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The Fiction of Self-Destruction

CHUCK PALAHNIUK, CLOSET MORALIST

Jesse Kavadlo






Imagine what it’s like to have your eyes rubbed raw with broken glass. This is what reading Chuck Palahniuk is like. You feel the shards in your eyes, yes, and then you’re being punched, hard, your nose broken. Like the world is broken. Livid because there’s violence, but also there’s sex, there’s the bodily fluid that accompanies violence and sex. Your eyes are rubbed in broken glass first, then in blood and lymph, and you want more. And that’s just the plot! Don’t even get me started on the characters. You should stop listening right now.

Okay, the characters are nameless dual-personality sadomasochistic anarchist neo-fascists turned rescuers. Or they’re the last surviving members of a suicide cult turned domestic servants turned steroid-pumped Hollywood messiahs turned rescuers. Or they’re sexually addicted self-loathing hypochondriac medical school dropout con artists (who pretend to choke in restaurants) turned rescuers. Not counting the one about the mangled former model and the transsexual who is really her brother but she doesn’t know it, or the one about the mysterious crib deaths, or the one about the hidden rooms and human sacrifices. Don’t count those. Count on fragments. And fragmentation. But somehow, you keep reading. And after you wipe the pulp from your eyes, you realize something. That the world is not broken. Somehow the world feels more together now than before you started. This is what it feels like to read Chuck Palahniuk. Broken, but something disturbing and beautiful recreated in its place. And when you’re done, you realize that everything really is all right. When you’re done, you find yourself thinking about the books. And, maybe, if you’re lucky, sounding like them.

This essay will focus on the ways in which beauty, hope, and romance remain Palahniuk’s central values throughout his seemingly ugly, existential, and nihilistic works, particularly in the novel and film Fight Club, Palahniuk’s most widely recognized work, and Survivor, which I believe to be Palahniuk’s strongest, most fully realized creation. That Palahniuk’s harshest critics and most deferential fans mutually fail to notice these concerns becomes, I hope to show, central to the novels’ aesthetic and moral imperatives.
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Emerging at the end of the 1990s—the decade of the Republican Revolution, Susan Faludi’s Stiffed, and the Angry White Male—Chuck Palahniuk rose to prominence in part because of the 1999 film adaptation of his novel Fight Club and in part because of his offbeat subject matter and animated prose style. With more than three hundred thousand copies of Fight Club in print, Palahniuk’s following remains strong, particularly among young men, a demographic widely known to the publishing world for its reluctance to read. This appeal is unsurprising: Combining violent surrealism, suspenseful noir, and psychological and narrative twists, the novels depict middling men who find themselves raging against political, economic, and social systems.

Palahniuk’s popularity is more complex, however, than chronological or cultural proximity to the Promise Keepers or Million Man March suggests. His books’ manic charm transcends a core readership of disaffected young men galvanized by the books’ stylish nihilism, violent chic, or tongue-in-cheek contravention. On the surface, the books celebrate testosterone-drenched, wanton destruction—Fight Club’s nameless narrator finds relief from stultifying consumerism by forming an underground boxing network, but the violence escalates to attempted bombings; Survivor revolves around twin conceits of cult suicides and narrator Tender Branson’s reversely paginated countdown to a plane crash; Choke ends with the stones of the makeshift castle torn down and hurled at narrator Victor Mancini, who has deceived hundreds of well-intentioned would-be rescuers. (Notice both named narrators have male-tinged names, BranSON and MANcini.) On the other hand, despite this outward sadism, the pain inflicted on others, the violence in the novels also embodies a peculiarly masculine brand of masochism: “Maybe self-improvement isn’t the answer,” Fight Club’s narrator imagines. “Maybe self-destruction is the answer.”

Yet the novels are less acts of fantasized revenge than elaborate rituals of self-ruin. In Fight Club, the narrator’s injuries, we discover in the ending’s twist, have all been self-inflicted, because he and his nemesis, Tyler Durden, are in fact the same person, two sides to a split personality. The narrator and Tyler turn their acts of sadomasochism into masochism alone. Palahniuk’s narrators rebel against what the books position as the emasculating conformity of contemporary America (IKEA takes a bigger beating than the fight club’s members), but what the narrator has really been fighting, literally and figuratively, is himself. Taken as a whole, Palahniuk’s work rearranges Freudian sublimation, projection, and discontent with civilization; in Fight Club, rebellion against the social order is transposed cruelty against the self, not the reverse.

More than millennialism, masculinism, or even masochism, however, Chuck Palahniuk’s fiction embodies what I would like to call “closet morality.” As Palahniuk’s fans know, until September 2003—well into his career—Palahniuk kept quiet about his homosexuality. At one point, fearing that her upcoming article would reveal that he was gay, Palahniuk angrily condemned Entertainment Weekly reporter Karen Valby on his fan Web site, The Cult. The article did not, it turned out, “out” him at all, and Palahniuk subsequently withdrew his comments from the Web site. In the ensuing years, Palahniuk’s disclosure has not affected his perception or reception, nor, of course, should it. But the incident may provide a way of reading the novels: Now, unlike his sexuality, it is only Palahniuk’s morality that remains an open secret. Apparently Palahniuk could more convincingly disclose his sexual orientation than his compassion, which, despite his own protestations, remains in the closet: “I’m not a nihilist. I’m a romantic. All of my books are basically romances; they’re stories about reconnecting with community,” a claim he has reiterated in several interviews.

Despite the novels’ façades of fury, Palahniuk’s sexuality seems obvious in retrospect; indeed, New Yorker film critic David Denby and Salon book critic Laura Miller (both disparagingly) noted Fight Club’s homoeroticism, and Robert Alan Brook and Robert Westerfelhaus published “Hiding Homoeroticism in Plain View: The Fight Club DVD as Digital Closet” before Palahniuk came out. Of course, Palahniuk’s sexuality is not important; instead, it is the concealment and subsequently dramatic means of revelation that provide an understanding of Palahniuk’s particular—one might say queer—morality. In all of Palahniuk’s novels, seemingly public, political acts of insurgence (not unlike outing oneself irately online, in spectacular, and spectacularly wrong, fashion) conceal that they are, in truth, long-suffering outlets for private, dispossessed spiritual desires (akin, for example, to concealed homosexuality). Palahniuk’s closet morality manifests itself in the novels’ subtexts and implications, rather than their context or language. Within his ostensible inclination to subvert literary and social mores—to offend the right with anti-consumerist, anti-family bromides, sex, and violence, and to alienate the left with potential misogyny and flirtation with fascism—Palahniuk places the romantic desire for connection, which even astute readers, in their enthusiasm or indignation, may miss. Amidst the novels’ wreckage of bodies and buildings alike lie constructive, opposing forces to the inward and outward violence. Each novel at the time of this writing—Fight Club, Invisible Monsters, Survivor, and Choke, through Lullaby, Diary, and the recent Haunted, egregiously violent even by Palahniuk standards—ultimately proposes that what its characters, and all of us, need is … love. As Palahniuk writes in the introduction to his nonfiction collection Stranger Than Fiction, “In case you haven’t already noticed, all my books are about a lonely person looking for some way to connect with other people.” He clearly feels that people haven’t noticed. And he’s right.

On the surface, Palahniuk’s novels seem to embody the textbook existentialist tendencies, as defined and codified by M.H. Abrams:

            . . . to view a human being as an isolated existent who is cast into an alien universe, to conceive the universe as possessing no inherent truth, value, or meaning, and to represent human life—in its fruitless search for purpose and meaning, as it moves from the nothingness whence it came toward the nothingness where it must end—as an experience which is both anguished and absurd.

More than an existential philosopher, however, Palahniuk is an American ironist in the tradition of Mark Twain, Nathanael West, Flannery O’Connor, Vladimir Nabokov, and Don DeLillo. Existence certainly seems futile and absurd when gratuitous brutality, infanticide, human sacrifice, suicide, and disfigurement come to seem banal and ordinary. Yet the characters’ frequent celebrations and glorifications of masculinity, sex, individuality, and mayhem attempt to forge something palpable and real in a world where everything is a “copy of a copy of a copy” (Fight Club) or “the signifier outlasts the signified” (Survivor), a world of surreal simulacra. Through Palahniuk’s dramatic irony, however, readers have the opportunity to feel the redemptive powers of feminism, love, cooperation, harmony, and storytelling, by inhabiting worlds where they are conspicuously, even absurdly, absent. Through his books’ masculine embodiment but closeted feminist critique, their existentialist exterior that conceals the sentimentalism in the closet, Palahniuk conveys romantic notions in ways that aren’t hackneyed, didactic, or unconvincing. (When Fight Club’s narrator finally reveals his attraction to Marla, she asks, “Not love?” His response: “This is a cheesy moment. … Don’t push it.”) Palahniuk uses the term “communication,” but I would extend it into communion: peace and love, certainly, but also the need for spiritual embodiment, and even the possibility of salvation in a deadened world. To do so, Palahniuk substitutes black humor and muscular prose for excessive pathos and maudlin characterization. The problem becomes whether readers can get to the closeted moral and metaphorical significances beyond the books’, readers’, and even Palahniuk’s own occasional macho posturing, again as evidenced against Entertainment Weekly reporter Valby.
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In Fight Club, the narrator meets Tyler Durden, who seems to be everything that the narrator is not: aggressive, individualistic, charismatic, powerful. At the same time, however, Tyler’s nihilistic Generation X critiques of an exhausted earth—“Recycling and speed limits are bullshit. … They’re like someone who quits smoking on his deathbed”—and post-Nietzschean philosophies—“It’s only after you’ve lost everything … that you’re free to do anything”—have been taken too literally by both fans and critics alike. Durden is not a generational spokesperson; even within the fiction of Fight Club he is a fictional character, a hallucination, another kind of copy of a copy of a copy, his own simulacrum. While throughout much of the book the narrator is convinced by Tyler, and thus wants to “destroy everything beautiful I’d never have,” by the end, through Marla Singer, his antagonist turned love interest, he can find solace only in his attempt to save, not destroy, the world. After almost two hundred pages of pummeling irony, he allows himself the sincerity to tell Marla, “I think I like you,” and in the end, just as the building they occupy is poised to explode, Marla says, “It’s not love or anything … but I think I like you, too.” Fight club never saves the narrator, as he says it does early in the novel; instead, Marla does. But first the narrator, like the reader, has to look past Tyler Durden’s allure to find her. When he can, the desire to destroy himself is rendered as another kind of fiction, replaced by his desire for Marla. Though wounded and institutionalized in the book’s final pages, he—and Marla—survive. Tyler does not.

While critics and readers, like the narrator, naturally gravitate toward Tyler Durden, as the narrator reveals early on, “the gun, the anarchy, the explosion is really about Marla Singer.” The narrator meets Marla—ironically, of course—in a support group for men with testicular cancer, which neither of them, obviously, has. Instead, the narrator has been attending support meetings for patients with terminal illnesses to fight his insomnia; Marla goes, as she says, “to have a real experience of death.” The narrator’s recollections of Marla, though, are consistently linked in the narrative to Big Bob (the film’s opening cuts from one to the other), a former bodybuilder and the novel’s only mother figure: Between his cancer and the resulting testosterone imbalance, Bob has huge breasts and no testicles. Like a mother, Bob uses his enormous breasts, hugs, and love to give the narrator his release, allowing him first to cry and then to sleep, which are both infantile needs. “Babies,” the narrator tells us, “don’t sleep this well.” While Marla is busy as his pre-Durden adversary, the narrator receives maternal, feminine care from Bob’s pendulous breasts.

Marla’s presence at the meetings, though, eventually gives rise to the narrator’s own lie, and soon he can no longer receive Bob’s respite. As the narrator moves closer to his own, and society’s, destruction, substituting the macho violence and bloodshed of fight club for the support group’s castrated hugs and tears, Bob’s breasts move from mothering to smothering: In the film, when the narrator meets Bob again in fight club, Bob’s breasts become the source of his suffocation rather than his succor, and instead of falling blissfully to sleep, the narrator passes out. By now, both the narrator and Bob have a new love object: Tyler Durden.

Indeed, throughout most of the book, it is Tyler—and neither Bob the mother nor Marla the lover—who attracts and preoccupies the narrator. And what makes Durden attractive to the narrator—his potency, wit, and sly subversion—are the same qualities that appeal to a readership of solitary young men. Critics of the film find it ridiculous that buff Hollywood idol Brad Pitt, playing Durden, can sincerely recite lines like “We are 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.” Henry Giroux calls it “a contradiction that cannot be overstated,” and Salon’s Andrew O’Hehir says “there’s something more than a little ludicrous about sitting in a theater while Brad Pitt preaches at you about the emptiness of materialism.”

What these critics see as contradictory or ludicrous, however, I see as comic irony to underscore the narrative drama. As attractive as Tyler seems (and that is the power of Pitt’s casting), his philosophies are a fantasy and a delusion, as Tyler himself turns out to be. Even after discovering that he and Tyler are one, the narrator denies their connection in the novel: “I love everything about Tyler Durden, 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’m not.” Or as the film’s Tyler/Pitt bluntly puts it: “All the ways you wish you could be, that’s me. I look like you want to look, fuck like you want to fuck. I am smart, I am capable, and most importantly, I’m free in all the ways that you are not.” An epitome of the American masculine ideal, Pitt is a perfect Tyler, exactly the star most men would wish to play them (to borrow a conceit from Survivor) in the movie version of their lives. As a result, however, we must never take Tyler literally; to do so would be madness, as it is for the narrator, or fascism, as it is for the members of Project Mayhem. Palahniuk’s moral fiction conveys—but ultimately warns against—both.

Critics, however, take Tyler, like Pitt, at face value. In a scathing analysis, Giroux calls Fight Club

            [a] morally bankrupt and politically reactionary film. Representations of violence, masculinity, and gender in Fight Club seem all too willing to mirror the pathology of individual and institutional violence that informs the American landscape, extending from all manner of hate crimes to the far right’s celebration of paramilitary and protofascist subcultures.

Yet Giroux, I think, substitutes what the film and novel depict for what they ultimately prescribe. Fight Club rails against consumerist conformity, but its alternative, Project Mayhem, which evolves out of fight club—the “protofascist subculture,” to use Giroux’s term—takes far more of its members’ individuality—names, clothes, hair, identities—than consumer culture can. That is, until Big Bob—one Robert Paulson—is inadvertently killed by a police officer during a prank gone wrong. The narrator, now aware that his followers believe him to be Tyler Durden, attempts to put an end to Project Mayhem, but realizes, echoing the language of fanatic religious martyrdom (in anticipation of Survivor) more than fascism, “only in death will we have our own names since only in death are we no longer part of the effort. In death we become heroes.” The narrator, however, no longer believes this, and Palahniuk’s irony thus subverts Giroux’s reading—the book’s endorsement of violence, rather than the narrator, self-destructs.

Giroux’s reading is understandable. Fight Club dares its readers to take Tyler—and his reactionary politics—at face value. But in addition to rescuing Palahniuk from his detractors, he also needs rescuing from his admirers. More unsettling than Giroux’s academic denunciation is the popular readership that identifies too strongly with Tyler Durden, exemplified by the angry, misogynistic letters Salon received after it published Laura Miller’s scathing review of Diary. Yet again, fan reaction is understandable, if not excusable, considering Palahniuk’s constant second-person “you” constructions—“You drill the wrong holes,” “You don’t understand any of it, and then you die,” “That old saying, how you always kill the one you love, well, look, it works both ways”—which appear on the first three pages alone. This direct address, in its grammatical imperative, suggests the breakdown between the narrator and Tyler, and by extension, between character and reader, around which the novel revolves. Like the narrator, Tyler is alienated, angry, and politically, economically, and socially (although, crucially, not sexually) impotent. Judging by the online reviews and posts at sites like Amazon.com and The Cult, many fans emphasize how strongly they relate. Amazon.com reviews typically begin with a favorite Durden quote, yet some readers seem not to notice that he offers no viable or sustainable call for political creation, only metaphysical destruction—which, when enacted, becomes self-destruction.

In addition to these critical reactions and fan responses, there is Palahniuk’s own penchant for bombast. In a personal response to Miller’s negative review, Palahniuk wrote back: “Until you can create something that captivates people, I’d invite you to just shut up.” Palahniuk’s interviews sometimes resemble Durden’s aphorisms, and his nonfiction has explored personal experiences with steroids, the occult, physical abuse, and the circumstances surrounding his father’s extraordinary murder. And, of course, there was the Entertainment Weekly debacle.

It is thus tempting to read the narrators—and, by extension, the film Fight Club—as representative of Palahniuk’s politics. The novels themselves, however, are not mouthpieces for their damaged narrators; they are critical of them. 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. It’s revealing that his letter to Miller also states that “it’s easy to attack and destroy an act of creation. It’s a lot more difficult to perform one,” which emphasizes creation over destruction, as his books ultimately do as well. (The letter, however, like the Valby incident, was obviously self-destructive—as the letter even concedes, writers may be best off ignoring critics.) If Palahniuk’s solution is books, his books’ solution is laughter and romance. A careful reader will, like the narrator, be left unconvinced by Tyler’s sophistry and instead notice that only his language, exemplified by Palahniuk’s pumped-up, brutally funny style, is powerful. His solutions—to take the film’s tagline: “Mischief. Mayhem. Soap”—are not.

Tyler Durden’s indifference to suffering should not transfer onto the reader, who may identify with his position but also recoil, by the end, at his acts of violence. Even the narrator cannot remain morally neutral. If Fight Club embodies Giroux’s protofascism, it is only in order to condemn it. In their brutality and futility, Tyler’s followers, the nameless and faceless “space monkeys,” blur the lines between rebellion and conformity with the zeal of conversion, discarding tie wearing, Starbucks sipping, and IKEA shopping to instead become mantra-repeating blackshirts. The book’s crypto-fascism is not unambiguously 1960s-style anti-consumerism per se, Tyler’s charisma (and Brad Pitt) notwithstanding. It is, rather, a call to recognize that fascism is the endgame of a capitalist system that would reduce workers to drones and all personal identification to brand names and commercial transactions. Even family is implicated in the depersonalized strictures: The narrator notes with his usual detachment that his father serially divorced and started a new family every six years: “This isn’t so much like a family as it’s like he sets up a franchise.” The book’s political subtext, far from right wing, insinuates that our cherished bastions of American liberty—the free market, liberal autonomy, and family values—come loaded with nascent totalitarianism.

The book establishes this potential for violence beneath each of its bland, bourgeois exteriors: because of the narrator’s extortion, his morally bankrupt corporate workplace—which weighs the value of human lives against the cost of recalling a faulty automobile—finances the equivalently morally bankrupt Project Mayhem (this is more overt in the film than in the novel); everyday consumer products like gasoline, orange juice concentrate, or diet cola become reconfigured as napalm, among other chemical weapons or explosives; from the medical waste dump, “liposuctioned fat sucked out of the richest thighs in America” is rendered into expensive designer soap, to be sold “back to the very people who paid to have it sucked out.” The potential for danger and destruction lurks beneath seemingly harmless merchandise and benign consumer culture. Similarly, Tyler Durden is the split personality that “just happen[s] to have the same fingerprints” as the narrator; he is the angry, murderous reverse of the innocuous pencil pusher. In the cultural logic of the closet, people and products alike have an unseen, balancing flipside that remains crucial to their identity, practice, and existence. Tyler’s solution to corporate conformity and immorality, however, is anti-corporate conformity and immorality. The only viable alternative, then, is to reject modern masculinity’s futile alienation and instead embrace connection, romanticism, and narrative, a seeming contradiction considering the novel’s overtly male posturing, and its readership.

This is the Palahniuk paradox: The novels persuasively embody and give voice to the disenfranchised Angry White Male, only to critique him humorously, relentlessly, and morally from inside the novel’s closet. Some readers may relate to or find truth in Tyler Durden’s sarcasm and pop-hip existentialism—“you are not a beautiful and unique snowflake”—but like the unnamed narrator, the reader must ultimately banish him if he is to survive. He may be a part of us, but a part that must be healthily suppressed—or, as it were, closeted.
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If Fight Club suggests a burgeoning tyranny lurking below the twin shimmering surfaces of consumerism and family, then Survivor extends the notion further. Here the distinctions between family and faction, and between consumerism and cult, are eroded entirely. Tender Branson appears to be the last surviving member of the Creedish, or, as the media rename it, the Creedish Death Cult, for its members have all committed suicide. As the book opens, Tender is recording his life story into the black box of a plane he has hijacked, to be crashed into the Australian outback. Between the countdown and the expected crash, the book leaves few taboos untouched: suicide, murder, prostitution, pornography, religion, and television all receive the same irreverent, satirical treatment.

Like Durden, Tender Branson (a near cryptogram of “Tyler Durden,” by the way) frequently seems to channel Nietzsche, yet again I don’t feel as though we should take his philosophy—“there is no heaven. There is no Hell. … Now anything is possible,” or later, “this is the upside of being eternally damned”—literally. Here, we understand the remarks to be the opposite of Nietzsche’s poorly understood “God is dead” pronouncement: The narrator is more controlled, less powerful, than ever. Even in the absence of his once-believed religious absolutes, Tender believes more strongly in a universal order, a scheme of unchanging grand narratives, than he ever did as a cult member. He is the opposite of Nietzsche’s übermench: weak-willed, weak-minded, controlled mentally, emotionally, physically. As the TV guru he is manipulated into becoming, he can parrot the jargon of self-empowerment as easily as Fight Club’s narrator could as a support group faker, but Tender is also a “tourist,” always reading someone else’s words in his teleprompter. Neither the cult of family nor the cult of American celebrity offers him relief from his fear of death and fear of life, but his love interest, Fertility Hollis, does—not because she’s omniscient, but because, in the end, she is not.

Unlike Fight Club’s unnamed narrator, Tender Branson’s name is suffused with significance. As the novel explains, Tender is “not really a name. It’s more of a rank. … It’s the lowest rank. … Tenders are workers who tend.” In the rigid hierarchy of the Creedish, the role of each son after the first (who is always named Adam) is to tend to others’ needs. In addition, though, according to the Oxford Pocket Dictionary, “tender,” as an adjective, means “easily cut or chewed, not tough; susceptible to pain or grief; sensitive, delicate, fragile; loving and affectionate.” As Tender actively encourages desperate people to kill themselves (“try barbiturates and alcohol with your head inside a dry-cleaning bag”), he does not immediately seem to qualify as “tender.” But the word also means “requiring tact or careful handing,” and Tender is indeed carefully handled throughout the novel, first by his church elders, then by his depraved employers, then by his manager, and finally by Fertility Hollis. And despite his outward hardness and meanness, Tender is indeed tender—loving and affectionate, as well as susceptible to pain and grief. Like Palahniuk’s closeted sexuality, Survivor’s tenderness—ostensibly absurd in a character who is a victim and victimizer, who is manipulated and who manipulates so many—is in the closet yet in plain sight: in its narrator’s name.

Despite any tenderness, though, Palahniuk’s moral imperative directs his social criticism toward greater targets than fringe religions. As the book progresses, it becomes clear that whatever obvious criticism Palahniuk proffers toward the Creedish, those same criticisms apply to mainstream American culture. When Tender Branson remembers the thousands of cooking and cleaning instructions that he learned in order to be of service to his future employers, he understands that the teaching “made us stupid. … With all the little facts we learned, we never had time to think. None of us ever considered what life would be like cleaning up after a stranger day after day. Washing dishes all day. Feeding a stranger’s children. Mowing a lawn. Painting houses. Year after year. Ironing bedsheets.” Add the possibility of also going to a Fight Club–style corporate job, substitute “husband,” “wife,” or “children” for “stranger,” and the complaint is typically middle-class American. Finally, “tender” is also a verb, meaning “to offer or present,” with its accompanying nouns, “bid, proposal,” as in legal tender (this very phrase is used in the novel itself). And that, in Palahniuk’s social and moral criticism, is what Tender Branson, like too many Americans, has let himself become: a kind of legal tender, a means to an end, living capital ready for exchange, whether cleaning a house, urging suicide, or, later, telling people the proper spiritual way to live. Tender, like too many Americans, is indistinguishable from his tasks.

Tender begins to understand that everything he had been taught was fabricated, as artificial as the fake flowers that inspire him and that he tends with the zeal usually associated with the care of the living. Of course, since they are not alive, “the best place to find bulbs for forcing is in the Dumpster behind the mausoleum.” While there, Tender wishes to be “chased by flesh-eating zombies,” out of the romantic, wistful yearning that “it would prove some sort of life after death.” The notion is tender—immature (another meaning of “tender”)—but suggestive of his emotional fragility and susceptibility to existential pain. The book then becomes a black-comic update of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn”: Palahniuk examines the ironic tension between the immortal perfection and perfectibility of art—or, for Palahniuk, the fake, the artificial, the simulation—versus life’s flaws and finiteness. As the novel continues, Tender becomes a false prophet but makes real profits, in the process buffing his body with a StairMaster (a kind of artificial exercise) and chemical supplements, wearing a wig when the supplements make his hair fall out, capping his teeth, bronzing his skin, reading the words off a teleprompter, learning about cures that exist in name only (but “of course they’re real”), and attending his own televised, fake wedding (no love, no ring, no spoken words, and even the ostensibly fake bride is replaced at the last minute by an understudy), so that, as Tender says of the flowers, “from a distance, everything looks perfect.” “Perfect,” while fine for fakes, by the end demoralizes Tender.

Palahniuk’s signature plot twists extend the trope of artificiality further: Tender’s long-lost brother Adam is revealed as a murderer; Tender is a wanted man; and Adam, Tender, and Fertility Hollis invent a fictional terminally ill child and live in prefabricated houses before winding up in the Tender Branson Sensitive Materials Sanitary Landfill (a pornography junk yard), where Tender kills Adam at his request. Finally, Fertility pulls from her bag real flowers: “These flowers will be rotten in a couple hours. Birds will crap on them. The smoke here will make them stink, and tomorrow a bulldozer will probably run them over, but for now they are so beautiful.” The life of the real flowers, however temporary and imperfect, is preferable to the artificial ones that haunt Tender, the mausoleum, and the novel’s pages.

While Survivor begins with seeming trivia about how to “get bloodstains out of a fur coat” (“the secret is cornmeal and brushing the fur the wrong way”), “get blood off piano keys,” “hide bullet holes in a living-room wall,” “repair stab holes in nightgowns, tuxedoes, and hats,” or use “green-tinted moisturizer [to] help hide red, slapped skin,” these bits become another, if opposite, version of Fight Club’s homemade recipes for napalm and explosives: In Fight Club, behind the faces of regular, everyday products lie the means for terror and violence, much like the men who inhabit the world of Fight Club itself. Here, behind the world of stain removal or hole repair is the inescapable fact of bloodshed, a bullet fired, a knife used, skin slapped. Fight Club uses seemingly harmless merchandise to expose the potential for violence; Survivor uses everyday products to conceal the violence that has already been inflicted. Somehow, soap and cleanliness are never next to godliness, and “the copy of a copy of a copy,” at least suggestive of an original, gives way to sanitized suppression in the name of perfection. Tender’s cleaning tips in the novel’s opening lead directly to the conclusion’s porn landfill, the reductio ad absurdum of American hypocrisy, secrecy, obsessive compulsion, and misophobia.

Yet Tender continues to survive his mistreatment at the hands of his family, the cult, his employers, his caseworker, and his manager. He continues to tell the tale, even as the reader, more than in a conventional novel

























*www.theonionavclub.com/avclub3842/avfeature_3842.html

*www.cnn.com/2006/US/05/29/fight.club.ap/index.html

*As Edward Norton, discussing his role in the film Fight Club at Yale University on October 3rd, 1999, suggested.



*For a good overview of these two figures in their ancient context, see Edwin M.Yamauchi, “Two Reformers Compared: Solon of Athens and Nehemiah of Jerusalem” in Bible World.

*On Jubilee, see Lev 25 and Deut 15. There is scholarly debate over the degree to which Jubilee was institutionalized and/or practiced in Hebrew society.

*Interestingly, while Tyler himself rejects the notion of progress, it seems that Jack’s thought runs along the dialectic described in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Jack moves out of his basest particularity (unexamined desires for “versatile solutions for modern living”) to universal reflection (Tyler’s far-reaching views on the nature of property and reality) and on to a synthesized view (which rejects materialism but stops short of nihilism, making room for a genuine relationship with Marla).

*For an excellent overview of anarchism, see D. Miller, Anarchism (London: Dent, 1984).

*Depicted on the pamphlets are various images, including a father fighting another passenger for an oxygen mask and then stiff-arming his son to guard it, a guy praying next to a woman who is flying out a door in midair, and dead people—all amidst smoke and flames.

*See www.conspiracyplanet.com/review.cfm?rtype=24.

*The term doppelgänger was coined by Jean Paul Richter in his novel Siebenkäs (1796). The classic German example of the theme is E.T.A. Hoffman’s Die Elixiere des Teufels (1816), in English, The Devil’s Elixirs.


*You merely pull your legs back, riding the tackler back with the force of his momentum while allowing your upper body to be driven forward over the tackler’s shoulder. Drop your left arm under his right armpit and your right in the gap between his head and left shoulder. As the tackler continues to drive forward in an attempt to take you off your feet, (which is no problem, so long as you have the lock in place before you go down on top of him), grab his jaw with your right hand and pull up while snaking your left hand over the top of his neck and taking hold of your right wrist. Pull upward to tighten the lock as needed. If you hear a loud cracking sound, then you’ve pulled too hard and should probably contact an attorney. This may sound complicated but it actually takes around two to three seconds tops and can usually be completed before the tackler stops pushing forward or has any idea that he is in danger.

*This isn’t to say that whoever gets the first punch in wins, as most fighters can shake off a single lucky or unexpected blow, but rather, whoever gets in the first three strikes in uninterrupted succession is quite likely to be the victor.


*The Twin Towers were surpassed by the Sears Tower (1974) and the Petronas Towers (1998).
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