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Abstract

This MA thesis deals with the masculine identity of the three main male characters 

of Chuck Palahniuk’s early novels Fight Club, Survivor and Choke. It consists of two 

parts. The first theoretical part briefly explores anthropological and sociological 

notions of masculinity, with the focus on the manhood in the contemporary USA. As 

such it serves as the theoretical basis for the second part of literary interpretation. 

There the masculine identity of the three main characters is discussed. As all the 

three characters experience the same development of masculine identity, the 

interpretation advances along this progress. Its stages are identity crisis, turning to 

the traditional male strategies, rejecting those strategies and searching the basis of 

one’s identity in a personal relationship.

Key words

Manhood, masculinity, traditional masculinity, identity, identity crisis, sexism, 

chauvinism, consumerism, consumer society

Abstrakt

Tato diplomová práce se věnuje mužské identitě třech hlavních mužských postav 

v raných románech Chucka Palahniuka Klub rváčů, Program pro přeživší a Zalknutí. 

Práce má dvě části. První teoretická část se zabývá stručnou charakterizací 

antropologického a sociologického pojetí mužství či mužské identity se zaměřením na 

současnou maskulinitu v USA. Dává tak teoretický základ pro část druhou, literárně 

interpretační. V ní je rozebrána mužská identita tří hlavních hrdinů Palahniukových 

románů. Interpretace je vedena po linii jejího vývoje, jelikož všichni tři hrdinové 

procházejí stejnými vývojovými fázemi – krizí identity, opření se o tradiční vzorce 

mužského chování, jejich zamítnutí a konečně hledání základu pro identitu v osobním 

vztahu.
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Mužství, maskulinita, tradiční mužství, identita, krize identity, sexismus, 

šovinismus, konzumerismus, konzumní společnost



Table of Contents

Introduction...................................................................................................................................................... 5

PART 1 - Cultural History of Masculinity............................................................................................... 8

CHAPTER 1:  The roots of the “ubiquitous” manhood ................................................................. 8

CHAPTER 2:  The roots of the American traditional manhood ..............................................12

CHAPTER 3:  American manhood here and now .........................................................................17

CHAPTER 4:  “Angry white male”.......................................................................................................23

PART 2 - Literary Interpretation ............................................................................................................26

CHAPTER 5:  Introducing the Books: Fight Club (1996), Survivor (1999) and Choke 

(2001) ...........................................................................................................................................................26

CHAPTER 6:  Introducing the Characters........................................................................................27

FIGHT CLUB............................................................................................................................................27

SURVIVOR ...............................................................................................................................................30

CHOKE ......................................................................................................................................................33

SUMMARY ...............................................................................................................................................36

CHAPTER 7:  Traditional masculine identities as problem solving strategies .................38

FIGHT CLUB............................................................................................................................................38

SURVIVOR ...............................................................................................................................................44

CHOKE ......................................................................................................................................................47

SUMMARY ...............................................................................................................................................51

CHAPTER 8:  Maybe self-destruction is not the answer either ..............................................52

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................................62

Works Cited.....................................................................................................................................................64



5

INTRODUCTION

Few works of contemporary literature have provoked such a level of controversy 

as did the publication of Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club. This book has been at the same 

time glorified and condemned. On the one hand, it has been praised as “wild, orgiastic 

pop masterpiece” that “rages against the hypocrisy of a society that continually 

promises us the impossible” (quoted in Bennett 65-66) and applauded as a “Swiftian 

attack on our consumerist, designer-label-worshipping society” (Taubin 16). On the 

other hand, it has been attacked ferociously because its the attack on the consumer 

society allegedly only “reproduces the system’s models and values” (Pettus 111) and 

Henry A. Giroux criticized it as “intensely misogynistic representation of women” (17) 

that glorifies a hyper-masculine “warrior culture” (12), claiming that its “vision of 

liberation and politics relies on gendered and sexist hierarchies that flow directly 

from the consumer culture it claims to be criticizing” (15).

From the intensity and inconsistency of the reactions it seems that Palahniuk 

touched a sensitive topic – namely the topic of the contemporary consumer society 

and the place of masculinity in it. It would seem that Palahniuk has a great deal to say 

on this matter, especially when his subsequent books, Survivor and Choke, occupy 

themselves with the very same topic.

However, does he really? Would his fiction stand its ground when compared with 

recent scholarly literature engaged in the relationship of society and masculinity? It is 

the aim of this work to answer that question, to decide whether Palahniuk’s novels 

truly are a testimony of our times that conveys a lot about the way we live, or 

whether they are just stories of highly disturbed and maladjusted individuals 

searching for help and improvement but without any general meaning.

For this objective, Palahniuk’s three early books – Fight Club (1996), Survivor 

(1999) and Choke (2001) – are highly convenient. The publication of the two latter 

did not stir such an upheaval of critical responses as Fight Club did, but they all share 

a number of thematic as well as formal characteristics so that together they form 

a much more complex picture of contemporary masculinity.

Since the prime interest of this work is the question of what these novels convey 

about society and masculinity in it, it will approach this subject primarily from 

the point of view of gender studies, sociology and cultural history, i.e. of those 
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humanities that focus on the masculine gender and society. Only secondarily it will 

employ psychology. An in-depth psychological analysis is really beyond the scope of 

this work, and moreover, all the novels, and Fight Club especially, have been already 

thoroughly analyzed from number of psychological and philosophical points of view 

(Bennet 2005, Bernaerts 2009, Casado de Rocha 2005, Friday 2003, Hock-Soon Ng 

2005, Kavadlo 2005, Kennett 2005, Lee 2002, Mathews 2005, Sartain 2005, Tuss 

2004).

That means that the problems that the protagonists find themselves in will not be 

examined in terms of search and explanation of the reasons and causes; instead, what 

will be examined are the methods and strategies that the protagonists use to cope 

with the situations. Strictly speaking, they do not choose these strategies themselves, 

but they are rather given, passed to them by means of masculine gender that the 

society in which they have grown up induces them to adopt. So a psychological 

analysis will be used at most to disclose the solidness or frailty in the causality and 

credibility of the narration.

Thus the point of origin will be male gender. We will show what its bases and its 

roots are and we will try to distill its universal characteristics. From this general 

beginning we will move to a more particular kind of male gender – American 

masculinity.  There we will search for what is traditional and distinctive for it and 

then what it looks like nowadays. By the end of the first part we will know what 

a “typical American male” (if he indeed exists) might look like.

Then, in the second part, we will examine the novels themselves from the point of 

view of what we learned before. The question is what Palahniuk says about the 

masculinity of the American men that makes so many people excited and angry. And 

is he right, or rather is he faithful and trustworthy in his depiction of it? And does he 

only describe the state of being as it is, or does he propose something on his own 

towards tackling the issue?

One more thing should be said before we move on. The roots of the traditional 

male gender that are being dealt with in the first part come from the pre-modern 

societies where the position and role of women and men are highly different and 

distinctly separate. By consequence, not only do many principles of this manhood not 

promote the equality of rights between men and women, but very often they are 

openly sexist. It is arguable up to which point the traditional masculinity is directly 
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based on it; however, sexism and male chauvinism are undoubtedly implied in the 

traditional concept of masculinity in one way or another. That is why it must be 

stressed here that it should be distinguished between what is being described and 

what prescribed. That applies to the scholarly literature cited, Chuck Palahniuk’s 

novels and, naturally, this work, too. Although all these works speak openly about 

manhood that is sexist and anti-feminist, they are far from promoting it. They 

describe and portray the traditional concept of masculinity; however, that does not 

mean that they offer this chauvinistic manhood as an example to follow. Of course, as 

for Chuck Palahniuk and his novels, this is by no means a well-founded claim. After 

all, his attitude towards this matter is the main issue in the contradictory reviews 

cited in the beginning. To decide what Palahniuk’s true attitude is, whether he

describes or prescribes such a masculine behavior, that is yet another task of this 

work.
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PART 1

CULTURAL HISTORY OF MASCULINITY

CHAPTER 1

The roots of the “ubiquitous” manhood

Before we start discussing masculinity in Palahniuk’s books, we should define 

what we mean by this term. For the purposes of this work we will use a very simple 

definition coined by an environmental biologist David F. Gilmore. He says it is “the 

approved way of being an adult male in any given society” (1). In his book Manhood in 

the Making Gilmore is trying to answer a question – is there any universal manhood, 

“a global archetype of manliness” (220)? He concludes that even though there may be 

no “Universal Male”, we may perhaps speak of a “Ubiquitous Male” (223). That is, 

there are certain characteristics common to most cultures’ constructions of manhood. 

And although Gilmore finds several cultures where his ubiquitous male type does not 

apply, the American culture, the one that interests us, is definitely not one of them.

We will adopt Gilmore’s conclusion as our starting point. The basic characteristics 

of his ubiquitous male are bravery, strength, selflessness, greatness, honor, creation, 

procreation (44, 110, 229, 110, 132, 223) and many other, all of which can be found in 

the three moral imperatives that Gilmore gives for men to follow. A fully-fledged man, 

he says, must impregnate his wife, provide his dependents and protect his family 

(48).

The first imperative, making one’s wife pregnant, is generally speaking about sex 

and courting. A man should be sexually active and even more, aggressive (40-41). But 

the conquest of a woman is not the goal in itself. Even in cultures where “the Don Juan 

model of sexual assertiveness is highly valued, a man’s assigned task in not just to 

make endless conquests but to spread his seed . . . the ultimate test is that of 

competence in reproduction, that is, impregnating one’s wife” (41). A man’s goal is to 



9

create a family and his competency is measured by the size of it. The youthful 

promiscuity is only a testing ground for more serious purpose later on (Gilmore 42).

Besides being potent, a man must provision dependents, i.e. his family. He must be 

a giver, not a taker. This is what distinguishes a man from a boy. Whereas a young boy 

is a mere dependent taker, he is provided and nurtured by his family, an adult man 

must do the opposite. He must provide for his family, he must be a giver – he must 

have enough to give out, i.e. be self-sufficient, autonomous and independent. Here 

Gilmore emphasizes that a man’s service to family needs to be understood as 

a sacrifice. A man does not enjoy or like his work. “The worker in the fields often 

despises manual labor of any sort, because it rarely benefits him personally” (42). 

“Real” men are selfless and generous. “Manhood ideologies always include a criterion 

of selfless generosity, even to the point of sacrifice” (229). The care that a man takes 

of his family is measured, too – by the degree of the sacrifice and by the actual results 

(Gilmore 42). 

The last imperative is that a man must protect his family. He must be brave, strong 

and ready for violence. Gilmore shows a number of cultures, some of them inherently 

peaceful, where violence plays an important role when establishing one’s manhood 

(68-77, 82). A man must be ready to inflict as well as receive pain and violence. And 

as much as the violence is the direct proof of one’s immediate ability to protect 

oneself and others, it serves yet another purpose. Fighting is often

[A] youthful stage of providing, superseded by a more constructive maturity. . . .  

Most fights occur between men aged eighteen to twenty-five. After this phase 

most men settle down to enjoy their status as ‘hard men’. . . This seems to point 

to a widely shared tough-guy pose that deters attack by bluff. The strategy is 

a belligerent one, but the fighting is only a temporary stage that may 

paradoxically obviate violence later on. (76)

Again as with the sexual potency there is a youthful stage of manliness that is more 

aggressive that is replaced later on by a more responsible stage.

Very often during his work Gilmore came across the notion of a “big man”. His 

bigness is measured in musculature, accomplishments, or number of possessions. . . . 

The Big Man in any industrial society is also the richest guy on the block, the most 
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successful, the most competent, and he has the most of what society needs or wants. 

. . . In many societies, from the preliterate to the postindustrial, wealth or position 

means creative and manipulative power, and this power signals masculinity. (110)

Besides the fact that such a big man fulfills exceedingly the imperatives of 

providing and protecting, he has yet another very important quality that has not been 

mentioned so far. It is the “creative and manipulative power.” A man should be in 

control of himself and of his surroundings, he should be independent and creative in 

this sense.

’Real’ men are expected to tame nature in order . . . to reinvent and perpetuate 

the social order by will, to create something of value from nothing. Manhood is 

a kind of male procreation; its heroic quality lies in its self-direction and 

discipline, its absolute self-reliance – in a word, its agential autonomy. (223)

If a man should be in control of his surroundings, if he should reinvent the social 

order, he must be out of his home, among people, in the society. Sociability is another 

manly attribute that Gilmore strongly emphasizes. “A real man must be out-of-doors 

among men, facing others, staring them down,” and moreover “continually involved 

in conduct that is more or less deliberately on display” (51, 91). In this, manliness is 

put into distinct opposition to women. “The women, on the other hand, are engaged 

in domestic affairs in the nonpublic regions, behind the houses, deliberately avoiding 

the central plaza, which is reserved for men” (91). The consequence of such claims on 

men and women is sexual segregation. “The worlds of men and women are strictly 

demarcated, . . . two separate worlds that pass without touching” (Gilmore 51).

A few more things should be said about the model of ubiquitous manhood in 

general before we move on.

As was said before, all the masculinity tactics that men use, can be (and are) 

measured. His sexual potency by the size (and existence) of his family, his ability to 

provide by his results and sacrifice, and his competence to protect by his physical as 

well as non-physical power. Gilmore says, “a man’s effectiveness is measured as 

others see him in action, where they can evaluate his performance” (35). That means 

that being a “real” man is a lot about appearing a “real” man. 
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And once one’s masculinity is measured, it is only a short step to the realization 

that such masculinity is highly competitive. Given the character of the three male 

imperatives (impregnate, provide, protect), men cannot but fight and compete for 

what they are expected and obliged to do. In order to impregnate one’s wife, one has 

to first acquire a wife. And it is quite obvious here that  matter of winning one’s wife is 

highly competitive. To provide for his family, a man must first obtain the food and 

other necessities. And that is again a competition; and this one is as much against the 

other men as it is against the nature or society as the sources are neither limitless nor 

easily obtainable1. Also when protecting his family, a man always protects it from 

something or someone, i.e. he fights against (competes with) his adversary or 

adversaries. Gilmore concludes that “in most societies, the three male imperatives are 

either dangerous or highly competitive. They place men at risk on the battlefield, in 

the hunt, or in confrontation with their fellows” (223).

Because manhood is always being measured and put into a competition, a man 

must let it be measured; he must show that he is a man, he must prove his manhood. 

But the necessity to prove one’s manhood does not come directly from its 

competitiveness and measurability. Rather, it comes from the fact that manhood, in 

a sense, is not natural but more likely a forced construct. “There is a constantly 

recurring notion that real manhood is different from simple anatomical maleness, 

that it is not a natural condition that comes about spontaneously through biological 

maturation but rather is a precarious or artificial state that boys must win against 

powerful odds” (Gilmore 11). Gilmore helps himself by quoting Norman Mailer, 

“Nobody was born a man; you earned manhood provided you were good enough, bold 

enough” (19).  This attribute of masculinity is one of the most universal features that 

it possesses. “It is found among the simplest hunters and fishermen, among peasants 

and sophisticated urbanized peoples; it is found in all continents and environments” 

(Gilmore 11).

                                                            
1 It is interesting to notice that this is not true for the societies where Gilmore finds that do not follow 

the “ubiquitous” ideal of manhood. These societies have their sources limitless compared to the size 

and demands of their community (201-19).
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CHAPTER 2

The roots of the American traditional manhood

As Gilmore researched the manhood of the indigenous tribes form around the 

world, it is understandable that their ideal of masculinity is somewhat different from 

the manhood of the modern western society. There is a reason, though, why Gilmore’s 

role model of masculinity is called “ubiquitous.” The manhood we find in America 

today has changed but its core remains very much the same. 

However, before we move to the American society of today and the contemporary 

model of masculinity that it proposes, we should have a look at what is traditional for 

American manhood. 

It is evident that what makes manhood of a particular culture different from the 

common masculine role model (the ubiquitous male) is the character, specifications 

and peculiarities of the culture itself – its origins, history, placement etc. And if we 

look at the American culture, its early history and character, we cannot miss the fact 

that the very basis of it can be considered as highly masculine. Its emergence in 

history itself is a manifestation of manly ideals. The American pioneer is the 

embodiment of independence, autonomy, self-reliance and creativity in the sense of 

establishing order in the land where there is none. And what a pioneer was for the 

untamed nature of the American frontier that was the self-made man for 

the American society. He appears at the time of the Revolution, since the mid-

nineteen century he represents the dominant American conception of manhood and 

its ideal is alive in the American culture until today (Kimmel 29). An American 

sociologist Michael S. Kimmel in his book Manhood in America claims that some of the 

most important characteristics of American manhood “owe their existence to the 

timing of the Revolution – the emergence of the Self-Made Men at that time and their 

great success in the new American democracy have a lot to do with what it is that 

defines a ‘real’ man even today” (13-14). What defines the self-made man is “success 

in the market, individual achievement, mobility, wealth” (17). He “derives identity 

entirely from . . . activities in the public sphere, measured by accumulated wealth and 

status, by geographic and social mobility” (13). In other words, American self-made 

man fully represents the “big man” that Gilmore speaks about and Kimmel puts him 

as one of the basic principles of American manhood (14 and passim).
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But in the world of self-making men nothing is ever sure, stable and certain. 

As one’s success depends solely on him and because self-made men derive their 

identity from their achievements, it is directly those achievements that are the 

yardstick of their manliness. For a man’s behavior this means one thing, “If . . . a man 

could rise as high as he aspired, then his sense of himself as a man was in constant 

need of demonstration. Everything became a test – his relationships to work, to 

women, to nature, and to other men” (Kimmel 30). 

If that is so, then a competition lies in the heart of American manliness. Kimmel 

says that if one lives in a democratic society, i.e. a society of equals, one lives in 

a society of competitors (30). And as this competition is omnipresent, life can easily 

get unbearably stressful. Kimmel speaks about three dominant masculine strategies 

that American men have always used until today to prove, reinforce and reinvent 

their manliness by which they have coped with this stress. It is self-control, exclusion 

and escape (31). 

Surrounded by the ever-present competition American men have two choices: 

fight of flight. The strategy of self-control urges them to choose the first. Kimmel 

describes how when they do, when they strive for self-control, they “struggle to build 

themselves into powerful, impervious machines, capable of victory in any 

competition” (30). Self-control means that a man controls his life, his body and his 

posture. He is a “tough guy” and does not show any emotions or weaknesses because 

“the man who was emotional with women was despised as effeminate” (115; to show 

emotions among other men was okay).

The strategy of escape, on the other hand, prompts men towards the latter – to 

flight. To escape means to leave civilization and its constraining boundaries and go 

west, to the frontier. There a man must start over, build from nothing, and thus he 

recreates himself. Due to the real western border, the myth of frontier has always 

been very strong in American culture and it remains so today (43). The lack of order 

of this wild and dangerous land makes men create one of their own.

An integral part of escape from civilization to wilderness is also certain nostalgia 

for the past which, according to Forth, is a recurring theme in the history of Western 

masculinity (41). It is a “nostalgic longing for simpler realities” (219) that belonged to 

Middle Ages and other pre-modern eras “when men reveled in the unfettered 

enjoyment of bodily energies and urges” (40). Moreover, the reason for this longing 
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is, as Kimmel claims, also the general conviction of men that in such a world they 

could take place among nation’s elite simply by working honestly and hard.  However, 

Kimmel concludes, “such a world never existed; economic elites have always 

managed to reproduce themselves . . . but that hasn’t stopped men from believing in 

it” (221). Inherent to this thinking is also a notion that there exists a “natural” or 

“primitive” manhood, hidden under the veneer of emasculating civilization, that can 

bring peace (or whatever they are looking for) to modern men. Andrew Hock-Soon 

Ng, a lecturer of contemporary fiction at Monash University, agrees with Kimmel 

when he says that such manliness is in truth “fantastic . . .  a historical construction 

(and therefore ‘artificial’) that has become ‘naturalized’ through the reiteration of its 

fantasy” (123).

Escape is important not only because it aims to the wilderness of the frontier but 

also because it is from the civilization. The negative – feminizing – effects that 

civilization has on masculinity have been disapprovingly noted, heatedly and in-depth 

discussed, and fervently criticized. The notion that the civilization has inevitably 

feminizing impact is most probably as old as the civilization itself. A cultural historian 

Christopher E. Forth in his book Masculinity in the Modern West states that 

the idea that civilized societies breed moral and physical decline . . . has been 

around since ancient times. . . . Inherent in this largely social and cultural 

definition was the idea that civilization was an implicitly feminizing force that 

threatened to reduce men to the level of women in their dress, demeanor and 

behavior. (145)

Sure enough, since the appearance of the first cerebral sedentary occupation, there 

has always been an anxiety about its effect on manliness. Forth lists four basic 

tensions that come along the civilization that have shaped the ideals and anxieties of 

manhood – directness versus (over-) refined manners, militant versus intellectual life, 

manly virtue as opposed to civilization’s luxury and consumption, and action against 

sedentariness (22). The former of each couple represents a true “manly” value or 

a push towards it whereas the latter of the two is the corrupting and debilitating 

influence of the civilization. Whenever a man gets too much under influence of the 
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civilization and he suddenly seems feminine and emasculated, he can turn for help to 

the “original” and “natural” state of being that preceded it.

Forth gives an example of dueling which, ever since it had been invented in the 16th

century, was frequently recommended as a means to fend off the influence of 

civilization (117-8). And he adds that “however ‘civilized’ a form of fighting dueling 

was, though, it still represented the persistence of male aggression and courage that 

many embraced as an essential counterpoint to the softening potential of civilization” 

(118).

Dueling is a specific example of more general methods – hardship, military 

training, pain and violence. By these a man could protect his manhood, enhance his 

psychical and physical strength and the endurance of his body. But it would be 

a mistake to regard this as beneficial from the point of view of an individual man only. 

Forth shows that “in this ‘warrior’ critique of civilization, hardship, pain and warfare 

connect the private body with the demands of the nation in order to strengthen both” 

(35) and that “military training and combat were conceived as hygienic measures for 

the nation as whole, especially a nation engaged with a modern culture of commerce 

and consumption” (131). And it is often the case, claims Gilmore, that an arising 

nation in search of its new identity uses manhood as an ideology in its nationalist and 

political agenda (222).

American men, just like any other, have been escaping civilization in order to self-

re-create their manhood in the wild. There is one more thing about the escapes, 

though, that is worth mentioning besides the opposition of civilization and 

wilderness/frontier. That is, the societies of escaped men are usually homosocial, i.e. 

consists almost exclusively of men. According to Kimmel, that is because “If manhood 

could be proved, it had to be proved in the eyes of other men” (19). There – among 

“his own” – it is easier for a man to build up his manliness again. Kimmel says:

Although America has been from its birth a multicultural society, American 

manhood has often been built on the exclusion of others from equal opportunity 

to work, to go to school, to vote – to do any of the things that allow people to 

compete equally. It seemed as though men believed that by keeping the public 

worlds of work, education, or politics as the homosocial preserves of native-

born white men, they could more reliably prove their manhood. Exclusion also 
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allowed men a kind of domestic version of escape; every time they went off to 

work, they ran away from women to prove themselves with other men. (30-1)

As we have seen with Gilmore, there had always been a labor division between the 

sexes. What was new in America, Kimmel claims, was the degree to which the man’s 

and woman’s worlds became separated. Outside home there was a selfish world of 

a fierce competition and the home itself “would be a balm to soothe men from the 

roughness of the working day. The workplace was masculinized, the home feminized” 

(36-7).

In the everyday life there was a strict exclusion of men’s and women’s spheres. 

This is because a man proves his manliness best among other men. There is no joy 

from winning over a woman. And in America, too, says Kimmel, a man’s job is his 

noble sacrifice for his family. “Work is unpleasant, painful, difficult, and cruel – a dirty 

job that someone has to do. Women should be placed on a pedestal glorifying 

feminine delicacy, for which men must sacrifice themselves” (67). For the sake of the 

“True Womanhood” women were protected from the ugly world (37). And the last 

popular argument for keeping women out of public life was the claim that women’s 

brains are smaller, weaker and generally “not strong enough to handle the enormity 

of the intellectual challenge” (Kimmel 39).

However, as much as these were men’s favorite explanations, the reason for the 

exclusion lies somewhere else. For one thing, putting women on the pedestal of 

delicacy is just another way of expressing that men claim the ultimate control over 

them. But more importantly, if men let women and others do what only men have 

been doing so far, and if women prevail, succeed, and are as good as the men, then 

what are the men left with? They derived their identity as men from the 

accomplishments in the spheres from which they excluded the others. If now 

the others are as good as men are, how can a man feel like a man any longer, when 

a woman can do the same?
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CHAPTER 3

American manhood here and now

That is not an academic question. American men traditionally built up their 

manhood on the exclusion of other from the public sphere. This privilege, though, has 

been under a constant attack since the second half of 19th century. After the Civil war 

a large number of women, immigrants and newly freed African Americans entered 

the public sphere (Kimmel 52). This process continued and increased during the 

twentieth century and reached its peak in the social movements of 1960s and 70s. 

The women’s movement, the civil rights movement and the gay liberation movement, 

all challenged severely the separation of spheres and the privileges of white male 

Americans (Kimmel 179).

This chapter is about what manhood looks like today in the contemporary 

America. How it shifted from the common manliness of Gilmore’s ubiquitous male, 

how it has changed under the influence of what is perceived as traditionally and 

distinctly American, and what the emergence of the current consumer society has 

done to it.

Maybe the most severe blow that American self-making men have suffered was the 

changing of the workplace. It came along with the modernization which took place 

around the turn of the century and it gradually struck all the classes. What used to be 

the central area for establishing one’s manhood, now served the opposite –

emasculating – purpose. Kimmel says:

Rapid industrialization, technological transformation, capital concentration, 

urbanization, and immigration – all of these created a new sense of 

an oppressively crowded, depersonalized, and often emasculated life. Manhood 

had meant autonomy and self-control, but now fewer and fewer American men 

owned their own shops, controlled their own labor, owned their own farms. 

(58)

If a “manly” job meant that it provided the man with autonomy and self-control, 

then the emasculating workplace peaked in white-collar jobs. An American historian 

Elliot Gorn inquires:



18

Where would a sense of maleness come from for the worker who sat at a desk 

all day? How could one be manly without independence? Where was virility to 

be found in increasingly faceless bureaucracies? How might clerks or salesmen 

feel masculine doing ‘women’s work’? What became of rugged individualism 

inside intensively rationalized corporations? How could a man be a patriarch 

when his job kept him away from home for most of his waking hours? (192)

Indeed, many white-collar jobs became gradually “women’s work”. Kimmel shows 

how since the beginning of the 20th century, the number of working women was 

rapidly growing and nowhere else was this increase as rapid as in the world of white-

collar offices. By 1930 women constituted nearly 50 percent of all the workforce and 

they accounted for 52.5 percent of the total clerical workforce and 96 percent of all 

stenographers and typists (60).

Although it was the white-collar workers who have experienced the sense of 

emasculation in the workplace the strongest, by no means was that reserved for them 

only. Forth speaks about the effects of changes of working conditions on working-

class men. He demonstrates how the modern

approaches to industrial labor removed brawn as well as brains from the 

workplace, and redefined skill in terms of the ability to perform repetitive and 

monotonous tasks with speed and dexterity. Deprived of status, income and the 

physical understanding of work that had long been central to working-class 

manhood, proletarians had reasons to feel that the modern workplace was 

emasculating. (173)

By 1960s, Kimmel claims, the malaise of work-place had spread through all levels 

of American society as successful businessmen, middle-class managers as well as 

blue-collar workers all spoke of alienation from their respective workplaces. On 

a daily basis, men experienced the sense of powerlessness (having no control over 

their actions on the job), meaninglessness (performing specialized tasks that they 

could not relate to the whole), isolation (inability to identify with the firm or its 

goals), and self-estrangement (the lack of integration between their work and other 
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aspects of life) which only led them to search for affirmation and identity outside the 

workplace – in the realm of consumption (175).

The identity of breadwinner has always been one of the most important bases of 

male identity (Gilmore’s imperative to provide) but now men had to start looking 

somewhere else. Consumption as a phenomenon occurs even before the 20th century 

(Forth 157) but it is only after the Second World War that it started to serve as 

a source of men’s identity because from that moment onwards, the “European men 

were targeted as consumers as never before” (Forth 212). Kimmel explains that “in 

the culture of consumption, identity was based less on what one did and who one was 

and more upon how one appeared and lived” (81). Consumers’ identity is not made of 

what they do or create but of what they have – what they buy and what they possess.

As masculinity for white-collar workers has always been rather a precarious 

business, they are the obvious target of this new male identity. “Among white-collar 

workers consumerism clearly provided one means of achieving worthwhile change,” 

says Forth, “but one that was fraught with gender pitfalls” (156). As was said before, 

luxury and consumption have always been seen as effeminate and have been 

associated with the woman’s spending on fashion (156). The culmination of the 

attempt of the consumer society to offer an alternative to more traditional “macho” 

kind of masculinity is the emergence of “metrosexual”. Kimmel describes him:

He’s manicured, pedicured, buffed, and shined. His clothes are tailored. He 

knows all the latest hair care and skin care products. He pumps up and shops ‘til 

he drops. He cooks, cleans, and preens. Oh, and by the way, he’s straight. . . . The 

metrosexual promised an alternate route to the achievement of masculinity 

through high-end consumerism. (225)

There are other significant changes than just those of workplace, other alternative 

routes to prove one’s masculinity and it is not only the imperative to provide that 

contemporary American men find difficult to obey. Whereas the concept of “big man” 

still holds its prominent position, the fulfillment of all the three imperatives, which 

should guarantee the position of “big man,” has become increasingly troublesome. It 

is due to the fact that not only the fulfilling as such has become more difficult (the 
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aforementioned decrease of incomes and job opportunities) but also the imperatives 

themselves have changed.

The imperative of procreation (“impregnate one’s wife”) has changed mostly under 

the influence of two factors – appearance of reliable contraception and rationalization 

of (especially women’s) pleasure. On the one hand, having children – impregnating 

one’s wife – is still a credible sign of maleness; on the other hand, it is no longer the 

only possible way how a man can assert his sexual potency. While in the past sexual 

intercourse without procreation of children meant that the man was most probably 

sexually impotent, since the invention of condom in the 19th century, the couple could 

choose not to have children so that the pregnancy of the woman stopped being the 

only reliable proof of her partner’s manliness. The emphasis has been gradually taken 

away from the pregnancy of women and was put to the sexual activity of men as such. 

This has become even more prominent, Forth says, since the “invention” of women’s 

orgasm at the turn of the century (191). It was said then that “there is no such thing 

as a frigid woman, only incompetent men” (quoted in Forth 192). The pleasure of 

women became the focal point of men’s sexual performance – and from this point on 

it can virtually be called performance. Kimmel claims that “male sexuality operated on 

the performance principle, not the pleasure principle; men turned sex into work, 

experiencing ‘performance anxiety’ while they worked to ‘get the job done’” (187) 

and Forth agrees that “thanks to the rationalization of sexual pleasure, the modern 

husband was transformed into a technician of love, sensitive to the intricacies of the 

female machine and capable of coaxing from it ever greater quantities of pleasure” 

(192). When seen from this perspective, the imperative of men’s sexuality – we 

cannot call it “imperative to impregnate” anymore – has put the principle that 

equaled manhood with family into background and it is one’s sexual competence, 

sexual activity and even promiscuity, and his ability to compete for women that has 

been foregrounded as proving one’s manhood.

The last imperative of the three, the imperative to protect, has also undergone 

considerable changes. Probably the most significant one is that the obligation to 

protect one’s family is for most American men just theoretical. There is no need that 

would oblige them to physically fight. Of course, one day a man might have to fight to 

protect his wife and himself from being robbed by a mugger or he can get into 

a fistfight in a bar but the majority of dangers that involve physical combat are fought 
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abroad and/or by professionals. We could think then that the physical strength and 

prowess have become obsolete qualities for men – but we would be quite wrong. 

Never before was the culture of body-building and keeping fit so prominent. “The 

devaluation of muscularity in practical terms seems to have occasioned its 

overvaluation in the world of fantasy, status and symbols,” says Forth (220). In this 

matter Hollywood movies are great indicators of a popular image of “true” man. In 

them, big muscles have become one of the strongest images of masculinity that 

American culture presents. Let us just think about Superman, Rambo or Tarzan. In the 

movies all these characters are presented as true archetypes of perfect men. It would 

seem that when it comes to muscles and men, the less they need them, the more they 

want them. Richard Dyer, an English academic specializing in cinema, says that the 

movies serve as “an affirmation of the value of strength to an audience who was 

finding that it no longer had such value” (169).

The reason for this obsession with big, bulging and often chemically enhanced 

muscles finds Kimmel in the failure of workplace (see above) to provide the sense of 

masculinity:

If masculinity could not be achieved at work, perhaps it could be achieved by 

working out. . . . Of course, this craze was not limited to men; women remained 

a steady market for fitness, health, and diet fads. . . . But men’s interest in health 

and diet has matched women’s only twice in our history – at the turn of the 

century and today – and men’s sporadic interest in the body was prompted, 

I believe, by the collapse of the workplace as an area in which to test and prove 

masculinity. (204)

Forth agrees that at the turn of the century muscularity helped men prove their 

manhood as it “affirmed an elemental masculinity in the face of the growing number 

of women in the workforce, and it provided a means of countering the feminizing 

effects of modern society, and of bolstering the self-esteem of men whose 

backgrounds excluded them from integration into socially dominant groups” (164). It 

is obvious that today, a hundred years later, muscularity serves the very same 

purpose.
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There is a paradox of big muscles – they are built to be shown, not to be used. In 

body-building we see the best the persistent nature of manhood that was 

furthermore emphasized by modern consuming society – that being a man means 

appearing a man. Commenting advertisements of muscular men Forth claims that 

“developing physical strength for any practical reason is not the primary aim of the 

bodybuilding advertisement, and strength certainly plays no role in the girdle ad 

either. Rather in both cases it is youthful beauty that is promised above anything else” 

(188).

Whereas body-building emphasizes the looks, there are other criteria of 

establishing and asserting corporeal masculinity that are less about a mere 

appearance. Those are violence, pain and athletic competence, often inseparably 

interconnected.

In the societies that Gilmore describes nearly all the men are warriors and they 

must virtually protect their kin. For them, violence and pain are an everyday 

possibility. When they are ready to suffer pain and cause it to others, and they show it 

accordingly, they express their readiness to fight. And as was shown in the first 

chapter, the fight itself can be prevented if the competence and willingness to fight is 

explicitly expressed beforehand. And whereas the necessity to fight disappeared for 

most of American men nowadays, to show that they are ready for it is still a relevant 

proof of manhood. Here we see the logic behind the importance of appearing a man, 

and from this point of view the big muscles, too, find their reason. 

The readiness to inflict and suffer violence has always been an important yardstick 

of manliness. And the tolerance to pain, the ability to endure it, is an integral part of it. 

Forth looks at young boys and sees that “actual athletic performance and other 

examples of ‘tough’ behavior remain essential elements of childhood for many boys, 

among whom the ability and willingness to inflict and endure pain remain essential 

markers of masculinity . . . Pain thus continues to be a currency that is traded in the 

formation of acceptable masculine identities” (224). Kimmel agrees that violence is 

“one of the central markers of American manhood” and that “today, the capacity for 

violence is a marker of authentic masculinity . . ., a test of manhood” (242).

When we go back to the example with American movies, we see that there is even 

much more “real man” characters that are not so much excessively muscular as they 

are tough and rough and always ready to sustain and inflict pain and violence.
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Besides following the three Gilmore’s imperatives in order to reinforce their 

manhood, American men also kept on using the three masculine strategies that 

Kimmel lists – self-control, escape and exclusion. Exercising both escape and 

exclusion they found a refuge in all-men clubs and weekend retreats. Kimmel says:

All across the country in the first few years of the 1990s, men were in full-scale 

retreat, heading off to the woods to rediscover their wild, hairy, deep manhood. . 

. . The obsessive exclusion of women and the grudging admission of a few black 

men . . . suggested that these retreats also served a traditionalist agenda, 

regrounding masculinity on the exclusion of the various “others”. (207)

Thus when Kimmel summed up the nature of American masculinity at the 

beginning of the new millennium, he concluded that “the ground may have been 

shifting under their feet and old structural buttresses eroding or disappearing, but 

men remained faithful to the traditional recipe for masculinity. And they searched 

again through the time-tested ways men had always searched: self-control, exclusion, 

and escape” (221).

CHAPTER 4

“Angry white male”

Today, “Angry white male” is a popular, and quite a precise, way to describe 

a white, native-born, middle or lower middle-class American man in terms of how he 

feels, how he behaves and also what he identifies himself with.

When we spoke about work in the first two chapters, we saw how both Gilmore 

and Kimmel claimed that for men work is a sacrifice they must make to be able to 

provide and protect their families. So that even if conditions of work change and the 

work becomes boring, unsatisfying and meaningless, as we have seen, they still have 

the reason to go on. However, the argument that by tedious work men provide for 

their families does not hold any more. In his descriptions of social changes in the 

second half of 20th century Kimmel demonstrates how “most Americans born in the 

suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s never earned enough to afford to buy the house they 

grew up in.  It now took two incomes to provide the same standard of living that one 
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income provided less than two generations ago” (197). The gradual but increasingly 

rapid economic slide continued in the last decades of the century. Between 1979 and 

1999 real wages of male high-school graduates dropped 24 percent. Since 1998, 3.1 

million manufacturing jobs have been lost, 2.5 million since George W. Bush became 

president in 2000 (218). The globalization struck American marketplace severely. 

Many economic trends of 1990s – outsourcing of manufacturing jobs, plant closing, 

downsizing, layoffs, cutbacks, and the gradual erosion of the safety net cast – cast 

doubt on men’s ability to be families’ providers and breadwinners (Kimmel 218-219).

Such a development left men feeling disappointed, cheated, unhappy – and angry.

These men, Kimmel says, are:

Regular guys [who are now] organizing militias and joining survivalist cults, 

waging war on “feminazis”, promoting protectionist and anti-immigrant 

policies. They’re listening to angry white men . . . who lash out at everyone else 

as the source of their woes. They’re trying to roll back the gains made by women 

and minorities in corporate and professional life and resisting their entry into 

the working-class professional ranks of soldier, firefighter, and police officer. 

And their sons are busy destroying the galaxy in their video games, listening to 

rappers like Eminem, or actually opening fire on their classmates. (217)

To be sure, American Caucasian men are still anxious about demonstrating and 

proving their masculinity, but moreover, they are angry now. They are not willing to 

accept the changes and they want back what was once theirs. It is this sense of 

entitlement that seems to be the biggest problem. Kimmel illustrates this problem by 

a personal experience:

Recently I appeared on a television talk show opposite three “angry white 

males” who felt they had been the victims of workplace discrimination. They 

complained that affirmative action was really “reverse discrimination” and that 

it had ushered in a “new” ideology of unfairness in economic life. The title of this 

particular show, no doubt to entice a large potential audience, was “A Black 

Woman Stole My Job.” In my comments, I asked the men to consider just one 

word in the title of the show: the word “my”. What made them think the job was 
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theirs? Why wasn’t the show titled “A Black Woman Got the Job” or “A Black 

Woman Got a Job”? It’s because these guys felt that those jobs were “theirs”, that 

they were entitled to them, and that when some “other” person (black, female) 

got the job, that person was really taking “their” job. (221)

As we saw in the previous chapter, American men exhibit a strong adherence to 

the traditional ideals of masculinity. And the discrepancy between their clinging 

to those ideals and the changes of the society proved explosive. Kimmel says:

American white men bought the promise of self-made masculinity, but its 

foundation has all but eroded. Instead of questioning those ideals, they fall back 

upon those same traditional notions of manhood – physical strength, self-

control, power – that defined their fathers’ and their grandfathers’ eras, as if the 

solution to their problem were simply “more” masculinity. (218)
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PART 2

LITERARY INTERPRETATION

CHAPTER 5

Introducing the Books: Fight Club (1996), Survivor (1999) and Choke (2001)

The selection of the books – Fight Club, Survivor and Choke – was neither 

accidental nor arbitrary. These three Palahniuk’s early novels were written in direct 

succession2 and they share striking similarities. A Spanish philosopher specializing in 

ethics, Antonio Casado de Rocha, even claims that “these three works can be read 

almost like a single text” (105). As the common themes and features have a significant 

impact on the meaning and atmosphere of the book, they should not be left 

unmentioned.

From the formal point of view, all three books are written in a first person 

narrative with a sharp minimalistic post-Modernistic episodic style and in 

contemporary setting. The narration starts at the end, immediately jumps to the 

beginning and goes on towards the disclosed ending, and all this with numerous 

flashbacks and an occasional flash-forward. In Survivor even the pagination and 

numbering of chapters goes backwards. It starts on page 289 in chapter 47 and ends 

on page 1 in chapter 1.

In the afterword to Fight Club Palahniuk explains that the original intention behind 

his style was that the books are read “without losing the reader” (213). He wanted to 

“show every aspect of a story, but only the kernel of each aspect” (213). 

Even though it was not the purpose from the beginning, the style helps illustrate 

the two strongest common themes that are to be found in the books – the criticism of 

                                                            
2 Palahniuk’s third novel to be published, Invisible Monsters, came out in 1999 between Survivor and 

Choke. However, it was written before Fight Club but was rejected by the publisher for being too dark 

and disturbing. Only after the success of Fight Club did Invisible Monsters get its second chance.
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modern consumer society and the dilemma of how an individual can live in it freely 

and together with other people.

The main protagonists have empty lives lacking any stable spiritual and moral 

values, they share a generally dark and averse view of the world, a low self-esteem 

with identity problems and they have tendencies towards self-aggression and 

suicides. They are without intimate friends and their relationships to other people 

could be easily described as parasitic. They want to change this, though, and that is 

what the books are basically about. Palahniuk himself, when asked about his 

characters, claims that they are all “a lonely person looking for some way to connect 

with other people” (Stranger Than Fiction XV).

The main characters are very much “products” of western culture. Palahniuk 

criticizes the American culture as spiritually hollow, physically debilitating and 

overvaluing intellect, which leaves people live their lives fragmentary and empty. 

Both the characters of the protagonists and the character of the society are aptly 

represented and reinforced through the episodic structure of the narration that is 

only roughly chronological and jumps from one scene directly to another.

Moreover, contemporary society is contrasted with an alternative one that 

represents the better and simple life of the past. This society appears in each of the 

three books (they are the anarchy and end of civilization towards which aims 

the Project Mayhem in Fight Club, the Creedish Church Compound in Survivor and 

the Colonial Dunsboro in Choke) and play an important role in the lives of the 

protagonists.

CHAPTER 6

Introducing the Characters

FIGHT CLUB

In Fight Club the main protagonist, the nameless Narrator, leads an archetypal 

consumer life. He seems successful in his white-collar job (money is never mentioned 

as a problem), he has his own living, the flat is furnished according to the latest 

fashion and his life is empty and unexciting.
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His job is to calculate the price of human life. He compares the cost of recalling 

a flawed car model with the cost of out-of-court settlements his company would have 

to pay for the people who died in the flawed cars. If the cost of the settlements “is 

greater than the cost of a recall, we recall the cars and no one get hurt. If [it] is less 

than the cost of a recall, then we don’t recall” (30). To do the job, he frequently travels 

all over the States following the car crashes. He has pre-packed suitcase with the 

same set of black trousers and white shirts for each trip and it fairly characterizes his 

whole life – colorless, routine and boring.

Being an archetypal example of Kimmel’s “the malaise of work-place“, suffering 

from powerlessness, meaninglessness, isolation, self-estrangement, the Narrator 

cannot identify with his job which leads him to “search for affirmation and identity 

outside the workplace, in the realm of consumption” (Kimmel 175). In his case he 

searches for identity in his condominium and its furnishing. When the apartment is 

blown up, he says, “I loved that condo. I loved every stick of furniture. That was my 

whole life. Everything, the lamp, the chairs, the rugs were me. The dishes in the 

cabinet were me. The plants were me. The television was me” (110-111). The identity 

based on consumption substitutes for his workplace identity (i.e. identity based on 

production) and according to Terry Lee, an associate professor of English and 

journalism at the Christopher Newport University, it substitutes also for “sexual 

desire and for emotional connection to human beings” (418) that he lacks. 

The Narrator says it himself – he “love[s] every stick of [his] furniture.” And the 

substitution for sexual desire is visible when he says, “I wasn’t the only slave to my 

nesting instinct. The people I know who used to sit in the bathroom with 

pornography, now they sit in the bathroom with their IKEA furniture catalogue” (43). 

The building where he lives he describes as “a sort of filing cabinet for widows and 

young professionals” (41) whom he never meets nor talks to. The building is in fact 

constructed in a way that prevents rather than helps facilitate any social contact, “the 

marketing brochure promised a foot of concrete floor, ceiling, and wall between me 

and any adjacent stereo or turned-up television” (41). His social life outside his flat is 

not much better. We do not read about any friends – men nor women. He makes only 

“tiny friendships” with “single-serving friends” (31) that he meets on his travels and 

never sees them again. 
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He has a strong need for a human touch, though, but he is unable to connect to 

other people – and a sofa from IKEA is not really an answer. So his other solution is 

going to support groups for the terminally ill. He is sent there by his doctor to whom 

he came because he suffered from insomnia. The doctor tells him that it is “just the 

symptom of something larger” and that if he “wanted to see real pain, [he] should 

swing by First Eucharist on a Tuesday night. See the brain parasites” (19). There the 

Narrator found a release from his life and a bit of human touch. It was because “if 

people thought you were dying, they gave you their full attention. . . . People listened 

instead of just waiting for their turn to speak” (107).

When the Narrator lost this life he had, he claimed that he “loved [his] life” (110). 

But that is a very arguable claim. His life made him feel isolated (the flat, the tiny 

friendships) and empty. He did not know what to do with his life, he had nothing to 

live for, “After college, I called [my father] 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 Narrator’s father left him 

when he was six. “My dad, he starts a new family in a new town every six years. This 

isn’t so much like a family as it’s like he sets up a franchise” (50). So neither job nor 

family gives him a feeling of belonging, a solid ground for his life. In modern society, 

family can be traded like anything else. 

The Narrator finds temporary relief from his life in two situations only. The first 

one is when his life is in an imminent danger when a plane in which he’s travelling 

nearly crashes. That moment, the threat of immediate death, is liberating:

For this moment, nothing matters. Look up into the stars and you’re gone. Not 

your luggage. Nothing matters. Not your bad breath. . . . The cabin hangs at the 

wrong angle under the roar of the turbines, and you will never have to file 

another expense account claim. . . . You will never have to get another haircut. 

(31) 

The other situation is in support groups.  There, in a group for men suffering from 

testicular cancer, he is finally able to relax and cry, drowned in between Bob’s huge 

breasts. Bob, a former body-builder, has grown the breasts from a hormonal 

treatment of his steroid over-dosing and the combination of breasts, hugs and love 
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absurdly makes him, as Jesse Kavadlo, an associate professor of English and 

Humanities at Maryville University, says, the only mother figure in the book and gives 

the Narrator his release (9). However, the feeling is the same as in the almost 

crashing plane, “This was freedom. Losing all hope was freedom. . . . Look up into the 

stars and you’re gone” (22).

Robert Bennett uses Kierkegaard’s Sickness Unto Death to explain the Narrator’s 

fascination with suffering and death. What the Narrator experiences is what 

Kierkegaard calls “dread” or the “possibility of freedom” (quoted in Bennett 70). The 

existentialist confrontation with death and nothingness (“look up into the stars and 

you’re gone”) evokes an authentic sense of human freedom (71). This freedom then 

naturally contrasts with the Narrator’s (and western culture’s) obsession with 

materialistic progress that promotes an “alienating eagerness to relinquish the 

burden of his freedom to the collectivist state in return for the comforts and security 

of the easy life” (Bennett 72).

This is how the Narrator lives until he meets Marla.

SURVIVOR

As much as the Narrator of Fight Club is an outright product of consumer society, 

Tender Branson, the main protagonist of Survivor, is completely untouched by it at 

the beginning of the book. He is a member of Creedish church whose followers have 

committed a mass suicide ten years before the book starts. Tender was brought up in 

the Creedish church district, a large area in central Nebraska, secluded from the 

outside world and living in a previous-century-level-of-technology lifestyle.

However, since the district is too small to sustain any growing population, only the 

first-born sons stay there for their life. There are named Adam, all of them, and they 

choose a Creedish woman to be their wife and to start a family with. All their 

brothers, called Tender, and sisters, Biddy, are taught a menial job and are sent to the 

“wicked outside world” (192). About his own name the main character says that “My 

family name is Branson. My rank is Tender Branson. It’s the lowest rank” (242-241) 

and he explains, “Tenders are workers who tend. Biddies do your bidding” (240).

The main principle of the Creedish upbringing is to follow the will of God. 

Everything that could get in the way of God’s will, like anticipation, hope or joy, was 

just an obstacle to be avoided. “Whatever happened in the world was a decree from 
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God. A task to be completed. Any crying of joy just got in the way of your being useful. 

Any emotion was decadent” (273). Not even within the family was there any 

emphasis on or interest in emotional ties. The night when Tender was to leave the 

church district colony, “Nobody cried or hugged. Nobody cried or hugged when we 

sold a pig either. Nobody cried and hugged before they killed a chicken or picked an 

apple” (274).

Those Creedish, who are sent out, are bound by numerous rules:

Rules for the outside world included you had to write weekly letters of 

confessions back to the elders in the church district. You had to refrain from 

eating candy. Drinking and smoking were forbidden. Present a clean and orderly 

appearance at all times. You could not indulge in broadcast forms of 

entertainment. You could not participate in sexual relations. (229)

They are also forbidden to stroll out in the world, “shopping was the only reason 

you were allowed out in public,” says Tender. And they can talk neither to other 

people, nor to members of the Creedish church if they happen to meet any. Due to all 

the rules and a generally unsupportive family background he has problems 

connecting to other people. The most direct contact with another living being Tender 

has when he is feeding his goldfish as all the Creedish are allowed to have a pet as

“having a pet was supposed to sublimate your need to nurture a dependent” (142).

Also the upbringing filled with rules made Tender into a dependent man with no 

self-reliance. He needs other people’s instructions – his employers’ daily planner, the 

caseworker’s Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders, Bible, Creedish doctrine – to tell 

him at every moment of his life what to do. He himself confirms that he is “pretty used 

to getting told what to do. Where to go. How to act” (44). So the general feeling of his 

life is that “you have no control. The feeling is that we’re being delivered. It’s not like 

we’re traveling. We’re being processed. It’s more like we’re just waiting. It’s just 

a matter of time” (186-185). 

Tender would like to achieve the control of his life but does not know how to do it. 

That is why he uses a vicarious experience of control to satisfy his need for self-

control. Due to a typo, an accident in the local newspapers reporting about a local 

crisis hotline, people started to call him believing he was the hotline. He did not try to 
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stop it. On the contrary, he supported it with his own crisis hotline stickers giving out 

his phone number. And when someone calls in the middle of the night considering 

a suicide, then “I tell him, Go ahead,” claims Tender, “I’m only half awake. It’s three in 

the morning, and I have to work tomorrow. I tell him, Hurry before I fall back asleep, 

pull the trigger” (281). It is his only possibility to exercise dominance because “It’s 

a rush, having that kind of control” (280). He is “Full-time drudge. Part-time god” 

(281).

Any sexual relation was made impossible by an atrocious practice in the church 

district when all those who were to leave the district were repeatedly forced to watch 

a woman giving a birth so that “sex to you is just pain and sin and your mother 

stretched out there screaming. . . . sex must look like nothing but torture to you” (34). 

A first few years outside the church district Tender was happy and hard-working. 

“When the people I worked for had sent the church a donation for my first month’s 

work, I was beaming. I really believed I was helping create Heaven on Earth. . . . You 

were the one holy man to keep God from crushing all of the Sodom and Gomorrah 

seething around you” (231-230). 

This changed, though, after the mass suicide of all the Creedish in the church 

district. The most important of all the numerous Creedish rules was the Deliverance. 

“When the apocalypse was imminent, celebrate, and all Creedish must deliver 

themselves unto God” (229). That the all the Creedish in the district had killed 

themselves meant that the apocalypse was coming and he had to kill himself, too, 

deliver himself to heaven. But he did not. “I was weak,” he says (228) and speaking 

about other survivors he adds that “there’s nothing left between us except 

embarrassment and disgust. We’ve failed in our ultimate sacrament. Our shame is for 

ourselves. Our disgust is for each other” (228). 

But the apocalypse did not come even after ten years and Tender’s faith is 

shattered. He became negligent in his work and describing himself he says that he 

has lost everyone he ever loved and everything that gave his life meaning. . . . He 

has started drinking and smoking. . . . Ten years ago, he was the hardworking 

salt of the earth. All he wanted was go to Heaven. Sitting here today, everything 

that he worked for in the world is lost. All his external rules and controls are 

gone. There is no Hell. There is no Heaven. (167)
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The reason why Tender did not kill himself is probably his fear of death. He visits 

the Mausoleum so often because he wants a proof that there is something after death, 

“This is why I’m really here,” he claims. “I just want some proof that death isn’t the 

end. Even if crazed zombies grabbed me in some dark hall one night, even if they tore 

me apart, at least that wouldn’t be the absolute end. There would be some comfort in 

that” (255).

For ten years Tender has lived an uneventful and irritating life that his fear of 

living prevents him from improving (which is what he would like to do) and his fear 

of death from ending (which is what he feels he should do). He is controlled by his 

daily planner that his employers (a married couple with a huge house where they 

never are during the day because of their jobs) make him and in which they plan an 

every little detail of his workday for him. “My daily planner tells me to keep busy, 

polishing the copper” (267) it reads each day or “According to my daily planner, I’m 

dusting baseboards” (178). Deprived of any independence he needs these rules to 

carry on with his life, “I check my schedule, and it says I’m happy. I’m productive. 

I work hard. It’s all right down here in black and white” (260).

What finally changes his life the appearance of Fertility Hollis.

CHOKE

For Victor Mancini, the narrator of Choke, the most important person in his life is 

without question his mother. Never knowing his father, he spent his childhood partly 

with her and partly with several foster parents. Whenever Victor was taken from his 

mother and put into a foster care, his mother – once she has served her time in prison 

for various transgressions and misdemeanors – came to reclaim him, she “abducted” 

him from the foster parents. 

Once after such an abduction/rescue from a foster mother, she asks him:

“And do you like her?” the Mommy said, and turned to look at him for the first 

time.

And the little boy pretended to make up his mind and said, “No?”

“Do you love her?”

“No.”
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“Do you hate her?”

And the spineless little worm said, “Yes?”

And the Mommy said, “You got that right.” (66)

Victor’s mother is not much “motherly” to him. She is very strict, a strong 

personality, and it seems that she does not really care much about him, she does not 

even know his age:

“You’re in, what?” she said. “First? Second grade?”

Fifth, the boy said.

“And at this phase your brain weighs, three? Four pounds?”

In school, he got straight A’s.

“So that makes you, what?” she said. “Seven years old?”

Nine. (96)

She prevents him from establishing a positive relationship with anyone but her. 

And her relationship to him must be described in terms of control, dominance and 

ownership rather than any parental love, “You are mine. Now and forever, and don’t 

you ever forget it” (67).

Thus the separation from mother, which Gilmores calls the “most important single 

event in the male life cycle” (156), never takes place in the case of Victor and he stays 

psychologically dependent and strongly attached to her till his adult life. By then she 

has been afflicted with from Alzheimer’s disease and Victor comes (very often) to 

visit her in hospital.

As a kid Victor’s mother promised him that he “didn’t have to accept the world the 

way it stood, all property-lined and micromanaged. [He] could make it anything [he] 

wanted” (280). He believed her, “the deluded little rube . . . really thought the future 

would be any better. If you just worked hard enough. If you just learned enough. Ran 

fast enough. Everything would turn out right” (7). However, it did not. Because of the 

mother’s disease he has to drop out of medicine school (where he went because his 

mother wanted him and he was an excellent student) and start working. He works as 

a “backbone of early colonial America” (23), a con man in a historical theme park 

named the Colonial Dunsboro that represents America of 1734.
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Victor does not like his life and he despises himself because of what he was as 

a child, that he believed in a better future. That is why when he starts telling his story, 

he says that “this is about a stupid little weasel who, for sure, used to be about the 

stupidest little rat fink crybaby twerp that ever lived” (2). Another reason for his 

hatred of himself is his internal conflict of ambivalent feelings to his mother. He 

wants her out of his life but he cannot be without her. He loves her but he betrayed 

her as a kid. The last time she came for him, he decided he had enough and made 

a scene in a restaurant. As they were being searched for by the police, he choked on 

a corn dog on purpose to attract attention to them so that they would be recognized 

and caught.

Money from his work, though, is not enough for the best service that Victor wishes 

for his mother, so he invented another way of “fundraising“. Almost every night he 

chokes on food to let someone save him because “somebody saves your life, and 

they’ll love you forever. . . . It’s as if you’re their child. For the rest of their lives, these 

people will write me. . . . To find out if you’re feeling okay. To see if you maybe need 

cheering up. Or cash” (49). 

But money is not the only reason why he does it. The same as the Narrator from 

Fight Club and Tender Branson from Survivor, Victor Mancini, too, has problems to 

connect to other people, to have friends or find anyone he could be intimate with, but 

just like them he desperately wants to. Like the Narrator, who satisfies his emotional 

needs with the people in the support groups, Victor does the same with the people 

who save his life. Because when they save his life, they will “love you forever” (49). 

When he first choked, still being a kid, it felt like that “it seemed the whole world 

cared what happened to him. All those people were hugging him and petting his hair. 

Everybody asked if he was okay. It seemed that moment would last forever. That you 

had to risk your life to get love” (3).

Victor takes great pain to take care of his mother. But for her, he’s just a big 

disappointment. Due to her disease, she does not recognize him when he comes to 

visit her so that he goes there as someone else. Once his mother starts talking about 

him:
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Victor, my mom says, never comes to visit, and if he does, he never listens. 

Victor’s busy and distracted and doesn’t care. He’s dropped out of medical 

school and is making a big mess out of his life. . . .

I ask, wasn’t Victor looking after her? Didn’t he have a right to live his own life? I 

say, maybe Victor is so busy because he’s out every night, literally killing himself 

to pay her bills for constant care. That’s three grand each month just to break 

even. Maybe that’s why Victor left school. I say, just for the sake of argument, 

that maybe Victor’s doing his frigging best. . . . 

And my mom smile and says, “Oh Fred, you’re still the defender of the 

hopelessly guilty.” (44)

In the end Victor found only one escape from his life – sex. On the outer, social, 

level, he adopted the male identity of a strong sexual competence and promiscuity. He 

sees women as enemies and sex is how he fights them, “some days, life just looks like 

me versus every stupid chick in the whole damn world” (155). On the inner, 

psychological, level, he uses sex to cope with his problems. Because when 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” (19), and moreover, “just for these minutes, 

I don’t feel lonely” (20).

The moment that will change his life is his first meeting with Paige Marshall.

SUMMARY

As we said in the introduction of the books, all the three main characters plainly 

share numerous characteristics. Besides those more general listed in the 

introduction, they all come from an adverse family background and they grew up 

without fathers. The Narrator’s father was absent for most of his life, Victor has never 

even met his father and although Tender knew his father and grew up with him, the 

relationships in his family were strictly functional, emotionally hollow and on top of 

that his family committed a suicide with the expectation that he would follow. All of 

them lack the appropriate masculine role model. Jacques Lacan points to the 

“contemporary social decline in the paternal imago . . . visible in the images of absent 

father . . . as the cause of current psychopathological peculiarities” and he claims that 

“the absence of the father is . . . an important factor in the aetiology of all 
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psychopathological structures” (Evans 62). Discussing Male Crisis Theory, Arthur 

Brittan notes that the main problem is that “men find it difficult to identify with 

appropriate role models. If such models are absent, or partially absent, men suffer 

from an acute sense of gender confusion” (25) and that is the case of all the three 

protagonists. According to Alex Tuss the “lack of any mentoring through the father 

figure to aid in forming values that define the masculine and foster success in life 

constitutes a major crisis in the narrator’s character. Although Tuss speaks solely 

about Fight Club’s Narrator, clearly the other characters suffer from the same 

disadvantage.  Without their own “mentoring father” to give them the proper 

masculine role model, Palahniuk calls them a “generation of men raised by women” 

(Fight Club 50), they are forced to choose from more general masculine role models 

from the outside.

Also due to their upbringing none of them is capable of entering into healthy and 

beneficial relationships with people around them. However, they do have a need to 

connect to other people so that they search for and employ vicarious means of 

emotional bonding – the Narrator buys furniture and goes to support group for 

terminally ill where he is without asking any questions treated as a close and intimate 

friend, Tender Branson is allowed just a single goldfish by his church doctrine and 

Victor Mancini chokes half-way to death so that he can experience moments of 

a genuine human love from a stranger that saves him.

Neither of them has much control over his life or knows what to do with it. The 

nameless Narrator of Fight Club leads a consumer life which he sees as aimless, 

Tender Branson is unable of independent action and always looks for someone for 

direction, and Victor Mancini’s life is determined by his mother and addiction to sex.

All of them live in a more or less stable but fragile status quo. It is when they meet 

a woman who immediately attracts them – Marla Singer, Fertility Hollis, Paige 

Marshall – that this status quo is disrupted and they must change. The change is 

partly willing, and partly forced. Their old strategies stop working as they used to, so 

that they have to find new ones but, more importantly, in order to win the woman for 

themselves they wish for the change and strive for it actively.
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CHAPTER 7

Traditional masculine identities as problem solving strategies

The ways and strategies that they unknowingly choose are those of strong 

masculine role models. They can choose from any of them because up to now they are 

not very strong in anything that defines a strong (i.e. ubiquitous) man. Neither of 

them can be considered a “big man“. The creative and manipulative power, the ability 

to create by one’s actions that defines a “big man”, is the very thing that they lack and 

strive to achieve. When it comes to the imperative of providing, the main characters 

illustrate well Michael Kimmel’s statement that in consumer age man’s job stopped 

providing him with the basis of his identity as it used to, so that he must search for it 

elsewhere. What the society offers him most eagerly is the identity of a consumer but 

this does not work for the Narrator and will not work for Tender either. As for the 

imperative of sexual activity, the Narrator lives in a strangely asexual world and he 

cannot get past knowing someone to have sex with, and in Survivor Tender cannot 

even think about sex. On the other hand, Victor Mancini made the masculinity 

strategy of promiscuity into his main coping strategy.

As for the imperative of protection, we said in the theoretical part that in the 

modern world physical prowess has stopped being a necessity for men. Neither 

Victor nor Tender ever comes not even close to needing it. However, as much as this 

holds true, too, for the Narrator of Fight Club, it is exactly this side of masculinity that 

he chooses to deal with his problems.

FIGHT CLUB

The Narrator is not able to do that, to deal with his problems, to change his 

masculine identity for a stronger and more decisive one, directly, though. According 

to Andrew Hock-Soon Ng the Narrator feels too defeated by circumstances so that he 

can only rise above his state as an other within himself (118) and so he forms his 

alter ego, Tyler Durden, who takes over his body every time he goes to sleep. At the 

end of the book the Narrator himself sums up his life, “I was tired and crazy and 

rushed, and every time I boarded a plane, I wanted the plane to crash. I envied people 

dying of cancer. I hated my life. I was tired and bored with my job and my furniture, 

and I couldn’t see any way to change things” (172). And this is why he had to create 

Tyler. The last straw that directly made Tyler into existence was the appearance of 
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Marla. “I know why Tyler had occurred. Tyler loved Marla. From the first night I met

her, Tyler, or some part of me had needed a way to be with Marla” (198).

Moreover, what Marla did when she met the Narrator was that she spoiled his frail 

way of life. It was because they met in various support groups that was clear that both 

of them did not really belong there. The fact that someone else was there who knew 

his secret ruined the experience for the Narrator. She revealed his lie just by being 

there with him. The relaxation and relief that the groups gave him before were lost 

for him since that moment. “I can’t cry with this woman watching me. . . . With her 

watching, I’m a liar. She’s a fake. She’s a liar,” says the Narrator, “in this one moment, 

Marla’s lie reflects my lie, and all I can see are lies” (22, 23).

As the Narrator’s alter ego, Tyler is everything what the Narrator ever wanted to 

be but is not. Even when the Narrator finds out who Tyler is and what he has done, he 

still must admire him, “I love everything about Tyler Durden,” he says, “his courage 

and his smarts. His nerve. 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). In other words, Tyler is a “big man”, a universal prototype 

of a “manly” man – brave, unnerving, good-looking, intelligent, powerful, creative. 

When the Narrator created Tyler, he chose for himself an epitome of the best 

ubiquitous man. Tyler was also with Marla long before the Narrator.

Together, Tyler and the Narrator, create the first fight club. Fight club for them and 

for all the men who start going there is a kind of a therapeutic violence, a release for 

all their suppressed emotions. As a bare-knuckle fist fights it is based on 

straightforward violence and the enduring of pain. “Maybe self-improvement isn’t the 

answer. . . . Maybe self-destruction is the answer” (49) says the Narrator. According to 

Paul Kennett, a University of Calgary literary scholar, that is exactly the case. He says, 

“The Narrator is careful to illustrate how the men standing in the bar basement in the 

dim pool of light are identically clothed without shirts and shoes, how they assume 

the same habits of grooming, with short hair and nails, all mirror-images of each 

other. Each fight is therefore an occasion of fighting one’s self” (54). That is true 

especially in the case of the Narrator’s and Tyler’s first mutual fight, when the 

Narrator is virtually beating himself up.

Similarly to dueling that Forth speaks of, fight club, too, “represented the 

persistence of male aggression and courage that many embraced as an essential 
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counterpoint to the softening potential of civilization” (118). Moreover, compared to 

duels, fights in fight club were definitely more brutal and violent, and by extension –

masculine. And what is more, the violence worked. “After a night in fight club,” says 

the Narrator, “everything in the real world gets the volume turned down. Nothing can 

piss you off. Your world is law, and if other people break that law or question you, 

even that doesn’t piss you off” (49). When fighting, he felt that “finally [he] could get 

[his] hands on everything in the world that didn’t work” (53). What fight club did was 

he gave men back the self-confidence they have lost, “Most guys are at fight club 

because of something they’re too scared to fight. After a few fights, you’re afraid a lot 

less” (54). And a few pages earlier we read, “Fight club isn’t about winning or losing 

fight. . . . You see a guy come to fight club for the first time, and his ass is a loaf of 

white bread. You see this same guy here six months later, and he looks carved out 

of wood. This guy trusts himself to handle anything” (51). So what started as the 

Narrator’s personal “therapy,” becomes a therapeutic means for many other men. 

And what was an individual means to achieve self-confidence becomes later, in 

Project Mayhem, a “cure” for the whole society.

Fight club illustrates how a mere physical violence improves how men feel about 

themselves. That confirms Kimmel’s claim that “the capacity for violence is a marker 

of authentic masculinity” (242) and Forth’s statement that “the devaluation of 

muscularity in practical terms seems to have occasioned its overvaluation in the 

world of fantasy, status and symbols” (220). Fighting in fight club does not solve 

anything, in the words of the Narrator, “nothing was solved when the fight was over, 

but nothing mattered” (53), but it still serves the purpose of enhancing men’s 

masculinity and through that their self-esteem.

The Narrator says that when fighting, he feels as if finally he can get his hands on 

“everything in the world that didn’t work” (53). However, as we said, nothing is 

solved after the fight. And similarly to the IKEA furniture, not even fighting can work 

forever as a sufficient emotional release. As a typical “angry white male,” the Narrator 

says that “What Tyler says about being the crap and the slaves of history, that’s how 

I felt. I wanted to destroy everything beautiful I’d never have. Burn the Amazon rain 

forests. . . . I wanted to kill all the fish I couldn’t afford to eat, and smother the French 

beaches I’d never see” (123). His anger comes out one night in fight club when he 

chooses a young guy with “an angel’s face” (122) to fight with because of the guy’s 
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beauty. He does so because he “was in a mood to destroy something beautiful” (122). 

The morning after this Tyler invents Project Mayhem as a means to satisfy his/the 

Narrator’s anger.

The goal of Project Mayhem is basically to do for the whole society the same thing 

that fight club does for an individual man – to revive it, to make it reborn. Tyler 

himself claims that the “goal was to teach each man in the project that he had the 

power to control history. We, each of us, can take control of the world” (122). To take 

control of history was in principle the same as to take control of oneself, “Like fight 

club does with clerks and box boys, Project Mayhem will break up civilization so we 

can make something better out of the world” (125). And it is, too, basically the same 

strategy as the Narrator employs when he attends the support groups. It is again the 

Kierkegaard’s “possibility of freedom,” the confrontation with sickness, death and 

nothingness, that is at work here. This is what the Narrator does to himself and this is 

what Tyler does to others and what he wants to do to the whole humankind through 

Project Mayhem. What best demonstrates this strategy is the “human sacrifice” (151) 

that members of Project Mayhem, the Narrator being one of them, must do. He picks 

up an ordinary man, Raymond Hessel, “Caucasian, aged twenty-three with no 

distinguishing marks” (152) and under the imminent threat of death he forces him to 

change his life for better, to take his destiny into his own hands and do something 

about his life. 

So it is a forced, imposed change that lies at the heart of Tyler’s plans. According to 

Bennett, by threatening Raymond with a gun the Narrator “hopes to shock Raymond 

into some kind of existential crisis that will awaken him to a deeper sense of freedom” 

(70). It is because the Narrator and Tyler “are aware of the profound and 

dehumanizing strength of ‘institutional constraints’ that they believe that Raymond 

can only recover his authentic individual freedom through an existential 

confrontation with death” (Bennett 70). By the same logic, Tyler’s goal in Project 

Mayhem is “the complete and right-away destruction of civilization” (Fight Club 125). 

His ultimate goal is a “prematurely induced dark age” (125) in which they will “Hunt 

elk through the damp canyon forests around the ruins of Rockefeller Center” (124). 

Tyler wants to bring back the old social order that will force the society to be strong 

and unyielding and men to be more “manly.”
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Project Mayhem keeps the principles of pain, physical strength and violence and 

extends it to the whole society with the purpose to “make something better out of the 

world” (125). Here Tyler connects men’s physical body with the body politic of the 

nation. “’If we could put these men in training camps and finish raising them’” (149) 

says wishfully one of Tyler’s devoted followers. However, as they cannot, Project 

Mayhem seems as the second best option. That way he confirms both the Forth’s 

claim that military training serves as a hygienic measure for the society as whole, and 

especially a consumer society, (131) and Gilmore’s statement that a new nation 

(which is what Tyler is actually aiming at) often uses manhood as an ideology in its 

identity propaganda (222). Tyler plans to rebuild the aggressive masculine identity of 

the whole nation by imposing the need to use it.

Also, it is not without interest that those men whom Tyler aims at in fight club, 

Project Mayhem or in his “human sacrifices”, white (mostly, see below), native-born, 

middle or lower middle-class Americans, are exactly those from whom the ranks of 

the “angry white males” recruits their members. So it seems that target group 

of Tyler’s efforts remains equally homosocial to those who came to him (to fight club, 

to Project Mayhem) before, as he is trying to address the group of men that he himself 

belongs to and who are most likely to embrace the imposed change willingly. Tyler 

himself characterizes them as “the middle children of history, raised by television to 

believe that someday we’ll be millionaires and movie stars and rock stars, but we 

won’t. And we’re just learning this fact . . . so don’t fuck with us” (166). Thus he 

expresses explicitly the anger which they feel and which is just on the verge of 

exploding. After all, one of the impacts of the end of civilization is the redistribution 

of wealth. This naive social revolution is an integral part of Project Mayhem’s 

upheaval. It sounds clearly from one of Tyler’s followers when he says, “Imagine, 

when we call a strike and everyone refuses to work until we redistribute the wealth 

of the world” (149).

When we look again at Forth’s list of the four basic tensions between civilization 

and manhood – refined vs. direct manners, militant vs. intellectual life, action vs. 

sedentariness and manly virtue vs. luxury and consumption (22) – we must notice 

that the Narrator’s behavior is almost copying this list. In his old life the Narrator 

used to behave, he “used to be such a nice person” (98) but he changed it for more 

direct and straightforward behavior (apparent in his comportment with his boss). 
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Dissatisfied with his mental and sedentary work he turned to quasi-military manners 

and brutal physical combat in the fight club and Project Mayhem. And his luxurious 

flat full of things he exchanged for a deserted and dilapidated building where Tyler 

lived.

Moreover, the homosociality that Tyler promotes in fight club and in Project 

Mayhem makes us realize the fact that he employs all three familiar American 

masculine strategies that Kimmel describes – self-control, exclusion and escape. The 

hardening of body (the men look “carved out of wood” [151]) and spirit (courage, 

self-confidence) through bare-knuckle fighting that is self-control that men in fight 

club are searching for. 

Exclusion of others is obvious in both fight club, where men meet to enjoy the 

“manly entertainment,” and in Project Mayhem, where several dozens of men live 

together in one house dedicating their lives to making the world a better place. 

However, in one aspect Palahniuk deviates from Kimmel’s notion of exclusion as 

a primarily white men strategy. It is the color of the skin. It must be said that Fight 

Club does not really address the issue of race. There are only a few scenes in which 

“black” guys appear as members of fight club or Project Mayhem (129, 134, 139). In 

those scenes they are by no means excluded from the other men by the color of their 

skin and it is there simply as a single human attribute like any other. If any message 

can be extracted from such a small reference, then it is that in the modern consumer 

society color of one’s skin stops being a relevant signifier because, “Our culture has 

made us all the same. No one is truly white or black or rich, anymore” (Fight Club

134).

Escape is a part of Project Mayhem, too, but the grandest escape lies in the 

idealized future that will come after it. In it Tyler revives the myth of the simple and 

easy-to-live-in past, and the myth of the frontier. He wants to create a new frontier 

where men can recreate themselves, where they come back to the roots of their 

“natural and primitive” (Andrew Hock-Soon Ng 123) manhood. As was said before, 

though, this nostalgic fantasy of past is inevitably false, not real. “Such a world,” says 

Kimmel, “never existed” (221). Not even in the “dark age revival” that Tyler aims at 

would all men be equal and free, and the world’s wealth would be redistributed fairly. 

However, as this future world never takes place in the book, its false nature does not 
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reveal itself clearly. It is in Survivor where this falseness is shown plainly in the 

Creedish church district colony.

SURVIVOR

For Tender Branson the life in the church district stays perfect even after all the 

cult members have committed suicide. It is due to his childhood memories that he still 

sees the church district life style as an ideal. “In the Creedish church district,” Tender 

tells Adam, “we raised everything we ate. The wheat and eggs and the sheep and 

cattle” (45).” People lived simple, fulfilling lives. We were a steadfast and proud 

people. Our air and water were clean. Our days were useful. Our nights were 

absolute” (44) and he goes on, “I remember life was calm and peaceful in the district 

valley. The cows and chickens all running free. The laundry hanging outside to dry. 

The smell of hay in the barn. Apple pies cooling on every windowsill. I remember it 

was a perfect way of life” (43).

However, Tender’s brother Adam makes him see the truth. “You just remember 

what they taught you Creedish life was like a hundred years ago,” he says. “You 

remember a lie . . . You were bread and trained and sold” (41). “’There was hardly 

anything we ate that we didn’t buy from the outside world,’” Adam says, “’I inherited 

a farm for raising and selling my children’” (41).

Only then, when he is confronted with that truth, is Tender able to stand up to his 

biggest fear and to admit that they were psychically abused in the colony and that 

that is what his sexual impotence comes from. And only then does he start controlling 

his own life. To this final confrontation, though, Tender had to be forced by his 

brother as he was not able to stand up to it alone. Before then, before he met Adam, 

he tried to use other strategies to deal with his situation.

Tender’s original identity, which he was brought up to, was an identity of a “labor 

missionary” (241), a church member who has to leave the church district. He was 

satisfied with his role and led a meaningful life (from his point of view) because he 

believed that through his work he was “everyone’s savior, whether they knew it or 

not” (230). But without the faith to give his work a meaning, his job turned to be just 

repetitive and pointless as he cleans a huge house for people who he almost never see 

and who are almost never there. He makes a flowery garden with the plastic flowers 

he stole from the mausoleum and it almost does not matter at all if he does the chores 
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or not (his daily planner list him his duties which he either does not fulfill properly, or 

only for the appearance or even not at all – without any consequences). So Tender’s 

job fulfils the “requirements” of a modern workplace (powerlessness, 

meaninglessness, isolation and self-estrangement) even better than the Narrator’s.

Since Tender lost his faith, he is unable to do anything or move somewhere with 

his life until he meets Fertility Hollis. It is only the attraction that Tender immediately 

feels toward her gives him the necessary impulse for change. It might look like that it 

is rather the fact that soon after that he remains the only survivor of Creedish church 

that makes him change, but it is not so. The position of the sole survivor gives him 

only the opportunity, an instrument to change but the motivation that he has lies in 

Fertility and in the relationship with her that he is anxious to have. This becomes 

obvious when Tender, as a new born celebrity, lists to the agent his demands. “I want 

a personal trainer. I want to lose fifteen pounds. I want my hair to be thicker. I want 

my nose to look smaller. Capped teeth. A cleft chin. High cheekbones. I want 

a manicure, and I want a tan. I try to remember everything else Fertility doesn’t like 

about how I look” (158).

So what Tender does is actually very similar to what the Narrator does in Fight 

Club. He, the Narrator, realizes that “maybe self-improvement isn’t the answer,” so 

that he logically turns to the opposite, “maybe self-destruction is the answer” (49). 

Tender does the same. Before, he lived as much outside the mainstream consumer 

society as he could. Yet, it did not help him at all. So now, to deal with his problems, 

he tries the opposite strategy and he embraces the consumer society with all what it 

has to offer him.

Tender’s life as an American religious celebrity demonstrates perfectly what 

a high-end consumer identity is based on. Through diets, drugs, steroids, plastic 

surgery and a stair climbing machine he changes completely his appearance and let 

himself be turned into a metrosexual He has new hair, teeth, eyelids, chin, muscles 

and he is in the center of attention with “My hair styled by. My clothes designed by. 

My jewelry provided by” (109). He is being driven by big cars and personal planes. He 

gives live appearances and has his own TV show. Dozens of products are 

manufactured to be sold in his name There is “the Tender Branson Dashboard 

Statuette. The board game Bible Trivia” (95), there is artwork and cosmetics and 
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“The Bible Diet. The book Money-Making Secrets of the Bible. The book Sex Secrets of 

the Bible. The Bible Book of Remodeling Kitchens and Bathrooms” (94). 

But the same as his “autobiography” that is written even before he is the last 

survivor and that has nothing to do with his life, everything in his life is based on a lie 

fabricated in a way to bring the biggest profit. “None of them was my idea,” Tender 

claims about the products. About his public appearances, he says that “those deep 

inner messages and beliefs went from the writing team to me in the last thirty 

seconds before I went onstage. That’s what the silent opening prayer was all about. It 

gives me a minute to look down on the podium and read over my script” (137). His 

new physical appearance is also only a lie. It is drug-based and artificial. “With the 

peripheral paresthesia side effects of all my drug interactions, I can hardly feel my 

hands and feet. With the Botox injections, I can barely move my face. I can talk and 

smile, but only in a very limited way” (93) and he needs and injection of “10 cc’s of 

adrenaline to put some sparkle in [his] eyes” (74). After a short time without his 

“team” to keep him together, he starts falling apart, “The subcutaneous fat was 

already building up. My abdominal muscles were disappearing. My pecs were starting 

to sag. I needed bronzer. I needed to log some time in a sun bed” (56).

By this new consumer identity Tender is trying to achieve a position of “big man,” 

the “richest guy on the block, the most successful, the most competent,” who “has the 

most of what society needs or wants” (Gilmore 110). But in fact his life as a “stressed, 

desperate, celebrated . . . big, glamorous, big, charismatic, big role model” (138) is 

only an artificial construct carefully fabricated to make money. Tender himself does 

not profit from his change at all because those affairs that really matter to him –

connecting to other people, assuming control over his own life, and the fear of death –

have not improved at all.

Both the Narrator of Fight Club and Tender Branson searched the answer for their 

lives in the culture of consumption. While for the Narrator, this identity was a starting 

point that he left for the search of more “natural and primitive” manhood, Tender 

adopted it as a means of achieving a better control of his life and convincing Fertility 

to like him. Because what he did before failed him, he decided to accept a new identity 

“based less on what one did and who one was and more upon how one appeared and 

lived” (Kimmel 81). However, in both of those aims his strategy failed him. Tender’s 
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problems come down to his upbringing and education in the church district so that 

only when Adam makes him question these, can he move on.

CHOKE

As we said before, Choke is different from the two other books where the main 

changes of the protagonists’ masculine identities were provoked by the appearance of 

the girl. Here Victor Mancini accepts the strong masculinity in the first place to cope 

with his life. And he has what to cope with. Still emotionally dependent on his mother, 

with low self-esteem and problems to establish relationships, he chooses the 

manhood of a strong sexual competence as his main coping strategy. As we said, 

sometimes he feels as if it was him “versus every stupid chick in the whole damn 

world” (155). The reason for his animosity towards women we must search indeed in 

his mother. His dependence makes him obey his mother and, by extension, all the 

women in general. “It seems women are always bossing me around,” (204) 

complaints Victor. Being helpless against women, that is a reason for hatred. Sex is for 

him then a logical way through which he can obtain at least some level of control over 

himself in presence of women and over the women themselves. He must control them 

in order not to be controlled. To do so, he turns women into “others” and treats them 

as objects so that by the strategy of exclusion he can retain some of the self-control he 

strives for.

Therefore, his identity is based on the imperative of the sexual competence. The 

promiscuous sexual activity and the competence to seduce women make him the 

ground where he can prove his manhood because in other possible fields, where he 

could prove it, he failed. Protecting one’s dependent is out of picture in the modern 

America and he does not share the Narrator’s fascination with violence and pain, 

which is why he cannot prove himself in that. In the matter of providing, his job earns 

him neither much money nor much self-esteem so that he cannot take care of his 

mother in a way he would like to. On top of that, he cannot prove himself as 

autonomous and independent, because of his relation to his mother, and neither 

as social and outgoing, as he must cheat people to even gain their attention (and 

money). Thus he chooses the sexual imperative to excel in order to affirm his 

masculinity.
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Nevertheless, this does not mean that Victor did not have any other options for 

affirming his manhood. After all, there is no reason why he could not choose the 

bodily masculinity as the Narrator did. However, the choice of sexuality was more 

logical for him. As we saw in Victor’s introduction, sex was his way of dealing with 

problems, it provides him with an escape from them. But more importantly, being 

fatherless, he searched for appropriate male role models outside the family and he 

found them in the mother’s clients. They were coming to his mother in search of 

solutions for various problems but the solution was always sex. They came “if they 

wanted to quit smoking. Manage stress. Quit biting their nails. Cure hiccups. Stop 

drinking. Clear up their skin. . . . Whatever they said they wanted, they’d get sex here 

and the problem was solved” (129). The sex the men had was always through 

hypnotic trance into which Victor’s mother brought them; nevertheless, Victor 

adopted the method.

Moreover, along with the aggressive sexuality Victor chose the appearance of 

“tough guy”, too. The logic behind it is the same to the one behind his sexuality. As he 

has problems with dependence on women, he chose sex to fight women. And because 

due to his dependence he has problems to control his life, he decided to control his 

emotions to counteract. He refuses to be emotional (unless he is acting out while 

performing his choke trick), nice, good-hearted or sympathetic. On the contrary, he 

claims that “Love is bullshit. Emotion is bullshit. I am a rock. A jerk. I’m an uncaring 

asshole and proud of it” (227). Such self-control is then the other way how Victor 

proves himself as a man.

Of course, the sexual addiction was not a part of Victor’s original plan. It turns his 

striving for dominance over women and self-control upside down as it makes him 

even more dependent and without self-control. However, similarly to the insomnia of 

the Narrator of Fight Club, Victor’s sexual addiction is, too, “just the symptom 

of something larger” (Fight Club 19). In Victor’s case this “something larger” is his 

childhood. Due to his upbringing he established what James Zapf, an American 

Licensed Professional Clinical Counselor, calls the “fearful-avoidant attachment style” 

(160). People with this attachment style, Zapf claims, are “more likely to take 

subservient roles in relationships, lack intimacy, have lower self-confidence, be 

unable to rely on others, have difficulty in disclosing their feelings, be introverted, 
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unassertive, unexpressive, consider themselves undeserving of love and support and 

be more interested in emotionless sex” (170).

Zapf goes on and claims that the attachment style from the childhood will continue 

to be the style manifested in adulthood (161). Moreover, he shows that from the four 

attachment styles that he describes (secure, preoccupied, dismissing-avoidant and 

fearful-avoidant) men demonstrating the fearful-avoidant style are most likely to 

suffer from sexual addiction. They constitute 44% of all cases (169). All this applies 

very well to Victor, especially when we accept Zapf’s claim that when it comes to 

sexual addiction, the real problem of sexual addiction is an intimacy deficit (Zapf 

171). All this, considered together with the fact that Victor used sex as a coping 

strategy, we could almost say that he “had it coming.”  

The meaning of the addiction in the book is that it proves his masculine strategies 

wrong. However, Victor is unable (or unwilling) to change them. It is only the 

appearance of Paige Marshall that – like in Fight Club and Survivor – prompts the 

change as she challenges both his masculine strategies.

For one thing, unlike other women Victor sincerely likes Paige. She is very 

attractive for him and although she explicitly asks him several times to have sex with 

her, he refuses her every time. When he is trying to explain his behavior to her, he 

says “You want to know the real reason why I won’t fuck you? . . . Maybe the truth is 

I really want to like you instead” (166). If he had sex with her, he would be treating 

her as he does all the other women, as an object. So he avoided the sex because he 

“didn’t want her to become just another piece of ass” (164).

For another thing, Paige disrupts his “tough guy” strategy. Trying to persuade 

Victor that he is in fact a reincarnation of Jesus Christ, she makes him face the 

possibility that he is not a “jerk” but that he might be a “born a good person. 

A manifestation of perfect love” (267).

However, Victor fights against both – his feelings towards Paige and the possibility 

that he might be a good person. It is because the true reason for his “tough guy” pose 

is that he is afraid. Afraid of getting hurt. As his mother did not love him as a child (or 

at least she did not show her love) and as she did not allow him to love and by loved 

by anyone else, he decided than not loving at all was better than the repeated 

disappointment and loss. “If it comes down to a choice between being unloved and 
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being vulnerable and sensitive and emotional, then you can just keep you love” (227) 

because “I’m not going to get hurt, again” (215) he said.

Thus Victor decided not to accept what Paige had to offer and instead of that he did 

what Kimmel says most American men do, “they fall back upon those same traditional 

notions of manhood . . . as if the solution to their problem were simply ‘more’ 

masculinity” (218). In his case, he decided for even more sexist masculine attitude.

Feeling helpless against women, he first turns against them asking for even more 

profound exclusion, proclaiming that he does not need women to live. “From now on,” 

he says, “I’m not giving any more ground. I’m going on strike. From now on, women 

can open their own doors. . . . I’m not moving anybody’s big heavy sofas, not anymore. 

. . . ‘Let’s just see women try and get along without me. Let’s just watch their little 

female world grind to a halt.’ . . . We don’t need women” (205). Second he takes up an 

anti-feminist stance defying women’s fight for equality. “Women don’t want equal 

rights. They have more power being oppressed. They need men to be the vast enemy 

conspiracy. Their whole identity is based on it” (205). Doing so he adopts the empty 

chauvinist rhetoric that the “angry white males”, according to Kimmel, use in such 

a situation. They claimed that “they were sick and tired of being oppressed by women 

. . . they were not going to take it anymore!” (197). They experienced feminism as an 

“’emasculating force, for it exaggerates that familiar sense of unmanly guilt,’ and were 

fed up with efforts to make them feel guilty. It’s men who are victims” (198).

Anyway, as the original strategy did not work neither could this one (basically the 

same, just reinforced). The influence of Paige, and his feelings to her, proved stronger 

than his original attitude of sexually aggressive masculinity. Despite not being 

a second Jesus Christ, Victor takes on the position of a good-doer. He accepts 

responsibility for his deeds, he repents and decides to actually do something positive 

with his life. However, his past catches up with him and he has to finally confront it. In 

the following fiery conflict Victor accidentally kills his mother (ironically he chokes 

her to death with food) and is nearly killed himself, twice. In the slightly pathetic 

ending of the book he makes peace with himself, he rejects the super-masculine 

sexual and “tough” manly identity and decides to take his life into his own hands 

because “our future . . . we can decide for ourselves. And maybe it’s our job to invent 

something better” (292).
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SUMMARY

When the main protagonists meet a woman whom they fall in love with, they are 

partly forced and partly decide to change their lives. In order to solve the situation, 

they adopt a strong masculine identity that should bring them self-confidence, 

creative power and, of course, ultimately win them the woman.

When faced with a problem concerning their masculinity, the protagonists all 

reached for Kimmel’s traditional strategies – self-control, exclusion and escape. 

The Narrator tried through violence and company of other men to use all the three 

methods, Tender attempted to attain self-control through personal wealth, power, 

handsomeness and fame, and Victor wanted through his sexual conduct to use all the 

three strategies, self-control, exclusion and escape, too.

Before they met Marla and Fertility, the main protagonists of Fight Club and 

Survivor, respectively, had used only vicarious experiences to deal with their lives and 

to meet their inner needs – the Narrator in the support groups, Tender through his 

crisis hotline and his goldfish pet. When the girl appeared, they adopted a strong 

masculine identity in order to win her because their current coping strategies did not 

work. Whereas the Narrator tried to substitute the consumer culture he was brought 

up in with the masculinity of bodily strength and bravery, Tender Branson, who grew 

up in a complete isolation from the outside world, chose exactly that culture as the 

opposition of what he knew (by which he exchanged his identity based on work with 

an identity based on consumption). Thus the Narrator searched for his answers in the 

Gilmore’s imperative of protection while Tender in the imperative of providing (he 

earned a lot of money) and maybe even more profoundly in the consumer alternative 

to the traditional manhood, in the metrosexual perfection of one’s appearance. 

Moreover, they both aspired to become “big men.” The Narrator as a big leader and 

a man who transforms the world, Tender as an American religious celebrity with 

power over millions of people.

In Choke the situation is slightly different because Victor accepted the strong 

masculine identity in the first place to cope with his life. He decided to follow the 

imperative of aggressive sexuality and when that is questioned by Paige he, in a good 

tradition of American men, stiffened up in the same strategy, thus entering a field of 

chauvinists, anti-feminists and “angry white males.”
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CHAPTER 8

Maybe self-destruction is not the answer either

It was important to sum up the ending of Choke because the two other books, Fight 

Club and Survivor, end exactly the same. In Fight Club the Narrator realizes the true 

nature of Project Mayhem as a brain-washing and proto-fascist group, he refuses that 

and actively fights against fight clubs, Project Mayhem and Tyler himself. In Survivor

Tender stops pursuing the celebrity career and on the contrary by feigning suicide he 

wants to leave it behind and live a different life. And in Choke Victor refuses casual sex 

and finally attends the support group for sex addicts (where until now he was coming 

just to have sex).

And as much as it is important that they do it, that they refuse the strategies they 

employed before, it is just as important why they do it. And they do it because of the 

women they like. The Narrator realizes that since their first meeting he wants Marla 

and that he created Tyler directly because of this. And his actions in the final pages of 

the book are motivated by his concern for Marla when Tyler threatens to harm her, 

“’If you don’t cooperate, we’ll go after Marla.’” And the Narrator cooperates, “I say, 

lead the way” (203). Tender Branson is from the very beginning of Survivor

consciously driven by his feelings to Fertility, and in the end he follows her to the

airport and hijacks a plane because he thinks she is in a mortal danger. And in Choke

it is put plainly that Paige Marshall stands behind all the changes that Victor goes 

through.

And not only that the protagonists love the girls but the girls love them back, too. 

The Narrator learns this first from Tyler in their first conscious dialogue, “I say, what 

about Marla? ’Marla loves you.’ Marla loves you. “Marla doesn’t know the difference 

between you and me’” (167) and then from Marla herself and this time it is made 

clear for whom Marla has feelings for. She says, “’I think I like you, too.’ . . . Marla likes 

Tyler. ‘No, I like you,’ Marla shouts. ‘I know the difference’” (205). Tender is told by 

Fertility when she predicts that they are “going to live happily ever after” (50) 

together. And Paige tells Victor directly that she loves him (277).

What is important about this love, though, is that Marla, Fertility and Paige did not 

fall in love with the protagonists because they act from the position of the aggressive 

masculine strategies. On the contrary, they like them for what they are underneath 
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this masculine veneer or what they were before they adopted it. Marla shows that 

when she says that she does realize the difference between the Narrator and Tyler 

and that she does not like Tyler but the Narrator. Fertility claims that the reason why 

she wants Tender is that he “grew up in a different world” (110) and she says to him, 

“Because if anybody is going to surprise me, it’s going to be you. You’re not part of the 

mass culture, not yet. You’re my hope of seeing anything new. You’re the magic prince 

that can break this spell of boredom” (110). Also she states directly that to be with 

her he must first leave behind the celebrity identity he has built for himself before. 

“’After you can tell your life story and walk away from it,’ Fertility says, ‘after that 

we’ll start a new life together and live happily ever after’” (6). And in Choke Paige 

learns to love Victor because of what he does for the old people in St. Anthony’s 

Constant Care Center towards whom he do not employ his sexual masculinity.

But the protagonists rejected the traditional masculine strategy they employed 

before not only because of the girls but also simply because the strategies did not 

work for them. The aggressive and forcible masculinities did not give them anything 

they were searching for – neither self-confidence nor self-control and nor the girl. 

What did give them self-control and confidence was the girl herself, or rather the 

romantic relationship with her. It is as Lee says, “Again and again, the supposedly 

espoused machismo, masochism, and nihilism must be traded hastily for something 

else, and that ‘something else’ seems consistently to be love” (20). For the Narrator 

neither self-destruction is in the end the answer, Marla is. And this holds true to 

Tender and Fertility, and Victor and Paige, too. “Amidst the novels’ wreckage of 

bodies and buildings alike lie constructive, opposing forces to the inward and 

outward violence. Each novel . . . ultimately proposes that what their characters, 

and all of us, need is – love” (Lee 6).

However, that does not mean that the masculine identities themselves are useless 

and without purpose. They are strategies, guidelines, which men turn to when they 

feel defeated. They are kind of theories that wait for someone to test them. After all, 

the Narrator shows so explicitly when he says “Maybe self-improvement isn’t the 

answer. . . . Maybe self-destruction is the answer” (49). With this “maybe” he 

postulates a theory which he tests thoroughly since that moment. Eventually, this 

theory is proved wrong because it has been taken too seriously and too far. But that 

does not mean that the process of this discovery is without meaning. As we said when 
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we introduced him, Tyler has – Tyler is – all that what the Narrator needs. Lee claims 

that as Tyler is a part of the Narrator, he “embodies [the Narrator’s] own repressed 

strengths, qualities that are useful, when contacted for short periods in the service of 

making transformative change, but which cannot be – or shouldn’t be – acted out in 

everyday life” (420).

Lee claims that any person in the Narrator’s position must undergo an annihilation 

of self – of ego – if he is to move out of a stagnant, paralyzing ego. This process occurs 

within an individual’s psyche, within the dark, unconscious aspect of the psyche. Fight 

Club makes this process visible, representing the unconscious as Tyler Durden’s dark 

world (421). Lee uses the Jungian psychology to show that fighting and destruction in 

the book is “an external manifestation of an internal destruction of [the Narrator’s] 

old ego position, of his socially constructed masculinity” (421). Lee quotes Jung as he 

describes this process, “The psyche is a self-regulating system that maintains its 

equilibrium just as the body does. Every process that goes too far immediately and 

inevitably calls forth compensation” (quoted in Lee 421). Tyler then is 

a compensative part of the Narrator’s psyche that he is reluctant to admit to have but

that he needs anyway to balance his life. Thus Tyler serves a specific, short-lived 

purpose (Lee 421).

Joseph Campbell, an American comparative mythologist, gives a succinct definition 

of this process where a hero transforms from one ego position to another:

The hero. . . discovers and assimilates his opposite (his own unsuspected self) 

either by swallowing it or by being swallowed. One by one the resistances are 

broken. He must put aside his pride, his virtue, beauty, and life, and bow or 

submit to the absolutely intolerable. Then he finds that he and his opposite are 

not of differing species, but one flesh. (99)

And the final act of the neurotic self cure is the return to the world of light and 

consciousness (Lee 422). But as Campbell says, “the question is still in balance: Can 

the ego put itself to death?” (100). For the Narrator the answer is yes – and it stays 

the same for Tender Branson and Victor Mancini, too. In the final act of the each book, 

the hero “dies”. The Narrator shoots himself in the head killing Tyler, Tender crashes 

with a plane into the ground and Victor first nearly chokes to death (for real, this 
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time) and then he is stoned by an angry crowd of people who have just found out the 

they did not really save his life when he was choking in various restaurants. However, 

from all these deathly situations, the hero emerges harmed but alive3.

Thus in all three books the masculine identities are what the protagonists need at 

the moment but what they must throw off before it goes too far. According to Peter 

Mathews, an assistant professor of English at the Hanyang University, we should look 

at Tyler as “the medical strategy of vaccination. . . . The purpose of vaccination, after 

all, is to introduce a weakened strain of a disease into the body. This is done not only 

in order to stimulate the body’s immune system, but also to recognize the disease’s 

cell structure” (97-98).

Another important thing, or maybe even the most important, about the traditional 

masculine identities is the fact that in order to move on the protagonists must refuse 

them. This is significant because the refusal is their first independent act. In Fight 

Club the Narrator is passive, he reacts to Tyler, until he discovers what Project 

Mayhem is like and decides to find out more and then do something about it – since 

then, he initiates action on his own. And it is even more obvious in Choke where 

Victor’s life is controlled by his addiction and when he resists the addiction and 

refuses the sex with Nico, he makes the first step towards controlling his life himself.

Also, that the characters first accept the traditional masculine identities enables 

Palahniuk to do two things. On one hand, it gives him the possibility to depict these 

strategies from the inside, show how alluring they are and that they offer what at first 

seems to be a solution (being famous as an antidote against one´s low self-esteem, 

sexual dominance as a way to avoid being controlled by women, violence and pain 

which is meant to give the feeling that one “finally . . . could get [his] hands on 

everything in the world that didn’t work” [Fight Club 53]). On the other hand, this 

inside look of masculine identities allows him to criticize them severely. He shows 

how destructive, false, empty and untrue they are, that they are leading nowhere, 

offer no solid solution and that often they are just an empty rhetoric. 

Although Fight club does give the Narrator the feeling that he accomplished 

something, he is the first one to admit that it is just a feeling. In the end, fight clubs are 

                                                            
3 From the ending of Survivor it seems as if Tender actually dies. That is not true, at least not in the 

intended authorial reading of the book. On his website Chuck Palahniuk explains how Tender survived. 

See http://chuckpalahniuk.net/books/survivor/ending-survivor.
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about nothing else but showing one’s masculinity to the other men. It is as Kimmel 

says, “If manhood could be proved, it had to be proved in the eyes of other men” (19). 

And later on, when Tyler turns fight clubs into Project Mayhem, he claims that he 

does that to “teach each man in the project that he had the power to control history” 

(122). However, why he truly does that is to give power just to himself. He promises 

the men that he will teach them how to be their own masters but, as Kennett shows, 

all the men, aptly called “space monkeys”, are forever doing Tyler’s bidding, they are 

contributing to his personal power by relinquishing their own (56). So that according 

to Hock-Soon Ng, Project Mayhem “is really an act of self-aggrandizement in the face 

of possible dissolution” (117).

In Survivor and Choke the situation is similar. Being a religious celebrity, Tender is 

promised a great fame, beauty and influence. Although he is definitely famous, he 

achieves the good looks only to the detriment of his health and body due to all the 

drugs he must take, “The risk of being famous is you have to take levothyroxine 

sodium to stay thin. Yes, you have your central nervous system to worry about. 

There’s the insomnia. Your metabolism ramps up. Your hear pounds. You sweat. 

You’re nervous all the time, but you look terrific” (136). And moreover, the beauty is 

lost the very moment he stops taking the drugs. His divine knowledge is only a cheap 

trick, too:

To get ready for tonight, staffers went and visited local people to give them free 

tickets to the show. . . . The staffers ask to use the bathroom during their visit 

and jot down notes about anything they find in the medicine cabinet. . . . Up on 

the pulpit is a list of people I’ve never met and their life-threatening conditions. 

Mrs. Steven Brandon, I just have to call out. Come down and have your failing 

kidneys touched by God. (130)

Tender’s influence is a fake, too. He is virtually only a creation of the agent, 

designed to make money and deprived of the individual will. “During the commercial, 

she asks me if my growing up was really all that terrible. The agent steps up and says, 

yes. It was. It was terrifying. A technician . . . asks, do I need some water? The agent 

says, no. The director asks if I need to use the bathroom, and the agent says I’m fine” 

(105-104). Instead of getting power, he is under control more than ever. And in the 
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end the glory is proved false, too, when overnight from a famous religious celebrity he 

becomes the most infamous mass murderer. 

In Choke, the absurdity of Victor’s coping strategy is shown through his addiction. 

Searching a way to dominate women, he becomes even more dependent on them than 

ever before.

But the most severe criticism of the traditional strong masculine strategies is 

probably shown when the protagonists try to explain or excuse their doings. There 

we see how immature and actually childish their behavior is as they refuse to take 

responsibility for their actions and their lives. When the Narrator and Tyler use 

Marla’s mother’s fat to make the first soap and Marla confronts him about it, all the 

Narrator does is he puts all the blame on Tyler (93). And Tyler puts the responsibility 

on others, too, it is in the heart of his ideology actually. To the rich he says that he is 

their responsibility because he is poor (115) or he blames poor jobs for making his 

life miserable (149). He never accepts the responsibility for his own life. He lives in 

the modern world and without hesitation uses all its achievements and 

improvements but he refuses to take responsibility for what enabled him to do that, 

“for thousands of years, human beings had screwed up and trashed and crapped on 

this planet, and now history expected me to clean up after everyone. . . . I have to foot 

the bill for nuclear waste and buried gasoline tanks and landfilled toxic sludge 

dumped a generation before I was born” (124). It was not his doing so it is not his 

responsibility, he claims. “This is my world, my world, and those ancient people are 

dead” (124). As if the solution he proposes, the new dark age, would solve the toxic 

waste on its own.

Similarly, in Survivor Tender blames the agent for all the bad he has done as the 

religious leader. About the Book of Very Common Prayer he says, “Yes, I let them put

my name on it, but the book was the agent’s brainchild. . . . What’s important is the 

book was not my idea” (127-126) and he blames the agent because “The agent is 

always pushing paper in front of me and saying, sign this” (100). In Choke Victor, too, 

does not want to accept responsibility for his doings. That is what he likes about 

support groups because “being a pervert here is not your fault. Compulsive sexual 

behavior is not about always getting your dick sucked. It’s a disease. It’s a physical 

addiction just waiting for the Diagnostic Statistical Manual to give it a code of its own 

so treatment can be billed to medical insurance” (17).
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It is only when they all accept the responsibility for their actions, they start getting 

better and they start to keep control of their lives. First, when the Narrator discovers 

the truth about Tyler, he strictly distinguishes between Tyler and himself (so that he 

can put all the blame on Tyler). Later on, however, he fights to close the fight club and 

cancel Project Mayhem and he says, “The world is going crazy. My boss is dead. My 

home is gone. My job is gone. And I’m responsible for it all” (193). Tender accepts 

responsibility when he tells the whole story of his life. And Victor first admits to 

Denny that he was the person who complained about him and called into TV and then 

he accepts responsibility for all his deeds when he hands over his notebook of the 

recovery program “because in most twelve-step recovery programs, the fourth step 

makes you take inventory of your life. Every lame, suck-ass moment of your life, you 

have to get a notebook and write it down” (8). And about this notebook, he says, “It’s 

all in the yellow notebook . . . What I did. It was just me accepting responsibility for 

every sin in the world” (274).

Accepting the responsibility meant stop running from their lives, stop escaping. 

The Narrator escaped from his emasculated empty life into Tyler Durden, fight club 

and Project Mayhem. Tender escaped from his lack of control and sexual impotence 

first by dealing with the artificial problems the caseworker claimed he had (because 

“It wasn’t boring, and she gave mo too many fake problems for me to stress about 

anything real” [207]) and later on he escaped into the icon of a celebrity. Victor 

escaped through sex because only when having sex he could forget. But their escapes 

from troubles brought them nothing else but more trouble and as Victor says, “there’s 

no escaping from constant escape” (281).

By taking the responsibility the protagonists stood up against the chauvinist and 

arrogant masculine identities they adopted before. And as was said above, the 

important element in this is that by this refusal they stop reacting and start acting on 

their own. Throughout the books, all the main characters are commanded and 

mastered by someone else. The Narrator by Tyler, Victor by his mother and Tender 

by almost everyone. But when they accept the responsibility for their lives, they gain 

the control, too.

There is one important thing left in Chuck Palahniuk’s writing that must be 

addressed and that is – who is responsible? Is the protagonists’ situation 

a consequence of a more or less natural development that merely went wrong at 
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some point or does Palahniuk find someone – or something – to blame? The first thing 

that comes to mind is definitely the dysfunctional family. All the protagonists come 

from such families and it is said in the novels several times that the problems the 

main characters have can be traced back to their absent fathers and poor family 

situations. However, the adverse family background is not a cause as such as it is 

rather an effect in itself. What caused that and what Palahniuk finds guilty of all the 

situation is – the modern consumer society.

All the three novels are in fact elaborate criticisms of the contemporary society. 

Throughout the novels it is criticized many times indirectly and several times directly 

by their characters. We find one of the direct and most open criticisms in Fight Club

where it is pronounced by one of Tyler’s devoted followers, “You have a class of 

young strong men and women, and they want to give their lives to something. 

Advertising has these people chasing cars and clothes they don’t need. Generations 

have been working in jobs they hate, just so they can buy what they don’t really need” 

(149). The Narrator’s job is probably the best example of that.

As we said in the introduction of the books, Palahniuk criticizes the American 

culture as spiritually hollow, physically debilitating and intellectually deconstructing. 

In Choke we read, “It’s pathetic how we can’t live with the things we can’t understand. 

How we need everything labeled and explained and deconstructed” (232). The 

overvaluation of the intellect is aptly expressed by Tracy, Victor’s first sexual partner 

who introduced him to casual sex, “’Why do I do anything?’ she says. ‘I’m educated 

enough to talk myself out of any plan. To deconstruct any fantasy. Explain away any 

goal. I’m so smart I can negate any dream’” (257).

In nearly every aspect of the books we can find something that criticizes the 

modern consumer culture. In Fight Club it is besides the Narrator’s job and his family 

for example Bob’s “better that real life” (22) body-building career or the hypocrisy of 

the rich married couple with the perfumes. In Survivor it is the owners of the house 

where  Tender works – rich, successful, without love, never home, probably criminals 

(the bloodstains, the bullet holes ([269-268]) – with the fake garden made of artificial 

flowers, or the caseworker – selfish egoistic woman that never actually listens to 

Tender, who refuses to help him when he need, or of course the whole Tender’s life as 

a religious superstar – his life of drugs, diets, pornfill, fake divinity, pre-invented 

names of cures, living in football stadiums and fake marriage with a double-fake 
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bride. Or Tender’s agent that truly symbolizes the bad aspects of the modern life – he 

is manipulative and sly, he sells religion, does not believe in anything and goes only 

after money.

Palahniuk also uses the character of Denny from Choke to criticize the American 

society when he lets him says, “My point is, this is America. You start out with hand 

jobs and progress to orgies. You smoke some dope and then, the big H. This is our 

whole culture of bigger, better, stronger, faster. The key world is progress” (203). 

Denny also ponders over the lack of any internalized values (but it is Fight Club that is 

primarily about that) when he says, “’Sometimes . . . it’s like I want to be beaten and 

punished. It’s okay if there isn’t a God anymore, but I still want to respect something. I 

don’t want to be the center of my own universe’” (74). As for Denny’s addiction to sex, 

he tried to solve it by channeling the energy somewhere else – and he started to 

collect stones, “a rock for every day he has sobriety” (139). First, Victor thought it 

weird but in the end he sees it as something we can touch in our intangible world, “In 

the world where we work on paper, where we exercise on machines, where time and 

effort and money passes from us with so little to show for it, Denny gluing rocks 

together seems normal” (264).

Such is the world into which Palahniuk places his characters. They do not cope 

with it, they suffer from low self-esteem and crisis of identity. They adopt 

a traditional masculine identity to solve the situation. However, as we showed before, 

neither masculine self-control, nor exclusion and escape did not help them as they 

hoped it would. Thus when we ask what Chuck Palahniuk might plausibly see as the 

core of a healthy and stable masculine identity, the answer is – responsibility and 

independence. One must always accept responsibility for his actions and he must act 

individually, control his own life. And the means to achieve this sees Palahniuk in 

personal relationships. So similarly to the matter of “possibility of freedom”, in this, 

too, Palahniuk accepts the existentialist position. David E. Cooper, an Emeritus 

Professor of Philosophy at Durham University, says that central from the point of 

view of the existentialist ethics is “a radical doctrine of individual freedom and 

responsibility,” that can be achieved through a moral conduct. That derives from “the 

notion of authenticity, understood as ‘facing up’ to one’s responsibility and not 

‘fleeing’ it in ‘bad faith’. Authenticity,” he goes on, “entails treating other people so as 

to encourage a sense of freedom on their part. . . Some have argued that we promote 
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a sense of freedom through commitment to certain causes; others that his is best 

achieved through personal relationships” (2653). In this open debate, notes Casado 

de Rocha, Palahniuk seems to favor the second option (112).

The two characteristics he proposes do not directly appear neither in Gilmore’s 

“ubiquitous male” imperatives – provide, protect, impregnate – nor in Kimmel’s 

rectifying strategies – self-control, exclusion and escape. For sure, they both can be 

traced easily in the imperative of providing and protecting and in the strategy of self-

control, yet they do not correspond directly to what Gilmore and Kimmel speaks 

about. This might be because the solution that Palahniuk proposes is not a strictly 

masculine solution as such but rather more generally personal. Maybe we could say 

that these two constitute the basis of not just masculine but any personal identity, 

men’s and women’s equally. However, that would be a rather arguable point. In his 

novels, in Fight Club especially, Palahniuk focuses directly on masculine identity and 

the question of general personal identity is left aside.
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CONCLUSION

Now, when we studied what major scholars say about manhood and about the 

contemporary manhood and we scrutinized the novels, we can finally answer our 

original questions – why does Palahniuk make so many people excited and angry? Is 

his depiction of our society faithful or false? Does he give any solution to the problem 

of men's identity? And do the novels have a potential for any general significance or 

are these just weird stories of crazy individuals?

As for the question of authenticity, we saw in the second part that Palahniuk's 

depiction definitely is trustworthy. Sure enough, the actions of the protagonists, and 

their past and present lives, are extreme, untypical and often unscrupulous 

and brutal, but the circumstances in which they find themselves, theirs situations, 

those are as if Palahniuk wrote them after or while consulting scholarly literature on 

the subject. We find there literally everything that Kimmel and Forth speak about –

the malaise of the workplace spread through all levels of society, the changes in sex 

and sexuality, the keep-fit and body-building craze, the fascination with pain and 

violence, and there is metrosexuality, too, as a high-end consumer identity. And there 

is a lot of anger, too. And despite the fact that it does not work the characters try to 

deal with their situation with a futile self-control, oppressive exclusion and childish 

escape.

Also, if the novels did not display the contemporary society so vividly and 

faithfully, would they cause such an upheaval? Again we must say that the mere fact 

of the impact of the novels on public proves that they hit a raw nerve in our society. 

And that is why the novels cause such an excitement and anger. It is because 

Palahniuk describes the chauvinistic masculinities from the inside, from the point of

view of those who turn to them for help. In his novels, such manly chauvinism is 

inviting and seductive – we only need to recall the dark tempting rhetoric of Tyler 

Durden to realize that.

In the end, though, it is again a matter of what Palahniuk describes and what he 

prescribes. As much tempting as they might be, those aggressive masculine identities 

are always proved and displayed wrong, stupid and infantile. The characters refuse 

them and they fight against them. It is made clear that they are not – cannot be –
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a solution. As we saw, it is a personal relationship and love which Palahniuk proposes 

as a solution. 

From that we could finally discern Palahniuk's personal attitude to the manhood 

that he portraits in his novels. It seems that he realizes their seductiveness, and 

understands their power but he rejects them nonetheless. And if this explanation 

is still not enough, we may wonder what Palahniuk's truly personal solution actually 

is. To that Kavadlo says, “Palahniuk may be angry at the same violent social 

conditions that disturb Fight Club's nameless narrator, Survivor's Tender Branson, 

and Choke's Victor Mancini, but Palahniuk's solution is not more violence: it is to 

write books (12).

So are these novels a testimony of our times or are they just darkly interesting 

stories? They seem to be the both. On the one hand, they are stories of disturbed 

individuals who can hardly be considered representative, on the other hand, though, 

their live speak to all of us. Speaking about Fight Club Palahniuk himself says, “Really, 

what I was writing was just The Great Gatsby, updated a little” (Fight Club 216).
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