friends, has literally become a 

commodity as his body is “for sale” to pay for the debt to a drug dealer. On finding 

out about Julian’s new “profession,” Clay initially acts shocked. Julian asks, “Who 

cares? Do you? Do you really care?” (160). Clay admits that “I don’t say anything 

and I realize that I don’t really care” (160). 

Clay decides to go along with Julian as he meets one of his clients, simply because 

he recognizes that, at his imploding core, he must admit that, “All I want to see is 

the worst” (160). Julian’s suffering becomes spectacle in Clay’s eyes, and Clay 

becomes a voyeur, gaining some sort of pleasure by pushing the boundaries to 

satisfy his own curiosity. The gang rape of a twelve-year-old girl is the most 

traumatic scene in the novel, and marks a moment at which something actually 

occurs to stimulate feeling. Clay simply responds with, “[I]t’s… I don’t think it’s 

right” (189). Rip gives a different definition of “right” by saying, “What’s right? If 

you want something, you have the right to take it. If you want to do something, you 

have the right to do it” (189). This infers that an individual’s desires are all that 
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matters. The coherent system of moral values and ethical arguments is shattered. 

Morality means “nothing” because Clay and his friends “don’t have anything to 

lose” from the outset (190). Indeed, the characters have “nothing” but empty 

images; they are born, live in vain, and die. At the same time, they acknowledge 

these facts by recreating and asserting meaning in the face of the negative 

constraints that define their conditions. 

Clay finds it difficult to truly exist anywhere in a consumer society that 

requires vast amounts of wealth and the excesses of pleasure and consumption that 

go with it. The imperative to enjoy terrorizes him. He constantly confronts an 

endless oscillation between frustration, over-stimulation, and desperate desire, and 

utter boredom and indifference to repetitive circumstances. Although Clay is 

desperately free to do whatever he chooses, he cannot satisfy his desire because 

the desire itself is already a state of non-satisfaction. He appears to have an 

epiphany as he leaves the room, refusing to take part when Rip and some of 

Clay’s other friends tie up and gang rape a twelve-year-old girl. However, he is 

unable to completely stand apart and separate himself from those who see cruelty 

as a type of amusement. Although Clay is continually haunted by a repressed 

knowledge of the hollowness, he believes that when he leaves L.A. to return to the 

East Coast, things will be better. The novel ends with Clay going back to school at 

the end of vacation, and nothing really changing. In this sense, the novel provides 

a sort of anti-epiphany, indicating the impossibility of redemption or 

transformation in Clay’s one-dimensional universe.  
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The same form of emptiness continues in Ellis’ next two books. The Rules of 

Attraction and The Informers that document the equally empty and amoral world 

of Clay’s university friends. The central characters in the works of are, for the 

most part, “ridiculously stupid and narcissistic people who say ridiculously stupid 

things” (Suglia, par. 3). Both works show the everyday lives of college students 

who completely lack objectives, with conversations that reveal the same hallow 

life that makes it sometimes impossible to distinguish them from each other, as in 

Less Than Zero. Protagonists in Less Than Zero, The Rules of Attraction and The 

Informers are miserable, yet so depthless that they do not even care that they are 

miserable. Cheryl, a character in The Informers, relies on the media for her 

individual development (or lack thereof) as her eyes, “skim pages of 

advertisements that show me the best way to live” (81). Ellis stresses that his 

fictional universe has not changed since the first novel: “The concerns are the 

same, the themes are the same, the tonality of the writing is the same” (qtd. in 

Baelo-Allué 135) as there is no escape and everything remains the same.  

Ellis’ protagonists never truly encounter change and remain unaware—of 

any sense of purpose other than surviving and slightly alleviating the boredom and 

perceived meaninglessness of an affluent existence. The ultimate horror of Ellis’ 

novel, the spectre of “reality” that haunts Clay throughout his “story,” is the 

realization that this monotony of everyday life never culminates in some sort of 

profound change indicating a sense of purpose or meaning. The emptiness 

constitutes a world of double layers of simulation that are detached from not only 
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the “real” but also the structured meanings that circulate and exchange in a 

ceaseless and centerless flow. In The Promised End, Fiddes notes that twentieth 

century writers have a tendency to “portray human life in a perpetual state of 

transition, crying out for an apocalypse that never comes” (5). The moment of 

apocalypse, or dramatic revelation (resolution), that could indicate Clay’s purpose 

and significance is absent from Ellis’ novel. His piques of self-realization or 

awareness of injustice and cruelty are only fleeting, disconnected moments that do 

not result in a transformation, but form an exhausting cycle that never moves 

above the surface of deceptive simulacra. Clay and his friends are each a mass of 

floating signifiers, impulses, and impressions that change constantly within a 

society in which everything has become decentered. The center consists of 

everything from unchanging beliefs to the traditions that rule people’s lives. 

Without the center, it becomes easy to convince oneself that nothing one does 

really matters. A decentered society lacks justice, laws, and moral standards. Clay 

and his friends reconstruct themselves as they go along according to the stimuli 

they receive. The human bodies in Less Than Zero are in ruin, fragmented, 

distorted, or destroyed. There are nothing “real,” but constructions based on wealth 

and privilege. 

Less Than Zero functions as the front-and-center movie camera that offers 

proximity to action via the techniques of the close-up and direct address. It 

magnifies the characters’ deliberate denial of sentimentality and affect because 

“this tactic interrupts and disables any identification-process which might have 
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obtained between readers and sustained narrative voice of Clay” (Murphet 92). 

Readers either are challenged or remain unable to empathize. Indeed, they act as 

voyeurs peering into the disturbed lives of these characters. Although the characters 

are young and rich, occupy the social center, and come from privileged 

backgrounds, they are unpleasant and unwanted. Less Than Zero constructs a 

particularly pleasurable subject position that allows readers to disengage their 

alignment with the characters and instead locate themselves within the rubric of 

“good,” reinforcing their moral position. 

Ellis moves beyond his polarized portrayal of the characters as either passive 

victims or empowered autonomous social individuals. Such arguments appear to 

fall prey to a kind of easy sentimentality, which is the nostalgic view of the loss of 

individuality and individual autonomy, as if the autonomous self is trapped within 

the world of bureaucratic regulation. Readers experience the characters’ emotions 

as mere spectators without having access to their internal thoughts. For the first part 

of the narrative, the reader can blame the characters’ deviant behavior on their 

social shortcomings, such as the emotional void created by consumer accumulation 

or the aloofness of the parent-child relationships. However, the scene involving the 

gang rape of a drugged twelve-year-old girl toward the end of the novel implores 

the reader to search for a rational answer for the ethical impoverishment by 

continually asking why the characters act as they do and why Clay makes the 

amoral decision not to stop the proceedings. Lacking any satisfying social 

explanation, one possible but disturbing answer is that the characters act as they do 
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for the pleasure of feeling a sensation. Less Than Zero invites readers to indulge in 

a horrifying and incomprehensible situation taken to an extreme. However, readers 

are also forced to respond and make moral judgments by throwing themselves into 

an objective apprehension of the brutalities on display. Readers can effortlessly 

convey a heavy tone of moral judgment, superiority, and personal distaste for both 

the novel’s protagonist and author. This de-identification with the characters 

legitimizes the reader’s thrill of resentment. All of the characters are considered 

unlikable and undeserving of attention and sympathy. 

When Bret Easton Ellis writes Less Than Zero, his intention is not to record 

his biography, but writing about a person he considers “totally morally bankrupt” 

(Amerika and Laurence, par. 15). Hence Clay disturbs more than any other 

characters he has created later. Although Clay is conscious about what happens 

around him and has a bit of a conscience, he refuses to leave his passivity, 

returning to the college without any changes: “He still allows evil to flourish around 

him. That bothers me more than Patrick Bateman from American Psycho” 

(Amerika and Laurence 16). Less Than Zero depicts a hopeless search for 

stimulation and significance to hide the emptiness of contemporary life. Its 

characters cling to excessive consumption with a pathetic obstinacy. In Zygmunt 

Bauman’s words, Ellis presents “a state of mind marked above all by its 

all-deriding, all-eroding, all-dissolving destructiveness” (vii-viii). Less Than Zero 

portrays an apathetic irony situated within a world of surfaces and goods and an 

absence of meaning. Individual subjects are lost in a visual void of consumer 
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objects wherein no plane of existence or meaning asserts superiority over another. 

Its characters have nothing left to desire, and individual subjects are controlled by 

spectacle. Rock music and various media such as magazines define and sustain 

personhood. Representations of repeated rhetoric and images indicate the rapid rate 

at which any image or discourse is absorbed into the mass media. Alternatives are 

never offered. The phrase that concludes the novel, “After I left” (Ellis 208), seems 

optimistic, as it suggests that Clay leaves the passivity, loneliness, and alienation of 

his life behind. However, Imperial Bedrooms reveals that the characters remain 

unchanged. Clay is entangled in a murder for which he experiences no feelings of 

guilt. Blair is married to Trent but has an affair with Clay. Trent has affairs with 

other men. Rip is still a monster and looks the part following plastic surgery. The 

sequel does not complete a circle begun by Less Than Zero, but instead further 

illustrates the sentiment behind the meaningless recurrences in life. The road leads 

to a dead end. 
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  “Psycho Killer … Qu’est-ce Que C’est?”  

Please Don’t Tell Patrick Bateman that I Know Him, Because I Don’t 

When American Psycho (1991) was published, Bret Easton Ellis shocked his 

readers into recognizing the contempt for humanity lurking at the core of 

American consumer culture in consummate detail, through the brand-obsessive, 

selfish, and cruel character Patrick Bateman. As in Less than Zero, he presented a 

world of appearances that is pessimistically empty. American Psycho is probably 

the most notorious and popular novel of recent decades. By now, the commotion 

surrounding the book’s publication has disappeared, but the details of that event 

are legendary, for example, the heated New York Times Book Review debate over 

the publisher Simon and Schuster’s decision not to publish the book, a debate that 

included literary notables such as Norman Mailer, John Irving, Andrea Dworkin, 

and Susannah Moore. Because of the disturbingly graphic descriptions of sex and 

the violent scenes, readers and critics at the time failed to see the harsh moral 

satire. He received numerous death threats; rumors at the time even insisted that 

American Express “considered suing Ellis and his publisher [Random 

House/Vintage] not for obscenity, but because the psychopath uses an American 

Express credit card to cut his cocaine, pay for his dinner, and order prostitutes and 

room service” (Kauffman 251). In American Psycho, Patrick Bateman, Ellis’ 

protagonist, represents the envied but also hated symbol of 1980s materialism, the 

Wall Street Yuppie. He is a man obsessed with consuming. The obsessive 
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attention to the sign systems—the endless catalogues of designer clothes and 

brand-name goods—indicates how money, specifically visible money, reigns 

supreme in the sick-unto-death consumer culture he depicts.  

Patrick Bateman is the “psycho” of the book title and the reader’s guide to 

Reagan-era Manhattan. He is a young, rich, modelesque Wall Street banker who 

splits his evenings between eating in ultra-trendy restaurants and murdering 

people in the most horrific ways.  Patrick Bateman’s conversations with 

colleagues and acquaintances are futile and empty. They give exaggerated value to 

brands and appearances. The opulent lifestyle is exclusionary, built on the backs 

of others, and they offer no apologies for being racist, classist, sexist, and 

homophobic. No one seems to have feelings other than to spend the most on 

clothes and expensive restaurants and look for the best drug dealer to end the 

evening. More than that, increasingly excessive gruesome scenes keep the reader 

guessing, “are these scenes really happening?” Hence reader identification with 

Patrick is complexly difficult. Ellis made the novel no more palatable which leads 

oneself to consider how an individual “makes himself” in a society.  

American Psycho is a character study of Patrick Bateman. Philip Simpson 

observed that “in the traditional sense, American Psycho contains no plot or 

characters of any substance” (148). There is no immediate conflict, no plot, no 

problem that needs to be resolved to guide the reader through the narrative. The 

novel simply describes what happened to Patrick and what he does during a few 

days. The narrative is disjointed—some events seem to occur randomly. For 
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example, the narrative is never internally complete in each of its respectively 

numbered chapters. The chapter titled “A Glimpse of a Thursday Afternoon” starts 

with “and it’s midafternoon and I find myself standing at a phone booth” (148). A 

few lines seem to be missing at the beginning of a sentence. The same chapter 

ends abruptly with “and I run out of the delicatessen and onto the street where this” 

(152). The intention of omitting a few lines in the “beginning” and the “end” 

suggests the meaningless recurrence of everyday life. The void of the contemporary 

repeats itself. Each fragment constitutes a frame, another incomplete glimpse, 

another snapshot, of Patrick Bateman.  

The novel appears to be divided into three parts; the first part chronicles the 

social routine of the protagonist and his colleagues: brands, the gym, work, going 

out with girlfriends, or social interactions with others who always dope up on 

drugs. For the second part, Patrick Bateman’s normal social interactions are 

interspersed with his acts of murder. The novel becomes increasingly violent. The 

third part of the novel exposes much greater violence, as well as his increasingly 

serious state of mental confusion. When the reader tries to assemble the puzzle 

about what happened, in the end, the reader fails to construct a complete answer.  

The first chapter, titled “April Fools,” begins with red lettering sprayed on 

the side of the Chemical Bank, “Abandon all hope ye who enter here” (3), which 

sets the dismal tone. “ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE” is the 

famous inscription on the gates of hell in Dante’s Divine Comedy. Patrick reads 

the words while he is with his friend Timothy Price in a taxi in New York. The 
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words can be interpreted in three ways. First, “Abandon all hope” is an allusion to 

the world of finance as “There is no hope of credit.” Patrick is depicted as a 

stunningly despicable Wall Street financier. Wall Street in the late twentieth 

century moved into the world of “electronic finance, telecommunications and 

international dealing” (Annesley 17). Consequently, “money” no longer refers to 

literal currency and the representational aspect of “money” is sustained through 

language. When the term money refers to something “unreal,” it is not surprising 

that the culture built on such a symbol is empty. Nothing is “real” and nothing 

escapes commodification. Surface reigns supreme. Second, it can be understood 

as a metafictional warning to the reader: “Forget the hope that you might expect to 

find conventional reading pleasures.” The last words of the novel—“THIS IS 

NOT AN EXIT” (399), from a sign in a posh Manhattan bar—implicitly suggest 

that a more humane and moral “reality” might be found somewhere to counter the 

simulated nightmare. At the same time, those last words suggest that such “reality” 

is still nowhere in sight. Ellis demands a rejection of the sick-unto-death 

consumer culture but what to replace it with is left totally, and maybe 

discouragingly, to the reader’s own imaginations. Third, the writing on the wall 

refers to the violence and misery in New York City. The implication is, “This city 

is hell.”  

American Psycho is set in Manhattan around the end of the 1980s. The eighties 

were dominated by the excesses of the triumphs of capitalism. Wall Street in the 

eighties gave birth to a new rich class that defined itself in terms of money, status, 
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and possessions. In his novel Bonfire of the Vanities, Tom Wolfe described the 

situation: “If you weren’t making $250000 a year within five years, then you were 

either grossly stupid or grossly lazy. That was the word. By age thirty, 

$500,000—and that sum had the taint of the mediocre. By age forty you were 

either making a million a year or you were timid and incompetent. Make it now! 

That motto burned in every heart, like myocarditis” (62). Money came to be 

regarded as an emblem of accomplishment and prowess. This signifying function 

was especially important in the 1980s and consequently in American Psycho. 

Wealth is presented in the lifestyle and attire.  

The term yuppie, an acronym for Young Urban Professional, emerged in the 

early eighties, celebrating the “culture of triumph” and its “cult of success” (Mills 

14). The yuppies emerged during the period following the end of the Cold War, in 

the age of Reagan/Thatcher/Gorbachev. They entered adulthood watching the 

collapse of the Soviet Union and the hegemony of the United States as sole 

superpower. Reagan insisted, “What I want to see above all is that this remains a 

country where someone can always get rich” (qtd. in Mills 13). In the capitalist 

setting, the yuppie characters put on their best clothes to impress others. Marissa 

Piesman and Marilee Hartly helped define the term yuppie: A person of either sex 

who meets the following criteria: 1) resides in or near one of the major cities; 2) 

claims to be between the ages of 25 and 45; 3) lives on aspirations of glory, 

prestige, recognition, fame, social status, power, money or any and all 

combinations of the above; and, 4) brunches on the weekend or works out after 
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work (9-10). In the eighties, investment banking was one way to get rich quickly. 

Investment banking was transformed into a “glamourous, even sexy profession” 

(Taylor 25). Patrick Bateman represents the symbol of 1980s materialism, the 

Wall Street Yuppie. This newly rich class defined itself in terms of money, status, 

and possessions.  

In his famous 1991 novel Generation X, tellingly subtitled Tales for an 

Accelerated Culture, Douglas Coupland shed light on the characteristics of that 

generation: “Yuppies never gamble, they calculate. They have the aura: ever been 

to a yuppie party? It’s like being in an empty room: empty hologram people 

walking around peeking at themselves in mirrors and surreptitiously misting their 

tonsils with Binaca spray, just in case they have to kiss another ghost like 

themselves. There’s just nothing there” (25). Coupland pinpointed that the 

yuppies lacked depth, that nothing existed beneath the surface when the ruling 

force of the culture of triumph resided in the cult of the image. It was a world 

based on an empty sign, a world in which nothing was “real” and nothing escaped 

commodification. According to Coupland, the generation of yuppies was the lost 

generation, formed by twenty-somethings, educated in an increasingly 

bureaucratic and materialistic society. Yuppies acquired material wealth from 

investment and were characterized by conspicuous consumption. Coupland’s 

characters are critical of the superficial culture, manifest themselves as products 

of their education and demonstrate strong desires to escape the rules that define 

hollow social values. The central question that governs their behavior can be 
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summed up in a question by one of Coupland’s characters: “Why work? Simply to 

buy more stuff?” (28). This question serves as a direct disapproval of a statement 

made by Clay’s friend in Less Than Zero: “You do not need anything. You have 

everything” (177). Coupland encouraged his characters to relentlessly question 

themselves and their environment. In contrast to Ellis’ depthless characters, 

Coupland gave his characters a voice to counteract the labels, an attempt to 

re-instill depth into the depthless, commodified landscape.  

Ellis pushes capitalism to an extreme, thus reducing human subjectivity to a 

form of objecthood. Kendall Phillips remarked, “Ellis’ scathing critique of the 

Reagan era’s narcissism, misogyny, and greed […] captured […] the dark 

underside of the Reagan/Bush era” (151-152). The individual quest for the 

trappings of wealth and status was the underlying principle that captured the 

decade’s spirit: “Traditional American values of modesty, altruism, and 

community were being replaced by an overwhelming desire for personal gain” 

(Philips 150). Like Clay in Less Than Zero, Patrick Bateman immerses himself in a 

world of details about popular music, modern electronics and entertainment, and 

personal care products. The novel chronicles the daily life of Bateman, including 

all the details of his daily routine, such as abdominal exercises, tanning facials, 

parties, murder, and body dismemberment. In his world, an Armani suit, a Sony 

Walkman, Absolut Vodka, murder, mutilation, torture and humanity itself take on 

the same commodified sign value. Cannibalism, the literal consumption of people, 

is equated with, and indeed the logical endpoint to, the consumption of products. 
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Chapters in American Psycho, according to Stephen Busonik, are categorized into 

two divisions – “disgust and boredom” (256). No matter in which chapter or 

division, few readers, if any, can identify with Patrick Bateman. For the “boring” 

parts of the narrative, he offers the reader a glimpse into his life of countless parties, 

restaurants, pubs, and night clubs. These parts basically reproduce the plot of Ellis’ 

Less than Zero. Yet unlike Clay, Patrick is not the observer of violence, but rather a 

serial killer himself. His active participation in the spirit of capitalist society in the 

early part of the novel corresponds to his later cannibalistic tastes, not to mention 

the objectification of his female victims.  

The nightmares portrayed in the novel are indeed the society in which people 

live. Much like the setting of American Psycho, contemporary society is full of 

obsession with clothing labels, endless electronic gadgets appearing every few 

months, and growing numbers of the unemployed and homeless. Patrick Shaw 

mentions that the protagonist’s name in American Psycho derives from Alfred 

Hitchcock’s classic horror film, Psycho, because the novelist uses “the word 

‘psycho’ in the title only if he expects the audience to make associations with 

Norman Bates, the psychotic hero of Hitchcock’s masterpiece” (194). Patrick 

Bateman is as disturbed as Norman Bates from Psycho, and like Norman, he is 

protective of his delusional world, and invested in warding off intruders that 

threaten to disrupt it. His work is empty and meaningless, his life is confined to his 

private property, and he spends his time pursuing leisure, again like Norman Bates 

in Psycho. The serial killer is abnormally normal. Patrick represents the 
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fragmentation of subject in the hyper-consumerized culture. His entire character, in 

fact, is designed to jolt our real-seeking sensibilities, our desire for stability and 

continuity.  

Patrick Bateman never admits to any mental illness. At the end of American 

Psycho, he even declares, “I’m very proud that I have cold blood and that I can 

keep my nerve and do what I’m supposed to do” (399). His perfect body and 

extremely well-off background does not correspond to the monstrous image that 

people envision as responsible for the killings. He is not among the 

underprivileged masses. He did not have a troubled childhood; at least, there is no 

mention in the narrative of his being abused as a child. He seems to be a 

super-accelerated version of the American Dream. So what actually happens to 

him?  

Ellis seems to suggest that at root, the American Dream is contemptuous, that 

“the underside of [capitalist] culture is blood, torture, death, and terror” (Jameson 

5). Beneath the glamourous surface of capitalism, lay shadows of hypocrisy, 

remnants of dark that cast judgement upon shining images of prosperity; anyone 

with less power or status was relegated to “the genetic underclass” (266), as 

Patrick Bateman puts it. His need to destroy and even dismember people arises 

from his opinion that those who have less because of their own failings or 

inadequacies should be disposed of rather than permitted to impinge on the 

resources of the more deserving. “Do you think it’s fair to take money from 

people who do have jobs?” Patrick asks a homeless man. The vast majority of his 
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victims are powerless, often “othered” people—women (especially prostitutes), 

gay men, homeless people, taxi drivers, street performers. Patrick’s rage seems to 

follow social-hierarchical lines. He kills because of his arrogance; but is it the 

only reason? 

Ellis dramatizes the inexplicable human urge to hurt oneself or to torture or 

kill other living creatures. Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘‘The Black Cat’’ presents the reader 

with a troubled tale of homicide. The reader indeed seems to be part of the game 

when in the beginning, the narrator invites the reader to use his logic to discern ‘‘the 

ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects’’ (182), when in fact no such 

succession can be found. In “The Black Cat,” the narrator explains why he killed 

his black cat, Pluto, and his wife by appealing to what he calls the “spirit of 

PERVERSENESS” (184), as if people do bad things because they know they 

should not. He also convinces himself that his actions are caused by “the 

instrumentality of the fiend Intemperance” (182), alcohol, which he evades by 

taking personal responsibility for his own actions. He records the murder of his 

wife in a flat, matter-of-fact tone and shows no remorse. The narrator baits the 

reader to find the causes of the inexplicability of human evil by offering straws of 

multiple hints. However, the reader can never find in the text a satisfying answer 

or clear cause for the narrator’s murder of his wife and the cat. 

Grotesque violence, ad infinitum, elicits feelings of horror and anxiety. Like 

the motiveless murder in “The Black Cat” that challenges rational thoughts, 

American Psycho provides no clear cause for the murders. The reader hopes to 
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explain Patrick Bateman’s murders or fantasies. American Psycho is full of 

suspense and mystery. Nothing is verifiable. The narrative reveals a profound 

anxiety about crime and the perverse desires of a wholly ironic narrator; it 

implicates the reader by manipulating the processes of identification. Towards the 

end of the novel, Patrick confesses his “hallucinations”: the automated teller 

machine starts to speak to him, “leaving weird messages on the screen, in green 

lettering, like ‘Cause a Terrible Scene at Sotheby’s’ or ‘Kill the President’ or ‘Feed 

me a Stray Cat’” (Ellis 395). Concomitantly, a park bench “follows [him] for six 

blocks” (395). First- and third-person perspectives furthermore collapse when he 

talks to his secretary Jean: “‘You shouldn’t fawn over him. …’ I pause before 

correcting myself. ‘I mean … me.’” (373). Does Patrick really commit the murders? 

Is he simply a sociopath who imagines committing the murders? He may be 

dissembling or misremembering.  

These questions are closely linked to the question, to what extent can the 

reader trust Bateman? It is as if Patrick objectifies himself through fantastical 

performance in order to “save” himself, to give meaning to his identity. 

Furthermore, unresolved questions destabilize the border between being and 

representation, the imagined and the “real.” Ellis gives no clear indication of a solid, 

attainable source of “authentic morality”. Responding to criticism of American 

Psycho, Ellis created the fictitious narrator-protagonist “Bret Easton Ellis” in 

Lunar Park (2005) to explain that  

Patrick was a notoriously unreliable narrator, and if you actually read the 
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book you could come away doubting that these crimes had even occurred. 

There were large hints that they existed only in Bateman’s mind. The 

murders and torture were in fact fantasies fueled by his rage and fury 

about how life in America was structured and how this had – no matter 

the size of his wealth – trapped him. The fantasies were an escape. This 

was the book’s thesis. It was about society and manners and mores, and 

not about cutting up women. How could anyone who read the book not 

see this? (55) 

Bret Easton Ellis’ extreme irony should be noted from this two-decade later gloss 

of Patrick Bateman’s violent behavior. He appears to be lambasting his critics. He 

was ironical in providing an “answer” to those who urged a clarification by 

constructing two worlds, the ambiguity between the “real” and the fictional, 

intertwined. He obviously recognized the horror of the novel, which he stated was 

an “indictment of a way of life I was familiar with ... and of Western civilization at 

the present moment” (6), but provided no alternative. There are no exits, no 

alternative paths from the cyclical, dead-end world of his novel. He depicts extreme 

violation of boundaries or standards in this wasteland of artificiality, but what are 

these standards? 

Nothing is certain in American Psycho. It is not easy to explain who the real 

Patrick Bateman is. Neither are there any keys to translate the inner nature of 

Bateman’s commodified world. His life is a movie, and his eyes function as the 

camera, “to pan, cut, zoom, dissolve slowly, smash cut, lapse time” (Lentricchia 
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and McAuliffe 61). Events are organized according to Bateman’s own rules to 

create a sense of meaning that does not exist in his own world. Patrick tells his 

brother Sean to “stop deliberately misunderstanding me” (238) in his brief 

appearance in Ellis’ second novel The Rules of Attraction. In American Psycho, 

Patrick comments on himself near the novel’s conclusion: “I gain no deeper 

knowledge about myself, no new understanding can be extracted from my telling. 

There has been no reason for me to tell you any of this” (377). He knows he is 

vacant. His self-reflection triggers the question, “Who is Patrick Bateman?” 

The highly graphic and profoundly disturbing narrative evokes a deep 

resonance of horror. Sex and murder scenes are depicted in icily realistic and 

un-ironic terms, and are often followed by Bateman’s numbing catalogues of 

brand names. When Patrick murders his colleague, Paul, he dispassionately notes, 

“The ax hits him midsentence, straight in the face, its thick blade chopping 

sideways into his open mouth, shutting him up. Paul’s eyes look up at me, then 

involuntarily roll back into his head, then back at me, and suddenly his hands are 

trying to grab at the handle, but the shock of the blow has sapped his strength. 

There’s no blood at first, no sound either except for the newspapers under Paul’s 

kicking feet, rustling, tearing” (217). Several paragraphs later, he shifts his 

discourse to commercial-consumer language when he raids Paul’s apartment to 

make it appear he has gone away on business:  

Into a hand-constructed bridle leather suitcase with a khaki-colored 

canvas cover, extra-heavy cap corners, gold straps and locks, by Ralph 
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Lauren, I pack a wool six-button double-breasted peak-lapel 

chalk-striped suit and one wool flannel navy suit, both from Brooks 

Brothers, along with a Mitsubishi rechargeable electric shaver, a 

silver-plated shoehorn from Barney’s, a Tag-Heuer sports watch, a black 

leather Prada currency holder, a Sharp Handy-Copier, a Sharp 

Dialmaster, his passport in its own black leather passport case and a 

Panasonic portable hair dryer. (218-219) 

The highly disparate mode of discourse shifts in the way television audiences 

change channels.  

No one is willing to admit that Patrick Bateman’s alleged spirit of 

perverseness is latent in everyone. Carla Freccero elaborates that “through the 

serial killer, then, we recognize and simultaneously refuse the violence-saturated 

quality of the culture, by situating its source in an individual with a psychosexual 

dysfunction. We are thus able to locate the violence in his disorder rather than in 

ourselves or in the social order” (45). The cold and calculated acts of butchery in 

American Psycho assault human sensibility with the graphic depictions of death in 

all its raw and terrifying presence. One such notorious passage begins:  

The rat doesn’t need any prodding and the bent coat hanger I was going 

to use remains untouched by my side and with the girl still conscious, 

the thing moves effortlessly on newfound energy, racing up the tube 

until half of its body disappears, and then after a minute—its rat body 

shaking while it feeds—all of it vanishes, except for the tail, and I yank 
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the Habitrail tube out of the girl, trapping the rodent. Soon even the tail 

disappears. The noises the girl is making are, for the most part, 

incomprehensible. (329) 

David Russell states that the horror stemmed from “[psycho-killers’] threat to 

normality [that] is manifested solely through abnormal behavior challenging the 

rules of social regulation through ‘monstrous’ and transgressive behavior” (241).  

For example, Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood reconciles readers’ sympathies 

for the featured convicted killers. Capote chronicles a true event of the senseless 

and brutal killings of the Clutter family by two murderers, Richard Eugene 

Hickock and Perry Edward Smith,. Four members of the Clutter family were 

found murdered on their farm in Holcomb, Kansas. The killers were believed to 

have no apparent motive as the Clutter family was respected in the community. 

Through the descriptions of Hickock and Smith as aberrant on both physical and 

psychological levels, their detached, cold-killing of the victims was justified. 

Hickock had been raised in an impoverished household while Smith suffered from 

family neglect. Raised in a dysfunctional family, Smith considered himself to be 

misunderstood and, like Hickock, fell into a life of petty crime. Unable to create a 

stable existence, the two accepted their roles as social outsiders. Middle-class 

lifestyle was unattainable for them. Hickock and Smith were physically deformed: 

Hickock had a tattooed body and a face “composed of mismatched parts […] as 

though his head had been halved like an apple, then put together a fraction off 

center” (Capote 31); Smith was short with “stunted legs that seemed grotesquely 
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inadequate to the grown-up bulk they supported” (Capote 15). Both had been 

denied the opportunity to pursue college educations. Capote reverses the role of 

killers as heartless, cold-blooded menaces in that the killers are also victims. 

However, Hickock and Smith remain outcasts, remain outside the social contract 

as they represent the failure of the American Dream. They are the precise opposite 

of Ellis’ featured characters. The horror generated by reading American Psycho 

gives rise to a moral relativism and exposes gender differences. Would the outrage 

be no less if “Ellis’ monster had been a woman, or more of its victims men?” (Iyer 

94). If Patrick Bateman were a woman, the reader could easily interpret the story as 

exposing the fascism of the capitalist system and of white males in general. In this 

way, the reader comes to be as superficial as Patrick Bateman because the process 

of reading constitutes the definition of a “desirable” individual by situating him as a 

“not-me.”  

The violation of morality is often explained in relation to a killer’s unfortunate 

past. Such explanation makes the act of killing not entirely unimaginable. In his 

ephemeral public persona, Patrick is handsome and charismatic. He is twenty-six, 

Harvard-educated, incalculably wealthy, and a perfectly groomed investment 

banker. He conveys a materialistic physical presentation that specifies his status as 

an investment banker as he emphasizes that he works at Pierce & Pierce, and that 

Pierce & Pierce is not “Macy’s”, not “Mays”, not “P&P shoe outlet” (172); it is an 

investment firm in Wall Street. He tells people where he works and what he does; 

however, he uses this information solely as a label, as a means of inserting himself, 
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superficially, and thus successfully, into the world. He is a specialist in mergers and 

acquisitions but he does not do much work. He goes to his office periodically but 

his job appears to consist entirely of calling his friends on the phone, making dinner 

reservations for his nightly social outings, “doodling on the back cover of this 

week’s Sports Illustrated” (266), filling in crossword puzzle squares with letters 

spelling “meat” or “bone” (257), building a “pile of No.2 pencils [he’s] snapped in 

half” (257), and listening to music. He lives on the Upper West Side in the 

American Gardens Building. His neighbor is Tom Cruise. He is an expert in giving 

impeccable advice on style, grooming, and fashion. He unironically imparts that  

one should use an alcohol-free antibacterial toner with a water-moistened 

cotton ball to normalize the skin. Applying a moisturizer is the final step. 

Splash on water before applying an emollient lotion to soften the skin and 

seal in the moisture. Next apply Gel Applicant, also made by Pour 

Hommes, which is an excellent, soothing skin lotion. If the face seems 

dry and flaky – which makes it look dull and older – use a clarifying 

lotion that removes flakes and uncovers fine skin (it can also make your 

tan look darker). (27) 

Evelyn, his girlfriend, describes him as “the boy next door” (18). His friends also 

laugh at him as the boy next door. Jean, his secretary says he is “sweet” and 

“sweetness is sexy” (378). Likewise, Jean avers that Patrick is “considerate,” and 

“shy,” and that “shy men are romantic” (378). Patrick describes himself as 

“pro-family and anti-drug” (157). No one seems to remark on his behavior as 



 
 

107 
 

alarming. Patrick Bateman, the boy next door, largely appears as moral and decent, 

enjoying a reputation as courteous and genial.  

Stripping the hypocrisy and thin moral pretension from his outer image, 

Patrick Bateman, the prodigious consumer, uses his American Express platinum 

card to pay for clothes, prostitutes, and drugs. Patrick Bateman, the serial killer, is 

purely monstrous or destructively schizophrenic; he slaughters and tortures 

prostitutes and homeless people with nail gun, chainsaw, and power drill and 

without remorse. He puts a starving rat into a dying woman’s vagina. He butchers a 

woman with blood splashing across the apartment. He bites off and swallows a 

woman’s nipples and then burns her breasts with jumper cables. He skins a woman, 

pours acid into her stomach and genitals and rips her stomach apart with his hands, 

or ejaculates into her decapitated head (329). Later in the novel, Patrick kills a 

homosexual (293), a Chinese delivery boy whom he mistakes for a Japanese man 

(173), his business colleague, Paul Owen, whose superior reservation skills and 

business card disparage Bateman’s sense of pride (217), his former girlfriend, 

Bethany (245), a part-time fashion model, Elizabeth (291), a child at the zoo 

(385)…. Patrick appears to be a homophobic, lunatic, sexist, racist, misogynist 

sadist. He displays the qualities of different images of a psychopath. He is more 

easily “understood” in terms of labels and stereotypes, not as an individual.  

Controversy 

What controversy does the novel cause? What questions can arise from this 
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controversy? Three major aspects cause the public controversy. The first is 

whether this “monstrous” novel should be accessible to the public. Is American 

Psycho a legitimate novel of manners? Is the novel a literary work or a murder 

manual? The second aspect is whether the novel is to be read as a realistic 

depiction of a serial murderer, or as an allegory for capitalism. The ending of the 

novel raises the question: “Are the murders imagined or real?” and this constitutes 

the third major aspect in which critical opinions differ. Some people claim that the 

novel is not easy to read, nor to digest, if the digestion of ultra-violence is possible, 

and they make ethics complaints against the author. They zero in on the horror 

behind the acts of a serial killer and neglect the truth that these graphic scenes of 

violence illuminate: the inhumanity of a society that puts its value in objects 

instead of people, and subsequently, treats people as objects.  

The graphic sequences of sexual torture, offensive dialogue, and the 

degradation of women in American Psycho immediately provoke sharp criticism 

and opposition. Horrifying. Abject. Obscene. American Psycho shocked American 

society when it was published in the 90s. Even before it was published (the New 

York Times and Spy magazine published excerpts from the book), religious and 

anti-violence organizations protested in the newspapers. Pressured by public 

opinion, despite having given an advance of $300, 000 to Bret Easton Ellis, Simon 

& Schuster refused to publish the manuscript, alleging it contained highly 

shocking descriptions that offended its employees who had first-hand access to the 

novel: “Women in the firm and outside women’s groups began protesting” 
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(Jackson, “American Psycho More Than It Seems”). Another publisher, Vintage 

Books, took over and published the novel. Ellis was considered shocking and 

hyperbolic: he showed contemporary urban American life through the eyes of a 

rich serial killer or a rich deluded sociopath. 

The raw, violent and sadistic descriptions of females in American Psycho 

sparked a public outcry to boycott the novel because of its perceived lack of 

literary merit: “Tammy Bruce, president of the Los Angeles chapter of the 

National Organization for Women, called for a nationwide boycott of all Vintage 

and Knopf books, with the exception of those by feminist authors” (O’Brien). The 

National Organization for Women (NOW) was one of the leaders of the protest. 

NOW considered the publication of American Psycho as “socially irresponsible 

for legitimizing inhuman and savage violence masquerading as sexuality” 

(Freccero 50).  

In her article reassessing the value of American Psycho, Donna Lee Brien 

described her experience of reading American Psycho on a bus: “An afternoon in 

late 1991 found me on a Sydney bus reading Brett Easton Ellis’ American Psycho 

(1991). A disembarking passenger paused at my side and, as I glanced up, hissed, 

‘I don’t know how you can read that filth’. As she continued to make her way to 

the front of the vehicle, I was as stunned as if she had struck me physically” (1). 

Descriptions of gruesome acts such as torture and cannibalism are not socially 

acceptable. Here is a representative section where Patrick uses a sharpened coat 

hanger and knife to assault the prostitutes, “Christie” and “Sabrina”: 
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A half hour later I'm hard again. I stand up and walk over to the armoire, 

where, next to the nail gun, rests a sharpened coat hanger, a rusty butter 

knife, matches from the Gotham Bar and Grill and a half-smoked cigar; 

and turning around, naked, erection jutting out in front of me, I hold 

these items out and explain in a house whisper, “We’re not through 

yet…” An hour later I will impatiently lead them to the door, both of 

them dressed and sobbing, bleeding but well paid. Tomorrow Sabrina 

will have a limp. Christie will probably have a terrible black eye and 

deep scratches across her buttocks caused by the coat hanger. (176) 

Public reception of the novel was generally negative: opinion was that the novel 

was “merely an act of pornography, a solicitation to violence against women, an 

expression of hatred for them” (Dumas 206). The notorious controversy 

surrounding the publication of American Psycho mostly focused on the graphic 

exaggeration of the protagonist’s mutilation of women. However, the focus on 

violence against women overlooks two crucial points. First, females are not Patrick 

Bateman’s only victims; second, Bateman’s actions symbolize how desensitized 

toward violence the culture of over-valuing surfaces and images has become. The 

purpose was not to construct a “how-to-novel on the torture and dismemberment 

of women” (qtd. in McDowell). In Ellis’ consumer culture, the female body is 

used as the site where masculine power is directly inscribed through the use of 

physical violence. This economy prevails to an extreme that bodies, whether male 

or female, emerge as a being-in-the-world, constructed and realized within social 
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practices. In the novel, you are whom you wear. Each character is described in 

terms of what, or perhaps more accurately whom, he or she is wearing; everything 

from the “forty-five-dollar handkerchief from Hermès” (106) to the “umbrella by 

Georges Gaspar” (111) carries a name. The body becomes adorned with designers’ 

names.  

Ellis does not write to please the reader. His attitude corresponds to Kurt 

Vonnegut’s advice on writing: “Write to please just one person. If you open a 

window and make love to the world, so to speak, your story will get pneumonia” 

(Vonnegut 10). Writing is a selfish and solitary act, as Ellis averred in an interview: 

“You’re basically masturbating at your desk with all these papers and these pens 

and if it goes out there, hits a nerve, fine; if it does not, well, fine, too. It’s really 

about expressing yourself in a lot of ways, to yourself and not to anyone else. 

You’re pleasing yourself when you’re writing, you’re not pleasing a bunch of 

other people” (Clarke 64). Ellis does not pretend to provide a notion of “good 

taste” to his readers. We are reminded of Norman Mailer’s famous creed, “The 

good is the enemy of the great, and good taste is certainly the most entrenched foe 

of literature” (qtd. in Miner 43). The quality of any work is abstract when its 

assessment depends on satisfying public taste. Meanwhile, the standard of “taste” 

or “quality” is determined by an entrenched literary canon. To argue whether or 

not American Psycho is a great literary work or whether or not Ellis is a great 

author is meaningless. American Psycho is not poetic, nor beautiful. Instead, it 

nakedly reveals ludicrous social mores. Protagonist Patrick appears to be a 
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narcissistic and violent monster. His vacuous nature prompts a critical review of 

an increasingly commercial and materialistic society. The author’s encyclopedic 

detailing of female victimization from first- and second-person views presents a 

disturbing picture of overwhelmed white phallocentrism. And he uses almost 

comically absurd representations of male and female figures to prop up the 

hollowness of an equally entrenched white patriarchal culture. American Psycho 

crudely ridicules the yuppies of the Reagan-era, but many critics ignore the 

literary merit of the book at the time of its publication. 

Two decades later, the novel receives more positive reviews, and is taught in 

universities. Both Elizabeth Young and James Annesley’s readings of Ellis identify 

the author’s concern with the contemporary experience as manifested in “blank 

fictions” where he stages the reader’s entry into the text explicitly through his play 

upon the reader’s propensity to fill in. Annesley argue that the “flat,” 

commodity-laden prose is a deliberate contrast to “seminal” works of what they 

deem “high postmodernism” because “high postmodern” texts do not appeal to 

young people, whose main source of “information” is popular culture-music press, 

style magazines, or MTV (9). The writers of much sparser, accessible blank fiction 

aim rather to collapse the gap between high and low culture, thus deconstructing 

the binary opposition of uninformed reader and cleverly ironic author. American 

Psycho reflects the world of its readers by using their terms, the terms of 

commercial life that permeate what they know as “reality.” American Psycho is a 

satire on consumerism and patriarchy. Critics misread Ellis’ pervasive use of 
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brand names as “boring riffs satirizing designer clothes, expensive consumer 

products and yuppie lifestyles” (Caputi, “American Psychosis” 104), “relentless 

fashion notes that identify the designer of nearly every stitch of clothing nearly 

every character wears” (Lehmann-Haupt, par. 2), and nothing more than 

“stupefying details about expensive clothing, food and bath products” (Rosenblatt, 

par. 6). However, Ellis’ catalogues do indeed form the basis of his critique of 

consumer society. As David Cronenberg affirms, “I felt [the book] was an 

existentialist epic…. You invent a world where clothes and money and brand 

names are the value system and you are in the mind of someone who is locked 

into that. But inside that mind there is an awareness that it is all meaningless and 

artificial, completely invented” (qtd. in Kauffman 249; ellipsis in original). Ellis 

likewise destabilizes patriarchal discourse. His use of the body (male and female; 

dominant and victimized) structures a site of spectacular violence in the novel. In 

this context, the emphasis falls not on violence per se but on spectacle as an event, 

more specifically, as an event that necessarily involves spectatorship: spectacle by 

its very nature demands witnessing. The reader stands witness with the 

protagonist: Patrick Bateman at a carnival featuring the grotesque and horrible.  

The Spectator.  

Bret Easton Ellis often speaks to the voyeurism of spectatorship bringing the 

reader closer to the story, while simultaneously making the reader feel extremely 

disconnected from the text’s characters. Before the first chapter, the narrative 
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begins, “This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, incidents, and dialogue, 

except for incidental references to public figures, products, or services, are 

imaginary” (n. pag.). The sentences subtly offer a hint to the reader that the 

forthcoming text is an aberration. He constantly reminds the reader of fictionality in 

America Psycho. As Elizabeth Young points out,  

We know of [Patrick’s] fictional existence. He is the big brother of Sean 

Bateman in The Rules of Attraction and has already made an appearance 

in that book. He works at Pierce and Pierce which was Sherman McCoy’s 

investment firm in The Bonfire of the Vanities. He knows people from 

other ‘brat-pack’ novels; Stash could be the person of the same name in 

Tama Janowtiz’s Slaves of New York. Patrick tells of a chilling encounter 

with Alison Poole, heroine of Jay McInerney’s Story of My Life. It seems 

as though Ellis is reinforcing the fact that Patrick’s only existence is 

within fiction. (115) 

American Psycho is only a fiction: “They are all fictional,” as Elizabeth Young 

emphasizes (116). The staging of its own artificiality is frequently done on the level 

of a cinematic construction of the visual image. His descriptiveness can be seen to 

replicate the movement of the camera’s eye. Detailed graphic descriptions of 

murders fill the narrative. The quality of the novel, as a result, is visual, or 

cinematic, thus reinforcing voyeurism. The reader is enfranchised visually as he 

envisages beyond the margins, and plunges into a spectacle with the most revealing 

description of torture and murder. 
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The reader, however, is placed in a more distanced and critical position while 

reading Patrick Bateman’s alternating narrative. The reader looks at him from the 

outside, not from the inside looking out. Because the reader is supplied direct 

access to the spectacle of his increasingly frenetic behavior, the graphic narration of 

sadistic violence and sex elicit disgust, fear, and shock. The reaction to the cruelty 

is a moral engagement. Ellis mentioned in an interview that, “if people are 

disgusted or bored, then they’re finding something out about their own limits as 

readers” (in Hoban 36). When the reader is morally overwhelmed by violence, he 

remains disinterested about his everyday anxieties: the perfection of his appearance, 

the deterioration of his body, the attire he must don. The reader performs as a 

voyeur.  

When the reader’s sight is framed by Patrick Bateman’s, a tactical 

mise-en-abyme ensues. Ellis “aestheticizes” Patrick’s spectacular body through 

the use of graphic violence, thereby erasing the space by which the reader is a 

distanced spectator. Reading American Psycho is a process of reading bodies: 

bodies that are mutilated, bodies that are rotting. The process of reading 

transforms into a voyeuristic interest in the monstrous, in the inhuman aspect of 

the human. The narrator subtly shifts focus to the complicit gaze of the spectator. 

The reader recognizes himself as onlooker, or mutated in televisual images, 

engaging in passive watching, or the polar opposite of his pathological moral 

disconnect. 

 The reader is then forced into a much closer relationship with the text. The 
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reduction of critical distance forces the reader into a situation of criminal 

complicity. The first-person narrative compels the reader to identity with Patrick 

Bateman; the reader shares Patrick Bateman’s perverse gaze; the reader views 

from within the guilty frame. Concurrently, the alternating descriptive scenarios in 

the novel, which have no defined moral borders, routinely abort the intimacy 

between reader and text. The reader’s morality engagement casts a border around 

this mise-en-abyme. The boundary of frames constantly reminds the reader of the 

limits that order and ground his experience of representation. An obsession with 

order and the ability to classify and draw clear boundaries is a reflection of 

Patrick’s yuppie-culture obsessive neatness − and even sterility. As the narrative 

becomes increasingly graphic, it generates a corresponding effect on the reader’s 

identification. The discomforting and tactical distancing of reader from text, and 

more importantly, of reader from the protagonist, also removes the reader from the 

spectacular. The reader’s relationship to the text, hence, is that of spectator 

observing spectators (i.e. Patrick and his friends observing the object of a 

spectacle). 

Ellis secures the foreground of the gaze by drawing a clear discursive 

boundary between reader and text. There is an ironic space between the author 

(Bret Easton Ellis) and the narrator (Patrick Bateman). He informs the reader that 

the written work is not to be taken seriously, as it is only a work of fiction, whereas 

Patrick forces the reader to examine everything in detail, including the mutilation of 

bodies. In effect, the author establishes a distance between the reader and Patrick 
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while, at the same time, reinforcing the interaction between docile spectator (i.e. the 

reader) and the murdered (and rendered similarly docile) women. The extreme 

images of sex and violence fall between reality and fantasy, forcing readers to 

negotiate the validity of the representations in an involuntary quest for some kind of 

order. To find an answer, the reader has to confront the spectacle presented in the 

novel. 

In American Psycho, Patrick Bateman seems to relish the spectacle that 

constitutes a narrative of desire, indulgence, and excess – a discourse on the 

ultimate ephemerality of commodities. According to Guy Debord, “The spectacle 

is an affirmation of appearance and affirmation of all human life, namely social 

life, as mere appearance” (#10). The spectacle is organized around the production 

and consumption of images, commodities, and staged events. It is not a specific 

image or object, but a relationship or discourse that exists between the individual 

and society, as explained by Debord in Society of the Spectacle. Experience and 

everyday life are thus shaped and mediated by the spectacles of media culture and 

consumer society. The monotonous catalogues of designer brand names and 

products presented in the narrative portray a society based largely on visualizing 

what individuals are. Following Debord, the world of American Psycho is the 

spectacle of images and representations, which act as dehumanizing commodities 

that reduce the individual to a mere spectator of thoughts and desires that are 

presented to him as his own: “The spectacle is the moment when the consumption 

has attained the total occupation of social life” (#42). Representation veils an 
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object, the sign masking the referent. Commodities are not identified by their 

use-value but by designer names. Throughout American Psycho, characters always 

opt to be the best-dressed in an unending race of conspicuous consumption:  

Evelyn and I are by far the best-dressed couple. I’m wearing a lamb’s 

wool topcoat, a wool jacket with wool flannel trousers, a cotton shirt, a 

cashmere V-neck sweater and a silk tie, all from Armani. Evelyn’s 

wearing a cotton blouse by Dolce & Gabbana, suede shoes by Yves 

Saint Laurent, a stenciled calf skirt by Adrienne Landau with a suede 

belt by Jill Stuart, Calvin Klein tights, Venetian-glass earrings by 

Frances Patiky Stein, and clasped in her hand is a single white rose that 

I bought at a Korean deli before Carruthers’ limousine picked me up. 

Carruthers is wearing a lamb’s wool sport coat, a cashmere/vicuna 

cardigan sweater, cavalry twill trousers, a cotton shirt and a silk tie, all 

from Hermes. (“How tacky,” Evelyn whispered to me; I silently agreed.)  

(143) 

Patrick objectifies himself through voyeuristic games that reflect a world of 

surfaces and goods. His identity is determined by a set of brands upon which he 

relies for the signification of his success.  

Patrick is a symbol that refers to a set of symbols rather than a clear referent. 

As he declares, “There is an idea of a Patrick Bateman, some kind of abstraction. 

But there is no real me, only an entity, something illusory. Although I can hide my 

cold gaze and you can shake my hand and feel flesh gripping yours, and maybe 
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you can even sense our lifestyles are probably comparable – I simply am not there” 

(376-377). Ellis portrays the yuppie characters’ lust for consumption 

conspicuously as a means of demonstrating their values and achievements. This 

explains why Patrick is distraught over the competition between business cards 

when Price reveals his trump card: “Suddenly the restaurant seems far away, 

hushed, the noise distant, a meaningless hum, compared to this card” (44-5). 

Characters are defined by the branded items they own. They fall under competing 

forms of the gaze. They turn out to be branded commodities that can be 

manipulated and controlled: it is a condition of their identities, their very reasons 

for being. The character’s claiming possession of the desired object through its 

image signifies the impossibility of that possession. The image is object as 

non-existence.  

Ellis writes about an anti-hero devoid of feeling, whose obsession with lists 

of products and pop music, presages the fragmentation of society. The 

contemporary social system is embedded in a “perpetual present” without depth, 

definition, or secure identity (Jameson 125) with the acceleration of cycles of 

style and fashion, and the increased power of advertising and the electronic media. 

Fredric Jameson’s analysis in Postmodernism of elevators at the Bonaventure 

hotel offers an interpretation of the idea of a fragmented society. The elevators 

move up and down, transporting residents and visitors from reception desk to 

revolving penthouse bar, without which no visit can be made. The elevators are 

“the allegorical signifier of that older promenade we are no longer allowed to 
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conduct on our own” (42). As Jameson points out, “since those are all determined 

for us in advance, whether we are talking about new model cars, toys, or 

television programs; we select among those, no doubt, but we can scarcely be said 

to have a say in actually choosing any of them” (260). Desires and needs are 

unrestrained. The horror of annihilation persists in American Psycho. All 

individuals believe the world is the way it appears through magazine catalogues 

and styling tips. Contemporary life is hollow and insecure. As Kellner observes, 

“Everyday life […] is determined more by the manipulation of commodities and 

messages and the organization and display of domestic goods” (12). The 

consumer marketplace breeds nothing but signs. If there is no absolute reality, 

truth, or standard that is completely separate from the individual identity, then 

what is there to react against? The disappearance of any absolutes precedes the 

disappearance of the defined, separate identity, thus the loss of any interior life. In 

other words, he wears the mask of “humanity,” but lacks the inner life people 

normally associate with humans. 

American Psycho presents the security of everyday life as a persistent 

shadow. No human being can have any knowledge in a given area, for example, 

on questions of morality. As Chris Hedges states in Empire of Illusion, 

“established truths, mores, rules, and authenticity mean nothing. Good and evil 

mean nothing. […] It is all about personal pain, vendettas, hedonism, and 

fantasies of revenge, while inflicting pain in others” (10). There is not a solid, 

attainable source of “authentic morality” to be found when morality is socially 
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constructed. Therefore, nothing is especially meaningful except a great look: “All 

it comes down to is this: I feel like shit but look great” (Ellis 106). When Patrick 

Bateman is asked why he carries on working as he is so wealthy, he answers 

“because … I … want … to …fit …in” (Ellis 228). Kenneth Millard observes that 

“Bateman appears to be an everyman because he makes a conscious effort to 

construct himself as ordinary and inconspicuous” (53). Patrick is consciously 

aware of “how truly vacant [he is]” (Coming of Age 264) and he “imitates reality” 

though he has “all the characteristics of a human being—flesh, blood, skin, hair” 

(271). Ellis highlights the trope of performativity. Patrick relishes his ability to act: 

“I’m able to give a skillful performance” (237). This kind of role-playing is the 

basis of identity; as Judith Butler argues, gender itself is performative. Not only 

does Patrick act out his gender, but he does it to the extreme; he acts to be a 

human being as he loses the normal ability to feel compassion (282). 

“Reality” is constituted in endless desires. It does not exist otherwise. As 

Jean Baudrillard states, “Today reality itself is hyperrealist. […] Today everyday 

political, social, historical, economic, etc., reality has already incorporated the 

hyperrealist dimension of simulation, so that we are now living entirely within the 

‘aesthetic’ hallucination of reality” (Symbolic Exchange 74). Through struggling 

to be an everyman enveloped in labels, Patrick proves that if desire is satisfied 

once and for all, the subject can simply cease to exist. He himself is an empty sign 

locked in the discursive context of images. The continuity of existence, or the 

demonstration of subjectivity, is tied to the importance of image, style, surface, 
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consumption, and lifestyle. He denies any self-reflection because he sees the 

infinite dispersion of the subject amongst its signifiers as the only alternative. He 

conceals nothingness in his perfectible exterior.  

Material things substitute for living vitality. Living vitality is thereby 

subdued. Naomi Klein critiques how branded commodities manage and program 

behavior: “Despite different cultures, middle-class youth all over the world seem 

to live their lives as if in a parallel universe. They get up in the morning, put on 

their Levi’s and Nikes, grab their caps and backpacks, and Sony personal CD 

players and head for school” (119). The aesthetic appearance of the body 

represents personal success. The characters in Patrick Bateman’s narrative are not 

distinct entities: “Like their possessions, they are themselves things” (Grant 30). 

Patrick provides a lengthy description of the apparel of each person he meets, 

complete with the same anticipated designer names, such as a cotton blouse by 

Dolce & Gabbana, suede shoes by Yves Saint Laurent, Calvin Klein tights, or 

shoes from Gucci (143). Fashion, style, and lifestyle are forms of collective 

behavior. Logos emerge as social and institutional orders. Identity confusion 

results. Simulations are dominant. Everyone is interchangeable. Patrick is 

constantly mistaken for someone else. He often confuses the identities of other 

yuppies who embody the same hollow image. Patrick is “a cloned freak of late 

consumer culture who is interchangeable with others of his class” (Brooker 143). 

Ellis’ yuppie characters are shades and reflections of one another, and defined by 

externalities—what they wear, what they eat, what they display, thereby 
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suggesting the interchangeability of the real and the image. Or, as Baudrillard puts 

it, “substituting the signs of the real for the real” (Simulacres 2). Passionate 

longings for particular consumer goods are motivated by the will to prove 

personal status. Their perceptions are confined by the objects of consumption. The 

characters are “branded” caricatures confined to the same combine.  

Everyone in American Psycho is isolated from his inner life because of his 

range of depleted and incomplete desires. Each looks to the outer world of 

consumption to fill up his emptiness. Commodities are the medium by which to 

express their “interiors” to the outside world. Like Patrick Bateman himself, 

everyone is an image, a sign. The importance of lifestyle in consumer society is 

what Mike Featherstone defines as:  

Rather than unreflexively adopting a lifestyle, through tradition or habit, 

the new heroes of consumer culture make lifestyle a life project and 

display their individuality and sense of style in the particularity of the 

assemblage of goods, clothes, practices, experiences, appearance and 

bodily dispositions they design together into a lifestyle. The modern 

individual within consumer culture is made conscious that he speaks not 

only with his clothes, but also with his home, furnishings, decoration, 

car and other activities which are to be read and classified in terms of 

the presence and absence of taste. (86) 

The sense of self is tied to material objects. The characters exhibit themselves as 

infinitely malleable “material” to be molded. They sell themselves by marketing 
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themselves to others, and everyone does the same. They manipulate others but do 

not recognize that they have also manipulated their own sense of selves in their 

changing physical shapes and modes of self-representation. 

The Body 

Consumerism reaches an extreme. Patrick Bateman is able to purchase 

whatever he wants, including human bodies. Money manipulates and violates 

bodies in the process of selling and buying, as it reduces human subjectivity to 

mere object. This situation is manifested in how he purchases the opportunity to 

inflict pain upon the “total sex kitten”:  

Though she was still scared, a few shots of vodka in the back of the 

limo along with the money I’d given her so far, over sixteen hundred 

dollars, relaxed her like a tranquilizer. Her moodiness turned me on and 

she acted like a total sex kitten when I first handed her the cash 

amount—six bills attached to a Hughlans silver money clip—but after I 

urged her into the limo she told me that she might need surgery after 

what happened last time, or a lawyer, so I wrote out a check to cash in 

the amount of one thousand dollars, but since I knew it would never be 

cashed I didn’t have a panic attack about it or anything. (284) 

According to Freud, the drive of sexual violence has been channeled and 

repressed by the needs of civilization and this drive is incompatible with the 

demands of work and the superego of morality: “Sublimation of instinct is an 
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especially conspicuous feature of cultural development; it is what makes it 

possible for higher psychical activities, scientific, artistic or ideological, to play 

such an important part in civilized life” (51). If civilization requires the 

internalization of animal instincts and these internalized instincts become what 

people call conscience, Patrick’s actions represent how desensitized the consumer 

has become toward violence. Women’s bodies can be bought and sold as any other 

commodity by men who use them accordingly, for ornamental or sexual purposes. 

In American Psycho, the bodies of the female victims are the space where Patrick 

exerts his command and power. Monetary value functions to assert his presence 

on appropriating, reshaping, and violating the female body. The success of one 

person happens through the collapse of another. The systems of power, status, and 

privilege constitute a form of masculine discourse. Ellis exposes the absurdities of 

phallic masculine discourse.  

Although Ellis situates the relationship between gender and consumerism 

squarely within “phallogocentrism,” his narrative illuminates how Patrick 

evaluates human relations in a hierarchy of meanings. “Phallogocentrism”, a 

combination of “phallocentrism” (the privileging of the phallus) and 

“logocentrism,” (the determinedness of a universal answer) (Ritzer 188), is a term 

coined by Jacques Derrida to indicate how the desire to post a central presence 

spawns hierarchized oppositions, as nothing can legitimately claim to possess a 

stable, and autonomous identity. Meaning is not fixed but generated by what 

Derrida calls différance, which is defined as its relation to what it is not rather 
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than by its essence: “the playing movement that ‘produces,’ but does not precede, 

differences” (11). All language is stolen language, thus, individuation is 

impossible. For Patrick, maintaining the central position includes oppressing the 

marginalized. To define oneself as a Yuppie is to define what one is not—not poor, 

not homeless. Patrick feels disgust and contempt for the lower classes, 

categorizing them as the “genetic underclass” (266). This constructed identity 

retains meaning only so far as the Other against which it is defined remains both 

visible and different. American Psycho re-familiarizes the exhibition of 

gender/class superiority to an absurd extreme. All male and female, or male and 

male relationships fall into forms of domination. 

Sexuality, according to Michel Foucault, stands as “an especially dense 

transfer point for relations of power” (The History of Sexuality 103). Foucault 

argues that the increasing medicalization and regulation of sexuality takes place 

not through suppression, but through maximal visibility. The interweaving of 

power and sexual pleasure from the increased gaze secures the discourse on 

people’s actions: “The power, which thus took charge of sexuality set about 

contacting bodies, caressing their eyes, intensifying areas, electrifying surfaces, 

dramatizing troubled moments. It wrapped the sexual body in its embrace” 

(Foucault 44). The body reflects the hegemonic installation of an overdetermined 

code of social order. The increasing contemporary visibility of male bodies signals 

an appropriation of divergent and non-normative sexualities and subjectivities, a 

closing of dissent and resistance. Immobile in his body, the contemporary 
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masculine subject is unable to liberate himself from the confines. His body 

becomes a text on which social practices are inscribed. The power of agency is 

stripped away because “certain techniques, expectations, and social practices 

render men more vulnerable […] to inflicting violence on others and themselves” 

(Walsh 167). The performative articulation of proper masculinity disempowers 

and imprisons Patrick in a material form over which he as a subject has no control. 

The body becomes the object of desire, which is indeed a sense of powerlessness 

that the masculine subject experiences daily within a “hegemonic” culture.  

For Patrick Bateman, power is exercised through a dominant presence. The 

presence is structured as a binary classification that serves to outline the 

differences and ensure a privileged social position. In American Psycho, Ellis 

reflects a “cannibalistic male psyche” (Griffin 5). In a world where everything and 

everyone is commodified and surface reigns supreme, violence becomes one more 

version of conspicuous consumption. It is a central unifying structure that entraps 

him. Patrick seeks to obliterate the opposing value systems so as to legitimate his 

killings. In the first murder scene, he positions himself as superior to the homeless 

man, Al, demanding him to explain how he has become such “a fucking loser”:  

I reach into my pocket and pull out a ten-dollar bill, then change my 

mind and hold out a five instead. ‘Is this what you need?’ 

The bum nods again and looks away, shamefully, his nose running, and 

after clearing his throat says quietly, ‘I’m so hungry.’ 

  […] 
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‘Why don’t you get a job?’ I ask, the bill still held in my hand but not 

within the bum’s reach. ‘If you’re so hungry, why don’t you get a job?’ 

He breathes in, shivering, and between sobs admits, ‘I lost my job ….’ 

‘Why?’ I ask, genuinely interested. ‘Were you drinking? Is that why you 

lost it? 

Insider trading? Just joking. No, really—were you drinking on the job?’  

[…] 

‘Al … I’m sorry. It’s just that … I don’t know. I don’t have anything in 

common with you.’ (129-131) 

He renders the threatening others into invisibility. Distance is created and 

maintained between social classes. Patrick and his group conceive of themselves 

as “I’m creative, I’m young, unscrupulous, highly motivated, highly skilled. […] 

Society cannot afford to lose me. I’m an asset” (3). The murders signify the 

policing effects based on social coherence, purity, and integrity as he hisses at one 

homeless man he is poised to murder: “I don’t have anything in common with you” 

(131). His victims, male or female, who face the specter of financial 

powerlessness, are subject to his manipulation. His need to destroy and even 

dismember people follows social-hierarchical lines. Those with less have less 

because of their failings or inadequacies and should be disposed of. Patrick’s 

vision, structured in the opposition of absence and presence, constitutes the 

masculine discourse. Masculinity is defined by the acquisition of wealth and 

employment. “Feminine” cannot be contained within masculine discourse because 
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it symbolizes its destruction. He conveys his indifference in the killings of the 

underprivileged and in the objectification of their bodies to secure a specific 

masculine class identity. This discourse clearly demonstrates how “superiority” is 

equivalent to masculine “presence” while the eradication or dissolution of 

masculinity is a feminine “absence.” 

Patrick Bateman does not exist; the only meaning left in his life is based on 

the perfect image he exhibits. The image is dependent on his narcissistic 

phantasies of power, omnipotence, and mastery. Male performance is tied to 

power structures: “the trappings of authority, hierarchy, order, position make the 

man” (Heath, “Joan Riviere and the Masquerade” 56). This power is based on 

illusions and lies. The discourse he uses produces only a specific version of 

masculine self-promotion. Tim Edwards illuminates the matter:  

Masculinity is perceived to be increasingly predicated on matters of 

how men look rather than what men do. […] Concern is raised as to the 

wider significance of increased attention to men’s appearances, male 

vanity or even patterns of exhibitionism and voyeurism, which are then 

perceived, implicitly at least, as ‘performances’ of masculinity. (111)  

The image driven notion of masculinity that centers on how men look 

problematizes masculinity as a fixed entity. Masculinity is all about artifice, 

appearance, and fashion in American Psycho. Masculinity does not exist, other 

than through constructed performance. The masculine subjects understand 

themselves only in relation to particular practices, in terms of tangible materials 
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which are said to define themselves. Masculinity as a set of practices is a tool that 

the male characters use in order to dominate or subjugate. Subjects become 

illusionary, only materialized in the doing. When performance becomes a defining 

part of their lives, they are locked in a permanent ideology that surface reigns 

supreme; as Patrick proclaims, “THIS IS NOT AN EXIT” (399), the horror of 

being captive with no possibility of escape.  

Masculinity is performed, a masquerade. Masculine power and authority is 

conveyed through a series of “costume props” (Holmlund 222). In American 

Psycho, the yuppie characters go to the gym and tanning salon to maintain their 

appearance of outward perfection. The body of white masculine subjects is an 

overtly visible and contested surface. It is a heavily-classed and gender-coded 

image, firmly rooted in Patrick’s lust for flesh. The body is on display. When he 

sees his “reflection in a mirror hung on the wall,” he “smiles[s] at how good [he] 

look[s]” (11). He does not smile to himself but to his surface appearance. The 

well-built male body provides the spectacle of muscular masculinity itself. 

Dominant in his image pattern is his anxiety about the body, his vulnerability and 

threat to his integrity. Such anxiety is acted out in his putative gestures of mastery 

or performed in his murders. Competing subjectivities are locked in a struggle to 

assert dominance over, and avoid surrender to, others. The power relations of 

dominance and subordination are at play within the social relations of class and 

gender.  

Patrick Bateman shows that the process of self-definition is related to his 
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particular image of masculinity in terms of physical strength and sexual 

magnetism. He then spends a large part of dinner attempting to impress the 

“hardbody waitress” by flirting when ordering his food while trying not to “let her 

think I’m too interested” (40). The gaze marks all, including the white 

enfranchised male body, as potential visual objects. Patrick achieves his 

dominance through the performance and the satisfying illusion of “wholeness” 

that he conveys to the spectator. The gaze equates to power. The act of looking 

and being looked at dislodges people from their locations on the periphery. The 

gaze places the body under pressure to perform ceaselessly. Masculine subjects 

become the objects of critical scrutiny. The gaze of others brings the subjects into 

being, producing a form of vulnerability. There is an order swarming around 

Patrick, who attempts to shape, mold, and otherwise improve his masculine 

performance. Performance anxieties are the inevitable result. His mental 

instability reveals the underlying vulnerability and anxiety of masculine identity 

and authority. The body is erased by commodification. The body is a lump of flesh 

and bone embedded in brands and products. He socially displays his 

masculine-validating power through the more abstract forms of economic power 

and workplace authority. At the same time, his physical body and its potential for 

violence provide a concrete means to achieve and assert his “manhood” vis-à-vis 

sex and murder. The body is objectified and used as an instrument of power, 

dominance, and control.  

Ellis does not portray Patrick Bateman as an inherently good or inherently 
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bad character. Rather, the Wall Street investment banker exits as a subject heavily 

influenced by the discursive formations and social institutions in play around him. 

He never expresses any emotion, never makes any evaluations or passes any 

individual judgments on the events he describes that are not filtered hierarchically. 

He wholly lacks interior space. His body represents the physical traces of power 

and violence. Social activities demonstrate how everyone is watching everyone 

else, and at the same time being watched themselves. The body is a discursive site 

of power. He particularly makes the spectacular body prominent. He does this to 

foreground the act of watching, the lust of the spectator, and the arousal of the 

voyeur at the sight of a (violent) physical spectacle.  

Spectacular modes of power require not only victims and victimizers but also 

witnesses. Ellis reveals the functional relationship between spectacle and the 

spectator. The portrait of Patrick Bateman drawn in the opening paragraphs is of a 

repellent yet oddly compelling character who exists almost entirely as a physical 

presence. He exists as a body and the consciousness he possesses extends no 

further than the edges of his physical form. He acknowledges that he has no 

identity and no hope of redemption:  

Myself is fabricated, an aberration. I am a noncontingent human being. 

My personality is sketchy and unformed, my heartlessness goes deep 

and is persistent. My conscience, my pity, my hopes disappeared a long 

time ago (probably at Harvard) if they ever did exist. There are no more 

barriers to cross. […] My pain is constant and sharp and I do not hope 
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for a better world for anyone. In fact, I want my pain to be inflicted on 

others. I want no one to escape. But even after admitting this—and I 

have countless times, in just about every act I’ve committed—and 

coming face-to-face with these truths, there is no catharsis. I gain no 

deeper knowledge about myself, no new understanding can be extracted 

from my telling. There has been no reason for me to tell you any of this. 

This confession has meant nothing…. (376) 

Confession carries an authority to pardon or redeem. Patrick is superficial. Yet he 

is opaque to everyone around him as a social being, and he is opaque to the reader 

as a character. He looks out at the world, albeit, the external world, which includes 

readers, is unable to return his gaze. His singular function in American Psycho is 

made problematic as he exists not as a “normal” multi-dimensional character but 

as a docile body who lacks the power of agency.  

American Psycho is not a story of good and evil, of hero and villain, but a 

parable of the contemporary human condition trapped in a street of walls. It is a 

self-contained world where people identify with the signifiers of luxury and 

consumption and become mere effects of them. Patrick Bateman demands 

obedience from the victims, whose bodies he uses at will. He shows his obsession 

for absolute and complete satisfaction of all imaginable whims. What he wants he 

gets, and he gets it by any means at his disposal. Bret Easton Ellis uses Patrick 

and his yuppie group to demonstrate a condensation of people conceived as 

commodities. Patrick projects the extreme form of identification onto the outside 
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world and is thus ready to annihilate anyone who does not submit to his 

narcissistic image of himself. He literally assimilates himself to a socially defined 

image. Bateman’s butchering is not simply a matter of a delusional male slasher 

punishing others in the social hierarchy for reminding him of something from 

which he cannot accept; it assaults the reader and his role within consumer culture. 

He is more a phenomenon than a person. The representation of Patrick Bateman 

demonstrates the masculine subject’s sense of insecurity and helplessness in a 

patriarchy through engagement in performances to prove masculinity. In this 

superficial, commodified world, people as subjects function within a vicious circle: 

to consume or to be consumed.  
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Sliding Down the Surface of Things in Glamorama 

 In Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho, the body is objectified; it is “modeled” 

by means of body building, grooming, and label-wearing. In consumerist society, 

bodies become referents of other referents as identity becomes the sum of product 

labels with which the body is adorned. Human existence is objectified by a wide 

array of voyeuristic goods. The overwhelming importance conferred upon 

physical appearance as measure of success presents its extreme in Ellis’ 

Glamorama (1998). If American Psycho demonstrates the world of a banker, 

Glamorama shows the world of models. The novel is filled with rich, 

consumption-crazed young people who value appearance exclusively. The 

characters are physically similar; they wear the same types of clothes, take the 

same types of drugs, and are sexually interchangeable. Elizabeth Young describes 

them as “passive consumers,” “characterless ciphers” (30). Glamorama contains 

many figures that duplicate each other. The similarities in the characters’ 

behaviors represent the endless cycle of obsession with material possessions and 

expensive status symbols. As Michiko Kakutani states, Glamorama is a book 

about a set of “dissolute nihilists and their equally dissolute parents, and it takes 

places in familiar Ellis territory […] in which drugs, sex and narcissistic 

navel-gazing seen to be the only activities in town” (“Some Familiar Terrain After 

‘American Psycho’” par. 2). When characters are interchangeable, their bodies 

can be easily replaced. Ellis demonstrates again in Glamorama that nobody is a 
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unique entity prior to social discourses, constructed, and realized within social 

discourses.  

Glamorama speaks to the emptiness of contemporary consumer culture in the 

fashion industries of New York, London, and Paris. Ellis’ first novel, Less Than 

Zero, depicts wealthy teenagers from Los Angeles whose lives seem to be fully 

mediated by mass culture and consumption. Almost all of the identical-looking 

young men that Clay, the protagonist, meets at parties are trying to become, or are 

already, models. Similarly, in Glamorama, protagonist and narrator Victor 

Ward—“model-slash-actor” (98)—is constantly in the public eye; persistently 

interviewed, photographed, and filmed. As a “semi-famous” (13) fashion model, 

Victor is replaced professionally and abandoned personally. Victor is conditioned 

by celebrity culture to be unable to see past the surfaces of things. He exists in his 

personal life as he does in the public eye—as an image, a collection of gestures 

appropriated from popular culture, celebrity fashion, and advertisements. Victor’s 

belief is “The better you look, the more you see” (40). Ironically, his life takes on 

a static quality in which the passage of time ceases to matter once the perfection 

of the mass mediated image is achieved.  

Subjects in media-dominated consumer society embrace flatness, 

depthlessness, and superficiality. Depth is replaced by surface, or multiples 

surfaces. When the social norm turns centrally around commodification, 

subjectivity is fragmented. To speak of consumption in the modern era, 

Baudrillard states that consumer goods are a prestigious social function and 
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hierarchical distribution. Each consuming choice is socially controlled: “the only 

choice is, in fact, to vary one’s possessions as a function of one’s position on the 

hierarchical ladder” (The Consumer Society 70). According to Baudrillard, the 

moment we purchase an object, it becomes dated and begins wearing out (System 

of Objects 157). Thus, as soon as a subject consumes, he must begin searching for 

the next new thing since consumption appears to promise a fulfilling lifestyle. The 

body becomes the body of consumer culture. Drawing a theme from Baudrillard, 

Fredric Jameson explains how the body is codified in the abstraction of values: 

“Appropriately enough, the culture of the simulacrum comes to life in a society 

where exchange value had been generalized to the point at which the very 

memory of use value is effaced, a society that in it ‘the image has become the 

final form of commodity reification’” (18). Objects are not merely consumed. To 

the contrary, objects signify status because of brand names. The association of a 

brand name with an attitude or way of life is the work of advertising. Advertising 

uses different means to surround a brand with a kind of aura by a combination of 

visual and musical effects both in posters and televised advertisements. Therefore, 

particular names become associated with certain values, certain attitudes, and 

even ways of life. In the end, what Ellis’ characters refer to when saying “she’s 

shot through with something like pain or maybe something else like maybe 

something by Versace”(142) is no longer the brand itself, but the image of the 

brand sanctioned through advertising. The brand, Versace, is no longer associated 

to clothes and signs. Signs, in Baudrillard’s sense, only make sense in terms of 



 
 

138 
 

their relational value. Words become references to references. The original 

referent is more or less denied or forgotten in the process of creating sentences. In 

a world of bare images and surfaces, the characters have nothing of substance to 

lose if they die. Consequently, they function as a disposable commodity that can 

be replaceable. Glamorama is a satire on society’s social obsession with 

celebrities and beauty. Ellis’ fictional world is structured within a context where 

the “surface” reigns supreme. A superficial existence, one with an emphasis on 

images, is in effect not just performance but actually “empty essence.” 

In Glamorama, the surface of things is the only reality present for the 

characters. They live and work in surfaces—superficial personae and image-based 

images included. Since the characters are model-celebrities, they engage in a set 

of performed roles. Celebrity’s influence on protagonist Victor calls for an 

identity flattened by a veneer of superficial gestures. Victor often uses a type of 

fashion-speak to signify his familiarity and participation in both the worlds of 

fashion and celebrity in order to assert his position. For instance, early in the 

novel Victor runs into one of the many fashion models of his acquaintance, 

Anjanette, with whom he communicates with flashy language: “Hey Anjanette, 

what’s up pussycat? You’re looking very Uma-ish. Love the outfit” (20). Victor 

uses the neologistic adjective “Uma-ish” to display not only his fashion-sense but 

also his familiarity with Uma Thurman, a celebrity actor. This incorporation of a 

celebrity name to compliment someone on her appearance as a way of greeting 

provides a common frame of reference in the celebrity world. What Victor 
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constantly looks for is celebrity: “‘Well, I represent a pretty big pie-wedge of the 

new generation. I’m maybe a symbol.’ Pause. ‘An icon? No.’ Longer pause. ‘Not 

yet.’” (140). Victor’s identity is staged. He refers himself to a “symbol.” The 

constancy of his staged persona works to problematize the ontology of his body. 

The body is not simply natural or biological but is little more than a surface 

etched with social messages. Celebrity becomes a way of behaving and 

interpreting the world as well as a commitment to superficiality that envelops 

every aspect of life. Identity is commodified to such a degree that it becomes 

based on mere surfaces and appearances that can be easily mimicked. The 

performed becomes the real. As Judith Butler argues sexuality is performative and 

constructed in Gender Trouble, “That the gendered body is performative suggests 

that it has no ontological status apart from various acts which constitute its reality” 

(185). By engaging in constant performance, the body can only be understood 

through external reference. 

Unlike American Psycho, Glamorama receives little literary attention, 

though both novels have similar themes: the relationship between the individual 

and the materialistic culture. In both, Ellis writes in a style that is a mixture of 

countless dialogues, lists, and disjointed episodes. For example, Victor 

demonstrates his astute attention to brand names during a visit to Allison’s 

apartment, where he focuses on every piece of brand name press, clothing, and 

furniture he encounters. Among these items are a “Vivienne Tam sofa bed,” (23) a 

“Vivienne Tam-designed mirror,” (26-7) a “Vivienne Tam-designed sink,” (29) 
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and a “Vivienne Tam armchair” (31). Victor’s repetition of the same brand name 

for each of these items displays his conditioned response to fashion. What is 

important to him is not the object itself but the prestige attached to its brand name.  

The major criticism of Glamorama concentrates on the novel’s tone, as the 

narrator’s boredom resulting from seemingly endless lists of products. In his New 

York Times review, Daniel Mendelsohn criticizes Glamorama as “a bloated, 

stultifyingly repetitive, overhyped book” full of vacuous characters “who talk to 

one another and about themselves in what sounds suspiciously like ad copy” (8). 

The narrowness of Mendelsohn’s view diminishes the important implications 

about just how the story is told. The contemporary experience is increasingly 

dominated by the immediate pleasure of consumption and the mediated body 

image. Years after its publication, Glamorama received more positive comments. 

Henrik Skov Nielsen praises Glamorama as “monstrous, strange, and fascinating” 

(20). Sheli Ayers highlights that the novel can be understood as a “system of 

textual effects analogous to other scripted spaces: themed architecture, animated 

digital games, and special-effects films” (par. 2). In Glamorama, Victor finds 

himself ensnared with a group of celebrities turned terrorists. At this point, his life 

becomes a script recorded by an ever-present camera crew who seems to be 

filming everything. This plot echoes what protagonist Patrick Bateman (from 

American Psycho) explains as an identity is cultivated through the media: “I am 

used to imagining everything happening the way it occurs in movies, visualizing 

things falling somehow into the shape of events on a screen” (265). This 
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confession speaks to the degree to which the media intercedes in the creation of 

“reality.” Glamorama represents a euphoric attachment to surfaces or 

depthlessness. It is written in fragments, with reference to cinematic montage and 

photographic snapshots. Bret Easton Ellis ironically emphasizes the theme of 

mediated culture via unconventional devices, including blank, unaffected, flat 

language, and a multi-layered plotting technique.  

The Plot 

Glamorama is structurally more complex than Ellis’ previous novels. As 

James Annesley explains in Fictions of Globalization, “Ellis casts a glittering 

spell that makes clarity and fixed meanings seems distant and remote. This 

impression is strengthened by the novel’s use of plot devices that force the reader 

to question the reality and plausibility of almost everything on the page” (29). The 

unreliable and fragmented elements of the plot and the unordered chapter numbers 

make it difficult for the reader to comprehend the plot. The correct order of 

chapters in the novel remains a mystery. The first chapter of the book is numbered 

“33,” and the numbers of the chapters descend. This arouses readerly attention 

and uncertainty regarding the organization of the text, triggering several questions: 

why does the first chapter begin with 33? Are the chapter numbers parallel to 

Victor losing his own sense of reality? Is some significant subtext implied? It is 

possible that the organization of the text intends to create a sense of randomness 

while the division of the chapters is not meaningful in itself.  
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Nothing is straightforward in Glamorama. As a result, perhaps Chris Heath 

characterizes Ellis’ work as “a kind of shallowness, vanity, narcissism, [and] an 

obsession with surfaces” (Rolling Stone 114). The title, Glamorama, suggests the 

involvement of the reader. Henrik Skov Nielson helps to explain the term 

“glamorama,” which is the combination of two words, including “glamour” and 

“horama”; the latter is a Greek term meaning “vision,” “sight,” or “view” (21). 

The novel begins in New York City and is related through the eyes of Victor 

Ward, who spends his days and nights organizing the opening of a local new club, 

worrying about the endless guest lists, and wondering if confirmed celebrities 

actually will appear. Victor’s life seems exaggeratedly superficial. The pivotal 

moment in Victor’s transformation into his superficial celebrity persona is his first 

encounter with Chloe Byrnes, a celebrity-model, and his future girlfriend. When 

he first catches Chloe’s eye at an exclusive party, he recalls her shrugging towards 

him and mouthing the words “Take … a … hike” (545). This one simple gesture 

of rejection brings Victor to the realization that if he “wants to get to anywhere 

[…] in a world where beauty was considered an accomplishment,” he must accept 

superficiality as a way of life (545). What also matters, though, is finding possible 

interpretations beyond surfaces. Victor’s personal identity becomes the veneer of 

superficial gestures. Everything appears as superficial—“surface, surface, surface 

was all that people found meaning in” (375).The fictional world the author creates 

is the tyranny of physical perfection. 

Much of the beginning of Glamorama charts Victor’s attempt to achieve 
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success in the launching of his new club. The reader learns about Victor’s lifestyle 

and his love and sexual relationships with several female celebrities. Consumed 

by his own appearance and his abilities as a womanizer, at first Victor cannot see 

that he has become a pawn in a larger game that he will be replaced by a better 

version of “him” so that his senator father can become president. Victor’s 

language enacts the superficiality of his celebrity persona. For example, his choice 

of lyrics, “take your passion and make it happen,” (21) from the musical Fame, 

ironically highlights his all-consuming desire for fame. His repeated use of the 

phrase “You’re a star,” serves to highlight the emptiness of the false promise of 

fame. As David Marshall explains in Celebrity and Power, “The star is meant to 

epitomize the potential of everyone in American society. […] the star is part of a 

system of false promise in the system of capital, which offers the reward of 

stardom to [what appears to be] a random few in order to perpetuate the myth of 

potential success” (9). Since fame and image are the focal points of Victor’s 

values and perception, he only pays attention to people and things which have 

celebrity appeal. He has little attention to the world outside the realms of fashion 

and celebrity. Political issues are all outside the realm of his consciousness. For 

example, he literally thinks that “the Israeli embassy” is “a club” (318). Global 

concerns are used to construct a positive celebrity image and to withhold the 

convention of conscientious celebrity. During an interview with MTV, Victor 

weakly claims that “Oh yeah, and I’m also for regaining the incentive to get this 

generation more involved in environmental issues” (160). He tries to promote 
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himself in a favorable way. A person’s image is a constructed, one driven by 

superficial appeal.  

The events of the novel do not go as Victor’s expectation that he is paid 

$3000 by a mysterious character, F. Fred Palakon to track down his former 

classmate Jamie Fields but involuntarily involved in setting off a bomb that kills 

innocent people (362). Eventually Victor becomes aware of what he has originally 

ignored. Through the bizarre cameras of several film crews following the 

protagonist, Victor is haunted by various storylines, such as assassination plots, 

presidential candidacy, and duplicate characters. The situation is complicated 

when Victor interacts with a group of terrorists who use their profession as 

celebrity models to cross international borders without suspicion. Victor appears 

to have become a victim of his senator father’s conspiracy to have him replaced 

by a double. Victor’s trendy lifestyle, supported by his lascivious modeling for the 

popular press, jeopardizes his father’s candidacy for the presidency. His father 

arranges for him to leave for Europe as his imposter, who has patched things up 

with his friends and family and given up his lifestyle in order to go to law school 

(509), takes over his old life as the reformed Victor. Victor becomes an entirely 

replaceable automaton. Everyone believes that “the impersonator” is Victor and 

that he is acting in Europe under a “huge contract with Dreamworks” (513). 

However, when Victor arrives in Milan and falls in with a group of model 

terrorists, he begins to be followed by a different film crew which holds him 

hostage in Milan (532-35). After the dissolution of the terrorist group, the director 
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contacts Victor to tell him his “role is over” (535). Victor becomes a discarded 

commodity. 

Victor is a hyperbolic example of celebrity as replaceable commodity; he is 

literally and easily replaced—and not just as a public persona but as a person. The 

plot twist that occurs near the middle of the novel creates the hyperreal sphere 

where Victor gets lost in the maze of actors and characters. Victor becomes a 

victim of his involvement in a terrorist cell, and no longer understands what is 

happening to him when asked to search for missing actress, Jamie Fields, his 

former girlfriend. With the money offered to him to go to London, Victor moves 

into a big house with a group of model terrorists who are involved in murders and 

bombings. The characters claim to have seen and talked to Victor in places he has 

no recollection of having been. At the same time, a film crew, the “French film 

crew,” (532) follows Victor. Thus, Victor’s conversations with directors invade 

the narrative. Victor is lost in the several layers of fiction: “‘Is this . . . is this for 

real?’ I’m scanning the room, looking for signs of a camera, lights, some hidden 

evidence that a film crew was here earlier or is right now maybe in the apartment 

next door, shooting me through holes strategically cut into the crimson and black 

walls. . . ‘I mean, is this like a movie? . . . Is this being filmed?’” (373). Victor 

later finds himself replaced by a body double in New York. The imposter, who 

poses as a reformed Victor, mimics the initial Victor’s former life merely by 

copying phrases such as “brill” (508), “dig it,” and “baby,” which he parrots as if 

“mimicking a robot” (525). The imposter, who gives up a fast lifestyle in order to 
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go to law school (509), becomes an improved version of Victor. Victor is 

rendered into an entirely replaceable commodity. David Marshall explores the 

commercial mechanisms through which celebrities, publicly recognizable people, 

become admired commodities. He claims that celebrity extends and legitimizes 

the model of exchange value that is the basis of capitalist economy by extending it 

to the realm of the individual (x). This argument highlights how celebrity blurs the 

distinction between commodity and personhood: celebrities “gain and lose value 

like commodities on the stock market” (6). Thus, as commodities, celebrities are 

infinitely replaceable and disposable. Ultimately, the production of celebrities 

involves the transformation and reduction of people into consumer products. 

Victor’s replacement speaks to the seemingly ever-increasing image-obsessed 

culture that shape identities. This is an inherently dehumanizing process whereby 

people are socialized by the media to think and behave like superficial, 

manufactured automatons. 

Rationality once supported the understandability of “reality,” but the reader 

now gets by on inconsistent narratives. Victor’s account of things happening 

around him is fragmented. Victor lacks an authentic voice. As Chloe, Victor’s 

girlfriend, points out, when Victor communicates with her, it is only in the most 

superficial sense: 

‘You’re not listening to me, Victor.’ 

‘Oh come one, baby, when you were young and your heart was an open 

book you used to say live and let live….’ 
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‘You’re not talking to me,’ Chloe says sternly, with too much emotion. 

‘You’re looking at me but you’re not talking to me.’ 

‘Baby, I’m your biggest fan,’ I say. (43) 

Victor uses a line from a popular song, “Live and Let Die,” by Paul McCartney 

and Wings, in order to avoid engaging with her. A characteristic behavior of 

Victor’s, quoting lines from popular music, allows him to show how in touch he is 

with fashionable culture, and by extension, how fashionable he is. This means that 

the reader must reconcile the information that Victor presents with the story plot. 

If the reader chooses to believe in Victor’s narration with its confusions and 

hesitations in his utter disengagement and his words at surface value, Glamorama 

can then be easily comprehended as a novel about a group of harmless faces in 

modeling and celebrity in the fashion industry among those working for 

international terrorism and Victor falls victim to a conspiracy. However, Victor 

shows his unreliability by revealing how he mistakes a designer for someone else. 

He does not remember names: “and Yaki Nakamari or whatever the hell the 

designer’s name is” (5). He is routinely unable to tell whether a picture in a 

magazine is actually of him or not or whether he has in fact attended all the 

glamorous functions the photographs of him portray. Since Victor is the only 

character the reader can rely on, his vision of the events becomes the reader’s and 

uncertainty prevails since nothing is certain. Likewise, the analytic role of the 

reader becomes uncertain when no clear meaning can be made.  

The only connection the reader has with the story is through the telling or 
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retelling of it by the narrator. The reader does not have a sense of the narrator’s 

reliability; Victor’s narrative can be an illusion. Victor as an unreliable narrator, as 

well as the growing presence of the camera, invites the reader to question 

whatever comes into view while looking for clues in an environment of confusion. 

The ambiguity of the text forces the reader to place himself in a more distant 

narrative while making the effort to construct a more convincing picture using the 

evidence that Victor has not seen or understood. Therein lies the task of the reader: 

to locate and to understand Victor’s narratives, to recognize the truth of his 

account of events, and to separate the events from their perplexing presentation. 

Thereby Victor’s inflated view of his status and uniqueness in the public sphere 

becomes more absurd. He is no more than “the It Boy of the moment” (62), a 

media-constructed phrase that comments on the abstract and depersonalized 

transience of his celebrity identity.  

In Glamorama, Victor does not describe what he is actually doing, but what 

he sees himself as doing. For example, one chapter furnishes the time Victor spent 

with Chloe in a rehab center in LA. The first paragraph immediately describes 

“the posh cell” where Chloe stays:  

she had her own deluxe adobe-inspired bungalow with a daiquiri- 

blue-coloured sunken living room, a patio with faux-‘70s lounge 

chairs, a giant marble bathtub decorated with pink eels and dozens 

of mini-Jacuzzi jets, and there was an indoor pool and a fully 

equipped gym and an arts-and-crafts centre but there wasn’t a 
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television set so I had to tape ‘All My Children’ on the VCR in the 

hotel room I was staying at in a nearby desert town, which was 

really the least I could do. Chloe had her own horse, named Raisin. 

(133) 

The narrative stays on the surface. There seems to be nothing beyond the 

description of the place beyond the world of mere appearance. Victor has an 

inflated view of his status and uniqueness in the public sphere. The meager 

evidence he repeatedly references to demonstrate his personal importance and 

achievements is his picture on the cover of YouthQuake magazine (22, 28, 263). 

Like his magazine cover shot, he is reproducible. Evidence of Victor’s 

self-obsession includes everything from his bank code “(COOLGUY)” (20) to his 

impulse to possess every piece of press with his name or face on it (22). Victor 

even has “a high-class porno movie” that he has “watched hundreds of times” that 

stars actors who resemble him and Chloe (163). He is indoctrinated by celebrity 

culture’s focus on image value that he desires his own image in the same way as a 

fan desires of a fetishized celebrity figure.  

It is groundless for one to establish any authenticity within the story. Within 

the situation in which the narrator of the story does not know what is going on or 

simply seems to lie, there appears to be no truth in the tale. The reader fails to 

know what to believe or from what to develop a comprehensive understanding of 

the fictional world the author creates. The reader’s expectations are constantly 

frustrated by a lack of narrative closure. For example, Victor questions Palakon, 
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the agent who hires him to go to London, about his contact with Bobby Hughes, a 

supermodel and the leader of the terrorist group. Palakon insists that he himself 

does not know Bobby when Victor asks Palakon about why he shakes Bobby’s 

hand in a videotape. Palakon explains that videos and photographs can be altered 

easily: 

‘So you’re telling me we can’t believe anything we’re shown 

anymore?’ I am asking. ‘That everything is altered? That everything’s 

a lie? That everyone will believe this?’ 

‘That’s a fact,’ Palakon says.  

‘So what’s true, then?’ I cry out.      

‘Nothing, Victor,’ Palakon says, ‘there are different truths.’           

‘Then what happens to us?’              

‘We change.’ He shrugs, ‘We adapt.’ (406) 

Truth in this story is fractured and plural; it has different versions, and none of the 

versions are complete. The reader seeks for the grounds on which to identify that 

truth. Nevertheless, Ellis leaves the reader in discomfort, greatly doubting his 

ability to understand and organize the narratives and challenging his ability to 

grasp the true story.  

It is difficult for the reader to grip coherency and make a judgment about the 

novel from a removed vantage point. The reader ponders his self-reflexivity about 

what is really relevant when the elements of the story appear to point to deception. 

This deception is the consequence of Victor being coached to see what he wants 
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to see. As Victor announces in his first monologue, the reader also has “the 

distinct impression… that why won’t get answered” (5). With the disjointed 

structure of the events, it is difficult for the reader to hold on to the construction of 

the story and especially to find an answer to the question “why.” Victor’s quest 

for a reason for the events around him implicitly mirrors the reader’s quest for 

clues.  

Instead of attempting to steer the reader through a linear set of moves 

towards a narrative closure, Glamorama creates ambiguity. The understanding of 

the text becomes subject to the “play” of “différance” within the signifying chain 

of language. Jacques Derrida suggests the term “différance,” derived from the 

French verb différer, which combines the verb “to differ” and the verb “to defer”. 

Différance, Derrida argues, is not something that can be “exposed. One can 

expose only that which at a certain moment can become present, manifest, that 

which can be shown, presented as something present, a being-present in its truth, 

in the truth of a present or the presence of the present” (“Différance” 5-6). He 

further contends that différance “has neither existence nor essence, whether 

present or absent” (6). It derives from no category of being Derrida points out that 

the significance of words is given through binary opposition to other meanings. 

The meaning of any word is always the endless deferral of another meaning that 

can never come to a definite end. The process of interpretation is infinite; no 

single monolithic reading of a text exists. Glamorama sets out to provide multiple 

pathways through which the reader can find his own meanings and pleasures in 
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Roland Barthes’s sense. Roland Barthes argues that the goal of a text is “to make 

the reader no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text” (S/Z 4). The reader’s 

role is to provide his own meaning of the text through conversation with the 

author’s words, or put differently, to rewrite the text for himself. In Glamorama, 

Ellis intentionally fails to give explicit guidance to the reader about what to expect 

and what to remember. Instead, he offers invitations to the reader to play with 

meanings, to imagine, and to interpret. The reader becomes an active party, filling 

in the gaps of the story.  

Glamorama offers the reader an approach from pluralistic critical positions, 

in the absence of perfect certainty. Like Kathy Acker, Ellis seeks to destroy the 

unifying illusion of narrative, the reason in cohesion, because “reason… always 

homogenizes and reduces, represses, and unifies phenomena or actuality into what 

can be perceived and so controlled. The subjects, us, are now stable and 

socializable. Reason is always in the service of the political and economic masters” 

(Acker 12). Any large-scale system that adequately explains the world ultimately 

fails. Kathy Acker challenges conventional storytelling rationality and linearity 

through the use of cut-up techniques in her work. Reason, writes Acker, “always 

homogenizes and reduces, represses and unifies phenomena or actuality into what 

can be perceived and so controlled” (12). Since phallus marks entrance into the 

symbolic (entrance into language) and women do not possess it, they are forced 

outside it, namely, outside the realm of meaning: “the ‘feminine’ is constituted as 

a division in language which produces the feminine as its negative term” (Rose 
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55-56). Of course, no one can really “possess” the Phallus. It is merely the initial 

marker of difference, from which all differences flow. Similarly, Ellis writes in a 

style that is a mixture of countless dialogues, lists, and disjointed episodes. He 

rejects writing that merely takes pleasure in language as the preservation of 

privilege. In Glamorama, he invites the reader to be actively involved in the 

narration. The unfolding of the plot echoes the question that Victor asks in the 

opening of the novel: “what’s the story?” (4). Like Victor, the reader demands 

answers. This self-reflexive question challenges the reader’s position, along with 

its preceding details: “I don’t want a lot of description, just the story, streamlined, 

no frills, the lowdown: who, what, where, when, and don’t leave out why” (5). 

The novel begins by demanding a “(self-) critical voice” from the reader (Nielsen 

22). A consequence of the application of that self-critical voice is that the reader is 

constantly reminded that “it is a fiction.” The multiple layers of the story force the 

reader to confront the endless assumptions in the narrative.  

Like the reader, Victor becomes trapped in various layers of fiction, lost in 

a labyrinth. Ellis constructs an odd and absurd disconnectedness by making the 

characters even more fictional and surreal than they are as characters in a novel. 

The author’s intentional confusion of reality and the imaginary challenges the 

presupposition that literary texts have a stable and determinate meaning, thus 

generating a fraught state of involvement for the reader. Ellis inserts the reader 

into the text. He relies upon the reader to constitute, provoke, and ultimately 

facilitate the effectiveness of the narrative, at the same time requiring his reaction 
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to and involvement in the text. Because of the ostensible constant presence of film 

crews, the identities of the characters are questioned: the characters are at the 

same time themselves and actors playing themselves, or their bodies are simply 

empty shells used by actors in different, though seemingly concurrent, films. It is 

also possible that Victor fantasizes about the film crews and stories to satisfy his 

own desire of being the center of attention. Identities are replaceable: Victor’s 

father hints at the possibility to Victor to find “a new you” (Ellis 79). Palakon 

cannot remember Victor’s name and calls him Mr. Johnson: “Thank you, Mr. 

Johnson—excuse me, Mr. Ward” (Ellis 114). Later on, Bobby the model terrorist 

repeats the motif of contingent identity when Bobby whispers to Victor, “what if 

one day you became whatever you’re not?” (Ellis 287). Victor could be 

performing the character of himself, but the reader is reminded of the fact that 

identities are illusory and amorphous. 

If There’s a Thing Called the Male Body 

Bret Easton Ellis paints a portrait of contemporary society through the eyes 

of Victor, in which designers decide how one should look; cosmetic surgery, 

sunglasses, and cell phones are essential; sushi and salads are the necessary 

choices for meals; and Evian, Diet Coke, and alcohol are the major beverages. 

This portrait implies that, “with the right commodities… glamour will 

automatically endow us with radiance” (Pisters 133). Material objects, which are 

made attractive in ephemeral commodities, move toward the promise of offering a 
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stylish experience or lifestyle. The characters communicate to each other through 

the use of products and the consumption of images. As Felix, a model, asserts to 

Victor, “But I’m not interested in listening to you anymore… In fact, nobody is, 

Victor. And frankly I don’t think there’s anything you need to tell anyone, except 

of course if it’s about your hair or your gym routine or who you plan to fuck next 

week” (349). This hollowing-out effect of image consumption poses its threat to 

the autonomy of mind and body. Victor Ward is a vain person who is only able to 

remember vast amounts of popular culture trivia, such as album titles, artists, or 

the durations of countless songs. He becomes an individual who “represents 

something other than [him]self” (Heyler 204), since he is commodified in the 

material reality during the search for significance. The search for self-fulfillment 

is dominated by more material and surface concerns, especially when clothes, 

commodities, and lifestyles are so easily accessible. The self is reduced to a form 

and used as an object or a commodity during a process composed of superficial 

pleasures and little real emotion.  

Glamorama illustrates the superficiality of contemporary society through the 

portrayal of celebrity-driven culture. The novel first centers on the fashion world. 

The value of a person is based on fame and appearance. Victor remarks, “people 

were discarded because they were too old or too fat or too poor or they had too 

much hair nor not enough, they were wrinkled, they had no muscles, no definition, 

no tone, they weren’t hip, they weren’t remotely famous. This was how you chose 

lovers. This was what decided friends” (545). He is preoccupied with the image of 
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the body. As a Narcissus, Victor loses himself in his own illusory image. His 

bodily experience is conditioned to an image of beauty. Beauty becomes a power, 

a label in which the body can be assigned any extent of significance. Victor Ward 

is never anything other than totally immersed in a culture of empty images and 

endless consumption. A semi-successful model, he is so wrapped up in his 

appearance and his ability to perform as a celebrity that he fails to see how he is 

bound by different constraints. During an interview with the journalist from 

Details, Victor offers proof of his vacuity: “What’s wrong with looking 

good? …What if it’s at the expense of something else? What’s… something else?” 

(Ellis 57). Michel de Certeau expresses eloquently that in the advent of visual 

technologies, “from TV to newspapers, from advertising to all sorts of mercantile 

epiphanies, our society is characterized by a cancerous growth of vision, 

measuring everything by its ability to show, be shown and transmuting 

communication into a visual journey” (166). Clearly, the media promotes the 

importance of physical appearance by presenting examples of idealized beauty.  

 In Glamorama, there is no clear distinction between male and female bodies. 

Ellis always characterizes a world of appearance defined by a particular style. 

Celebrities and models serve as mirages of a body of achievement. Everyone 

accepts and is to be assessed by the standardization of beauty. This ideal physical 

appearance portrays a homogenized body as a site of the production of signs: the 

same look with the same kind of makeup and the same kind of fashion. Ellis never 

tries to portray patterns of gender in the novel. Males and female are empty 
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categories; empty because they do not have a definitive and transcendent meaning. 

This phenomenon parallels Judith Butler’s argument that “gender is a complexity 

whose totality is permanently deferred, never fully what it is at any given juncture 

in time” (151). According to Butler, any notion of biological gender is illusory. 

Gender is a social construction of how power produces and regulates bodies in 

accordance with prevailing cultural/racial ideologies in societies. Gender is, above 

all, a fiction, a model of subjective constitution and social conduct. The culture 

marks bodies and produces the fiction of a stable and coherent identity. Indeed, 

the stability and consistency of gender are socially constructed. 

Butler’s argument is based on the appropriation of Foucault’s account of the 

historical construction of sexuality. In The History of Sexuality, Foucault explains 

that:  

The purpose of the present study is in fact to show how deployments of 

power are directly connected to the body – to bodies, functions, 

physiological processes, sensations, and pleasures; far from the body 

having to be effaced, what is needed is to make it visible through an 

analysis in which the biological and the historical are not consecutive to 

one another… but are bound together in an increasingly complex 

fashion in accordance with the development of the modern technologies 

of power that take life as their objective. Hence I do not envisage a 

“history of mentalities” that would take account of bodies only through 

the manner in which they have been perceived and given meaning and 
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value; but a “history of bodies” and the manner in which what is most 

material and most vital in them has been invested. (151-2)  

Foucault’s argument insists on the corporeality of bodies, since history is 

inscribed on the social body and the physical body, which exist only in a 

permanently unfinished state. Foucault breaks down the distinction between a 

natural sex and a culturally constructed gender in addition to the opposition 

between the body and culture. The idea of the existence of a unit “I” is, for 

Foucault, no more than a chimera, since the body features its permanent 

fragmentation. Historical events create illusions of the stability of the body, but it 

is only “a volume in perpetual disintegration” (Foucault 22). However, the 

historically marked body is not stable, since history is discontinuous. 

Drawing on Foucault, Butler emphasizes gender as a process of 

subjectification, since different cultural meanings are attached to a gendered body. 

There is not an essentialist identity to what social theorists call “gender identity,” 

as Butler states in Gender Trouble: “It would be wrong to think that the discussion 

of ‘identity’ ought to proceed prior to a discussion of gender identity for the 

simple reason that “persons” only become intelligible through becoming gendered 

in conformity with recognizable standards of gender intelligibility” (37). Gender 

identity is formed because the subject is educated in accordance with the sex 

assigned to it at birth or even before (pregiven sex). It is the category that marks 

the subject as human, based on the primitive distinction of being a male or female: 

“The mark of gender appears to ‘qualify’ bodies as human bodies; the moment in 
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which an infant becomes humanized is when the question, ‘is it a boy or girl?’ is 

answered” (162). 

 Therefore, the gender identity can only be constructed (always uncertainly) 

by the insistent repetition of expected sexual performances. It is thus only a 

performance that is socially agreed upon. In this sense, Butler rejects the idea of 

an essential, naturalized female or male identity. She envisages, instead, what 

forms an illusion of coherence and continuity in the subject’s gender, as it is 

conceived through its regulatory practices. Being a male or being a female is the 

result of an imitative process of masculine and feminine performances constructed 

by culture throughout history. The body “is not a ‘being,’ but a variable boundary, 

a surface whose permeability is politically regulated, a signifying practice within a 

cultural field of gender” (198). This definition corresponds to Foucault’s idea that 

the origin of certain aspects reveals “not a timeless and essential secret, but the 

secret that they have no essence or that their essence was fabricated in a piecemeal 

from alien forms” (142). Gender identity is formed by repetitive performances and 

a set of imitative practices. The imitation of normative models does not guarantee 

the formation of a solid structure, but rather results in the formation of an 

always-unstable gender identity. 

To understand the body is to reflect the discourse surrounding it. The body is 

a social construction. There is no body as an entity prior to social coding and 

practices. Practices regarding the body in consumer society become subsumed as 

consumption items and brand names that indicate the quality of a body. The body 
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is a sign that speaks of its owner, constituted as a mélange of images, because 

consumption items are no longer representations but codes—shared meanings 

found in fashion, advertising, and media messages without material foundation. In 

Glamorama, Jamie Fields, the missing actress, expresses her insecurity: “I can’t 

tell you exactly… what I was motivated by… I can’t really go into detail… I 

hated my body… the way I looked… I went to the gym because I knew no one 

would like me otherwise.… I even thought about plastic surgery” (Ellis 309). 

Glamorama derides the void of the celebrity social scene, where one’s status 

depends upon “a smart suit… being buff. A cool haircut. Worrying about whether 

people think you’re famous enough or cool enough or in good enough shape” 

(410). The culturally defined ideal body places pressure on male and female 

characters. They resort to diet practices and cosmetic surgery to attain the 

standardized body which goes in opposition to individuality and uniqueness. 

Shallowness reveals a further fundamental emptiness. 

Victor incorporates the cultural value of the superficial body image into the 

core of his subjectivity. He is simultaneously overwhelmed and hollowed out by 

the pursuit of image when a girlfriend tells him, “A mirror’s your best friend” 

(116). The importance of being image-conscious obliterates his own self, and 

Victor fails to recognize the concomitant void. For instance, Victor is 

understandably bewildered when his attempt to seduce one of his girlfriend’s 

friends fails because she disapproves of his celebrity lifestyle. Their conversation 

suggests his inability to comprehend the ridiculousness of his existence to those 
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outside the fashion scene:  

‘I’m not really part of that scene.’ 

‘What scene, baby?’ 

‘The one where all people are interested in is who’s fucking who, who 

has the biggest dick, the biggest tits, who’s more fabulous than 

whoever.’ 

Confused, I keep following. ‘And you’re, um, not like into this?’ 

I ask, watching her wave down a taxi. ‘You’ve got a problem?’ (98-99) 

The one-dimensional, narcissistic protagonist with a perfect face and a model’s 

body demonstrates an existence without personal worth: “this image… is illusory. 

An individual’s desires are mediated by ideas about roles and lifestyles which are 

themselves constructed as commodities and the choices are propelled by these 

constructs. In a world in which the only relations are economic, we remain 

alienated from any authenticity” (Young 104). In the culture of appearance, reality 

itself is “fully immersed in a virtual image setting… in which appearances are not 

just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they become 

the experience” (Castells 373). An individual can be very fragmented and divided 

by the hyperawareness of image: he cannot be “real” as a person when the virtual 

becomes the center of system that frames an individual’s experience. 

Victor constantly craves media-generated fame without realizing the 

enslavement to which he has fallen victim. Displaying himself as the embodiment 

of beauty, wealth, lifestyle, and consumption, he is very conscious about the poses 



 
 

162 
 

he has to assume in order for his beautiful abdomen to be visible beneath his 

expensive Comme des Garçon t-shirt. His image of self is dependent upon 

publicity. The body encapsulates the materiality of subjectivity. Stephen 

Whitehead indicates that the male body “is inscribed with meaning and a template 

for a series of signifiers” and one noteworthy meaning is “the physicality of 

masculinity” (186). Masculinity appears in material existence. The idealized body 

or beauty type that Victor struggles to display signifies the body in conforming to 

culturally defined masculinity and normativity. When females attempt to cultivate 

their appearances to fulfill socially idealized beauty, their practices implicate the 

patriarchal ideology and institutional power that aims to “destroy women 

physically and deplete them psychologically” (Wolf 6). Victor, as a representation 

of a contemporary masculine subject, also faces the pressure to conform to these 

idealized beauty categories. The beauty system that model characters in 

Glamorama adhere to, not to mention their attention to bodily modification, from 

diet and exercise regimes to cosmetic surgery, are oppressive methods to 

discipline or normalize male and female bodies, which, as aforementioned, are not 

necessarily polarized in Glamaroma. 

A Surface that Shines as Nonsense 

The narrative styles in American Psycho and Glamorama are closely related. 

In American Psycho, Patrick Bateman often confuses reality and his cinematic 

world. He constantly makes references to movies and television programs. There 
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is an allusion to Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho when Patrick and his friends talk 

about the city of Phoenix: “Janet Leigh was from Phoenix… She got stabbed in 

the shower. Disappointing scene.… Blood looked fake” (Ellis 108). Patrick also 

mentions Leatherface in the horror film The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (153) in 

his conversation about serial killers. The narrative of his life suggests a cinematic 

reading, as he seems to be the protagonist of his own film, based on a script of his 

own. For example, in the chapter entitled “Tunnel,” Patrick as the 

protagonist-narrator introduces a paragraph: “As in a movie, I turn around with 

some difficulty, standing on my toes to see Price perched on the rails” (62). 

Furthermore, in the chapter “Lunch with Bethany,” he includes a stage direction 

when he describes a movement: “I have to stop moving as I near the table, 

following the maître d’ (this is all happening in slow motion)” (231). These 

described events destabilize any solid basis upon which a reader can establish 

veracity. 

Similarly, although Glamorama starts as a novel, it soon becomes unclear 

whether the reader is reading a story itself or the storyboard of the film of that 

story. Events in Glamorama seem to be staged. Victor mentions that he reads a 

script about what will happen to him: “A script lies on the coffee table and 

absently I pick it up, open it to a random page, an odd scene, descriptions of 

Bobby claiming someone down, feeding me a Xanax, I’m weeping, people are 

getting dressed for another party, a line of dialogue (“what if you became 

something you were not”) and my eyes are closing. ‘Fall asleep,’ is what I 
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imagine the director would whisper” (81). The novel depicts the complete 

domination of the media over the lives of the characters. Victor describes a world 

surrendered to the idealized photographic representations of itself. Emphasizing 

this point, Victor complicates the story by depicting various camera crews 

following him around during the latter half of the novel. When Victor leaves New 

York, the once-stable fashion world in which he resides seems to collapse entirely, 

both for him and for the reader. The beliefs each has that the social world will 

behave in regular ways are inherently insecure. The world becomes intangible. 

Victor faces a global conspiracy well hidden behind the glossy magazines and 

surfaces in the world of fashion and show business. The disconcerting events, 

such as receiving anonymous faxes and becoming exposed to a weird 

entanglement within a terrorist plot, become integral parts of Victor’s experience. 

It is impossible to disentangle him from these aspects, since neither the characters 

nor the reader is sure of what is happening or who Victor actually is. 

The description of the film crews following Victor creates even greater 

frustration. It is impossible to tell whether Victor is starring in a film that may be 

about terrorists, or being filmed because of his involvement with terrorists, or in a 

film and filmed for his involvement with terrorists. The film crews could be doing 

a documentary of Victor’s everyday life; they may be directing a film that Victor 

stars in; or they may be agents interested in the terrorist activities in which Victor 

may be involved. The acts of violence Victor witnesses and experiences may be 

real or staged, but in light of their surreal elements, none of these interpretations is 
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privileged over another. Through the presence of the lens of cameras, Victor 

presents a world of symbolic exchange dominated by signs, images and 

representations, and the incessant consumption of these.  

Victor fills his life not with experience, but with images of experience. 

Nothing is granted as “reality.” The glamorous world of photo shoots, MTV 

documentaries, and mannequins problematize the distinction between 

representations and reality. Endless networks of the mass media and advertising 

images, according to Jean Baudrillard, precede any reality to which they might be 

said to refer. Media technologies become implicit in the erosion of distinctions 

between representation and reality, surface, and depth: “It’s not TV as a mirror of 

society but just the reverse: it’s society as the mirror of television” (Baudrillard, 

“The Precession of Simulacra” 366). As Baudrillard famously argues, what people 

increasingly consume are signs and representations: “There is no longer any 

critical and speculative distance between the real and the rational. There is no 

longer really even any projection of models in the real… the real is hyperrealized. 

Neither realized nor idealized: but hyperrealized” (Simulacres et Simulation 83). 

According to this opinion, overproduction of images, signs, and messages provide 

the basis for the simulated world. Simulation is a process whereby a 

representation of something real comes to replace the thing being represented. The 

media is a simulation. Baudrillard thus challenges the basic premise that the 

original is distinct from the copy.  

All are simulations—shadows without origins. “THE MOST 
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PHOTOGRAPHED BARN IN AMERICA” in Don DeLillo’s White Noise is a 

literary example of the loss of the actual: “What was the barn like before it was 

photographed? …What did it look like, how was it different from the other barns, 

how was it similar to other barns? We can’t answer these questions because we’ve 

read the signs, seen the people snapping the picture. We can’t get outside the aura. 

We’re part of the aura. We’re here, we’re now” (13). Tourists photograph the barn 

so many times that the experience and knowledge of the barn exists in repeated 

representations. The “barn” is not the barn in concrete reality but is governed by 

the overtly representational. The image that is more interesting than the original 

becomes the original. The barn is not just an image of what it represents, but also 

of a cultural perspective. As such, the simulation is not a fake but a mere copy of 

something real and has a power and meaning that in many ways exceeds that of 

the real—the simulation is a “hyper-real” experience. Hyperreality becomes the 

dominant way of experiencing and understanding the world that subjects cannot 

distinguish as actual occurrence outside the representation that conveys it, and 

therefore, nothing is fake or real. The hyperreal produces a society of models and 

signs, surfaces and performances, flatness and depthlessness. 

In Glamorama, Ellis once again intentionally withholds from the reader a 

linear, ordinary, realistic description of characters or events. His abandonment of 

conventional artistic coherence reflects his criticism on the superficiality and 

futility of general American culture and the omnipresence of the media in 

contemporary society. The visible world of representations, such as films, 
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advertisements, and television programs, abolishes the distinction between 

“authentic individual existence,” the affirmation by the human mind of a domain 

of an authenticity and “inauthentic false consciousness,” the overtly fictional, and 

the representations (Connor 192). The images represented in the media determine 

what functions as a circulation of signs rather than a correspondence between 

signs and actual objects. As we are groundless for ultimate values, the 

comprehension of one thing depends on infinite deferrals and ubiquitous deferents. 

The image takes over the realm generally known as real, thus eradicating the 

division between object and image on which the very notion of representation 

depends. 

Glamorama explores the easily manipulated nature of the image and its 

negative effects. The world of fashion produces and reproduces social images or 

signs. The characters, who are models, show great interest in the superficial 

deliveries of trivialities, such as name brands and products. Thus, Victor describes 

his model friends without depth or dimension:  

Chloe was born in 1970, a Pisces and a CAA client. Full lips, bone-thin, 

big breasts (implants), long muscular legs, high cheekbones, large blue 

eyes, flawless skin, straight nose, waistline of 23 inches, a smile that 

never becomes a smirk, a cellular phone bill that runs $1,200 a month, 

hates herself but probably shouldn’t. She was discovered dancing on the 

beach in Miami and has been half-naked in an Aerosmith video, in 

Playboy and twice over the cover of the Sports Illustrated swimwear 
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issue as well as on the cover of four hundred magazines. (32) 

Victor speaks the language of advertising detailed with brands and fashion 

concerning the things he owns or sees: 

In the bathroom there’s a poster of Diana Rigg in “The Avengers” and 

candles from 

Agnès b. and in the bedroom there’s a down comforter lying on a futon 

that was handcarved in a Japanese forest and the original poster for La 

Dolce Vita that Chloe gave me for my birthday hangs over it and in the 

closet in that bedroom is a black Paul Smith suit, a black turtleneck, 

jeans and white shirts, vests, an open-weave pullover sweater, a pair of 

brightly colored Hush Puppies, black desert boots. (184) 

Victor’s bodily dispositions, the way he articulates these visual details, and his 

choice of certain goods and certain patterns of consumption serve as a means of 

personal expression and social distinction. He is involved in the framework of 

building and maintaining an appearance of a style that is socially desirable. That 

framework is bound by a variety of brands. Lifestyle is a visual display, 

promoting the consumption of certain types of products. Commodities are no 

longer directly related to their utility of meeting the needs of individuals. 

Consumption is governed by images, representations, and signs.  

 In consumer society, objects are not purchased to be used. Baudrillard 

provides a detailed analysis:  

Within ‘consumer society,’ the notion of status, as the criterion which 
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defines social being, tends increasingly to simplify and to coincide with 

the notion of social standing.’ Yet ‘social standing’ is also measured in 

relation to power, authority and responsibility. But in fact: There is no 

real responsibility without a Rolex watch! Advertising refers explicitly 

to the object as a necessary criterion: You will be judged on – An 

elegant woman is recognized by – etc. Undoubtedly objects have always 

constituted a system of recognition (repérage), but in conjunction, and 

often in addition to other systems (gestural, ritual, ceremonial, language, 

birth status, code of moral values, etc). What is specific to our society is 

that other systems of recognition (reconnaissance) are progressively 

withdrawing, primarily to the advantage of the code of ‘social standing.’ 

(19) 

Consumers do not consume things but rather signs, which are arbitrary (or 

symbolic) social values. For example, the purchase of consumer goods becomes 

an investment in a status claim. As Mike Featherstone points out, consumption in 

postmodern capitalist societies “must not be understood as the consumption of 

use-values, a material utility, but primarily as the consumption of signs” (85). The 

content of any sign appears to point to a referent, but in fact it is not one. For 

Baudrillard, the referent of a sign may become the signified or signifier of another 

sign. When consumers purchase goods, they are induced to believe that the 

owning of that good is equivalent to obtaining its signification(s). However, the 

significations do not have a solid standing, as they are nothing more or less than a 
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bundle of characteristics. Therefore, people relate to the significations in a state of 

permanent fluidity, because they are structured by systems of abstract, arbitrary 

values.  

Ellis concerns himself with how the superficiality of pervasive media culture 

annihilates one’s subjectivity. By placing Victor in the fashion and photography 

world, Ellis demonstrates how extreme obsession with looks can be harmful to 

individuality. An affluent lifestyle represents the emptiness of contemporary life, a 

world that contains no interiority— no experience of a true sense of self beyond 

accessible surfaces. In the same way, Chuck Palahniuk writes about the theme of 

physical appearance in fashion modeling in Invisible Monsters. Narrator, Shanon 

McFarland, a former model, describes the attention any model presents to cameras: 

“it’s eerie… but what’s happening is the folks are staring at themselves in the 

monitor staring at themselves in the monitor, on and on, completely trapped in a 

reality loop that never ends” (118). The layers of narcissism and hunger for 

attention trap the models in the deceptive reflections, and they mistake shadows 

for reality. 

Identity remains empty, without reference and without object. “I” is the sign, 

being no fixed or absolute position on which to have or to exert the power. The 

models in Glamorama seem to occupy positions of prestige since they enjoy fame 

and luxury. However, this prestige is vaguely based on appearance value. The 

world in which Victor and his friends dwell is where signs and objects 

communicate: 
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Yesterday I wanted to fuck about twenty different strangers. Just girls, 

just people on the street. This one girl—the only one who hadn’t seen 

the 600SEL, who couldn’t tell Versace from the Gap, who didn’t even 

glance at the Patek Philippe—’ […] ‘That’s a watch you might never 

own. Anyway, she’s the only one who would talk to me. . . Needless to 

say, it was a mildly scary, humiliating moment. It actually bordered on 

the horrific, but I moved through it… Could I actually not be in vogue? 

I panicked, man. I felt… old. (45) 

The conversation further reveals a perspective that people’s identities are 

replaceable and that consumer objectification affects human relations and that 

society is obsessed by image and status. The model must enter the world of 

publicity and become material for the mass media for popularity. He or she is in 

fact ephemeral, a caricature that sheds its own subjectivity and individuality. 

Although people who conform to and approve of image-driven culture enjoy 

glamorous lives, the obtained pleasure is troubled when they allow themselves to 

be manipulated by the media in the name of trendiness. The characters present a 

system of meaning and communication, of social hierarchy and distinction 

defined by commodification.  

The fashion industry homogenizes differences and presents coercive models 

on bodies, pleasures, and onotologies. Victor states at a fashion show that he lives 

in a world where “all the guys basically look the same: cute head…. Great body, 

high hair, chiseled lips, cutting edge, naughty, or however you want us” (58). This 
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observation translates later in the novel to the fragmentation of body parts blown 

up by terrorist bombs. Victor notes how his arm or his leg may appear 

independent of the rest of him; bodies become demonstrations in front of others. 

Throughout Glamorama, characters are identified by their physical similarities to 

famous models and actors: “you look just like Uma Thurman, baby” (8). Victor is 

habitually mistaken for actor Skeet Ulrich and actually misidentifies himself in 

images of Ulrich on several occasions. The fashion industry pulls in individuals 

and refigures them into homogenized products. Models, actors, and everyone, 

really, could be famous, provided that one wears the right clothes, strikes the right 

poses, lets oneself be captured by cameras, resulting in obsession with status and 

style. Victor gets lost in a maze of hyperreality. Characters are created for photo 

sessions, are easily destroyed, and are replaced by others in the world of fashion 

modeling. Differentiation between existing celebrities and ordinary people who 

look like celebrities disintegrates. 

Victor as a model is a simulation of reality and the perfect tool for simulation, 

as this is the only possible mode of his existence. He repeatedly states, “The better 

you look, the more you see” (27), but to the contrary, the trajectory of the plot 

proves that he is blinded by his vanity. His adage is an irony. The title “model” 

has implications beyond a fashion mannequin who displays clothes to prospective 

buyers in the glossy magazines or audio-visual advertisements: a model can also 

be someone to imitate or to follow. This dissection presents the fact that models 

are possibly “a dummy subjected to humanity’s most debased and vicious 
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cruelties” (Blazer 177): they are actually constructs, shaped by the modeling 

industry to fit into any commercial purpose. They are mere copy of the consumer 

identities and lifestyles that have no reference outside their media representations. 

A model can be molded to a particular design or type and fashioned to create 

different versions of these designs. The images a model conveys can be altered. A 

model becomes a sign that contains no meaning within itself; it needs a medium to 

apply meaning to it. In this respect, a model becomes a character of fiction, in a 

way, since he can be assimilated to different notions, depending on who employs 

him.  

Ellis uses the duplication of characters to illustrate the ease with which 

human identity can be betrayed while altered and questioning what truth an 

individual can grasp. The world of Glamorama focuses on the unreality of images. 

The culture presented in Glamorama is visual: the images have a tremendous 

impact on how the characters understand and come to know each other and 

themselves. In the novel, computer-aided graphics are used to invent and re-invent 

images: “He enhances colors, adjusts tones, sharpens or softens images. Lips are 

digitally thickened, freckles removed, an ax is placed in someone’s outstretched 

hand, a BMW becomes a Jaguar which becomes a Mercedes which becomes a 

broom... he’s adding graininess, he’s erasing people, he’s inventing a new world, 

seamlessly” (357). The altered images present a discourse on digital simulacra. 

Images as simulacra refer to nothing outside themselves except the ideal 

dimension of reality, mimicking interaction with real objects. “Reality” is 
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manifested in terms of edited images, and then these images turn into “reality.” 

The nature and function of a photograph/image as representation encourages 

people to believe that the edited images are somehow more real.  

The new image invented is capable of changing the past and the future, 

providing evidence for the events that have not actually taken place. The 

postmodern world, with digital imaging, photos and videos can be altered or 

created completely, leaves one to question, what reality is. According to Kevin 

Robins, “through the techniques of electronic montage and manipulation, what 

once was trusted as ‘pictures of reality’ can now be seamlessly, and undetectably, 

edited, and altered” (41). The manipulability of images blurs the boundaries 

between fact and fiction. The erasure of the boundaries between image and reality 

creates a fictional space in which everything is doubtful and revolves around the 

notion of emptiness. Exchangeable personalities also figure prominently in 

Glamorama. The characters’ individualities are threatened, and they can easily be 

replaced by someone or something else. The novel contains many figures who 

duplicate each other, including Christian Bale, the actor playing the role of Patrick 

Bateman in the film version of American Psycho—“A brief interior shot of me 

eating a late lunch and in this shot the Christian Bale guy walks past me but I 

don’t notice” (318)—and a look-alike that is most probably an in-joke reference to 

the film. This also suggests that Victor finds himself in the same mise-en-abyme. 

Three groups of characters revolve around Victor: The first includes those who are 

models living in New York and having relationships with Victor. The second 
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group includes those models-turned-terrorists under the guise of well-known 

supermodels, the ones that frame Victor using computer-generated false images of 

the torture and death of a diplomat’s son. The third group of characters comprises 

those working for Victor’s senator-father, who himself wants to have his son 

replaced to save himself from any family embarrassment, in a presidential bid. All 

of these characters’ identities remain blurred: one of the models-turned-terrorists, 

Jamie Fields, claims that “I’m… not… Jamie Fields” (426) before her death. It is 

ambiguous whether the characters are themselves or only substitutes—characters 

of the characters. Glamorama ironically concludes with a reformed Victor Ward 

“re-reading Dostoyevsky” (446), considering a law school career and wearing “a 

Brooks Brothers suit” (475). This reformed Victor becomes a substitute for the 

previous Victor, who is detained in a hotel in Milan. Like any commodity, Victor 

can be discarded in favor of a newer, improved version of him who cheerfully 

adopts his old girlfriends, attends law school, and does not interfere with his 

father’s career. This is quite disturbing for the reader, since the substitutes have 

the same names, exhibit the same attitudes, look like the “originals”, and are not 

regarded as different.  

Glamorama provides insight into a culture’s desires and obsession with 

appearances, consumption, and celebrity. By reducing his main character to a 

mere flat image of himself, Ellis looks into the cultures of fashion and celebrity in 

the West. He exposes the absurdity of fashion, the consumption of fashionable 

articles, and the hazardous potential of mass media. Protagonist Victor seems to 
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be unable to discover tangible truth. It is impossible to tell whether characters are 

real, whether a character is in a real scenario, or whether that scenario has been 

rehearsed, scripted, and staged throughout the work. Glamorama is a text that is 

difficult to understand fully because of the way in which the narration opens up 

several possible explanations without providing a “real” one. Ellis leaves the 

reader in bewilderment by presenting a reality that is no longer real, but hyperreal. 

He also exposes the reader to vulnerability as victims in a society where image 

gains ever-growing importance.  
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 Breaking the First Rule: Talking About Fight Club 

Chuck Palahniuk’s first novel, Fight Club (1996), portrays a stereotypical 

outlet for young heterosexual masculine subjects: a club in which members share 

their anxieties and disappointments, search for social belongingness, and fight to 

forget the insignificance of their lives. Like Bret Easton Ellis, Palahniuk pushes 

the material transcription of all values to its extreme consequences in his narrative 

world. He exposes the myth of white male power and challenges the violent 

exploitation perpetrated by consumer culture. The world of reality is that of 

hyperreality; the exponential growth of technology, the media system, and the 

flow of information would have obliterated any remaining naturalness of the 

world, if there were any. Simultaneously, every portion of reality is 

overdetermined with an accumulation of signs of media without reference; 

computer data and digital images without anchoring analog would eventually 

make the simulacra of reality the only reality attainable. Moreover, society has 

overvalued capitalism and class divisions at the expense of abandoning the 

emphasis on a fundamental sense of authenticity. The society is rendered to 

absurdity and superficiality. The characters in Fight Club attempt to break free 

from the constraints of conformity in order to find their real selves and regain 

“freedom” through self-destruction and self-punishment. The recurring motif of 

stepping down is prominent in the “fighting” journey. Fight Club addresses the 

struggle of this individual against conformity. Yet the struggle is ideological. 
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This is How the Story Goes. Maybe.  

The fictionality of the story lies in how the narrator presents and arranges the 

events. Palahniuk refrains from inserting a trusting authority into the narrative. The 

nameless narrator introduces Tyler in the beginning of his narrative, describing 

himself and Tyler as best friends. The narrator explains why he knows that there is 

a bomb in the building by saying, “I know this because Tyler knows this” (7). Jesse 

Kavadlo points out that readers like Giroux “substitute what the novel depicts for 

what they ultimately prescribe” (10-11). The reader gets to follow the story of “I” 

from the beginning. During the countdown to the explosion, the narrator tells the 

story of how the three people’s lives and fate came to be crossed: “Seven minutes. 

At the top on top of the Parker-Morris building with Tyler’s gun in my mouth.... 

three blocks down the street the demolition team watches the clock, I know all of 

this: the gun, the anarchy, the explosion is really about Marla Singer. Six minutes. 

We have sort of a triangle thing going here. I want Tyler. Tyler wants Marla. 

Marla wants me” (14). Tyler in a way introduces the plot, and the narrator decides 

to reproduce the story. The reader eventually comes to a point at which Tyler and 

the narrator are the same person. In the end of the book, the narrator wakes up in a 

place that he refers to as “Heaven,” but the descriptions of the scenarios refer to a 

hospital.  

Throughout the narrative, the reader follows the retrospection of the narrator. 

He reveals the story in reverse order, but the reader only realizes it after finishing 
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the reading. The protagonist is on the top floor of the Parker-Morris Building with 

Tyler pointing a gun into his mouth. The narrator hints that he and Tyler will die 

anyway, as “the building [in which they’re] standing won’t be there in ten minutes” 

(12). Before his death, he figures he should tell the story about how he came to 

meet the two most important people in his life, Tyler Durden and Marla Singer. 

Being the recall campaign coordinator of a car company, the narrator 

describes himself as a man who follows rules and “go to meetings [his] boss 

doesn’t want to attend” (30). He suffers from insomnia, which later turns out to be 

a symptom of split personality. The narrator visits a doctor who says that 

insomnia is an indication of something larger. The nameless character begins to 

participate in support groups for different types of cancer to seek comfort for his 

sleepless nights and to “see the real pain” (19). In the testicular cancer support 

group, he meets Bob, who offers the narrator big arms so he can cry and relax. 

Then in comes the story of a woman, Marla Singer, who starts attending the same 

support groups as the narrator does, leaving him uncomfortable with his own lies. 

Neither does Marla not suffer from any cancer, her lies mirror his; thus, his single 

location for relaxation is ruined.  

 The narrator then meets the “perfect” Tyler Durden. During his vacation on a 

beach, he sees Tyler putting driftwood logs in the sand making the shadow of a 

giant hand: “The giant shadow hand was perfect for one minute, and for one 

perfect minute Tyler had sat in the palm of a perfection he’d created himself.… 

One minute was enough, Tyler said, a person had to work hard for it, but a minute 
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of perfection was worth the effort” (33). When the narrator returns home, he finds 

that his apartment has been blown up. All he has are the things he has with him in 

the suitcase on his business trips. The narrator describes how he rings Tyler and 

asks if he will save the narrator from this life. Tyler says he may move in with 

him on one condition: that the narrator fights him. This is the start of a journey in 

“reaching the bottom,” which serves as a motif of the story. The result of the fight 

gives rise to the start of fight club, where a group of men dissatisfied with life 

seek support.  

  Fight club provides an outlet for men to meet in the evenings and fight. 

There are rules for fight clubbers to follow, and the most important is that nobody 

talks about fight club. However, the club grows. Tyler decides to take the club to 

the next step, as he names it “Project Mayhem.” Tyler takes control of the project 

with the goal to “teach each man in the project that he had the power to control 

history” (122), ultimately to crush the current capital kingdom and commercial 

system. Men who are part of the project are recruited as an army and to follow 

Tyler’s orders. While trying to stop Tyler, the narrator discovers that he himself is 

Tyler. The figure of Tyler is the representation of all that the narrator would like 

to be. The reader then finds himself once again in the present, which concludes 

with the narrator's choice to shoot himself and thus Tyler. He goes to “heaven,” 

which appears to be a psychiatric ward where he finally gets to sleep. 

Fight Club did not receive much attention when it was published in 1996. 

The novel won more fans when David Fincher adapted it for film, with Brad Pitt 
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and Edward Norton assuming the leading roles in 1999. It is ironic that the two 

starring actors are famous and high-paid movie celebrities, while the novel carries 

an anti-capitalist message. The novel Fight Club presents an image-obsessed 

society dominated by consumer capital. Its nameless character struggles to escape 

his boring life marked by compulsive consumption and insomnia caused by his 

frequent business travel. In his world, materialism and commodity fetishism 

dominate the contemporary. People are defined by commodity desires. The result 

is a crisis of self-meaning. Palahniuk illustrates and attacks the consumer culture 

in which the twentieth century masculine subjects exist. At the same time, he rails 

against conformity in culture and counterculture.  

Fight Club depicts a world where humans are seen as varying worth based 

upon their purchasing power. The narrator lives in a world abundant with 

information and products. There are many name brand products in his 

condominium, and he feels compelled to relate to these products in a way that 

allows them to define him as a person, and to show that he belongs to a certain 

social group. He demonstrates the name-branding of his acquisitions as he lists 

what was destroyed when his condominium blew up: “We all have the same 

Johanneshov armchair in the Strinne green stripe pattern. Mine fell fifteen stories, 

burning, into a fountain. We all have the same Rislampa/Har paper lamps made 

from wire and environmentally friendly unbleached paper. Mine are confetti. […] 

The Alle cutlery service. Stainless steel. Dishwasher safe. The Vild hall clock 

made of galvanized steel” (43).The use of “we all” show that there is a group out 
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there that regularly purchases these particular brands and that it is a group that 

part of the narrator strives to belong to. There is something that this group feels 

these products say about them and they identify with what it means to be 

“environmentally friendly” or to be made of “stainless steel.” These products are 

just a part of the commodified society in which the narrator finds himself. There is 

such an abundance of “things” going on around him at all times that he feels 

overwhelmed and speaks about his helplessness in the midst of them by saying, 

“The things you used to own, now they own you” (44). The narrator takes on the 

society which is so fixated on itemizing things that it makes him feel insignificant 

and undifferentiated from all the other “things” around him.  

The narrator’s tendency to perceive human life in an objectified and 

dehumanizing way is mostly obviously illustrated by the way he frequently refers 

to parts of his body in the third-person, as though they are detached from him and 

belong to someone else. He finds a series of articles in Reader’s Digest in which 

human organs talk about themselves in the first person. Rather than describing 

situations in terms of his thoughts or emotions, he equips about “Joe’s broken 

heart, shrinking grin, cold sweat, pit of stomach, raging bile duct, grinding teeth, 

inflamed flaring nostrils, clenching bowels, and blood boiling rage.” In addition, 

because of his constant business travel, he routinely refers to himself as the 

objects as the objects in his suitcase (41). His references to parts of himself as 

“Joe’s parts,” as well as his refusal to ever give his real name, only to symbolize 

his self-objectification and detachment from his own body.  
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“The first rule about fight club is you don’t talk about fight club” (48)—this 

is how the male-only underground fight club is introduced to new members in the 

novel. The phrase gains popularity after Brad Pitt utters it with attitude in the film 

version of the novel. Palahniuk himself admits in his collection of non-fiction 

works, Stranger Than Fiction: True Stories, that the movie brings his work and 

himself to an unexpected fame: “All those years you write and write. You sit in 

the dark and say, someday. A book contract. A jacket photo. A book tour. A 

Hollywood movie. And someday you get them, and it’s not how you planned” 

(205). People begin to make references to Fight Club in their criticism of 

American consumer society. It is interesting to note that the discussion of the 

novel occurs not only in academia but also among fans of Palahniuk. The fanbase 

is characterized by a strong presence in the virtual world on forums and blogs. 

The most important of these is the official blog of the author, “The Cult” which is 

created by fans and is still maintained by them. Clearly, the first rule has been 

broken.  

Although Fight Club is the most popular novel, it receives vast criticism. 

Murat Goc labels contemporary authors, such as Bret Easton Ellis, Douglas 

Coupland, and Chuck Palahniuk as “the writers of a new lost generation or with a 

more popular term, Generation X writers” (par. 1). Their writings are described as 

flat and affectionless, addressing all aspects of contemporary urban life, such as 

crime, sex, drugs, excessive consumption, and inner-city decay. Some critics 

mostly argue about the idea of masculinity and how it is manifested in the novel. 
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In Fight Club, the nameless narrator is a single, white, male, urban professional. In 

order to free himself from the constraints of daily life, he realizes that drastic 

changes are necessary. He realizes that the self-help groups he has been attending is 

a start—“losing all hope was freedom” (22)—but they are not the answer. He gets 

to his solution saying, “It used to be enough that when I came home angry and 

knowing that my life wasn’t toeing my five-year-plan, I could clean my 

condominium or detail my car. Someday I’d be dead without a scar and there would 

be a really nice condo and car. Really, really nice, until the dust settled on the next 

owner. Nothing is static. Even the Mona Lisa is falling apart. Since fight club, I can 

wiggle half the teeth in my jaw. Maybe self-improvement isn’t the answer […] 

Maybe self-destruction is the answer” (49). He and Tyler establish an underground 

secret boxing club, a fight club for men only. Those who participate in the club 

enjoy fistfighting as a means to escape their alienating work lives. Fight clubbers 

advocate fistfighting to satisfy their desires to experience something real when 

modern males’ individualities are destroyed under modern consumer lifestyles.  

The idea of fistfighting as a form of self-affirmation aroused controversy. 

Henry Giroux interprets Fight Club from an educational perspective and argues 

that it fails to address the important social ills as economic, political and social 

problems, and capitalism and reduces them to the crisis of masculinity: “Fight 

Club has nothing substantive to say about the structural violence of 

unemployment, job insecurity, cuts in public spending, and the destruction of 

institutions capable of defending social provisions and the public good” (9). 



 
 

185 
 

Giroux believes that Fight Club only reproduces the same problem, as it 

trivializes the social problems “within a stylized aesthetics that revels in irony, 

cynicism, and excessive violence” (12). However, masculinity has disappeared in 

consumer society, and males have become domesticated, passive, and soft and 

have lost their masculinity.  

Cultural conformity discourages “deviant” behaviors and the illusion of 

“freedom” of choice is perpetuated, though in actuality people are only 

encouraged to choose from the options presented to them. As a result, aggression 

in the form of rebellion is punished. Arthur Redding explains, 

“violence—occasionally subsumed under bureaucracy or ideology, under 

economic, gender, and class configurations, or under the micro-politics of 

power—forms an integral, vitiating ground of any dynamic system whose 

purported equilibrium is merely a pretense” (3). Therefore, violence is explained 

as a result of hegemony rather than as a result of social deviance. 

Some criticize that Palahniuk glorifies a return to primal masculine values in 

an attempt to replace the feeling of loss created by a consumerist, white-collar 

lifestyle. Tyler appears to function as the paternal figure who liberates masculine 

subjects from consumer culture. He is cold and invisible. Kevin Alexander Boon 

argues that the violence in Fight Club “is a longing for the father, the source of 

masculine legacy. Fight club and Project Mayhem seek to recapture the function of 

the father as the primary male mentor and model for manhood” (273). Boon 

continues that Fight Club exposes these contradictions that make masculinity 
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obscure and elusive, which in turn encourages men to seek out a traditional and 

nostalgic anachronistic male ideal. Similarly, Henry Giroux sees the novel as 

“defin[ing] the violence of capitalism almost exclusively in terms of an attack on 

traditional (if not to say regressive) notions of masculinity, and in doing so 

reinscrib[ing] white heterosexuality within a dominant logic of stylized brutality 

and male bonding that appears to be predicated on the need to denigrate, and to 

wage war against, all that is feminine” (5). The club does at first appear to be a 

place where men sustain places within a hierarchy while securing the very 

hierarchy that assures this place. In other words, when Fight Club is read as a 

misogynist rant cloaked in a critique of consumer capitalism, such criticism merely 

takes the surface value of the novel. In Fight Club, the meaning of the title “father” 

is by no means inevitable or natural. Palahniuk, nevertheless, examines a 

paradoxical cultural environment that praises the aggressive men while also 

degrading their aggressive impulses. 

Male subjectivity is fragmentary. The narrator and Tyler speak about their 

fathers in emotionally disconnected ways. “What you see at fight club is a 

generation of men raised by women” (50). As the narrator continues, “My father 

never went to college so it was really important I go to college. After college, I 

called him long distance and said, now what? My dad didn’t know. When I got a 

job and turned twenty-five, long distance, I said, now what? My dad didn’t know, 

so he said, get married” (50-51). The question is not of an emasculating mother, but 

of an absent father. The narrator’s statement conveys men’s shame and guilt for 



 
 

187 
 

failing to meet their responsibilities as family breadwinners. The critique by these 

sons declares the boundaries of acceptable behaviors at men themselves. The felt 

incompleteness of the male characterization in Fight Club translates into the 

failures of characters’ fathers when faced with the social duty of fulfilling their own 

roles as fathers and providers within the traditional family unit. When the fathers 

escape the social demands of paternity, the sons realise that men are indeed the 

gendered others who fail to fulfil social expectations. Joining fight club indicates a 

misogynistic flight from the women who surround them.  

Nevertheless, far from criticizing masculine subjects for their shortcomings in 

Fight Club, Palahniuk questions the hegemonic discourse that sets up the standard 

of masculine perfection in comparison to which the subjects define their individual 

identities, sometimes at great personal cost: “If you’re male and Christian and 

living in America, your father is your model for God. And if you never know your 

father, if your father bails out or is never at home, what do you believe about God?” 

(141) Hegemonic masculinity, according to Raewyn Connell, is the most dominant 

form of masculinity (white, middle-class, heterosexual), defined in relation to 

femininity and subordinated masculinities. When masculine subjects are unable to 

fulfil their obligations of fatherhood, the “father” is no longer the exemplar and 

embodiment of the social ideal. As Cynthia Kuhn states, masculine subjects “have 

been left to deal with the consequences of paternal sin—i.e., abandonment—and 

feeling lost is the figurative ancestral curse” (38). The “father” then becomes a mere 

decorative motif—seated front and center but framed by mouldings. The father who 
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could not or would not fulfil his responsibilities to the institutions of family is 

socially regarded as a deviant. Built upon the absence of their fathers, the masculine 

subjects share a shame-based experience. 

The feelings of inadequacy of the characters in the novel are generated as 

their identifications with paternal figures are condemned. Patriarchal power based 

on breadwinning is no longer the source of individual power and privilege but the 

source of pain and alienation. Barbara Ehrenreich analyses formidable social 

changes in masculine values. According to her ideas, males no longer need 

females to define their status under consumerism: “if you want to express your 

status in the world, you do not need a woman to furnish a house for you, or to 

otherwise establish that you are affluent and discriminating in your tastes” (288). 

The implication is that the decline of patriarch no longer bounds two genders with 

economic necessity. What a male needs is reassurance from his female counterpart. 

In Fight Club, the only female character, Marla Singer, serves as the spirit support 

to the nameless character. Palahniuk shows that masculinity therefore depends not 

on the rejection of femininity as the “other” but on the rejection of its inherited 

claims of naturalness and privileges. 

 The dominant metaphor for the underground fight club is a resistance to the 

entrapment in a preexisting patriarchal discourse about masculine identity. The 

patriarchal discourse refers to the privileging and power of men through the 

institution of the family, where the father is regarded as the provider and leader. 

Forming a family, as the narrator comments, is like “start[ing] up a franchise” 
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(Ellis 50)—the entire model is established. Although the respective functions of 

men and women in marriages are determined by an exclusively masculine 

discourse, the masculine subjects depend on females to define their roles for them. 

Otherwise, they depend on macho apparatuses to prove manhood to other men. 

Masculinity is not secured and closure, but as a lack which needs others to 

complete itself. When the male characters indulge themselves in fight club, a 

gender identity based on self-destruction and self-sacrifice is hence formed in 

response to the loss, lack, and prohibition in the hegemonic system.  

The “Resistance” 

Consumerism is criticized with special attention as the equivalent of 

consumerism to material happiness makes contemporary masculine subjects sick 

minded. There is the repetition of material not-ness in the novel: “You’re not how 

much money you’ve got in the bank. You’re not your job” (143). Commodities 

redefine what we think we need. Consumption is bounded by individual 

preferences. Individual preferences express not the need for goods but the 

collection of product characteristics and the status it implies. However, the 

characteristics of goods change quickly and continuously. The desires through 

which individuals relate to the goods must also be in a state of permanent fluidity, 

so we can never be satisfied. To illustrate this idea, Palahniuk creates the 

schizophrenic narrator as a white middle-class financially comfortable professional 

instead of a poor working-class nobody. The narrator represents the everyman of 
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contemporary culture, like “so many others, [he] had become a slave to the [IKEA] 

nesting instinct” (43). He tries to identify himself through the commercial brand 

name products he consumes by flipping through catalogues and wondering what 

furniture defines him. Indeed, he fails to find the essential nature and meaning of 

his life. Consumption is not based on the value in the use of the consumed object 

but the symbolic value of the object. In other words, the narrator does not have an 

authentic subjectivity; he is caged physically and psychologically. He is enslaved 

by consumer culture, which results in his painfully ruptured consciousness, which 

is signified by his insomnia.  

Consumption turns into not only uniformity, but conformity through which 

people are trained to obey the rules of the market. The formulaic pattern of selling 

and spending neutralizes differences. Palahniuk expresses the dominance of 

capitalist consumption in his novel Lullaby: “The way you can go to Paris or 

Beijing… and everywhere there’s a McDonald’s hamburger, this is the ecological 

equivalent of franchised life-forms. Every place is the same place. Kudzu. Zebra 

mussels. Water hyacinths. Starlings. Burger Kings. The local natives, anything 

unique gets squeezed out. The only biodiversity we’re going to have left is Coke 

versus Pepsi” (107). In modern society, consumers are overloaded with 

homogenized products that trivialize their needs, reducing them to one collective 

being. Therefore, the narrator in Fight Club may never truly exist when his passion 

and sincere emotions are weakened by materialism. Consumption is the condition 

of his identity, his very reason for being. He suffers from insomnia, which numbs 
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him from having genuine feelings, and he constantly dwells in a state between sleep 

and consciousness. Sleep is often associated with death; e.g., the narrator describes 

himself as “dead… without sleep” for three weeks (19). He lives as the “living dead” 

because he succumbs to his confinement when he conforms willingly (or 

unconsciously) to society: As Louis Althusser notes, people are “always-already 

subjects” in the structure of ideology.  

For Althusser, “ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals 

to their real conditions of existence” (123). He revises the Marxist definition of 

ideology as false consciousness and elaborates further on the notion of ideology as 

the medium through which people find significance in everyday experience. 

People inhibit the ideologies that apparatuses generate. They are profoundly living 

in an unconscious phenomenon: they are instilled the habits in modern society, such 

as showing up at school or to the office day after day without question and without 

conscious appropriation. In this sense, the narrator is not conscious of his real self 

and lives under the influence of society, a dominant social order. Under conformity, 

he is not a free, unique individual, but among “the dead” in society. He is a 

living-dead being, for he wastes his time on the disillusioned self—a self with no 

essential values structured by consumer goods. Knowing that escape from 

material and commercial culture seems impossible, the narrator expresses great 

disappointment in himself. 

The narrator seeks to regain free will to bring a change to his existence as a 

consumerist victim. Chief Bromden, the narrator in the psychiatric ward in Ken 
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Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, states: “What the Combines are – for 

most of us – are machines with flaws inside that can’t be repaired, flaws born in, 

or flaws beat in over so many years of the guy running head-on into solid things 

that by the time the hospital found him he was bleeding rust in some vacant lot” 

(14). Individuals are small machines controlled by the large, inflexible machine, 

the Combine—the Chief’s term for the repressive forces of society. In the 

Combine, the white middle-class masculine subjects are stripped of their 

individuality to the point at which everybody and everything looks and acts alike. 

The subjects struggle for “freedom” by fighting against their conformity to social 

expectations. In this sense, “freedom” is materialized. “Freedom” is often used to 

refer to a person who can choose a particular option or act according to one’s own 

choices. “Freedom,” however, becomes the property, materials of humans, 

depending on the actions performed by humans, in purely functional terms. 

Having the freedom to do what one wants is not a sufficient condition of having 

free will. Making choices among options only implicates that one is the victim 

under a form of pressure or coercion, the imposing restriction on behaviour. 

“Freedom” becomes the internalization of individual rights based on material 

objects. “Freedom” includes the institutional shaping and education of one’s 

desires.  

The meaning of “freedom” that the male characters quest for is in the sense 

of self-determination. However, “the individual” is merely raw material for 

“power” to work its will upon. In “The Subject and Power,” Foucault argues that 
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the subject is not an invariant, universal, and transcendental essence but the 

historical modes of beings. In this sense, the subject is a mode of 

subjectivation—the government of one self—mainly created in relations with the 

devices of knowledge and power. The subject is produced from the interiorization 

of knowledge of his time and discourses of truth while such power puts into 

circulation and various social practices that govern his behaviors. Subjectivation 

is the exercise of knowledge power (785). According to Foucault,  

This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which 

categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches 

him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must 

recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of 

power which makes individuals subjects. There are two meanings of the 

word subject: subject to someone else by control and dependence, and 

tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both 

meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes subject 

to. (774) 

This does not mean that the subject is merely a reflection or puppet structure or 

device. The subject acquires empirical knowledge through a culture that gives him 

the power to build the identity, for example, to perform in a certain way to 

achieve a normative social status. This performance in turn creates a “docile” 

body that acts as a signifier of this power and knowledge. However, the subject is 

not a mere puppet of ideological structure. The subject is complex and constantly 
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restructuring. When the mode of subjection is the subject’s relation to the power, 

the mode of subjectivation does not reflect social practices, but it is the operation 

of power on oneself. There is no fixed mechanical structure, but rather, a set of 

indefinitely determined multiplicities in which there is always something that 

resists the determination—lines of flight, as suggested by Gilles Deleuze. 

 To elaborate on Foucault’s idea of subjectivity, Deleuze implies that 

individuals or communities can build their own ways of life outside powers. 

However, it is simply another territory of living instead of a place of “freedom” 

from power relations: “however terrible this line [of the outside] may be, it is a 

line of life that can no longer be gauged by relations between forces, one that 

carries man beyond terror” (Deleuze 100). In the diagrams of our lives, Deleuze 

proposes that there exist some other lines through which the subject can bend and 

manipulate the lines to live on them. Deleuze’s idea raises the issue of a 

paradoxical tension between the determined and the undetermined. Both Foucault 

and Deleuze propose that the expression of “being” is related to power relations. 

For example, the body of a white, middle-class man is determined in relation to 

specific social meanings, such as “you are muscular,” and “you should be 

aggressive.” The body is drawn to a process of becoming within the web of power 

relations. As the subject is not a mere puppet, he develops a sense of awareness of 

this powerful web. Awareness may appear to create the possibility of the state of 

“freedom,” as the self-knowledge of power relations leads the subject from a 

determined state to an undetermined state. Self-knowledge gives the subject the 
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ability to recognize the possibility of resistance. Therefore, the socially docile 

body invested with self-knowledge becomes the site against the social norms and 

control that this very knowledge was intended to promote: “Suddenly what had 

made power strong becomes used to attack it. Power, after investing itself in the 

body, finds itself exposed to a counter-attack in the same body” (Foucault 56). 

The idea then lends itself to the following question: How far can the subject 

constitute the meaning of himself beyond the social significations after realizing 

the power enacted over the body?    

The conception of individuals who have the capacity to choose how they act 

through possessing free renders them susceptible to the “subjective entity” 

(MacDonald 5), which lays the dependence on the circumstances that lead to 

desires. Hegel explains that the will is free if “it refers to nothing but itself, and all 

dependence upon any other thing falls apart” (105). His conception of freedom 

consists of autonomy and self-sufficiency, which sources from the agent’s 

self-activity and sovereignty rather than the “dependence on a content and 

material given” (105) by anything external or alien. The autonomy of the will 

requires one not to avoid the act on the basis of external authority or given 

preferences, but rather the self-determining spirit and the exercise of reason for 

what the true will is. Such conception of genuine freedom seems to be idealistic 

for human beings to attain. Louis Althusser does not believe that people have 

direct access to true “freedom.” Although true freedom is in the objectivity of 

knowledge, knowledge cannot be realized from given facts or sense experiences. 
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Facts or experiences are structured by two major mechanisms—the “Repressive 

State Apparatuses” (RSAs), the visibly coercive force, and the “Ideological State 

Apparatuses” (ISAs), the social institutions—for ensuring that people as the 

state’s subjects are obedient to the rules of the state. If true freedom lies in the 

self-determining activity itself with responsibilities and obligations issuing from 

the free will itself, Althusser takes a further step challenging the notion that people 

are still obedient to social rules, with reliance on laws from the authority for 

discipline without a consciousness of challenging or revolting against the 

problems within system. The naturalness of individuals possessing a right to act 

on their own “autonomy” thus inspires doubt.  

Consumerism hails individuals into its ideological structure through, for 

example, addressing “you” personally in the commercials to make “you” believe 

you are what you own in the form of interpellation. As Zygmunt Bauman 

elaborates, the power of consumerism is all-encompassing such that individuals are 

powerless to resist the “the conquest, annexation and colonization of life by the 

commodity market” (Consuming Life 62). Consumer culture survives by selling 

products that promise uniqueness, and consumers are mired in private desires 

based on illusion and lies. The narrator in Fight Club mocks this phenomenon by 

saying, “people I know who used to sit in the bathroom with pornography, now they 

sit in the bathroom with their IKEA furniture catalogue” (43). Middle-class 

professionals seem to enjoy more “freedom” in the sense that they earn more 

choices to decide the life they desire, but it also means more anxiety (i.e. more 
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confinement) about what to choose on the aspect of materials. For example, they 

are indoctrinated by commercials to behave, dress, and talk in specific ways. 

Individual subjects no longer consume commodities to satisfy specific needs. 

However, they are coerced into conformity, reconstructing themselves in terms of 

the lifestyle associated with the consumption of certain commodities: “In our 

culture, we are all alike. No longer is white or black or rich anymore. We all have 

the same goal. As individuals we are nothing” (118). Under such circumstances, 

people are not real free beings, though they believe they make choices, use 

commodities, and make sense of what they do. They are controlled like their 

blue-collar counterparts. When success is defined as being the person who owns the 

most commodities, people who pursue it fall victim to a lust for commercial ideals, 

conspicuously displaying them as one’s worth. Not only are individuals’ real selves 

hindered, but also white-collar people’s masculinity is susceptible to feminization, 

as individual subjects have been emasculated by their modern life styles. They 

become passive and without ambition. The author seems to question free will and 

suggests that human existence can have no meaning or purpose because of the 

willingness to conform to material constraints. As such, individuals cannot live 

authentically. Dominant culture erases differences violently, thus people become a 

collective identity denied any agency, or signifying power.  

 Hegemonic ideology can govern a society to such an extent that ideologies 

become invisible and seem natural. Throughout Fight Club, the characters seem to 

seek to answer the implied recurring questions, “Who am I?” and “Where am I?” 
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The narrator uses Tyler as an escape from his paralysis and inability to enter into a 

new vision of life and the stagnation of contemporary systems of thought. The 

narrator shows his indifference in his description of his first support group meeting 

with cancer patients: “Chloe threw herself over me and wept.... I saw the minute 

hand on my watch, eleven laps. I wept not at my first support group meeting” (19). 

In this instance, he attempts to regain free will and the fullness of personhood 

through Tyler. The narrator and Tyler are two opposing figures that link 

consumerism and the longing for a more genuine and meaningful existence. On the 

one hand, the narrator represents a generation of men whose emotional lives are 

mediated through the allure of commodities and consumption seeking a break from 

the commodified boredom of everyday lives. On the other hand, Tyler, who 

represents strong masculinity and refuses the seduction of consumerism, is the 

savior of male identity and masculinity.  

Tyler establishes fight club and Project Mayhem to liberate the spirit of 

suffering masculine subjects by forcing them to confront and defeat physical pain. 

Tyler embodies the narrator’s desperate need of alternative values for a satisfying 

self, thus driving him to access his fundamental free will in the course of breaking 

down the dominant social structure. Tyler displays an outright cynicism towards 

official institutions. His perspective proffers a satirical view of dominant values and 

cultural norms. Fight club offers a space based upon the demise of authority, the 

hunger for breaking the routine of middle-class respectability. The basement is a 

substitute frontier for exploration that masculine adventurers seek in order to 
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confront the dullness and perceived feminizing domestication under the leading of 

heroic figure Tyler. In “Heroes, Metanarratives, and the Paradox Masculinity in 

Contemporary Western Culture,” Boon notes how “[hero figure] is injurious at the 

level of industrialized masculine identity” (304). Boon goes on to say, “The hero 

figure, as the ideal against which masculinity is judged, simultaneously denotes 

manhood and demotes male identity” (304). The members of Project Mayhem and 

fight club attempts to be a hero like Tyler. The hero-worship gives the masculine 

subjects an ideal to look up to, yet its mythic quality is constructed. The complete 

opposition between the narrator and his imagination of Tyler brings out the 

problem of the dichotomy between “being” and “not being” a man, if the notion of 

man really exists. In this sense, the underground club serves to give the solution to 

the problems of subjective construction of the males, and the confrontation, 

fighting, and scars serve as “rock bottom” ways for the masculine subjects to feel 

alive and to escape the problems created by the consumer society and the crisis 

generated by the distance virile formation of an idealized masculinity.  

Tyler is the nameless narrator’s “other” and his double who helps to construct 

and threatens to deconstruct. Palahniuk constructs a period of time spent outside 

“normal” consciousness and an underworld as a fight club, established in a 

basement in which the characters become entrapped, a world that implicitly 

remains there, even when they escape and return to everyday life that is superficial 

and boring. With the emergence of Tyler, the narrator creates a doubling kind of 

narrative, at once serious and frivolous, rational and disorderly. Tyler functions as 
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the looking glass. He represents the sense of identity that is individualistic, 

masculine, and rational: “Tyler is funny and charming and forceful and independent, 

and men look up to him and expect him to change their world. Tyler is capable and 

free, and I am not” (174). Forceful and anarchistic, Tyler is everything the narrator 

is not. Tyler represents the gaze and gives the narrator his sense of identity, or the 

narrator uses Tyler as the mirror through which to perceive himself through Tyler’s 

eyes. Either the narrator is trapped within the patriarchy on the side of social 

context, or he is trapped on the other side of the glass which is the underworld and 

the unconscious. The narrator lives in the shadow of Tyler, his split character, and 

the alternative image.  

The nameless narrator attributes certain values to other characters, placing 

the characters in categories; for example, he assigns Tyler to the role of “a 

generational spokesperson” (Kavadlo 8). However, as it turns out, Tyler is 

fictitious: “he is a fictional character, a hallucination, another kind of copy of a 

copy of a copy” (Kavadlo 8). Reproducing the story, the sleepless and nameless 

narrator creates Tyler, who is indeed his alternate, so as “to provide a vehicle for 

thinking philosophically about what it means to live a meaningful (or not so 

meaningful) life” (Zavodny 49). He is desperate to grasp the “truth” of existence, 

to fill his life with symbolic meaning, in the hope that the “unity” of the narrator 

is guaranteed in the symbolic acts of Tyler. By saying “I,” the narrator as the 

subject makes the performative gesture of self-positing. The real “me” is 

impossible, because “I” am not directly my body or even the content of mind but 



 
 

201 
 

constituted through a process of subjectivation. Through creating Tyler, the 

narrator re-signifies what he is and imagines being in terms of what he imagines 

will be in the practices regarding how he should be formed. In short, Tyler 

functions as the symbolic subjectivity of the narrator. He becomes actively 

situated in the process of subjectivation.  

The narrator and Tyler depend on each other for existence: Tyler does not 

exist without the narration, and the narrator’s voice does not exist without Tyler. 

When the narrator believes that he is abandoned by Tyler and left alone in this 

world, he starts searching for him. He realizes that he is nobody compared to Tyler, 

as he describes it himself, “I am Tyler’s mouth. I am Tyler’s hands” (132). The 

nameless narrator is unable to constitute “I” as an autonomic subject. Identity is 

the product of representations, and self-identity rests on the “community as being 

built on the basis of a commonly shared foundation of collective figures of speech” 

(Braidotti 105). Fight Club does more than elaborate on the specifics of white 

middle-class masculinity. Rather, Palahniuk uses male confusion and consumption 

as lenses through which to challenge the embodied experience in social 

constructed frames. The articulation is not just the experiences of middle-class 

masculine subjects, but also an interrogation of subjectivity’s foundational terms. 

Tyler’s domination or the space monkeys’ communal forms of identification and 

living is determined by performing a certain way, according to a certain set of 

assumptions. Palahniuk criticizes that “identity,” stating that it is always 

structured; it is the product of the structure that creates the definitions. 
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The process of resistance can become another practice of identifying what to 

do and what to be. The subject is immersed in two irreducible and inseparable 

orders: the essence and the historical-social, both through which the subject 

constitutes a world for himself in which the imaginary plays a central role. The 

subject imagines he can be someone different, and he re-interprets how he is 

related to others or social values. The imaginary is the significant construction of 

meanings. The imaginary represents the effort to construct meaning. Imaginary 

meanings are creators of discourses and practices from which the subject 

re-construct himself in the sense that he can find its existence. The resistance 

becomes another act of self re-location in relation to the established social 

practices. Consequently, from this perspective, the subject is not a transcendent 

being, but a being being, becoming always open to processes of subjectivity. 

 Identity is formed from the social imaginary significations through which the 

subject constructs meanings about himself. In an attempt to place themselves 

ideologically out of consumer culture, the narrator and members of fight club try to 

regain their authentic selves by rejecting the common values in the course of pain 

and destruction. Fight club is subversive in nature, as it “provides opportunities for 

adventures and heroism, like the battlefield… and a separate culture… whose 

unrefined or more ‘primitive’ virtues offer a tonic for a tired middle-class society” 

(Gandal 21). Masculine subjects gravitate towards bizarre, aggressive, and 

self-destructive behaviors to break free from conformity and return to their primal 

nature in fight club and Project Mayhem. The purpose of self-destruction is to 
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discover what lies beneath the aestheticized and commodified images of their 

bodies. They indulge in their animal maleness by beating each other violently as a 

way to reject social norms in a quest to forge authentic identities. Attempting to 

regain the meaning of life and identity through aggression and violence, they 

engage in violent fistfights, which (as opposed to consumption-based materials) 

gives them true feelings that are marked by bruise and blood. 

Fight club emphasises ritual and secrecy. In his afterword to the reprint of 

Fight Club, Palahniuk mentions that “the fighting wasn’t the important part of the 

story. What I needed were the rules” (213). Fight club is set up with rules: “The first 

rule about fight club is you don’t talk about fight club…. The second rule about 

fight club is you don’t talk about fight club…. That’s the third rule in fight club, 

when someone says stop, or goes limp, even if he’s just faking it, the fight is over… 

only two guys to a fight. One fight at a time. They fight without shirts or shoes. The 

fights go on as long as they have to. Those are the other rules of fight club… ‘And 

the seventh rule,’ Tyler yells, ‘is if this is your first night at fight club, you have to 

fight’” (48-50). The rules represent the institutionalisation of responsibilities. Fight 

club gives an alternative place where members can bond, ostensibly free from the 

demands of work, the social expectations. Fight club becomes a site for the 

expression of a physically ritualized masculinity—vigorous, active, and purposeful. 

In Freudian position, the muscular bodies exerting strength are “simply symbolic 

extensions of the penis and phallic mystique. But this is reductionist” (Jefferson 80). 

Fighting is typically treated as synonymous with aggression or violence, terms that 
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already encode the moral and definitional frame. The practice of fighting is in fact 

taken for granted as ritualised resource for “doing” masculinity: “When a guy 

comes to fight club for the first time, he looks like a white, soft loaf. Six months 

later, he’s carved in wood (45). In this vein, body and gender identity are tied 

together.  

Fistfighting is a way to destroy the body, a representation of an attempt to 

destruct the social practices written over the body. “To hit the bottom”: 

Self-destruction is a step against the beauty ideal. Bodies are marked, wounded, 

scarred, and beaten. Walter, the young man in the Microsoft demo with perfect 

teeth and skin and a perfect job, represents the social ideals that the narrator and 

the other members are fighting against: “Walter from Microsoft catches my eyes. 

Here’s a young guy with the perfect teeth and clear skin and the kind of job you 

bother to write the alumni magazine about getting” (55). In the form of 

fistfighting, the bodies are in the process of exploring alternatives to the dominant 

social values. Fight club’s leader, Tyler, recites the rules of fight club to keep 

members from making independent choices. He marks members with identical 

chemical burns to provide another form of structure and demand. Their bruised 

eyes and broken noses only produce a sense of group identity as those who are 

forbidden to talk about Project Mayhem, which demonstrates the loss of individual 

voice and free will. Members of Project Mayhem seem to be saved from capitalism, 

yet the irony is that fight club reproduces the same effect of enslavement by 

creating an illusion of “freedom”—a path of “freedom” out of the claustrophobic of 
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the consumerism ideology—through demands for strict self-discipline and 

self-punishment. The individual selves of the members become a corporate self. 

Members just transform their ways of conformity; they are “space monkeys” 

without subjectivity. 

The narrator and Tyler engage in dominant institutions to intervene, to 

change things: they urinate into bottles of expensive perfume in the hostess’s 

bathroom when they are banquet waiters—“I have passed an amount of urine into 

at least one of your many elegant fragrances” (82) or they “splice this frame of a 

lunging red penis or a yawning wet vagina close- up into another feature movie” 

(30). The process of rejection of destabilizing authority is manifested in the term 

“transgression.” This term assumes a sharp binary distinction between order and 

disorder, considering it necessary to find new ways of articulating the world. One 

major mission of Project Mayhem is to alter the conditions, asserting that nothing 

behaves in a stable, orderly way: “we wanted the blast the world free of history” 

(124). “History” is constructed by a canon of texts or ideas that are single and 

unified. The purpose of Project Mayhem appears to be seeking to destroy and to 

subvert any instituted orders: “The goal was to teach each man in the project that 

he had the power to control history” (122). However, the decision not to be 

passive agents of institutions or authorities are instituted or imposed when “each 

guy is trained to do one simple task perfectly” in Project Mayhem (130). In order 

to go beyond the limits of cultural specificity, space monkeys subvert any 

instituted orders. For example, they “went to the roof of the art museum and 
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snipered paint balls into the sculpture court reception” or “painted the blazing 

demon mask on the Hein Tower” (121). “Transgressive” acts are forcefully 

imposed as “the first rule about Project Mayhem, [which is] you don’t ask 

questions about Project Mayhem” (131).  

Ironically, transgression is only the pre-determined result of a system or a 

program. Space monkeys embody the performance in the other’s decisions. 

Breaking the system is the process of another identity formation and the 

establishment of another meaning. Thus, transgression is inherent in every 

institution, as Slavoj Žižek avers that, “our intellectual creativity can be “set free” 

only within the confines of some imposed notional framework in which, precisely, 

we are able to “move freely”—the lack of this imposed framework is necessarily 

experienced as an unbearable burden, since it compels us to focus constantly on 

how to respond to every particular empirical situation I which we find ourselves” 

(The Indivisible Remainder 25). Following Žižek, wounded bodies are the 

expressions of individualities, indicating the exclusion from the social embrace. 

However, “freedom” afforded by transgressing the authority is only a habit, a kind 

of mechanized response. In this process, the authority is only replaced. Therefore, 

it is not surprising that the subversive nature of fight club is converted into the 

militaristic system of Project Mayhem. In fight club, the act of wounding the body 

is a way of turning against oneself, to reject the “completeness” of oneself. In 

Project Mayhem, the marked bodies signify membership of a subversive culture, 
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indicating the inclusion in its symbolic (membership) embrace. The subject’s 

inherent reflexivity manifests itself, again, in attachments to forms of subjections.  

The male socialisation in fight club is as normalising and compulsory as 

practice as marriage: “there were seven fight clubs, and after that there were 

fifteen fight clubs, and after that, there were twenty-three fight clubs, and Tyler 

wanted more” (117). What is at stake here is the substitution of symbolic 

identification with another symbolic identification for an illusory mastery of being. 

The underground club is a substitute which gives masculine subjects the escape 

from their gender boundaries. When self-destruction is the purpose in fistfighting, 

aggressive male prowess only reveals the subject’s self-instability. Given the fact 

that capitalist development depersonalises work relations, the sense of belonging to 

the club is a reflection of the psychological rootlessness in men. The ritualized form 

of fistfighting or the homogenised form of dress creates the illusory comfort that the 

collective identity of their class and gender is a protective shield on which they can 

rely. The shield provides them with a defensive armor against being the objects of 

scrutiny. The six identical outfits that the narrator brings on his business trips give 

the appearance that his male professionalism is intact. Similarly, fight club, an 

underground world of physical assertion, for all its actual and symbolic power, is 

still structured around certain forms of social rituals and forms of 

self-representation. When masculine subjects express themselves during these 

rituals, they believe that such s form of self-representation works to secure 

identities. The symbolic power is both fragile and illusory when masculinity is 
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repeatedly articulated through work performances, commercial ideals, or repeated 

fistfights. With the narrator establishing fight club while sleep walking, Palahniuk 

seems to suggest that there are no essential qualities that a gender possesses that can 

confer upon it either rights or privileges.   

Some critics argue that the traditional fraternal brotherhood “was based as 

much upon a process of exclusion of solidarity: women and racial minorities and at 

times immigrants were barred from joining” (Clawson 175). In fact, Palahniuk 

ironically satirizes how the muscular body represents the body privilege continuum 

that is distinctly patterned by gender. Fistfighting is associated with fairgrounds, 

public spectacles, and brute force; the alleged bravery and physical prowess is 

promoted as a means of countering the lamentable effeminacy of modern men. 

However, engaging in fistfighting is not a simple form of self-expression. It 

involves a certain amount of playing rough, of acting out a rude and brutal 

subjectivity. The blood and pain are regarded as an alternative subjectivity that is 

not circumscribed by the trappings of social-coded masculinity. The sporting body, 

the body strained by the physical exertion, symbolizes a reassuringly tough and 

hard masculinity on which the modern franchised men depend. The practice of 

fighting signifies “a copy of a copy of a copy” (21) of masculinity. Identity is in flux; 

gender and sexuality are rendered to performances. The replicated masculinity 

demonstrates reliance upon hegemonic masculine ideals. The coping mechanism of 

copying behavior resists the stigma of failure but contributes to further alienation of 

the masculine subjects as masculine identity develops around specific value 
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systems in response to the social system of hegemonic masculinity.  

What alternative paradigms are available that masculine subjects might bring 

to bear on themselves? Fight Club features masculine subjects who are loners and 

misfits keeping themselves from attaching to the center. Subjects in fight club or 

Project Mayhem want to be separated from and free of the internal effects of 

external power as nonconformists, schizos, and nomads. Here, they become bound 

up in identity, in identification, in a community where they can be constructed as 

taking on a place and significance that is in stark contrast with consumerism. The 

idea of individualism as antiauthoritarian and unconventional becomes the new 

hegemony. Indeed, for Karl Marx, for example, hegemony serves to “legitimate or 

mask the real state of social relations” (Gurevitch 284).  

Hegemony is a false consciousness, a form of misrepresentation obscuring 

social contradiction, thus distorting reality, thus encouraging one’s willing 

participation in the capitalist exploitation to believe that the economic system is 

fair and offers equal opportunity. Hegemony is a means of maintaining social 

order without using force. Hegemony indicates dominance: “It is a shared sense of 

what things… of how people ought to act and how they for the most part do act in 

their everyday lives.… It captures our ordinary sense of what is proper and 

improper, polite and rude, fair as opposed to sleazy; in other words, it embraces 

the “unwritten” rules of manners, etiquette, and propriety we use for assessing our 

own action as well as the behaviour of others” (Guignon 36). Institutions try to 

dictate what is to be done and how it is to be done. For the masculine subjects, the 
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major purpose of joining fight club is to achieve liberation and authenticity to 

subvert the institutions. Discipline disciplines; fight club segues into Project 

Mayhem that is formed by Tyler’s unquestioning followers to subvert and destroy 

corporate America—a single “proper” meaning is established. Everyone hangs on 

discipline—the proper and final meanings—that has been instituted as the law, 

another hegemony via practices, systems, hierarchies, and values. Project 

Mayhem challenges any authority and claims for itself the power to decode what’s 

right and wrong, good and bad, proper and improper, allowed and forbidden. It 

holds the ideal that disciplines are institutions. 

Palahniuk does not celebrate fight club or Project Mayhem as an alternative to 

consumer culture. Instead, any alternatives result in the same dominating strictures 

to individuality that consumerism does. He raises the problem of a masculine 

community where men can share their visions of manhood. On the surface, 

Palahniuk criticizes the lack of space for men to express themselves. In fact, he is 

satirical with his use of the term “new social model,” which seems to be a call for 

pluralism, an increase of the number of recognized voices and perspectives. From 

this perspective, voice is the metaphor. In the afterword of Fight Club, Palahniuk 

mentions: “The bookstores were full of books like The Joy Luck Club and The 

Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood and How to make an American Quilt. These 

were all novels that presented a social model for women to be together. To sit 

together and tell their stories. To share their lives. But there was no novel that 

presented a new social model for men to share their lives” (214). As evidenced by 
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the novels produced, American female writers aim to speak for cultural 

communities. They seek a voice through which to struggle against the gender 

roles assigned to them. Female writings arise as a result of marginalization, the 

silencing of female history by official discourse, the dominant version of history. 

However, the “new social model,” following Michel Foucault, “categorizes the 

individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, 

imposes [another] law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others 

have to recognize in him” (781). From this perspective, different voices provide 

different social models that present different discursive formations. Fight club and 

Project Mayhem represent different forms of discursive formations. 

Self-marginalization in the narrative works afford a premise that a truer self exists 

somewhere and can be found and lived. However, there is no essential existing 

self, as the subject is produced by power. Thus, masculinity is not an essential 

individual possession that can be re-defined or re-constructed. Essentially, 

masculine space is nothing more than an institutional practice located in structures 

of power.  

By structuring oneself outside ideology, one still remains in ideology, because 

one’s act against ideology is a proof of one’s unconsciousness of being in ideology. 

Members of fight club advocate approaches of violence to rail against ideologies 

such as capitalism and empty consumer culture. They believe that such critical 

rationality of destroying the institutional structures of the society can free them 

from oppression and enable them to reach a true sense of self and realize their free 
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will. However, they merely move to another source of torment and dissatisfaction: 

as they slide to cynicism and ironic detachment, it becomes increasingly difficult 

for them to place themselves out of the institutions of modern society. Their 

oppositional voices are the responses to the dominant discourses. Their beliefs only 

further alienate them from the society, and their understanding of “freedom” is 

merely another ideological goal. The concept of the free and self-determining 

subject becomes ideological. Fight Club demonstrates that people place faith in an 

institution that promises to look after them by promising them the “truth.” When 

individual subjects choose to surrender to societal beliefs, their lives become empty 

and meaningless, much like that of the no-name narrator. Their identities are 

weakened by social conditions. If they choose not to conform to society, an 

estrangement between self and the culture occurs, and chaos may result. This 

polarization is structured in terms of simple either/or options. Options always 

involve decisions or the establishment of meaning in the process of institution.  

The ending of the novel is very different from the film version of Fight Club. 

The end of the film falls on a shot of the narrator and Marla embracing at the top of 

a skyscraper, Tyler banished by the “suicide” that the narrator puts a gun into his 

mouth and the promise of a whole new world unfolds in their union against the 

backdrop of the world’s major financial centers falling to the ground. In contrast, in 

the novel, the destruction does not happen. When the narrator wakes up and finds 

himself in the psychiatric ward which heavily implies that Tyler may still lurk 

somewhere in the narrator’s subconscious. Tyler’s followers will do what they must 
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to bring him back. A sequel to the book, Fight Club 2, in comic series is published 

in 2015. The narrator is given a name in these series, Sebastian. He is married to 

Marla but their marriage falls apart. Marla misses Tyler. Sebastian is emotionally 

unstable and given medication. The gesture seems to confirm that Tyler is one of 

the many personalities that is imagined by Sebastian. However, this narrative 

reduces the original novel to the simple idea of doppelganger that the narrator is 

only a composite of being, a mixture of good and bad. 
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The Illusion of Agency in Survivor 

Chuck Palahniuk’s novels are infused with physical violence and eccentric 

characters, but he writes with purposes beyond just to depict blood and guts—“his 

stories aim to shock like a defibrillator, to wake you up from the mundane and 

remind you that while terrible things can always be around the corner, you might 

just be able to withstand them” (Jackson n. pag.). Palahniuk’s works reveal a 

world of nihilism coupled with a satire of ideological constructions of identity, 

especially masculinity in American society. Compared to Bret Easton Ellis, who 

portrays the affectless lifestyle of privileged white men, Palahniuk’s characters 

are mostly losers who strive to hit rock bottom and hope to achieve a fundamental 

change from one state of being to another by facing disturbance and strangeness. 

Both writers use horror, disgust, and abjection to ridicule the massive role playing 

game of the mythical “middle class white males.” Palahniuk shows the 

ridiculousness of an omnipresent divine father figure in Fight Club. He further 

criticizes the over-mediated idealizations of exaggerated masculinity in his 

Survivor. Protagonist, Tender Branson, discovers that much of his world is a mask 

created by the forces of consumption to propagate itself. In the end, Branson 

discovers that the only way he can truly choose to be himself is by destroying the 

image of himself created by the media. 

Patterns  

Palahniuk’s second novel Survivor (1999) questions conformity, deviance, 
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excess of modern consumer culture, and self-destruction through the narrative of 

the male protagonist. Survivor is a collection of the narratives of the protagonist 

and narrator Tender Branson, who is believed to be the lone survivor of a 

religious cult, the Creedish Church, which is positioned as a marginal community 

outside that of mainstream society. For years, the Creedish Church practices an 

odd religion, giving the eldest child rights and privileges to the land they farm and 

training the youngest children to work as household servants. Branson is one of 

those children, the youngest (by a few seconds) of twins. The novel begins a few 

years after the all the church members who are required to kill themselves, 

“delivering” themselves up to God. After the Deliverance, Branson struggles to 

find a role for himself in society. He pretends to be a suicide hotline operator, but 

advises callers to end their lives. Branson’s behavior causes him to meet Fertility 

Hollis but he is too ugly by social standards according to Hollis to earn a date with 

her. He pretends to have various illnesses in order to satisfy the needs of his 

government-assigned caseworker, whose sole job is keeping the remaining 

Creedish Church members alive. With the help of an agent and his 

consumer-driven popularity drive, Branson becomes the next “Messiah,” a 

Televangelist minister. He must reinvent and physically reshape himself in order 

to become this new figure. The core struggle of Branson is the struggle to claim 

an identity in a society based upon consumption. Identity—like everything 

else—is bought and sold, traded in a system where “the formation and 
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augmentation of capital” (Marx 76) have stripped people and objects of their 

meaning, reinterpreting them as tools in a consumer machine. Eventually he 

hijacks an airplane, serves dinner to his prisoners, and tries to tell his story. He 

narrates his story through the airplane’s cockpit voice recorder, also known as a 

black box, tracing his own journey from being a member of the Creedish Church 

to being the hijacker of Flight 2039.  

The page numbers in this novel go backwards, starting at page 313, 

signifying the countdown to the crash of the aircraft. In the last hours before 

facing death, Branson records his story—including his great confession, “what 

you’ve found is the story of everything that went wrong” (289)—to be presented 

in the plane’s black box. He tells his tale of fame, the meaning of life, mass 

suicides, and hints and tips about household chores, for example, his Home 

Economics knowledge of how to get bloodstains out of a fur coat, how to polish 

copper, and how to get the shine off of a suit. From his account of growing up in 

oppressive cult setting to his description of the media’s manipulation of his tragic 

past for financial gain, Branson uses the black box as a medium to tell his story 

that show how capital allows money and credit to be exchanged for people and 

objects. At the same time, Branson attempts to use the black box to reconstruct his 

image as a sympathetic victim (martyrdom). However, in the society created and 

defined by consumption in Survivor, the “only difference between suicide and 

martyrdom is press coverage” (135). The creation of a noble or tragic act (suicide 
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vs. martyrdom) is destroyed in the subjectivity allowed by consumer culture. The 

meaning of an act is gauged by the profitability of the act, and not the act itself. 

Survivor picks up where Glamorama leaves off concerning the cultural 

acceptance of notoriety as a viable form of celebrity. Seeking fame at any cost, 

Branson willingly sells his identity, his faith, his freewill, and eventually his own 

life, all for the sake of being a celebrity. 

Mass culture, which is dominated by consumption-driven capital, lacks a 

basis for claiming a state of “reality.” Adorno believes that “the commercial 

character of culture causes the difference culture and practical life to disappear” 

(61). As a result, the “borderline between culture and empirical reality becomes 

more and more indistinct” (61). Individual differences are obliterated for the sake 

of producing commercially “viable” products. If it cannot be consumed, an object 

is not worth viewing or creating. Glamorama depicts a commodified culture 

where religion, spirituality, and even the human body become the “sheen which 

commercial advertising lend to the commodities which absorb it in turn” (60). 

Baudrillard expands on Adorno’s idea of mass culture and argues that mass 

culture has created a world based upon consumption. “Reality” and meaning 

disappear when they can be produced from “miniaturized cells, matrices, and 

memory banks” (“The Precession of Simulacra” 3). Since capital is liquid and 

without a fixed point of reference, it is without empirical meaning. Therefore, we 

live in a world dominated by simulacra—images without relationship to any 
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reality. These images appear to be real but have no meaning outside the 

descriptions of mass culture. 

Survivor may seem to be unexciting and uneventful, as the characters are 

rather one- dimensional. The novel is described as “seem[ing] lazy – funny, but 

lazy. One wonders why someone with such a unique mind would bother with such 

overstudied ideas” (Burana par. 8). These “overstudied ideas” refer to Palahniuk’s 

attempt at “bashing fame and organized religion” (Burana par. 8). Some even 

describe Survivor as poorly written, but entertaining if the reader is a Palahniuk 

fan: “Palahniuk’s characters are flat and clichéd.… they function as symbols of an 

idea… the flatness of Tender Branson (and characters like Fertility Hollis, who 

serves as the typical “love interest,” or Tender’s brother, Adam, the archetypal 

“villain”) merely highlights that Palahniuk intends to use him more as a 

representation of a social “problem” than as a deeply-constructed individual” 

(Roberts par. 7). In other words, the criticism of the novel is that it is built on a 

cliché offering little variety. However, the important matter is not a study of the 

character development but the one system that codifies and defines an individual 

experience in orderly, logical, and predetermined meanings. What the critics 

neglect here is Palahniuk’s intention to show the discourse that people tend to 

adhere to and how people habitually relate to themselves, to others, and to the 

world within the concrete systems of thought through the constituted experience. 

Branson invites the receivers to read him as a text. The speaking subject is a 
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fictional person restricted to his position with regard to the narrated world. Thus, 

the narrated selfhood is ceaselessly rewritten in the interpretative activities. The 

subject is subjected to signifying chains. “As soon as I speak,” Derrida avers, “the 

words that I have found (as soon as they are words) no longer belong to me” 

(Writing and Difference 177). As illustrated here, meaning and identity are never 

reducible to a single interpretation. They are not fixed but made and re-made in 

the activities of interpretation. In The Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes 

presents the interpretation that it is an act in which “perhaps the subject returns, 

not as illusion, but as fiction” (62). “I” is never a fixed and permanent presence, 

but always an empty space where the endless activities of interpretative readings 

come to circulate. In his book Rant, Palahniuk shows that a piece of history is the 

product of different discourses. All of the characters are narrators trying to create 

their own (fictional) oral history of Buster “Rant” Casey. The life and times of 

Buster “Rant” Casey are described and reconstructed by multiple voices: “Rant 

would tell people: ‘You’re a different human being to everybody you meet’” (18). 

Since the stories are being spoken, there is no longer any depth to characters. 

Linguistic meanings are always performed in the play of differences without end, 

without definitive closure. They become socially engrained and thereby lasting. 

Therefore, the understanding of Branson’s narrative is always deferred with 

different interpretations. No one is truly dead until he is forgotten; to long for a 

fixed meaning, for absolute certainly is to wish for the end of enquiry; for death. 
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Branson’s existence is reconstituted as the site of fictive production as his 

narrative lives on. The self becomes the subjected object of social and historical 

determinations, as there is not one core, permanent self, but many selves. As such, 

Branson’s self is not fixed but continually in process. 

Survivor appears to be a simple story through which the narrator charts his 

life from being a naïve ex-cult member to being thrust into the midst of the 

capitalist society. On the surface of the novel, Branson presents himself as he 

chooses—tracing his life from the Creedish Church district to the cockpit of Flight 

2039. He believes he autonomously chooses to participate in these events in his 

life. However, his self-narrativization is bound to the contexts or social practices 

in which he is embedded. His life is a discursive formation. There are numerous 

embedded narratives: Fertility Hollis’ psychic ability tricks Branson into hijacking 

the plane; as the lone survivor of Creedish Church, he is publicized in the image 

of Messiah: “very word [Tender Branson] says is written for him by a team of 

professionals. Everything he wears is chosen or designed by a team of designers. 

Every minute of every day is planned by his publicist” (134). Branson’s narrative 

is the story of script and patterns. Thus, the reader cannot clearly answer the 

question: “Whose narrative voice am I reading?” Like Palahniuk’s other novel 

Diary, the narrative could be initially interpreted as a diary written by Misty 

Wilmot in third-person narrative. As the plot develops, it could be someone who 

creates the diary to warn Misty how to avoid her fate. Or it could also be Misty’s 
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mother-in-law, Grace, who is creating “a kind of sick fiction… patterned after 

Misty’s life” (232). There are several possible outcomes that render the reader to 

the status of textual discourse. One of Palahniuk’s narrative techniques is the 

display of different discourses that govern one’s voice. As readers, we are 

troubled as much as Branson by the absence of some touchstone or reassurance. 

Our narrative quest mirrors Branson’s own search for the fixed meanings of his 

self, a search that recoils back on itself and refuses to satisfy readers’ 

expectations. 

The reader experiences the pressure toward meaning as the narrative offers a 

proliferation of different positions, denying priority to any of them. The narrator 

dies in the act or process of the narration, even as the process gives birth to a 

speaking subject. The narrating subject is turned into the narrated object, as it is a 

signifier in the symbolic order, endowed by ideological discourse with the illusory 

status of a self. Here the speaking subject is confined within the views that 

question it and is constructed with standards of measurement. Reading Survivor 

and entering Branson’s narration are included in the ongoing process of 

production. The reader is no longer situated in a set of narratives in and through 

which the reader can find a specific identity or place from which to know the 

fiction and to recognize its characters. Instead of positioning the reader as one 

who is “making” meaning here, Palahniuk deconstructs every definite closure and 

problematizes every fixed essence. 
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The narrative in Survivor is hypothetical. The multiplication of narrative 

levels demonstrates doubt about the possibility of reaching unity. People, like 

events and contexts, need other people to define themselves against; their 

identities come from outside themselves (Jenkins 43). The reader is no longer 

restricted to the narrator’s structural position with regard to the narrated world. 

Knowledge is deconstructed. The reader is denied access to a totalizing 

knowledge of what happened that will allow him/her to identify with or against 

Branson as the stable “other.” Like Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49, 

Survivor challenges the reader’s ability to know the truth and interrogates the 

assumptions that underlie the meanings the readers construct. In the beginning of 

The Crying of Lot 49, the female protagonist, Mrs. Oedipa Maas, discovers that 

she has been named as executor for the will of her former boyfriend, Pierce 

Inverarity. When Oedipa begins to investigate the late man’s never-ending 

real-estate holdings, she consistently remains in the thick of her quest for 

information but is unsure of what she sees. The nature of her job is to search for 

order in chaos: “As things developed, she was to have all manner of revelations, 

hardly about Pierce Inverarity, or herself, but asserting that what remained yet had 

somehow previously stayed away. There had hung the sense of buffering, 

insulation, she had noticed the absence of intensity, as if watching a movie just 

perceptibly out of focus, that the projectionist refused to fix” (10). During the 

process, Oedipa unfolds a whole web of conspiracies and false leads involving 
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secret organizations, centuries-old disputes between private couriers, and 

encrypted dialogues in old letters. It is impossible for her to achieve uniformity, 

because no one part or piece has importance over another. When there is no one 

single truth or fixed meaning, everything is condensed into a closed system of 

chaos and randomness. There is always another plot or a further disorienting turn 

that questions the fictive nature of knowledge, fundamental truth, and the 

knowability of all things. There is no single set of guaranteed discourse. Each 

human “reads” the world using language—a language that is not transparent, but 

one that reflects the particular assumptions and beliefs of a specific culture.  

Branson’s voice is to be heard and his story is to be known when the flight 

recorder is discovered after the aircraft crash. Survivor starts with the line, 

“Testing, testing. One, two, three. Testing, testing. What you’ve found is the story 

of what happened” (289). The metaphor of talking to the black box suggests that 

Branson attempts to bring in his linguistic medium of narrative to be heard. He 

uses the black box to constitute a specifically discursive sense and meaning to his 

memory of his past. His narrative may be consolidated in a specific form. The 

discourse is a product constructed on the basis of Branson’s own information 

about what really happened: “Memories of the past are not memories of facts but 

memories of your meanings of the facts” (Roth 8). Branson attempts to restate his 

life that is once relegated to the margins and selected out of the standard 

narratives. Therefore, Branson’s history is his story constructed through his power. 
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Branson narrates, as he believes he is being processed into a fixed form: “You can 

heat this wire to white-hot, and [the black box] will still tell you the exact same 

story” (218). He appears to provide a unified and transparent self. Through his 

own speaking, he engages in meaning-making processes for the purpose of 

creating and sustaining identity. Personal narrative may provide opportunities to 

display, perform, and construct self-identity. However, the identity is a discursive 

construct fraught with uncertainty and omissions and formed through the interplay 

of discourses. 

A discourse, as Foucault explains in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 

encompasses both institutional and conceptual structures: “A group of rules that are 

immanent in a practice, and define it in its specificity” (46). Discourses together 

with social practices constitute knowledge that shapes subjectivity. Foucault 

emphasizes that knowledge is inextricable from regimes of power of discourse. In 

this respect, Foucault’s discourse can be used to illustrate how people categorize 

based on their knowledge. Foucault suggests that knowledge consists of interwoven 

discourses. In the end, it generates those terms, or rules, which regulate the 

utterances or the texts, produced and make certain statements, circulate which are 

seen as true. The knowledge that subjects have about certain groups of people is 

constituted by specific individuals or intellectuals who are at the center of 

developing certain ideas or theories. For example, medicine is a discourse 

constituted by  
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The group of rules, which, simultaneously or in turn, have made possible 

purely      perceptual descriptions, together with observations mediated 

through instruments, the procedures used in laboratory experiments, 

statistical calculations, epidemiological or demographic observations, 

institutional regulations, and the therapeutic practice. (34) 

The cluster of institutional structures and theoretic formulations and practical 

activities lead to the production of knowledge. Knowledge lays out certain rules 

that are immanent in the practice of understanding of things. These rules governed 

by different kinds of “expert” make certain statements circulate which are seen as 

“true.” Discourses constitute the “nature” of the body and govern the behaviors of 

the subjects.  

Following Foucault, Branson’s self is not the active agent to control his 

destiny or the locus of autonomy and free decision. Rather, the self is an opaque 

product of variable roles and performances which have been imposed upon it by 

the constraints of society. What is the self? Philosophically speaking, Rene 

Descartes’ famous supposition, “cogito ergo sum”—“I think, therefore I 

am”—suggests a thinking, acting agent. The Cartesian subject is capable of 

producing the text; in doubting everything, I am thinking and producing to define 

and give shape to myself. Descartes suggests the quest for certainty and the belief 

in the self as a rational, knowing agent in a subject-centered philosophy. In other 

words, the “I” of the cogito is an autonomous entity. I think, therefore I am, but 
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how far am “I” as the master of itself? According to Michel Foucault, while 

producing text, the self is in turn subject to being produced by text, or even 

reduced to nothing more than text itself, since “I think” already operates from 

pre-given social codes with an order, in the system of all its own hierarchy.  

The examination of the crisis of subjectivity requires the understanding of how 

we are constituted, and we are still caught in our history through certain practices. 

Subjectivity is inseparable from the body when the human body is a material level 

upon which power has to operate. In his article, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 

Foucault regards the body as something like a battlefield for clashing forces of truth 

that struggle over its domination: “Humanity installs each of its violence in a 

system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination…. The successes 

of history belong to those who are capable of seizing those rules… so as to pervert 

them, invert their meaning, and redirect them against those who had initially 

imposed them” (85). A terrain of power forms subjectivity. The crisis of 

subjectivity refers to the difficulty an individual faces to constitute himself as a 

subject of their moral conduct and his efforts to find the application itself which 

may allow him to be subject to rules and terminate his existence.  

The identity of a subject constitutes the knowledge of the self. The unitary 

concept of the individual is constituted with that of the subject, which is gendered, 

de-centered, and no longer self-determining because “language of norms and roles 

assign us a sense of who we are by telling us what we cannot be” (Rivkin and 
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Ryan 337). While undertaking the pursuit of the spiritual values, the subject is 

also constantly recognizing himself based on different discourses. The notion of 

self-mastery appears to be in opposition to the notion of following the social 

practices. It then derives a constant struggle that may lead the subject to disobey, 

to rebel, but also (and this is what happens most frequently) take him to obey the 

social rules even more. Our understanding and conception of ourselves and our 

position in the society are shaped by social and historical determinations. 

In his book Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Foucault 

examines how our bodies are produced. He charts the genealogy of the body of 

the modern subject in relation to punishment from the infliction of torture and 

pain on the body in the form of physical coercion to the rework of the soul via a 

more diffuse and insidious form of social surveillance, the rules and regulations 

adopted by the disciplinary powers. Modern subjects live in a world intersected 

with instruments of power/knowledge; no one possesses these, but they shape all 

subjects in ways that induce conformity. Modern man is born of regulations: “the 

supervision of the smallest fragment of life and of the body provides in the 

context of the school, the barracks, the hospital or the workshop” (140). When 

disciplines are pervasive, the body is then docile. Foucault uses utilitarian 

philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon as a metaphor to show how 

disciplinary powers police the soul and body of the modern subject. Panopticon is 

a prison tower where the prisoners dwell under surveillance, not knowing quite 
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when they are being watched and so effectively police themselves. As Foucault 

elaborates, “he who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes 

responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously 

upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he 

simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection” 

(36). Such a disciplinary mechanism spreads beyond institutions. The entire social 

body is performed by the institution of the police that everything might serve to 

punish, and every departure from correct behavior might be punished. The subject 

is created by the society in which power is internalized.  

In this sense, the information presented in Branson’s confession is filled with 

interpretations and representations. Confession is the time for the subject to make 

a speech about himself. As Foucault reminds us, “the confession is a ritual of 

discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the statement” (61). 

Confession offers the opportunity for Branson to explain what he is through the 

knowledge of self, the set of discourses that challenge him to interpret the truth 

about himself. When he speaks of “I,” the “I” is only another temporal language 

construct located in the space between a speaking self and a spoken representation 

of self. In Writing and Difference, Jacques Derrida contends that “what is called the 

speaking subject is no longer the person himself, or the person alone, who speaks. 

The speaking subject discovers his irreducible secondarity, his origin that is always 

already eluded on the basis of an organized field of speech in which the speaking 
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subject vainly seeks a place that is always missing” (177). Since “I” foregrounds 

narration, the subject is inserted into the symbolic order that is the order of language. 

Near the end of his narrative, Branson mentions, “after the plane wrecks, people 

will hunt down the flight recorder. And my story will survive. And I will live on, 

forever.… And there’s so many things I want to change but can’t. It’s all done. It’s 

all just a story now” (1). Branson’s past, so it is said, cannot be changed, and in this 

sense it may appear determinate. However, even if past events are ineradicable— 

“what’s done cannot be undone” (Macbeth v.i.68)—the meaning of what has 

happened is not fixed. Within this conceptual framework, the knowledge of oneself 

is mediated by social discourses, because voice becomes a position within the 

linguistic system, and the knowable self is a subject and a linguistic construct. 

In Survivor, Palahniuk presents social and religious forms of domination. 

The question of power and identity is central in the novel. Branson’s life is mainly 

divided into two parts; he describes the strange religious community into which he 

was born and the journey from being a cult member working as a domestic 

servant to being a cult survivor transformed into a celebrity and a media guru by 

marketing specialists and surgeons. As a member of the Creedish Church, he 

submissively obeys the church rules as he is raised to take on a passive and 

unquestioning role and to believe that his place in the social order has been fixed. 

The church sends Branson to work in mainstream society. Since Branson is sent 

out into mainstream society to fulfill his duties as a member of cult, and “listening 
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to broadcast communication [is] a no-no” (228), it takes some time “for all of the 

church members to find out” the mass suicide, which is dubbed “The Deliverance” 

(229). When he is believed to be the last member of the Church and is given an 

opportunity to be free of the constraints of his Church, the government assigns 

him a caseworker to prevent him from committing suicide following the laws of 

the Creedish Church (228). The caseworker uses her textbook of mental disorders 

to diagnose Branson with different mental illnesses every week. He openly 

accepts and conforms to these diagnoses, as they are another set of rules that tell 

him how to exist. He searches for a fixed source of meaning that determines his 

identity. Uncertainties provide the meaning of Bronson’s life, as he is identified 

by and constituted through different discourses. 

The Subject 

Foucault’s power discourse unmasks the truth claims as power claims. 

Accepted knowledge, such as customs, words, bodies of knowledge, norms, laws, 

and institutions, is documented as the “right” sources to serve power interests. The 

knowledge is taken as truth, varying from age to age. In The Order of Things, 

arbitrary factors of social history and power determine how society and traditions 

are ordered:  

The human sciences do not treat man’s life, labor, and language in the 

most transparent state in which they could be posited, but that in the 

stratum of conduct, behavior, attitudes, gestures already made, 
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sentences already pronounced or written […] it is always possible to 

treat in the style of the human sciences (of psychology, sociology, and 

the history of culture, ideas, or science the fact that for certain 

individuals or certain societies there is something like a speculative 

knowledge of life, production, and language. (35) 

Foucault’s work on the social construction of norms and criteria of meaning may 

allude to Nietzsche’s viewing of values and powers that are concealed under the 

guise of promoting truth-claims. Truth is the taken-for-granted solidity; it is a 

singularity, reduced to saying whatever conforms to what is accepted as the truth. 

Truth is constantly changing, becoming human facts, acts, and words that do not 

come about naturally from a cause that uses their origin. Yet this endless 

becoming is not the becoming of something solid or an approach toward a goal. 

Up to a point, the truth is without substance and radically dependent on people’s 

attempts to create a world in which observers stand and can see what they are 

looking at. Truth is only an object of knowledge added to other information, 

without which lives would be impossible and existence would be meaningless. It 

begs the question: what room has been left for autonomy? 

Foucault’s power of discourse places emphasis on the linkage between 

knowledge and power. Foucault argues that knowledge is in implications 

throughout the social system, particularly in control technologies such as prisons 

and medicine that separate the sane from the insane, that determine how 
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subjectivity is formed through a mechanism of social control. Power is extensive 

as it is instantiated in rules, language, and institutions. However, there is a drastic 

change in the social system—when television constitutes significant portions of 

communications in everyday life; when commodities are produced through the 

mediation of computers and sold through the mediation of clusters of meanings 

generated by advertising teams. Signification is increasingly visual, producing a 

society of models and signs, surfaces and performances, flatness, and 

depthlessness. 

In Survivor, Branson is stigmatized and labeled as “different” and “abnormal” 

because of his non-mainstream religious background. Palahniuk creates a religion 

called the Creedish Church to show an established social order—a hierarchy 

under which certain groups are established as being superior to other groups. 

Social order constitutes social identities. The Creedish Church is based in central 

Nebraska, situated outside of the consumption-driven mainstream culture. To the 

Creedish, the mainstream culture is “the outside world,” which represents the 

corruption and the falseness of life, and bodies are defined by appearance:  

In the outside world… women had the power to change the color of 

their hair. And their eyes. And their lips.… In the outside world… 

people were visited in their houses by spirits they called television. 

Spirits spoke to people through what they called the radio. People used 

what they called a telephone because they hated being together and they 
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were too scared of being alone.… In the outside world… it was a 

bargain with the devil that powered automobiles and carried airplanes 

across the sky. Evil flowed through electric wires to make people 

lazy.… in the outside world, people looked in mirrors.… people had 

mirrors and everyone was busy seeing how they looked. It was shameful. 

(276, 275, 273)  

According to the Creedish Church, the group always comes before the individual, 

and all members have to accept their places in the hierarchy. This means that all 

members share the same perceptions of the world, strive towards the same ends, 

share the same values, and adhere willingly to the same norms. Each member is 

expected to work according to the same principles and has to demonstrate a strong 

and abiding commitment to church discipline. According to Branson’s narrative, 

he is expected to live according to the norms on which the group’s existence is 

based. His needs are taken care of according to the standards set by the church; 

clothing, jobs, and education are all guaranteed. For the Creedish Church 

members, the hierarchy, the divisions of age and sex, and the ways of acting and 

responding create consistency and certainty in life. There is the consistency of 

belief, practice and emotional need, certainty of beliefs and of how others in the 

same community will act. The behavioral certainty and structural order ensure a 

minimum of order, continuity, coordination, and predictability.  

Being born into the Creedish Church community, Branson’s place in the 
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social order is fixed. Branson is “bred and trained and sold little slave that I am, I 

go right to work cleaning” (16). Being raised in the Creedish Church and is caught 

up in a prior agenda as a performer of pre-determined roles. As he explains the 

church doctrine, “only the first born son, Adam, would ever marry and grow old 

in the church district. When we turned seventeen the rest of us, me and my seven 

brothers and five sisters, would all go out for work. My father lives here because 

he was the first born son in his family. My mother lives here because the church 

elders hose her for my father” 274). The Creedish members are modeled by 

discursive practices construct for them. The doctrine is the constructed object of 

signification determining ways in which the members divide themselves 

biologically and socially. Branson understands his dependence on performing 

roles for meanings in his existence: “The truth is there’s always been someone to 

tell me what to do. The church. The people I work for. The caseworker. And I 

can’t stand the idea of being alone. I can’t bear the thought of being free” (10). 

The understandings of oneself arise from the institution that frames their 

production. Branson functions as a subaltern class that has been defined and 

silenced by the dominant culture. Branson is stripped of his autonomy from the 

moment he was brought to the Creedish community. His existence is solely to 

provide labor service.  

The Creedish Church itself is a system which claims “the regimes of truth”: 

“Truth” is the processes by which cultural regulation produces subjects who fit 
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into, constitute, and produce the social order. The order regulates subjects by 

categorizing and naming them in a hierarchical order while enforcing that 

classification as “natural” rather than cultural. In the Church, the elder assigns 

names for the children, and naming designates, categorizes, and defines an entity 

and introduces it into discourse. A person’s position in the church becomes a part 

of his name. Branson explains about his name:  

Tender Branson. It’s not really a name. It’s more of a rank. It’s the same 

as somebody in another culture naming a child Lieutenant Smith or 

Bishop Jones. […]The only names in Creedish culture were family 

names. The family name came from the husband. A family name was 

the way to claim property. The family name was a label. My family 

name is Branson. My rank is Tender Branson. It’s the lowest rank. […] 

In every family, the firstborn son was named Adam, and it was Adam 

Branson who would inherit our land in the church district colony. All 

sons after Adam were names Tender. […] All daughters, the first 

through the last, were named Biddy. Tender are workers who tend. 

Biddies do your biding. (242,241,240) 

The ranking system is geared to the church needs in the form of use values: 

“Growing up inside the church district colony, half of your studies were about 

church doctrine and rules, half were about service. Service included gardening, 

etiquette, fabric care, cleaning, carpentry, sewing, animals, arithmetic, getting out 
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stains, and tolerance” (203, 229.) The Creedish children who are not the first born 

are sent into the consumer outside world to work and fulfill their biblical 

responsibilities by diligently working and sending their earnings back to the 

church. Their bodies are subject to the regulatory power of discourse by which 

they become subjects for themselves and others.  

The premise to any claims of truth is a set of rules and criteria that a person 

needs to follow. When Branson is still a Creedish member, numerous seemingly 

obsessive descriptions and explanations of everyday cleaning activities constitutes 

Branson’s narrative. Before the Deliverance, Branson is defined by his passive 

servility and his amount of labor required to appropriate its useful qualities. 

Branson exhibits similarity to a commodity which is sold into domestic servitude, 

as in Karl Marx’s phrase, “the utility of a thing makes it a use-value” (42). He 

never sees his employers but responds to all work orders via phone. His 

employers request that he fills “a fat daily planner book” that he can account for 

his next ten years: “Next to the speakerphone is a fat daily planner book they keep 

full of things for me to get done. Their way, everything in your life turns into an 

item on a list. Something to accomplish. You get to see how your life looks 

flattened out. The shortest distance between two points is a time line, a schedule, a 

map of your time, the itinerary for the rest of your life. Nothing shows you the 

straight line from here to death like a list” (270). His life is reduced to a list or a 

straight line that leads straight to death. His existence is hopeless, completely 
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engulfed by domestic chores: “one day you’re changing a patio light bulb with a 

five-year life span and you realize how you’ll only be changing this light maybe 

ten more times before you’ll be dead” (263). The manual work empties a person 

of any prospect of adventure, any unforeseen events, and any differences that 

could assign meaning to the existence of Branson. For the employers, Branson is 

only a laboring worker. Branson’s value lies in the skills that he has developed. 

His service is the use value of a commodity that functions as satisfying people’s 

perceived needs. He has nonexistence without being the commodity that provides 

the labor power. His body is subjected to regulations.  

 The body becomes an object, a target of power, as the body is manipulated, 

shaped, trained, and made to obey and learn skills. The body is used, subjected 

and analyzed, and manipulated. Branson often narrates the methods of removing 

blood stains, urine, or semen from various surfaces. This list focuses on the 

removal of these spots, paradoxically referring to the presence of the body of 

Branson who, however, never appears in the narrative, being present only through 

the telephone he uses to communicate with his employers. Appropriate behaviors 

are only abstractions in this episode. The employers depend on the advice 

Branson gives them to fulfill proper etiquette. This can be seen when he gives 

instructions to his employers on the appropriate method to eat a lobster without 

much mess. These instructions translate a bodily experience into words and steps. 

While giving instructions over the phone, Branson completely dismembers a 
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lobster, in a purely methodical and technical exercises: “I’ve eaten almost the 

whole lobster before I notice the heart beat” (260). It is the disappearance of the 

real behind the bureaucratic language.  

Docile bodies deprive the self of any form of agency. Being the survivors of 

the Deliverance, the remaining “Tenders” and “Biddies” still adhere to the church 

rules, wearing the regulation church clothes. They are ashamed of themselves for 

not joining the suicide. “All external rules and controls” (167) are gone, but the 

rules that prescribe what is “sayable” or “thinkable” about the Creedish Church 

members govern the survivors; their God is dead. As Mark Taylor elaborates, 

“With the death of God, a dark shadow falls over the light that for centuries 

illuminated the landscape of the West. Released from any fixed center, everything 

is left to wander through seemingly infinite space, erring backward, sideward, 

forward – in all directions” (20). God has become an image that men form with 

the desire for self-protection and self-comfort. Reason is only a delusion and a 

fraud, morality is institutionalized habit, and objective truth is unfeasible. After 

the Deliverance, Branson’s independent agency fostered in him by the Creedish 

Church disappears. Without the definite value that gives him purpose and 

significance, Branson looks for the authority from the external world to support 

the meaning of his existence. 

Outside the Creedish Church, mainstream society looks at this religious 

group as an aberration. Before Branson becomes a celebrity and his association 
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with the Creedish Church becomes fashionable, the Creedish are demonized by 

the media, which labels them the “Creedish Death Cult” (105). Branson is labeled 

as “the other.” “Otherness” refers to those who have been excluded from positions 

of power, marginalized, and denied a voice in the paradigm of practices, 

competing discourses, institutions, customs, and social rituals. As Stuart Hall 

remarks, “stereotyping reduces, essentializes, naturalizes, and fixes ‘difference.’ It 

is part of the maintenance of social and symbolic order. It sets up a symbolic 

frontier between the ‘normal’ and the ‘pathological,’ the ‘acceptable’ and the 

‘unacceptable,’ what ‘belongs’ and what does not or is ‘Other.’” (258). Otherness 

operates through systems of disciplining and control. Customs and norms of the 

reference groups determine what is accepted and, subsequently, is imparted to the 

members of its community. In addition, social norms are introduced to ensure 

regularity that individual movement, gestures, and capacities of the body are 

subject to power. In effect, what is being punished is non-conformity which the 

exercise of disciplinary power seeks to correct: As Foucault explains, “The 

workshop, the school, the army were subject to a whole micro-penalty of time 

(latenesses, absences, interruptions of tasks), of activity (inattention, negligence, 

lack of zeal), of behavior (impoliteness, disobedience), of speech (idle chatter, 

insolence), of the body (‘incorrect’ attitudes, irregular gestures, lack of 

cleanliness), of sexuality (impurity, indecency)” (Discipline and Punish 178). The 

attitude towards otherness, categorized as madness, crime, or disease, is 
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established in a network of power relations at the level of the state or dominant 

social groups. Power permeates the depths of society, constituting bodies, wills, 

thoughts, conduct, and the everyday lives of individuals. Within this paradigm, 

subjects become ranked and submitted to the relationships of power that create 

socially constructed norms. The concept of aberration implies that there are 

accepted norms, reified guidelines, and taken-for-granted meanings around which 

people construct social structure, behaviors, and morals that are being violated or 

are believed to be violated.  

Aberrant acts are aberrant because they are so labeled. The Creedish Church 

is renowned for certain features of their community life that are both culturally 

unusual and visibly distinct. The Creedish Church’s practices are odd actions such 

as the firstborn sons enjoying the privileges of marrying and staying in the church 

district while the younger children are trained and sent to “the outside world” to 

work as “labor missionaries” doing manual labor or domestic help for the wealthy 

(170). In this network, Branson demonstrates a strong and abiding commitment to 

church discipline. He is subjected to the passive and unquestioning role demanded 

in the Creedish Church community because “whatever happened in the world was 

a decree from God, a task to be completed. Any crying or joy just got in the way 

of your being useful” (273). Branson talks about people’s views on his religion 

that “people are always so disappointed if I tell them the truth, that none of us 

lived in oppressed turmoil. None of us resented the church” (274). The democratic 
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structure that the mainstream society celebrates promises individuals a feeling that 

they are in control of their own lives. Therefore, people regard the disciplinary 

practices of the Creedish Church and the totality of the adherence to certain 

beliefs as oppressive.  

The Other serves functions for society in establishing norms and clarifying 

group boundaries. The mass culture—the social canon, the norms, rules, and 

expectations of the members of the society—positions the Creedish Church 

members as the Other in relation to “we,” as their practices depart too much from 

the widely accepted behaviors. The Creedish Church is the other. It represents the 

mystified realm of the “other” culture in a simple us/them opposition in which 

“we” are the norm. The practices considered odd arouse the FBI’s suspicion. 

There are charges of white slavery, as the government investigation called it (170). 

Having heard that they would be arrested on child slavery charges, the religious 

community kills themselves in an act of mass suicide, the Deliverance, the final 

calling “to deliver yourself to Heaven” (229). Positioned as marginal outside that 

of mainstream society, the Creedish Church members are the outsiders who hail 

from a different culture—in other words, the strangers. As Landowsky explains, 

“the figure of the Other is above all that of the stränget, defined by his otherness” 

(10). They are believed to be the weak, the voiceless, the inarticulate, and the 

emotionally repressed. The social body manifested in a series of regulations and 

knowledge configurations serves as an organizing and force. Subjects regulate 
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their conduct and assume certain roles and identities. Then, otherness is always 

implicated in questions of power.  

The operation of power indicates those who live by the rules of society and 

those who are excluded from the social and symbolic order. Subjects imagine that 

there must be some definite, objective laws to indicate those whom the rules are 

designed to exclude. The Creedish Church members are regarded as the 

unassimilated. A symbolic boundary exists to signify who is included and who is 

excluded, implying a simultaneous process of group identification and 

categorizing of others, thus devising the distinction between a core and peripheral 

identity. The group categorization means that people who belong to the 

non-normative do not choose to become who they are because the peripheral 

identity is delineated for them without their autonomy. The Creedish Church 

members are categorized as different because of their visibility, which is not 

determined solely by skin color but a variety of distinguishable features, including 

name, religion, and dress. It is easy to distinguish a Creedish from the costume he 

wears: “His pants are the baggy brown wool only a [Creedish] survivor would 

wear in this heat. The church costume suspenders crisscross his back. The brown 

wool jacket is folded over his arm” (187). With the costume, the members are 

excluded from the “normal” order of things and simultaneously establish who “we” 

are and who “they” are.  

Stereotyping objectifies the matter, person, and experience. Indeed, people 



 
 

243 
 

generalize about the Creedish Church. Branson describes his experience of being 

questioned his identity when he wears the mandatory church costume:  

‘How come you can never wear shirts with buttons?’ somebody at the 

hardware store would want to know. 

Because I’m not Amish.  

  ‘Do you have to wear special secret undergarments?’ 

  I think they were talking about Mormons.  

  ‘Isn’t it against your religion to live outside your colony?’ 

  That sounds more like the Mennonites. 

  ‘I’ve never met a Hutterite before.’ 

  You still haven’t. (231) 

Though this short dialogue, the author poses the clear distinction of us/them. If 

people want to know more about Branson, there is the entertainments value of the 

exotic—the allure of the other. This is akin to the simple curiosity about people 

who are different. Here also raises the problem of stereotypes. A stereotype is a 

set of expectations. Stereotype functions as a solidifier of the categorization of 

people: “There is the most important function of the stereotype: to maintain sharp 

boundary definitions, to clearly define where the pale ends and thus who is clearly 

within and who clearly beyond it. Stereotypes insist on boundaries exactly to 

those points where in reality there are none” (Dyer 16). Group categorization 

tends to have a self-affirming and communal function, promoting the in-group at 
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the expense of the out-group. Its connotations suggest fixity and standardization. 

Stereotypes typically consist of extreme contradictions, for example, the woman 

as a virgin or a whore, a black man as an incompetent bungler or fearful threat. As 

Walter Lippmann writes, “For the most part we do not first see, and then define, 

we define first and then see…. We pick out what our culture has already defined 

for us” (81). If stereotype is a distorted picture or image in a person’s mind 

derived culturally, then how is it formed and what effect does it have on its 

subjects? Stereotypes usually refer to characteristics of groups of persons or to 

specific roles rather than to individuals. It is made of patterned networks of 

associated links that function to present certain information about a person. Hence 

subjects are more likely to consider evidence that confirms the stereotype.  

Social body privileges certain dimensions and subordinates to be ignorant of 

or otherwise exclude others. The problem is that Branson is grounded in a set of 

fixed categories. Franz Fanon indicates that “it is not I who make meaning for 

myself, but it is the meaning that was already there, pre-existing, waiting for me” 

(134). This echoes Foucault’s view that there is no essential self that gets distorted 

by practices of power woven into the fabric of the entire social order, as he points 

out, “it is not that the beautiful totality of the individual is amputated, repressed, 

altered by our social order, it is rather that the individual is carefully fabricated in 

it, according to a whole technique of forces and bodies” (217). The collapse of the 

Creedish Church community relegates Branson to a weak religious survivor. The 
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term “survivor” is infused with negative connotations. As such, Branson is 

stigmatized and labeled as different and abnormal because of his non-mainstream 

religious background.   

After the mass suicide, a caseworker from the Suicide Retention Program is 

assigned to prevent Branson from committing suicide because he is “the innocent 

victim of a terrible oppressive cult, but [they’re] there to help [him] get back on 

n[his] feet” (227). The caseworker diagnoses Branson with a text of mental 

disorders from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) 

because of Branson’s “difference” and the negative stories of his religious identity. 

DSM as a “discipline” in the Foucauldian sense serves as the discourse of the 

American Psychiatric Association: “Besides being a manual for the discipline or 

profession, (DSM) has over the decades come to provide a common standard of 

terminology and classification for hospital administrators, the legal profession, 

social-welfare agencies and the public at large. Thus, the influence of DSM goes 

considerable beyond the profession of psychiatry” (Lowe 150). The text functions 

as a bureaucratic file that plays a role in facilitating social control and subjugation. 

The text is a practice that judges what is normal, but the rules listed in it can be 

changed or revised to produce “the new definitions of what’s acceptable, what’s 

normal, what’s sane” (88). There are three editions of DSM, published in 1952, 

1968, and 1980. The revision of its content reveals that “the discourse has become 

less coherent, more eclectic and systematic, with the approach shifting from 
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etiology to symptomatology” (Lowe 150). In effect, the discourse deals only with 

the classification of symptoms of illness, not the patients themselves.  

The classifications of what is sane and mad and also the degrees of mental 

illness contribute significantly to the experience of otherness. In the absence of 

religious dogma, Branson adopts and conforms to various illnesses, another set of 

rules that govern his existence: “To the caseworker, when we started together ten 

years ago I wasn’t a crook. Originally, I was an obsessive-compulsive disorder.… 

After being obsessive-compulsive, I was a posttraumatic stress disorder. Then I 

was an agoraphobic. I was a panic disorder” (209). The symptoms of illnesses 

lose theirs meanings “if any symptom can be ‘produced’ and can no longer be 

taken as a face of nature” (Baudrillard 3). The diagnoses provide a space for 

Branson to become even more as the “other” than he had been. The medical 

power does not point to the recovery of his true or essential self but it is a matter 

of whether or not he is complicit to this set of practices. 

The Creedish Church becomes a hegemonic term, since it is marked by a 

series of changing discourses and practices bound up with social power. Since the 

Creedish Church casts its values of the mainstream society, its alternative 

religious practices (for example, the age and gender hierarchy, the authoritarian 

social structures, and the communal adherence) arouse controversies because 

these practices are at odds with commonly accepted religious manners. The signs 

of Creedish Church like “the hat, the baggy trousers with no pockets. The long 
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sleeved white shirt.… The brown coat” (231) function as rhetorical gestures to set 

members apart from secular culture. The Creedish Church members are “them,” 

the unknown according to the institutions. So the idea of center or mainstream 

depends on the definition and designation of the unknown Other. The members 

are a differentiated mass and objects of victims. “The” becomes the universal 

definition emphasizing particular knowledge. “The” implies a group identity that 

is unified through exclusion.  

After the Deliverance, Branson loses his faith in the divine language that 

shapes his world that he has accepted as an authorization for “truth” which is the 

only human creation that orders the world, a compulsion to arrange a real world 

for human existence. He no longer believes in absolute values against which the 

world of appearances is to be judged. The death of the members and the collapse 

of the cult represent a crisis of certainty and simplicity. Branson abandons his 

cleaning work. When that order of the world is taken from Tender, he plunges into 

the belief that nothing has value—not his job, not his existence. Meanwhile, he 

looks for the new authorities that can command goals and tasks to keep up the 

appearance of solidity. Branson is used and turned into a charismatic leader, 

remaining in a fixed and predetermined structure. The agent and the marketing 

companies behind Branson’s celebrity aim to create a superhuman physical 

present that people believe is worth of “a God” (135). The “whole campaign” 

built around Branson “is based on the fact” that he is “the last survivor” (140). 
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Subsequently, Branson’s image is reconstructed to fit this fantasy remodeling. 

When telling Branson what modifications are going to be done to his body, the 

agent explains the public expectations for a human figure: “They want more than 

human. They want larger than life size. Nobody wants jut anatomically correct. 

People want anatomical enhancement. Surgically augmented. New and improved. 

Silicone-implanted. Collagen-injected” (136). The fulfillment of these targets 

promises a sense of “certainty” in one’s own values, yet these values foster a 

superficial focus, where the emphasis is no longer merely on image but image 

construction.  

Branson’s life appears to encounter a new chapter after the Deliverance. 

Tatyana Shumsky analyses that “After the Deliverance, the caseworker, the agent, 

and Fertility Hollis carried out the role the church originally held for Tender” (46). 

He seems to be “free” from the sense of duty impinging upon him as divine, as the 

command of church: “Really, my life no longer has a point. I’m free” (167). 

Without sheltering under the notion of obeying divine commands, his life “no 

longer has a point” (167) but becomes a script that everyone can write on. 

According to Baudrillard, by creating the sensation of choice, those operating 

within mass culture believe they are free. However, the only “real” option is to 

live within the system. As a result, we no longer live with freedom. Instead we 

live in a world with “produced social relations which are converted to objects to 

be consumed” (Vital Illusion 59). For Branson, to account for oneself is to speak 
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oneself into a certain kind of language and a certain organization of power. After 

the death of the Creedish, Branson lives in essentially meaningless perpetual 

present, devoid of form or coherence. Without the demand of obedience to the 

Church rules, he is to experience the world as disconnected and fragmented as an 

endless series of things that happen. The God of the Creedish no longer exists 

when the Creedish community dies and Branson’s survival in it is not part of a 

divine plan of eternal dimensions. Thus, Branson’s existence becomes a series of 

haphazard and gratuitous contingencies and coincidences. Being the survivor of 

the Creedish church, Branson re-positions himself as the new religious Messiah 

that his agent inhibits. He seems to be entirely free to choose his identity but he 

chooses to be “a product being launched” (148). His choice is related to answering 

questions like “who am I, what am I, what is my purpose?” 

Branson seeks to locate himself at a generalized level in relation to a 

different society from where he was born and to determine what his new overall 

values and goals are. Whatever identity he possesses is that which sustains a mode 

of self-perpetuation though such sustaining is confined within a framework of 

meanings. Branson exists in a state of uncertainty regarding how to behave. Thus, 

he depends on his agent and Fertility Hollis in order to determine what identity to 

adopt as he mentions, “Now Fertility Hollis is here to tell me what to do” (25). 

His role as a new Messiah with “a schedule of decisions and task after task after 

task” (159) keeps him in a structure that his identity is attained. The repetition of 
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works correspond to Branson’s earlier rhetoric that “it was church doctrine that 

the rest of your life would be the same work. The same being alone. Nothing 

would change. Every day. This was success. Here was the prize.… Repeat” (192, 

191). Branson chooses to act in ways consistent with the behaviors that others 

suggest that he adopt in order to provide himself with some consistent guidelines 

simply for the sake of having guidelines. His existence is embedded in others’ 

languages. 

Branson reveals that the society is understood in terms of culture as patterns 

of signs and symbols. In the absence of any self-certainty, identity is not a 

self-same, self-contained whole; rather, it is permeated by elements of 

performance, stereotype, and fiction. Branson becomes a metaphor, a blank page 

on which various narratives and ideological agendas can be inscribed, articulated, 

and contested. If Branson can refer to no absolutes in creating himself, how does 

he choose to act and, thereby, what will he become? With the help of his agent, 

Branson realizes the success of having the recognition of his identity as “the 

amount of press coverage you get” (152). “The only difference between suicide 

and martyrdom is the media coverage,” he realizes. Branson squeezes into a role 

in order to define himself, to create an identity. When Branson’s new existence is 

shaped into the ideal version of a Messiah, he only lives a life in which “every 

minute of every day is planned by his publicist” (134). It reaches to an absurd 

level that his agent contracts him into a fake marriage to be aired live during the 
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Super Bowl. The wedding vows have been recorded, the bride has been hired, and 

the agent has been having sex with her in order to ensure that the necessary 

children arrive on time. Branson has moved from a world based on repetition of 

cleaning tasks to a world of models and signs. Subjective experience loses 

meaning in a space of endless reproduction.  

As demonstrated to this point in Branson’s life, the body can be 

commodified. The body is a discursive construction. He, the only survivor of a 

cult, is at a certain point in the story, supported by a marketing company that 

repackages him into tanned and muscular religious leader. He is turned into a 

religious product to meet the needs of the people who choose their spiritual 

leaders as they choose any other consumer products. Branson describes the 

situation, repeating the discourse of his agent to explain the need for the physical 

remodeling: “People shopping for a messiah want quality. Nobody is going to 

follow a laser. When it comes to choosing a savior, they won’t settle for just a 

human being” (135). This description shows the disappearance of the real to the 

spectacle. Perpetual entertainment thus permeates all aspects of life. This 

commodification and invasive spectacularization erase the value differences 

between, for example, physical beauty and moral beauty. As Branson notes, 

“People need to reconcile being good and being good-looking” (135). 

Commodification does not only cause a loss of meaning; it also creates a 

perpetual spectacle, a proliferation of signs that precede and produce a 
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“hyperreal.” 

In Survivor (but also in Choke, with its fake colonial theme park in which the 

narrator works), the spectacle of the commodity creates the real, in what Jean 

Baudrillard calls the precession of simulacra. For Žižek, there is never a real 

relation attached to linguistic value, but only the illusion, the simulation of such a 

relation. As he argues, this is a depthless world in which social identities are 

constructed through sign and spectacle in which there is no real originality: 

“Although “reality” is determined by “reality-testing,” reality’s frame is structured 

by the left-overs of hallucinatory fantasy: the ultimate guarantee of our “sense of 

reality” turns on how what we experience as “reality” conforms to the 

fantasy-frame. (The ultimate proof of it is the experience of the “loss of reality”: 

“our world falls apart” when we encounter something which, due to its traumatic 

character, cannot be integrated into our symbolic universe)” (Tarrying with the 

Negative 89) 

Baudrillard’s argument serves to examine the concept of language in the 

form of discourse. That viewed on the television, such as images and sounds, 

become signs and models which do not represent reality; instead, they create 

hyperreality with “models of a real without origin or reality” (“The Precession of 

Simulacra” 343). If there is a structure of domination in language and subjectivity 

is deemed to be constituted by, not merely reflected in, the linguistic experience, 

there is only the world of signs and spectacle. Everything is a copy, or a text upon 
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a text. In the scene when marketing company promises to make Branson a 

religious leader, his agent explains to him that the company has developed 

different marketing strategies all ready for thousands of drugs that do not yet exist: 

“‘It’s a shame,’ the agent says, ‘how medical technology is still lagging behind 

the marketing side of things. I mean, we’ve had all the sales support in place for 

years, the coffee mug giveaways to physicians, the feel-good magazine ads, the 

total product launch, but it’s the same old violin in the background. R&D is still 

years behind’” (146). Without a reality, drugs become simulacra. They are real 

because they are copyrighted. Branson finds himself also included in this 

real-defined copyright; his existence is constructed in a proliferation of signs.  

 The death of the church signifies the death of the sovereign God, and the fear 

of sovereign failure pulls Branson to construct the need for fulfillment. The 

Creedish church produces the knowledge of the sovereignty of God and the 

subordination of everything to his divine will. The knowledge controls the 

physical and psychological processes of individual humans so as to increase its 

control over the destiny of the Creedish members when they are outside the 

community. The sovereign God is merely a passive opacity within a system of 

signs. The Creedish identity is a de-centered construct within the sign system in 

which signs occupy a privileged status whereas the belief becomes only a sign 

chasing sign. As Branson pinpoints that every generation reinvents Christ, the 

image of crucified Jesus is depicted differently in different century art forms at the 
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mausoleum:  

In the oldest wing of the mausoleum, the wing called Contentment, 

Jesus is gaunt and romantic with a woman’s huge wet eyes and long 

eyelashes. In the wing built in the 1930s, Jesus is a Social Realist with 

huge superhero muscles. In the forties, in the Serenity wing, Jesus 

becomes an abstract assembly of planes and cubes. The fifties Jesus is 

polished fruitwood, a Danish Modern skeleton. The sixties Jesus is 

pegged together out of driftwood. There’s no seventies wing, and in the 

eighties wing, there’s no Jesus, just the same secular green polished 

marble and brass you’d find in a department store. (244) 

The religious figure reference to a system of signs or symbols shifts as the talk of 

God has no center or unity. The play of sign-value has no meaning of beyond 

itself, and it rests on nothing.  

“God” only exists in different artistic representations. The image of “God” is 

crafted and conformed in cultural images to point towards a hope for meaning in 

life. The statues are cultural objects that are produced and characterized in terms 

of a specific regime of signification. The different representations of the religious 

figure reflect that the different values within cultural spheres is dependent on how 

well a cultural object measures up to the norms accepted in that sphere. The 

development of the cultural form of Jesus is no longer consumed through the 

formal properties of the aesthetic material but through regimes of pleasure. 
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Signification is increasingly figural or visual, and so the referents of signification, 

the representations, are endlessly shifting. “God” is constructed through 

sign-values which can never reach any conceptual closure. 

The flat characters in Survivor are discursive, ideological constructs, 

representing neither the real nor a distorted reflection of the real but the obvious, 

which has no unmediated relation to an experience of self and others. In narrating 

his life, these images and events all repeat the same idea in various ways, 

ultimately leading to a view of the world in disorder and lacking any solid 

foundation that Branson can rely on. Palahniuk uses personal narrative to question 

how an individual’s language can successfully re-construct one’s identity that 

challenges the given patterns of orientation presented by the mainstream society. 

Asking questions about subjectivity: What am I, then? / And what is this “I” that 

asks? How would I seek to establish myself as a fixed permanent presence? 

Branson reveals to us not the unmediated discovery of a unified and 

self-transparent self but the division of the inward-looking subject in the reflecting 

subject, i.e. “I” and reflected object “me.” The “I” who observes and the “me” 

being observed can never cohere. The recognition of Branson’s identity is a 

narrative and interpretative process in which past significations, events, and 

actions are assimilated into the present interpretative moment. 
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Abstraction in Choke 

Reading Chuck Palahniuk is like “[having] your eyes rubbed raw with 

broken glass” (Kavadlo 13). You feel the violence and the pain experienced by the 

characters. Contributing to this relatable form, Palahniuk’s male protagonists 

always speak directly to the reader. The protagonists are all narrators at once, as if 

they struggle to have their suffering recognized and acknowledged by the reader 

through their “transgressive behaviors”: “Their personal accounts of suffering are 

encoded with the same catalyst for individual self-destruction” (Sondergard 10). 

In Fight Club, the narrator bombs his own apartment and starts a fight club 

because he realizes that all the material success that he has been chasing all his 

life is meaningless: “Something which was a bomb, a big bomb, had blasted my 

clever Njurunda coffee tables in the shape of a lime green yin and an orange yang 

that fit together to make a circle.… It took my whole life to buy this stuff” (43). 

The reversely paginated Survivor revolves around the countdown of the narrator, 

Tender Branson, to a plane crash. Being “transgressive” refers to the achievement 

to a degree of personal authenticity: Fight Club’s narrator believes that “Maybe 

self-improvement isn’t the answer. Maybe self-destruction is the answer” (49). 

When one has destroyed his former self, only after he has lost everything does he 

become free to do anything.  

Chuck Palahniuk’s Choke is reviewed as “Fight Club for sex addicts” 

(Independent on Sunday). Like Fight Club, Choke catalogues a great deal of 

physical destruction and internal turmoil of the protagonist and how he seeks a 
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disruption from the tyranny of the prescribed form of what it means to be a 

wanted masculine being. The protagonist narrator, Victor Mancini, is on the brink 

of crisis, and the narrated events are related to death, sex, destruction, pain, and 

nihilism. He seeks “the confidence. The courage. The complete lack of shame” 

(37) from the pornography he first saw. His life is about going from “getting 

enough sex” (38) to ceasing to want it: “Wednesday night means Nico. Friday 

nights mean Tanya. Sundays mean Leeza” (16). Victor represents an 

uncomfortable subject for the reader to recognize. He is not a conventional hero in 

the fictional narratives to whom the society looks as admirable and worthy of 

emulation.  

In Choke, Victor is negatively perceived as strange, insane, antisocial or 

nihilistic because he rebels against the basic rules of society. Like Bret Easton 

Ellis, Chuck Palahniuk is labelled as transgressive because his novels are regarded 

as twisted and dangerous, with bizarre characters attempting to escape from 

consumer culture. Transgression signifies the deplorable: this term “became the 

tag used to describe the work of any novelists (especially the young ones) that 

contained gobs of graphic violence and gobs of raw, deviant sex and blasé 

disaffectedness combined with an almost adolescent need to shock” (Taylor 72). 

Palahniuk tells us that transgression indicates seeking a way out of the boredom 

we are immersed in. The protagonists feel constrained by the norms and 

expectations of society and seek to be released from these confines. The 

protagonists’ transgressional narratives allow them “to retain the illusion of 
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autonomy and control in situations where their pending doom seems probable, or 

even unavoidable” (Sondergard 12) within their narration of events when they feel 

disorientated in an apparently meaningless world.  

Palahniuk’s novels are usually told by their marginalized protagonists 

about the meaning of existence. For example, Palahniuk’s Snuff is told from the 

perspectives of the participants of a serial fornication and to mark their presence 

on camera to “make history” (4). Palahniuk balances his characters’ perceptions 

of impending personal doom with the illusion of control they entertain as narrators 

of their own stories. They are anonymously numbered as Mr. 72, Mr. 137, and Mr. 

600 when they await their turn. These three participants represent the unsuccessful: 

Mr. 72 wants to prove that he is the porn star’s son that she gave up for adoption; 

Mr.137 used to be a television star and looks to make a return to being popular 

after his career was destroyed by the revelation that he once performed in a gay 

porn film; finally, Mr. 600 is an ageing porn star. In this tale, these former film 

characters are given a chance to express themselves. Palahniuk attacks, through 

his characters, the way the system as a set of ethical and moral principles alienates 

the individual in postindustrial society. Ethics and morality are socially compact 

for individuals to live in an organized society.  

The determination of identity is ultimately a fantasy, a trick. Ida Mancini 

asserts to her son, Victor, that the tangible facets of the world is gone because “the 

only frontier left is the world of intangibles, ideas, stories, music, art” (285). It is 

impossible to see “the mountain without thinking of logging and ski resorts and 
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avalanches, managed wildlife, plate tectonic geology, microclimates, rain shadow, 

or yin-yang locations.” The mountain is created in “the framework of language” 

(149). Ida Mancini is not Victor’s biological mother, and his father is absent from 

his life. He is desperate to find out where he comes from, but he is defined by 

different narratives about him, thus leaving him to build himself around the binary 

classifications that knowledge is elaborating: “Victor Mancini cannot seem to get 

himself on a path to a coherent future for himself. He is trapped in a childhood 

dominated by his mother’s drug-induced illegal activities, trapped in his own 

dissatisfaction with medical school, trapped in his sex addiction and trapped in 

relationships with people who cannot make him feel any better” (Ash 81). He 

tends to believe in Paige Marshall’s narrative that he may be a clone of Jesus and 

such interpretation gives him his identity after years of seeking one. Either he is 

nothing or he is something. Victor’s seeking reflects his desire for “an answer.” 

Following Jacques Derrida, finding “an answer” is impossible: 

There are two interpretations of interpretations of structure, of sign, of 

play. The one seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering a truth or an 

origin which escapes play and the order of the sign, and which lives the 

necessity of interpretation as an exile. The other, which is no longer 

turned toward the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond man and 

humanism, the name of man being the name of that being who, 

throughout the history of metaphysics or of ontotheology—in other 

words, throughout his entire history—has dreamed of full presence, the 
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reassuring foundation, the origin and the end of play. (Writing and 

Difference 292) 

Individuals desire whole and complete interpretations. However, the question of 

identity is embodied in all its symbolic and cultural power. The only authentic 

assertion of self comes through creative expression. The understanding of self is 

carved up by language and the inventive. Individual subjects are the puppets of 

simulation, enmeshed in language and culture.  

Choke, like Fight Club and Survivor, subverts dominant American discourse 

in which good people should follow the “right” values to live a decent life. Victor 

appears as the freak, the undesirable which violates the cultural standards because 

his life is a mess. He is a sex addict and attends sex addiction therapy group 

simply to embark on sex adventures. He explains that his only escape is the 

moment of excitement during sex: “these are the few minutes I can be human” 

(20). Forget the confines. Victor has only one friend, Denny, who is addicted to 

masturbation and starts collecting stones for building a castle after being fired. 

Victor’s mother, Ida Mancini, suffers from Alzheimer’s disease, lives in a nursing 

home, St. Anthony’s Hospital, and refuses to talk to Victor. Internally, Victor 

suffers greatly from sex addiction, loneliness, and feelings of abandonment by his 

mother, but he tries to conceal this misfortune to himself and the rest of the world. 

Every night he goes to an expensive restaurant and pretends to choke on a piece of 

food so someone will save his life. Then he cries so that the person who saves his 

life feels somewhat responsible for the event and sends money to support him. 
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This choking pantomime is his main source of income to pay his bills and nursing 

home fees. 

As the plot develops, Victor falls in love with Paige Marshall, a deluded 

patient pretending to be the doctor of his mother. She then presents a frightening 

idea: she suggests that Victor’s birth would have been the result of artificial 

insemination with cells taken from the foreskin of Jesus Christ, thus giving 

Victor’s existence a divine ancestry. Victor initially rejects this possibility. Paige 

Marshall convinces him to redeem himself and choose a path of light, making him 

believe that he actually has supernatural powers. He begins to believe he saves 

people by letting them save him. As Victor mentions, “I want one person who 

needs me. Who can’t live without me. I want to be a hero… I want to be 

someone’s constant savior” (118). He makes people feel good by saving him 

because “it seems the whole world cared what happened to him” (3). Victor ends 

up accidentally killing his own mother, while discovering that Paige Marshall is 

another patient in the nursing home where his mother is hospitalized. Working in 

a carnivalesque theme park, taking care of his mother in the nursing home, and 

believing himself to be descendent from a holy relic, Victor is interpolated by 

different narratives to tell him what he should become.  

At the same time, the only thing Victor can do is attempt to reverse the 

control of his narrative in order to obtain his own meanings for himself to 

control—or disrupt, or end—his own life. Victor mentions how modern life is an 

unfulfilled life: 
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People had been working for so many years to make the world a safe, 

organized place. Nobody realized how boring it would become. With 

the whole world property-lined and speed-limited and zoned and taxed 

and regulated, with everyone tested and registered and addressed and 

recorded […] because there’s no possibility for real disaster, real risk, 

we’re left with no chance for real salvation. Real elation. Real 

excitement. Joy. Discovery. Invention. The same laws that keep us safe 

also condemn us to boredom. (159)  

Victor lives in a controlled and boring world. In order to overcome the 

predictability, safety, and boredom that empties his sensations and robs him of 

meaning of existence, Victor chooses to be the scapegoat of the senior patients in 

his mother’s nursing home: “We all get our chance to play scapegoat. Take the 

blame” (61). To a female elderly, he is the elder brother who raped her when she 

was small. To another, he is the murderer who killed her dog. Victor does not want 

to admit that he is a good person who can bring a lot of joy to other peoples’ lives. 

The choking and suffering of the body and the distortion of the classical heroic 

form are Victor’s attempts to inscribe a new set of codes for what is desirable or 

undesirable. Destabilizing norms seem to provide the only way that he can save 

himself, to reach “the martyrdom of Saint Me” (61) for fulfillment and meaning in 

his existence. 

No human being can have any knowledge regarding, for example, questions 

of the identity, morality, or the external world and the way it appears. René 
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Descartes hypothesized that “the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds 

and all external things are merely the delusions of dreams which has devised to 

ensnare my judgment” (15). In the absence of the proof of the existence of God, 

there might be, for all we know, an evil demon manipulating our thoughts and our 

environment in such a way as to make our beliefs about the world radically 

mistaken. The variant of the philosophical ideas is the thought that life does not 

necessarily mean clarity and selfhood is entrapped in conceptions of ideal and 

natural ways of being. 

Choke appears to reconstruct the existential ideals of humanity in a world 

without a grand narrative. Victor recognizes that the world is hollow: “We live and 

we die and anything else is just delusion. It’s just passive chick bullshit about 

feelings and subjectivity. Just made-up subjective emotional crap. There is no soul. 

There is no God. There’s just decisions and disease and death” (156). If history 

tells us anything, it is that our narrative is socially constructed. The question 

remains how individuals create the private narratives of gender, love, and 

sexuality that could have been erased by official narratives and excluded from the 

writing of history. For instance, unlike authors who have addressed the issue of 

the war away from strictly realistic approaches, Kurt Vonnegut addresses the issue 

from the point of absurdity. His novel, Slaughterhouse-Five, tells the story of 

Billy Pilgrim, a survivor of the bombing of the German city Dresden. One day, he 

is abducted by aliens to the planet Tralfamadore, a peaceful place where people 

have the ability to see the world in four dimensions and move in space-time at 
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will. As such, Billy Pilgrim has come “unstuck in time” (23). After the war, 

nothing remains. Life disappears, and with it go the values and referents. Kurt 

Vonnegut as the narrator of the novel says to his publisher, “[the manuscript] is so 

short and jumbled and jangled, Sam, because there is nothing intelligent to say 

about a massacre. Everybody is supposed to be dead, to never say anything or 

want anything ever again. Everything is supposed to be very quiet after a 

massacre, and it always is, except for the birds” (19). The war only confirms the 

nihilistic substrate of our world.  

In response to how the Nazis uses the grand narrative of the ultimate triumph 

of the Aryan race to exterminate the Jews, Jean-François Lyotard asks, “How 

could the grand narratives of legitimation still have credibility in these 

circumstances?” Traditions place great confidence in our ability to understand and 

organize the world according to overarching “meta-narratives”; i.e. the big stories. 

Lyotard describes the current condition as defined by “incredulity towards 

meta-narratives” (19). Within the large-scale system, meta-narratives fail to 

adequately explain the world. In Choke, Victor provides the painful, ugly, and 

depressing aspects of history to the young visitors who visit Colonial Dunsboro 

Theme Park, a “fictional” historical place where he works and where the year is 

always 1734. According to Victor, “the worst problem with living history 

museums [is that] they always leave the best parts out” (29). The best parts are 

that “in 1782, millions die worldwide from the flu.… In 1793, mosquitoes spread 

yellow fever to Philadelphia, where it killed thousands” (181). This living history 
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museum is another Disneyland: “Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that there 

is the ‘real’ country, all of ‘real’ America, which is Disneyland” (Baudrillard, 

Simulacres 25). The museum resurrects America as a playground. Colonial 

Dunsboro represents the museumification of America: the nostalgia desire to 

preserve the nation in an image that may not have existed. In there, Victor 

“establish[es] [his own] reality” (Palahniuk 32). He is forced into a simulated 

world, a living history museum, with no exist to the “real.” 

Victor’s presentation of history can be his interpretation to make for a 

more attention-grabbing story when his role is one of performers in the theme 

park. The novel is criticized with the claim that “Victor is unable or unwilling to 

discern fact or fiction, history or urban legend” (Sublette 32). Such criticism 

misses the crucial point: so-called historical facts are only discursive forms of 

knowledge that work to regulate the framework of a certain topic. Victor 

incorporates the not-so-honorable historical facts into the accurate presentation of 

history challenges the discourse of American history that privileges the monolithic 

hero narrative. When Victor reintroduces undesirable topics into mainstream 

discursive practice, he changes the narrative from what is true to what knowledge is 

being used for to secure certain knowledge. The specific knowledge that once 

formed the center of cultural values has come to an end, leaving us stranded in the 

heterogeneity of performed knowledge. An interpretation, an understanding, is 

never reached.  

The historically reenacted theme park is also presented in George Saunders’ 
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short story, “Pastoralia,” which demonstrates the loneliness, frustration, and 

desperation experienced by everyday characters. Characters emblematize the 

lostness within the story “Pastoralia.” “Pastoralia” portrays a simulated cave 

exhibit at a theme park where two people pretend to be a caveman and a 

cavewoman for the entertainment and edification of the public. The two actors 

live a life of routine. The cave symbolizes the world of modern work in which 

bosses are distant anonymous entities who communicate with workers by fax 

machine. The world manifests itself as materially real, in its obsession with 

routines, performance targets, and self-assessment. The actors in Saunders’ story 

are controlled by sophisticated technologies. They must make their living by 

pretending to be dumb and inarticulate, just as most individuals play their roles in 

the world of work: “The actors are as much prisoners as they are employees” 

(Magee n. pag). Both Palahniuk’s and Saunders’ protagonists are American male 

“losers”—“the ugly, the weak, the self-absorbed” (Begley par. 3)—with 

demeaning jobs and dysfunctional relationships. They desire to re-organize their 

lives. However, they seem to lack strength, as they believe they have no choices. 

The more they measure themselves against social standards of masculine success, 

the more they feel maligned, diminished, and useless. Like Saunders, Palahniuk’s 

social satire illustrates how overvalued capitalism exacerbates class division at the 

expense of any fundamental sense of authenticity. His characters thus live in 

worlds that are absurd and superficial. Palahniuk’s Choke denigrates men to the 

extreme of ridiculousness – his featured American male “loser” cannot succeed in 
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the real world, he thus creates compensatory realities. Self-doubt and certainty of 

failure plague the protagonist as he measures himself against social standards of 

so-called success. 

Body Obscene  

Palahniuk’s male protagonist contradicts the ideology of masculinity. In 

Choke, Victor subverts the archetypes of masculinity. He is a failed medical 

student and a sex addict. In order to support his mother who is in a care center 

because of her unstable mental state, he drops out of medical school and works in 

a putatively colonial theme park. Victor rejects the accepted social norms and 

challenges traditional notions of what it means to be white, corporate, and male in 

American society. He reminds the reader that he is not a favorable person, 

describing himself as “the aggressive victim, the big loser. A professional failure” 

(51). His labelling of himself as a “loser” reflects how he measures himself 

against the normative form of masculinity. The binary opposition of 

success/failure constitutes a hierarchy in which the two opposing terms are 

categorized as superior and inferior. Victor represents white rebellion from an 

undesirable image of whiteness: “The new generations of whites, appalled by the 

sanguine and despicable record carved over the face of the globe by their race in 

the last five hundred years, are rejecting the panoply of white heroes whose 

heroism consisted in erecting the inglorious edifice of colonialism and 

imperialism” (Cleaver 71). Victor divorces himself from the standard values of 
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society because he perceives himself as dysfunctional. He identifies himself as 

“less my mother’s child than her hostage. The subject of her social and political 

experiments” (118). When Victor was small, he was often taken away from foster 

families by his mother who committed petty anti-social crimes, such as releasing 

animals from a zoo. Family is an idea that Victor believes with a criminal mother 

and an absent father and himself as a dysfunctional child. He is a fragile human 

being.  

Ernest Hemingway shows us the aspects of typical manhood in his novel, 

The Old Man and the Sea. The meaning of “being a man” is nearly inseparable 

from the ideal of heroism. Hemingway’s protagonist personifies great physical 

prowess and courage. The old man, Santiago, is a very aged and very skilled 

fisherman who has not caught a fish for 84 days. Despite these 84 days of struggle, 

he is not defeated and decides to head out farther than all the other fishing boats in 

order to catch the big fish. Finally, he finds a big marlin. This encounter begins an 

epic battle between the fisherman and the prey; the fight lasts for days and 

involves long hours and wounds during a fight to the death. Santiago faces 

adversity in complete solitude. The physical pain endured by Santiago during the 

struggle with the great fish suggests self-control, an act of will, and the reluctance 

of the submission of the body. What emerges as more important than victory or 

defeat is his persistence and ingenuity. As Santiago says, “Man is not made for 

defeat.... A man can be destroyed but not defeated” (103). The novel celebrates 

the traditional mode of masculinity in which a man does not depend on luck. He 
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must continue to do whatever he must do to the best of his ability. When 

tribulations befall him, he must remain unconquerable with dignity. Simone de 

Beauvoir explains how traditional masculinity is formed in The Second Sex. Little 

boys are forced to be independent. Unlike their sisters, they are not lavish in hugs 

and kisses because “‘A man doesn’t ask for kisses… A man doesn’t look at 

himself in the mirror… A man doesn’t cry,’ he is told. He has to be ‘a little man’” 

(286). The learning to “be a man” is a process of socialization to which all 

humans are exposed from an early age. This process perpetuates gender 

stereotypes. 

In his book Iron John: A Book About Men, Robert Bly writes about what is 

required of a man. He states a particular set of behaviors and powers that are the 

embodiment of manhood. One of the most popular works in the United States, 

Iron John examines the crisis of masculinity and what men and women can learn 

about manhood from myths and stories of cultures around the world. However, his 

work celebrates aggression and hierarchy in the masculine universe because he 

blames the impact of “feminism on masculinity for the ensuing loss of (patriarchal) 

dignity” (Martin 134). Furthermore, Robert Bly writes that men should be tough 

like warriors: 

The inner boy in a messed-up family may keep on being shamed, 

invaded, disappointed, and paralyzed for years and years. “I am a 

victim,” he says, over and over; and he is. But that very identification 

with victimhood keeps the soul house open and available for still more 
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invasions. Most American men today do not have enough awakened or 

living warriors inside to defend their soul houses. And most people, 

men or women, do not know what genuine outward or inward warriors 

would look like, or feel like. (151) 

Modern men are weak, as Bly further elaborates that “the disciplined warrior, 

made irrelevant by mechanized war, disdained and abandoned by high-tech 

culture, is fading in American men. The fading of the warrior contributes to the 

collapse of civilized society” (156). According to him, the values of a “real man” 

should have vigor and strength, control over physical pain, the desire for 

adventure, concealment of feelings and emotions, competition, and a spirit of 

conquest. These qualities represent the inevitable nature of male domination. In 

short, men should be heroes. This ideology leads masculine subjects to a dead end 

because it requires its subjects to pretend that they are strong and without fear. 

The discourse of the hero invites an exaggerated sense of personal 

achievement, particularly in the sense of the socially privileged. In other words, in 

the dominant social discourse, men should be a hero who is “self-respecting, 

decent, honorable, with a sense of fair play…. He must be firm and self-confident 

in leadership…. The hero must not be vain and must conform to the moral codes 

of his day (Warren 482-484). According to Foucault, discourse is formed “in a 

particular discursive practice, for such and such an enunciation to be made, for 

such and such a concept to be used, for such and such a strategy to be organized” 

(The Archaeology of Knowledge 44). Discourse, as Michel Foucault defines, 
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refers to “ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, 

forms of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and 

relations between them” (Weedon 108). Discourses “constitute the ‘nature’ of the 

body” (Weedon 108). There is more than one way of thinking and producing 

meaning. Foucault contends that the appropriation of power in a society is through 

the hegemonic constitution of prevailing discourses. Discourse implies a 

manifestation of power as it claims truth within a particular discourse. Thus, it 

designates the rules within which we speak and the object of our discursive 

practices. Our conceptions of ourselves and positions in society are shaped by 

discourses that precede us and were already established before we were born. The 

subject is constituted in discourses and practices within a field of power, 

knowledge, and truth. Following Foucault, a masculine subject must be 

understood within the context of a system of beliefs that govern their behaviors.  

The hero indeed represents the model of hegemonic masculinity, because the 

hero discourse imposes concepts of how men should think and behave. 

Hegemonic masculinity is a concept popularized by Raewyn W. Connell, who 

claims that masculinity is more than a product and “many men live in a state of 

some tension with… hegemonic masculinity of their culture and community” (The 

Men and the Boys 5). It is a process, a set of practices that is part of the gender 

system culturally specific for regulating power relations, roles, sociality, and 

bodies of individuals. According to Connell, hegemonic masculinity is defined as 

“the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted 
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answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is 

taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women” 

(Masculinities 77). The discourse told the men that they have to be strong and to 

be the best. However, in contemporary society, white masculinity becomes a 

burden.  

A masculine subject continuously adjusts himself to match an audience’s 

expectation in an attempt to produce a desired outcome. I here borrow Judith 

Butler’s concept that sex is part of a regulatory practice that produces the bodies it 

governs. In Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993), Butler 

suggests that: 

The category of “sex” is, from the start, normative; it is what Foucault 

has called a “regulatory ideal.” In this sense, then, “sex” not only 

functions as a norm, but is part of a regulatory practice that produces the 

bodies it governs, that is, whose regulatory force is made clear as a kind 

of productive power, the power to produce-demarcate, circulate, 

differentiate-the bodies it controls. Thus, “sex” is a regulatory ideal 

whose materialization is compelled, and this materialization takes place 

(or fails to take place) through certain highly regulated practices. (1) 

Any action or spoken word becomes an aspect of performance. A masculine 

subject performs which he believes he is supposed to. The dynamics of the 

self-presentation are in a constant state of flux depending upon the audience. 

Every activity a man exhibits is evaluated: “Masculinity is not something given to 
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you, something you’re born with, but something you gain” (Schwenger 17). 

Michael Kimmel supports the assertion that masculine roles are performed for 

approval of others: “We are under constant, careful scrutiny of other men. Other 

men watch us, rank us, grant us acceptance into the realm of manhood” (The 

Gender of Desire 128). Through continued practices, a man develops a notion of 

what he considers his true self. Masculinity is an enactment; gender is an 

enactment. There is no such thing as an inherently masculine act; each act is only 

perceived to be masculine or feminine by different discourses.  

In Choke, Palahniuk portrays a white form of rebellion. Victor’s narrative 

starts by warning the reader that “after a couple of pages, you won’t want to be 

here” because “what happens here… is a stupid story about a stupid little boy. A 

stupid true life story about nobody you’d ever want to meet” (1-2). The use of 

“you” suggests the Althusserian interpellative “you.” Like Foucault, Louis 

Althusser scrutinizes how ideology makes individuals the subject of the dominant 

social order. Ideology discusses the relations between the state and its subjects 

that work through individuals’ inferred recognition of being hailed as when they 

turn around to respond to the hailing, “Hey, you there!” (118) Ideology “hails or 

interpolates concrete individuals as concrete subjects” (115) with the purpose in 

“‘constituting’ concrete individuals as subjects” (116): The interpolation of “hey 

you,” which calls out to individuals, turns them into subjects, and enlists them in 

any belief system elucidates why people adhere to the laws to define freedom as 

the interpolation assigns people’s identity as a subject and provides them a sense 
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of their place in the world. Individuals find it impossible to escape from the 

hailing, since they live in ideology and are “always-already subjects” (Althusser 

119). Ideology directs individuals to believe that they are “subjects in the 

philosophical sense” (Ferretter 94) of the concept of free will and 

self-determination of thought and action and ensures they are subservient to the 

reigning social power as they are inserted into, believe in, and perform social 

practices and values. 

Being a sex addict, Victor’s identity does not fit into the category of male 

privilege. In order to fulfil the social dictates of patriarchy, a system of social 

organization based on male privilege, white males internalize rules and traditional 

exclusionary tactics which serve to consolidate male power and to institutionalize 

the fear and loathing of the “other.” In her book Powers of Horror, Kristeva 

develops the idea of le corps proper, the clean and proper body. The clean body 

“is the social institutions demand of us when they check on our cleanliness, our 

truthfulness, our hard work and honest citizenship” (82). Through the process of 

rejecting the improper, subjectivity is established. In the view of construction of 

subjectivity, Julia Kristeva chooses darker and more unresolved mechanisms of 

the subject. Kristeva argues that one’s subjectivity is formed through the process 

of abjection—a process rather than a fixed structure. Kristeva developes the idea 

of the “other” at the heart of the subject with her discussion of abjection. 

According to Julia Kristeva, the abject is that which “disturbs identity, system, 

order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules” (4). Filth, waste, and bodily 
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fluids are all abject, as are “the traitor, the liar, the lawbreaker with a good 

conscience, the shameless rapist, the killer who claims he is a savior” (4). One 

rejects the abject “in order to defend the boundaries of identity” (Kutzbach and 

Mueller 9). In the process of learning to draw the boundaries between what is 

proper to “me” and what is “not me,” the subject develops a disgusted fascination 

with the abject products of the body (blood, sweat, urine, mucus, faeces, and so 

on). Victor embodies the abjection because he represents the ambiguity of the 

corps proper. His sexual addiction makes him the abject other. 

Victor’s identity is always misshapen. Victor adapts himself to whatever 

people need; for example, the patients in the nursing house or those who send him 

money, for an interpretation of his self. Robert Solomon mentions that “the self is 

essentially a social construct, and our sense of ourselves depends on other people, 

or what Jean-Paul Sartre called (with more than a touch of paranoia) ‘our 

Being-for-Others’” (103). This statement echoes Foucault’s view that practices of 

power do not produce an essential self. People develop about themselves through 

the taken-for-granted social and cultural discourses: “It is not that the beautiful 

totality of the individual is amputated, repressed, altered by our social order, it is 

rather that the individual is carefully fabricated within it, according to a whole 

technique of forces and bodies” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 217). According 

to Judith Butler, sexual practice is a regulatory ideal: 

The category of “sex” is, from the start, normative; it is what Foucault 

has called a “regulatory ideal.” In this sense, then, “sex” not only 
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functions as a norm, but is part of a regulatory practice that produces the 

bodies governs it, that is, whose regulatory force is made clear as a kind 

of productive power, the power to produce—demarcate, circulate, 

differentiate—the bodies it controls. Thus, ‘sex’ is a regulatory ideal 

whose materialization is compelled, and this materialization takes up (or 

fails to take place) through certain highly regulated practices.  

(Bodies That Matter 1) 

Sex is highly regulated. Therefore, Victor chooses obscenity as a space of freedom 

where he can reclaim the meaning for and by himself. In following such a view, 

his identity is a process of becoming in the realm of subjectivity and choice and 

the realm of making within alternatives. Victor regards the self as something to be 

achieved and circumscribes identity with labels, as his does not include the 

enjoyment of white privilege.  

The sexual addiction of Victor represents his search for a moment that will 

fulfil him, leading him to become whoever he is. Sex is not about pleasure. 

Relationships are reduced to excessive consumption: “It’s not that I don’t love 

these women. I love them just as much as you’d love a magazine centrefold, a 

fuck video, an adult website” (17). Victor explains that, while having sex, “I’ve 

got no problems in the world. No mother. No medical bills. No shitty museum job. 

No jerk-off best friend. Nothing. I feel nothing” (19). Whether it is an experience 

of loss of things outside oneself or a sense of having no purpose or even self or of 

life lacking any meaning or satisfaction, the experience of emptiness here is an 
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experience of being without, of not having: not having answers, property, love, 

power, or hope. For Victor, accepting the blame from others is the power of 

self-creation and the establishment of meanings, instantiating the representation of 

the self that others create for him. The meaning his life attains is generated not by 

the choices he makes in life to create his values but by the choice of the way he is 

for others. The imposed and created facts about him, about his existence, are the 

facets of himself others see that manage his existence. Victor thus lives in a world 

that has no more than an absurd, superficial meaning and that threatens to devolve 

into meaninglessness. This condition produces a deep and profound anxiety within 

Victor when Ida wanted him not to “accept the world as it’s given” but to create 

his own self and set of laws (284). However, he finds himself in an existence 

filled with alternatives and must face, choose, and commit these alternatives at 

every moment.  

The idea of self for Victor is constructed, chosen, and performed through 

discursive exclusion, in terms of binary oppositions: the identity of woman against 

that of man, hero against victim, and success against failure. Identity is 

fundamentally enmeshed in relations of power: subject is constituted through 

discourse, a discursive practice. Michel Foucault describes the tyranny of 

totalizing discourses and criticizes the monolithic determinism that: “people 

appear who make [philanthropy] their business to involve themselves in other 

people’s lives, health, nutrition, housing; then, out of this confused set of 

functions there emerge certain personages, institutions, forms of knowledge: 
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public hygiene, inspectors, social workers, psychologists. And we are seeing a 

whole proliferation of different categories of social work” (62). The categories in 

social structure privilege some groups and disadvantage others. This organizing 

principle reproduces self-blame and compounds the feeling of disempowerment 

because of the resulting failure to measure up to mainstream standards. The 

measuring of worth that is forced on the self has an impact on internal experience 

with voices of self-criticism and self-judgment. In Choke, Victor’s self is often 

deemed as wrong. He perceives himself as a failure to meet the accepted norm: 

He describes himself as the guy “who gets stuck in the water inlet port of the 

whirlpool hot tub” (11). This guy appears in Palahniuk’s short story, “Guts,” the 

narrator of which tells the tales of three teenagers, including himself, who search 

for awry masturbation. The first teenager, “the carrot kid,” tries to stimulate his 

prostate with a carrot. When his parents discover his masturbatory practice, he 

feels so ashamed that the “invisible carrot” haunts his life. The second teenager, 

“the wax kid,” probes wax into his urethra while masturbating for the pursuit of 

greater physical pleasure. He suffers from physical pain as a result. The narrator, 

Saint Gut-Free, sits on the water-intake valve at the bottom of his home 

swimming pool while masturbating. His intestine is extracted by the force of a 

swimming pool. The penetration into the body parts (through the urethra, the anus) 

or the derivation of sexual pleasure from the anus (and suffocation underwater) 

are bodies against disciplines and regulations. The three characters seek to liberate 

their bodies from the sexual heteronormativity. However, they cannot escape from 
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the disciplinary regimes. They suffer from their own shame. Like Saint Gut-Free, 

Victor bears the shame and pain of being a failure and being unpresentable as a 

transgression against the regulatory self.  

The shame that Victor experiences induces the “distressed apprehension of 

the self as inadequate or diminished” (Bartky 260). Victor develops a dependency 

on others for defining himself leading to a diminution of personal autonomy. The 

dependency becomes addiction—addictions to sex and fake choking—because 

“these are the only few minutes [he] can be human. Just for these minutes, [he 

doesn’t] feel lonely” (20). At the same time, his dependency indicates his 

marginalization from others. The dependency offers Victor an encounter to the 

tyranny of moral worth. He is the undesirable other who assists people to 

regenerate associations of love and support from which they occupy the 

dominance. The addictions are the moments of escape which provide a safeguard 

against the imposition of privileged descriptions of the self: to be a victim is not to 

be a hero. A victim is not required to adopt a normative standard against which an 

individual is evaluated and judged or take responsibility for one’s life or create 

one’s own reality. The victim is posited as inferior, in an apologetic mode of 

being. 

The socially accepted, privileged notion of selfhood is at stake. With the 

creation of an “other” against the privileged categories and a protagonist 

positioned beyond the norm, Palahniuk questions socially valued identity. The 

sexaholic meetings that Victor attends every week construct the truth claims that 
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sex addicts are pathological that they are being described and diagnosed in 

inferior terms and ethical judgments. Compulsive sexual behaviors are considered 

a disease, according to the Diagnostic Statistical Manual (17). Those with 

physical addiction have to follow the twelve steps to “correct” their behaviors: 

“The first step is to admit you’re powerless. You have an addiction, and you can’t 

stop. The first step is to tell your story, all the worst parts. Your lowest lows” 

(18-19). They are perceived as personal failures, the designated social other. The 

meeting groups are institutions that offer therapeutic rules. The rules enmeshed in 

knowledge attain dominant status and have disabling and marginalizing effects. In 

the therapy groups, the bodies, thoughts, and desires become objects for 

disciplinary and corrective procedures that produce an incitement for individuals 

to look at themselves in abnormality, inadequacy, incompetency, imperfection, 

and worthlessness. For Victor, he is the sexual deviant, “the bogey[man]” in “all 

those scary cautionary tales” (14). These cultural stories foster preoccupations 

with limitations and deficits which have the effect of totalizing a person’s identity 

as the “sickness” or the problem. Victor sees himself as the problem. In the 

opening of Choke, Victor warns readers that “if you’re going to read this, don’t 

bother.… Save yourself. There has to be something better on television. Or since 

you have so much time on your hands, maybe you could take a night course. 

Become a doctor. You could make something out of yourself” (1). His cautionary 

note involves a questioning of what values people decide to privilege in the 

meaning that people make of their lives. The voices authorized to speak on 
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matters of identity are not individuals’ voices but connections to shared values, 

beliefs, and commitments which state the preferred ways of being. Victor, 

de-authoring his voice, labels himself as the unworthy, one whose narrative does 

not deserve to be read.  

Victor puts himself on display to symbolically lose his manhood by 

choking himself, submitting himself completely to those who save him. Masculine 

qualities often correlate with the dominant concepts of the male body, for instance 

strength, aggression. The stoic masculine values—courage, duty, and 

perseverance—together with the suffering of the wounded body become the 

definition of the masculine subject. Suffering is part of the trial or rite of passage 

which leads to the hero’s triumphant reassertion of masculine subjectivity. It leads 

to a belief that “men who resist masculine dominance… become failed men and 

betrayers of masculinity” (Ramazanoglu 340). The ways that American men 

aspire to or are informed of how they should make of themselves involve the myth 

of self-reliance and self-making—the concern over agency, who is in charge of 

one’s life and who is not. The Emersonian appeals of self-trust in a hero’s 

masculinity, the overcoming of the intimidations of “the man in the street, finding 

no worth in himself” (61) or the Jeffersonian ideal that the free pursuit of success 

and self-fulfilment lies at the heart of initiative, perseverance, and honesty define 

masculinity. The masculine power or heroic dominance involves being grounded 

in a fixed position on which to have or to exert power.  

On the rejection of its inherited claims of naturalness and privileges or 
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simply saying no to power, Victor counters the dominant fiction by displaying his 

inadequacies. The flesh that he occupies stinks, fucks, shits, is written on, and 

basically fails. “My bowels burst loose down my pant leg with the two rubber 

balls and all the shit piled up behind them” (287), as a result of losing a string of 

red rubber balls in his anus during an intercourse when somebody pounds Victor 

on the back for his choking. The shaming of his body in public presents his 

vulnerability. Victor’s “filthy” body goes against the culture sameness that wants 

all bodies to be tamed, fixed in rigid order and control, and disciplined to 

productivity. He expresses his frustration and a sense of failure, not being able to 

embody the preferred identity practices: “The only person we’ll hate more than 

each other is ourselves” (20). Victor is the professional failure in the disapproving 

gaze of his friend, Daniel, who “will just shake his head and ask for a dessert 

menu” (53) in the spectacle. By exposing himself to the watching crowds via his 

performance of choking, Victor is empowered before the audience in the drama of 

shame. In disturbing established truths and conformity to a uniform standard, 

Victor’s choking practices produce an inferior body: “You gain power by 

pretending to be weak. By contrast, you make people feel so strong. You save 

people by letting them save you. All you have to do is be fragile and grateful. So 

stay the underdog. People really need somebody they feel superior to. So stay 

downtrodden. People need somebody they can send a check to at Christmas. So 

stay poor” (50). His body is his site of empowerment, which transgresses the 

accepted boundaries of masculinity. Such empowerment is contradictory to the 
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masculine domain of power, located without the discursive spaces of a male body 

of being fit, being muscled, being competitive. Victor is managing stigma, 

sticking to the stigma of the weak label produced by the gaze of others while he is 

choking himself. As Erving Goff man notes, “the normal and the stigmatized are 

not persons but rather perspectives” (163). Victor manipulates the discursive 

constructs by being the victim, which offers a reflection framed in terms of social 

views. Challenging the conventional notion of masculinity, Victor creates a space 

of problematic experience to expose the fragility of masculinity and its illusory 

characteristics. Society establishes the means of categorizing people into heroes 

and failures with the constructed boundaries of stereotype and caricature. The 

alternative narratives—the not privileged stories of identity and relationship—do 

not entail any notion of an innate or the true self but rather emerge from resistance 

to people’s preferred values, beliefs, and desires. 

Victor is subversive of authoritative opinion. However, he achieves the 

imagined end of promoting his identity of self-sacrifice for higher ideals. Herein 

lays the contradiction: Victor is passive and humiliated on one the hand and 

controlling and self-sacrificial on the other. When phallic desires produce their 

reality by domination, Victor produces the non-phallic reality via empathetic 

submission. He regards himself as the white trash whose subjectivity has innately 

committed some sort of sin or wrongdoing because of his unearned privileges as a 

white male. The question is this: does Victor demonstrate self-centrism when he 

attempts to reverse the boundaries between saviors and failures? Or is it 
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self-erasure when Victor’s subjectivity is interpolated by his mother and other 

patients’ delusions? If Victor’s disinterested positioning is a struggle “against the 

forms of power that transform him into its object and instrument in the sphere of 

‘knowledge,’ ’truth,’ ‘consciousness,’ and ‘discourse’” (Foucault, “Intellectuals 

and Power” 207-208), he performs his struggle outside of the discourse at the 

same moment he is inside.  

Victor gets himself recuperated by the very discourses he wishes to subvert 

or avoid. Victor’s personal failure is manifested as guilt associated with the 

structures of white male privilege: 

I mean, I’m just tired of being wrong all the time just because I’m a guy. 

I mean, how many times can everybody tell you that you’re the 

oppressive, prejudiced enemy before you give up and become the 

enemy. I mean, a male chauvinist pig isn’t born, he’s made, and more 

and more of them are being made by women. After long enough, you 

just roll over and accept the fact that you’re a sexist, bigoted, insensitive, 

crude, cretinist cretin. Women are right. You’re wrong. You get used to 

the idea. You live down to expectations. (118) 

Victor expresses his anxiety in the fact that masculinity is reinscribed in the 

exclusive and fixed categories of being the oppressor and privileged. What he 

states is the problem, not the solution, of representation. Representation is 

embedded in codes, a shift from one institution to a set of other institutions. The 

sexualized bodies are divided along the axis of the normal and the perverse, the 
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centered and the marginalized, on the basis of the produced knowledge of 

identities. The body becomes the locus of rights and privileges in relation to 

gender, language, sexuality, class, and ethnicity, for example, and also a locus of 

punishment. Disavowing the socially, culturally, and economically privileged 

position of being white and male, Victor challenges the norms and values that 

reproduce white male authority and normativity to allow himself respite from a 

state of sin. Victor is conscious of his white male subjectivity as a social construct 

that attaches to unearned privileges, opportunities, safety, and status, whether or 

not he wants those privileges. When he undergoes individual suffering or takes 

responsibility for all wrong, Victor looks for an innocent position over which he 

can legitimately make claim. Although Victor deliberately moves away from the 

traditional disciplinary boundaries, he involves himself in the production which 

creates the oppositions, such as the weak and the strong. The binary logic gives 

rise to the master-slave dialectic—an unprivileged victim cannot be constituted as 

a privileged oppressor. The major reason for Victor’s contradiction is that his 

sufferings are committed to meaning making, to representation, to carefully 

creating a space that is not privileged or advantaged. Anti-definitional definitions 

become re-definitions of meanings and performances within contexts governed by 

visibility and the insistence on stable meanings. Victor is trapped in making 

meanings, yet meanings do not go beyond binary limits.   

 Identity is in flux. Victor lives in many narratives: Victor is a sexaholic, as he 

told us; he is the son Ida Mancini never had, and he bears the responsibility and 
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takes care of his mother. In order to maintain any sort of relationship with his 

mother, he becomes Ida’s attorney when she cannot recognize him as her son; he 

is a performer in the living history museum to the delusional patient Paige 

Marshall—Victor is Jesus’s son and he believes so for a moment; he is the 

“martyrdom of Saint me” (60) as he takes on the accusations from the demented 

seniors in his mother’s nursing home. Who is the real Victor? What is Victor’s 

understanding of who he is? The query indicates the cultural expectations to 

produce and contain the meanings. To highlight the symbolic way of signifying, 

Palahniuk disrupts the symbolic or social meaning of language by describing 

Victor as having no center, representing his body with simulations. With no 

anchor in one definition, Victor adopts different personae. Different performances 

imply a lack of self that wants to be constantly filled and refashioned. For Victor, 

the strategy of selfhood is negotiated through performing himself in the history of 

now. In different narratives, he is living real. His subjectivity is hollowed, for 

there exists nothing but a precession of pretense. Alex E. Blazer avers that “both 

outer and inner reality are just stories.… If you don’t like your reality, switch the 

television channel; if you don’t like yourself, perform another script. Victor 

recognizes that the world offers nothing” (151).  

As human relationships are only a façade of intercourse, the act of pretense is 

thus a matter of interpellation, of being named. Victor’s hollow and unknown “I,” 

for his origin remains a mystery since Ida kidnapped him and pretended to be his 

mother, and it is being recognized yet written within the power of discourse via 
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each interpolation. Louis Althusser’s policeman call, “Hey, you there!,” Franz 

Fanon’s “Look, a Negro!,” Judith Butler’s “It’s a girl!” and J.L. Austin’s “I 

pronounce you husband and wife” are examples showing that power discourses 

hail subjects into singularly definitive beings: you are guilty; you are black; you 

are your vagina, a lack; you are engaged in a legalized heterosexual set of spousal 

system. These callings categorize an individual subject into one inclusive entity. 

Whenever Victor takes on an identity as the scapegoat to different people, 

different discourses are written on his body. When he is hailed into becoming, his 

unity is invoked. His identity is sorted among competing scripts, different 

symbols. He denies “the goodness of [his] true nature” (155) and claims that he 

will prove “what I am is a dirty, filthy, helpless sexaholic, and I can’t change, and 

I can’t stop, and that’s all I’ll ever be” (156); he is then convinced he is “a loving 

and caring person” (268). He puts himself in the place of Christ (270), believing 

he will save his mother when he accidentally chokes her to death by feeding her 

too much chocolate pudding. Victor’s identity is a social construct and his 

physical body is the persistent locus of where his identity is constructed. Victor 

deems himself as the “other,” so the self-fragments he adopted in different 

narratives appear to create multiplicity and conflict with his subjectivity. 

 Victor deems his body as filth through his excruciating bodily experiences. 

Victor posits his flesh as a site of abject monstrosity. Body-based pain and 

suffering derives from the terror of the non-self. As Peter Lehman points out, 

“amid the distractions of making a living and keeping up appearances, men are 
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unfortunately encouraged to be stoically alienated from the unpredictable heat of 

the narratives inside their bodies” (289). The following is worth asking, however: 

what is the narrative inside the body that determines the authentic self? The 

ideologies of gender and race attach to the bodies and confirm that bodies are 

unavoidably saturated with meaning. For Foucault, the site that the power of 

ideologies operates is the body, and one of the prime effects of power is that 

“certain bodies, discourses, come to be identified and constituted as individuals” 

(18). The body can be manipulated into various shapes and performances 

according to how discourse—what can be spoken of at a given moment—creates 

the subject in its self-justifying truth.  

When Victor struggles to create a being without an identity, he is more 

attached to opposite poles of two dimensional lines. Among the beautiful people 

who would “spend hours bent over in front of a mirror, trying to determine their 

best profile” (37), Victor finds the sameness in their representations of their 

bodies. The body is no longer the indisputable locus of human identity but a 

disposable container. One does one’s body: subjects employ different 

performances as the means of presenting their genders to others, and the bodies 

provide a range of practices that can be selected and hierarchized. As a child, 

Victor admires “this one dumpy guy dressed as Tarzan with a goofy orangutan 

trained to poke what looked like roasted chestnuts up the guy’s ass” (36) when he 

comes across the pornographic photos. The man reveling in such a transgressive 

position suggests that bodies can be both delightful and repulsive.” 



 
 

289 
 

The point was, in a world where everybody had to look so pretty all the 

time, this guy wasn’t. The monkey wasn’t. What they were doing 

wasn’t. The point was, it's not the sex part of pornography that hooked 

the stupid little boy. It was the confidence. The courage. The complete 

lack of shame. The comfort and genuine honesty. The up-front-ness of 

being able to just stand there and tell the world: Yeah, this is how I 

chose to spend a free afternoon. Posing here with a monkey putting 

chestnuts up my ass. And I really don’t care how I look. Or what you 

think. So deal with it. He was assaulting the world by assaulting himself. 

(37) 

Victor looks to the man in the Tarzan suit as a model for a subversive attitude 

toward gender; an appropriate masculine role is assumed on the contrary. Victor 

views the body of the dumpy guy as the abject that remains unreconciled to the 

conventions of knowledge and the practices of power. For Victor, the abject body 

provides an outside against which dominant bodies (bodies that are male, straight, 

and white) can be defined. The abject body promoting differences haunts the 

margins of being, of knowledge, of language.  

Choke does not promise to provide answers. There are questions that Victor 

constantly lives with and uncertainties that constitute the meaning of life. Victor 

could never shake himself entirely free of social codes. The harder he tries to defy 

the codes, the more he grips with his self-imposed confinement. Victor does not 

exist except in the text or in certain contexts. “We have destroyed the world,” says 
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Ida Mancini, “but we have no idea what to do with the pieces” (170). This is the 

idea that sums up the novel: How can we rebuild the world now that we have 

devastated it? How can we fight the existential crisis because of the void left by 

the death of God? The novel ends with a positive tone, and Palahniuk seems to 

suggest that the answer is found in a crazy method through which Denny recovers 

from addiction and builds his dream home from the stones he collects. Maybe 

only the responsibility assumed by insanity can give the world a new meaning 

because their rejection of the ideas of truth and reality brings with it the rejection 

of any privileged discourses.  
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Conclusion 

Both Bret Easton Ellis’ and Chuck Palahniuk’s works have been denounced 

as misogynistic, exploitative, sensationalistic junk. Under all the gore, their works 

examine identity and identity formation with social discourses that uphold “truths.” 

The image of hypermasculinity can be seen to expose rather than alleviate 

anxieties about gendered identity because the hegemonic male “is not simply an 

over the top assertion of white male might” but a “roar of despair, hysteria and 

panic” (Horrocks 52). Masculinity is presented as troubled and unsure of itself. 

Both authors challenge hegemonic power structures by holding up a mirror and 

forcing the society and men in particular to take a look at the concept we call 

masculinity and its effects it had. Masculinity exists within a largely symbolic ally, 

which perpetuates ideal type of masculinity that imposes meaning about what 

masculine subjects’ own identities and positions within a historically constructed 

pattern of power relations between men and women. Hegemonic masculinity, the 

most dominant form of masculinity as white, middle-class, and heterosexual, is 

defined in relation to femininity and subordinated masculinities while such an 

ideal emerges and develops from within the socio-cultural milieu: “A culturally 

idealized form, it is both personal and a collective project, and is the common 

sense about breadwinning and manhood. It is exclusive, anxiety-provoking, 

internally and hierarchically differentiated, brutal and violent” (Donaldson 645). 

“Gender,” together with the terms masculinity and femininity, is an ideology 

people use to imagine the existence of differences between men and women.  
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The body is not as essence, but as bare scaffolding built on discourses and 

performances. Culture molds and effectively creates the body. That is to say, all 

gender formations are results of careful and sustained practices and are thus not 

simple formations, but “performativity.” As Haraway writes, “facts” about are not 

universal truths that “are rooted in specific histories, practices, languages and 

peoples” (217). Language and cultural practices discursively construct our bodies. 

As Foucault mentions, individuals live at the intersection of multiple 

hierarchicalized dualities, some of which are privileged, others of which are 

stigmatized. An individual’s social location is determined by his or her positioning 

within multiple and fragmented hierarchies and dualities. For example, the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as periods of great change in the concepts of 

sex and sexuality to standardize the body’s function in order to control the 

“insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the 

phenomena of population to economic processes” (140). The representations of 

human body are most often male—a white, masculine, self-contained body is 

presumed. Bodies are not “natural” as they are socially produced under specific 

cultural circumstances: “[the] place in gender relations, the practices through 

which men and women engage that place in gender, and the effects of these 

practices in bodily experience, and culture” (Connell 71). Thus, the existence of 

masculinity conceptually is made possible precisely by the social relations that 

incorporate and organize power. Gender is an artifice, an ideology, a social 

construction. Gender may look real but it is actually just a masquerade. Take away 
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gesture, language, dress, movement, and there’s no such thing as gender, no 

pristine category that stands behind society’s invention of it.  

Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk challenge the hegemonic social 

structures of how masculinity is used to legitimate hierarchy. Hegemonic gender 

formations enforce especially the criteria to which the subject must conform if he 

desires the privileges of a hegemonic gender identity. Moreover, gender 

formations require the repetition of a set of acts which point toward the gender 

formation being constructed. The ideologies or phantasies of how men should be 

are destructive to the male protagonists in Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s works when they 

try to measure themselves against expected social roles. Whiteness and 

masculinity are empty categories. In American Psycho, Patrick Bateman shows 

how white masculinity relies on women and people of color for its self-definition. 

He is trapped in an existence that offers no comforts, no context, and leaves him 

paranoid, insecure, and full of rage. The world he inhibits is an artifice, a delusion. 

Patrick Bateman appears to be an ideal and the defining characteristics of 

masculinity that he represents which include whiteness, location in the 

upper/middle class, heterosexuality, high-education, and the desire and the ability 

to achieve, are social constructions. Therefore, Patrick Bateman describes himself 

like so: “there is an idea of Patrick Bateman, some kind of abstraction, but there is 

no real me” (Ellis 376). He is trapped in an existence that offers no “essence,” and 

leaves him paranoid and insecure. Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club dramatizes the 

proliferation of anxiety among white middle-class American males. In order to 
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free himself from the constraints of daily life, he searches for something in his life 

that he realizes he will not obtain without violence. This includes not only fighting 

other men, engaging in physical violence, but also the destruction of his own 

personality that is constrained by social expectations. The all-encompassing goal 

of the protagonist is to abscond from the ideology of the society around him, yet 

creating another ideology that the fight club creates a dark space where men are 

dressed or undressed and behave identically, and fight each other as though 

striking their image in a mirror. 

In capitalist culture, human consciousness is objectified or represented by 

commodities. Many commodities embody symbolic values that promise some 

satisfaction other than that of fulfilling a material need. For example, some 

commodities promise success, security, confidence, power, though in actuality 

their power to deliver such promises is somehow nonexistent. The values are 

merely symbolic. Unfortunately, this emphasis on consumption leads many people 

to measure themselves and others in terms of extrinsic wealth and possessions 

which results in extreme human objectification. They critique contemporary 

over-saturations of consumer culture. For example, the title Less Than Zero 

signifies the kind of absolute stasis that comes about when something is frozen. 

The characters wear the same brands. They are adamant about the physical 

perfection. The protagonist Clay keeps missing the people he is supposed to meet 

as everyone looks alike. We can see an entire spectrum of characters that, at an 

extreme, feel completely lost in the chaos of the existential boredom. As Fredrick 
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Jameson explains, reminiscent of Baudrillard, “Appropriately enough, the culture 

of the simulacrum comes to life in a society where exchange value has been 

generalized to the point at which the very memory of use value is effaced, a 

society that in it ‘the image has become the final form of commodity reification’” 

(18). Consumption is in fact the production of a commodity. In other words, the 

better the consumer, the better the producer. Thus we see in the Ellis’ works an 

endless cycle of consuming class, while, at the same time, creating it. Glamorama 

also chronicles celebrity culture. Like Less Than Zero, the characters are 

interchangeable. Victor Ward is prone to listing celebrity names in the same way 

Patrick Bateman lists designer clothes. The performative aspect of American 

Psycho is further developed in Glamorama by the omnipresence of cameras and 

videocameras. In fact, halfway through the novel, a video crew begins following 

Victor around, and the reader does not know if Victor Ward is a character in a 

movie or an actor playing the role of Victor. Any sense of traditional reality is 

shattered. Everything is rendered to mere surface.  

Ellis’ and Palahniuk’s works describe the brutalities of a commercial world 

in which their male protagonists experience absolute powerlessness to effect 

changes, to make things happen in their daily lives. They are enmeshed in lives 

paralyzed by doubt and the bureaucratized inability to know who they are. 

Palahniuk’s protagonists try to return to the body as something that exists prior to 

socialization, prior to discourse about males and females, the ground from which 

varieties of sexual experience and desire emerge. However, the neutral, 
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pre-existing ground does not seem to exist because the body as a system 

simultaneously produces and is produced by social meanings. In Survivor, 

protagonist Tender chooses to escape from a determined world where he lives his 

life according to the rules of the Creedish Church. However, after his escape, his 

every dream is influenced by mass culture and defines his own life. In Choke, 

Victor Mancini is tangled in a hyperreal existence where he has already resolved 

himself to the fact that his life is a mere story and which he feels the utmost 

self-hatred. Victor actively chases “the complete lack of shame” (Ellis 37) he first 

sees in pornography. He turns his choking into an elaborate moneymaking scam. 

When senile patients confuse Victor for some miscreant from their pasts, he steps 

into those roles and accepts the blame. In both of the novels, there is no authentic 

self, just the faux subject, a shadow of an outline on a wall.  

   In contemporary society, the onset of the information influx comes with an 

overbombardment of knowledge and visual stimuli that is overwhelming. There is a 

constant stream of pop-culture engulfing society from every aspect. Magazines, 

movies, television, and the internet constantly inform Bret Easton Ellis’ and Chuck 

Palahniuk’s male protagonists about death, casual sex, materialism, self-help, 

plastic surgery, cancers, fashion, and so on. Neither of them feels that they fit into 

their culture. They are stranded, alone, with no one to connect with. Insistent upon 

finding depths where there are only surfaces, they are confounded, embittered, and 

ultimately applied by the value system they encounter, a value system based on 

commodification and market value; yet, they are unable to escape from it. White 
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masculinity describes itself as in crisis, but not in reaction to the gains of women 

and minorities. White masculine subjects respond to the “marking” of white men. 

Both authors demonstrate that white men no longer speak with a universal voice 

nor should they recuperate their symbolic privilege. 
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