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    Born in Washington, USA in 1962, Chuck Palahniuk attended the University of Oregon School of Journalism, from which he graduated in 1986. He wrote as a freelance journalist until 1988, but only began to focus on his career as an author in the 1990s. Fight Club was his breakthrough novel, written as an attempt to disturb his publisher, who had rejected his previous novel for being too disconcerting.


    Since then he has seen five of his works adapted into films, and two into graphic novels. He is known for his interest in anti-consumerism, and often his protagonists are characters who have somehow been marginalised or oppressed by society, while his writing style is known for its use of temporal endings. He has won the Pacific Northwest Bookseller’s Association Award for both Fight Club and his 2002 novel Lullaby. Fight Club also won the Oregon Book Award for Best Novel.

  


  
    FIGHT CLUB


    THE FIRST RULE ABOUT FIGHT CLUB IS YOU DON’T TALK ABOUT FIGHT CLUB


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Palahniuk, C. (2005) Fight Club. London: Penguin Random House.


      	1st edition: 1996


      	Themes: mortality, masculinity, rules and order, consumerism, isolation, social breakdown, violence

    


    Fight Club follows an unnamed Narrator as his tedious lifestyle deteriorates, only to find a new sense of purpose with the fight club he and his friend Tyler create. The novel examines the destruction of a consumer-driven society and raises questions about politics, transgression and male identity. Although Palahniuk had never expected his book to be accepted by a publisher, it ended up winning two awards in 1997 and was adapted into a film starring Brad Pitt, Edward Norton and Helena Bonham Carter in 1999. It is often compared to Bret Easton Ellis’ 1991 novel American Psycho for its depiction of masculinity and material values, and has become a key part of pop culture today.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BEGINNING AT THE END


    Fight Club begins right in the middle of the action, with the narrator and a man called Tyler Durden inside a building that is about to explode. Tyler has a gun pressed to the inside of the narrator’s mouth, and tells him that neither of them are going to get out of this alive.


    From this scene, the Narrator rewinds, telling us in the first person how he had met Tyler Durden, and how the two of them had ended up in this situation. The Narrator had been an insomniac, when his doctor recommended that he go to “see real pain” (p.19) by going to a support group. Taking his advice, the Narrator does exactly that, taking comfort in crying at the alleviation of others’ suffering. It is at one of these groups that he first meets Marla Singer, another “faker” (p.18), who just like our Narrator, is not really ill. The Narrator is irritated that she is intruding on his form of therapy, and the two agree to attend different support groups to avoid each other. The cause of the Narrator’s insomnia appears to be his job and the constant travelling he is required to do for it. On one of these trips, he is lying on a nudist beach when he meets Tyler Durden. Later on, the Narrator returns home from his business trip only to find that his condominium has been blown up. He is later questioned by the police as a suspect for having blown it up himself. Needing a place to live, he calls Tyler and asks to stay with him. Tyler agrees, on one condition – that the Narrator punches him in the face. Although reluctant, the Narrator does, and the two realise that they love fighting because of how alive it makes them feel.


    THE FIRST RULE OF FIGHT CLUB


    The Narrator moves in with Tyler, who works both as a projectionist in a movie theatre and as a waiter at a fancy hotel. He also makes cheap soaps on the side, sold to expensive department stores. The two of them form a secret club that gives the book its name – Fight Club. The club is organised around a series of unbreakable rules, the first of which is the most infamous: “The first rule about fight club is you don’t talk about fight club” (p.47). More and more people begin to show up to the fight club, leaving behind the monotonous everyday world and becoming more and more in touch with their masculinity.


    Tyler and Marla meet independently of the Narrator: one night Tyler rushes to the hotel where she lives, believing her to be suicidal. After this the pair begin an unsteady relationship, much to the irritation of the Narrator. He notes that he never sees Marla and Tyler at the same time, leading him to wonder if they are in fact the same person. Tyler shows the Narrator how he makes soap, before pouring lye on his hand and giving him a chemical burn. Marla and Tyler get into a fight after she discovers that he has been using the massive quantities of collagen taken from her mother’s declining body to make fancy soaps. Following this, Marla calls the Narrator to examine her for breast cancer, and discovers that she does indeed have it. As a result, she returns to the support groups, this time as a legitimate member.


    The fight club, meanwhile, has grown exponentially in size, extending across the entire country, and is used by Tyler to spread his anti-consumerist ideas. After the Narrator aggressively beats up one of the members, a young man he nicknames “Angel-face” (p.123), Tyler decides the fight club is no longer as fulfilling as it once was. Thus “Project Mayhem” (p.121) is formed, made up of the most dedicated members. As with fight club, the cult lives by a set of rules, and their aim is to bring down modern, consumer-driven society. The members are encouraged to leave behind both their identity and their happiness for the sake of the army being created. Questions cannot be asked, lies and excuses are banned and Tyler has to be trusted. Project Mayhem is just as violent as fight club, and attacks, bombings and vandalism are used to destroy society.


    THE BIG REVEAL


    One night the Narrator attempts to kill himself after being called from work by Tyler. As he is driven by a member of Project Mayhem he is questioned about his life, and becomes depressed with how insignificant it is. He is only prevented from steering the car into the oncoming traffic by his driver and interrogator. Project Mayhem continues, but Tyler appears to have vanished. The Narrator attempts to track him down, only to realise that he himself is Tyler, his suspicions confirmed when he calls Marla and she addresses him as “Tyler”. “Tyler” then appears to him: as his alter ego, he is able to fulfil all the Narrator’s repressed desires. On realising that he is the one creating explosives and leading Project Mayhem, the Narrator attempts to shut the project down, but discovers that not only has his boss from his office job been killed, but Tyler has prepared the members of Project Mayhem for his own attempt at destroying the project, and they threaten him with castration. The Narrator loses consciousness and eventually wakes up where we were introduced to him at the start of the novel, at the top of a skyscraper. Tyler plans for them both to die and become martyred as the building explodes. This is stopped, however, by the explosives failing to work and the appearance of Marla and her cancer support group, who only see the Narrator pointing a gun at himself. In what he claims is the only action truly his, the Narrator nevertheless shoots himself in the face.


    The final chapter reveals that although his attempt at suicide injured him, he is alive and in hospital, visited on occasion by Marla. The members of Project Mayhem also stop by, continuing to address him as “Mr Durden” (p.208) and informing him that they eagerly await the continuation of the project.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    The Narrator acts as our guide throughout the novel, yet he is by no means a reliable one. Fed up with his monotonous life, he begins to attend cancer support groups to “see real pain” (p.19), as when the Narrator assumes he is going to sleep, his alter ego, Tyler Durden, is actually taking over and running both the fight clubs and Project Mayhem all over the country. It is notable that we never learn the Narrator’s true name – even at the support groups he always uses a fake one.


    At one point the Narrator does notice how he never sees Tyler and Marla in the same room and considers the possibility that they are the same person. However, he fails to realise that while Marla and Tyler are not the same person, his own presence is almost entirely eclipsed in the face of Tyler’s. When he is interviewed by a police officer for the destruction of his condominium, Tyler stands behind him whispering his answers in his ear – yet the police officer notices nothing. While Tyler may not be more physically present then the Narrator here, it is his words that are giving him power and control over the situation. Tyler is the one really speaking to the police officer, with the Narrator as nothing more than his mouthpiece. Once the Narrator realises that Tyler is in fact himself, he becomes scared of everything Tyler has set in motion and attempts to put a stop to it. Despite his resolve, he is unable to do so because Tyler is always one step ahead of him – as they are the same person, Tyler knows exactly how the Narrator thinks.


    It is uncertain who or what the Narrator is fighting against over the course of the novel – initially it appears to be the inescapable monotony of his life and office job, then the more general pressures of a consumer-driven world. By the end, however, Tyler has unquestionably become his enemy, as has Project Mayhem. They are a part of the Narrator too volatile to exist in the world, but while he may be the only thing holding Tyler back, Tyler is also a threat to him. At the end of the book it is unclear whether Tyler is still there in the aftermath of the Narrator’s suicide attempt, or whether the Narrator has finally been left in control. Either way, the space monkeys who are a part of Project Mayhem still expect him to lead it.


    TYLER DURDEN


    Tyler Durden is the alter ego of the Narrator, although it is not until quite close to the end that this is blatantly revealed. Bold and charismatic, he is willing to do everything the Narrator wishes he could – have a relationship with Marla, create the explosives and lead a cult that is intended to bring down society as we know it. He works a variety of night jobs, as a projectionist in a cinema and a waiter, in addition to a soap-making business on the side. He takes joy in splicing nanoseconds of pornography into the films he works with and sabotaging the food he serves to high-end clients. Although he comes to the rescue of the Narrator, he also instigates the initial fight that leads to fight club itself.


    As the Narrator’s alter ego, he is always one step ahead of him, and knows exactly what he would say in an attempt to stop both “Tyler” and Project Mayhem. Throughout the novel we can see a variety of similarities between the Narrator and Tyler: both take an interest in meditation and Buddhism, as well as in explosives and how they can be used. The Narrator tells us from the start that he knows things “because Tyler knows this” (p.12). It is only when it is revealed that they are in fact the same person that this begins to make sense.


    MARLA SINGER


    Marla Singer is the only major female character in the novel, but one who goes through significant changes. When we first meet her, she is foul-mouthed and vulgar, and the Narrator despises her for being a “faker” (p.18) at the cancer support groups (which he also attends, despite not being sick). She enters a confusing relationship with Tyler, which the Narrator cannot comprehend, yet at the same time becomes close enough to the Narrator to ask him to check her for cancer. Of course, she knows nothing about his split personality, and as far as she is concerned has been
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