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ÖZ 
 
Chuck Palahniuk, yoğunlukla tüketim toplumu ve metalaşma konularını ele alan 
çağdaş bir Amerikalı yazardır. “Boş edebiyat” olarak adlandırılabilecek türde 
eserlerini veren bir yazar olarak Palahniuk bu kavramları kendine özgü biçemiyle 
ifade eder. Bu çalışmanın odak noktasındaki Palahniuk romanları (Invisible Monsters 
[Görünmez Canavarlar], Survivor [Gösteri Peygamberi] ve Fight Club [Dövüş 
Klübü]) anlatı oyunları aracılığıyla anlatıcıların bilinç düzeylerini ortaya 
çıkarmaktadır. Günümüz dünya düzeninin politik alegorilerine dikkat çeken yazarın 
anlatı biçemi ideolojinin politikasını ve poetikasını göstermektedir. Bu tezin amacı, 
Althusserci bir bakış açısıyla anlatıdaki boşlukları ve bunların ideolojik arka 
planlarını saptamak, buna bağlı olarak da çağdaş Amerikan kültüründe felaket ve 
dünyanın sonuna dair alegorilerle ilişkisini ortaya çıkarmaktır. Adı geçen romanlar 
örneğinde bu çalışma, Marksist edebiyat eleştirisi kullanarak Amerikan popüler 
imgeleminde felaket olarak kendini gösteren kıyamet düşüncesindeki ideolojik 
yapılanmanın temelini bu düşüncenin tersine çevrildiği günümüz edebiyatında, 
özellikle Palahniuk romanları örneğinde saptamaya çalışmaktadır. Sonuç olarak bu 
çalışma, Amerikan politik söyleminin yeniden üretildiği popüler kültürü ele alıp 
tersine çeviren Palahniuk’un romanları aracılığıyla ideoloji ve edebiyat arasındaki 
ilişki üzerine bir tartışma sunmaktadır.  

 

 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Chuck Palahniuk is a contemporary American author whose themes are 
predominantly consumerism and commodification. As a writer of blank fiction, 
Palahniuk interrogates these concepts through his distinctive style. The focus of this 
study is Palahniuk’s three novels, Invisible Monsters, Survivor and Fight Club, in 
which the narrators’ levels of consciousness are mirrored through the narrative 
manipulations. Underlining the political allegories of the current world order, the 
narrative style in these novels betrays the politics and poetics of ideology. This 
dissertation aims at identifying the narrative gaps and their ideological backgrounds 
in the Althusserian sense, and their correspondence to the allegories of disaster and 
Apocalypse in contemporary American culture. Focusing on the three novels written 
by Palahniuk, the present study uses a Marxist method of literary analysis in order to 
determine the essence of the ideological formation of American popular imagination 
of the Apocalypse manifested in the form of disaster, and its subversion in the 
contemporary literary scene, in the example of Palahniuk’s works. Consequently, this 
study aims to present a discussion on the relationship between ideology and literature 
through Palahniuk’s depiction and subversion of the American political discourse 
that is reproduced in popular culture.  
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PREFACE 
 
The imagery of disaster has been feeding popular culture from the beginning of time, 

and can be traced in a variety of examples throughout history. Yet in the last forty 

years the theme has been thoroughly consummated, possibly due to the apocalyptic 

discourse created over the year 2000 signalling the next millennium. Quite 

interestingly, the same historical period has been marked by the almost incessant 

reign of Republican presidents in the United States, a time in which the reproduction 

of disaster imagery has been immense. In this respect, the literary reproduction of 

that imagery is worth discussing because literature, like all art, makes the reader see 

and perceive these images in a different way. In this sense, literature functions as an 

antithesis to the conventional reproduction of the Apocalypse: its reproduction is the 

subversion of the narrative, thematic and generic elements of the distinctive disaster 

narrative pattern that can be structurally formulated as the emergence of the disaster, 

the punishment of the microcosm, the initiation of a competent leader, and the rescue 

from the disaster with the efforts of the leader. In contrast to this conventional 

structural pattern, American blank fiction treats the Apocalypse as a continuing state 

of existence, and considers it a symptom of capitalism. Therefore in blank fiction the 

Apocalypse is the consumer society which is doomed to fail in producing competent 

leaders. Hence, the depiction of conventional character types is just a caricature of 

losers in these works. Thus, this study contends that, in the example of Chuck 

Palahniuk’s works, contemporary American literature has been reproducing the 

image of disaster through a deliberate violation of conventional narrative, thematic 

and generic patterns that have been ideologically constructed so as to fortify the 

capitalist order by means of restoring it whenever a disaster strikes. 

Since it signals towards the end of postgraduate studentship, the writing 

process of my PhD dissertation resembled the Apocalypse from time to time. Yet I 

have never been a hero in handling my temporal crises: I am greatly indebted to 

certain people whose academic and moral support encouraged me to reflect on the 

subject and write efficiently. First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to my 

advisor Associate Professor Özden Sözalan for her continuous support and guidance 

throughout the dissertation process. Beyond being an advisor, she has been my 
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mentor, who not only showed me the way despite the dead ends, but also inspired me 

intellectually. Even though I have often been disheartened and distressed by the 

academic and daily concerns during the writing process, working with her brightened 

my mind and spirit. 

I would like to thank Professor Ayşe Ebora and Associate Professor Türkan 

Araz who have initiated my PhD studies and helped me through the process. From 

the beginning of the undergraduate courses to this final stage of my studentship, I 

have always been indebted to them for teaching and supporting me. I would also like 

to thank Associate Professor Alev Bulut for her tolerance during my writing process 

which could have been easily hampered by daily distractions. Her understanding 

towards the direction of my academic career has ascribed moral responsibility to me, 

and thus incited me to work harder. I am also grateful to Professor Zeynep Ergun for 

her precious contribution to my return to the study of literature.  

A crucial part of the writing process was reaching the information resources. 

Therefore, I am thankful to Mrs. Özlem Bayraktar and her colleagues at the Centre 

Library of Istanbul University for helping me reach a considerable part of my 

bibliography through interlibrary loan. 

I also need to express my gratitude to my colleagues in the Departments of 

American Culture and Literature, Translation Studies, and English Culture and 

Literature because of their moral support and warm attention. I would like to thank 

two persons specifically: Research Assistant Funda Civelekoğlu at Ege University, 

Department of English Language and Literature, for her invaluable insight on “The 

Masque of Red Death” and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland; Research Assistant 

Zeynep Bilge for her sisterhood in accompanying me through each bureaucratic 

complexity; and both of them for their enduring patience for my never-ending 

questions and complaints during the writing process. I have been deeply relieved by 

their sedative presence throughout our long history of friendship. Lastly, I would like 

to thank my mother and father who have taught me the merit of labour, discipline, 

compassion, conscience and respect.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Chuck Palahniuk is a contemporary American novelist, whose work reveals a 

preoccupation with commodification and consumerism as experienced in 

contemporary American society. This study focuses on Invisible Monsters, Survivor 

and Fight Club, the first three novels Palahniuk wrote, in which he exploits specific 

narrative and stylistic devices in order to illustrate the impact of commodification 

and consumerism on the individuals’ perception of themselves and the society in 

which they live. In Invisible Monsters, the protagonist (Shannon McFarlane) survives 

an accident with a disrupted face, and then leads a group of three to take revenge 

from Evie Cottrel, whom she blames for everything she had lost after the accident. In 

Survivor, the protagonist (Tender Branson) is a telepreacher who follows a prophecy 

and hijacks a plane to crash it. Lastly, in Fight Club, an anonymous character meets 

and becomes a disciple of Tyler Durden, an urban guerrilla, whose final act of 

bombing reveals that he is in fact the anonymous character himself. Reinforcing the 

political allegories of the current world order supported by an ideology of 

commodification and consumerism, the narration in these novels reveals the poetics 

and politics of that ideology. In the light of Marxist literary theories that place a 

particular emphasis on the relationship between narrative and ideology, this study 

aims to explore the ways in which the narrative elements in these three novels are 

deliberately used in order to mirror the underlying ideology.  

Ideology, in the Marxist sense, is the constitutive element of narrative; by 

impacting on the infrastructure, the dominant ideology manipulates the 

superstructure to the consequence that narratives are produced as part of the 

superstructure in and through ideology. The two famous dictums by Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels epitomize the characteristics and function of ideology in a class 

society: “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas” (Marx and 

Engels, 2004: 64), and “the history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of 

class struggle” (Marx and Engels, 2002: 219). When ideology is understood as the 

agent for the construction of meaning it becomes clear that ideology manifests itself 

in all kinds of texts. Ideas are, by definition, everywhere and they are present in 
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every practico-social aspect of culture since culture is the social production and 

consumption of everyday life. In this respect, culture becomes the field of 

reproduction for ideology in every kind of text, written or visual. Louis Althusser, a 

major Marxist theorist of ideology, has defined ideology as  

 

[…] a system (with its own logic and rigour) of representations (images, 
myths, ideas or concepts, depending on the case) endowed with a historical 
existence and a role within a given society […] ideology as a system of 
representations, is distinguished from science in that in it the practico-social 
function is more important than the theoretical function (function as 
knowledge). (Althusser, 2005: 231). 

 

Althusser’s definition emphasizes the social and historical presence of 

ideology in a whole variety of cultural texts, through which it is reproduced. 

Therefore, ideology is a part of everyday life, and acts as a manipulator of meaning 

through texts in culture. The “practico-social function” of ideology that Althusser 

mentions, requires certain apparatuses for ideology to exist so that the ruling class 

can intervene in and discreetly act in the production of meaning. These Ideological 

State Apparatuses (ISAs), as Althusser names them, operate through religion, 

education, family, law, the political system, the trade union, communication and 

culture. In other words, they are different from the Repressive State Apparatuses 

(RSAs), such as military and police forces as parts of the superstructure. Althusser’s 

explanation of the ISAs shows that superstructure is not solely determined by the 

base-structure; rather, both structures interact and affect each other. That is, ideology 

is not merely based on economy but the economical infrastructure can also be altered 

through ideological interventions.  

The relationship between base and superstructure as defined by Althusser 

brings out the problem of subjectivity. Althusser maintains that “there is no ideology 

except by the subjects and for the subjects” (Althusser, 2001: 115). Therefore this 

“system of representations” becomes an exhaustive category for all subjects. 

Althusser formulates the inevitability of ideology by the process of interpellation. In 

Althusser’s terms, ideology functions in a way that “it ‘recruits’ subjects among the 

individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the individuals into subjects (it 
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transforms them all)” (Ibid., p. 118). Therefore, subjectivity cannot be separated 

from ideological hailing. The reason that the subject cannot escape ideology is that, 

being a “system of representations”, ideology does not “present” itself. Althusser 

asserts that  

 

[…] what thus seems to take place outside ideology (to be precise, in the 
street), in reality takes place in ideology. What really takes place in ideology 
seems therefore to take place outside it. That is why those who are in 
ideology believe themselves by definition outside ideology: one of the 
effects of ideology is the practical denegation of the ideological character of 
ideology by ideology: ideology never says, ‘I am ideological’” (Loc. Cit.). 

 

Althusser explains ideology’s nature as a discreet, covert agent that disguises 

itself in the products of culture. In Althusser’s terms, ideology does not reveal its 

being “ideological”; on the contrary, it works through interpellation and consent. 

That is, ideology makes individuals subjects of itself so that they naturally take up a 

position to see in the ideology’s discursive frame. As one of the superstructural 

domains in which ideology creates and shapes the modes of expression and meaning, 

literature, too, is subject to an Althusserian view of ideology, incorporating 

subjectivity into Marxist theory. Relating ideology and art, Althusser discusses the 

function of art as an apparatus to realize the existence of ideology. In his letter to 

André Daspre, he writes: 

 

what art makes us see, and therefore gives to us in the form of ‘seeing’, 
‘perceiving’ and ‘feeling’ (which is not the form of knowing) is the ideology 
from which it is born, in which it bathes, from which it detaches itself as art, 
and to which it alludes” (Ibid., p. 270).  

 

In this sense, Althusser holds that the relationship between literature and ideology is 

not based on reflection; instead, they are interrelated through allusion, hence a work 

of literature should not be analysed through “interpretation”. In Althusser’s terms, 

“interpretation” is used in exchange with revisionism or idealist philosophy (Ibid., p. 

72, 110). Therefore, he suggests an analysis based on knowledge and science in order 

to demystify the allusions to ideology. In this sense, ideology in a work of literature 
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can be traced through what Althusser calls “symptomatic reading”. For Althusser, 

symptomatic reading “divulges the undivulged event in the text” (Althusser and 

Balibar, 2006: 28). In other words, symptomatic reading is a re-evaluation of the 

“lapses” (Loc. Cit.) in the text. To sum up, Althusser regards ideology as an all-

governing concept that shapes and manipulates a work of literature in a way that 

hinders the realization of the base-structure, whose seeming absence causes 

seemingly unidentifiable gaps in the narrative. Accordingly, Althusser suggests 

symptomatic reading, through which these lapses can be objectively identified and 

explained in order to reveal the modes of production and consumption. The lapses 

Althusser identifies in symptomatic reading are textual gaps that signal the 

discordance between what is said and what is muted in the narrative. In A Theory of 

Literary Production, Pierre Macherey elaborates on the symptomatic reading as a 

scientific method, and focuses on what texts do not say rather than what they overtly 

express:  

 

The distance which separates the work from the ideology which it transforms 
is rediscovered in the very letter of the work: it is fissured, unmade even in 
its making. A new kind of necessity can be defined: by an absence, by a 
lack. […] The work derives its form from its incompleteness which enables 
us to identify the active presence of a conflict at its borders. (Macherey, 
1978: 155) 

 

For Macherey it is a bourgeois illusion to hold that a literary work is in its 

totality. As a literary work is never complete, the latent meaning is only the 

immediate result of the narrative, and literary works are always “decentred” (Ibid., p. 

79). Macherey’s ideas are clearly linked to postmodernism in the sense that subjects 

do not generate meaning. On the contrary, for Macherey, it is the modes of 

production which imply the intention of a text. To sketch out the means of literary 

production, Macherey refers to the points where the centre of a literary work shifts 

and thus leaves absent spaces. Macherey elaborates on the concept by means of the 

“silence” metaphor. For Macherey, the important piece of information in a literary 

work is “what it does not say” (Ibid., p. 87). He maintains that, 
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The speech of the book comes from a certain silence, a matter which endows 
with form, a ground on which it traces a figure. Thus, the book is not self-
sufficient; it is necessarily accompanied by a certain absence, without which 
it would not exist. A knowledge of the book must include a consideration of 
this absence. This is why it seems useful and legitimate to ask of every 
production what it tacitly implies, what it does not say. Either all around or 
in its wake the explicit requires the implicit: for in order to say anything, 
there are other things which must not be said. (Ibid., p. 85).   

 

Macherey’s analytic method involves the identifying of the silences of the 

narrative so that one can sketch out the ideological construction the text offers. 

Following Althusser, he deems that ideology produces narrative gaps, which is a 

vital sign for any narrative: the sense of “absence” in a work of fiction implies, if not 

reveals, the existence of an ideological background that mutes the base-structure, in 

other words the system of capitalist economic relations. In this respect, symptomatic 

reading is a way of analyzing the narrative style and structure of literary texts in 

order to demystify the nebulous existence of ideology. In the same vein, taking their 

cue from Althusser’s view of ideology, Etienne Balibar and Pierre Macherey identify 

two main motives for Marxist literary criticism. They pose two questions: 

 

(1) How to explain the specific ideological mode for “art” and the 
“aesthetic” effect. (2) How to analyse and explain the class position (or the 
class positions, which may be contradictory in themselves) of the author and 
more materially the “literary text”, within the ideological class struggle” 
(Balibar and Macherey, 2002: 276). 

 

These two questions indicate the form (1) and content (2) of the literary text 

in a Marxist fashion. Balibar and Macherey’s statement suggests firstly the 

identification of the literary devices and narrative structure of a literary work. In this 

sense, what makes a work of literature “literary” is the formal problem Marxist 

criticism tries to resolve. Balibar and Macherey’s second question, that how a literary 

text reveals the relations of production and class would find its answer in the analogy 

of “history” and “story”. Drawing on Marx’s famous dictum that positions class 

struggle as the basis of history, Marxist literary criticism holds that history can be 

seen as a whole story of class struggle, and thus it becomes the underlying narrative 

of every work of literature. Marx’s dictum has further implications for Marxist 
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literary criticism: first of all, as history is a narrative of class struggle and class 

struggle is the “history of all hitherto existing societies”, literature is taken as a social 

production, and thus gains a material entity. Again, being a social production, 

literature is a cultural product and its relationship with reality is thus established. Yet 

it is different from other modes of cultural production in the sense that it also has an 

aesthetic function, and thus it is seen not as a reflection of reality but an allusion to it, 

and with Althusser’s emphasis, it is a manipulated allusion.   

Similarly, for Fredric Jameson, the primary motive for Marxist literary 

criticism is “unmasking” (Jameson, 2002: 5) the “disguised and symbolic form” 

(Ibid., p. 3) of narrative in a way to reveal the major Marxist theme of class struggle. 

What should be unmasked, in Jameson’s terms, is the “political unconscious” 

inherent in every cultural text. In this sense, he adopts an Althusserian approach by 

integrating into Marxist analysis the term “unconscious” from psychoanalytic 

vocabulary. Jameson maintains that “it is in detecting the traces of that uninterrupted 

narrative [of class struggle], in restoring to the surface of the text the repressed and 

buried reality of this fundamental history, that this doctrine of a political unconscious 

finds its function and its necessity” (Ibid., p. 4). Jameson’s statement can be read as a 

response to the separation of culture from politics with an assertion that any narrative 

is political, and history is a “narrativization” (Ibid., p. 20) in the political 

unconscious, if not a text in its own right. Employing a reading strategy similar to the 

Althusserian symptomatic reading, Jameson’s critical method rests on the detection 

of the “lapses” throughout the literary text. Taking his cue from Marx’s Communist 

Manifesto, Jameson accepts Marx’s dictum on history and class struggle, and thus 

holds it as an “uninterrupted narrative” that constitutes the underlying structure of 

any other narrative. In this respect, narrative is inherently in the realm of politics 

whose presence is “repressed and buried”. By and large, Jameson’s view of literary 

criticism has Althusserian tones; however, he challenges Althusser in terms of 

methodology: whereas Althusser and his student Macherey favour “explanation” 

instead of “interpretation” as a way of reading, Jameson speaks of a renewed 

hermeneutic model that would identify the politics of narrative. Jameson’s stress on 

hermeneutics chiefly derives from his expression of the necessity for a second level 

of symptomatic reading. Jameson maintains that  
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[…] the Althusserian/Marxist conception of culture requires this multiplicity 
[of explanation] to be reunified, if not at the level of work itself, then at the 
level of its process of production, which is not random but can be described 
as a coherent functional operation in its own right. The current post-
structural celebration of discontinuity and heterogeneity is therefore only an 
initial moment in Althusserian exegesis, which then requires the fragments, 
the incommensurable levels, the heterogeneous impulses, of the text to be 
once again related, but in the mode of structural differences and determinate 
contradiction (Ibid., p. 41).  

 

As Jameson confirms, Althusserian criticism offers notable concepts like 

“discontinuity”, “decentredness” and “textual lapses”, and thus establishes a bridge 

between structuralism and post-structuralism. Yet, with Jameson’s emphasis, this 

kind of analysis, being structural in character, should be brought to a second level, 

since it becomes limited to an “explanation” of the related text, and thus fails in 

contextualization. In this sense, Jameson’s hermeneutic approach to symptomatic 

reading develops Althusser’s structural model toward the detection and 

demystification of the universal narrative allegories occupying the unconscious, and 

consequently serves for distinguishing the symptoms and justifying the concept of 

“political unconscious”.  

On the whole, Althusserian Marxism has offered definitive questions and 

methods for literary criticism. To sum up, it holds that since the modes of production 

are the base-structure of narrative and thus universal, ideological intervention shapes 

the superstructure and thus affects culture. In other words, although base-structure is 

a universal concept, the superstructure builds itself on “the system of 

representations” inherent in the dynamics of the related culture. In this “system of 

representations”, literature has its own devices and ways of alluding to reality. As 

part of the superstructure, literature is interwoven with “images, myths, ideas, or 

concepts” (in Althusser’s terms) which materialize the ideological effect inherent in 

literature. 

In contemporary American literature, the system of representations governing 

consumerism and commodification has become the subject matter of a new narrative 

form known as “blank fiction” with which Chuck Palahniuk’s works are associated. 
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The body of works implied by the term has been alternately referred to as “the fiction 

in insurgency, new narrative, blank generation fiction, downtown writing, punk 

fiction, and blank fiction” (Annesley, 1998: 2). The authors of blank fiction include 

Bret Easton Ellis, Dennis Cooper, Tama Janowitz, Denis Johnson, Jay McInerney, 

and the most recent of them all, Chuck Palahniuk. In Elizabeth Young and Graham 

Caveney’s terms, these writers form “a coherent literary scene” (Young and 

Caveney, 1992: 262) which is preoccupied with commodity fetishism and the 

experience of urban life. In James Annesley’s terms, these works depict American 

cultural life that can be explained as a “preoccupation with violence, indulgence, 

sexual excess, decadence, consumerism and commerce” (Annesley, Ibid., p. 1). 

Drawing a panorama of American fiction from the 1980’s onwards, Kathryn Hume 

observes that “the most obvious shared element [in these works] is a glaring absence. 

In most of these books, we find no sense of a desirable future” (Hume, 2000: 267). 

Similarly, tracing its roots in the Generation X movement, Malcolm Bradbury 

maintains that it is 

 

a fiction of a world of ritual life-styles, forms and conventions, in which, 
however, the forms are often the imprisoning patterns of a life pre-plotted 
and fictionalized by social powers and elsewhere. What was notable was that 
much of this newer writing, though often more realistic than the work of the 
previous generation, was also far more acerbic. Its prevailing note is often 
that of a bitter irony, an expression of a dismay about the emptiness, random 
violence, mechanism, and delusion of many American lives (Bradbury, 
1992: 271-2). 

  

In considering the relation of ideology to literature, one can pose two 

questions concerning contemporary American blank fiction: (1) How to explain the 

specific ideological mode for the aesthetic effect that this body of works embodies; 

(2) how to analyse and explain the class position of the literary text, within the 

ideological class struggle. The first question would find its answer in the narrative 

style and structure specific to the related body of works, and the second one is related 

to the socio-political environment in which these works find their existence. 

Chuck Palahniuk’s novels to be analyzed in this study seem to be responding 

to the above questions as they reveal both “the aesthetic effect” that stylizes the 
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representations of consumer culture, and the class struggle that forms the basis of 

narrative. As representative works of blank fiction, Invisible Monsters, Survivor and 

Fight Club have in common a narrative strategy that mirrors and aestheticizes the 

system of ideology underlying the functioning of contemporary American life. In 

their preoccupation with consumerism and commodity fetishism these works 

arguably depict the modes of production prevailing in contemporary United States, 

although, at the superstructural level, they portray characters who both enjoy and 

suffer from this set of economic relations that subject them to an inescapable and 

enclosed environment of objects and spectacles. Situated as subjects to the system, 

these characters have obviously responded and yielded to ideological interpellation, 

however, they still long for freedom, an imaginary freedom that involves not the 

freedom of expression or of choice, but of violence, of disappearance, of superiority. 

In this sense, the way these characters comprehend the base-structure that positions 

them in terms of class is incoherent. It is this incoherence that allows for an 

examination of what Althusser calls “lapses” or Macherey calls “gaps” for literary 

criticism. Through the analysis of these “gaps” can the ideological framework of 

Palahniuk’s novels be identified.  

Since ideology is directly related to the consciousness of the subjects, these 

works specifically display a common incoherence stemming from their levels of the 

narrators’ consciousness. What is implied here is precisely the dichotomy between 

the garrulous and confident narration of the story and settings, and the narrator’s 

inability to reflect the other characters’ consciousness. In this way, the characters 

significantly resemble the camera eye: they do not live and experience, but on the 

contrary see and record. Even if they are critical of the system and willing to act as 

individuals, their actions are futile: being subject to the ideology of the present 

system, they are incapable of acting beyond their imprisonment in the capitalist 

system of economic relations, and hence they end up with either total isolation or 

total loss.  

In a narratological sense, these two situations described above are considered 

narrative alterations. Gerard Genette uses the “sidesteps” metaphor for these 

alterations, which he names as “paralipsis” and “paralepsis”. The terms have been 

defined in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory as the “two ways of violating 
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the default narrative style for a given text – either by ‘saying too much’ (paralepsis) 

or by ‘saying too little’ (paralipsis)” (RENT, 2005: 419). To begin with, paralipsis is 

defined by Genette as “leaving aside […] information that should be taken up” 

(Genette, 1980: 195). Gerald Prince defines the term as “an alteration that consists in 

giving less information (…) that should presumably be given in terms of the 

focalization code governing a narrative” (Prince, 2003: 70) and “a lateral ellipsis 

whereby it is not an intervening event that goes unmentioned but rather one or more 

components in the situation that is being recounted” (Loc. Cit.). In this context, 

Prince gives the example of the narrative of The Murder of Roger Ackyord, in which 

“the focalizer is also the murderer, yet until the end, this fact – which he knows 

perfectly well – is omitted from his thoughts and thus concealed from the reader 

(Loc. Cit.). In this sense, the narrator deliberately chooses to suppress certain facts or 

thoughts. 

In Genette’s terminology, the metaphor “sidesteps” is also used for 

paralepsis. Paralepsis is another narratological device that shifts the intended 

meaning. For Genette, paralepsis is “information in excess of what is called for by 

the logic of the type selected” (Genette, 1990: 66). In other words, paralepsis is 

“giving information that should be left aside” (Genette, 1980: 195). Gerald Prince 

notes that paralepsis is “an alteration that consists in giving more information […] 

that should presumably be given in terms of the focalization code governing a 

narrative (Prince, Loc. Cit.). This Genettean term is derived from the Greek language 

in which para- means “around” and -lepse means “taking up.” That is, in 

narratological terms, the information around is taken up to replace the focus of 

meaning.  Alternatively, it denotes a distraction from the core of meaning, and its 

partial replacement for the peripheral elements.  

On a wider plane, the narrative incoherence in Palahniuk’s novels is exactly 

the element that distinguishes his works from the dominant narrative in popular 

American discourse. Whereas the system of representations embedded in popular 

cultural texts hinders the awareness of the subject of the modes of production, 

Palahniuk’s works are critical of this manipulated superstructure through the 

introduction of misfits in whose points of view the story is narrated. In other words, 

these narrators are doomed to fail in spite of their economically and culturally 
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established status in society, and they are unable to coherently narrate the story. 

Therefore, the heroic position they occupy becomes ironic: the homodiegetic 

narrators (the protagonists who are also the narrators) in Palahniuk’s works act as 

petty leaders in a freakish society that is as disoriented as themselves. They 

undertake the mission of saving a selected group of characters, all of whom are 

marginal figures of society, from their subject positions in a world of 

commodification. Yet the failure in the protagonists’ leadership and the false 

consciousness of the secondary characters violate the saviour-survivor dialectic: 

ultimately all the characters in Palahniuk’s works are subject to consumerism, which 

is described as the dominant trait of a world on the verge of destruction.  

Palahniuk’s sense of contemporary America is determined by an apocalyptic 

vision of society, characterised by disorientation, absence, futility and vanity. In this 

respect, his poetics seems to follow the generic features of disaster films. On the 

thematic level, disaster films depict a protagonist whose leadership is defined by his 

saving the other characters. The group of people to be saved is the representation of 

American society living through a period of disaster, which will end up with the 

order restored. More precisely, the narrative scheme returns back to the beginning as 

if nothing happened. 

Compared to the narrative characteristics of Palahniuk’s works, the 

parallelism is obvious but reversed: the protagonist’s status as saviour and ideal 

leader is undermined by her/his failure in maintaining authority; the American 

microcosm is ridiculed through the use of marginal characters as the representatives 

of American society; the depicted disaster is contested with the real socio-economic 

condition; unlike the restorable order in the disaster genre, in Palahniuk’s world there 

is a monolithic order which is immune to any possible socio-economic change. In 

this sense, Palahniuk’s poetics illustrates an inverted version of the disaster genre. 

What makes the genre subversion significant is the fact that disaster films are 

ideological texts in their own right. Using the genre as the basis of his poetics, 

Palahniuk exposes the function of predominant ideology in popular American 

culture, which conceals the modes of production and consumption that are 

determined by commodity fetishism and master-slave dialectics, and instead 

reproduces heroic figures who are the safeguards of capitalist system. A similar view 
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of the function of popular cultural products is to be found in the writings of John 

Shelton Lawrence and Robert Jewett. In their cultural analysis, Lawrence and Jewett 

suggest that the United States has produced and American monomyth in the present 

century. Investigating the national characteristics of this myth, they conclude that  

 

Whereas the classical monomyth seemed to reflect rites of initiation, the 
American monomyth derives from tales of redemption. It secularizes the 
Judaeo-Christian dramas of community redemption that have arisen on 
American soil, combining elements of the selfless servant who impassively 
gives his life for others and the zealous crusader who destroys evil. The 
supersaviours in pop culture function as replacements for the Christ figure, 
whose credibility was eroded by scientific rationalism. But their superhuman 
abilities reflect a hope for divine, redemptive powers that science has never 
eradicated from the popular mind (Lawrence and Jewett, 2002: 6-7).  

 

Lawrence and Jewett hold that the image of the American superhero has a 

mythical status with a specific American character. Taking its roots from Judaeo-

Christian mythology, the American superhero is the saviour of American society; 

therefore, he is a Christ-like figure. On a narrative level, Lawrence and Jewett’s 

argument is relevant to the parallelism between Palahniuk’s works and disaster genre 

inasmuch as the homodiegetic narrator is concerned. That is, the heroic position of 

the protagonist in popular culture, contrary to the failing protagonist in Palahniuk’s 

novels, brings about the question of how the author’s works reveal and mirror the 

ideology that obstructs an awareness of the base-structure. In other words, contrary 

to the narrative of class struggle, the notion of American heroism has generated 

another narrative of glorifying the master (in master-slave dialectic) in a huge 

number of cultural representations. This sense of heroism is subverted in Palahniuk’s 

works through a criticism of the dominant popular narrative, whose roots can be 

traced back to Christian apocalyptic visions that are backed up by American 

exceptionalism. Bearing the tones of heroism and apocalypticism, the representations 

of “disaster” provide an appropriate base for detecting the ideological residue. 

The word “disaster” comes from the combination of the Latin prefix “dis-” 

and the Latin word for “star”, “astro”. The word denotes the sense of being born 

under a bad star; that is, it reflects a view of the world which portrays the 
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unpredictability and inevitability of catastrophes. The etymology of the word also 

shows the incongruity between the coinage and today’s usage: the original meaning 

involves a supernatural power that prepares or causes the disaster. Therefore, the 

“disaster”, external to the Earth which suffers it, implies a hand to trigger it. In this 

context, the disaster is a misfortune “on” the people of the Earth, who in turn long for 

living on, for survival. Yet, disasters are not to be overcome: they are inevitable, and 

their timing and duration are again up to the triggering force. What the survivors can 

do is not to live on without any trace or memory of the catastrophe, but to live 

through it. In this respect, the disaster is a turning point in man’s life which changes 

one’s life radically so that one develops a new insight on one’s own life and the 

world in which one lives.  

What is implied in the etymology of the word “disaster” constitutes the basis 

of the generic structure of a disaster film: once the disaster happens, surviving 

characters try to live through it, in other words, what they can only do is to get out of 

the confined space that imprisons them. Yet, the imagery of “living through” requires 

one character at the front line to show the way out of this enclosed space. In this 

sense, the survival process brings around a “hero” to direct this line of survivors 

through the disaster. As a result of this action scheme, every single life changes: The 

Towering Inferno (1975), which tells the story of a fire in an extremely high hotel 

and the efforts of the Architect (Paul Newman) and the Fire Chief (Steve McQueen) 

for saving the survivors, illustrates these suddenly changing life decisions by the 

Architect’s and his fiancée’s (Faye Dunaway) final decision to move to the 

countryside, while she formerly planned to move to another city to get a more 

prestigious job. Similarly, being a story of the migration and attack of African killer 

bees in various American states and the conflict between scientific and military 

measures against it, The Swarm (1978) shows that the scientist (Michael Caine) 

finally accepts the military methods and the general (Richard Widmark) gives credit 

to scientific explanations, in a reconciliation that both of them previously rejected. 

The disaster is, thus, a period entombed so that characters can rise again anew.  

Here, some themes and concepts are decidedly important: the triggering 

force, enclosure, heroism and being born again. These four notions recall Biblical 

disasters, especially in “Revelation”. In “Revelation”, John narrates the future 
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apocalypse in which all people will suffer, regardless of their beliefs. In this last 

book of the New Testament, John is revealed the Apocalypse and is told to write it 

down and send his written account to the seven churches. Upon seeing images 

regarding the seven churches, John urges them to be faithful and just in a written 

account. Then he is taken to God’s throne where he witnesses the opening of the 

seven scrolls. The first four scrolls signal the coming of the Four Horsemen of the 

Apocalypse who have been given authority to kill mankind with sword, plagues and 

famine. The fifth scroll shows martyrs crying out for justice. Then the sixth scroll 

brings a violent earthquake: the Sun turns black, the Moon turns red, stars fall down 

to Earth and the sky disappears. After that, there is a silence in heaven where seven 

angels hold seven trumpets. These trumpets signal the destruction of the Earth: the 

land and plants are scorched; sea life is ruined and ships are destroyed; a star crashes 

down on the Earth to pollute water resources; the sun, the moon and stars disappear 

into darkness; another star falls down to create an abyss out of which comes a black 

smoke of locusts to torture those without a Godly sign; angels are released to kill one 

third of mankind. Then John is told to count the number of worshippers in God’s 

temple; the outer court of the temple is reserved for non-believers who will be 

punished with death once they tend to harm God’s two witnesses, who have been 

given authority to act as prophets. After they are beaten by the Beast from the sea, 

and their bodies rise up to heaven another earthquake destroys the city and kills 

thousands of people. Then the seventh trumpet announces God’s ultimate kingdom, 

and lightnings, thunders and earthquakes follow. Then John writes the presentation 

of a pregnant woman delivering her child. In another image the Dragon appears 

which follows the newborn to God’s throne. There a war is waged between the 

angels and the Dragon, who is consequently thrown out to the Earth, where he looks 

for the mother of the child. Yet at her escape, the Dragon starts a war at believers. 

Then the Beast appears and people begin to worship him. His followers are stamped 

with the number of the Beast. Upon this, the Angels are told to pour bowls of God’s 

wrath: the bowls follow the order of boiling men with the number stamped on their 

foreheads, turning the sea into blood, turning the rivers into blood, burning men with 

fire, casting darkness, pouring over the river Euphrates so that the river dries up and 

gives way to the kings of the East. Then the Devils gather the kings in the 
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Armageddon and finally the greatest earthquake tremors the Earth and the Earth is 

split into three parts; islands and mountains disappear and giant stones fall. Then an 

angel announces the fall of Babylon. A rider comes from heaven to capture the Beast 

and the False Prophet, and then an angel chains the Dragon. John sees the believers 

saved and martyred by Jesus. After his imprisonment the Dragon is released and 

permitted to seduce all people to fight against God’s people, but is ultimately 

defeated. He is forever destroyed and all spirits are judged. Finally, the New 

Jerusalem becomes a city of God, which is described as a happy and prolific land.   

In “Revelation”, with the beginning of the first cycle of catastrophes, Jesus 

Christ returns to save the believers: this event is called the Rapture, which associates 

the resurrection of Christ with the Apocalypse. As the disasters devastate the Earth, 

Christ is supposed to resurrect in order to save the believers from the catastrophe, 

and his resurrection is the finalizing of the establishment of the Christian order, the 

New Jerusalem. Read in the light of Christian terms, disaster films have a parallel 

structure with the portrayal of the Apocalypse. On a secular ground, the disaster - 

which is described as “the hand of God” in Twister (1996) and “God’s big show” in 

Dante’s Peak (1997) - is a divine curse on a certain group of people, who share the 

same sins and indifference with the individual persons who cause it (e.g. the engineer 

who makes wrong calculations, the contractor who uses cheap building materials, the 

boss who holds his profit over man’s security, etc.). Following the disaster, a 

technocrat (e.g. the architect and the fire chief in The Towering Inferno, the scientist 

and the general in The Swarm, etc.) takes over the leader position to rescue a selected 

group of people, who have been selected to be the representatives of an exhaustive 

portrayal of society: one by one, those who share the same sins that caused the 

disaster are destroyed. At the end of the catastrophe, that is when the survivors are 

saved, they are born again: they develop a consciousness that would teach them not 

to repeat their previous mistakes and sins. As a result, the ideal order, divine or 

secular, is re-established.  

This biblical grounding of the disaster genre has also political implications, 

regarding the establishment of the Christian order in the New Jerusalem, Jesus 

Christ’s being the representation of the ideal political leader, and the surviving 

characters’ being born-again. Considering the span of disaster films from the 



 16 

beginning of the 70’s onwards, American film industry has been depicting the 

surviving groups as a microcosm of American society, which encapsulates diverse 

ethnicities, age groups, genders, professions, etc. In this context, the surviving group 

is like the residents of the City Upon a Hill: they are an idealised and elect group of 

people who make up the American spirit. Hence, their leader has a divine nature, a 

representative of God on Earth to guide his flock. In addition, having lived through 

the disaster, these characters are born again in the aftermath, which implies 

Evangelical tones. Following D. W. Bebbington’s definition of Evangelicalism, 

George M. Marsden explains its code:  

 

“Evangelical” is broadly defined to include those in traditions that 
emphasize the Bible as the highest religious authority, the necessity of being 
“born again” or regenerated through the atoning work of Christ on the cross, 
pietistic devotions and morals, and the necessity of sharing the Gospel 
through evangelism and missions (Marsden, 2006: 235). 

 

This definition brings around the Evangelical belief in Biblical inerrancy, and 

the necessity of being born-again, which applies to all in Evangelical faith and 

expresses spiritual rebirth, a radical realization of conversion to Christianity.  This 

theme is mirrored in disaster films, when the survivors finally break their routines 

and change their habits.  

Yet, Evangelicalism has implications other than psychological experiences: 

from the 80’s onwards, Evangelical faith has been gaining ground in the United 

States, especially in the political arena. Two recent surveys show that the number of 

Americans who define their belief as “Evangelical” has dramatically risen, and their 

affiliation with the Republican Party is materially evident. In “American Religious 

Identification Survey”, dated 2001, the number of Evangelicals in 1990 is 242,000 

whereas it has increased up to 1,032,000 in 2001. Adding other churches, namely the 

Southern Baptist Convention, the Presbyterian Church, the Assemblies of God and 

the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, to the Evangelical community, another survey1 

concludes that one-quarter of the adult population that associates itself with religion 

                                                
1 Green, John C., “American Religious Landscape and Political Attitudes: A Baseline for 2004”, 2004 
(Online), http://pewforum.org/publications/surveys/green-full.pdf, 02.01.2008.  
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is Evangelical. In terms of supporting the Republican Party, the same survey declares 

a 58% of Evangelical support. Furthermore, the Evangelicals agree to 87% that it is 

“important that the president have strong religious beliefs”, and 84% that “organized 

religious groups should stand up for beliefs”. In addition, they agree to 72% that “the 

United States can engage in preemptive war”, and 52% that “the United States 

should support Israel over Palestinians” (whereas this percentage was noted as 39% 

in 1992). These results are notable in the sense that the percentages represent the 

highest among other religious groups. Besides, the contemporary representations of 

Evangelicalism, such as Left Behind
2 series and Jesus Camp

3 also draw attention to 

the widespread faith that is not only a religious practice, but a life-regulating force. 

Hence, the Evangelicals do not isolate themselves from the political environment. 

For example, Marsden remarks that fundamentalists in the United States have been 

preoccupied with national politics. He maintains that 

 

Fundamentalism has always had political implications. One of the several 
dynamics shaping early fundamentalists was a sense of alarm over the 
demise of Christian culture. National revival, they urged, was the only 
adequate response. Salvation of souls, they affirmed, would restore 
righteousness to the culture. Born-again people, they at least implied, would 
choose upright leaders who honored God’s laws” (Ibid., p. 232). 

 

There are two implications of this statement: first of all, for the 

fundamentalists, the political leader should follow God’s rule. Hence, the leader’s 

obedience to God is both a prerequisite and a definitive role for the fundamentalists 

to support the leader. In other words, it is evident that they define themselves as a 

flock which is headed by a leader worth following. Secondly, since they think that 

                                                
2 It is the title of a series of best-selling novels by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. The novels tell 
the story of the end days with a Christian apocalyptical perspective. Widely received by American 
Evangelicals, the novels have been adapted into films. 
3 A documentary film dated 2006, which reveals the conservative frame of mind of American 
Evangelicals through the depiction of a children’s summer camp. During the camp period, the camp 
leader strengthens the children’s, all of whom are the sons and daughters of Evangelical families, faith 
in Evangelicalism and the Republican Party. In accordance, the children are encouraged to give 
sermons, spread the faith in various environments, follow home-education, and develop a disbelief in 
science, such as Evolution Theory and global warming. In turn, they are taught to rely on the Christian 
explanation of creation, history, and world politics. Through the eyes of a mainline Christian radio 
programmer, the camp leader’s extremely conservative views and the children’s suffering of being 
forever criticized by their imperfection are dramatized and dispraised. 
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Christian culture is always under threat, they assume the leader’s role to be both a 

national and religious defender of Christianity. But the question is how this ideal 

leader, even in the contemporary world, can satisfy both religious and national 

expectations. The answer can be found in American exceptionalism that lies in the 

heart of American political thought since the first settlements. The presiding text for 

this idea is John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity”. Dated 1630, this 

historic Puritan sermon incorporates nationalism and religion in a way that portrays 

America as a true Christian state. Winthrop declares: 

 

So shall we keep the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will 
be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as His own people, and will 
command a blessing upon us in all our ways […] We shall find that the God 
of Israel is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our 
enemies; when He shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say of 
succeeding plantations, "may the Lord make it like that of New England." 
For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all 
people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work 
we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from 
us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. […] till we be 
consumed out of the good land whither we are going (Winthrop, 1956: 83).  

 

Considering New England as the core of the United States, Winthrop’s 

sermon becomes the first example of American exceptionalism: since the Puritans 

assume themselves to be an elect society, Winthrop holds that they are God’s “own 

people” and he “will command a blessing” upon them. Therefore, if they stand united 

against other societies, God will glorify them. It follows that they will be envied by 

other societies. Yet in order to keep their distinguished status, Winthrop suggests 

them to be a model society that, like the devout people of Israel, will build New 

England as the New Jerusalem. In accordance with this, their new settlement is, like 

themselves, blessed and glorified.  

John Winthrop’s sermon may be dated 1630, but “the city upon a hill” is 

equally relevant today: in his Farewell Address in January 11, 1989, Ronald Reagan 

mentions a “shining city upon a hill” that defines the United States as he sees it. 

Reagan describes this city as 
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[…] a tall proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, wind-swept, God-
blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace, a 
city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity, and if there 
had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to anyone 
with the will and the heart to get here. […] after 200 years, […] she's still a 
beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims 
from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.4 

 

Reagan’s Farewell Address describes the United States as the result of “the 

city upon a hill” described by Winthrop. Reagan holds that the ideals of the Pilgrim 

Fathers have been realized: the United States is “a tall proud city built on rocks 

stronger than oceans”; in other words, she has a privilege among other “cities” 

because she is described in a higher and stronger status. Hence her pride is justified: 

she has been blessed by God because, similar to Winthrop’s sermon, she is at peace 

and harmony within herself. Living in this city is such a privilege that one needs to 

have “the will and the heart” to join in this divine peace. Furthermore, as a beacon 

she shows (and hence knows) the true paths, and as a magnet she attracts anyone 

with her privileges. In Reagan’s words this privilege is “freedom”: the freedom of 

commerce and creativity. Therefore, dialectically, the United States has been 

portrayed as the master (who has freedom) of other states, which are automatically 

put into subject position. To put it differently, the United States is described as an 

exceptional state that deserves pride with her exceptionality. 

In the light of Winthrop’s sermon and Reagan’s farewell address, American 

exceptionalism means to have both political and religious implications. To be more 

precise, American politics have been drawing on religion while religion has been 

politicized. The presidency of the Republican Party from Ronald Reagan onwards 

has been known for its affiliations with Evangelicals. In this sense, the almost 

incessant rule of the Republican Party since the end of the 70’s marks American 

politics as a field of struggle for the Evangelical imagination of millennialism. 

According to the recent work on American millennialism, the reasons for this are 

considered varied. For example, in his article entitled “American Millennial 

Visions”, Stephen J. Stein observes that the developments during the second half of 

                                                
4 Reagan, Ronald, “Farewell Address”, 1989, (Online), 
http://www.reaganfoundation.org/reagan/speeches/farewell.asp, 29.11.2007 
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the twentieth century have fuelled apocalyptic sentiments. Stein illustrates the 

preaching of Billy Graham5, the politics of Ronald Reagan, along with the 

representations of the apocalypse in popular culture, such as Left Behind series and 

The Late, Great Planet Earth
6. He holds that these examples that warn American 

society against an impeding disaster are supplanted with a vision that highlighted 

American supremacy. Referring to Robert Bellah’s celebrated essay, “Civil Religion 

in America”, Stein asserts that American millennial visions resonate with the themes 

of American exceptionalism. For Bellah, “American civil religion” is a belief system 

made up of values and rituals which have been internalized in American culture. 

Introducing examples from inaugural speeches, holidays and ceremonies, Bellah 

shows how interwoven religious and national concepts are. Bellah deems that 

 

Behind the civil religion at every point lie biblical archetypes: Exodus, 
Chosen People, Promised Land, New Jerusalem, and Sacrificial Death and 
Rebirth. But it is also genuinely American and genuinely new. It has its own 
prophets and its own martyrs, its own sacred events and sacred places, its 
own solemn rituals and symbols. It is concerned that America be a society as 
perfectly in accord with the will of God as men can make it, and a light to all 
nations (Bellah, 2005: 54-55). 

 

The American sentiment that Bellah clearly describes points out to the roots 

of American exceptionalism. As “a society perfectly in accord with the will of God”, 

the United States is “God-blessed” as Winthrop had  mentioned, and thus has the 

right to be “a light to all the nations” as “a beacon” as expressed by Reagan. 

Therefore, it can be argued that it is the duty and the responsibility of the United 

States to have a leading role in the total destruction of sinners and build the New 

Jerusalem. Interpreting this argument denotatively, it is observed that contemporary 

Evangelicals have developed a renewed interest in politics since the second half of 

the twentieth century. Especially in terms of the politics on the Middle East, the 

                                                
5 (Born 1918) He is an American Evangelical, mostly known by his conservative views. His 
reputation among other Evangelicals derives from his being a popular figure through television and 
radio programmes, “evangelical crusades” during the Cold War era in order to convert non-Christians 
into Christianity, presidential advisory for various Republican leaders, and Anti-Semitism. 
6 It is the title of a book by Hal Lindsey, dated 1970. The book is based on a comparison of worldly 
events with the end of days described in “Revelation”. It incites the idea of the coming of the 
Apocalypse. The book was adapted into a film, which was narrated by Orson Welles. 
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Evangelical public opinion has been for envisioning the Arabs as a heathen people. 

In his article entitled “The Middle East in American Popular Belief”, Paul Boyer 

draws attention to the American perception of the establishment of the State of Israel 

and the condition of the Palestinian natives. As Boyer elaborates, the Jewish 

settlement to the region was seen as a temporal evidence of the Rapture and thus the 

Resurrection. In turn, Palestinians were seen as the Anti-Christ; hence, their 

exclusion from the land would become the contemporary realization of the 

establishment of New Jerusalem. The historically unrealized project of overcoming 

the Arabs during the Crusades and the conquest of Constantinople amounts to the 

crisis in the Middle East that engulfed the imagination of millennial visions. Boyer 

writes:  

 

[…] the theme of Islam as a menacing force destined for a demonic 
eschatological role received heavy emphasis […]. The Persian Gulf War of 
1990-91 focused particular attention on the possible prophetic role of Iraqi 
strongman Saddam Hussein. Iraq’s attack on Kuwait and the war that 
followed, including Iraqi missile attacks on Israel, brought prophetic 
speculation to fever pitch […]. Few prophecy writers figured Saddam as the 
Antichrist, reflecting the dispensationalist view […] that the Antichrist will 
initially head a confederation of European nations, and will arise only after 
the Rapture (Boyer, 2002: 326). 

 

Boyer’s allusion to the association of Islam with the Antichrist can be traced 

in recent political events from the Gulf War and the Palestinian conflict to the recent 

events following the 9/11. In the light of Boyer’s argument, all these incidents 

pointed out to individual villains, like Saddam Hussein and Osama Bin Ladin, who 

were considered the Antichrist and who threatened “God-blessed” lands and people. 

Yet, apart from other Arab leaders like Muammar al-Gaddafi and Yasser Arafat, the 

previously mentioned two have a special significance for the United States: while 

American politics assumed responsibility for interfering in any conflicts around the 

region, these so-called villains have been convicted for threatening the American 

land. In terms of the Evangelical tradition and American exceptionalism that define 

American civil religion, this situation aptly fits into the millennial visions. Following 

Boyer’s argument, this apocalyptic sentiment should have considered the leadership 
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of today’s Middle East as the Antichrist and the American citizen as the believer who 

will ultimately be saved during the Rapture, which automatically brings around the 

contemporary political scene as Tribulation7, the political leader as Jesus Christ, and 

American as the New Jerusalem.  

Considering the significance of American millennial visions from the time of 

John Winthrop onwards, the divine responsibility of writing on the Apocalypse that 

John undertakes in the “Revelation” has narratological implications: the 

representations of the Apocalypse have always focused on the “God-blessed” in 

order to highlight God’s will and wrath. In “Revelation”, John is told to “write: for 

these words are true and faithful” (Rev. 21. 5) and thus what John writes is the 

destruction of the sinners and the ultimate salvation of the believers. In this respect, 

mirroring the disaster upon the microcosm of people that either survive because of 

their merits or die because of their sins, disaster films reestablish John’s motive of 

narration. Following the narrative scheme of the “Revelation”, disaster films 

explicitly depict every visible detail of the disaster that affects mankind. Therefore it 

is not surprising that the depiction of the disaster in these films takes longer than any 

other scenes. For example, Earthquake (1974) has an extremely long disaster 

sequence, lasting from 49:51 to 57:48, showing all the effects the earthquake can 

have.  

In contemporary disaster narratives the same capitalist set of relations that 

existed before the disaster breaks out is re-established at the end of the catastrophe, 

but this time baptised and welcomed because it signals the salvation of the survivors, 

whose mere survival is the indicator of their blessed and privileged status as opposed 

to the ones who have been destroyed. Since disaster narratives are ideologically 

constructed so that the reader or the spectator is finally relieved by the restoration of 

the order, what would subvert the narrative is the narration of the disaster from the 

point of view of the doomed survivor. In this respect, the characterizations in Chuck 

Palahniuk’s novels are highly relevant to the change of narrative perspective. In the 

first place, the characterisations in these novels are similar in that they all have 

protagonists (Shannon McFarlane in Invisible Monsters, Tender Branson in Survivor 

                                                
7 In Christian apocalyptic thought it is thought to be a period of time when believers will be 
condemned by their sins and upon redeeming from them they will be pure and stronger. 
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and the anonymous narrator in Fight Club) who are partially saviours and partially 

survivors, because they act like fake leaders in an environment whose exhaustion 

consumes them, like disasters consume the survivors. That is, they are subjects of the 

capitalist system, which deems them as competent individuals in integrity. Secondly, 

these novels begin with and employ disaster-like settings: Invisible Monsters begins 

in a house on fire, Survivor in a plane heading towards crash, and Fight Club in a 

building about to explode. Thirdly, in terms of plot, all three novels depict events that 

follow the same course of action as in the disaster genre, though in an inverted sense. 

Lastly, in terms of time, these novels evoke the sense of prolonged catastrophe, or 

the continuity of the disaster rather than its breakout. Besides, these novels divert 

from the narrative of disaster – starting from “Revelation” and continuing in its 

contemporary representations – in terms of chronology: as the function of a linear 

narrative is to reveal the catastrophic events one by one until the end in which the 

order is finally restored, the chronologically complicated narrative in these novels 

indicates the impossibility of a restored order, and the subversion of contemporary 

apocalyptic thought by an exhaustive and invasive vision that resonates with the 

sense of a continuing social disaster, if not natural.  

To sum up, the relationship between ideology and narrative in Palahniuk’s 

novels can be illustrated through an examination of the narrative elements, namely 

characterisation, setting, plot and time (the subversion of character functions, the 

moment(s) of disaster, causality and chronology). Grounding the “narrativization” of 

the present, these narrative elements in Invisible Monsters, Survivor and Fight Club 

are supported by the protagonists’ levels of consciousness, which produce the textual 

gaps. Precisely, Shannon’s, Tender’s and the anonymous narrator’s concealing 

certain facts through their overemphasis on material objects, and their inability to 

connect to other characters’ minds are significant qualities that reveal how they 

perceive and experience the world order. Interwoven with the apocalyptic thought 

and the political system, these novels expose the mechanisms by means of which 

ideology insidiously operates and functions through the interpellation of individuals 

as subjects, and illustrate the ways in which the allusions to ideology are mirrored in 

a work of literature. In this respect, Palahniuk’s poetics provides a subversion of the 

disaster allegories inherent in what Jameson names as “political unconscious”. 
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This study intends to detect the narrative lapses and their ideological contexts 

in Chuck Palahniuk’s Invisible Monsters, Survivor and Fight Club from an 

Althusserian view point, based on an examination of the codes, themes and socio-

political functions of disaster narratives insofar as Palahniuk’s novels relate to the 

symbolism of disaster and Apocalypse in popular American culture. It aims to 

analyse the three Palahniuk novels in the light of Marxist literary theory and 

criticism, with a view to accounting for the mechanisms of ideological construction 

in American popular imagination and the subversive possibilities opened up by blank 

fiction on the contemporary American literary scene. Consequently, this study aims 

to offer an “explanation” and a Marxist “interpretation” of the relationship between 

ideology and literature as it is illustrated in three novels by Chuck Palahniuk. 
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CHAPTER 1 

COMMODIFICATION AND THE BEAUTY MYTH: INVISIBLE 

MONSTERS 

 

“Nobody’s all-the-way dead yet, but let’s just say the clock is ticking.” (Palahniuk, 

2000(a):11). This is how Chuck Palahniuk’s Invisible Monsters portrays the 

apocalyptic vision of the chronologically last setting, and this disturbing atmosphere 

dominates the narrative. Invisible Monsters tells the story of Shannon McFarlane, 

once a beautiful fashion model, who has been left disfigured and mute after an 

“accident”. Although she previously had a boyfriend, a career and a friend, after the 

incident she observes that she gradually loses whatever she has. She cannot perform 

as a model anymore, besides she realizes her best friend Evie Cottrell has stolen her 

boyfriend, Manus Kelley, along with her clothes and career. Once the centre of 

attention, she feels she can no longer tolerate this loss, however, she finds solace in 

Brandy Alexander, whom she meets at the speech therapist’s office.  

Brandy Alexander is a transvestite who is in the process of reconstructing 

herself as a woman, and she advises Shannon to reinvent herself by means of erasing 

her past and to construct a different and better identity. In order to reconstruct herself 

Shannon seeks for revenge from Evie and Manus, whom she finds responsible for all 

evil in her present life. For this cause she takes Manus hostage and forces Brandy to 

help her towards her revenge plan. The first half of Shannon’s revenge plan is 

completed when she secretly begins feeding Manus with hormones that will 

eventually emasculate him. Yet the long trip to Evie’s house requires Brandy to take 

up the expensive pills that will prepare her for the transgender operation. Therefore 

they pretend as buyers and enter luxurious houses for sale or rent to steal hormone 

pills and other stuff to finance their journey.  

The last house for theft is Evie’s, which also reveals her greatest secret that 

her name was Evan and she had a transgender operation when she was sixteen. 

Entering Evie’s house, the gang of three finds out that she is preparing to get married 

to a poor man, whom her mother is content to “shove Evie off onto” (Ibid., p. 268). 

On Evie’s wedding day Shannon, Brandy and Manus enter the manor with returned 
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invitation cards. Shannon sneaks into Evie’s room to start a fire. When the fire 

reaches downstairs, Evie encounters Brandy. She gets her rifle and points it to 

Brandy, whom she thinks is Shannon. The suspense of the novel is resolved after 

that: Brandy is actually Shannon’s brother Shane, who had been expelled from the 

family, adopted by the Rhea Sisters who sponsored him to have a series of 

transgender operations to make him look exactly like his sister, Shannon; and the 

accident was in fact Shannon’s attempt to disrupt her own face. After Evie shoots 

Brandy, Brandy is taken to the hospital to be treated and operated on. On the other 

hand, Shannon rejects to have the plastic surgery and conversely decides to keep her 

disfigured face, leaving all her identity cards and belongings to Shane, or Brandy, 

who seems to be the exact replica of her own image.  

 

1.1 Invisible Monsters and Disaster Genre 

 

The plot of Invisible Monsters includes several social disasters in each of the 

four characters’ lives. The visual and explicit depiction of these disasters functions as 

the ultimate manifestation of natural or man-made disasters in conventional disaster 

films. The relationship between disaster films and Invisible Monsters is evident even 

in the very first pages. Invisible Monsters starts with the mass destruction Evie 

Cottrell causes. The setting is depicted as a scene of disaster: Evie’s hair is burnt1, 

her wedding gown is disrupted2; she has a rifle instead of a small gun3, and the 

                                                
1 In disaster films, the beauty myth is ridiculed as a sign of upper classes. In The Towering Inferno 

(1974), the fire chief (Steve McQueen) is more interested to find out who the guests are rather than 
where they are, because the material they are dressed in may cause combustion. One of the materials 
he names is silk, which is definitely a symbol of wealth and femininity. That is, the beauty myth is 
defeated by the disaster as it is an obstacle against survival. In Invisible Monsters, Evie Cottrell’s 
burnt hair stands for the defeat of the beauty myth against both the disaster scene, and the underlying 
catastrophe in the narrative.  
2 In disaster films, the family institution is used for both the sense of heroism and excitement. Many 
productions in the 80’s and the 90’s have a protagonist whose motive for being a hero is the loss or 
victimization of his family. For example, in Outbreak (1995), Colonel Sam Daniels (Dustin Hoffman) 
becomes a heroic figure when his ex-wife (Renee Russo) is infected with Ebola virus. After the 
infection, he increases his efforts to find the antidote and then succeeds in curing his ex-wife. 
3 In giallo or film noir, female characters utilize smaller instruments, such as small guns or knives. In 
this sense, the woman becomes a sinister figure: she has the ability to hide her fatal femininity. Yet 
using a rifle is an overt manifestation of masculine force in the hands of a female character, which 
also functions as a foreshadowing of Evie Cottrell’s sexual background. 
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casualties are depicted in detail to invoke a brief sense of excitement4. In other 

words, the plot of the novel begins with the disaster scene, which is the last part of 

the story in terms of temporal order. Having learnt about what will happen in the end 

is tricky in terms of managing suspense: the reader learns about the result, so the 

question of who is going to survive invalidates itself. Throughout the history of 

disaster movies, this technique has been used for exploring the motives of the 

disaster or what prepares it, rather than offering a mere presentation of the ultimate 

and glamorous scene of mass destruction. In The Poseidon Adventure (1972), for 

example, the disaster happens in the very beginning of the narrative. In this way, the 

narrative centres on the means of survival, and as Stephen Keane maintains, the 

amusement in the disaster narrative becomes not “what will happen?” but “who is 

going to survive?” (Keane, 2001:5-6). Similarly, in The Towering Inferno (1974), the 

disaster takes place in about the first half hour of the narrative, showing that the 

means of survival are deemed far more important to portray than the collapsing 

tower. There are two further implications of this technique: firstly, this kind of 

narrative requires a wide cast that is well characterised as to foreshadow if that 

character will survive or not. Both of the films mentioned above have wide casts that 

even leave out Hollywood stars after a relatively short appearance.  

Secondly, such a narrative emphasising survival implies the notion of a to-be-

restored order when the causes of the disaster are reversed to meet moral 

requirements. Keane discusses the historical background of disaster films in terms of 

the Roman and biblical epic films in Italian tradition, such as The Last Days of 

Pompeii (1908 and 1913), The Fall of Troy (1910), Quo Vadis? (1912) and Cabiria 

(1914), identifying them as “the first cycle of disaster films.” (Ibid., p. 6). He 

concludes that “disaster films are born out of times of impeding crisis, in which 

reading Roman and biblical epics of the 1910s and 1930s in terms of altogether 

pervasive tensions that would ultimately lead to two World Wars.” (Ibid., p. 8). 

Similarly, in his Genre and Hollywood, Stephen Neale does not identify disaster 

                                                
4 Casualties in disaster films function as elements of excitement. The narrative is grounded in the 
anticipation of who is going to survive. Keane maintains that in disaster films of wide casts the 
characterization of casualties aims at moral lessons that reveal the righteous and the evil. (Keane, 
2001:37-8) The technique also never lets the spectator lose interest in the narrative: as the death toll 
increases one by one and the victims move out of the disaster scene, the spectators do not have to keep 
their focus on the same limited number of characters, but divert interest to new figures.   
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films as an independent genre, but rather analyses them in terms of epics and 

spectacles. According to Neale, epics and spectacles fall into this category because 

they either depict historical settings or are exposited as large-scale films in 70 mm 

format. (Neale, 2000: 85). Neale’s criteria recall one of the main characteristics of 

disaster genre: the primary spectacle in these films is the ultimate catastrophe. For 

example in The Day After (1983), although the narrative focuses on what its name 

denotes, the spectator is meant to be thrilled by the scene in which the nuclear 

explosion affects the whole city. Likewise, in Keane’s discussion of the poster for 

The Towering Inferno, the photograph of the explosion in the tower stands beside 

those of the two leader characters, namely “the fire chief” and “the architect” (Keane, 

Ibid., p. 45). In this sense, in spite of the generic structure that intents to exhibit the 

processes before and after the disaster, traditionally disaster genre also aims at 

thrilling the spectator with the visual presentation of the catastrophe itself.  

 The relationship between biblical epics or spectacles and disaster genre does 

not only concern thematic similarities. Disaster films also share the same moral code 

with biblical spectacles. In disaster films, the end of the narrative is a moral lesson, a 

kind of redemption that seeks pledge against the survivors’ anger, avarice, envy, 

gluttony, lust, pride, and sloth. In this sense, the survivors who complain (anger)5, try 

to save one’s capital (avarice)6, abandon another’s safer ways of survival (envy)7, 

focus on one’s primary human needs rather than communal ones (gluttony)8, focus 

                                                
5In Poseidon Adventure (1972), anger supersedes lust, gluttony and sloth, and becomes the central 
theme. As the panic causes anger among survivors, those who cannot control their temperament fail to 
survive. The most striking example is the death of Reverend Scott (Gene Hackman), who sacrifices 
himself after his fury against God. In turn, Mr. Rogo (Ernest Borgnine), the most outrageous character 
in the film, manages to control his temperament and leads the survivors to the exit. 
6 In The Big One (1990), Warren Cates (Robert Ginty) is a businessman who deals with real estate. He 
fears that Dr. Clare Winslow (Joanna Kerns) will announce her prediction that a great earthquake will 
strike Los Angeles. Thus he expects her silence in return of his financial support. Yet she does not 
accept his offer and when the earthquake strikes Cates is one of the first of the characters who loses 
his life. 
7 In Earthquake (1974), Bill Cameron (Lloyd Gough) blocks some of the working personnel’s 
entrance to the lift so that he can get out of the building after the earthquake. Yet as the lift moves a 
fire starts that causes their irredeemable death. 
8 In Poseidon Adventure, Belle Rosen (Shelley Winters) is the fattest survivor among the group. Many 
characters refer to her weight and assume that she will not survive. After the death of Acres (Roddy 
McDowell) whose leg was hurt, she is the next one to die. 
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on one’s hysterical and sexual demands (lust)9, demise others (pride)10 and do not 

help others (sloth)11 are destroyed in the final disastrous result. Taking its cue from 

biblical disasters, disaster genre originates in the wrath of God against the infidels. 

Therefore, the order restored is a godly one, which warns against the possible 

occurrence of another disaster. Similarly, the characters that “play God” are 

punished, and are replaced by others who act for the sake of God to risk one’s life for 

the community.  

In disaster films, the disaster itself can be interpreted as an act of God. 

Especially in natural disaster films, catastrophes are the means of exhibiting the 

presence of a furious God that resists culture’s “control of nature through science” 

(Altman, 2000: 150). In his Taking It Like a Man, David Savran notes the attributes 

allocated to the tornadoes throughout Twister (1996). He asserts that “the various 

tropes used to code the tornadoes constantly suggest the ineffable, the 

unrepresentable, the sublime” (Savran, 1998: 309). Accordingly, in the film, a 

dialogue on the magnitude of tornadoes ends up with identifying the strongest one 

with “the finger of God” (Ibid., p. 310). Savran concludes that  

 

For the tornado, alone among natural phenomena, is coded as that which 
offers the most direct knowledge of God. The tornado is God, or rather, the 
unrepresentable representation of a God of wrath from whom, like the Old 
Testament God, one must avert one’s eyes or perish. (Savran, Loc. Cit.) 

 

Savran’s interpretation of Twister puts the film into Evangelistic agenda. As 

the film portrays scientists in search of obtaining more information on tornadoes, one 

can easily recall the Puritan tradition to decipher the signs of God through nature. 

This Puritan reflection can be traced throughout the film, and especially in the final 

scene, in which both scientists follow the strongest tornado to the heart of it and 

                                                
9 In The Towering Inferno, Dan Bigelow (Richard Wagner) is the engineer who cheats on his wife 
with his secretary (Susan Flannery). When the fire breaks out in the building, both are in Bigelow’s 
office, planning to spend a romantic night. Yet the fire kills both of them.  
10 In Dante’s Peak (1997), Dr. Paul Dreyfus (Charles Hallahan) ridicules Dr. Harry Dalton’s (Pierce 
Brosnan) claim that there will be a volcanic eruption. When the volcano finally erupts and the group 
of scientists begins to leave the town, he is the only one who dies among the group members.   
11 In Outbreak, Major General Donald McClintock (Donald Sutherland) tries to arrest Colonel Sam 
Daniels (Dustin Hoffman) because the colonel strives to stop the epidemic. But when things turn out 
in the opposite of what the major general expected, he shoots himself. 
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become amazed at its sight. In his study of ecology and American cinema, Pat 

Brereton maintains that, in Twister, “the experience of witnessing active twisters 

remains the pleasure of the narrative, which in turn induces an appreciation of the 

power, even the therapeutic possibilities, of such natural phenomena” (Brereton, 

2005: 66). In this sense, the tornado in Twister is such a power that cannot be 

controlled or avoided, but must be respected and obeyed. As twisters are one of the 

representations of the Apocalypse as in the myth of Noah’s Ark, the film ends with 

the survival of two scientists, both of whom are white, heterosexual and of opposite 

sexes. The aftermath of the tornado shows that understanding it requires a unison 

with the natural phenomena, which means conforming to its rules and character.    

Given the biblical frame of references the genre adopts, the catastrophe in 

disaster films evidently represents God whereas the saviour signifies a Jesus-like 

figure. With a political insight on the genre, Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner 

maintain that the leader-type in disaster films is the representation of an ideal 

statesman that organizes his people in case of a catastrophe. Focusing on the 

structural analysis of the genre, Ryan and Kellner identify a structural pattern that is 

recurrent in disaster films. In this respect, these films share the same “narrative 

structure which moves from stability to disorder to a series of tests which select out a 

leader/ savior and finally to transcendence of disaster” (Ryan and Kellner, 1990: 52). 

Recalling the wide casts these films have been using for an in-depth characterization, 

Ryan and Kellner also conclude that these minor characters signify the ordinary 

people, as the use of wide casts allows for the portrayal of class distinctions, gender 

and age differences, as well as other cultural issues. As a “microcosm of American 

society” (Loc. Cit.) they are threatened as a whole by the disaster. Contextually, 

depicting a leader out of this mass also becomes one of the functions of wide casts. 

Throughout the narrative, the leader model proves himself as competent, dexterous 

and learned, which are the qualities that separate him from the masses and make him 

authentic. 

Society, as represented by the minor characters, is vulnerable against 

catastrophes. In this respect, the masses in disaster films are in need of a moral leader 

who can organize and prepare them for the disaster. For this, the leader exerts his 

masculine authority on the people in need. According to Ryan and Kellner, disaster 
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films “depict a society in crisis attempting to solve its social and cultural problems 

through a ritualized legitimation of strong male leadership, the renewal of traditional 

moral values, and the regeneration of institutions like the patriarchal family” (Loc. 

Cit.). Indeed, from the Italian biblical epics onwards, the genre’s structure requires 

the order to be restored by a masculine and moral power.  The emphasis on male 

leadership is repeated in Keane’s discussion on the historical background of the 

genre. He maintains that “[…] disaster movies of the early 1970s were fully in 

keeping with the doubt and distrust engendered by Vietnam and Watergate; the films 

clearly wallowing in disaster yet offering alternatives in the form of strong 

leadership” (Keane, Op. Cit., p. 54). Recalling the disappointment with political 

leaders in the United States following the two political crises, Keane argues that 

these crises reinforced the need for a reliable and competent leader. Therefore, the 

disaster films of the period can be viewed as allegories of American political crises 

with the male saviour epitomizing the desired statesman. The model politician offers 

“alternatives to whimpish whining, and democratic meddling” (Ryan and Kellner, 

Ibid., p. 53), and acting as a dictator, he wields absolute power. In this sense, disaster 

films, as a genre, predetermine masculine competence and authority against crises. 

Palahniuk’s treatment of the disaster theme in Invisible Monsters is aimed at 

a critique of the politics of the genre discussed above through a subversive use of 

those generic features. The narrative in the novel follows the track of the 

fundamentals of the genre and begins with the depiction of a disaster scene in which 

Evie’s house catches fire and causes panic, giving hints about the generic affinities 

that Palahniuk’s poeticsc exploits. In this opening scene Evie Cottrell shoots Brandy 

Alexander and Shannon McFarlane, while the manor where Evie’s wedding 

ceremony would have taken place is accidentally set afire by Shannon. Yet although 

the setting appears to fit into the pattern of its counterpart in a disaster film, 

Shannon’s narration of the scene that overtly focuses more on the apparently 

irrelevant description of the objects around than the causes or consequences of the 

catastrophe results in a diversion from the disaster genre. While Brandy Alexander is 

trying to talk Evie into stopping shooting and the guests are running away a fire 

brigade arrives. In a conventional disaster narrative observing the generic codes a 

possible depiction of this scene would be as follows: the horror of the fire that 
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Shannon causes is doubly magnified by the description of Evie’s revengeful 

shooting; the victims desperately try to find a way to survive, with a number of them 

managing to escape; the firemen are shown on their way to the disaster scene to 

make their arrival all the more exciting and their efforts to put out the fire and rescue 

the victims more heroic.  

In contrast to that generic action scheme, the narration in Invisible Monsters 

offers a diversion: The homodiegetic narrator, in whose point of view the reader 

learns about the action of the plot examines the setting not in order to find some 

means of survival because her interest lies elsewhere. In fact, Shannon has no aim at 

examining the disaster scene; through her perception the reader can only infer a sheer 

description of the glamour of the manor and the characters’ physical appearances. In 

this respect, the notion of survival is out of focus. In the generic codes of the disaster 

films, the story is conventionally narrated by the third person as an objective account, 

yet in favour of the leader-type character and the survivors who deserve sympathy. 

Contrastingly, the homodiegetic narration in Invisible Monsters functions to 

demystify the heroic codes: First of all, through homodiegetic narration Shannon’s 

leadership becomes self-acclaimed and questionable due to the absence of other 

points of views to verify it. That is, she does not need to prove to qualify for the part 

of the leader through an initiation process. Besides, the narrative is her own account 

and she has the opportunity to impose her own point of view and set of values. Here, 

an important function of the third-person narration in disaster films is worth 

remembering: since disaster films aim at threatening the spectator with inevitable 

punishment, the objective narration implies literally God’s point of view. 

Accordingly, through this narration the purposefulness of the catastrophe as well as 

the righteousness of the saviour and the believing survivors is established while the 

ultimate destruction of the non-believers is justified. Yet the narration in Invisible 

Monsters works to undo that cause and effect relationship. Shannon recounts her own 

story and perception, and thus enacts the opposite role for the narration of the 

catastrophe: she is neither a divine being, nor a favoured leader, but a loser, who is 

unable to find a solution for survival, and organize the people around her to lead 

them out of the catastrophe. Unconsciously, she acts like a leader who is in fact a 

doomed survivor of the contemporary social disaster of the beauty myth. 
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 When one considers the typical leader character in disaster films, one can 

observe that the protagonist symbolically represents the true leader, the ideal 

statesman that in controversies leads and organizes his (and literally “his” because of 

the masculine connotations in terms of male competence) people. In this sense, he 

also resembles Jesus Christ guiding his flock as a shepherd. Conversely, in Invisible 

Monsters, Shannon’s preoccupation with the description of the manor and the 

physical appearances of the characters prove her incompetence and indifference. Her 

interpretation of the setting which she frequently compares to commercials is 

superficial. She cannot think of treating Brandy Alexander, but instead contemplates 

how she could have saved the blood-stained and bullet-holed suit she is wearing: 

“It’s not that I’m some detached lab animal just conditioned to ignore violence, but 

my first instinct is maybe it’s not too late to dab club soda on the bloodstain 

(Palahniuk, 2000(a):12-3).  

The out-of-focus narration expresses Shannon’s incapability to analyse the 

disaster situation and act as a saviour. As a matter of fact, she is by all means 

incapable of acting at all. As opposed to the physical appearance of a typical hero, 

Shannon’s camouflaged figure in her outfit consisting of loose clothes and a veil 

signifies her limited and unreliable point of view. Rather than being a saviour, 

Shannon becomes both a “teller” and a “reflector” of the glamour of the catastrophe 

through her function as a homodiegetic narrator. Through the description of the 

setting and the characters, her protagonist’s part in the story as a beautiful and 

unwise model is supplemented by her second part as the consciousness telling the 

story. Her function in the first chapter of the novel is only to be a bodiless “eye” that 

both describes the setting and reflects on the eye itself. In and through this eye, the 

reader surmises that a disaster is happening in the manor and Shannon’s point of 

view is limited. This sense of restriction is achieved in the novel by positing Shannon 

as the internal focalizer. For Manfred Jahn, “in internal focalization, the presentation 

of events is restricted to the point of view, perception, and cognition of a focal 

character” (Jahn, 2005: 173). In this respect, Shannon’s character is expectedly able 

to perceive only a limited extent of reality. As Rimmon-Kenan maintains, “the 

knowledge of an internal focalizer […] is restricted by definition: being part of the 

represented world, he cannot know everything about it” (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003: 80).   
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The use of internal focalization in Invisible Monsters can also be considered 

in the light of Linda Hutcheon’s remarks on postmodernist art as “the frequent 

challenge to traditional notions of perspective, especially in narrative and painting” 

(Hutcheon, 1988: 11). Hutcheon maintains that  

 

the perceiving subject is no longer assumed to be a coherent, meaning-
generating entity. Narrators in fiction become either disconcertingly multiple 
and hard to locate […] or resolutely provisional and limited – often 
undermining their own seeming omniscience (Hutcheon, Loc. Cit.).  

 

In this regard, Shannon, as an internal focalizer, is a manipulator of the multiple 

meanings in the narrative. Even if the information is transferred through her 

consciousness, that is her consciousness is the only reference point in the novel, the 

meaning she generates is not coherent or reliable.  

Due to the twice-told structure of the narrative, Shannon’s narrative 

unreliability rests on the conflict between her perception of the world and her 

criticism of this world which she adapts to and benefits from. Therefore, her 

unreliability can be explained through what Dorrit Cohn names as “discordant 

narration”. In her article entitled “Discordant Narration”, Cohn defines the term as 

“an ideological kind (of narration) that is attributed to a narrator who is biased or 

confused, inducing one to look, behind the story he or she tells, for a different 

meaning from the one he himself or she herself provides” (Cohn, 2000: 307). In this 

sense, Shannon’s confusion can be explained in terms of her being a discordant 

narrator, because her perception of consumer society is in conflict with her 

disapproval, which emanates from her reflection of her own actions. In Cohn’s terms, 

discordant narration 

 

[…] intends to signify the possibility for the reader to experience a teller as 
normatively inappropriate for the story he or she tells. It suggests the reader's 
sense that the author intends his or her work to be understood differently 
from the way the narrator understands it: in a way that can only be 
discovered by reading the work against the grain of the narrator's discourse, 
providing it with a meaning that, though not explicitly spelled out, is silently 
signalled to the reader behind the narrator's back. It intimates as well that the 
narrator, far from being conceived as the author's mouthpiece, is an 
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expressly and artfully created vocal organ whose ideology clashes with his 
or her tale. (Cohn, Loc. Cit.) 

 

Cohn’s argument draws on Rimmon-Kenan’s typology of the facets of 

focalization. According to this typology there are three facets of focalization: the 

perceptual, the psychological and the ideological. Based on Boris Uspensky’s 

model12, the ideological facet functions as the conceptual value attached to events or 

characters in relation to textual norms. In this sense, “the ‘norms’ are presented 

through a single dominant perspective, that of the narrator-focalizer” (Rimmon-

Kenan, 2003: 83). That is, the narrator-focalizer is the source through which 

subjectivities are manifested. Hence, Invisible Monsters is a work that reveals the 

ideological facet of focalization through Shannon’s narration. Being a discordant 

narrator, Shannon betrays the ideological construction behind the narrative, by means 

of her confused insight that causes textual gaps. In an Althusserian sense, these gaps 

are narrative lapses that emerge as symptoms. Accordingly, the analysis of 

Shannon’s narration will manifest the traces of these symptoms, which are indicative 

of ideology. 

Compared to the zero focalization13 in disaster films, the internal/fixed 

focalization14 in Invisible Monsters emphasizes human limits and the possibility of 

manipulative narration. It is precisely because Shannon’s point of view proves to be 

shallow in comparison to a generically expected leader-type, that it leaves absent 

marks and silences that point out to ideology. Throughout the narrative, Shannon 

fails to act like a saviour, both in the disasters of others and hers. Being subject to the 

“real” catastrophes, she can only survive by means of rhetoric: she shifts the focus of 

attention by hiding the crucial information which would elucidate the actual 

disasters. Hence the narrative of Invisible Monsters blurs the conception of “the real” 

by means of paralipsis, in Gérard Genette’s terms. In Narrative Discourse, Genette 

uses this term in terms of mood and explains it as “giving less information than is 

                                                
12 According to Boris Uspensky, there are four levels of point of view: ideological, phraseological, 
spatiotemporal and psychological. He considers each of these levels in terms of the position of the 
focalizer and the level of information. 
13 Zero focalization is an omniscient narration of events, and therefore the focalizer has the full 
perspective of what is happening, regardless of temporal or spatial restrictions.  
14 Internal/fixed focalization is the narration of events through the perception of a single character. 



 36 

necessary in principle” (Genette, 1980:195). Likewise, Genette argues that “the 

classical type of paralipsis […] in the code of internal focalization, is the omission of 

some important action or thought of the focal hero, which neither the hero nor the 

narrator can be ignorant of but which the narrator chooses to conceal from the 

reader” (Ibid., p. 196).  

In turn, what Genette defines as “giving more than is authorized in principle 

in the code of focalization” (Genette, Loc. Cit.), namely paralepsis, is absent in the 

novel. By definition, this term requires the narrator’s relation to other characters’ 

consciousnesses, because only through understanding them can the narrator express 

their motives which they do not articulate. However, Shannon fails to relate herself 

to others. Furthermore, Genette maintains that paralepsis leads to the consciousness 

of a character in the course of a narrative (Ibid., p. 197). Yet, Shannon’s lack of 

empathy results in her inability to have access into other characters’ consciousnesses. 

In this sense, her discordance is narratologically proven through the presence of 

paralipsis and the absence of paralepsis. This dialectical relationship reveals a fissure 

in the text, which allows for symptomatic reading. Therefore, in Invisible Monsters, 

both terms express a sense of blockage against the manifestation of the text’s 

subconscious through the focalizer Shannon’s consciousness and therefore can be 

identified as symptoms. These symptoms in the novel are represented through the 

abundant details of the setting and images of commodities. In other words, 

identifying the gap between the presence of paralipsis and the absence of paralepsis 

in the narrative fits into the concept of symptomatic reading.  

Shannon’s point of view in the narrative does not overtly express the 

subconscious of the text; rather, it gives evidence on how the real escapes the 

narrative through language. Therefore, the narrative devices Genette elaborates in his 

Narrative Discourse can be traced in Shannon’s narration. In this sense, what the 

narrator conceals takes part in the narrative as a diversion from the focus: given that 

the generic codes of conventional disaster narratives would require the focus to fall 

on the means of survival from the disaster involving Shannon, the deliberate blurring 

of the focus in the narration implies that there is no way out of the disaster, or “the 

real”. Consequently, the real disaster in Invisible Monsters can be traced among the 
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gaps, in Macherey’s terms, which escape the focus that would otherwise historically 

and generically offer a hope for the order to be restored. 

 

1.2 Narrative Alterations of Focus in Invisible Monsters 

  

What makes the scene at the very beginning of the novel disturbing is not the image 

of Evie Cottrell standing with a rifle that has been already pointed at Brandy 

Alexander, and looking ready to kill more people. Nor is it the depiction of Evie 

Cottrell as an uncanny figure acting as an automaton with her sprayed and deranged 

hair, her disrupted wedding gown revealing the hoopskirt wires inside, or the burning 

carpet behind her that supplements her fearful image, that arises feelings of 

disturbance. The reader is not paralysed by the way Evie is portrayed as what 

Barbara Creed calls the monstrous feminine
15. What is really disturbing is that, in the 

midst of that absurd horror, the reader is abundantly presented with seemingly minor 

details, such as the comparison of Evie’s posing to those in organic shampoo 

commercials, the trademark of Brandy’s suit, and the details of the protagonist 

Shannon’s outfit. These details take a huge part in the narrative as if there is nothing 

unusual with the setting or the story, and imply that there is more to these apparently 

superficial elements. Therefore these elements surrounding the mass destruction in 

Invisible Monsters function as the spectacle of the narrative which hampers the 

realization of the actual trauma: On the surface of the narrative is the story that keeps 

the reader busy while concealing the primary motive for mass destruction.  

The non-narrative sections of Invisible Monsters have obvious affinities with 

the visual aspect of disaster genre. Descriptive pauses, such as the description of the 

manor on fire and Brandy Alexander’s wounded body are non-narrative elements, 

which do not directly contribute to the action of the plot and thus function as the 

spectacle of the novel. Although the novel is a counter-epic, it is distinctively a 

                                                
15 “Monstrous feminine” can be defined as the archetypal mother figure which has been portrayed as 
monsters in popular culture. Following Creed’s argument, in Invisible Monsters Evie’s white shoes 
with high heels and the little wire skeletons of the silk flowers in her hair can be related to the 
monstrous feminine in the sense that both elements denote to the vagina dentata. Besides, the ashes, 
tears, dirt and soot on her body pertain to abjection, which Kristeva deems as a feminine quality, and 
Creed elaborates in terms of film theory. 
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spectacle: the first chapter is an exhaustive portrait of the disaster scene. In fact, in 

this chapter the non-narrative elements surpass the narrative ones. As previously 

discussed, Shannon takes part in the narrative as a bodiless eye not to narrate the 

event, but to describe the environment. The novel begins with the following lines: 

  

Where you’re supposed to be is some big West Hills wedding reception in a 
big manor house with flower arrangements and stuffed mushrooms all over 
the house. This is called the scene setting: where everybody is, who’s alive, 
who’s dead. This is Evie Cottrell’s big wedding reception moment. Evie is 
standing halfway down the big staircase in the manor house foyer, naked 
inside what’s left of her wedding dress, still holding a rifle. (Palahniuk, 
2000(a): 11) 

 

The opening sentences give the reader the first clues about the narrator, the setting 

and the narration. In the very beginning, the narrator sets a clear distance between the 

reader and her narration. The phrase “where you’re supposed to be” rather than “you 

are here” shows that the narrator takes a position to lead the reader through a series 

of non-chronological and catastrophic events. That is, as a narrator she saves the 

reader from complication and disorientation. By commanding the reader what to do 

and where to be, and by taking for granted that the reader will follow her directions, 

the narrator functions as the biblical shepherd guiding his flock. It follows that 

throughout the narrative, she will intend to use the textual lapses as a kind of 

Rapture, by saving the reader from encountering her real trauma. Yet, such a role 

also implies that she is a manipulating force that will blur the reader’s perception of 

the story. Through her initiative, she narrates the story in her own point of view, with 

her own set of values and frame of mind. In this sense, her narration is expected to 

operate in a way similar to that of ideology: as ideology does not say that it is 

ideological, her narration will set out to manipulate the reader without a sign of its 

intention. Since the readers are “supposed to be” viewing the setting as narrated by 

and under the command of Shannon, they become the subjects of her narration. 

The setting Shannon introduces to the reader is a wedding reception “in a big 

manor house with flower arrangements and stuffed mushrooms”. In Shannon’s 

description, the superficiality of the setting is evident: the wedding reception setting 

illustrates not flowers, but flower arrangements, and stuffed mushrooms; besides, 



 39 

these flowers and food are everywhere in the setting.  In this sense, the setting 

resembles a photograph taken from an interior design magazine: a big manor house 

with a luxurious decoration, perfect-looking and almost seamless. However, it also 

contains symbolic elements of disruption: the stuffed mushrooms metaphorically 

connote the image of a domesticated atomic bomb, ready to explode and destroy the 

setting. The mushroom image is also ironically used in the description of Brandy’s 

hair in the second chapter, when Shannon narrates the events during the chain-

robbery for hormones and painkillers of the houses for rent or sale by the gang 

including Shannon, Brandy and Manus. Brandy’s hair is described by Shannon as 

such: “The billowing auburn hair piled up inside her brocade silk scarf reminds me 

of a bran muffin. A big cherry cupcake. This is some strawberry auburn mushroom 

cloud rising over a Pacific atoll.” (Ibid., p. 27). The description is significant in that it 

incorporates positive attributes to the atomic bomb: the explosion is illustrated with 

the image of a decorated cake. In this sense, Shannon’s narration points to an 

apocalyptic vision of contemporary society. That is to say, through the description of 

the wedding ceremony and Brandy, the totalizing aspect of ideology is ridiculed by 

means of its demystification. Although ideology interpellates individuals as subjects 

through bringing their fragmented images together, Shannon’s narration underlines 

the seams of these totalized illustrations. Therefore, Shannon’s narration works both 

for and against ideology: as a narrator she can perceive and criticize ideology by 

ridiculing it, but at the same time she manipulates the narrative in order to suppress 

her own tragedy that is caused by that very ideology. 

Throughout the description of the manor house the political allegory of the 

Apocalypse can also be traced in the very concept of “setting”. In Shannon’s words, 

the setting is “where everybody is, who’s alive, who’s dead”. Hence, contemporary 

world is the illustration of a catastrophe, as Shannon describes it. The alive and the 

dead here imply a sense of the unending mass destruction in the “Revelation”. In 

Shannon’s terms any “setting” is the portrayal of a progress towards the ultimate end, 

because she overtly names the manor as a setting rather than a place with a material 

reality.  For Shannon it is a place that by no means corresponds to the real world, or 

in other words reality has been transformed into a sheer appreciation of images. This 

idea can be traced in her description of the characters in the setting:  
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Not that anybody in this big drama is a real alive person, either. You can 
trace everything about Evie Cottrell’s look back to some television 
commercial for an organic shampoo, except right now Evie’s wedding dress 
is burned down to just the hoopskirt wires orbiting her hips and just the little 
wire skeletons of all the silk flowers that were in her hair. And Evie’s blonde 
hair, her big, teased-up, back-combed rainbow in every shade of blonde 
blown up with hairspray, well, Evie’s hair is burned off, too (Ibid., p. 11-2). 

 

In this extract, Shannon names the fire in the wedding reception as “big 

drama”. The drama Shannon refers to is the spectacle of the catastrophe, which is 

portrayed as superficial and constructed; moreover, none of the characters in the 

setting “is a real alive person” for Shannon. In other words, the spectacle embodies 

images of caricaturized characters, whose reality has a doubtful status in Shannon’s 

point of view. Relating Evie’s look to the ones in television commercials, Shannon 

draws attention to the superficiality of the characters in this superficial setting. In 

Althusserian terms, Shannon describes Evie as an already interpellated subject, who 

has responded this interpellation by acting as the ideology expects her to. Therefore, 

Evie is in total misrecognition of herself: she is only fulfilling the role that ideology 

gives her and thus stitches her fragmented image.  

Conscious of Evie’s superficiality, Shannon ridicules her appearance in the 

wedding reception: in spite of being seamless in the ideological sense, Evie’s 

wedding gown is torn in such a way that the infrastructure of the dress is uncovered. 

In other words, the seemingly perfect image of Evie’s physical appearance is 

shattered to exhibit all its fragments. In addition, her status as a survivor of this 

catastrophe proves the conceptual invalidity of the terms “survivor” and 

“catastrophe”: Evie is not a survivor because she is a God-blessed character, but 

because she is entrapped in the ideology of consumerism and commodification, 

which is described by Shannon as the total destruction of the world of images. 

Therefore, the description of “the hoopskirt wires orbiting her hips and just the little 

wire skeletons of all the silk flowers that were in her hair” does not only illustrate the 

demystification of an individual character, but also of a representative of the 

contemporary world.  
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Shannon’s description of Evie’s physical appearance stems from Evie’s 

obsession with beauty, not unlike to that of the protagonist. Therefore, Shannon’s 

narration of Evie’s understanding of beauty has critical resonances elsewhere in the 

novel. Remembering one of her statements, Shannon says: 

 

Evie says that beautiful people should never date each other. Together, they 
just don’t generate enough attention. Evie says there’s a whole shift in the 
beauty standard when they’re together. You can feel this, Evie says. When 
both of you are beautiful, neither of you is beautiful. Together, as a couple, 
you’re less than the sum of your parts. (Ibid., p. 39)    

 

Evie’s statement shows that looking beautiful is of utmost importance for her, and 

she feels her own beauty is always under threat by someone more beautiful than 

herself. That is, her individual integrity is dependant on her image of beauty. In order 

to sustain that image, she needs to avoid any contestation to her beauty, because 

otherwise the seams of her constructed image would be revealed. Ironically though, 

Shannon does not describe her as a beautiful woman; on the contrary, she calls her “a 

big-boned girl who’d never be a big-time success anywhere” (Ibid., p., 123), and a 

“big-boned cowgirl” (Ibid., p. 154). These descriptions which also help the 

foreshadowing of Evie’s transgender operation show that Evie actually does not fit 

into the concept of feminine beauty. Yet she evidently adapts herself to the standards 

of feminine beauty by following the ideological prerequisites to it; she is preoccupied 

with fashion and cosmetics, she considers herself perfectly beautiful, and she avoids 

any comparisons to her image. In other words, she complies with the ideology of 

beauty that totalizes her in spite of her implied disintegration through her 

transgendered body and her manifest ignorance through her misrecognition of herself 

and the world. This ignorance is evident not only in the way she perceives the 

concept of beauty, but also in her articulation of it: in Shannon’s quotation of Evie’s 

statement, Evie is observed to be repeating the same series of sentences to justify her 

reasoning. Similar to her approach to beauty that distinguishes the subject among 

others to provide it with a role and an identity in society, her way of rationalization is 

only a duplication of her argument so that it is not threatened by any objections. 

Therefore, the causality of her statement is iterative: by the repetition of the selfsame 
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reasoning, Evie encloses the cause and effect relationship to misrecognition, which is 

a prerequisite to be submerged into the ideology of beauty to the extent that it 

becomes absurdly irrelevant.  

Evie’s obsession with beauty and her fear of being contested about her image 

is ridiculed by Shannon in her depiction of the fashion shootings. In one of those 

occasions, Shannon recalls how their attractive looks are established through the 

relationship between their images and the settings they are in:  

 

Jump back to one time, Evie and me did this fashion shoot in a junk yard, in 
a slaughterhouse, in a mortuary. We’d go anywhere to look good by 
comparison, and what I realize is mostly what I hate about Evie is the fact 
that she’s so vain and stupid and needy. But what I hate most is how she’s 
just like me. What I really hate is me so I hate pretty much everybody (Ibid., 
p. 266). 
 

Evie and Shannon are specifically photographed in those settings so that their 

physical beauties can be emphasized. This situation is compliant with Evie’s 

statement that an image of beauty should be isolated so that it can receive all the 

attention. Therefore, Shannon’s account of the comparison between them and the 

setting is a mockery of their physical appearances: described as a “big-boned 

cowgirl” by Shannon, Evie can only sustain her image as a beautiful model by means 

of being photographed “in a junk yard, in a slaughterhouse, in a mortuary”. In this 

respect, her supposed beauty can only function in the pictures of catastrophic 

environments. As a result, Evie’s image of beauty is the embodiment of the illusion 

of perfection in the contemporary world, portrayed as an apocalyptic setting. Its 

survivors function as its illusory pillars that tentatively hold it upright before the final 

destruction, although Shannon’s account hints that the selfsame pillars (like Evie and 

herself) have already fallen down, but pretend to stay upright.  

 What is interesting in Shannon’s account is that she does not distinguish 

herself from Evie’s position in these settings. On the contrary, she considers herself 

similar to Evie in that both of their images can “look good by comparison” in abject 

settings. Being at once a subject and a critic of the ideology of beauty, Shannon 

materializes the concept of beauty not in terms of sheer physical appearance, but the 
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narrator’s consciousness expresses the vanity and deprivation of both herself and 

Evie. In this respect, she declares the reason for her lack of empathy: since she is like 

Evie in terms of vanity, stupidity and greed, she hates herself; and as the whole 

society shares these qualities, she hates everybody. Inasmuch as ideology can only 

exist for and by the subjects it has interpellated, the vanity Shannon hates stands for 

the misrecognition of the subjects who first consent to ideology and then help to 

establish it. 

Since Shannon is obsessed with the physical appearance of herself and her 

surroundings, and describes Evie solely in terms of her obsession with beauty, the 

beauty myth can be considered an important aspect of ideology prevalent in the 

world inhabited by the characters in Invisible Monsters. Theorized by Naomi Wolf, 

the beauty myth can be defined as the contemporary women’s preoccupation with 

their looks. Wolf views the beauty myth as a backlash because it functions as an 

obstacle against women’s social improvement. Historically, the beauty myth follows 

the feminine mystique, which used to associate women with domesticity and 

spousehood. According to Wolf, the beauty myth is an ideology which has evolved 

in such a way that it could use the seeming assets gained from the demystification of 

the feminine mystique for its own justification. In Wolf’s words,  

 

The contemporary backlash is so violent because the ideology of beauty is 
the last one remaining of the old feminine ideologies that still has the power 
to control those women whom second wave feminism would have otherwise 
made relatively uncontrollable: It has grown stronger to take over the work 
of a social coercion that myths about motherhood, domesticity, chastity, and 
passivity, no longer can manage (Wolf, 1991: 10-1). 

 

Considered from that perspective, the ideology of beauty is only the latest 

contemporary cycle of feminine myths that position women as consuming and 

consumable subjects. Like all organs of capitalism, it transforms itself according to 

the ruling ideas in every epoch. It works as an apparatus and thus its practico-social 

function helps to identify the natural category “woman” with the cultural category 

“beauty” to such an extent that the image of the “beautiful woman” becomes an 

almost natural category. Holding that the demystification of the feminine mystique 
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had been a feminist gain, Wolf asserts that, with the subversion of women’s position 

to be housewives, 

 

[…] at once, the diet and skin care industries became the new cultural 
censors of women’s intellectual space, and because of their pressure, the 
gaunt, youthful model supplanted the happy housewife as the arbiter of 
successful womanhood. The sexual revolution promoted the discovery of 
female sexuality; “beauty pornography” – which for the first time in 
women’s history artificially links a commodified “beauty” directly and 
explicitly to sexuality – invaded the mainstream to undermine women’s new 
and vulnerable sense of sexual self-worth (Ibid., p. 11). 

 

The substitution of the “happy housewife” by the “gaunt, youthful model” is 

revealing of the powerful mechanisms of capitalism by means of which the 

demystification of the feminine mystique has been appropriated in order to maintain 

the status of women as consuming and consumable objects of economy. The images 

of the happy housewife and beautiful young woman are equally complicit with an 

ideology which constructs the female body as a field of consumption. Therefore, the 

same symptoms are evident in the social imagination for women: they need to act as 

commodities. In this respect, the commodification of beauty implies its own 

valorization: exchangeable with success and prestige, beauty is a fetish whose value 

is imagined rather than real, and is rooted in the same ideological structures that 

define the norms for “successful womanhood” and introduce spectra of acceptable 

female images which can be modified to meet the changing demands of the base-

structure. 

The equation between “woman” and “beautiful” in Invisible Monsters is 

illustrated in the character of Shannon who is valorized solely for her image of 

beauty. She works as a model, and to keep her job she has to protect her appearance. 

That is why the accident turns her into a monster: if a woman is not beautiful, she is 

doomed to be a monstrous figure. Once no longer beautiful, she falls outside the 

spectrum of acceptable female images the society of spectacle offers, and 

consequently imprisons herself to invisibility. Her discordance as a narrator emerges 

at this point: although she is finally critical about the beauty myth and rejects her 

identity, which is the product of an ideological interpellation, she still wants to stay 
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invisible, which means that she falls short of challenging the system. In her 

discussion of the value of beauty ultimately determined by the economic system, 

Wolf maintains that the beauty myth is 

 

Like any economy, […] determined by politics, and in the modern age in the 
West, it is the last best belief system that keeps male dominance intact. In 
assigning value to women in a vertical hierarchy according to a culturally 
imposed physical standard, it is an expression of power relations in which 
women must unnaturally compete for resources than men have appropriated 
themselves (Ibid., p., 12) 

 

For Wolf, the beauty myth turns women into the subjects of male dominance 

and makes them the weaker party in the power relations determined by men. 

Therefore, Wolf considers power relations gender-based: the master-slave dialectic 

for Wolf applies to men being the master and women being the slaves. However in 

Palahniuk’s novel, this hierarchical relation seems not to apply. In Invisible 

Monsters, men, too, are shown to be subjected to the beauty myth: before Manus 

begins to use hormones he wears slip swimsuits and enjoys looking at gay 

pornography. Therefore, his gradual development from a macho-looking bisexual 

into a hormone-pumped figure is ironical. Chronologically, Manus is first portrayed 

as a masculine police officer, then a macho-looking bisexual, and lastly a totally 

effeminate figure. Being the only male character in the novel (apart from Shannon’s 

father), Manus is described in terms of virility, both because of his profession and his 

physical appearance. Contemplating Manus’ face, Shannon says “This black hair like 

Manus has, it reminds you how people’s hair is just vestigial for with mousse on it. 

Such a sexy hair dog, Manus is” (Palahniuk, Op. Cit., p. 119). Manus’ hair is 

described as a sign of his masculinity and competence; however, the mousse on his 

hair overweighs the hair itself and stands out as the glamour of his physical 

appearance. Similarly, Shannon describes him “in his commando boots and army 

fatigues” (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 212). In other words, Manus’ physical shape is 

emphasized as a masculine figure. Still, his masculine appearance does not match his 

sexual behaviour: Shannon’s description of his masculine body is already effeminate. 

In one of her memories, in which Evie, Manus and Shannon are sailing together, she 
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says, “We went sailing one time, and he wore a Speedo, and any smart woman 

should know that means bisexual at least” (Ibid., p. 39). This is Shannon’s 

illustration of Manus before the accident and implies her first feeling of discomfort 

about him. Before the accident, when she realizes that Manus has an affair with Evie, 

Shannon starts to describe him as an already emasculated figure:  

 

At home in my apartment I’d have Manus with his magazines. His guy-on-
guy porno magazines he had to buy for his job, he’d say. Over breakfast 
every morning, he’d show me glossy pictures of guys self-sucking. Curled 
up with their elbows hooked behind their knees and craning their necks to 
choke on themselves, each guy would be lost in his own little closed circuit. 
You can bet almost every guy in the world’s tried this. Then Manus would 
tell me, “This is what guys want.” (Ibid., p., 69)  

 

Shannon’s description of the magazines and their reception by Manus is 

significant of the vicious circle the men of the contemporary world are in. Having 

been consumed in the crazed loop of self-exhibition and self-adoration, Manus is the 

representative of the man of today, whose masculinity has become commodified. 

Accordingly, he has been interpellated by the ideology of beauty myth like 

contemporary women; besides, just like Brandy’s mushroom-like hair and Evie’s 

torn wedding gown, Manus’ fantasy of self-consumption through masturbation 

alludes to the apocalyptic vision of contemporary society. His fantasy is ironically 

followed by Shannon’s deliberate attempt to emasculate him, so that his destruction 

will be finalized. By feeding him hormones, Shannon turns Manus into a feminine 

figure, as opposed to his previously described masculine looks. Interestingly, his 

name Manus is changed into Seth and Ellis by Shannon during the process of his 

emasculation. On the road to steal hormones from old people’s rental or on-sale 

houses, Shannon notes that “the conjugated estrogens, the Premarin, the estradiol, the 

ethinyl estradiol, they’ve all found their way into Seth’s diet cola” (Ibid., p. 77) that 

make him develop breasts and take naps in the afternoon. Ironically though, the final 

emasculation of Manus makes him a superheroic figure in Shannon’s eyes:  

 

Seth is silhouetted in the open doorway to the hall. How he looks from my 
bed is the terrific outline of a superhero against the neon green and gray and 
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pink tropical leaves of the hallway paper. His coat, the long black leather 
coat Seth wears, is fitted tight until the waist and then flares from there down 
so in outline you think it’s a cape (Ibid., p. 114). 

 

Manus’ transformation from a masculine and macho-looking man into an 

emasculated superhero is ironic considering the effeminate vocabulary used to depict 

him previously as a policeman. On the contrary, as soon as his body begins to 

change, he is envisioned as a superhero by Shannon. Shannon’s illustration of Manus 

as a superhero shows the inherent irony of disaster genre in Invisible Monsters. 

While all the characters are portrayed as survivors of the contemporary world of 

catastrophes, they are also portrayed as saviours who are ridiculed because of their 

incompetence and bodily figures. Therefore, when Shannon describes Manus as “a 

superhero that I want to crawl into bed and save me” (Ibid., p. 265), she mocks his 

incompetence and vanity by comparing him to a saviour from whom she needs to 

escape rather than follow him. In other words, Manus becomes the mock-saviour of 

the contemporary world: mesmerized by the images of beauty and his own vanity, he 

is unable to find any solution that would change the system of relationships in this 

never restorable order.   

Apart from Manus, Shannon’s brother Shane’s transformation into the 

transvestite Brandy Alexander is illustrative of men’s appeal to look “beautiful”. 

Shannon’s account of Brandy Alexander’s condition does not have a narrative 

aspect; Brandy is rather the oxymoronic embodiment of an amazing disaster. Her 

detailed description of Brandy Alexander also proves that all the elements of the 

setting are part of the disaster itself. Shannon describes Brandy:  

 

Brandy Alexander, the long-stemmed latte queen supreme of the top-drawer 
party girls, Brandy is gushing her insides out through a bullet hole in her 
amazing suit jacket. The suit, it’s this white Bob Mackie knock-off Brandy 
bought in Seattle with a tight hobble skirt that squeezes her ass into the 
perfect big heart shape. You would not believe how much this suit cost. The 
mark-up is about a zillion percent. The suit jacket has a little peplum skirt 
and wide lapels and shoulders. The single-breasted cut is symmetrical except 
for the hole pumping out blood (Ibid., p. 12-3).  
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In her description, Brandy seems to have no human quality; on the contrary, Shannon 

focuses on her outfit rather than her person. This is because Brandy functions as the 

glamour of the catastrophe itself: she is the embodiment of the lapse between 

perfection and destruction. Through Shannon’s description, the ideology of beauty 

myth is ridiculed, so much so that it is invalidated in the novel. In the above extract 

from the first chapter, in which Evie’s house is on fire, Brandy is lying on the floor, 

wounded by Evie’s rifle. Introducing Brandy as a “party girl”, Shannon continues her 

narration with a discussion of the high quality of her jacket. Although Brandy is in a 

desperate condition and the building is burning down, Shannon’s attention is on the 

ruined suit. Here, the second part of the first sentence of the extract is significant: the 

sentence can be schematized as “Brandy is gushing/ her insides out/ through a bullet 

hole/ in her amazing suit jacket” and indicates a direction of movement from the 

inside to the outside. In this sense, the inner Brandy is identified not with her soul or 

character, but the gory scene the shooting causes; whereas the outer her is linked to 

the clothes, rather than the face which is normally expressive of the way one thinks 

and feels. Therefore, Shannon’s description of the situation is concerned with what is 

seen in Brandy, rather than her pain and suffering. Besides, the juxtaposition of the 

inner and outer Brandy is made through the bullet hole. This Evie-made hole is 

significant in the sense that, even in the first chapter, there is an implied analogy 

between Brandy and Evie.  

The hole on Brandy’s body is the symbolic beginning of the story: after she is 

shot, Brandy asks Shannon, “Tell me my life. Tell me how we got here” (Ibid., p. 

19). The reason why the initiator of the story is the bullet hole is that it replaces the 

intrinsic hollowness within Brandy, who bears it, and Shannon, who sees it. In this 

sense, both characters are related with this point to point bond. Not only does this 

bond imply a not-afore-mentioned relationship between Shannon and Brandy, but it 

also proves that both characters suffer from the same lack. Symbolized by the bullet 

hole, this lack is the real absence that neither Shannon nor Brandy can fill in. 

Although both characters are preoccupied with beauty and never satisfied with their 

present physical appearances, their lack is primordial: Shannon can only voice her 

lack after her redemption, when she says,  
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I’m giving you my life to prove to myself I can, I really can love somebody. 
Even when I’m not getting paid, I can give love and happiness and charm. 
You see, I can handle baby food and the not talking and being homeless and 
invisible, but I have to know that I can love somebody. Completely and 
totally, permanently and without hope of reward, just as an act of will, I will 
love somebody (Ibid., p. 295).  

 

Her need for human love and connection is the primary lack that lurks back 

whenever it seems to be fulfilled. Instead, she surrenders to a myth that portrays her 

self as a perfect unity, which is the very function of all ideology in Lacan’s and 

Althusser’s terms. According to Lacan, the individual becomes a subject through the 

symbolic order, which pre-exists the subjects. In this sense, individuals are 

subjectivized through predetermined structural processes. As Eagleton explains it, 

“for Lacan, the ego is just the narcissistic process whereby we bolster up a fictive 

sense of unitary selfhood by finding something in the world we can identify with” 

(Eagleton, 1983: 165). Relating ideology to the process of subjectivization, Althusser 

asserts that ideology is a system of historically and socially determined 

representations. In this sense, Shannon finds solace in this ideology that consolidates 

her self as a seemingly perfect whole. As Althusser maintains, “all ideology has the 

function (which defines it) of ‘constituting’ concrete individuals as subjects” 

(Althusser, 2001: 116). Like Evie, Manus and Brandy, Shannon, too, is preoccupied 

with how she looks rather than who she is; hence, she cannot empathize with other 

characters, who she thinks are as hollow as she is. Understandably then, she portrays 

these characters as mere objects: when she contemplates her indifference to Brandy’s 

wounded body, she says, 

 

Shotgunning anybody in this room would be the moral equivalent of killing 
a car, a vacuum cleaner, a Barbie doll. Erasing a computer disk. Burning a 
book. Probably that goes for killing anybody in the world. We’re all such 
products (Palahniuk, Op. Cit., p. 12).  

 

For Shannon, Brandy is not a person, but a puppet-like object; however, the 

narrator’s choice of objects that she uses for comparison implies her own vanity. 

Shannon thinks a car, a vacuum cleaner, a Barbie doll, a computer disk and a book as 
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similar items, regardless of their different values and functions. Therefore she can 

easily equate killing a Barbie doll to burning a book: unable to historicize and 

contextualize her own existence, Shannon mirrors not only the representations of 

contemporary society, but also her disorientation and aimlessness. Although the 

destruction of a car, a vacuum cleaner, a doll and a computer disk would mean the 

destruction of any product, burning books is historically an act of Repressive State 

Apparatuses in order to silence critical thinking. In this sense, Shannon is so cut-off 

from history that she cannot identify the ideology behind what she deems as 

ordinary. Even though her newly gained consciousness makes her critical of 

consumerism and commodification, she is still bound by the ideology that presents 

every value in terms of images. Still critical of herself, Shannon rationalizes her 

vanity that she is only partially aware of in relation to her profession. For her, posing 

to give the most attractive look has determined her attitude towards people:  

 

Most of my adult life so far has been standing on seamless paper for a raft of 
bucks per hour, wearing clothes and shoes, my hair done and some famous 
fashion photographer telling me how to feel. 
Him yelling, Give me lust, baby. 
Flash. 
Give me malice. 
Flash. 
Give me detached existentialist ennui. 
Flash. 
Give me rampant intellectualism as a coping mechanism. 
Flash. (Ibid., p. 13-4) 

 

“Standing on seamless paper”, Shannon portrays herself in total harmony 

with ideology that offers the subjects perfect illusions of the world. Therefore she 

cannot distinguish the fragmented image of herself before she destroys her face. Yet 

to keep the image of this perfection, the photographer orders her to pose in the way 

he tells her. In accordance with his commands, Shannon poses as if she is naughty, 

miserable or determinate. In other words, her professional life is about pretending as 

if she is some other person, and acting as if she has feelings. Compliant with the 

ideology of the beauty myth, she deems these images more important than her real 

being, which she hopes to discover after leaving Brandy her identity cards. In this 
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sense, Shannon’s narration becomes a double reflection of herself through the 

illustrations of Evie, Manus and Brandy, all of whom are the survivors of the 

consumer society. 

Palahniuk’s novel is abundant with examples demonstrating that the affinities 

between Invisible Monsters and the disaster genre are most evident in its description 

of the settings. In the same way as the luxurious setting of The Towering Inferno 

increases the effect of the disaster and draws further attention to insensible capitalist 

enterprise, Invisible Monsters makes use of the setting for increasing the intensity of 

the disaster by means of its extensive visualization. In the novel, the emblematic 

depiction of a luxurious setting is most aptly illustrated with Evie’s house, in which 

her wedding ceremony will take place. Shannon describes the interior of the house:  

 

Jump to the next day we hit a few houses, a mansion, a couple palaces, and a 
chateau full of drugs. Around three o’clock we meet a realtor in the baronial 
dining room of a West Hills manor house. All around us are caterers and 
florists. The dining room table is spread and heaping with silver and crystal, 
tea sets, samovars, candelabras, stemware. (Ibid., p. 266-7) 

 

In this extract, Shannon narrates her unlawful journey of breaking into 

numerous luxurious houses, which she mentions as “mansion”, “chateau” and 

“palace”. The last house in this chain-robbery is Evie’s house, which the gang of 

three enters unknowingly. The description of the manor in which Evie will get 

married indicates the glamour of the wedding ceremony and Evie’s prospective 

married life. In this way, the juxtaposition of characters and settings in Invisible 

Monsters clearly shows analogies between the seeming catastrophes and the position 

of the characters against them. The above extract from the novel continues with the 

introduction of Evie’s mother as a realtor to sell the manor, who reveals the secret 

that Evie had a transgender operation. Equally interestingly, in the narrative 

organization of the novel Shannon’s description of Evie’s wedding setting follows 

her reminiscing of the period Evie and Shannon were modeling. Following 

Shannon’s recollection of the fashion shoots in “a junkyard, in a slaughterhouse, in a 

mortuary” (Ibid., p. 266), the description of Evie’s house also points at the absurdity 

of the glamour that is inherently rotten. Described in the first chapter as a perfectly 
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designed setting, and detailed here with its various ornaments, the house is typical of 

the luxurious settings in disaster films just before the disaster breaks out.  

On the other hand, the narrative of Invisible Monsters differs greatly from the 

conventional disaster narrative in the organization of its plot. The disaster scene 

which is situated at the beginning of the novel, and which gives the appearance of 

being the ultimate catastrophe is just a consequence of the primordial disasters the 

characters have been through. Considered in terms of the disaster genre’s discursive 

codes, the characters in the novel can be viewed as having rebelled against God for 

their sexual preferences. However, the real disaster Palahniuk points his finger at 

proves to be a psychological one, although his narrator believes it is the fire accident 

she causes. Thus, the disaster in Invisible Monsters is itself fictitious; it builds on a 

narrative that the narrator re-writes to redeem her soul by means of self-deception 

and self-torment. The chronologically reversed narrative is tricky in this sense: 

although the disaster scene in the first chapter implies that the ultimate disaster is 

narrated in the beginning, the underlying disasters later betray themselves in the 

narrative. In this sense, the narrative not only cancels out the question “what will 

happen next?” but also invalidates the question “who will survive?” The first chapter 

ends with Brandy Alexander’s demand: 

 

Poor sad Brandy on her back, Brandy touches the hole pouring her life out 
onto the marble floor and says, “Please. Tell me my life. Tell me how we got 
here.” 
So me, I’m here eating smoke just to document this Brandy Alexander 
moment. (Ibid., p. 19) 

 

As this extract shows neither Brandy nor Shannon is seeking for survival. The 

treatment of disaster in the narrative blocks any hope for a saviour figure and turns to 

be an apocalyptic reflection on what prepares the disaster. Constituting another 

generic diversion from disaster films, the protagonist of Invisible Monsters is an 

utterly ineffective figure, a loser, a creator of disasters rather than one who can avoid 

them. Yet the classical disaster narrative includes a saviour model, almost like a 

prophet that guides his flock through atrocities by creating miracles. For example, in 

The Towering Inferno, the fire chief and the architect guide the guests in the Glass 
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Tower to rescue them from the disaster. Both men have distinctive qualities to 

succeed in rescuing them: the architect represents the theoretical means of survival 

because he knows the plan of the building, whereas the fire chief signifies the 

practical aspect of the rescue efforts. Ryan and Kellner comment: 

 

As a solution, [The Towering] Inferno, like Airport, proposes an alliance 
between a lower middle class hero, a fireman (Steve McQueen), and an 
architect (Paul Newman) who is a member of the professional managerial 
class, that group of corporate executives whose power became increasingly 
solidified during this era. Throughout the rescue attempt, they exchange 
meaningful glances which establish their bond. In the end, they promise to 
discuss ways to prevent future disasters. The film thus suggests that the 
worst evils of the system can be cleaned up by heroic male authority figures. 
And, like professional managers, the new corporate executive class, not 
traditional economic elites, are the rightful leaders of society (Ryan and 
Kellner, 1990: 55). 

 

Within that context, Invisible Monsters opposes the profile of the typical 

protagonist of disaster genre. Shannon McFarlane loses her expertise to be a model 

after the accident. In fact her expertise in modelling is nothing more than a 

knowledge of make-up and fashion. Unlike the architect and the fire chief in The 

Towering Inferno, she lacks the initiative to act as an individual for the good of the 

community. On the contrary, she is by profession a sheer object to be looked at. 

While she claims that the people around her are not real characters (Palahniuk, Op. 

Cit., p. 11-12), her identity is also constructed through the objective of the camera 

eye. Being a model, she lives a life in which she is a representation of herself, or her 

mere copy. Shannon narrates her moments in the emergency room right after the so-

called accident: 

 

The attending nurse spent ten minutes cutting my dress off with those tiny 
operating room manicure scissors. The cutting, I remember. It was my cotton 
crepe sundress from Espre. I remember that when I ordered this dress from 
the catalogue I almost ordered two, they’re so comfortable, loose with breeze 
trying to get inside the arm holes and lift the hem up around your waist. 
Then you’d sweat if there wasn’t a breeze, and the cotton crepe struck on 
you like eleven herbs and spices, only on you the dress was almost 
transparent. You’d walk onto a patio, it was a great feeling, a million 
spotlights picking you out of the crowd, or walk into a restaurant when 
outside it was ninety degrees, and everyone would turn and look as if you’d 
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just been awarded some major distinguished award for a major lifetime 
achievement (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 36).  

 

The above extract does not only show that Shannon’s expertise is on how to 

be more attractive and how to dress and act in society. As a narrator she has an ironic 

tone that comes from a split between her image and her self. Because the story is 

twice told, in other words, as the narrative is almost a complete flashback, Shannon’s 

discourse is re-filtered through not expertise, but experience. By narrating the past to 

Brandy Alexander, she becomes an observer of her own image. The tone itself 

becomes a flash-forward that signals the direction of Shannon’s redemption. 

In contrast to the heroic examples from disaster films, the protagonist in 

Invisible Monsters not only prepares her own disaster, but also creates others and 

suffers from the result of each one. As a character, the narrator’s name is only 

mentioned in the proceeding chapters of the novel as a minor detail; in this sense she 

is unable to assert her heroism. From the beginning, Shannon is presented as the 

victim of an accident in which she is shot by a careless shooter on the highway that 

devastates her entire face. The protagonist, once a model, cannot return to her job 

and more importantly in the narrative, she cannot represent the beauty myth 

anymore. Yet the greatest disaster is her denial of her self-destruction. What has been 

narrated as an accident turns out to be the protagonist’s effort to kill herself, that 

results in her being expelled from the beauty myth. Her ways of handling the 

disasters in her life show that she is an anti-hero: she can neither overcome these 

disasters nor decipher them. 

The narrative of Invisible Monsters does not present the reader the means of 

survival. Although the narrator tries to overcome the results of her disastrous 

accident by forcing Brandy Alexander to join her, her effort sums up to neither a 

redemption nor a remedy. Instead, joining Brandy Alexander is another disaster. The 

verisimilitude between Brandy Alexander’s group to the Manson Family16 is evident 

                                                
16 The Manson Family was a cult-like group that emerged in San Francisco in 1967. Led by Charles 
Manson, the group was held responsible for the murders of Shannon Tate (the pregnant wife of 
Roman Polanski), Leno LaBianca and many other people. The Manson Family was supposed to kill 
these people by taking instruction from Charles Manson. They used to live as a commune. After the 
Tate murder, group members were captured and arrested. Five of them were convicted with death 
penalty, which was then reduced to life imprisonment.  
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throughout the novel. Shannon and Manus are led by Brandy, who changes their 

identities wherever they go. They act as buyers and thus enter luxurious houses of 

elderly people to steal their hormone pills for Brandy. Shannon names the life before 

she meets Brandy as “B.B.” (Ibid., p. 109) or “before Brandy” (Palahniuk, Loc. Cit.) 

and calls her “queen supreme” (Ibid., p. 26), “the thin and eternal goddess” (Ibid., p. 

61) and “Princess Brandy Alexander” (Ibid., p. 26). She also imagines her as a 

magician when she says “Brandy chucks a handful of shimmering nothing into the 

air above my head, and the speech therapist office around me turns gold” (Ibid., p. 

106). She is, according to Shannon “…a cult all by herself” (Ibid., p. 107). It is not 

only Shannon that holds Brandy Alexander as a “supreme being”; Manus says that 

“The Princess B.A.17 is God” (Ibid., p. 83). Furthermore, the concept of family is 

underlined throughout the novel with examples from Shannon’s family. Shannon’s 

account of her family proves that her family is not a solace for her. On the contrary, 

she willingly seems to be a part of Brandy’s group. The group resembles a family: 

they rent a family van after Las Vegas (Ibid., p. 235), Brandy presents Shannon and 

Manus as brother and sister in fake identities, and Brandy is Shannon’s “instant royal 

family” (Ibid., p. 57). In other words, Brandy’s group substitutes for the undesirable 

MacFarlane Family. It conversely works as a gang that is responsible for theft, 

smuggling and arson. Similarly, Charles Manson18’s criminal group is called 

“Manson Family”. The theme of cults recurs also in the two other novels by 

Palahniuk, Survivor and Fight Club. 

The characterization in Invisible Monsters does not include a psychological 

insight as opposed to the narrative scheme of disaster films. The character details 

only focus on what is superficial and visible: As Shannon reflects in the first chapter, 

“Not that anybody in this drama is a real person, either.” (Ibid., p. 11-12) The wide 

casts in disaster films are also negated in Invisible Monsters. The narrative is limited 

to a few characters, namely the protagonist Shannon, her brother-come-transvestite 

Brandy Alexander (Shane), the protagonist’s ex-lover Manus, and her model friend 

                                                
17 B.A. is the abbreviation of Brandy Alexander. 
18 Charles Manson is a famous American criminal, who was leading the Manson Family. Found guilty 
of the murders Manson Family committed, he has been imprisoned since 1971. He has been a popular 
figure with his lifestyle, composing and apocalyptic ideas that a disaster was coming and the Family 
was an elect group to save the ones who deserved to live. 
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Evie Cottrell. The significance and function of the generic wide cast are similarly 

negated in this novel, that is, the narrative does not help elaborate on 

characterization. Rather, it gives superfluous details on the characters who look like 

puppets instead of human beings. The limited number of characters implies that the 

characters cannot adequately represent American society, thus fall short of fulfilling 

their microcosmic function. However, insofar as the wide casts in disaster films are 

concerned, this is another point of diversion. To put it differently, these characters 

indeed make up a microcosm; but its nature is of marginality and extremity, that is, 

American society in Invisible Monsters is portrayed not as a totality whose individual 

parts function in harmony as divided labour, but as a jigsaw puzzle whose parts are 

missing and misplaced. Therefore, the fact that there are mainly four characters in the 

novel proves that the depicted American microcosm is itself a critique of American 

society. Not only is none of these characters who or what he or she seems to be, but 

they are also far removed from their original identities, and have re-fashioned 

subjectivities. Besides recalling the historical construction of the American identity 

itself, the extent of marginality and extremity concerning the characters in the novel 

casts a critical light on contemporary American society in the grips of consumerism 

and commodification turning its members into dysfunctional soulless automatons or 

monsters.  

The extreme and absurd glamour of the characters’ images ironically relates 

to the word “monster”. Although Shannon defines herself as an “invisible monster”, 

the title of the novel extends this definition to further include Brandy, Evie and 

Manus. Yet the narrator’s cynical tone for monstrosity does not point out to the 

ambivalence and indecisiveness of the other characters’ sexual behaviours; on the 

contrary, Shannon criticises these characters for their obsession with beauty. In this 

respect, Shannon’s sense of monstrosity clearly equals to the beauty myth: it is the 

beauty myth that transforms monstrosity into beauty and vice versa, and imposes it 

as appropriate. Shannon says:  

 

I was tired of staying a lower life form just because of my looks. Trading on 
them. Cheating. Never getting any attention and recognition anyway. 
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Trapped in a beauty ghetto is how I felt. Stereotyped. Robbed of my 
motivation. (Ibid., p. 286).    

 

The word “monster” changes its signification in the course of the narrative. It 

first appears in a supermarket where a child calls Shannon a monster (Ibid., p. 55), 

and then becomes a noun to describe Shane’s appearance after the hairspray 

explosion (Ibid., p. 150). Shannon calls herself “an invisible monster” when she 

resents her separation from Manus (Ibid., p. 198). The narrative works as a 

Bildungsroman that reflects Shannon’s gradual maturity against the beauty myth; in 

the course of the novel, she is reconciled with what is called as being an “invisible 

monster”. Even if her discourse does not deem monstrosity as a desirable situation, 

as a reflector-narrator, her consciousness also shows that she holds all the glamour 

around her to be monstrous and disastrous.  

  All the seeming disasters in Shannon’s life are only distractions from the 

ultimate disaster: what is out of focus helps the protagonist to identify her own 

catastrophe. Yet she is not at all a hero that finds a solution to her own disasters. The 

only solution she can offer is a self-sacrificing redemption that leaves Shane/Brandy 

to be the new centre of attention, an act which subverts the beauty myth. Given that 

Shannon’s withdrawal from the beauty myth leaves Evie and Brandy to be the only 

beautiful characters in the novel, and Evie and Brandy are originally male but 

portrayed as “beautiful”, the constructed and superficial quality of beauty is 

highlighted against beauty as an essentially female quality.  

To overcome the beauty myth, Brandy tells Shannon that “when you realize 

the story you’re telling is just words, when you can just crumble it up and throw your 

past in the trashcan […] then we’ll figure out who you’re going to be” (Ibid., p. 61) 

Similarly, Shannon decides to have “a new story” (Ibid., p. 296) at the end of the 

narrative, when she leaves her identity to Brandy. The “new story” here is suggestive 

of the establishment of the Christian order after the defeat of Satan and the ultimate 

purification of the Christian folk. Since Shannon and Shane have deliberately 

destroyed their physical appearances in order to exclude themselves from the beauty 

myth, this biblical allegory equates the myth to the Anti-Christ, who seduces people 

and marks the seduced with the number of 666. Therefore, both of these statements 
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are messages to spread to American society that individualism and consumerism are 

contemporary manifestations of the Apocalypse. In this respect, the names of both 

characters are significant: Brandy’s real name is Shane, the Irish form of John. Being 

one of the apostles, John’s narrative in the New Testament is known as the 

description of the Apocalypse. In Invisible Monsters, Shane’s function resembles 

John’s, the chosen one who experiences the end of the world and is assigned to 

spread the godly message. Having been raped by a policeman, affected by a sexually 

transmitted disease, expelled from the family because he was gay, and presented as if 

he was deliberately wounded by his sister, Shane goes through a metamorphosis to 

become Brandy Alexander to spread a single message: one should erase one’s past to 

set up a better one. Shannon is also a derivative of the same name. Therefore 

Shannon’s narration as well as Brandy’s function in the narrative is to record and 

then tell about the current state of the Apocalypse, rather than being saviour figures 

to get out of it.  

Both assertions above do not only stand as an alternative to overcome the 

beauty myth, but also offer a new conception of life and subjectivity. In Althusser’s 

terms, subject both means “a free subjectivity, a centre of initiatives, author of and 

responsible for its actions” (Althusser, 2001: 123) and a “subjected being, who 

submits to a higher authority, and is therefore stripped of all freedom except that of 

freely accepting his submission” (Althusser, Loc. Cit.). Therefore Althusser 

concludes that subjectivity is an ideological illusion, and ideology interpellates all 

subjects as free individuals. In this sense, Shannon’s decision to retreat from being 

the centre of attention to be “invisible” is a repudiation of the dominant ideology of 

the beauty myth. Although Brandy will replace Shannon as an individual “who freely 

accepts his submission”, she is conscious of the constructed and pre-determined 

nature of the notion of identity. In this sense, the novel is critical of the concept of 

individualism and subjectivity. In other words, Palahniuk envisions the Apocalypse 

in contemporary American society as consumerism and individualism. Shannon’s 

displacement from the centre to the periphery is equally evident in the narrative 

violation of Invisible Monsters. Throughout the novel, central issues are deliberately 

avoided by means of narrative distractions explicated by Genette. These violations of 
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given information not only relate the thematic structure to the narrative, but also 

structurally help to subvert the generic specifications of disaster narratives.  

Invisible Monsters further disrupts the generic structure of disaster movies in 

terms of narrative linearity. As far as narrative linearity is concerned, the generic 

specifications of disaster movies require a chronological set of events that portrays 

what happens before, during and after the disaster. The narrative almost never lets 

analepsis19: the only possible flashback can be a reference to how a certain 

engineering mistake had been made while constructing the building, ship, plane, etc. 

Conversely, numerous prolepses20 are observable: in any disaster film, there are 

various references for future developments, such as moving to countryside (e.g. The 

Towering Inferno), or simply bearing hope to be saved. A sense of linearity is again 

predominant as characters search and find the ways to escape. Therefore the narrative 

structure implies a to-be-restored order, a hope for survival, and belief in strong 

leadership.  

The sense of linearity in disaster films is also established through the 

construction of settings. The survivors are trapped in an enclosed space, whose exit 

requires the discovery of the true path. In disaster movies, this sense of enclosed 

space is recreated not only in theory, but also in practice: survivors are expected to 

escape from a confined place, be it a tower, a ship or an airplane. Even if the disaster 

is a natural one and hits an open space, survivors try to get out of the region (e.g. the 

epicentre). Yet the sense of linearity functions as an overcoming of closure, because 

it leads the narrative to the order restored. The narrative of Invisible Monsters 

reflects a similar confinement; however, Invisible Monsters does not offer a similar 

sense of perspective. Conversely, the narrative of Invisible Monsters takes 

“sidesteps” (Genette, 1980: 52) in Genette’s terms, and does not intend to reach a 

restored order. In the form of paralepsis and paralipsis, these sidesteps in the novel 

are intentional to manipulate the generic features of disaster films: first of all, the 

effect they produce in the narrative diminishes the hope for a to-be-restored order 

and ideal leadership, because they function as deviations from the narrative linearity 

                                                
19 Analepsis is a narratological term related to temporal order in narrative, and can be used in 
exchange with “flashback”. That is, it denotes an earlier event in a narrative. 
20 Prolepsis is also related to temporal order, but contrary to analepsis, it points out a future event in a 
narrative.  
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that signals the related concepts. Secondly, having set up an enclosed narrative 

structure, the intended American microcosm is re-created so as to form a community 

of extreme personalities, as can be observed in the characterization of the novel. In 

Invisible Monsters, the fact that there is an intended core meaning and some 

information is deliberately left aside creates a spatial sense; to elaborate the analogy, 

if disaster films create a space similar to a corridor, Invisible Monsters creates a 

space with sideways, closed doors and fake stairs that reach out to nowhere. In 

Towards a Postmodern Theory of Narrative, Andrew Gibson discusses the imaginary 

of critical thinking, and proposes that the narratological imaginary is different from 

scientific or philosophical imaginary in the sense that 

 

Thought about narrative has traditionally concerned itself with two distinct 
kinds of space. The connection between them is profoundly ideological. On 
the one hand, there is a space of representation. This is understood as the 
space of the real, the homogenous space of the world. On the other hand, 
there is the space of the model or describable form. In this second 
dimension, the narratological imaginary has been haunted by something like 
the reverse of poetic intuition, by dreams of the geometric. (Gibson, 1996: 3)  

  

As Gibson maintains, the spatial metaphor of narratology identifies and 

establishes the formal clarity of the narrative text. Therefore it produces a 

geometrical sense of narrative that feeds the imagination of a totalized space, and 

thus aims at deriving meanings out of narrative regularities. To put it differently, for 

Gibson, narrative theory establishes “the space of the text as a unitary, homogenous 

space, determined by and organized within a given set of constants” (Ibid., p. 7), and 

thus keeps distant from ambiguities and variations. In other words, any device that 

stands out against the clarity and geometrical perfection of narrative is a narrative 

alteration that disturbs the idealised linearity. Therefore, insofar as the two Genettean 

terms are concerned, if structural narratology is the geometrics of literary theory, 

paralepsis (and paralipsis) stands in the threshold of objective meaning. For the 

function of paralepsis (and paralipsis) is to reflect the subjective meaning; and both 

terms are thus symptomatic of the ideological construction of the text. In the 

Derridean sense, meaning is not on the object of expression, it is rather around it. As 

Derrida maintains in “Force and Signification”, “it is the determination of the work 
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as the disguising of its origin. But the origin is possible and conceivable only in 

disguise” (Derrida, 2002: 8). Therefore, in Derrida’s terms, the point of origin is a 

misguiding means of identifying the objective meaning. In fact, Derrida compares 

the very act of searching for the objective meaning to theology. The sense of 

theological closure, or in other words “the Apocalypse”, is evident in the raison 

d’être of disaster films. Based on the conflict between man and Nature, or man and 

God, the disaster in disaster films is the ultimate godly punishment upon mankind 

who rebels against him by challenging his power to create. Taking its cue from the 

biblical apocalyptic examples like Noah’s Ark, the Tower of Babel and “Revelation”, 

disaster films portray a world in which man-made, that is, culturally constructed 

objects are destroyed and thus purified by God so that the environment can be 

returned to its previous condition. The apocalyptical punishment is recreated in 

disaster films as the catastrophe, and those who can infer a meaning from the godly 

message and submit to the saviour are delivered from the disaster.  

Conversely, the sense of Apocalypse in Invisible Monsters does not offer any 

redemption. Although the disaster genre leads a way out of the end of the world, 

Invisible Monsters depicts a world in which life is itself apocalyptic. As the narrative 

does not focus on a particular resolution, the text is abundant with analepses and 

prolepses, meaning that there is no sense of chronology. In this respect, temporal 

linearity is defied. In addition to temporal disorder, Invisible Monsters proves this 

sense of ambiguous focus by means of the level of information the narrative shares. 

With a narratological insight, the level of information is related to the narrator’s 

consciousness. That is, a literary work is a territory in which the narrator uses one’s 

consciousness to divert the linear progression by means of suppressing the 

information one has, or entering into the other’s consciousness to reveal what one 

cannot be informed about. These narrative alterations, namely paralipsis and 

paralepsis constitute the ideological facet in Invisible Monsters. In other words, the 

novel shifts the otherwise linear focus by using paralepsis and paralipsis.  

 This manipulative use of information is an example of narrative “sidesteps” 

(Genette, 1980: 52). In this sense, paralipsis and paralepsis are geometrical terms. If 

paralepsis is the other rooms around the corridor, paralipsis denotes to the locked 

doors that the narrator does not let the reader get in. The effect is evident in the 
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Greek prefix, “para-“. As the prefix means “around”, both paralepsis and paralipsis 

indicate an escape from the focus. But while paralepsis denotes to an out-of-focus 

information, paralipsis points out to the information’s deliberate absence. This very 

absence is what is lacking in disaster films: In disaster genre there is literally no 

suspense; all information is introduced at the very beginning, as the manifestation of 

the catastrophe. Taking the question “who will survive” instead of “what will happen 

next” as the primary motive, disaster films do not create a sense of amusement 

through suspense. For example, in Poseidon Adventure, the disaster happens at the 

very beginning of the narrative; the rest of the narrative centers on the survivors and 

their ways to escape. In this respect, there is not any information to conceal, since all 

information has been given beforehand. Consequently, the linear narrative of disaster 

genre does not give way to any violation like paralepsis or paralipsis.   

 Insofar as the lack of paralipsis in disaster films is taken into account, it can 

be suggested that Chuck Palahniuk also violates the genre in his narrative with his 

use of paralipsis. In Invisible Monsters, as the disasters occur, the narrator 

deliberately hides certain information which is among the possible causes of the 

catastrophe. Yet, she even hides the fact that she is hiding certain facts. As an 

example, Shannon says, 

 

Jump to me being Daisy St. Patience the first day Brandy and I sat together. 
The day of the frozen turkey after the whole summer I waited for somebody 
to ask me what happened to my face, and I told Brandy everything. 
(Palahniuk, Op. Cit., p. 173) 
 

Shannon claims that she told everything to Brandy Alexander. Yet the “everything” 

she mentions is a limited version of the truth. At the hospital, she tells Brandy about 

her fabricated accident. At that point in the narrative neither the reader nor Brandy 

knows about the truth behind Shannon’s disrupted face. And it remains to be the only 

secret Brandy does not know until the end, when Shannon tells the truth upon her 

request: 

 

The Truth Is I Shot Myself In The Face. 
[…] “You shot your own face off?”  
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I nod. 
“That,” says Brandy, “that I didn’t know.” (Ibid., p. 282-3) 

 

Since it is evident that Shannon has not told Brandy about the real cause of 

her hospitalization, the word “everything” in Shannon’s statement becomes a tricky 

word that mischievously substitutes the real. In a sense, Palahniuk’s use of paralipsis 

functions as an ideological apparatus that hampers the perception of the real. 

Although disaster films present the catastrophe in every detail and thus avoid 

suspense, Palahniuk’s use of paralipsis rests on the narrator’s discordance: as 

Shannon is not a reliable narrator, her statements are expected to be fabricated. 

Therefore, her word choice in using “everything” further raises questions of its 

content and limits. In other words, a word choice that would otherwise be conclusive 

causes uncertainty on its own right.  

A similar example would be Shannon’s statements that her brother was gay 

and died of AIDS. When she introduces her life as a painful story, she says, “Jump to 

my big brother being all miserable and dead from the big plague of AIDS.” (Ibid., p. 

21). However, her brother Shane was raped by Manus, got gonorrhea from him and 

was expelled from the family afterwards. Acknowledging these facts, Shannon 

fabricates a new story. After Shane’s disappearance his family received a phone call 

informing them that he died of AIDS. Feeling no need to confirm this information, 

Shannon’s parents begin to act as if they are proud of Shane’s homosexuality. 

Therefore, Shannon knows the fact but continues to pretend that her brother is dead: 

During a commercial shooting, Shannon and Evie have a conversation: 

 

Evie would go close-up on me and say, “So where’s he now, your brother, 
do you even know?” 
“Dead,” I’d say, and I’d turn to address the audience. “Dead of AIDS.” 
And Evie says, “How sure are you?” (Ibid., p., 73) 

 

Although Shannon’s statement here is coherent with her previous statements 

and is backed up with her family’s point of view, Evie’s final question, “How sure 

are you?” gives rise to the question whether Shane is still alive. Hence, Shannon’s 

narrative discordance and Evie’s questioning create suspense. Yet Evie hides the 
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information she has on Shane, and Shannon still pretends he died of AIDS, without 

ever referring to his sexual abuse and gonorrhea. Therefore, when she is revealed the 

fact that Brandy Alexander is Shane, the Rhea Sisters adopted him after he was 

expelled from the family, and deceived his parents with a phone call, Shannon is not 

surprised to hear that he never had AIDS. On the contrary, her response has an 

ironical tone: “My brother I hate is come back from the dead. Shane’s being dead 

was just too good to be true” (Ibid., p. 179). Here, her expression is puzzling in that it 

is not clear whether she already knew Shane was alive. Therefore, when Brandy tells 

her about her past family life, Shannon proves that she is aware of his gonorrhea: 

 

“[…] Gonorrhea,” she says. “That little tiny gonococcus bug. I was sixteen 
years old and had the clap. My folks did not deal with it well.” 
No. No, they didn’t (Ibid., p. 189). 

 

This dialogue proves that Shannon is aware of Shane’s gonorrhea and the 

obscurity of his supposed death; yet until she narrates the function of the Rhea 

Sisters in Shane’s life, she pretends as if she is unaware of this situation. Therefore, 

the suspense in Shane’s obscure life has been produced through Shannon’s 

discordance, and the obscurity in the level of information Shannon, Evie and Brandy 

have. As a result, when Shannon finally tells Brandy the whole truth, she says, “You 

Got Gonorrhea From A Special Vice Operative And Your Family Threw You Out” 

(Ibid., p. 281), upon which Brandy answers: ““Honey,” Brandy says, “Shannon, 

sweetness, I knew all that. It was Miss Evie’s doing. She told me about you being in 

the hospital. About your accident”” (Ibid., p. 282). Shannon’s and Brandy’s final 

statements show that all the three related characters fully know about the facts, but 

Shannon’s narration and the other two characters’ dialogues with Shannon 

deliberately suppress the truth through the ambiguity of their levels of information. 

In this sense, similar to the example above, the suspense in the novel is established 

through the narrator’s manipulation of facts, and the unreliability and obscurity of 

information resources. 

In Invisible Monsters, paralipsis has another function: when the hidden 

information is finally revealed, it becomes meaningless and dysfunctional to decipher 
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the mystery. This function can be observed in the implied incestuous relationship 

between Brandy and her father. When Brandy tells Shannon of her past family life, 

she implies that her homosexuality is rooted in her sexual abuse by her father. As she 

begins to tell what happened, Shannon’s narration seems to confirm it. At that point, 

both characters narrate their own stories which coincide on the surface. Yet, as the 

stories are narrated in a chronological sequence, the way they will end creates 

suspense. Brandy begins:  

 

Some nights, Brandy says, her father used to creep into her room while she 
was asleep. 
I don’t want to hear this. Brandy’s diet of Provera and Darvon has side-
effected her with this kind of emotional bulimia where she can’t keep down 
any nasty secret. I smooth my veils over my ears. Thank you for not sharing. 
“My father used to sit on my bed some nights,” she says, “and wake me up.” 
Our father. (Ibid., p. 246-7) 

 

The way the memory is narrated in the above extract is easily associated with 

familiar cases of domestic abuse, thus helps to confirm Brandy’s sexual abuse by her 

father, which Shannon insists on keeping as a secret. In addition, Brandy’s possible 

emotional breakdown because of hormone pills can be seen as a confirmation of a 

childhood trauma. However, Brandy’s story does not end at that point. After an 

ellipsis in which Brandy gets dressed, the story continues, incorporating Shannon to 

what had happened. In the course of the narrative, the reader finds out that the 

situation is not about incest: it is only an illegal deed by the father and his two 

children. In other words, far from being a sexual affair which Shannon is ignorant of, 

the problem with the father is his obsessive ambition for easy money which Shannon 

is fully aware of. Shannon narrates:   

 

Jump to at night, Brandy’s father, he used to say, hurry. Get dressed. Wake 
your sister.  
Me. 
Get your coats and get in the back of the truck, he’d say. (Ibid., p. 247-8) 

 

Continuing with the narration of the children’s journey at the back of the 

truck, the extract above proves Shannon’s part in the event, yet still does not offer a 
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clear acknowledgement or denial about the supposed incest. On the contrary, 

Shannon’s story is followed by Brandy’s, which shifts the narrative to an issue 

pertaining to the real cause of Brandy’s sexual history. In this part of the narrative, 

Brandy tells Shannon about her being a victim of sexual abuse. However, the use of 

paralipsis still withholds some facts about what happened in the truck. Brandy 

continues:  

 

“There was an accident when I was fifteen, and at the hospital, the police 
accused my father of abusing me. It just went on and on. I couldn’t tell them 
anything because there was nothing to tell.” (Ibid., p. 248-9)    

 

Brandy’s hesitation to confirm her father’s abuse when she says “there was nothing 

to tell” implies that his accusation by the police had been right. However, parallel to 

her story, Shannon’s narrative continues, creating a dramatic suspense of what 

actually happened in the truck. Vividly describing where they had arrived, Shannon 

means to explain that they were in a dump yard; yet she does not give details of the 

reason why their father brought them to that place. Shannon’s description is followed 

by Brandy’s narration, which extends the information about the case of her father’s 

sexual abuse. After numerous investigations and therapies, Brandy’s life returns to 

normal until she meets a police officer. She narrates:  

 

“Then one basketball practice, I’m getting out of gym and a man comes up. 
He’s with the police, he says, and this is a confidential follow-up interview.” 
[…] 
“This guy,” Brandy says, “he asks me to get in his car, to talk, just to talk, 
and he asks if I have anything I’d like to say that maybe I was too afraid to 
tell any of the child service people.” 
“This guy, this detective, I tell him, ‘No,’ and he says, ‘Good.’ He says he 
likes a kid who can keep a secret.” (Ibid., p. 250-1)  

 

Brandy’s narration here does not overtly prove her father’s innocence, yet apparently 

shifts the focus of attention to the anonymous police officer that mischievously 

approaches Brandy. Yet this shift is decisive in that, only after the emergence of this 

police officer in Brandy’s narrative can Shannon explain the whole truth about their 
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journey at the back of the truck. The denouement of Shannon’s narration of the 

journey finally exposes the reality behind the chain paralipsis. Shannon narrates:   

 

At a train wreck you could pick up pencils two thousand at a time. Light 
bulbs still perfect and not rattling inside. Key blanks by the hundreds. The 
pickup truck could only hold so much, and by then other trucks would be 
arrived with people shoveling grain into car backseats and people watching 
us with our piles of too much as we decided what we needed more, the ten 
thousand shoelaces or one thousand jar of celery salt. The five hundred fan 
belts all one size we didn’t need but could re-sell, or the double-A batteries. 
The case of shortening we couldn’t use up before it went rancid or the three 
hundred cans of hairspray. (Ibid., p. 251) 
 

As the truth that Brandy’s father did not aim at rape or incest is revealed in this 

extract, the reason for the truck ride to an unknown destination is also explained. 

Shannon’s narration shows that the father collects broken and abandoned goods 

around a train wreck to sell them for a cheaper price. Because what they do is illegal, 

they need to be quick and avoid the police; therefore, the father takes his children 

with him for help. Although Shannon’s final statement clears her father off the 

implied incest, the suspense regarding this issue unexpectedly continues. Brandy 

goes on to narrate her story with the police officer:  

 

“This police guy […] puts his hand on me, right up the leg of my shorts, and 
he says we don’t have to re-open the case. We don’t have to cause my family 
any more problems.” Brandy says, “This detective says the police want to 
arrest my father for suspicion. He can stop them, he says. He says, it’s all up 
to me.” 
[…] 
“This police guy […] he was young, twenty-one or twenty-two. He wasn’t 
some dirty old man. It wasn’t horrible,” she says, “but it wasn’t love.” (Ibid., 
p. 251-2) 

 

One by one, the preceding extracts have proved Brandy’s father innocent of incest; 

besides, the real agent of Brandy’s abuse has been revealed as a police officer. 

Therefore it can be supposed that the combination of Shannon’s and Brandy’s stories 

has reached a resolution. However, at this point the suspense in the father’s implied 

accusation and the mysterious journey in the truck become irrelevant and redundant 
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pieces of information. On the contrary, Brandy’s confession about the police officer, 

however overt it is, generates further meanings: similar to filmic montage, the 

confession that relates a police officer to Brandy’s sexual abuse precedes the instance 

in which Shannon recalls how she met Manus, who was a police officer then. 

Shannon narrates:  

 

How I met Manus was when I was eighteen a great-looking guy came to the 
door of my parents’ house and asked, did we ever hear back from my brother 
after he ran away?  
The guy was a little older, but not out of the ballpark. Twenty-five, tops. […] 
The only thing else I noticed was he didn’t wear a wedding ring.  He said, 
“You know, you look a lot like your brother.” He had a glorious smile and 
said, “What’s your name?” (Ibid., p. 252-3)  

 

  This extract shows that although no overt connection is made between Manus 

and his sexual abuse of Brandy, the text silently voices the implied relation through 

Manus’ age and his words about Shane.  

The dialectic between overt and covert meanings in literature has been subject 

to Marxist literary theory, especially to its Althusserian strand. In A Theory of 

Literary Production, Pierre Macherey elaborates on the concept by means of the 

“silence” metaphor. As, for Macherey, the important piece of information in a 

literary work is “what it does not say” (Macherey, 1978: 87), paralipsis becomes an 

apparatus to highlight certain information by its mere absence. Although not 

referring to paralipsis directly, Macherey proposes an analytic method that helps to 

identify the “other things which must not be said” (Ibid., p. 85), or the silences of the 

narrative so that one can sketch out the ideological construction the text offers. 

Therefore, what Shannon does not say in her specific part of narration in Invisible 

Monsters shows, through her consciousness, the interpellative strategies of 

consumerism. As ideology does not reveal itself as ideological in Althusser’s terms, 

Shannon’s narrative conceals the very fact that she has become a subject through the 

accident in which she victimizes herself, her desperate relationship with Manus, and 

her misconception of her family members. All of these failures in her life make her a 

subject of catastrophes that are actually of her own imagination. In turn, she 

remembers the days when she felt like a powerful hero of a glamorous world in 
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which she was physically admired. Therefore, the concealment of the truth in her 

narrative is proof for her part in the consumer society, which hails her to carry on her 

seeming disasters so that she does not become involved in an ideological criticism.   

In contrast to the various paralipses, the only paralepsis in Invisible Monsters 

is the part in which Shannon goes to the Rhea Sisters’ hotel room to take Brandy 

Alexander with her. There, she has a conversation with one of the sisters, Pie Rhea. 

In this dialogue, Pie Rhea refuses to let Brandy go with Shannon, and claims that the 

sisters are the only family Brandy needs. 

 

Putting her cigarette everywhere but in her mouth, Pie Rhea says, “The 
queen just does not need your problems, not tonight.” She says, “We’re all 
the family the top girl needs.” 
On the stereo is a picture in a silver frame of a girl, beautiful in front of 
seamless paper, smiling into an unseen camera, an invisible photographer 
telling her: 
Give me passion. 
Flash. 
Give me joy. 
Flash. 
Give me youth and energy and innocence and beauty. 
Flash. 
“Brandy’s first family, her birth family, didn’t want her, so we adopted her,” 
says Die Rhea. Pointing her long finger at the picture smiling on the blonde 
stereo, Die Rhea says, “Her birth family thinks she’s dead.” (Ibid., p. 175-6) 

 

This extract reveals one of the crucial pieces of information in the narrative. The 

framed picture is one of Shannon’s photographs; yet because her face is disrupted, 

the Rhea Sisters cannot understand it is Shannon. Being the narrator, Shannon exerts 

her authorial force to spot but disregard the one in the picture frame. She leaves 

traces of the identity of the photographed person, though: The photographer’s words 

are repetitive of Shannon’s modeling experience before the accident. Besides, the 

information that Brandy’s parents abandoned her is reminiscent of Shannon’s 

brother, Shane. Although these are implications for the reader, they are still unknown 

to the Rhea Sisters. In the extract above, it is only Shannon who is aware of the 

situation at the time it happens. The reader is informed about the elements mentioned 

just after Dia Rhea’s words with analeptic lapses in Shannon’s consciousness (Ibid., 

p. 176); yet none of the characters except Shannon knows about this. This extract 



 70 

also explains why there is no paralepsis in the novel. As Shannon confesses that she 

cannot love or be loved (Ibid., p. 295) at the end of the novel, she means that she also 

cannot feel empathy towards anyone. In narrative terms, it denotes the lack of 

paralepsis, as she has a hindrance for understanding and reflecting other characters’ 

points of view. In turn, she can only enter into her own consciousness by means of 

separating her image from her mind. That is, her bodiless eye can only speak for her 

image’s consciousness. In this way, she can narrate more than the other characters 

about the photograph she sees in the Rhea Sisters’ hotel room.    

The conflict between paralipsis and paralepsis offers another element of the 

ideological facet in Invisible Monsters. In other words, Shannon fills in the silences 

that emanate from this conflict. The function of her narration is to lose sight of what 

she conceals and why she cannot enter other characters’ consciousness. For this, 

Shannon speaks of various elements which are redundant repetitions and details of 

commodities, because she cannot identify herself outside the ideology of the beauty 

myth. Therefore, she cannot relate to the other characters and to the world she is 

living in. In this respect, Shannon and the other characters experience a cultural lack, 

which is a recurrent theme in Palahniuk’s works. In Fight Club, Palahniuk 

thematizes the absence of attaching to a great cause in contemporary American 

society. In the novel, Tyler Durden, the protagonist, thinks that the problem of his 

generation is not having experienced a great war, depression, or a revolution 

(Palahniuk, 2003: 149); yet in contemporary society, individuals surrender to 

consumerism. In Invisible Monsters, Shannon tries to relate the disasters in her life to 

irrelevant causes, such as her family problems, her brother’s so-called death or the 

car accident. Yet the absence of paralepsis and the presence of paralipsis throughout 

the novel show that none of the presented causes are the real cause of her suffering.  
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CHAPTER 2 

APOCALYPTIC PROPHECIES: SURVIVOR 

 

 

Chuck Palahniuk’s Survivor starts with an air disaster which involves Tender 

Branson, a member of the Creedish Death Cult, who has recorded his testimony on 

the black box of the plane he has hijacked to prove his innocence. The novel tells the 

story of Tender Branson, who, according to the cult’s conventions, has been sent 

away to be a servant for a rich couple in Oregon. His job, he tells, was to clean the 

house, do the housework and teach the couple rules of etiquette over a speakerphone. 

In the meantime, he began to receive phone calls from people who want to commit 

suicide, because a suicide-prevention centre had mistakenly printed his phone 

number as the hotline number. Soon, Tender took this seriously and began giving 

advices; but since he advised people to kill themselves, the centre printed a 

retraction. In turn, Tender prepared a flyer for the same cause with his own number 

on it. Then calls started again, and he continued to advise callers to commit suicide. 

One of these calls came from a man called Trevor Hollis, who carried out Tender’s 

advice: After his death, Tender visited his grave where he met Trevor’s sister, 

Fertility Hollis. She was a psychic who later called Tender on his suicide hotline. 

They were attracted to each other.  

 Tender regularly met with a caseworker from the Federal Survivor Retention 

Program, whose aim was to keep records on survivors of suicide death cults. Tender 

learnt that one of the survivors of his cult was killing other surviving members to 

incite mass suicide among them. Tender realized that he might be the next victim. 

Living with this fear for some time, he was informed by the Caseworker that there 

were only two survivors left in the Creedish Death Cult. Tender realized that the 

killer was his twin brother, Adam. After Adam killed the Caseworker, Tender 

decided to return the calls of an agent who wanted to make use of his life story. 

Following the publication of his story, Tender became a popular celebrity. The Agent 

created a fake story for Tender and made his body a public figure: Tender’s body 

underwent an extreme makeover with his teeth, hair and face reconstructed. Tender 
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published a book called Book of Very Common Prayer which actually contained the 

Agent’s ideas, later became a telepreacher, and organized the Tender Branson 

Sensitive Materials Sanitary Landfill, which was a repository for old pornographic 

material. 

 As he became famous, he imagined a publicly-witnessed suicide, but he could 

not decide when would be the right time to do it. When he began to lose popularity, 

Fertility helped her with her psychic powers and gave him predictions to announce 

on television. In the meanwhile, his brother Adam killed the Agent, and framed 

Tender for the murder and threatened to kill him unless he ran away with him and 

Fertility. As Tender revealed Fertility’s last prediction regarding a match score, 

Tender took advantage of the riot among the team supporters and escaped with 

Fertility and Adam. The three fugitives travelled across the country and at some 

point Tender crashed the car in the repository he had constructed. Heavily injured, 

Adam urged Tender to kill him. With Adam’s death Tender became legally 

responsible for the deaths of the surviving cult members, the Caseworker, the Agent 

and his brother Adam.  

 Fertility’s next prediction was that someone would hijack Flight 2039, which 

was the plane she would take to Sydney, Australia. Tender took a gun and went to 

the airport to save her, but he realized that he was destined to be the hijacker. Upon 

realizing this, he hijacked the plane and evacuated it so that he could crash it in the 

outback of Australia. In fact, this was Tender’s long-awaited plan to kill himself in 

front of millions of spectators. Yet, although not clearly stated, there was evidence 

that Fertility might have planned the crash in such a way that Tender could escape it, 

leaving only the black box behind to tell his story that he was not a murderer and he 

would die in the crash.  

 

2.1 Survivor and Air Disaster Films 

 

Similar to Invisible Monsters, Survivor’s disturbance lies not in the planned disaster 

or the traumas the characters live through. On the contrary, the novel’s narrative is a 

subversion of typical disaster films in its treatment of narrative elements such as 
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characterization, setting and sequence. Survivor takes its cue from one of the major 

streams of disaster genre: air disasters. Air disaster films rely on the supposed 

contestation against God by means of flying or reaching up to the sky. In this sense, 

the myth of Icarus and the Tower of Babel are the fundamental references for the 

genre, as they reflect the human condemnation for contesting God. Both myths are in 

fact disasters: Icarus loses his wings upon his effort to reach the sun, and having built 

a tower too close to heavens, the people of Babylon were condemned by God with a 

confounding of their language.  

In addition to the traditional condemnation of flying, air disaster films also 

incite distrust for airplanes and flight. Maurice Yacowar notes that “the flying 

disasters are based on the audience’s familiar sense of insecurity in flight and upon 

the tradition of punishment for the hubris of presuming to fly” (Yacowar, 2003: 279). 

The narrative device for this insecurity and fear is physical closure. In air disaster 

films, the plane becomes a cocoon for the group of passengers, who incidentally 

experience “the dangers of an isolated journey [which] provide the most obviously 

allegorical disaster films, given the tradition of ‘the road of life’” (Ibid., p. 279). In 

this sense, a disastrous journey by air incorporates the concepts of divine and 

individual freedom and obedience through the dichotomy of culture and nature in the 

example of a number of passengers chosen as a microcosm to represent society. 

In air disaster films, unconditional freedom is contested with obedience to 

God; in other words, as man’s power challenges God’s creation, it is the passengers 

who suffer from this conflict. For example, in Airport (1970), an airport manager 

causes the disaster by refusing to close the airport during a snowstorm. This theme 

recalls Biblical narratives, such as “Jeremiah”: While God gives Jeremiah the duty to 

warn the Israelites against the coming disaster with which he plans to punish them, 

Jeremiah’s mission is not to offer them unconditional freedom, but present them an 

optional catastrophe as a next step for salvation. Nevertheless, the Israelites, as a 

microcosm, suffer from both catastrophes regardless of their faith or sins. In other 

words, condemnation does not distinguish one from another; and survivors defined 

as “fugitives and refugees” (Jer. 50:28) fulfil the function of spreading the extent of 

God’s wrath for a further warning on total obedience. Therefore, recalling David 
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Savran’s argument on Twister, the catastrophe in air disaster films function as an 

embodiment of God’s presence, or “the finger of God” (Savran, 1998: 360). 

Similar to the function of Jeremiah in Old Testament, disaster films pick out 

the technocrat figure as a guard against the expected cataclysm. For example in The 

Towering Inferno, the architect warns the hotel manager and the electrical engineer 

against a possible fire although, in spite of his warning, the managerial staff’s 

indifference brings out the disaster. In addition to the Jeremiah-like warning 

function, the technocrat-leader in air disaster films fulfils the saviour function, to be 

represented by Jesus Christ. More precisely, considering Ryan and Kellner’s 

argument that the saviour figure represents the ideal political leader (Ryan and 

Kellner, 1990: 52), the technocrat’s prophetic function continues during the disaster 

as an organizer of both the setting and the characters. Just as the architect in The 

Towering Inferno takes control of the technicians, managerial staff and visitors just 

after the fire breaks out, the technocrat-leader type in air disaster films becomes the 

master of the situation. 

The Biblical ground in disaster films relies on the American apocalyptic 

tradition that dates back to the first settlements. From that period onwards, 

apocalyptic ideas anticipate the dates and forms of disaster expected for the 

punishment of American sinners. In his comprehensive study on American 

fundamentalism, George M. Marsden argues that apocalypticism and science began 

to correlate through the idea of dispensionalism1. This idea holds that “all history is 

thus ordered by abstract principles of testing with God as the primary agent of 

change” (Marsden, 2006: 63). According to Marsden, from the nineteenth century 

onwards, geological changes have been interpreted as geological catastrophism 

within the scope of Anglo-American fundamentalist thought. Marsden observes that 

 

The interpretation of the growing evidence of the earth’s age constituted a 
major strand in both English and American scientific thought during the first 
half of the nineteenth century. After mid-century it was still prominent in 
America as a way of reconciling science and religion. Pious catastrophists, 
including some leading figures in American natural science, explained the 

                                                
1 Dispensionalism can be defined as the belief that historical periods are separated by referring to 
Biblical timeline. That is, history is supposed to follow the exact milestones that end a period and start 
a new one, just as in Old Testament. 
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various layers of flora and fauna as the result of successive epochs of 
geological history, each providentially brought to end by a catastrophe that 
led to a new age. Thus the indisputable evidence of dramatic change from 
epoch to epoch could be accounted for, with the hand of God kept decisively 
in the picture (Ibid., p. 65). 

 

Marsden’s explanation shows that dispensionalists interpret history as the 

replica of the biblical timeline. Therefore, dispensionalists believe that certain 

notions ceased to exist after certain Biblical turning points, such as the loss of 

innocence after the Fall, or the destruction of the human government after the Tower 

of Babel. Thus, the idea of a catastrophe that reshapes the world is a fundamentalist 

issue that can be arguably traced in Palahniuk’s Survivor. Accordingly, Tender 

Branson believes that by prompting suicide in the crisis hotline, by pretending to 

predict the apocalypse, and by crashing the plane he will save the whole world and 

initiate a new order freed from the evils of capitalism. In this sense, he is both Christ 

and the Anti-Christ, and in Tender’s words, “Botched Messiah” (Palahniuk, 2000(b): 

1). Hence, he contradicts the typical leader-type in disaster films that functions to 

restore the capitalist order threatened by man-made or natural disasters; on the 

contrary, Tender’s goal is to destroy the established order by means of a disaster. 

Apart from mythological and Judeo-Christian resources, disaster films rely on 

historical incidents like aviation accidents and airship sabotage. Keane maintains that 

references to the Hindenburg2 incident can be found in air disaster films. Pointing out 

to this atypical air disaster, he writes that “as further references to the Hindenburg 

indicate, flying disasters need not be restricted to planes in peril” (Keane, 2000: 21). 

The Hindenburg incident inspired films like Airport, which depict disasters involving 

airplanes before take-off or during landing. 

Another primary reference for air disaster films is the Second World War. 

Specifically, war films during the fifties envision air disasters during military attacks. 
                                                
2 Hindenburg was a German zeppelin, the greatest in size in aviation history. On May 6, 1973, 
completing its flight from Germany to Lakehurst Naval Air Station in New Jersey, it burst into fire 
while landing. The Hindenburg accident is considered important in many ways. Firstly it was a huge 
zeppelin with almost 100 passengers and crew members (it was reported to be half full). Its flight over 
American cities had been spectacular. Therefore its burning had also been huge and spectacular. By 
this very fact the incident had been filmed and photographed. The zeppelin was also known for its 
luxury. Its great size was said to allow comfort; besides its huge dining room and lounges allowed 
passengers to observe the view underneath. For all its luxury and greatness Hindenburg remains as a 
primal figure for the reproduction of spectacular air disasters in the history of American culture. 
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In addition, nuclear attacks have contributed to the imagination of disaster with 

spectacular explosions and the devastation of the land. Discussing films that envision 

the Apocalypse, Kim Newman points out that after the Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

bombings, nuclear strikes became a threatening part of disaster imagination. He 

maintains that “[…] with [Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings] the notion of the 

‘good peace’ [became current], whereby the safety of the world can only be ensured 

through strength and preparedness.” (Newman, 2000: 49).  In this sense, Newman 

argues that the Second World War supplies air disaster films with the question of 

safety and commitment. He maintains that 

 

While later airborne disaster movies depend for their commercial appeal on 
spectacular crashes, fifties films like William A. Wellman’s The High and 

the Mighty (1954), Andrew L. Stone’s Julie (1956) and Hall Bartlett’s Zero 

Hour (1957) climax with against-the-odds forced landings as the unwilling 
pilots […] prove themselves and bring their crippled flying giants safely 
down to earth. (Loc. Cit.) 

 

Newman suggests that the contribution of the Second World War to disaster 

films is not only limited to the role of airplanes; alongside this, it integrates the 

notions of collective and individual safety, and the individual initiative through 

expertise and courage. Mentioning the genre’s evolution into the extensive use of 

special effects, he holds that the Second World War has furnished air disaster films 

with character functions, setting and theme. Therefore, man’s desire to defend or 

conquer the land through the skies has been subject to disaster films, especially with 

the depiction of the “flying giant” that is “crippled” as a punishment for man’s 

weakness and unpreparedness.   

Apart from aircraft disasters, air disaster films depict weather anomalies as 

catastrophes. In this sense, disasters are described as “an act of God” (Roddick, 

1980: 253) rather than those caused by human beings. Similar to Judeo-Christian 

resources that ban human aspiration to reach heavens, these films take their 

inspiration from Biblical narratives such as the disasters described in “Jeremiah” and 

the “Revelation”. Films like Twister and The Perfect Storm are natural disasters, 

which nourish the imagination of a hostile sky, and the fear of God’s wrath. Based on 
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the disasters in Biblical narratives, air disaster films, natural or man-made, can 

clearly be considered in Evangelistic terms. The principles of Evangelical faith, such 

as the inerrancy of the Bible, the efficacy of miracles, the resurrection of Christ and 

substitutionary atonement correspond with the dispensionalist idea that disasters are 

inescapable and regenerative at the same time. Therefore, disasters are thought as 

opportunities to be “born-again”. Accordingly, the disaster signifies the cataclysm in 

“Revelation” with whose enactment in real life Jesus Christ is thought to rule the 

world again. In this sense, the Evangelical interpretation of disaster management is 

mirrored in the character of the leader-type. Specifically, the Evangelist support for 

the administration of George W. Bush and his military politics is taken by Marsden 

as a change in the Evangelist agenda that had identified itself with a submissive 

political role and a feeling of being left aside. On the contrary, Marsden maintains 

that 

 

Fundamentalist proneness to military solutions is consonant with their end-
time scenarios in which they emphasize the cataclysmic warfare led by 
Christ himself that will destroy history’s most insidious and potent coalitions 
of the forces darkness. (Marsden, 2006: 329) 

 

When Marsden’s argument on the Evangelistic view of disaster is considered, 

it can be argued that the idea of the acceptable political leader would be the 

representation of Christ. In other words, the presidential legitimacy of the leader is 

assumed to be established on condition that his political vision corresponds to the 

Evangelistic agenda that expects him to fit in. In this sense, the characterization of 

the leader-type in disaster films requires an individual and pious saviour in a political 

environment that has been imagined as the Armageddon. Here, it is significant that 

the myth of the American saviour entails an individualistic character so much so that 

this characterization justifies military solutions and self-contained violence in current 

American politics. In their analysis of the concept of the American superhero in a 

number of popular representations, Lawrence and Jewett stress this point by 

reminding the leader-type’s preference of blatant force rather than public opinion: 
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These narratives seem democratic in their spirit of multiculturalism […] and 
some acceptance of group judgment. But these democratic flavors are 
overpowered by themes of individual superheroism, the celebration of 
instinct, the employment of extralegal means of redemption, and the vision 
of an impotent public. […] American superheroes, in their striving to redeem 
corrupted republics or instantly adjust psychological problems, typically 
reflect values that are antithetical to democratic processes. […] the behavior 
of the macho heroes is typically fascist, despite all claims to redeem 
democracy (Lawrence and Jewett, 2002: 351). 

 

Lawrence and Jewett contend that the despotic character of the traditional 

American leader-type has been glorified through its popular representations, and 

hence disregarded criticism in ethical terms, if not in moral terms. Their argument 

proves right when the leader-type in disaster films are considered: in the disaster 

films – at least in all the films referred to in this study – the individualistic and 

despotic character of the leader-type has been imagined as a requirement for disaster 

management and thus naturalised. Yet their proposition that these films have the 

spirit of multiculturalism cannot be justified when the majority of historically 

representative films are taken into account. None of the films referred to has a leader-

type who is Afro-American, Hispanic, Chinese or Arabic; only the surviving 

microcosm has an ethnically diverse spectrum. In other words, these films ironically 

tend to represent multiculturalism in favour of the survivors, who have been 

punished with a disaster and saved by a white male leader. Accordingly, the saviour 

in disaster films has been represented to fit into the portrait of the leader in terms of 

American fundamentalism.  

The politics of characterization and setting in disaster films not only involve 

the notion of leadership, but also point to the political economy of the period 

depicted in the films. From a Marxist perspective, Ryan and Kellner argue in their 

analysis that the air disaster film is grounded in class difference. For Ryan and 

Kellner, the middle-class enacts a position of vulnerability and thus the imagination 

of descent is prevalent in disaster films. They date the growth of the middle-class in 

the United States after the Second World War, and conclude that by the seventies a 

considerable number of Americans belonged to the middle class. In this respect, 

analysing Airport as a representative film of the period, Ryan and Kellner maintain 

that 
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This may account for the rhetoric of a film like Airport. It constructs a world 
of people at home with cocktail lounge Muzak, repressed sexuality, nice 
little old ladies, fireplace warmth, soap-opera décor, and moral oppositions 
instantiated in the difference between bright, unshadowed lightning in 
middle-class settings and underground darkness in working-class settings, 
where music from the fifties horror film codes the world as one to be feared. 
(Ryan and Kellner, 1990: 53) 

 

Ryan and Kellner’s analysis underlines the way how disaster films project a 

feeling of paranoia and insecurity by threatening middle-class values and property. In 

this sense, disaster films endanger individual gain prompted in late capitalist 

societies. And as being an individual is related to being a subject, the middle-class 

microcosm in disaster films is equally threatened by becoming mere objects, or 

individuals who are dependant, incapable and powerless. In the same line with this, 

Ryan and Kellner further note that 

 

Airport celebrates both traditional individualism and the new corporatism. 
The welding together of the two is summed up in the reference to “Mr. 
Boeing”, a rhetorical gesture that personalizes the impersonal, bringing male 
individualism and the corporate system represented by the airport together. 
The purpose of this is to enlist allegiance for the subordination of personality 
to impersonal, functional corporate roles. (Ibid., p.52-3) 

 

“Personalizing the impersonal”, in Ryan and Kellner’s terms, is another 

reflection of the threat disaster films bring forth. In this aspect, these films point out 

to the importance of human agency and how this concept can possibly fall apart 

during a catastrophe. This humanist trend in disaster films can be subjected to 

Marxist interpretations of late capitalist societies. Specifically Guy Debord in his The 

Society of the Spectacle points out to the illusive effect of images that replace reality. 

In the same manner, Ryan and Kellner’s argument directly questions the perception 

of reality in what Debord calls “the society of spectacle”. Debord argues that “for 

one to whom the real world becomes real images, mere images are transformed into 

real beings” (Debord, 1995: 17). In this sense, the illusion of totality (the merging of 
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the image and reality) and the humanising of objects in the example of Mr. Boeing 

show an instant of normality, or hope for the reestablishment of the old order. 

 

2.2. Narrative Manipulations in Survivor 

 

Survivor’s allusions to disaster and disaster genre have been mirrored in the 

narrative devices the novel incorporates. To begin with, Survivor has a reverse 

chronology which has disturbing effects throughout the novel. Like Invisible 

Monsters, Survivor starts with the end of the story line, with Tender’s hijacking the 

plane. Yet one difference is that the chapters and pages in the novel have been 

numbered backwards: the novel starts with the page number 289, and ends with page 

number 1. Similarly, the first chapter is numbered as 47, whereas the last one is 

numbered as 1. The story line begins with the coming disaster, and is resolved 

through it in a circular fashion so that the initial causes and aim of the hijacking can 

be implied.  

 As Tender begins his narration, he says, “Testing, testing. One, two, three.” 

(Palahniuk, 2000(b): 289). These words indicate that Tender is speaking over the 

black box of the plane to understand if it is working.  That is, the narration is not 

concerned with what will happen to the plane: there is fair evidence that it will crash, 

therefore the disaster is inevitable. However, preoccupied with the recording rather 

than the disaster, Tender Branson aims to turn the disaster into a spectacular event. In 

other words, the disaster is only subsidiary to Tender’s fundamental problem, that is 

his psychological catastrophe: his frustration arising from his being a slave and a 

scapegoat at work, at church, and even in media, which he has initially embraced.  

The style of page and chapter numbering in Survivor gives a sense of 

apocalyptic vision, supported by Tender’s being a surviving member of a death cult. 

The sense of apocalypse is also supported by the nature of the air disaster. The 

disaster expected in Survivor is individual and inescapable, because it is destined to 

happen after Tender’s suicide. The reason for this is that the dichotomy between 

survivors and saviours is disrupted by eliminating the generic roles of both sides. 

That is, in the plane Tender hijacks, there is no hero to save people and there are no 
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potential survivors to be saved by a hero. In turn, every character in the novel 

including Tender becomes a survivor. In addition, Tender’s primary function of 

getting on the to-be-hijacked plane as a saviour is negated afterwards, when he 

realizes that the hijacker is none other than himself. In this sense, Tender assumes a 

complicated part – neither a survivor nor a saviour in a novel that takes its cue from 

disaster movies. Tender, then, fulfils the role of a fake saviour who in fact threatens 

people’s lives. Being a cult member, Tender’s character is fit for reproducing the 

saviour image presented in disaster movies: he is a dutiful Christian, white male 

Protestant, and a disciplined worker. In contrast to his employers, he knows how to 

do things. Just like the typical saviour character, he guides his flock, who are his 

employers in need of training in etiquette. In addition, he fulfils the part of the 

competent technocrat in disaster narratives because he is the one who runs the house 

in the manner expected of a skilled professional although he is a servant. 

The novel begins and ends with the same sentence: “Testing, testing. One, 

Two, [three].” (Ibid., p. 289, 1).  Tender’s narration has a circular effect and like 

Shannon’s in Invisible Monsters, his narrative gains meaning through his progress in 

acquiring consciousness. Again like Shannon, he is incapable of being fully 

conscious of his acts, and can only partially free his vision from the world with 

which he is surrounded. Hence, the first chapter describes a Tender Branson who is 

planning a spectacular event for the sheer fame he will attain, whereas the last 

chapter portrays him as a confused individual who wants to escape his past while at 

the same time turning this escape into a spectacle. In other words, even his final 

salvation implies that he is a slave to Fertility’s and media’s commands.   

For all the reasons discussed above, Survivor’s narrative complexity amounts 

to its inverted parallelisms with the disaster movie genre. Its relation to disaster 

movies is not only thematic, but also generic. Similar to Invisible Monsters, this 

generic correspondence is displayed at the very beginning of the novel:  

 

But if you can hear me, listen. And if you're listening, then what you've 
found is the story of everything that went wrong. This is what you'd call the 
flight recorder of Flight 2039. The black box, people call it, even though it's 
orange, and on the inside is a loop of wire that's the permanent record of all 
that's left. What you've found is the story of what happened. 



 82 

And go ahead. 
You can heat this wire to white-hot, and it will still tell you the exact same 
story. 
Testing, testing. One, two, three. 
And if you're listening, you should know right off the bat the passengers are 
at home, safe. The passengers, they did what you'd call I their deplaning in 
the New Hebrides Islands. Then, after it was just him and me back in the air, 
the pilot parachuted out over somewhere. Some kind of water. What you'd 
call an ocean. (Ibid., p. 289-8) 

 

In this extract, Tender narrates the details of the disaster he has planned. Yet 

the details are significant in that each one is generically in contrast to those of 

disaster movies. First of all, in the novel, the disaster cannot be prevented, therefore 

there is no character performing the leader’s function. Secondly, the passengers have 

been left outside; therefore there are no survivors. Even Tender is not the survivor in 

the narrative: the survivor is the black box; in other words, the story. Hence, what 

Tender calls “the story of everything that went wrong” is not only the proper 

hijacking, in which he would be either the saviour or the survivor; but also his whole 

life, in which he resents not having been a wilful individual. In Invisible Monsters, 

Shannon’s struggle was to overcome her failure in her environment both as an 

attractive model and as a monstrous figure. Correspondingly in this novel, what 

Tender identifies as “wrong” is mirrored in his consciousness that gives way to both 

acceptance and criticism. 

The novel presents a reinterpretation of the leader figure in disaster movies. 

Assigning a mock-heroic position for Tender Branson, the narrative reverses the 

character codes of the disaster genre: a prospective hijacker instead of a hero, a slave 

instead of a technocrat, a disciple instead of Jesus. For instance, Tender gives details 

of his behaviour during his hijacking: 

 

Before we touched down in Port Vila, I was running all over the cabin with 
my gun, trying to get the passengers and crew fed. Did they need a fresh 
drink? Who needed a pillow? Which did they prefer, I was asking 
everybody, the chicken or the beef? Was that decaf or regular? 
Food service is the only skill where I really excel. The problem was all this 
meal service and rushing around had to be one-handed, of course, since I had 
to keep hold of the gun. 
When we were on the ground and the passengers and crew were deplaning, I 
stood at the forward cabin door and said, I'm sorry. I apologize for any 
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inconvenience. Please have a safe and enjoyable trip and thank you for 
flying Blah-Blah Airlines. (Ibid., p. 287-6) 

  

This extract shows that Tender’s position as an incapable hijacker is 

supplemented with his irretrievable urge for serving others. Therefore, contrary to the 

survivors who facilitate the leader’s duty in a typical disaster film, Tender is 

concerned with serving others. 

As in Invisible Monsters, Survivor has a narrator who is also the focalizer, 

and occupies a homodiegetic narrator position in the narrative. The presence of 

internal focalization clearly allows for a narrative manipulation on the part of Tender 

Branson. The function of internal focalization in Survivor shows similarities to that 

of Invisible Monsters. In Survivor, Tender Branson uses this device for confession, 

and similar to Shannon’s style of confessing in Invisible Monsters, Tender shapes 

and blurs reality with the help of internal focalization. Hence, Tender Branson can be 

considered an unreliable narrator. Recalling Dorritt Cohn’s argument on character 

reliability, Tender can also be considered a discordant narrator. Similar to Shannon’s 

narrative in Invisible Monsters, Tender’s account of events does not match the 

reality. That is because Tender, like Shannon, hides the necessary information to 

decipher the suspense, and instead presents irrelevant information, which distracts 

the reader from the actual disaster. In this context, the allegations of child abuse 

within the Creedish Death Cult can be taken as an example. Throughout the novel, 

Tender ridicules the allegations of child abuse aimed at the cult, and pretends that the 

agent has created a falsified version of his life story.  For example, when the 

caseworker interrogates him to find out the killer, Tender comes across the police file 

in which 

 

The background sheet says how ten years ago a local sheriff served the 
elders of the Creedish church district with a search warrant. There were 
charges of child abuse. It was some crazy anonymous allegation that families 
in the church district were having children and having children and having 
children. And none of these children were documented, no birth certificates, 
no social security numbers, nothing. (Ibid., p. 170) 
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It follows that the cult is suspected to breed children to make them work 

outside the church district and feed on the money they are paid for personal gain. Yet 

Tender’s approach to this allegation does not show any sign of confirmation; on the 

contrary, he implies that it is not true by calling it a “crazy anonymous allegation.” In 

another example, Tender is in a “weekly sit-down program with a famous television 

journalist” (Ibid., p. 108) who leads the conversation in order to help Tender reveal 

his publicised life story. However, Tender implies that the story is only part of the 

script that made him a celebrity, because his answers to the journalist have already 

been transferred to a teleprompter and are then revealed to him. Accordingly, what 

he needs to do in the show is to read out loud what has been written on the screen. 

Tender says: 

 

The TelePrompTer tells me: I WAS SEXUALLY ABUSED. SEXUAL 
ABUSE WAS COMMONPLACE AMONG THE CREEDISH CULT 
MEMBERS. INCEST WAS AN EVERYDAY PART OF FAMILY LIFE. 
SO WAS SEX WITH ALL SORTS OF ANIMALS. SATAN WORSHIP 
WAS POPULAR. THE CREEDISH SACRIFICED CHILDREN TO 
SATAN ALL THE TIME, BUT NOT BEFORE ABUSING THEM LIKE 
CRAZY. THEN THE CREEDISH CHURCH ELDERS KILLED THEM. 
DRANK THEIR BLOOD. THESE WERE KIDS I SAT NEXT TO IN 
SCHOOL EVERY DAY. THE CHURCH ELDERS ATE THEM. WHEN 
THERE WAS A FULL MOON, CHURCH ELDERS DANCED NAKED, 
WEARING JUST THE SKINS OF DEAD CREEDISH CHILDREN (Ibid., 
p., 106). 

 

Tender then adds that this account can be found in detail in his book called Saved 

From Salvation, which is “in bookstores everywhere” (Ibid., p. 105). Here, the 

references to Satanism and animal molestation are made alongside sexual abuse, and 

are thus presented as unreal and absurd allegations, which only aim at making 

Tender’s story more appealing to the public. Yet the severity of the cult’s child abuse 

changes when Tender and Adam drive along the motorway to reach Tender Branson 

Sensitive Materials Sanitary Landfill. Blaming the cult for turning the kids into 

slaves by making them afraid of sex, Adam asks Tender:  

 

[…] "Do you remember what they did to you?" 
From the radio I'm saying, The abuse was never-ending. 
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"When you were a kid, I mean," Adam says. 
Outside, the sun was catching up, making shapes out of the total darkness. 
On the radio, I'm saying, The complete way our minds were controlled we 
never had a chance. None of us in the outside world would ever want sex. 
We'd never betray the church. We'd spend our entire lives at work. (Ibid., p. 
37) 

 

From this point onwards in the narrative, Adam’s references to the sexual oppression 

in the cult imply the possibility of molestation. Here, their dialogue is constantly 

deterred by the radio which broadcasts Tender’s recorded preaching, and his account 

of the landscape. Tender’s narration continues: 

 

Adam says, "Do you see what I'm getting at?" 
Home is just ten minutes away. 
Adam says, "You must remember what happened." 
Nothing happened. 
On the radio, I say, It's impossible to describe how terrible the abuse was. 
(Ibid., p. 36). 

 

Here, Tender’s silence against Adam’s persistent inquiry implies the 

possibility that there was sexual abuse in the cult. Yet although Tender does not 

respond to Adam, his narration continues with irrelevant references to their 

destination, his denial of abuse, and the seemingly-fake story. The irrelevant 

references abound when Adam stops talking to him for a while. Then Tender avoids 

the reality behind the cult’s sexual abuse allegations firstly by narrating his preaching 

on the radio: 

 

From the radio I say, My life is full of joy and love now. 
From the radio I say, I look forward to marrying the woman chosen for me 
as part of the Genesis Campaign. 
From the radio I say, With the help of my followers I will stem the sex 
craving that has taken control of the world. (Ibid., p. 35) 

 

Here, Tender still implies that the cult’s doctrine against sex is right, and 

should be practiced by his followers. Manipulating the narrative by using his 

preaching as an antithesis for Adam’s accusations, Tender suppresses the facts also 

through the description of the landscape: 
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The road is long and rutted from the rim of the valley toward the concrete 
pylon at the center. Along both sides as we drive, dildos and magazines and 
latex vaginas and French ticklers cling together in smoldering heaps, and the 
smoke from those heaps drifts in a choking haze of dirty white across the 
road. 
Up ahead, the pylon is larger and larger, sometimes lost behind the smoke of 
burning pornography, only to reappear, looming. (Loc. Cit.) 

 

Created for the cause of saving American people from pornography, Tender 

Branson Sensitive Materials Sanitary Landfill can be reached through a road which is 

described as rutted; hence, it is clear that many people have been visiting the landfill. 

This is also evident from the pornographic objects that make heaps along the road. 

Yet in the midst of the garbage of pornographic materials stands a concrete pylon, 

emphasized by Tender in the two descriptive paragraphs. Accordingly, the pylon is at 

the centre of the valley in which the landfill is situated, and although it is “sometimes 

lost behind the smoke of burning pornography”, it constantly reappears. The pylon 

seems to stand for the block of thoughts that Tender needs to repress in his 

consciousness, but it still proves its existence behind each distraction: It is the Real 

which Tender resists expressing or facing, but it still lurks back. In this sense, like 

the smoke from the burning garbage, Tender has generated a way to keep his trauma 

in disguise; however, his effort for distraction ends when Adam finally reveals the 

kind of abuse in the cult: 

 

Then Adam says it. Adam says, "They made you watch." 
I can't see anything, but I just keep driving. 
"The night my wife had our first child," Adam says with the smoke leaving 
his tears traced down his face in black, "the elders took all the tenders and 
biddies in the district and made them watch. My wife screamed just the way 
they told her. She screamed, and the elders preached and wailed how the 
wages of sex was death. She screamed, and they made childbirth as painful 
as they could. She screamed, and the baby died. Our child. She screamed and 
then she died." (Ibid., p., 34) 

 

During Adam’s confession, Tender does not introduce any irrelevant subjects 

save for his references to the pylon. As they come closer to the centre of the valley in 

which the pylon is situated, Tender says: 
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The smoke is so thick I can't even see Adam. 
He says, "By now, sex must look like nothing but torture to you." 
He just spits it out that way. 
Truth, The Fragrance. 
And at that instant the smoke clears. 
And we crash head-on into the concrete wall. (Ibid., p. 34) 

 

  The image of the pylon becomes fully apparent once Adam reveals the 

presence of abuse in the cult; yet it also becomes an invincible barrier against 

Tender’s individual existence. Unable to get rid of the burden of this abuse, Tender 

literally drives right into it but cannot overcome it. Being the primordial disaster in 

his life, the abuse lurks back and proves its existence. Throughout his narrative he 

has distracted his mind from this trauma, yet in his final encounter, which ironically 

corresponds to the image of the pylon, he cannot offer any digressions: in turn, the 

sheer recognition of the Real results in another disaster, the killing of his brother. 

Severely injured by the car crash, Adam “is screaming and clutching his face. […] 

His one hand clutching his face, his other hand yanks the passenger door open and he 

stumbles out into the wasteland” (Ibid., p. 32).  In this sense, the car crash is the 

wrath of God against the one who criticises the cult and glorifies sex. This is also 

approved by Adam: when Tender wants to take him to a doctor, he refuses by saying 

“This is my punishment” (Loc. Cit.) and asks him “Make me so monstrous no one 

will ever want me” (Ibid., p.  31). Then he wants Tender to hit him with a stone until 

he tells him to stop; yet after a couple of hits, Tender realizes that Adam is dead. 

Between the two extreme opposite perceptions of sex and religion lies the Tender 

Branson Sensitive Materials Sanitary Landfill, which has been described as the 

wasteland, Adam’s place of decay, just like the pornographic materials. Yet this 

time, being a survivor of various disasters, Tender first wants to act like a saviour for 

Adam, but then plays his role of the agent of God’s wrath and kills him.    

From a different perspective, Adam Branson can be viewed as a fabricated 

character in Tender Branson’s account of his life, who has never existed at all. Since 

Tender is evidently a discordant narrator manipulating the narrative, his account on 

Adam and his family life can be considered unreliable. This can be observed in his 
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first reference to his family’s death during the mass cult suicide. Tender says that 

“My mother, my father, my brother Adam, my sisters, my other brothers, they're all 

dead and in the ground getting laughed at, but I'm alive” (Ibid., p.  189). Although he 

expresses he has no relatives left, Adam appears in the bus he and Fertility are in. 

According to Tender’s account, Fertility gets angry at Adam’s jokes about the cult by 

saying "You're joking about suicide, about people that people loved that are dead. So 

just shut up" (Ibid., p. 187). Therefore, Fertility and the other passengers in the bus 

are witnesses to Adam’s presence, but again it is Tender who is telling it. To make 

matters more complicated, it must be remembered that Tender’s account is itself 

manipulated by Fertility: it is her own prediction that Tender will hijack and crash 

the plane. What is more interesting is that at the end of his narration Tender 

expresses the hidden details of hijacking:  

 

And according to Fertility, if I could only figure out how I could escape. I 
could escape being up here. I could escape the crash. I could escape being 
Tender Branson. I could escape the police. I could escape my past, my whole 
twisted, burning, miserable, snarled story of my life so far. 
Fertility said, the trick was to just tell people the story of how I got to this 
point, and I'd figure a way out. 
If I could just walk away and leave my old life story behind. 
If I survived, she said, we could work on having better sex. 
We could work on making a new life together. 
We could take dance lessons. 
She said to tell my life story right up to the moment the plane hit the ground. 
Then the world would think I was dead. She said to start from the end. (Ibid., 
p. 3-2) 

 

In addition, Fertility tells him that after the crash he will “be dead to the whole 

world” (Ibid., p. 6). In other words, Fertility leads him to the hijacking, but when 

their future plans are considered she expects him to escape before the plane crashes, 

leaving the black box behind. Therefore, Fertility has a dominant role in the creation 

of Tender’s life story, which is narrated to the black box, and that makes her part of 

the discordance.  

Considering the whole story, the given information such as Adam’s death 

during the mass suicides, his being Tender’s twin brother, the importance of the 

abuse in the cult in comparison to the serial killing of surviving cult members, and 
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the title of the novel, Survivor, which identifies Tender from the beginning to the end 

of the narrative, one can assume that Adam Branson’s existence has been fabricated 

or at least manipulated throughout Tender’s narration as a cover-up for his own 

crimes. Overall, it can be suggested that it has been part of Fertility’s plan which 

would clear Tender off the charges concerning the serial killing of surviving cult 

members along with the murders of the caseworker and the agent. Furthermore, the 

absence of Adam’s records among the cult members, Fertility’s disregard of the twin 

brothers’ identical looks, and Tender’s inexplicable hesitation to recognize him 

(“He’s familiar from somewhere, but it’s been so long […] His face is the face I see 

in the mirror” (Ibid., p.  187)) also prove a possible narrative manipulation by which 

Adam is created as an excuse for the concealment of Tender’s misdeeds.   

In Survivor, the narrative strategy mirrors the narrator’s manners and attitude. 

For instance, when Fertility arrives at the airport with an urn full of her brother 

Trevor’s ashes and Tender follows her to persuade her not to go to Sydney, 

Australia, a security guard recognizes Tender and stops the couple. In an instant the 

urn falls down and Trevor’s ashes are scattered on the floor. Then Tender grabs his 

gun:  

 

I yell, Nobody make a move. 
I stop to let the ticket agent tear her ticket, then I nod toward the open urn 
and the mess of Trevor all over the carpet. 
Could somebody maybe scoop that stuff up and hand it to this woman here, I 
say. It's her brother. 
The security team is all crouched with their guns aimed at my forehead while 
a ticket agent gets most of Trevor back into the urn and hands it to Fertility. 
"Thanks," Fertility says. "This is so embarrassing." 
We're getting on this plane, I say, and we're taking off. (Ibid., p. 8) 

 

This extract shows that, like Shannon in the previous novel, Tender can easily 

be distracted by minor details, which surpass the crucial information throughout the 

narrative. Therefore, although he is equipped with a gun and surrounded by security 

guards, he is concerned about the mess of Trevor’s ashes. Yet, his absurd request is 

ironically accepted by a ticket agent.  
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In addition to the irrelevant information he gives, the narrator in Survivor also 

withholds truth by distracting the reader’s attention to other things. For example, 

when the Caseworker warns Tender against one cult member who kills other 

surviving cult members to raise the suicide rate among them, she wants Tender to be 

careful about whom he has met recently. Then Tender says “the only new person I’ve 

met in months is Fertility Hollis.” (Ibid., p. 223). Although the story is narrated 

backwards, that is the narrator is expected to know who the murderer is, he gives the 

impression that Fertility might be the murderer. In this sense, Tender’s account of his 

meeting with Fertility follows the same intention: Tender comes across Fertility in 

the graveyard where he is stealing flowers for his employer’s garden, and she is 

visiting her brother’s grave. Afterwards, Tender recounts that Fertility called him 

assuming that she was calling the suicide hotline, without knowing that it was 

Tender’s telephone number. Although Tender is no longer interested in receiving 

such calls, he wants to speak to Fertility anonymously, and advices her to get closer 

with “Tender”. From that point onwards in Tender’s narrative, Fertility believes she 

is in touch with two different persons: one on the suicide hotline, and the other 

named Tender. The reason why Tender continues such a relationship is that Fertility 

openly tells the man on the hotline what she thinks about Tender: she thinks he is a 

“pretty weird guy” (Ibid., p., 236), “pretty intensively ugly” (Ibid., p. 235) and “so 

needy and pathetic” (Ibid., p. 235). In addition, since she has seen him with flowers 

in his hands beside Trevor’s grave, she assumes that he is her brother’s ex-boyfriend. 

As a result, Tender ends up using their telephone conversations for manipulating 

Fertility into dating with “Tender”. Seemingly in control of Fertility’s actions, 

Tender uses this mysterious relationship as a means of suspense for the murders of 

Creedish Death Cult survivors: after their first date, Fertility calls the hotline and 

complains about “Tender” by saying “Just so he’d quit pestering me […] I’d kill 

him.” (Ibid., p. 201). Tender is also surprised to learn that she has information about 

the cult. Furthermore, her presentation as a psychic results in her uncanny position to 

know everything beforehand. Therefore, when she tells Tender “I know a lot more 

than you give me credit for” (Ibid., p. 155) and Tender confirms this when he says “I 

hate that Fertility knows everything” (Ibid., p. 55), Fertility is suspected of knowing 

that the man on the hotline is Tender himself, and thus manipulating Tender who 
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thinks he has been manipulating her. Tender’s narrative thus implies Fertility’s being 

the murderer; yet, as the novel is a twice-told narrative, Tender is aware of Fertility’s 

innocence. To put it differently, he pretends as if Fertility is a potential killer.   

Similar to Invisible Monsters, Survivor makes use of the irrelevant details that 

suppress and silence the real tragedy. The first chapter significantly shows how petty 

details overrule the narrative: while hijacking the plane, Tender Branson refers to the 

information given to him by the pilot: 

 

The last part of the controlled descent will be a nosedive into the ground. 
This he calls the terminal phase of the descent, where you're going thirty-
two feet per second straight at the ground. This he calls terminal velocity, the 
speed where objects of equal mass all travel at the same speed. Then he 
slows everything down with a lot of details about Newtonian physics and the 
Tower of Pisa. (Ibid., p. 287) 

 

Here, instead of the causes and effects of an inevitable disaster, Tender 

focuses on the technical process through which the plane will crash. This 

narratological device in which certain information is hidden and certain information 

is unnecessarily emphasized raises questions on the presence and extent of rhetorical 

manipulation in Survivor. Being the narrator in Survivor, Tender Branson introduces 

and presents the norms, which constitutes the ideological facet of the novel. In this 

sense, Tender’s submission to being a servant of society while hoping and pretending 

to be a messiah is the point from which the narrative takes shape. Like Shannon’s 

dilemma of being both a beautiful model and an “invisible monster”, Tender’s 

situation is exemplary of how American society expects individuals to act. This 

paradoxical situation in which one’s image does not correspond with one’s reality 

has been widely discussed by Guy Debord. In his seminal work, The Society of 

Spectacles, Debord argues how images in late capitalist societies are perceived as 

reality and hence reality is inadequately perceived as images. In this aspect, “the 

society of spectacle” reshapes the individual as an image of desires and ideals. This 

is illustrated in the example of Tender Branson, who redefines his cult membership 

to project the idea of how he has been suppressed, how legitimate his religious 

advices are. Backed up with physical changes, Tender’s image becomes a 

construction of how society envisions saviours.  
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Tender’s process of becoming a survivor, a saviour and the Anti-Christ 

involves a series of substitute images that conceal his suppressed dissatisfaction and 

frustration with the way he has been shaped by society, a suppression he has in 

common with Shannon in the previous novel. As Invisible Monsters is preoccupied 

with plastic surgery and transgender operations, Survivor uses media appearance as a 

tool for describing the individual’s surrender to the culture of late capitalism. 

Accordingly, through the use of a generic similarity, Survivor subverts “the society 

of spectacle” that transforms Tender into a mere image.  

The narrative structure of Survivor is reminiscent of that of Invisible 

Monsters: both novels have long descriptive pauses that do not add up to the story. 

Yet, the narrative pauses in Survivor differ from those of Invisible Monsters in the 

sense that they are at the same time informative: in the beginning of the novel, 

Tender Branson’s narration is an unfocused one that contains information about the 

technical system of the plane, and the description of the inner and outer settings. The 

informative content in Survivor is first of all comprised of the pilot’s explanation of 

how to use and crash the plane. Yet Tender not only reflects this information, but 

also manipulates it: 

 

God forbid I should bore you with all the details, but I'm on autopilot up here 
until we run out of gas. Flame out, the pilot calls it. One engine at a time, 
each engine will flame out, he said. He wanted me to know just what to 
expect. Then he went on to bore me with a lot of details about jet engines, 
the venturi effect, increasing lift by increasing camber with the flaps, and 
how after all four engines flame out the plane will turn into a 450,000-pound 
glider. Then since the autopilot will have it trimmed out to fly in a straight 
line, the glider will begin what the pilot calls a controlled descent. 
 
That kind of a descent, I tell him, would be nice for a change. You just don't 
know what I've been through this past year. (Ibid., p. 288-7) 

 

The technically detailed description of the crash is presented as boring 

information by Tender; yet he makes use of this explanation to blur the textual 

coherence and diminish the severity of the crash. Tender’s unfocused narration in the 

first chapter starts from the black box, and moves on with the description of the plane 

and the technical details of the crash; with an irregular sequence these pieces of 
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information are scattered through the first chapter, which gives hints about Tender as 

a character and a narrator. In this sense, Shannon and Tender are similar characters 

and narrators: As Shannon’s vanity is mirrored in her unfocused narration that 

merges the critical information with the irrelevant, Tender’s disorientation and 

aimlessness are supported by the style of his narration. In an example, he receives a 

call from a woman, whom he advises to kill herself. After this dialogue, Tender’s 

narration bitterly combines death and helplessness with cooking: 

 

The phone in my one hand, I'm trying to get bread crumbs to stick with my 
other. Nothing should be this hard. You flop the cutlet in raw egg. Then you 
shake it dry, then crumbs. The problem with the cutlet is I can't get the 
crumbs right. Some places, the cutlet is bare. The crumbs are so thick in 
other places you can't tell what's inside. (Ibid., p. 282) 

 

In this extract, the severity of the dialogue between Tender and the woman is 

diluted by the information on how to cook breaded veal cutlet. Similar to Shannon’s 

narration in which the ruined clothes supersede Brandy Alexander’s shooting craze, 

Tender’s narration is a distraction from the main tragedy of the novel with irrelevant 

details. For inciting people to kill themselves “is a different kind of entertainment. 

It’s a rush, having that kind of control,” (Ibid., p. 280) as Tender puts it. That is to 

say, his perception of suicide is indifferent since his main concern is to be in control 

of something that would outbalance his submissive role in life. As a receiver of 

helpless calls, he is praised and embraced in such a way that contradicts his 

otherwise insignificant position in society: 

 

It's the same with these suicide girls calling me up. Most of them are so 
young. Crying with their hair wet down in the rain at a public telephone, 
they call me to the rescue. Curled in a ball alone in bed for days, they call 
me. Messiah. They call me. Savior. They sniff and choke and tell me what I 
ask for in every little detail. (Ibid., p. 279) 

 

By answering the calls of helpless women, Tender feels superior to them, and 

establishes an imaginary identity as a saviour. Although he does not claim to have 

any experience with women, his voice creates such an identity that he becomes a 
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competent and experienced man to whom women could surrender themselves. With 

this confidence, he defines himself as “the voice of experience” (Ibid., p. 268). Yet 

his supposedly decisive voice is challenged when his job description is considered: 

he works as a servant in a house where he never comes across his employers. He 

rather communicates with them over a speakerphone in the kitchen; he is warned 

about the housework and the details of a prospective party. Therefore his superiority 

as a voice is not at all relevant; as he manipulates people over the phone and through 

the black box in the plane, he is also given orders by his employers over the 

speakerphone: 

 

The speakerphone rings while I'm setting the lobsters, three male and two 
female, no sperm, in the pot on the stove. 
The speakerphone rings as I turn up the heat just another notch. 
The speakerphone rings while I wash my hands. 
The speakerphone rings while I go pour myself a cup of coffee and mix in 
cream and sugar. 
The speakerphone rings while I take a handful of seaweed from the lobster 
bag and sprinkle it in on top of the lobsters in the pot. One lobster lifts a 
crusher claw for a stay of execution. Crusher claws and cutter claws, they're 
all rubber-banded. 
The speakerphone rings while I go wash and dry my hands again. 
The speakerphone rings, and I answer it. 
Gaston House, I say. 
"Gaston Residence!" the speakerphone yells at me. "Say it, Gaston 
Residence! Say it the way we told you how!" (Ibid., p. 267) 

 

Although Tender’s work is to do as he is told, he presents a manipulated 

picture of his position by adding irrelevant details, such as his information on the 

Home Economics class that follows his employer’s orders: “What they teach you in 

Home Economics is it's correct to call a house a residence only in printing and 

engraving.” (Ibid., p. 266). In addition to incoherent details, his imaginary control 

over people is re-established with his answer to his employer: 

 

When the speakerphone goes silent, then and only then do I start. 
I ask the speakerphone, Are you listening? 
I tell the speakerphone, Picture a dinner plate. 
Tonight, I say, the spinach soufflé will be at the one-o'clock position. The 
beets thing will be at four o'clock. A meat thing with slivered almonds was 
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going to be on the other half of the plate in the nine-o'clock position. To eat 
it, the guests would have to use a knife. And there are going to be bones in 
the meat. 
This is the best posting I've ever had, no kids, no cats, no-wax floors, so I 
don't want to botch it. If I didn't care, I'd start telling who I work for to do 
any monkey business I could imagine. Like: You eat the sorbet by licking it 
out of the bowl, dog-dish fashion. 
Or: Pick up the lamb chop with your teeth and shake your head vigorously, 
side to side. 
And what's terrible is they'd probably do this. It's because I've never steered 
them wrong, they trust me. (Ibid., p. 266-5) 

 

Tender’s approach towards the speakerphone signals his discordant narration: 

repetitions of the phrase beginning with “The speakerphone rings while I…” shows 

his critical stance against a non-human stimulus that controls his actions, yet he 

willingly agrees to undertake whatever he is told through it. He even resents his 

oversight when the voice of his employer warns him. Similarly, he pretends to take 

control of his employer when he guides him what to do during the party, but at the 

end of the dialogue he is proud to be a reliable servant whose words are taken 

seriously. In this sense, his narration is reminiscent of that of Shannon’s: both 

characters have a two-fold consciousness which makes them both critical against and 

adaptive to society. Therefore, both characters share a discourse of blurred reality 

that helps them to keep the status quo. As Invisible Monsters makes use of the beauty 

myth, Survivor establishes the relationship between master and slave as a model for 

reciprocal submission and dependence.  

Master/slave dialectic is the intersection of psychoanalysis and Althusserian 

Marxism: both Lacan and Althusser draw on Alexander Kojéve’s interpretation of 

Hegel’s The Phenomenology of Mind. In his major work, Hegel describes self-

consciousness in terms of a process of recognition. For Hegel, self-consciousness is 

only possible through the recognition of another self-consciousness; that is, self-

consciousness is dependent. To illustrate this, Hegel uses an abstract account of 

master and slave imagery: in this relationship, his conception of “master” and “slave” 

is an abstract notion that exemplifies reciprocal dependency. Although Hegel holds 

that the master is “independent, and its essential nature is to be for itself, the other is 

dependent, and its essence is life or existence for another” (Hegel, 2003: 108). He 

also stresses the idea that its independent existence is through the consciousness of 
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the other, namely the slave that is tied to it; in other words, the slave guarantees the 

self-consciousness of the master. Still, both sides should ensure the continuity of 

their existence through their authentic means: the master thus forces the slave to do 

as he says, and the slave generates fear that he will be killed by the master unless he 

fulfils his needs. Therefore, in terms of master/slave dialectic, the slave means to 

achieve its existence through labour, and as Hegel states, “through work and labour 

[…] this consciousness of the bondsman comes to itself” (Hegel, Ibid., p. 110).    

Alexander Kojéve, on the other hand, stresses a new interpretation of this 

relationship, which has deeply influenced his contemporaries. In his lectures between 

1933 and 1939, he redefined the master/slave dialectic with a new interpretation in 

favour of the slave. According to Kojéve, the master has a tragic situation as to be 

recognized through a subsidiary consciousness which he does not fully recognize. In 

other words, although the slave both recognizes the master and is recognized by him, 

the master’s process of recognition is dependent on the slave, because he does not 

necessarily recognize the slave. Therefore, as Kojéve points out, the recognition 

between the master and slave is one-sided, and thus would not gratify the master, 

“[f]or he can be satisfied only by recognition from one whom he recognizes as 

worthy of recognizing him” (Kojéve, 1980: 19). Kojéve further notes that, despite his 

dependence, the slave is more advantageous for freedom when compared to the 

master: as the slave is the one who works, he has the ability and desire to transform 

the world whereas the master has no such concerns.  

In Survivor, in terms of this master/slave dialectic, Tender accepts his role as 

a slave, although he is evidently bored with his situation: 

 

There's the fireplace to clean. 
There's the lawn to mow. 
Turn all the bottles in the wine cellar. 
There's the lawn to mow, again. 
There's the silver to polish. 
Repeat. 
Still, just one time, I'd like to prove I know something better. I can do more 
than just cover up. The world can be a lot better than we settle for. All you 
have to do is ask. (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 262) 
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Tender’s load of work signifies his desire to keep his position as a servant, 

although he is conscious of the excess of work he undertakes. His repetition of the 

phrases related to his work also shows his situation in which his being is not 

recognized by his employer; hence, he is drawn into a machinery of work to be done 

in due time. Although he can identify his master and recognize his existence, he can 

only do it through his written tasks and his voice on the speakerphone. Therefore 

Tender’s self-consciousness relies on a simulated version of his “master”:  

 

The speakerphone is saying, “Hello?” 
[…] 
The speakerphone is saying, “Hello?” 
To get lipstick out of a collar, rub in a little white vinegar. (Ibid., p. 

263) 
 

Tender’s working conditions recall the Marxist concept of alienation. For 

Marx, alienation on the part of the labourer is two-fold: as Marx states, “[l]abour 

produces not only commodities: it produces itself and the worker as a commodity – 

and does so in the proportion in which it produces commodities generally” (Marx, 

2007: 69). As a result, labour causes a “loss of reality” (Loc. Cit.) for the worker. 

Hence, “[…] the worker becomes a slave of his object, first in that he receives an 

object of labour, i.e., in that he receives work; and secondly, in that he receives 

means of subsistence. Therefore, it enables him to exist, first, as a worker; and 

second, as a physical subject.” (Ibid., p. 71). Alienated as a worker and made “a slave 

of his objects”, Tender experiences an accentuated alienation in his work 

environment, as the speakerphone is personified and substituted with his employer; 

that is to say, Tender is totally estranged from Nature and humanity. Nevertheless, 

his dubious consciousness shows both awareness and detachment. While Tender 

delays the master’s call, he presents irrelevant details that explain his partial 

criticism: as his self-consciousness is unfulfilled, he cannot rationalize the situation 

in which he is in. Therefore, contrary to Kojéve’s argument on the opportunities of 

the slave, Tender shows no sign of transforming the world. Accordingly, his fake 

crisis hotline becomes another way to keep his position by temporarily satisfying him 

with the image of Messiah.  
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Tender’s undetermined self-consciousness can be formulated by Althusser’s 

concept of misrecognition: as Althusser’s vision of ideology consists of both 

recognition and misrecognition, Tender’s actions indicate a recognition of his 

interpellation which makes him existent through his master and his labour; yet his 

inability to understand the relations of production arising from this bond shows a 

misrecognition. Therefore, his representation is crippled due to his incomplete 

existence: compared to the previously discussed point that Shannon is a “bodiless 

eye”, Tender’s narrative role is to be a “bodiless voice”, as his narration is a 

recording of his life story: 

 

And if you're listening to this, you should know that I'm alone in the cockpit 
of Flight 2039 with a whole crowd of those little child-sized bottles of 
mostly dead vodka and gin lined up on the place you sit at against the front 
windows, the instrument panel. In the cabin, the little trays of everybody's 
Chicken Kiev or Beef Stroganoff entrees are half eaten with the air 
conditioner cleaning up any leftover food smell. Magazines are still open to 
where people were reading. With all the seats empty, you could pretend 
everyone's just gone to the bathroom. Out of the plastic stereo headsets you 
can hear a little hum of prerecorded music. (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 288) 

 

 

Since Tender’s voice is more prevalent than his eye, his discourse is 

dominated by orality. That is to say, his narration is composed of a limited 

vocabulary, and mirrors what he has heard of. The oral quality of his narrative is 

rooted in his lack of education and his fundamentalist upbringing in the Creedish 

Death Cult. In order to discuss the relationship between religion and orality, Walter 

J. Ong claims that religion constructs a sense of totality for the believers by means of 

spoken word. Ong maintains that “the spoken word proceeds from the human interior 

and manifests human beings to one another as conscious interiors, as persons, the 

spoken word forms human beings into close-knit groups” (Ong, 2002: 73). 

Therefore, apart from the written word which sets the rules and laws, religion works 

as a unifying voice which via dictation and repetition enables the audience, that is the 

believers, to act as expected. In other words, voice acts as an Ideological State 

Apparatus for religion. Althusser predominantly uses the example of religious 
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interpellation and takes religion as one of the Ideological State Apparatuses. In 

Survivor, religion can be said to be treated as an ideological apparatus through 

Tender’s involvement with the cult. That is, Tender Branson has been interpellated 

by the religious ideology which positions him as a subject. For Althusser, this is a 

paradoxical relationship which results in the question of how individual subjects are 

not actually free to obey or disobey God’s call. Taking his cue from master/slave 

dialectic, Althusser formulates this dilemma with the reciprocal dependence of the 

subject and the Subject: the subject is the individual while the Subject is God 

himself. Althusser illustrates this relationship with the dialogue between God and 

Moses: in “Exodus”, God says “Moses, Moses” and identifies him as subject, and in 

turn when Moses asks who he is, he says “I am that I am.” Althusser argues that 

“God thus defines himself as the Subject par excellence, he who is through himself 

and for himself […], and who interpellates his subject, the individual subjected to 

him by his very interpellation” (Althusser, 2001: 121). Consequently, Moses 

identifies himself as a “subject of God, a subject subjected to God, a subject through 

the Subject and subjected to the Subject” (Loc. Cit.). 

Although in this description of the subject’s dependence to the Subject,the 

subject is in absolute dependence, Althusser formulates a sense of reciprocity in 

which both sides need each other: accordingly, as men need the Subject to be 

subjects, the Subject needs subjects to duplicate himself in the image of man so that 

they are better imposed to prepare for the Judgement Day. In this sense, as Althusser 

points out, ideology establishes a central ground in which it can exhaustively and 

infinitely interpellate individuals. Althusser holds that,  

 

[…] caught in this quadruple system of interpellation as subjects, of 
subjection to the Subject, of universal recognition and of absolute guarantee, 
the subjects […] work all right 'all by themselves', i.e. by ideology (whose 
concrete forms are realized in the Ideological State Apparatuses). They are 
inserted into practices governed by the rituals of the ISAs. They 'recognize' 
the existing state of affairs (das Bestehende), that 'it really is true that it is so 
and not otherwise', and that they must be obedient to God, to their 
conscience, to the priest, to de Gaulle, to the boss, to the engineer, that thou 
shalt 'love thy neighbour as thyself', etc. (Ibid., p. 123) 
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 Interestingly in the novel, Tender’s name even signifies the role the ideology 

of religion expects from him. His first name, Tender, is, as a rule, given to younger 

sons in the Creedish Death Cult; hence, by taking this name he is labelled by his 

community with a set of roles and rules. According to the cult’s conventions, the 

boys with the name Tender are expelled from the community to do service. They 

have no right to marry and have children. Within the Creedish Death Cult 

community, this is Tender Branson’s function, which he readily accepts. Tender’s 

name also denotes his submissive role in society. Labelled as a “tender” personality, 

both the community and society expect him to be so vulnerable and obedient that he 

cannot make his own decisions. In addition, his surname “Branson” reinforces his 

enslaved position and inability to transform nature as an insufficiently conscious 

servant: his “tender” relationship with nature restrains him from recognizing his 

advantage for freedom, in Kojéve’s terms. 

Coming from a close-knit community, Tender is fascinated by the spectacles 

this new life style introduces him. The spectacle, which Guy Debord identifies as the 

character of contemporary society, surrounds his new environment in which ideology 

first interpellates, then controls man with the use of mass communication and the 

culture of consumption. Debord, who discusses the society of spectacles in terms of 

late capitalist societies, argues that contemporary society is a “society of spectacles” 

in that “all that once directly lived has become mere representation” (Debord, Ibid., 

p. 12); hence, representation supersedes reality. Therefore, the spectacle establishes 

the existence through an illusion of totality which covers up the subjects’ alienation 

and separation from Nature. In terms of master/slave dialectic, Debord’s concept of 

illusionary unification can be observed as an ideological apparatus that robs the slave 

of his transforming power. For that reason, Debord identifies this illusion with false 

consciousness.  

Considering Debord’s argument that the spectacle imitates life by means of 

mass media and entertainment, Tender’s appearance on television becomes another 

model for his submission: as he becomes a celebrity, he undergoes a series of 

procedures that change his physical appearance. Following his agent’s directions, 

Tender realizes that “people shopping for a messiah want quality. Nobody is going to 

follow a loser. When it comes to choosing a saviour, they won’t settle for just a 
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human being” (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 135).  Therefore, Tender becomes more and more 

subjugated, and, in order to better adapt, agrees to transform himself rather than 

transforming his environment.  

Debord’s argument reflects on to Althusser’s conception of the intrinsic 

quality of ideology. As ideology works in an invisible fashion in Althusser’s terms, 

the merging of images with reality brings forth a misconception of reality and a 

submission to images. In the same line with this, Debord holds that  

 

ideological entities have never been mere fictions – rather, they are a 
distorted consciousness of reality, and as such, real factors retroactively 
producing real distorting effects; which is all the more reason why that 
materialization of ideology, in the form of the spectacle […] results in the 
virtual identification with social reality itself of an ideology that manages to 
remold the whole of the real to its own specifications” (Debord, Ibid., p.  
150).  

 

Hence, Debord’s conception of spectacles as an ideological apparatus is 

conjoined with Althusser’s dictum that ideology has a material existence. When 

Tender’s experience in media is concerned, materialized ideology in the form of 

spectacles impacts on Tender in such a way that he becomes all the more submissive 

than he had been in his religious community and his job. Tender’s relationship with 

the media can be better formulated in Debord’s words: 

 

The spectator’s alienation from and submission to the contemplated object 
(which is the outcome of his unthinking activity) works like this: the more he 
contemplates, the less he lives; the more readily he recognizes his own needs 
in the images of need proposed by the dominant system, the less he 
understands his own existence and his own desires […] The spectator feels 
at home nowhere, for the spectacle is everywhere” (Debord, Ibid., p. 23).  

 

In this sense, Tender cannot escape from the society of spectacles; even if he 

is trying to transform his life, he ends up with a solution that incorporates media’s 

existence. The spectacle is thus the Subject that even tempers with the subject’s 

freedom of performing his “animal functions – eating, drinking, procreating, or at 
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most in his dwelling and in dressing up, etc.” (Marx, 2007: 73), which Marx 

identifies as the sole and ultimate freedom of the slave. 

In another vein, Jean Baudrillard portrays an apocalyptic vision deriving from 

the multitude of images. His theory responds to the increasing power of fascination 

of images from television and computers, which is thought to result in the 

legitimization of those images over the real. He describes the current cultural 

situation as a “state of excess” (Baudrillard, 1989: 29) and states that “we are living 

in a society of excrescence, meaning that which incessantly develops without being 

measurable against its own objectives” (Loc. Cit.). Baudrillard’s concept of excess is 

totally semiotic and can be traced in his Simulacra and Simulation. In his work, 

Baudrillard argues that images, or more correctly, signifiers are cut off from their 

signifieds in the sense that they no longer have references. Therefore, images cannot 

be referred to a reality; in fact the notion of reality has evolved into “hyperreality”; 

that is, a state of being in which reality disintegrates forever to be replaced by 

simulations. Accordingly, for Baudrillard, the substitutes of reality supersede reality 

itself, which is no longer existent. Therefore, as Baudrillard maintains, “the era of 

simulation is inaugurated by a liquidation of all referentials” (Baudrillard, 2000: 2), 

and postmodern condition “is a question of substituting the signs of the real for the 

real” (Loc. Cit.). 

To illustrate his argument on simulations and their function, Baudrillard gives 

his famous example of Disneyland. In his analysis of this place of entertainment, 

Baudrillard emphasizes the incoherence of reality to the current picture of American 

values and life style. Yet Baudrillard adds a further note to this analysis: 

 

But this masks something else and this "ideological" blanket functions as a 
cover for a simulation of the third order: Disneyland exists in order to hide 
that it is the "real" country, all of "real" America that is Disneyland (a bit 
like prisons are there to hide that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal 
omnipresence, that is carceral). Disneyland is presented as imaginary in 
order to make us believe that the rest is real, whereas all of Los Angeles and 
the America that surrounds it are no longer real, but belong to the hyperreal 
order and to the order of simulation. It is no longer a question of a false 
representation of reality (ideology) but of concealing the fact that the real is 
no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle. (Baudrillard, Ibid., p. 
12) 
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Here, Baudrillard draws attention to what he considers a failure in ideological 

analysis; in other words, he invalidates the possibility of reality against the 

represented image. In his analysis of Disneyland, Baudrillard is more concerned with 

the function of signs than the ideological positioning of these signs, and diverts from 

classical Marxist criticism in the sense that he does not attempt to offer a possibility 

for change. Notwithstanding their differences, Baudrillard’s conception of simulacra 

is similar to Debord’s theorization of the spectacle, and in terms of its functioning al 

it is reminiscent of Althusser’s Ideological State Apparatuses. However, whereas 

Baudrillard’s apocalyptic vision portrays contemporary society as a finalized and 

cocooned state, Althusser and Debord offer a solution through the recognition 

process of individuals and the subversion of relations of production.  

In the light of the theoretical assumptions discussed above, Tender’s 

submission to ideology and the spectacles in its material form is easily diagnosable: 

Through the depiction of the world as a state of apocalypse, Survivor relates 

Tender’s fascination with images of excess to his inherent trauma which is 

narratologically apparent through the presence of suspense, digression, and 

discordant narration. Through the use of these narrative devices, Tender manipulates 

the narrative in a way that first holds back and then reveals the details of his story, 

while unconsciously manifesting his level of consciousness. In other words, what the 

narrator does not openly voice gives hints about his ideological formation, which is 

bound to the material existence of his class condition. As a result, the narration in 

Survivor is a critique of contemporary American society by narrative, thematic and 

generic complexities that subvert the concept of heroism promoted by the disaster 

film genre.    
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CHAPTER 3 

CONSUMERISM AND DEMASCULINIZATION: FIGHT CLUB 

 

 

Fight Club is Chuck Palahniuk’s first published novel. It tells the story of an 

unnamed character who invents, in the course of the novel, a second identity for 

himself, called Tyler Durden. The nameless protagonist works for an unnamed 

company, and is mesmerised by consumerism to the extent that he comes to define 

himself in terms of his relations to his furniture, clothes and the other objects he 

possesses. He is dissatisfied with his life, and suffers from insomnia. Upon the 

recommendation of his doctor, he begins to participate in various support groups that 

are aimed at providing psychological aid for people who have lived through or are 

still suffering from fatal diseases, like testicular cancer, brain parasites, tuberculosis 

and organic brain dementia. Although he is not a sufferer of the same diseases as the 

other participants, and his visitations are of a touristic nature, he is suddenly cured of 

his insomnia. One day in a support group meeting for testicular cancer, he meets 

Marla Singer, who like him, is in the habit of participating in these support groups. 

Because her presence immediately mirrors his fraud, he is disturbed and his insomnia 

returns. However he does not stop visiting the support groups; instead he and Marla 

decide to go to different groups. At about this time in the novel, his Tyler Durden-

self emerges for the first time on a nude beach, apparently more muscular and virile 

than his unnamed-self. On the same day, his unnamed self finds out that his 

apartment has blown up and having nowhere to stay the night, he phones his Tyler 

Durden self to ask for help. His Tyler Durden self agrees to have him stay at his 

place, but he wants something in return: “I want you to hit me as hard as you can” 

(Palahniuk, 2003: 46). His internal struggle takes the form of a violent physical fight 

with himself, witnessed by other people around, who gradually evolve into a group 

of Tyler Durden disciples, joined together under the name of Fight Club, an all-male 

society, the sole activity of which is brutal fighting. As the number of the club 

members increases drastically, his Tyler Durden self introduces a set of rules; it is 

forbidden to talk about Fight Club, the fight is over when one of the fighters wants to 
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stop, there should be only one fight at a time for only two fighters, both parties 

should fight without shirts and shoes, and the fight should continue as long as the 

fighters desire.   

 Marla does not know about Fight Club, and the first time she meets his Tyler 

Durden self is when she attempts suicide and calls him in her expectation to be 

rescued. After this Marla and the Tyler Durden self initiate a relationship which 

bothers the unnamed self, because Tyler Durden spends less time with him. Slowly 

things begin to slip out of hand: the club’s membership spreads to other states, and 

Tyler Durden recruits members to initiate a radical organization, called Project 

Mayhem, to carry out attacks at the emblems of capitalism. Yet when the unnamed 

self’s friend Bob dies in one of the Project Mayhem’s activities, he becomes 

disillusioned about the nature of this project, and tries to stop it. Eventually, he 

realizes that he is actually Tyler Durden himself: during his sleepless nights, he has 

developed an alter ego who has been visiting numerous American states to form new 

fight clubs and working in part-time night jobs to raise enthusiasm for his future 

projects. Yet all the rules of Project Mayhem which he himself has set, hinder his 

efforts to stop the activities of the group. In one of the major acts of the project, the 

bombing of a skyscraper, the unnamed self goes to the roof of the building to 

confront the Tyler Durden self. While they are having a serious fight, which is 

nothing but his fight with himself, Marla Singer arrives with her fellow support 

group members who are sufferers of bowel cancer, brain parasites, melanoma and 

tuberculosis. In the meanwhile, the unnamed self puts a gun in his mouth in an 

attempt at suicide; that is, to kill the Tyler Durden self. Yet the gunshot only 

produces a wound and he is hospitalized. The story ends with the project members 

telling him that they are keeping up with the plan to end civilization so as to make 

the world a better and renewed place.  

 

3.1 Discordant Narrative in Fight Club 

 

 Fight Club is a novel which is preoccupied with consumerism and the 

consequent loss of identity in contemporary American society. In this respect, the 
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novel calls for a reading in the light of Marxist theories of alienation and commodity 

fetishism. In Karl Marx’s terms, commodity fetishism is a state of social relations, in 

which “the commodity-form, and the value-relation of the products of labour within 

which it appears, have absolutely no connection with the physical nature of the 

commodity and the material [dinglich] relations arising out of this” (Marx, 1990: 

165). In other words, the commodity is a fetish object that is extrinsically positioned 

outside reality. Accordingly, it bears a magical quality: it is attributed with a 

mystified value which does not correspond to its use-value1 or exchange-value2. In 

this sense, Marx finds an analogy between commodity fetishism and religion: 

 

There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures 
endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with each 
other and with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the 
products of men’s hands. (Ibid., p. 165) 

 

Consequently, insofar as religion and fetishism are concerned, the imaginary 

reflection of objects on human perception is assumed to be real. This is to say that 

these “autonomous figures” are shaped both by “men’s hands” and men’s 

consciousness, which is an unpronounced “false consciousness” for Marx. To put it 

differently, although it is human labour that produces commodities as objects, what 

makes them fetishes is human consciousness that misrecognizes them as such. 

Therefore, Marx’s analogy between religion and commodity fetishism brings about a 

further semblance when his famous dictum is considered: “Religion is the sigh of the 

oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. 

It is the opium of the people” (Marx, 2006: 57). In this sense, both concepts illustrate 

the mechanism of ideological manipulation. As religion hinders the perception of 

reality and thus establishes its position as an ideological state apparatus, commodity 

fetishism similarly hampers the realization of “the material relationships arising out 

of this”, and both can thus be conceptually associated with false consciousness.  

                                                
1 Use-value is the value of a product which is determined by its ability to satisfy human needs. 
2 Exchange-value is the equalled values of certain products that can economically substitute each 
other. 
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 False consciousness is a predominant term in the Marxist conception of 

ideology, and is directly linked to commodity fetishism. Although Marx himself has 

proposed neither a definition nor a reference for the term, Engels uses it in his letter 

to Mehring: 

 

Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker. Consciously, it 
is true; but with a false consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him 
remain unknown to him; otherwise it simply would not be an ideological 
process. Hence he imagines false or apparent motives (Engels, 1973: 496) 

 

Criticising idealist philosophers, Engels deems that ideology can only function by 

means of the subject’s false consciousness, and, in the example of the philosophers 

he mentions, is reproduced through this false consciousness. In both situations, false 

consciousness occupies a basic position in terms of ideology and describes a state of 

unawareness in which “the real motive forces impelling him remain unknown to 

him” in Engels’s words. Hence, as ideology can only function through a supposedly 

conscious reproduction and a false conscious reception, it implicates class difference 

as a founding element. In this context, Marx and Engels point out to the relationship 

between ideology and consciousness: 

  

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class 
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling 
intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at 
its disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental 
production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack 
the means of mental production are subject to it (Marx and Engels, 2004: 
64).  

 

As expressed in the above extract, Marx and Engels point out to the ideological 

power of the ruling class as opposed to that of those who are subjugated. To 

elaborate on the process, they identify “mental production” and “material 

production” as complementary sources for ideological manipulation. In this sense, 

the “control” over the means of mental production denotes a conscious effort on the 

part of the ruling class. Therefore, mental and material production, similar to religion 
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and commodification respectively, shapes “the intellectual force” which also defines 

the way subjects think.  

Marx’s theory of ideology3 and its relation to false consciousness has been 

elaborated and revised by Althusser. Taking his cue from Marx, Althusser identifies 

the means of mental production with ideological state apparatuses that consciously 

function to attract the false consciousness, or in Althusser’s words, misrecognition, 

of subjugated individuals. Being a primarily psychoanalytic term, misrecognition 

finalizes the Lacanian argument of the mirror stage. In describing subject formation, 

Jacques Lacan illustrates the mirror-stage in which individuals become subjects 

through a distorted means of identification: 

 

The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from 
insufficiency to anticipation – and which manufactures for the subject, 
caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies 
that extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I 
shall call orthopaedic – and lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an 
alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s 
entire mental development (Lacan, 2003: 5). 

 

Considered in the light of Marx’s assertion that the ruling class owns the 

means of mental production, Lacan’s statement that the mirror stage marks “the 

structure of the subject’s entire mental development” has a definitive ideological 

implication: subject formation is a process which the individual experiences to adapt 

to an alien identity of himself. Thus the whole process rests on misrecognition owing 

to which the ego is constituted through the reflected image. As a result, the ego is an 

illusory establishment of totality and perfection. Yet, to sustain one’s existence as 

such, the ego needs to be recognized by another, who supervises the subject through 

his gaze. In other words, this supervision becomes an apparatus to control the 

subject. In this context, combining Marx’s theory of ideology with Lacan’s view of 
                                                
3 To conclude the Marxist argument of ideology, Marx and Engels suggest that, as opposed to 
capitalist society “within communist society, the only society in which the original and free 
development of individuals ceases to be a mere phrase” (Marx and Engels, 2004. 118) subjects can 
avoid being manipulated by the ideology of the ruling class and position themselves “in the universal 
character of the activity of individuals on the basis of the existing productive forces” (Loc. Cit.). In 
this sense, they indicate an alternative state of relations which can overcome ideology, and 
consequently, commodity fetishism. 
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subjectivity, Althusser elaborates on ideological formation through ideological state 

apparatuses which function through interpellating individuals as subjects.    

The ideological construction of subjectivity in consumer society works 

through a mechanism which at once creates the illusion of individuality and imposes 

uniformity and anonymity. In Fight Club, this situation is evident in the protagonist, 

who is also the narrator of the novel. The narrator is unnamed, and as he says “I 

never give my real name at support groups” (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 19), he occasionally 

uses false names, such as Joe, and fake identities. The inspiration for the name Joe he 

uses comes from The Reader’s Digest magazines in Tyler Durden’s house on Paper 

Street: the narrator refers to the oldest issues in the stack in which “there’s a series of 

articles where organs in human body talk about themselves in the first person: I am 

Jane’s Uterus” (Ibid., p. 58). The male version of the exemplary phrase replaces the 

name Jane with Joe, and the narrator uses this name in his expressions of frustration: 

“I am Joe’s Grinding Teeth” (Ibid., p. 59), “I am Joe’s Inflamed Flared Nostrils” 

(Loc. Cit.).  

The narrator’s anonymity signals a common condition shared by American 

people: surrendering to a consumerist obsession that forces them to define 

themselves in terms of the material objects they pay for and own. For example, the 

narrator lives in an apartment decorated solely on IKEA furniture, whose model 

names are used as adjectives to give each of them a human-like character. Expressing 

his loss, the narrator describes the situation: 

 

Something which was a bomb, a big bomb, had blasted my clever Njurunda 
coffee tables in the shape of lime green yin and an orange yang that fit 
together to make a circle. Well they were splinters, now. 
My Haparanda sofa groups with the orange slip covers, design by Erika 
Pekkan, it was trash, now. (Ibid., p. 43) 

 

The narrator’s expression has qualities that support his perception of the material 

world he is in: firstly, the description of the coffee table shows that he attaches 

importance to a stylized colour scheme for decoration. The “lime green yin and an 

orange yang” are both harmonious and detachable: the colours are heterogeneously 

combined so that they can be clearly identified. Furthermore, the shape of the table is 
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of yin and yang; that is, they “fit together to make a circle”. In other words, the 

narrator has decorated his apartment with a table that points at his search for 

harmony and clarity both at home and within his own self, which is still ideological: 

his perception of life excludes questions and criticism, and provides him with daily 

comfort which overrides any concern of committing oneself to a cause and any real 

purpose in life. Yet at the same time, ideology is reproduced in a seamless duality 

which mirrors itself in the dual character of the narrator. Therefore, the symbol of yin 

and yang is significant: it recalls the New Age4 notions in contemporary United 

States, through which people try to find solace in Far Eastern divinities and rituals. In 

this sense, the shape and colour scheme of the coffee table apparently matches with 

the narrator’s identity and his own formation in terms of ideology.  

  Marx’s analogy between religion and commodity fetishism is also 

reminiscent of Guy Debord’s concept of “the society of spectacle”. In the same way 

as religious formations are produced through a fascination with images that are 

assumed to be real, commodity fetishism depends on a spectacle of material objects 

whose real values are ignored from the start. That is to say, contemporary Western 

society is fundamentally attracted to representations rather than the real content. 

Echoing Marx, Debord maintains that “the spectacle is not a collection of images; 

rather it is a social relationship between people that is mediated by images” (Debord, 

1995: 12). In other words, the very social relations that define commodity fetishism 

are also shaped by representations. In the context of ideology, it is thus described by 

Debord “as a weltanschaung that has been actualized, translated into the material 

realm – a world view transformed into an objective force” (Ibid., p. 13).  Therefore, 

the society of spectacle, having been produced by ideological factors, becomes itself 

an ideological formation that, through “an objective force”, reproduces ideology. 

Accordingly, the “weltanschaung” described by Debord corresponds to what is 

produced by ideological state apparatuses.  

                                                
4 The term “New Age” has been used for the spiritualist subculture in the 1980s, whose practice 
included meditation, yoga, fortune-telling and belief in the supernatural. In accordance with the 
popularization of this kind of spirituality, the subculture reproduced itself through group meditation, 
community readings, publications, healers and fortune-tellers, the use of spiritual objects like stones 
and crystals. Therefore, Far Eastern spiritual practices such as yoga, Feng Shui, Reiki and alike, along 
with traditional occult practices like Tarot and astrology have been popularized. 
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Debord’s significant postulation that images weigh over the real in late 

capitalist societies is mirrored in the description of the narrator’s condo in Fight 

Club. In this sense, the narration is awkwardly based on an advertorial style: the 

narrator presents his IKEA furniture as if he intends to advertise them. For example, 

when he describes his furniture, he says: 

 

The Mommala quilt-cover set. Design by Tomas Harila and available in the 
following. 
Orchid. 
Fuschia. 
Cobalt. 
Ebony. 
Jet. 
Eggshell or heather. (Ibid., p. 44) 

 

This style is observable in many works of blank fiction and illustrates the 

subjects’ relationship with commodities in late capitalist societies. Pointing out to the 

representations of excess in “the society of spectacles”, blank fiction mirrors the 

hypnotic commitment to commodity fetishism so much so that it imitates the 

discourse of advertisements. According to Annesley, 

 

Using a language that seems to resonate with the accents of commercial 
culture, these texts develop formal dimensions that appear, in some cases 
commodified and in others, part of a wider engagement with consumer 
culture. (Annesley, 1998: 8) 

 

The narrator’s obsession with the model names of his furniture gains further 

significance, especially when one considers he is not clearly named throughout the 

novel. His coffee tables are named “Njurunda” and his sofa groups are “Haparanda”. 

He even talks about the coffee table as “clever”: this personification of a material 

object shows that the narrator identifies the furniture as living, humane beings 

whereas he lives nameless in a cocooned state in which his life functions continue 

but he cannot act. In this sense, it is not surprising that his description of his job is in 

relation to flights, copy machines, computers and slide shows: all these life-
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facilitating devices, along with “clever” furniture and a nest-like home indicate, in 

Baudrillard’s terms, that  

 

the information, communication, etc., keep the social body in a state of 
perfect survival, ensuring that all vital functions continue: circulation, 
breathing, metabolism, heart tone, cell regeneration […]. (Baudrillard, 1989: 
39) 

 

In the narrator’s case, this catatonic state manifests itself with insomnia; and 

obviously the narrator’s conflict begins with this problem. After being sleepless for 

three weeks, his doctor tells him that his insomnia is a symptom of “something 

larger” (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 19). Yet, the narrator prefers taking sleeping pills instead 

of finding out about his problem: “I wanted little blue Amytal Sodium capsules, 200-

milligram-sized. I wanted red-and-blue Tuinal bullet capsules, lipstick-red Seconals.” 

(Loc. Cit.). In this sense, he is an Alice-like figure who wishes to be transformed into 

another being through these pills. In spite of this heroic longing, he can not cure his 

insomnia. Although he can continue his daily routine at the office or interstate works, 

he says “three weeks without sleep, and everything becomes an out-of-body 

experience” (Loc. Cit.); hence it is in fact his lucid dreaming and ethereal experience 

that keep his compliance with the system alive. Besides, “[with insomnia] everything 

is so far away, a copy of a copy of a copy. The insomnia distance of everything, you 

can’t touch anything and nothing can touch you” (Ibid., p. 21). In this Baudrillardian 

sense of representation without the original, the subject is forever deterred in finding 

his real problem: as “the copy of a copy of a copy” shows a threefold distance from 

the original and a possibility of other copies, the Lacanian notion of the Real as a 

resistance to signification is mirrored in the example of the narrator’s insomnia.  

The other ordered settings in Fight Club apart from the condo are the hotel 

rooms and airplanes. Similar to the commodities in the condo, the arrangement in 

these settings is of a minimalist fashion: 

 

The charm of traveling is everywhere I go, tiny life. I go to the hotel, tiny 
soap, tiny shampoos, single-serving butter, tiny mouthwash and a single-use 
toothbrush. Fold into the standard airplane seat. You’re a giant. The problem 
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is your shoulders are too big. Your Alice in Wonderland legs are all of a 
sudden miles long they touch the feet of the person in front. Dinner arrives, a 
miniature do-it-yourself Chicken Cordon Bleu hobby kit, sort of a put-it-
together project to keep you busy. (Ibid., p. 28)  

 

In spite of the minimal objects the narrator is surrounded with, it is still 

discomforting to fit in this environment, which is expressed through the metaphor of 

Alice after she eats the small cake with a mark of ‘EAT ME’ on and grows in size. 

All of these small objects are for single use, and thus imply the same sentiment of a 

catatonic state: in each journey, these useful objects help to sustain the subject’s 

integrity, which is again the misrecognition of having integrity. Furthermore, this 

minimalism makes the narrator feel like a “giant” in the airplane seat. However, he 

perceives his central and superior position in the sense that his ego is like a giant 

cared for and fed by the system so that he can ignore his own pettiness. The 

juxtaposition of the small objects and the narrator’s body is also reminiscent of the 

juxtaposition of the models and the displeasing settings in Invisible Monsters. In this 

sense, both subjects (the narrator in Fight Club and Shannon MacFarlane in Invisible 

Monsters) enjoy being superior to the setting in which they are in because they 

cannot otherwise hide their inferiority. Therefore, the narrative performs a double 

criticism: while subjects believe they are beautiful or superior as compared to the 

setting, the objects around them are portrayed as ugly and inferior, thus their longing 

for heroism and power turns into a vain individualistic attempt, which is all that these 

characters can achieve. In other words, the relationship between these characters and 

the settings is indicative of their frames of mind and their incapability of identifying 

the symptoms of the consumerist ideology of late capitalism. 

As opposed to the narrator’s condo, airplanes and hotel rooms, Tyler 

Durden’s house on Paper Street signifies a sense of chaos. Contrary to the order and 

perfection in the condo, the house on Paper Street has “nine layers of wallpaper 

swelling on the dining-room walls, flowers under stripes under flowers under birds 

under grasscloth” (Ibid., p. 57). The narrator and Tyler Durden have to pull the fuses 

in case of rain, and the dumped and stacked Reader’s Digest magazines “get taller 

every time it rains” (Loc. Cit.), because “the rain tickles down through the house, and 

everything wooden swells and shrinks, and the nails in everything wooden, the floors 
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and baseboards and window casings, the nails inch out and rust” (Loc. Cit). 

Therefore “everywhere there are rusted nails to step on or snap your elbow on” (Loc. 

Cit.); the house on Paper Street is, thus, described as a hostile spirit and an individual 

existence. In this way, it is the architectural counterpart of the narrator, and hence 

they have a metonymical relationship. In Lacan’s words,  

 

[…] the formation of the I is symbolized in dreams by a fortress, or a 
stadium – its inner arena and enclosure, surrounded by marshes and rubbish-
tips, dividing it into two opposed fields of contest where the subject 
flounders in quest of the lofty, remote inner castle whose form (sometimes 
juxtaposed in the same scenario) symbolizes the id […]. (Lacan, 2003: 5) 

 

The formation of the narrator’s self is thus illustrated through the house on Paper 

Street symbolizing his id. The feeling of enclosure, the rubbish and the house’s 

isolation clearly indicate the narrator’s inner self which is uncontrollable and 

unleashed. In addition to the house on Paper Street, the narrator’s self is also 

symbolized in the guided meditation during his attendance to the support group for 

brain parasite patients, and in the imagined castle in Ireland. In the first instance, 

with the manipulation of the guide Chloe, the narrator imagines himself in “the 

garden of serenity”: 

   

Chloe talked us up the hill to the palace of seven doors. Inside the palace 
were the seven doors, the green door, the yellow door, the orange door, and 
Chloe talked us through opening each door, the blue door, the red door, the 
white door, and finding what was there. […] Chloe talked us into caves 
where we meet our power animal. Mine was penguin. 
Ice covered the floor of the cave, and the penguin said, slide. Without any 
effort, we slid through tunnels and galleries (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 20) 

 

Chloe, one of the patients, guides all the attendants (who are supposedly sufferers of 

brain parasite) into a collective subconscious, and projects a similar setting to those 

in “The Masque of The Red Death”5 and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In “The 

                                                
5 “The Masque of The Red Death” is a short story by Edgar Allan Poe. The story focuses on Prince 
Prospero, who hides in his castle with noblemen and entertainers in order to avoid the Red Death, a 
fatal plague. There is a masquerade ball in the castle, which has seven special rooms, each of which 
has been decorated in a different colour – blue, purple, green, orange, white, violet and black. As the 
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Masque of The Red Death”, the narrator introduces seven coloured chambers, while 

the narrator of Fight Club mentions seven coloured doors, but only names six of 

them. The colours blue, green, orange and white exist in both texts, whereas the 

colours purple and violet have been replaced with yellow and red in Fight Club. The 

missing seventh colour which goes unmentioned in the latter text is black. In 

addition, the plague in Poe’s story corresponds to the brain parasite, a condition 

which is shared by the participants of the guided tour in the support group in 

Palahniuk’s novel. Interestingly enough, this implicit reference to the parasite in 

Chloe’s guided meditation helps the narrator to be engaged in different roles, since it 

is him who tries to enter the doors in the same way as it is the Red Death and Prince 

Prospero in “The Masque of The Red Death” who enter each coloured chamber. On 

the one hand, the narrator of Fight Club is Prince Prospero, the prospected saviour of 

the noblemen from the deadly plague, and thus one of its survivors; on the other 

hand, he is the personification of the Red Death. In other words, in the character of 

the narrator the disaster, the saviour and the survivor roles have been merged. Yet he 

cannot perfectly fulfil these roles, because he cannot open the doors. Therefore, as a 

survivor, he is secluded in his condo to keep away from the plague of consciousness 

and recognition. As a saviour, he creates another self to incite masses with a mob-

like organisation. Wrecked by the capitalist system, he can by no means function as 

the disaster itself: for all these three roles, his being an anonymous subject indicates 

his inability to fulfil an individual existence, and thus leads him to be a sole observer. 

Furthermore, the narrator’s disregarding of the black door indicates his lack of 

consciousness of the Real: the unrepresentable Real in the personification of the Red 

Death in “The Masque of The Red Death” does not take part in Fight Club. 

Therefore, it is ironical that the narrator only describes the colours of the six doors. 

The lack emanating from the Real is thus forever ignored in exchange for colourful 

doors. Therefore, “the palace of the seven doors” functions as a mesmerising effect 

                                                                                                                                     
ball goes on, a mysterious figure appears in the castle and visits each coloured room. Enraged by this 
uninvited guest, Prince Prospero follows him with a dagger; yet upon facing him in the last room, 
which is the black one, the prince dies suddenly at a glance. When all the guests rush to the room to 
see this mysterious figure, they find out that his costume is empty, and he is the personification of the 
Red Death: the plague is unleashed in the castle and all the guests are infected. 
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which disguises the real trauma in the narrator’s life. Yet while he does not have the 

disease, he suffers from the mental plague of disorientation and aimlessness.      

The palace of the seven doors also alludes to the doors in the Rabbit Hole in 

Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In this context, Alice cannot at 

first open the doors, and when she eventually opens one she cannot enter through it 

because she is too big. Thus she tries some food to get smaller. During the meditation 

episode in Fight Club, the narrator does not describe what is inside the seven doors. 

In order to do it, he must get smaller in size, like Alice; however, the narrator who 

has previously described himself as the Alice who is grown in size is incapable of 

doing that. In this sense, he misrecognizes his own existence that has been 

ideologically magnified and totalized amongst the minimal objects, which help to 

sustain his bare survival with an illusion of perfection, in a similar function to that of 

his IKEA furniture.    

After the palace of seven doors, Chloe directs the members of the support 

group into a cave to find their power animals. It is the cave in which the subjects can 

use their imagination rather than being guided: here the narrator imagines an ice cave 

with a penguin inside. Leaving the realm of culture which has been illustrated by the 

palace of seven doors, the narrator’s self now enters his own unconscious. Here, the 

imagery of the ice cave is significant: Considering that in Freudian terms, the cave 

signifies the vagina, the icy medium in which the narrator imagines that he will find 

his power animal indicates his crisis of masculinity. In this sense, his being in the 

cave is suggestive of a regressive movement into a foetus like state, which again 

emphasises his demasculinization. Furthermore, his imagined power animal in the 

cave is a penguin, a feeble and sloppy animal mirroring his pettiness and 

incompetence. Walking in a sloppy fashion, swimming with its feet, and resembling 

a bird without wings, the penguin is the epitome of an anti-hero, and is thus not a 

conventionally acceptable sign of power. Considered in conjunction with the 

environment it is imagined in, the penguin also signifies the narrator’s apparent 

harmony with the capitalist system. Therefore, it is evident that the narrator cannot 

receive power from the penguin; on the contrary, he transfers his own powerlessness 

into the image of a feeble animal as a source of power. Interestingly though, the 

penguin tells him to slide. In this sense, the power animal stands for the Other, which 
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controls and helps to establish his actions. Furthermore, as the power animal tells the 

narrator to slide in the ice cave, within the context of the sexual connotations of the 

image, the protagonist can be viewed as standing for the penis in the guided 

meditation. That is, the narrator is so disoriented and sexually incompetent that he 

seems to be stuck in the vagina, and he needs the female other to tell him what to do. 

Unable to melt the frozen liquids in the ice-cold vagina, the narrator’s incompetence 

is emphasized both by his passivity and his unmanliness in the cave. In turn, in the 

second guided meditation, the narrator imagines his power animal as Marla Singer. 

The power animals in the narrator’s imagination by no means symbolize power; on 

the contrary, his incompetence is highlighted by his expectation to obtain power from 

a female character, who has been a threat to the masculinity of both his anonymous 

self and his Tyler Durden self throughout the novel. Marla visits the testicular cancer 

support group like the narrator; the irrelevance of a woman’s presence in a group of 

men suffering from a specifically male disease underscores the protagonist’s 

disconnected position in the support group, and his symbolic incompetence in 

visiting a support group for testicular cancer. Therefore, through Marla’s existence, 

the narrator’s virility is questioned. Considered in comparison to his Tyler Durden 

self’s complaint on the fact that his generation is raised by women and there are not 

sufficient male role models, Marla’s being the second power animal is notable in that 

the anonymous self takes on an incompetent role which expects power from a female 

character. Thus the narrator’s problem with Marla Singer emerges: she is an ever-

controlling figure in the narrator’s life. Already lacking a patriarchal figure to lead 

him, the narrator is enraged at Marla’s presence but at the same time yields to the 

recognition of a female figure to dominate his masculinity. In the second example, 

the narrator imagines to be in a historical castle in Ireland in order to sooth his pain 

from the lye Tyler Durden is pouring on his hand.  

 

You’re in Ireland the summer after you left college, and maybe this is where 
you first wanted anarchy. Years before you met Tyler Durden, before you 
peed in your first crème anglaise, you learned about little acts of rebellion. 
[…] You’re standing on a platform at the top of the stairs in a castle. […] 
You’re on a platform in a castle in Ireland with bottomless darkness all 
around of you, across an arm’s length of darkness, is a rock wall. […] And 
the Irish men around you with their little act of rebellion in the darkness, 
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they walk to the edge of the platform, and stand at the edge of the bottomless 
darkness and piss.  
And they say, go ahead, piss your fancy American piss rich and yellow with 
too many vitamins. Rich and expensive and thrown away. 
[…] 
I’m pissing in my black trousers with the dried bloodstains my boss can’t 
stomach. 
You’re in a rented house on Paper Street. (Ibid., p. 76-7) 

 

In this extract, while Tyler Durden pours lye on the narrator’s hand, he tells him a 

story which the narrator adapts into a guided meditation similar to that of the support 

group. Yet, this time, he is his own guide: with his own imagination he combines the 

ancient invention of soap that Tyler Durden is telling him about with the house on 

Paper Street, and produces an imaginary castle in Ireland to host his meditation. 

Unlike the guided meditation in the support group, the imagined castle is not an 

orderly one. On the contrary, the narrator has a “bottomless darkness” around him. 

Furthermore, some Irish men approach and piss in the dark. The narrator’s alienation 

and the dismal enclosure of the castle, which are indicative of his self, are threatened 

by the intrusion of the Irish men, because they urge the narrator to piss, too. In this 

sense, the depiction of the act of pissing is also ideological: the urine of the narrator 

is expected to be a “fancy American piss rich and yellow with too many vitamins”; 

his sense of ejaculation is thus transformed into a sense of guilt, which can be 

overcome by breaking off with capitalist relations. Accordingly, guided meditation 

both shapes and mirrors the narrator’s self – which is symbolized with the house on 

Paper Street – first in a natural setting with the ice cave, and secondly in an ancient 

setting with the castle in Ireland, in the way that meditation draws the narrator to the 

realm of culture and historicises his self which is hostile to culture and history: in 

both situations his self returns to the house on Paper Street to find the Real that is 

beyond signification. 

 The duality of the settings in Fight Club further indicates generic similarities 

with the settings in disaster films. To be more precise, in disaster films this duality is 

expressed by means of the perfect-looking building that turns out to be violent and 

hostile. In this sense, the narrator’s condo and Tyler Durden’s house on Paper Street 
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together have a function comparable to that of the Glass House6 in The Towering 

Inferno: as the orderly tower fails, like the explosion of the narrator’s condo, it 

becomes violent and untameable. Yet in this comparison the signification of both 

settings is not of an individual nature but of a socio-economical nature. That is to 

say, a product of late capitalism, once interpellated (and is actually named as “the 

Glass House”) and hence commodified, lurks back to take revenge from those that 

produced it. In this sense, the house on Paper Street is inimical to capitalist system 

and unsettles its residents accordingly. Yet when it comes to unsettling the system, 

the house on Paper Street fails to represent a promising rebellion; instead it becomes 

a temple of mischievous action. It has an authentic system of acceptance and 

dismissal. Therefore, once a threat to society, it becomes embedded into the system 

by generating its own. 

 However disorderly the house on Paper Street once was, it becomes a sheer 

example of order and system after the initiation of Project Mayhem. The first 

indicator of this is the ongoing soap production in the basement. As the narrator 

observes: 

 

The whole first floor turns into a kitchen and a soap factory. The bathroom is 
never empty. Teams of men disappear for a few days and come home with 
red rubber bags of thin, watery fat (Ibid., p. 130) 

 

The house’s newly acquired function signifies production as opposed to the 

narrator’s condo which is clearly the embodiment of consumption. Yet the house’s 

function is not at all new; it is in the neighbourhood of a paper factory. 

 

There’s nothing else on Paper Street except for warehouses and the pump 
mill. The fart smell of steam from the paper mill, and the hamster cage smell 
of wood chips in orange pyramids around the mill. (Ibid., p. 58) 

 

                                                
6 In The Towering Inferno, the Glass House is the name of the hotel in which the electricity system 
fails and an uncontrollable fire breaks out. The Glass House is an extremely tall and luxurious 
building, and its opening ceremony in its Promenade Room, which is in the highest floor, is thus 
significant because it hosts rich and prominent people at the time of fire, yet an immediate control is 
beyond the reach of the firemen.   
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Evidently the site of the house on Paper Street signifies a location marked by 

production. The emphasis on production in the description of the house’s vicinity is 

significant, because none of the other settings in the novel including the narrator’s 

office is described as a site of production. In this sense, it is also notable that both 

kinds of settings in Fight Club are intended to underline the modes of production and 

consumption. The function of the house on Paper Street can be further explicated in 

the light of Adorno and Horkheimer’s discussion of city planning: 

 

The huge gleaming towers that shoot up everywhere are outward signs of the 
ingenious planning of international concerns, toward which the unleashed 
entrepreneurial system (whose monuments are a mass of gloomy houses and 
business premises in grimy, spiritless cities) was already hastening. Even 
now the older houses just outside the concrete city centers look like slums 
[…]. Yet the city housing projects designed to perpetuate the individual as a 
supposedly independent unit in a small hygienic dwelling make him all the 
more subservient to his adversary – the absolute power of capitalism. 
Because the inhabitants, as producers and as consumers, are drawn into the 
center in search of work and pleasure, all the living units crystallize into 
well-organized complexes. […] Under monopoly all mass culture is 
identical, and the lines of its artificial framework begin to slow through. 
(Adorno and Horkheimer, 1997: 120-121) 

 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s emphasis on the planned dispersion of 

neighbourhoods of trade centres and inner city housings indicate division of labour: 

in Marxist terminology division of labour is the cause of alienation, as the labourer 

cannot perform the whole production but only takes a role of producing distinct parts 

of the product. Marx further notes that division of labour causes social and technical 

divisions, which also bring about injustice: it follows that technical and social 

prerequisites are necessary to carry out the related job. Yet insofar as favourable and 

unfavourable jobs are concerned, division of labour generates injustice, because the 

distribution of unfavourable jobs is carried out according to social status. This double 

injustice shows itself, in Adorno’s terms, in the city planning of production and 

consumption sites. Adorno compares “the huge gleaming towers” in city centres and 

“the older houses just outside the city centers” and concludes that both producers and 

consumers need the city centre for “work and pleasure”, and thus the components of 

the centre are all identical. 
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The comparison of city centres and the inner city has further connotations: 

city centres have the function of management and consumption, whereas production 

sites are in the inner city. Therefore, the bourgeois aversion of the visual signs of the 

processes of production leads to an urban design which removes production from the 

centre to the outskirts of the city. Insofar as the comparison of the settings in Fight 

Club is concerned, the narrator’s office and the house on Paper Street can be seen as 

demonstrations of Adorno’s assertion. Hidden, alienated and discriminated, the 

production on Paper Street is portrayed as uncanny and disgusting. Although the 

narrator is expected to acquire consciousness due to the twice-told narrative, he 

describes the shabbiness of the house’s vicinity. In another sense, he is also critical 

of his condo and office because they are too organized. However, his vanity 

surpasses his consciousness: as a subject in late capitalist society, he can identify the 

vanity of consumption, but he cannot figure out how he needs to act because he 

ignores the relations of production. In this sense, his means of rebellion becomes in 

vain: ignoring the modes of production in contemporary society, he fails to produce a 

fruitful revolt against the capitalist system. Hence, the comparison of the settings not 

only indicates spatial analogies, but also signifies analogies for characterization.   

The description of the narrator’s condo, then, shows that the narrator’s apathy 

towards its loss is established with the use of overemphasis on the furniture in his 

apartment. Focusing mainly on all the damaged IKEA furniture, the narrator means 

to indicate his consumerist obsession that overrides the pain of losing his home. This 

overemphasis is similar to the technique in Invisible Monsters and Survivor in that it 

denotes the unexpressed gap rooted in disorientation and purposeless in the 

protagonists’ lives. In the case of Fight Club, the narrative goes around the peripheral 

elements like the repetitions, such as “Well they were splinters, now” (Palahniuk, 

Ibid., p. 43) and “[…] it was trash now” (Loc. Cit.), as well as the detailed 

description of the objects. Similarly, while in the very beginning of the novel the 

narrator has a gun pressed against his mouth, he says: 

 

With my tongue I can feel the silencer holes we drilled into the barrel of the 
gun. Most of the noise in gunshot makes is expanding gases, and there’s the 
tiny sonic boom a bullet makes because it travels so fast. To make a silencer, 
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you just drill holes in the barrel of the gun, a lot of holes. This lets the gas 
escape and slows the bullet to below the speed of sound. (Ibid., p. 11) 

 

The emphasis on the barrel of the gun, silencer holes and the narrator’s mouth 

along with the irrelevant details as compared to the severity of the situation recalls 

Shannon McFarlane’s observation of the bullet hole on Brandy Alexander’s outfit. 

Therefore, the image of the holes signifies the trauma of disorientation in the 

narrator’s life and hence constitutes a symptom. The narrator, then, feels the holes 

and can physically describe them, but he cannot identify the lack that would have 

filled them. In turn, as irrelevant as it sounds, he explains how to silence a gun rather 

than worrying that he will be shot with the gun. In this sense, this irrelevance points 

at a symptom of the subject’s real problem, or in his doctor’s words “something 

larger”: 

 

The building we’re standing on won’t be here in ten minutes. You take a 98-
percent concentration of fuming nitric acid and add the acid to three times 
that amount of sulphuric acid. Do this in ice bath. Then add glycerine drop-
by-drop with an eye dropper. You have nitroglycerin.  
I know this because Tyler knows this. 
Mix the nitro with sawdust, and you have a nice plastic explosive. A lot of 
folks mix their nitro with cotton and add Epsom salts as a sulphate. This 
works too. Some folks, they use paraffin mixed with nitro. Paraffin has 
never, ever worked for me. (Ibid., p. 12) 

 

In this extract, the narrator begins to envision the coming explosion, yet 

diverts his attention to the making of nitroglycerin. Similar to his statement above, 

the narrator gives these instructions in an aimless fashion, yet the two paragraphs of 

instructions are linked with “I know this because Tyler knows this”. In this sense, the 

narrator’s and Tyler Durden’s consciousnesses are equated; hence this statement is a 

foreshadowing of Tyler Durden’s being the alter ego for the narrator. Yet, however 

open a statement it is, it offers no clues for this identification. On the contrary, 

considering the narrator’s defensive statement of not seeing Marla Singer and Tyler 

Durden together (Ibid., p. 65), it is evident that he consciously represses this situation 

by manipulating the narration with controlled references. In another example, when 

the narrator meets Tyler Durden for the first time, he says, “I had to know what Tyler 
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was doing while I was asleep” (Ibid., p. 32). To put it differently, the narrator’s 

defensive statements and his controlled references are means of narrative 

manipulation because they are narrated, as in Invisible Monsters and Survivor, in a 

twice-told fashion. Therefore, it is not the narrator’s limited point of view or false 

consciousness to give less information about Tyler Durden’s being his other self, but 

his consciousness to disorient the reader with the aim of hiding his own 

disorientation. In a Genettean sense, the narrator’s deliberate expression is an attempt 

to achieve a paraliptic effect; in other words, the overt explanations only function as 

a disguise of what the narrator keeps as secret. Therefore, even if the overemphasized 

and seemingly irrelevant details of bomb-making are constitutive of an informative 

discourse, the disrupted narrative sequence and the narrator’s relating the instructions 

with Tyler Durden’s level of information show that the description of bomb-making 

is of a subjective nature. 

 Returning to the description of the narrator’s condo, the narrative thus 

manages to highlight its argument on the formation of subjectivity: Through the 

naming of the IKEA materials and personifying them as “clever”, there is an 

intentional juxtaposition of the narrator’s anonymity and the furniture’s apparent 

name. In this sense, although the narrator’s discomfort stems from his not being an 

authentic individual, the world of material objects has an authentic existence. 

Accordingly, whereas each piece of furniture has design names, the narrator does 

not. Not at all coincidentally, this is what the narrator lacks: voicing the lack of 

individuality through Tyler Durden, the narrator feels that the major problem in 

contemporary society is its being a product of a generation raised by women (Ibid., p. 

50). Therefore, he observes and senses the lack of dominant patriarchal models and 

thus attempts to create one that will replace his incompetent self. The narrator’s first 

meeting with Tyler Durden is thus significant:  

 

How I met Tyler was I went to a nude beach. This was the very end of 
summer, and I was asleep. Tyler was naked and sweating, gritty with sand, 
his hair wet and stringy, hanging in his face. 
Tyler was pulling driftwood logs out of the surf and dragging them up the 
beach. In the wet sand, he’d already planted a half circle of logs so they 
stood a few inches apart and as tall as his eyes. There were four logs, and 
when I woke up, I watched Tyler pull a fifth log up the beach. Tyler dug a 
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hole under one end of the log, then lifted the other and until the log slid into 
the hole and stood there at a slight angle. (Ibid., p. 32)    

 

Here, the description of Tyler Durden emphasises his masculinity: he is in a 

nude beach carrying logs, with the log as a phallic symbol that underlines his 

strength and competence. Furthermore, he is competent enough to keep the log in a 

hole in an erect position. Therefore, unlike his father who is described as invisible to 

his wife (Ibid., p. 66) and who advises his son that “Get married before the sex gets 

boring, or you’ll never get married” (Loc. Cit.), Tyler Durden is portrayed as if he is 

a man who, with the logs, sweat and the “wet and stringy” hair “hanging in his face” 

has been directly captured by the narrator during a sexual intercourse. In turn, as 

opposed to his father who fails to provide guidance, the narrator creates a role model 

that gives instructions and expects them to be fulfilled. In the meanwhile, before 

meeting Tyler Durden, the decoration and furniture satisfy other needs:   

 

And 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. (Ibid., p. 43) 

 

In other words, the narrator observes the substitution of sexual desire by consumerist 

greed in contemporary society. Yet this observation is also suggestive of gender 

issues: the narrator associates himself with the “nesting instinct”, which is a 

conventionally feminine state of mind to organize one’s home for the ultimate 

comfort and safety of her family. Therefore, the narrator’s remark points at the crisis 

in masculinity: men develop nesting instincts and value their satisfaction over their 

sexual needs. In fact, with the metaphor of “nesting instinct”, the narrator means to 

describe men in a condition of impregnation, and hence attaches them a further 

feminine quality. This physically impossible impregnation not only signifies a 

seemingly hidden, intrinsic reality, but also testifies to the anxiety of castration by 

the Other. With this metaphor, the narrator speaks in a silent tongue that, in 

Macherey’s words, “founds the speech of the work. Silences shape all speech.” 

(Macherey, 1978: 85). Therefore, what is left untold exhibits the narrator’s bondage 
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to the Phallus in the sense that the nesting instinct functions as a symptom for the 

crisis of masculinity. 

 In his article entitled “The Crisis of Masculinity and the Politics of Identity”, 

John MacInnes defines masculinity as “an ideology produced by men as a result of 

the threat posed to the survival of the patriarchal sexual division of labour by the rise 

of modernity” (MacInnes, 2001: 311). Therefore, the ideology of masculinity recruits 

other men by interpellating them with the notions of heroism, independence, 

courage, strength and virility. It follows that this ideology needs to reproduce itself 

with the images of strong, heroic and virile male figures. In this respect, disaster 

films can be an apt model for the reproduction of heroic male figures because, with 

male characters always having the saviour function, the ideology of masculinity is 

reproduced and re-established in these works.  

As opposed to this generic feature of disaster films, Fight Club depicts 

unheroic and unmanly characters. For example, the narrator meets a man named Bob 

in a support group for testicular cancer patients: 

 

Bob cries because six months ago, his testicles were removed. Then 
hormone support therapy. Bob has tits because his testosterone ration is too 
high. Raise the testosterone level too much, your body ups the estrogen to 
seek a balance. (Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 17) 

 

Bob is thus portrayed as a feminine male figure, curved and without testicles. 

Therefore he is a motherly figure for the narrator, who hugs Bob, rests his head on 

his breasts and cries with him. In addition, although Bob is a close friend to the 

narrator, he is doomed to die as the first victim in a Project Mayhem action, because 

he cannot adapt to a fully masculine system exercised by the project. Hence he is 

killed because of “a cordless electric drill that the police thought was a gun when 

they blew Big Bob away” (Ibid., p. 177).  

 Bob’s death is also significant in terms of the depiction of masculinity in 

Fight Club. His death echoes a tragic tone on the transformation of the male figure in 

contemporary society: 
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In his pocket was a wallet photo of himself huge and naked at first glance in 
a posing strap at some contest. It’s a stupid way to live, Bob said. You’re 
blind from the stage lights, and deaf from the feedback rush of the sound 
system until the judge will order, extend your right quad, flex and hold (Loc. 

Cit.) 
 

Bob used to be a body builder who attended contests, although this career did not 

satisfy him. His dissatisfaction was because he did not like to be subject to the 

female gaze: with his naked muscular body under stage lights, Bob became a male 

fetish object produced and designed for the entertainment and desire of women. Yet, 

the one who supervises his bodily existence as a competent male is the judge, who 

gives him instructions for better posing. Therefore, like Shannon MacFarlane in 

Invisible Monsters, he poses to be photographed and to fulfil the photographer’s 

expectations. The judge, thus, stands for the Other, who supervises the subject (not 

the individual, but the interpellated subject) for one’s re-establishment of the self. 

Similar to the masculinizing function of sports in Bob’s life, the narrator observes 

that:  

 

The gyms you go to are crowded with guys trying to look like men, as if 
being a man means looking the way a sculptor or an art director says. 
Like Tyler says, even a soufflé looks pumped. (Ibid., p. 50) 

 

The image of muscular male figures is ridiculed in this extract, as these men only 

“look like men”. In other words, they act according to how they have been 

interpellated: meeting the requirements for the image of a virile-looking man, the 

male figures in contemporary society lack the consciousness to identify the 

symptoms that signify the traces of ideology, and thus become mere objects that have 

been produced by the system and shaped by “a sculptor or an art director”. That is to 

say, the male body is dehumanised to be an artistic object or a framed image, whose 

enclosure is symbolized by the narrator’s comparing his sitting position in the 

airplane seat to that of Alice in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.  

 Evidently, Bob and the narrator are not alone in their perception of a 

masculinity crisis. While describing the support group for testicular cancer patients, 

the narrator observes that “Around us in the Trinity Episcopal basement with the 
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thrift store plaid sofas are maybe twenty men and only one woman, all of them clung 

together in pairs, most of them crying” (Ibid., p. 17). Therefore, the failure in the 

ideology of masculinity, since by definition “man is an ideological animal by nature” 

(Althusser, 2001: 116), affects all that have been interpellated. Yet in the church 

basement, there is one character who has not been interpellated by the ideology of 

masculinity: Marla Singer. Her presence in the support group becomes a silent 

reproach to the narrator’s own presence. However, it is not only Marla Singer’s 

presence in the support groups that discomforts the narrator. Marla Singer uses a 

dildo, which can substitute for the absence of penis in her life. When Tyler Durden 

goes to rescue her from her suicide attempt, “Marla looks at Tyler looking at her 

dildo, and she rolls her eyes and says, ‘Don’t be afraid. It’s not a threat to you’.” 

(Palahniuk, Ibid., p. 61). It is evident that Marla Singer thinks the dildo can make 

Tyler Durden afraid. In this sense, the dildo is a frightful object because it denotes 

the eternal separation from the phallus in the imaginary phase, meaning that it 

signifies castration. Threatened by a phallus which is commodified, Tyler Durden is 

also subjected to this lack of phallus since his motive in Fight Club is to fight with 

his father (Ibid., p. 53). In this sense, Tyler Durden’s fear that the narrator could tell 

Marla Singer about Fight Club, Project Mayhem and himself is significant: as a 

created self, Tyler Durden should be protected so that he can avoid castration. Yet 

Marla Singer’s intrusion in the narrator’s and Tyler Durden’s lives threaten both 

characters in the sense that she is the embodiment of a prospective castration.  

The creation of the narrator’s alter ego is directly related to the absence of a 

controlling father figure in his life. 

  

My father never went to college so it was really important I go to college. 
After college, I called him long distance and said, now what? 
My father 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.  
I’m a thirty-year old boy, and I’m wondering if another woman is really the 
answer I need. (Ibid., p. 50-51) 

 

In turn, the narrator creates a competent masculine figure that is capable of fighting 

with his father, but this fight is solely made in order to be the object of attraction and 
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thus further signifies the lack and his being the subject of this lack. In other words, 

Tyler Durden, as a projected phallus, is questioned in both ways: first of all he fails 

in identifying the symptoms of production and consumption, and secondly he fails in 

identifying the symbolic world in which he is in. Hence, his rebellion is doomed to 

be destructive and unfruitful: in the contemporary world of commodities, while 

striving to be the master and not the slave, individuals are doomed to be subjects who 

cannot produce plausible arguments against the late capitalist society. 

 

3.2 Fight Club: The Film 

 

In 2000, David Fincher directed an adaptation of Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club. This 

production gained a cult status and became a more popular subject for academic 

studies even than the novel itself. The reason for this is primarily because the visual 

qualities of Fight Club have been successfully actualised on screen as is the case 

with many other blank fiction works. Affiliated with blank fiction, Fight Club is 

preoccupied with how certain characters, objects and settings are visually perceived. 

Fincher contributed to the visuality of the novel, using certain visual and 

cinematographic techniques. Specifically, Fincher’s use of point-of-view shots and 

splicing technique has reinforced the visual intensity of the novel and drawn further 

attention to the narrator’s consciousness.  

 For the analysis of Fight Club, point-of-view shots are decidedly important, 

because the film needs to use Tyler Durden’s image on screen to gain credibility. 

Therefore, two shots7 and over-the-shoulder8 shots have been deliberately avoided 

save for the sequences in which the narrator watches Tyler Durden and only one 

other character, so that other characters do not perceive the narrator and Tyler 

Durden separately. In turn, the point-of-view shots in Fight Club serve as a crucial 

                                                
7 It is a type of shot in which both characters are framed side by side. It is deliberately avoided in 
Fight Club, because Tyler Durden is only an imaginary character, and the film cannot show the 
narrator and Tyler Durden in the same frame, as there is no chance of another point of view able to see 
Tyler for the narrator is the only one who can see him.  
8 It is a type of shot in which a character is seen from one shoulder of another character. This kind of 
shot is especially used in case of a dialogue between two characters, one of whom is given special 
emphasis with her/his face shown on screen. This has been again avoided in Fight Club, as Tyler 
Durden cannot be imagined to have such a conversation with another character except for the narrator. 
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way to present how the narrator perceives his actual and imaginary existence. A 

point-of-view shot can be defined as a scene which shows a character’s gaze on an 

object. Therefore these shots imply the sense of subjectivity and thus the character’s 

frame of mind. Yet the cinematic apparatus has a further function in establishing the 

gazing subject: with the traditional use of perspective, the spectator is put in the 

position of the gazing character. Relating the notion of perspective to cinema, 

Edward Branigan notes that 

 

The lines of linear perspective are used to define a hypothetical point of 
vision from which the space is ordered and made intelligent (perceived). 
This viewing position lies outside the represented space and corresponds to 
that place where a hypothetical observer of the scene, present at the scene, 
would have to stand in order to give us the space as pictured. […] Point of 
view becomes a function of the position of the hypothetical observer who 
stands in for the viewer of a painting or movie, that is, we are invited to 
imagine ourselves within a certain perceptual array (Branigan, 1984: 5-6). 

 

In this context, the spectator is one with the observer, and thus bears her/his point of 

view. The “hypothetical observer” becomes a filter through which identification and 

subjectivity are formed and established. The cinematographic device to establish 

one’s point of view is, accordingly, the point-of-view shot “where the camera 

assumes the spatial position of a character in order to show us what the character 

sees” (Ibid., p. 6). It follows that the camera becomes the character’s eye, which is 

directly related to identification, as the “eye” becomes the embodiment of “I”. In 

cinematic terms the relationship between the “eye” and “I” does not only consist of 

pun: Combining Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage and Althusser’s notion of 

ideology, film theory has demonstrated that the camera actually replaces the eye, 

moving just like the eye moves. Accordingly, the spectator does not even need to 

move his head. The camera can pan and tilt, but the spectator keeps his sitting 

position. Moreover, since the camera eye is the spectator’s eye, and also his ego (I), 

the theory follows that the screen is the mirror, as in the mirror stage. In his study on 

film and identification, Christian Metz elaborates this theory by discussing the 

difference between the screen and Lacan’s mirror. In this context, Metz argues that 

the screen is different from the mirror in the sense that the spectator’s vision is not of 
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himself, but of the objects around him. Yet the screen is by definition similar to the 

mirror in the sense that “the activity of perception which [cinema] involves is real 

(the cinema is not a phantasy), but the perceived is not really the object, it is its 

shade, its phantom, its double, its replica in a new kind of mirror” (Metz, 1982: 45).  

Correspondingly, the sense of perspective in cinema brings about the notions 

of perception and identification. It is into this linearity of vision that ideology seeps. 

Where subjectivities arise, the camera eye becomes not only the cinematic apparatus, 

but also an ideological apparatus which constructs, moulds, establishes and reflects 

the spectator’s point of view. Drawing on Althusser’s definition of ideology, Jean 

Louis Baudry discusses the cinematic apparatus in terms of a critique of ideology. 

For Baudry, the ideological effect is achieved in cinema through the relationship 

between the camera and the subject. In this relationship, he points out to an activity 

which is either a surrendering to or a struggle against ideological interference. In this 

context, cinema 

 

[…] constitutes the “subject” by the illusory delimitation of a central 
location – whether this be that of a god or of any other substitute. It is an 
apparatus destined to obtain a precise ideological effect, necessary to the 
dominant ideology: creating a phantasmatication of the subject, it 
collaborates with the marked efficacy in the maintenance of idealism 
(Baudry, 1992: 311). 

   

“Phantasmatication” or mystification of the subject is directly linked to Althusser’s 

notion of misrecognition. Accordingly, the subject misrecognizes and then fetishizes, 

thus fantasizes on, the images on screen. As a result, the subject imagines his self to 

be established with an illusory totality. In order to overcome this mystification, 

Baudry suggests alienation techniques, which are similar to the function of scientific 

knowledge as suggested by Althusser. In this respect, a film needs to show that it is a 

film, although as “ideology does not call itself ideological” the narrative structure of 

a conventional film hampers the realization of reality. Therefore the only way for 

Baudry to create an alienation effect is to exhibit filmic techniques overtly, as in 

Dziga Vertov’s The Man with the Movie Camera. In this film, the camera apparatus 

is directly shown to shoot one working day. This experimental documentary film is 
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important in the sense that it is the film of a film: the camera is visible at times, and 

furthermore various kinds of shots and angles are so overtly used that it is impossible 

to identify with a subject or fetishize an object. 

  Apparently, Fight Club does not employ techniques similar to those of The 

Man with the Movie Camera: it is still a mainstream film and does not have such 

concerns as to alienate the spectator. Yet in one part of the film a filmic technique is 

used in order to stress an alienating quality. After the sequence in which the narrator 

meets Tyler Durden, he rapidly introduces the character and informs the spectator 

that he also works as a movie projectionist. But being a rebellious character, he cuts 

pornographic sequences and adds them to a dramatic movie’s footage. As a result, 

the spectators who are watching the film all of a sudden see pornographic images and 

they are shocked at it. To identify how the technique works, the cinematic apparatus 

in Fight Club shows what is called “cigarette burns” in the upper right corner of the 

screen; that is while working in the backstage, Tyler Durden points his finger at the 

round image at the corner. In cinematic terms this is called the “cue mark”, and 

shows the end of the sequence. In other words, this mark enables the cutting of 

diverse sequences. Therefore, its appearance on screen means that what the 

spectators are watching is a film. Furthermore, what this sequence implies is that the 

splicing of the narrator and Tyler Durden has the same quality. To put it differently, 

the cinematic apparatus within Fight Club works just the same as the ideological 

apparatus that stitches the fragments of an identity to give the impression of totality.  

Therefore, a filmic technique itself implies the process of self-formation and 

misrecognition.  

 In cinema, the relationship between identification and the cinematic apparatus 

has been conventionally exhibited through the use of point-of-view shots. In Fight 

Club, these shots have been used to identify the narrator’s point of view, namely 

what he sees and how he sees the objects around him. In this sense, it is crucial to 

analyse the narrator’s point of view for demystifying his demasculinization and 

commodity fetishism. The first example of his view of demasculinization is during 

his first visit to the testicular cancer support group. In the narrator’s point of view, 

the spectator recognizes a group of men sitting in a sports facility in the basement of 

a church. Sitting in chairs, these men are under the American flag, which is 
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especially illuminated to draw attention. Whereas a sports facility denotes ambition 

and action, these men lack this and in turn they try to generate what they call 

“courage”. Embracing each other and crying together, these men are perceived by the 

narrator as the epitome of ultimate hopelessness. Yet the exchange of their looks (the 

narrator’s appalled face and the victims’ hopeless faces) proves that he is one of 

them: all the group members accept his presence and of all groups he does not leave 

this one. 

 Another view of demasculinization is established with Marla Singer’s 

appearance. Ruining the sense of brotherhood in the testicular cancer support group, 

she first shows up accompanied by the sound of her high heels.  Recalling Barbara 

Creed’s argument on vagina dedenta, she sounds as a frightful threat against male 

solidarity. Her image according to the narrator is significant: she has a furry jacket 

and disordered hair, making her a symbol of vulgar sexuality. She is also portrayed 

with a cigarette which can be seen as standing for the phallus. Hence, her image for 

the narrator is a threat to masculinity that had been used as an ideological 

interpellation for contemporary American men. 

 As opposed to Marla Singer, the narrator’s vision of Tyler Durden has a 

dubious status. On the one hand, he is envisioned in colourful clothing, with a red 

leather jacket. He has short and spiky hair with a healthy tan and an average 

muscular body. His slim outlook is justified in the bus when both see a Gucci 

underwear advertisement, showing a very muscular male body in underwear. The 

narrator’s statement in the novel, namely “even soufflés look pumped” is voiced in 

the film by Tyler Durden in this sequence. In another sequence, the narrator 

proclaims that Fight Club is the reason why members cut their fingernails and have 

their hair short. Similarly, Tyler Durden praises slim bodies because they are more 

apt to fight. Therefore, Tyler Durden’s body has been envisioned in such a way to 

fulfil the role of a competent fighter. When the narrator’s point of view is on Tyler 

Durden, his looks seem amazed and enthusiastic. His facial expression changes from 

apathy into amazement whenever their eye lines meet. Hence, his creation astonishes 

him and gives him hope in the sequences before Fight Club and Project Mayhem are 

established. 
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 Tyler Durden’s images during the fights in the basement differ from the 

previous example: in these images the narrator pictures him half-naked, with his 

muscles exposed. His body receives a faint light which helps to emphasize the biceps 

in his body. Thus he is an uncanny character: he has both the light and the shadow on 

him and his figure itself is a foreshadowing of the narrator’s split personality. In his 

viewing of the fighting Tyler Durden, the narrator’s facial expression changes from 

amazement to contention. Involved in manly affairs with a fit and muscular body, 

Tyler Durden is what the narrator wants to be; hence, he is pleased with what he has 

created. In the narrator’s point of view, Tyler Durden is someone to be looked at 

admirably. 

 With the narrator’s realization that Tyler Durden is his alter ego, his point of 

view of him completely changes. His looks return to its appalling origins and he is in 

a constant shock. This sentiment of the narrator can be best illustrated with his first 

confrontation with Tyler Durden after his realization. This time, as imagined by the 

narrator, Tyler Durden wears a furry coat, similar to that of Marla Singer. In other 

words, wearing clothes similar to Marla Singer’s, Tyler Durden has been 

emasculated. By the time the narrator realizes that he is an imaginary character, Tyler 

Durden’s representation of will and power becomes distorted. Accordingly the 

narrator takes on Tyler Durden’s so-called manly attributes such as courage and 

determination to leave him alone with his to-be-looked-at-ness.  

 The narrator’s fascination with objects can be illustrated firstly in his view of 

his boss. When the first time his boss approaches him to give an assignment, the 

narrator’s point of view is on his tie rather than his face. The colour of the tie shows 

him which day they are on as the boss prefers wearing certain colours for each 

working day. Therefore, the objects in the narrator’s life determine his daily routine. 

In the same line with this, the objects in his condo have been visualised in such a 

way that they seem alive and moving. For this, a moving camera is used to give the 

impression that they are animate. For example, in the first disaster sequence the stove 

is zoomed rapidly until the heater occupies the whole screen. In another example, the 

phone in the booth seems alive when Tyler Durden’s call rings it; even Tyler 

Durden’s munching on the speakerphone sounds as if it comes from the phone’s 

mouth. Again with a rapid zoom, the phone becomes an animate object. All of these 
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objects, thus, turn out to be inherently alive and speak on their own. In the narrator’s 

point of view, their animation has a genuine existence that proves his obsession with 

objects. 

 Splicing is another technical feature of the film Fight Club. It is a very rapid 

photographic image that appears in an instant on screen. The technique is used in the 

film in four instances, all of which are related to Tyler Durden. In the first instance, 

when the narrator voices the famous phrase “Everything is a copy of a copy of a 

copy”, Tyler Durden’s image appears at the office. In the second instance, Tyler 

Durden’s image appears at the doctor’s office when the doctor advises the narrator to 

visit the support group for testicular cancer if he wants to see real pain. The third 

example shows Tyler Durden in the support group for testicular cancer patients, 

when the group leader praises the men who had their testicles removed. The fourth 

example shows Tyler Durden’s image when the narrator looks behind Marla Singer 

while she disappears in the dark. All of these sequences have a common 

denominator: the narrator’s boredom and intolerance at a rise. When he is 

discontented with the ingenuity of his life, when he cannot find medical assistance to 

his unidentified pain, when he realizes that his masculinity is under threat, and when 

his newly found balance is undermined, the rapid image of Tyler Durden emerges. 

Therefore, splicing is used as a kind of foreshadowing that Tyler Durden will more 

solidly appear in the future.  

 Insofar as the twice-told structure of the narrative is concerned in the sense 

that it has a narrator as a voice-over, the rapid images of Tyler Durden have an ironic 

significance. In Fight Club the camera eye applies to the narrator, because he is the 

one to present his own life. In this sense, the images of Tyler Durden function as the 

sudden realization of one’s alter ego. Hence, these images manifest the perception of 

the narrator. Since this perception is that of oneself, it works as a reflection; to put it 

differently, the narrator’s vision is a mirror image. In and through this image he 

realizes his identity, which is in the threshold of splitting. Therefore, to unite this 

almost fragmented image, he first substitutes it with his nesting instinct, then the 

support groups, and finally when his first two attempts fail he creates Tyler Durden. 

In other words, the splicing technique in the film splices not only two characters, but 

also the ego of one single character. 
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All these visual techniques point out to the ideological content of the film. In 

The End of Cinema as We Know It, a reader on contemporary Hollywood cinema’s 

preoccupation with millennialism and consumerism, one of the most cited films is 

Fight Club by David Fincher. Apart from Alexandra Juhasz’s essay that considers 

Fight Club as a feminist film, essays in the volume criticise the film for offering a 

neo-conservative and neo-liberal approach to contemporary society while pretending 

to criticise capitalism. For example, Henry A. Giroux and Imre Szeman argue that 

Fight Club portrays a critique of late capitalist society, but ends up with reproducing 

capitalism’s ruling narratives. Giroux and Szeman maintain that  

 

Fight Club is, finally less interested in critiquing the broader material 
relations of power and strategies of domination and exploitation associated 
with neo-liberal capitalism that it is rebelling against a consumerist culture 
that dissolves the bonds of male sociality and puts into place an enervating 
notion of male identity and agency (Giroux and Szeman, 2001: 96).  

 

For Giroux and Szeman, Fight Club fails to discuss the problems of unemployment, 

working conditions, social security and public good. Using the example of Fight 

Club, Giroux and Szeman criticise films in the nineties, such as Pleasantville (1998), 

The Truman Show (1998), the Matrix (1999) and Ed TV (1999), which they assert 

that  

 

reinforce the individualism of neo-liberal capitalism by allowing each of us 
to identify ourselves with their exceptional protagonists, those true 
individuals who are able to separate themselves out of the mass fantasy of 
contemporary consumerism and who can thus live out a genuine life in spite 
of the anxieties and dissatisfactions of the present moment (Ibid., p., 97).  

 

Giroux and Szeman’s argument can be explained by looking at the narrative 

scheme of The Truman Show: From his birth to his marriage, Truman’s (Jim Carrey) 

life is monitored live on television. Every single person in his life is an actor; yet his 

developing consciousness of the incoherence in his life is also pointed out to him by 

an actor whom he happens to fall in love with. With the exclusion of this character 

from the script, the character makes unfruitful efforts to get him out of the 
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programme, and at last Truman finds a way to step out of the setting. The Truman 

Show thus underlines the effects of capitalism that subordinates man to material gain, 

yet offers an individualistic solution, such as Truman’s heroism to escape from the 

setting (which the spectators in the film back up and applaud during the escape). In 

other words, The Truman Show’s incoherent critique of capitalism stems from its 

narrative aspects that reproduce the same individualism that has been criticised.  

Compared to The Truman Show, Fight Club has a different approach to 

individualism that can be described as bleak and ironical. Whereas Truman is able to 

escape from the “artificial” setting and step into the “natural” environment, the 

narrator (Edward Norton) in Fight Club is stuck in the very environment he is in. As 

a result, while Truman is in search of reality and genuineness, the narrator creates an 

imaginary world which turns him into a masculine and competent figure of which he 

is actually quite the opposite. This difference between two films brings about a 

distinctive view of ideology that is comparable among the films in the nineties: in 

The Truman Show, the “fictional” world is depicted as opposed to the “real” world, 

and is thus limited and escapable. Hence, there is always a possibility to stay away 

from ideology if one is fully conscious of one’s self and environment. This 

thoroughly humanistic and idealistic approach is negated in Fight Club in the sense 

that ideology is an intrinsic and all-governing concept: finding no hope and solace in 

contemporary world, the narrator substitutes his incompetence (which he assumes to 

be due to capitalism and the lack of male dominance) with a projected and imagined 

competence (which is satirised in the actions of Project Mayhem). In both cases, the 

narrator’s perception of reality and imagination is shaped through ideology which 

makes him both a slave of consumerism and a pompous hero at the same time. 

Accordingly, in an Althusserian sense, it is Tyler Durden who is interpellated as a 

subject, because he is apt to fulfil the ideology of late capitalism: he has been given a 

name (meaning that he has been interpellated and he has returned this interpellation), 

he is a male figure who is competent and knowledgeable, and has a charm to attract 

and manipulate people. In this sense, he recalls the leader figures in disaster films, 

such as the ones in The Towering Inferno (1975); yet Tyler Durden is an inverted 

version of the leader type, as his actions are destructive and subversive for the to-be-
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restored order. In other words, Fight Club subverts the function of the leader type, 

which can also be taken as the ideal political and religious leader. 

Ironically, characterization in disaster films is also subverted in Fight Club. 

Disaster films portray the leader type as a composite of two individuals who are the 

technocrat and the worker: in this way, theoretical and practical competence is 

secured for rescue and survival. For example, in The Towering Inferno it is the 

Architect (Paul Newman) and the Fire Chief (Steve McQueen) who represents the 

leader type together. In this sense, while the Fire Chief tries to control the fire, the 

Architect provides him with the technical information on the building. In turn, Fight 

Club portrays two characters merged in one individual, both of whom are unable to 

make a change. This is exactly the point Giroux and Szeman criticise in the film. In 

Giroux and Szeman’s terms, Fight Club does not offer a democratic and fruitful 

insight into socio-economic change. They argue that, on the contrary,  

 

what makes Fight Club so dangerously seductive is that […] it seems that its 
protofascist cells at least offer a possible vision of a collective response to 
the crisis of the neoliberal order, however disturbing such a response might 
be. But even here, in its perverse imagination of an anticonformist skinhead 
army, Fight Club simply reinforces our sense of defeat in the face of 
contemporary capitalism by making a regressive, vicious, and obscene 
politics seem like the only possible alternative (Ibid., p. 97).  

 

In other words, they mean that Project Mayhem is introduced as the sole alternative 

political activism that can ever be produced in contemporary world, and signals the 

impossibility of a democratic and socio-economically conscious activism. Yet, in 

Fight Club, the prospects of Project Mayhem are invalidated by the textual depiction 

of the organization’s fascist structure and its inevitable failure. In this respect, Fight 

Club does not introduce solutions, but raises further questions by describing the 

insufficiency of two opposite ideological stances. On the one hand, the film portrays 

the subordinated life of the narrator who has no name but alternately called Jack. He 

is a character who surrenders to the rules of capitalism: his office rituals and 

conventions, such as drinking Starbucks coffee and using Windows; the furniture in 

his apartment, all of which are from IKEA; and even the food in his refrigerator, 

which has nothing but mustard jars show that he is a perfect example of 
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consumerism. On the other hand, there is the character of Tyler Durden, who is the 

embodiment of an anti-capitalist yet heroic and individualistic sentiment. In both 

ways, these characters are questioned through what they represent.  

As opposed to Giroux and Szeman’s argument that portrays Fight Club as a 

reactionary film, Nicholas Rombes offers a more appropriate insight into the film’s 

intention. Discussing certain films of the nineties that he names as “new punk films”, 

Rombes argues that Fight Club and The Idiots (1998) are unsettled in opinion. 

Accordingly, they project the dubious qualities of anti-capitalist political activities 

that do not produce subversive results. For Fight Club Rombes identifies Tyler 

Durden’s statement of generational purposelessness as a thin line between pity and 

admiration. Tyler Durden’s address to the crowd in the basement can be cited as an 

example: 

 

Advertisements have them chasing cars and clothes, working jobs they hate 
so they can buy shit they don't need. We are the middle children of history, 
with no purpose or place. We have no great war, or great depression. The 
great war is a spiritual war. The great depression is our lives. We were 
raised by television to believe that we'd be millionaires and movie gods and 
rock stars - but we won't. And we're learning that fact. And we're very, very 
pissed-off. 9 

 

 His statement sounds like a manifesto against, and shows signs of 

resentment, for contemporary society. In this sense, Rombes compares The Idiots and 

Fight Club for the tone of their criticism: 

 

The Idiots raises the same questions that Fight Club does: to what extent are 
the protagonists of the films symptoms of a broken-down culture, more to be 
pitied – or feared – than admired? Or, do the films ask us to identify, if not 
with the specifics then with the general programme of the spassers in The 

Idiots and Tyler in Fight Club which, like a fire, clear away the dead-wood 
conventions and habits of middle-class life? Does the anarchist sensibility 
that pervades both films point to a profound social unease ignored by 
“official” culture, or are the actions of the characters little more than 
philosophic posturing dressed up as profound social critique? (Rombes, 
2005: 84) 
 

                                                
9 “Fight Club: Based on a Novel by Chuck Palahniuk”, 1998, (Online), 
http://www.imsdb.com/scripts/Fight-Club.html , 14.04.2008. 
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 Therefore, for Rombes, the tone of Fight Club firstly raises the question of 

identification with the protagonist, namely Tyler Durden. In the same line with this, 

Bülent Diken and Carsten Bagge Laustsen emphasize the dubious argument Fight 

Club attempts to raise. They argue that “through perversion and transgression, Fight 

Club [the organization] aims at a critique of capitalism. Yet in spite of a 

deterritorializing start, Fight Club ends up transforming into a fascist organization 

with a new name: Project Mayhem” (Diken and Laustsen, 2007: 57). Therefore, they 

hold that Fight Club is a failure, as expressed in the statement “Things that you own 

end up owning you”. In this sense, for Diken and Laustsen, “Fight Club oscillates 

between liberation and servitude, between escape from society and micro-fascism. 

Indeed, it is as if in Fight Club everything subversive turns out to be repressive: Fight 

Club is a comedy of subversion” (Loc. Cit.). In this sense, Diken and Laustsen’s 

argument shows that Fight Club in the final analysis does not offer ways to rebel 

against capitalism; but the questions it purports and the dubiousness it evokes work 

as a critique of capitalism. Hence, it means to suggest that Tyler Durden is not a role 

model to be followed, but is an alarming sign that cannot be ignored. As opposed to 

Giroux and Szeman who clearly state that Fight Club “allows each of us to identify 

ourselves” with its “exceptional protagonist”, Rombes finds it dubious to make such 

a definitive statement. His analysis of Tyler Durden’s character points to a both 

descriptive and critical function which leads to a critical identification. In this way, 

Rombes’ approach naturalizes the character of Tyler Durden, and the 

characterization in Fight Club. In other words, what Giroux and Szeman imply with 

“exceptional” for Tyler Durden is invalidated in Rombes’ terms: not only Tyler 

Durden, but also the narrator and Marla Singer are presented as “ordinary” characters 

that fulfil the function of mirroring the discrepancies of late capitalist culture.  

 Characterization in Fight Club is thus another subject for comparison with 

disaster films. To follow the example of The Towering Inferno, characterization is 

designed so as to gather diverse yet common personalities as a group of survivors. To 

elaborate the argument, one can observe the presentation of character names in a 

disaster film’s poster: in a thorough analysis of the poster for The Towering Inferno, 

Stephen Keane points out to character types which substitute character names 

(Keane, Ibid., p. 44). Instead of giving full names for the characters, the poster for the 
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film presents character functions, namely the Architect, the Fire Chief, the Builder, 

the Girlfriend, the Con Man, the Wife, the Son-in-Law, the Widower, the Security 

Man, the Senator, and the Publicity Man. To put it differently, these diversely 

functioning characters make up the microcosm of American society and they are a 

representative and familiar combination. In this way, the film aims to increase the 

immediacy for expecting a possible disaster. As an inverted version of the genre, 

Fight Club’s characterization is similar to that of Palahniuk’s original work along 

with Survivor and Invisible Monsters: extreme characters who are chosen to give the 

impression of a unified bleakness and weirdness that is increasingly becoming 

common in contemporary American society. Since characterization is designed to be 

a microcosm of American society in disaster genre, David Fincher’s Fight Club 

presents these “exceptional” characters as ordinary ones who represent the American 

state of mind. 

 Another generic correspondence between Fight Club and disaster films is 

the depiction of the disaster and the apocalypse. In Fight Club, there are two main 

sequences on disaster: firstly the destruction of the narrator’s condo, and secondly 

the demolishment of the towers opposite the Parker-Morris Building. Both examples 

indicate generic similarities to a disaster film in the sense that they are long 

sequences. They are the denouements of the film: with the destruction of the condo, 

the narrator steps into a more radical life, and with the demolishment of the towers 

he accepts his demasculinization. The condo is displayed with its organized furniture, 

and in an insecure and rapidly moving point of view, the blow-up is shown in detail. 

In the second example, the building’s collapse is more significant: it is almost 

portrayed as a celebration with collapsing buildings that seem like fireworks.  

 The narrator’s and Marla Singer’s positions during the blow-up are still 

more noteworthy: in contrast to a protagonist in a disaster film, they watch the 

collapse in a secure place from a distance, meaning that they are still not involved in 

the cause of their collapse. Their position resembles that of Jack Dawson (Leonardo 

DiCaprio) and Rose DeWitt Bukater (Kate Winslet) in James Cameron’s Titanic in 

the sense that both couples of lovers are happily united, yet differs from the latter 

movie because their union is forever barred because of the crisis of masculinity. 

Between their holding hands the high tower first appears and then gradually 
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disappears, as a phallic symbol like the splicing image of a penis. Therefore, the 

demolishment of the buildings signifies a celebration of the lack of the phallus. 

Although this time the order is not restored, it is at least shaken: the narrator ceases 

his heroic longing to overpower and overrule the order and instead accepts his 

position as a subject. Thus he transforms his misrecognition into a recognition of 

himself and the world, but again fails to realize plausible ways to go against it. 

Therefore, similar to Tender Branson and Shannon MacFarlane in the two previous 

works, he keeps the system functioning to better construct his identity. 

 In the description of the apocalypse, Fight Club employs spatial elements. 

The settings in the film indicate a sense of post-apocalyptical condition:  streets are 

dark and deserted, with only a flow of traffic. Similarly, the office is portrayed as a 

perfect machine. Hence, the settings, apart from the house on Paper Street, indicate a 

catatonic state in which characters merely survive. Furthermore, the narrator’s late 

efforts to save the buildings from collapsing is portrayed as rapture, in which Jesus 

Christ returns to earth to save the believers from God’s wrath. In turn, the narrator 

tries to save Marla Singer and no one else, because it is her presence that shakes up 

the heroic misrecognition of a masculine order. Therefore, Fight Club does not 

portray the apocalypse itself; it rather holds that contemporary world has experienced 

the apocalypse and thus any heroic attempt to rescue society is inconceivable.        

 In her article entitled “The Phallus UnFetished”, Alexandra Juhazs 

questions the sense of masculinity in Fight Club and identifies it as a feminist film. 

Analysing  the films in the 90’s, Juhazs argues that they  

 

[…] are decidedly feminist in the sense that they are aggressively self-
conscious (and self-confident) about the mobility of gender. The super-
wimpy protagonist of Fight Club (Edward Norton), the unnamed narrator 
who sometimes calls himself Jack, is so uncertain about his masculinity that 
he opts for schizophrenia to refashion himself as male through the 
hypermasculine Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt) (Juhazs, 2001: 211). 

  

By “mobility of gender” Juhazs refers to the constructed, therefore changeable codes 

of gender behaviour defined in terms of masculine and feminine as opposed to the 

natural categories of male and female. Besides, the unnamed narrator’s relation to his 



 142 

body is rendered questionable from the start as can be observed in his repetitious 

sentences implying the detachment of certain parts from the body which can then 

separately function: “I am Jack’s medulla oblongota” and “I am Jack’s colon”. In this 

sense, as Juhasz argues, masculinity becomes ordinary and available rather than 

being a distinctive quality of the male. From this perspective, the scene showing 

Marla with a dildo is significant: Marla Singer tells Tyler Durden “Don’t worry, it’s 

not a threat to you”, because it is Marla Singer who “owns” the Phallus, and the 

Phallus is available for everyone, even for women. In this context, Juhazs holds that 

“the dildo is a postmodern fetish that stands in for the missing male penis. Thus, the 

unplugging of (male) genitals from their rightful homes is made visible.” (Ibid., p. 

213). 

 Juhazs illustrates her argument with the castration scenes in the film. There 

are two scenes of castration attempts in the film: one is the castration attempt at the 

police commissioner, and the other is at the narrator. In the first one, the police 

commissioner is captured in the toilet and laid down by the members of Project 

Mayhem. He is threatened with castration unless he stays silent about Project 

Mayhem’s activities. Once captured, Bob ties his penis with a rubber band, and to 

show the severity of the situation one member pretends to cut the penis, but ends up 

cutting the rubber. Hence, castration is shown as the most severe action against 

man’s integrity. 

 In the second example, it is the narrator’s turn to be threatened with 

castration. After he realizes he is Tyler Durden, he goes to the police to inform them 

of the Project Mayhem plans. But in the interrogation room he meets police officers 

who are Project Mayhem members. Upon his confession they attempt to castrate 

him, because they have been told to do so by Tyler Durden. Yet this castration 

attempt is amusing and does not create suspense: easily pulled off his clothes by 

other men, the narrator seems to be already castrated. On this, Juhazs writes that 

“[…] the film’s narrative has gone to such great lengths to suggest that he lacks his 

balls already that this scene is played with much less horror and much more irony 

than the earlier scene it imitates.” (Ibid., p. 214). Therefore, the narrator is portrayed 

as if he is on the verge of losing what he is actually missing.    



 143 

 Juhazs’s argument is plausible since the cinematic apparatus is traditionally 

supposed to bear the male gaze. As Laura Mulvey has demonstrated, in mainstream 

Hollywood cinema, the spectator is attributed with the male subject position. For 

Mulvey, this “visual pleasure” is achieved by the silent attractiveness of the female 

film star, as opposed to the identification with the male actor. Mulvey observes that 

although the male actor keeps the narrative active by functioning as the ideal ego 

(Mulvey, 1989: 20), the woman is portrayed as a spectacle, who is “a perfect 

product, whose body, stylised and fragmented by close-ups, is the content of the film 

and the direct recipient of the spectator’s look” (Ibid., p.  22). For example, in The 

Towering Inferno, the Journalist (Faye Dunaway) is shown in such a way that attracts 

the male characters’ sexual appreciation. Accordingly, she is dressed in her skin 

colour, her dress is flaunty and décolleté. Furthermore, she is a character who 

experiences a transformation: in the beginning of the film she informs the Architect 

(Paul Newman) that she has received a promotion but to benefit from it she needs to 

move to another city. Yet by the time the disaster settles down, she changes her mind 

to stay with her fiancé. In other words, the disaster works as a silencer for the 

Journalist. Thus with the emergence of the disaster she functions as a fragile and 

mute woman who needs to be rescued and appropriately fulfils her role to obey the 

rescue team.  

 The female protagonist in Fight Club, Marla Singer, has different qualities: 

in contrast to the Journalist in The Towering Inferno, she never experiences 

transformation. Even when the narrator attempts at rescuing her from the deeds of 

Tyler Durden, she shows up at the building in which the narrator faces Tyler Durden. 

Furthermore, she is not at all mute. She raises questions about the discrepancies of 

the narrator and makes cynical jokes about their relationship. Yet her questions and 

jokes are ignored and held as threats. Therefore, rather than silencing her, the 

narrator can only displace his relationship to Tyler Durden, or stay away from her 

completely. In other words, Marla Singer does not function as a spectacle, but rather 

a destroyer of spectacles. This attribute can be best illustrated when, expressing her 

wish to attend the support group for testicular cancer patients, she tells the narrator 

“Well, technically, I have more of a right to be there than you.  You still have your 

balls.” In this sense, Marla Singer defies the supremacy of male brotherhood and 



 144 

further despises it by emphasizing the reversed quality of their relationship: the 

narrator “technically” has testis, but it is Marla Singer who can own the phallus, 

insofar as the dildo is concerned. On the contrary, the Journalist’s duty is to stay 

muted and thus establish the supremacy of the Architect. As a collector of 

information by profession, she cannot produce an original one and thus she is 

doomed to succumb to any individual initiative that in turn establishes the 

competence of the masculine saviours. 

 While the Journalist has a muted role, the Architect and the Fire Chief 

overpower the survival process. Their exchange of looks signifies the brotherhood 

that keeps the narration’s pace: while the Architect is involved in the building’s 

structure, the Fire Chief is involved in putting up the fire. In this sense, the narrative 

gains pace: the spectator automatically has two separate fields of survival to keep 

himself amused. Therefore, the action scheme is predominantly determined by both 

male characters. Thus, these characters establish their masculinity by means of their 

representative and narrative functions. 

 As opposed to both saviours in The Towering Inferno, the narrator’s image 

in Fight Club can by no means overpower the narrative pace. In fact he is mostly 

shown outside the action scheme. Literally, the voice-over and the narrator’s image 

are severed; that is, the character is inherently split, and it is the voice-over which is 

not projected as an image on the screen that keeps the narrative pace. The narrator’s 

image is used in a documentary sense: while the voice-over narrates what is 

happening his images are used to illustrate the related situations. Furthermore, 

although Tyler Durden is supposed to be a “hypermasculine” character, he also does 

not dominate the action scheme. In contrast, he is a spectacle to be looked at. In this 

respect, Fight Club’s cast is ironical in the sense that the “hypermasculine” character, 

Tyler Durden is enacted by Brad Pitt. Being a popular celebrity and renown for his 

handsome looks in Hollywood cinema, Pitt’s presence still holds the spectator in the 

male subject position, but this time it functions to highlight the crisis in masculinity. 

More precisely, his appreciation by the spectator (who is in the male subject 

position) shows that it is not only the characters who have been castrated: like Jack, 

the anonymous narrator, the spectator is held in a position to be mesmerised and 

subjugated by Tyler Durden, who is both the agent and the result of the interpellation 
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of the ideology of masculinity. In this sense, as opposed to the to-be-looked-atness of 

the Journalist in The Towering Inferno, the spectator’s gaze is, like the narrator’s, on 

Tyler Durden, whose presence as a spectacle further undermines the heroic and 

masculine longing of an individual breakthrough. 

 Juhazs’s argument rests on the psychoanalytical explanation of fetishism. 

Sigmund Freud describes fetishism as a longing for a substitute for the penis. He 

maintains that “the normal prototype of all fetishes is the penis of the man, just as the 

normal prototype of an organ felt to be inferior is the real little penis of the woman, 

the clitoris” (Freud, 1963: 219). In this context, the narrator’s fetishizing his furniture 

signifies his longing for the penis, which he feels he lacks. Accordingly, Tyler 

Durden’s claim of the crisis of masculinity in contemporary Western society 

corresponds to the narrator’s situation. Adding a political turn to Freud’s concept of 

fetishism, Lacan identifies the penis with the Phallus, which also has social and 

ideological connotations. Therefore, if in Freud’s definition of fetishism what the 

subject longs for is the penis, it follows that for Lacan it is the Phallus. As the Phallus 

signifies power relations, it fits into the position in which the subject, having 

developed his identity through misrecognition, expects for confirmation. Hence, the 

function of the Phallus is not only of a sexual element, but also of an ideological and 

political position. It follows that, the Phallus is what Marx calls “the ruling class” 

and thus its ideas are “the ruling ideas”. 

 Contextually, all sexual connotations in Fight Club refer to the ideology of 

masculinity, and in turn, the crisis of masculinity. The phallus, as the ultimate 

representation of power, controls and overpowers individuals and recruits them as 

subjects. Being a subject in “the society of spectacles” that reproduces its ideology 

through images, the narrator fantasises on both his image and the objects around him. 

Therefore his point of view, in what he can or cannot identify, evidences his 

perception of contemporary American society.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

This study on the subversion of the heroic figures associated with the saviour image 

in Chuck Palahniuk’s three novels, Invisible Monsters, Survivor and Fight Club, 

suggests that the individual in contemporary American society is living through a 

crisis of self-identification. Firstly this dissertation on one of the major 

representatives of “blank fiction” has sought to pinpoint the types of crises that the 

protagonists of these works experience. Secondly, it has examined how these 

protagonists, all of whom are homodiegetic narrators, express and reflect their own 

perceptions of this crisis, and their consequent actions. Thirdly, this study has 

attempted to historicise and contextualize the analysis of the novels in terms of the 

relationship between ideology and literature, and thus aimed at identifying the 

common themes and devices in Palahniuk’s poetics. It has been proposed that the 

three novels offer different ideological critiques – the ideology of the beauty myth in 

Invisible Monsters, the ideology of religion and spectacles in Survivor, and the 

ideology of masculinity and consumerism in Fight Club – and those ideological 

critiques can be theorised through an examination of the “the saviour” (the heroic 

self) and “the survivor” (the subdued self) images inasmuch as the protagonists, 

settings and plots of the novels are concerned.  

 The analysis of the characters in Palahniuk’s three novels has shown that “the 

saviour” figure through which the protagonists of these novels are ridiculed is deeply 

rooted in Judeo-Christian mythology, and continues to be a serious inspiration for 

popular culture, predominantly in the disaster film genre. The subversion of the 

saviour image in Palahniuk’s works is not limited to the critique of a generic 

character; on the contrary, the manipulation of this image in the novels has far 

reaching socio-political implications which open up the possibility for the discussion 

of certain concepts concerning contemporary American society including American 

exceptionalism, Evangelicalism, individualism, commodification, consumerism, 

demasculinization, the beauty myth, and the society of spectacles.  
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American exceptionalism has always been an inseparable element of 

American politics. The political discourse in the United States from John Winthrop’s 

“A City Upon a Hill” to Ronald Reagan’s “Farewell Address”, and to the 

international politics of George W. Bush’s government, has been producing and 

reproducing the idea of an elect nation which is a magnet for all other nations and for 

all individuals in need of a saviour. This projection of the nation’s self, though, has 

not been sufficient to feed the hubris on its own right: since the United States 

perceives itself, and is perceived as the spokesperson of the whole world especially 

after the dismemberment of the USSR, it also assumes guardianship and leadership 

in case of an outside threat. Deeply rooted in the imaginary of the Apocalypse and in 

the image of Jesus Christ as the saviour of believers during the catastrophes in 

“Revelation”, the political discourse of American exceptionalism has positioned 

various other nations as threats against the notions of freedom and humanism, and 

thus waged war against them. Having strict religious undertones, American heroism 

requires an individual heroic figure, like the presence of Jesus Christ during the 

biblical period known as the Rapture, in order to defeat the enemies, all of which 

have been identified with the biblical enemies of the Christians in “Revelation” in 

different historical periods. Considered in terms of today’s political agenda, the 

predominance of this ideology in American culture is directly related to the almost 

incessant presidency of the Republican Party from the 1980’s onwards with the 

support of the growing religious-identification of the Evangelicals, whose doctrines 

include the inerrancy of the Bible in every sense of the word.  

 Although the origins of the figure of the individual hero can easily be traced 

to Christian eschatology, its analysis would remain incomplete, and its persistence in 

the popular imagination unaccounted for, without a consideration of its relation to the 

economic infrastructure. Individualism is part of the bourgeois ideology that 

promotes individual gain and development as the ultimate goal of man. As an 

ideology, it interpellates individuals by giving them a sense of totality: Answering to 

this interpellation, the individual assumes valour to manage his life perfectly since he 

has already established his integrity. This integrity is constituted by the idea of 

freedom, and emphasizes the freedom of choice. Accordingly, the individual is free 

in his choices and tastes. Ironically however, this freedom is pre-determined: the 
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individuals seem to be determining their own tastes and choices, unaware that they 

are all conditioned to varying degrees by ideological apparatuses. Therefore, through 

interpellation, the individual assumes a distorted sense of freedom which blurs his 

consciousness and prevents him from realizing that he has been pre-conditioned in 

and through ideology. 

 One of the most apparent forms in which this false freedom manifests itself is 

the ideology of consumerism. Accordingly, the individuals imagine their social 

identity and integrity to be accomplished through certain material goods, which 

ironically determine their lives. Identified as “commodity fetishism” by Marx, this 

obsession with commodities emerges as a symptom of capitalism and derives from a 

mystical appreciation of objects without a sense of their use values. Hence, it has an 

opium-like effect on the masses: commodity fetishism has a mesmerising function 

whereby the individual becomes alienated to the infrastructure that determines his 

socio-economic conditions and material existence.   

In addition to the mechanisms of consumerism and commodification which 

impact on the individual’s self-perception, the individuals are also interpellated in a 

way to make them feel special and encouraged to be the centre of attraction. The 

burden of physical appeal for the individual shows itself in the beauty myth for 

women, and in the masculinity myth for men: in order to be more attractive one is 

compelled to consume cosmetics, build one’s body, go through plastic surgery, and 

thus make a spectacle of one’s body. Although this interpellation has been 

traditionally answered by women, contemporary examples in popular culture prove 

that men are also increasingly inclined to give shape to their bodies, though in a 

muscular fashion. However, in terms of blank fiction, this tendency is considered to 

have an effeminizing effect on male figures since men, too, seek to exhibit their 

images and emphasize their to-be-looked-atness.  

The idea of heroism and exceptionalism in the United States is not only 

limited to political discourse: American political heroism has been reproducing its 

ideology in a number of texts in popular culture. The undertones of this heroism that 

is supported by discourse about the end of times are especially dominant in a filmic 

genre, the disaster films. This body of films has certain characteristics: they focus on 

the spectacle of the disaster rather than its development (as an indicator of the 
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severity of the disaster, and the pettiness of mankind as compared to the disaster 

itself, as an epitome of God’s wrath against the infidels), create a microcosm to 

reflect the American society, produce catastrophic settings that imitate the ones in 

“Revelation”, and identify the saviour and the survivors in such a way that the ones 

who finally survive are moral and blessed characters. In turn, the characters that die 

during the catastrophe are shown as evil people that deserve God’s wrath. In this 

way, disaster genre aptly reflects God’s point of view: through the third person 

narration and the thematic content employed in these films, God’s wrath is justified.  

This dissertation on Chuck Palahniuk’s early novels, Invisible Monsters, 

Survivor and Fight Club, starts from the assertion that the individual in contemporary 

society has been mesmerised by the idea of individualism and heroism sustained 

through the representations of individual heroes in popular culture which is shaped 

by politics. The notion of an outside threat is considered here to have an identical 

pattern to the one which has been reproduced specifically in disaster films. 

Generically and thematically, disaster films create a disaster, pinpoint a saviour 

model and let him save the society. However, the narrative pattern is subverted when 

the works of blank fiction, as illustrated in Chuck Palahniuk’s early novels, create a 

psychological disaster in disguise of a physical one, and pinpoint a loser figure who 

acts like a hero and portray him as the underdog of society. The argument put 

forward in the present study is that Palahniuk’s narrative strategies subvert the codes 

of the disaster genre which conventionally portrays the male figure as the ultimate 

hero or the ideal statesman who is expected to imply a hopeful future for his society 

by using point of view as an apparatus for identifying the spectator with the hero. In 

contrast, Palahniuk’s novels analysed in this study violate this distinctive narrative 

pattern through the use of paralipsis, irrelevant information and discordant narration 

as conscious narrative strategies for exposing and modifying the ideology in the 

literary reproduction of the saviour image.  

The dissertation is comprised of three chapters, each devoted to the analysis 

of one of the three novels. In the first chapter, Invisible Monsters is first considered 

in terms of its relationship with the disaster filmic genre, followed by an analysis the 

theoretical frame of which is provided by Marxist criticism and narratology. The 

analysis of the novel has attempted to demonstrate that the protagonist, ridiculed as 
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the would-be hero of the narrative, employs an intriguing way of narrating her life 

story, unlike the other protagonists in the body of works known as blank fiction. The 

protagonist, Shannon MacFarlane, is an unreliable and discordant narrator like her 

contemporaries, but her level of consciousness in the narrative is a distinctive point 

which distinguishes her as a Palahniukian character. The reflection of her dubious 

level of consciousness is evident in her concealment of certain crucial information 

and in exchange providing numerous irrelevant information that she presents as 

important. Unable to directly reveal her own consciousness, she is expectedly 

incapable of intervening the other characters’ consciousnesses throughout the 

narrative. Mesmerised by the world of images she is living in, Shannon has been 

interpellated by the ideology of beauty. Since it is the beauty myth which expects her 

to become an individual in the illusive totality of her self-identification, she is 

obsessed with her perception of beauty that distinguishes her from other women. As 

a model, she is always in competition with the other figures of beauty; therefore her 

partial criticism is established after shooting her own face and pretending that it was 

an accident. Her twice-told narrative is in this sense is indicative of her equivocal 

point of view concerning her life story: still obsessed with the beauty myth, she is 

also critical of this situation, but cannot find the means to develop a consistent 

criticism against the ideology that has been shaping her life. Through her false 

consciousness she is unable to analyse her problems, and thus her critical approach 

becomes an individualistic effort that is evident in her final decision of leaving all 

her identity cards to her brother, Shane. With her final manoeuvre, she means to 

express her resentment at the beauty myth; however, her attempt re-establishes the 

myth through the agency of her brother.  

The second chapter examines Survivor, and as the novel starts with an air 

disaster, considers first the generic similarities between the novel and the genre of air 

disaster films. The analysis of the novel shows that the protagonist, Tender Branson, 

uses the same methods as Shannon in Invisible Monsters to conceal his level of 

consciousness. However, although he is similarly mesmerised by the world of 

images, he can only be an active part of it for a short time to the consequence that his 

narrative digressions concern the know-how of his profession. Employed as a servant 

in a house, Tender includes domestic details as part of his presentation of irrelevant 
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information. Through these details and the deliberately concealed information, 

Tender manages to hide the greatest trauma in his life, the abuse in the Creedish 

Death Cult and his consequent fear of sex. As an obedient servant in all aspects of his 

life, he is in fact manipulated by Fertility Hollis, who sets up an escape plan for him 

that would save him from the allegations of serial murder. Therefore, his narrative is 

actually manipulated not only by him, but also by Fertility. Motivated by his hatred 

for sex and commodification, Tender’s narration starts with a possible disaster scene 

in a plane which would crash in the outback of Australia, but overall expresses a 

portrayal of the world which resembles the catastrophic settings in “Revelation”. In 

this sense, Tender becomes the saviour of an apocalyptic world, in which any means 

of survival is ridiculed and invalidated.     

In the third chapter Palahniuk’s first published novel, Fight Club is analysed 

in terms of the relationship between the narrative techniques and the protagonist’s 

identity crisis. Palahniuk is concerned with the complexities of self-identification in 

contemporary American society in his novel in which the characters have in common 

with characters in his other novels the same perception of the world as an apocalyptic 

state. In this sense, their marginalities can be justified as an inverted version of the 

microcosm in disaster films. Arguably, their eccentricity is the cause of their critical 

views of culture and society; however, despite their uneasiness, they aim at a 

transformation of the system through their individual efforts that exclude any 

democratic means of dialogue. In turn, their sheer hatred for the capitalist system and 

the world order is manifested in their fist fighting in murky basements, as their 

dissatisfaction with their lives are supposed to be cured in support groups where they 

attend as fake sufferers of severe illnesses. In other words, their points of view are 

best expressed with the Marxist conception of “false consciousness”. Their violence 

or apathy towards the system is a mark of their fake heroism which proves their 

seeming power as a petty and incompetent way of revolting against the ideology of 

consumerism and commodification.  

Essentially marginal and inessentially radical characters, the protagonists in 

Fight Club are aware of their incompetence and lack, yet they are unable to identify, 

and reconcile with them. Instead, they generate an opposite reflection of their 

identities: they assume a totalised image of themselves, a superior image which 
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makes them the centre of their environments. This is most evident in the narrator’s 

ambivalent narration. His undecided stance towards consumerism and 

commodification is mirrored in his narrative choices that deliberately conceal certain 

facts, and again deliberately introduce seemingly irrelevant information, which both 

function as means of support for his discordant narration. In that way the narrator 

manipulates the narrative so as to conceal his identity crisis that results in the 

emergence of his Tyler Durden self. In turn, his narration positions his Tyler Durden 

self as the hero of this apocalyptic state of consumer society, whose so-called heroes 

are doomed to be petty, individualistic and incompetent in the final analysis.  

In apparent contradistinction to the disaster films that promote individual 

heroism, Palahniuk’s works reflect a pessimistic and grim attitude to the current 

world order. Like the other writers of blank fiction, Palahniuk bitterly satirizes this 

hopelessness through his protagonists’ lack of competence, and the marginality of 

the microcosm that represents the society. However, Palahniuk has a distinctive style 

in reflecting the complicated functions of his characters in the portrayal of this 

apocalyptic world: the three protagonists in focus, Shannon in Invisible Monsters, 

Tender in Survivor, and the narrator in Fight Club are both saviours and survivors 

when considered in terms of their material conditions of existence and their 

reflections of these conditions. To begin with, Shannon’s attack to the beauty myth, 

complicated by her treatment of Manus with hormones that effeminate him, her arson 

attempt at Evie’s house in her wedding day, and her shooting her own face is 

finalized with her decision to keep her devastated face and leave all her identity cards 

to Brandy, her transvestite brother who looks exactly like her. In this sense, Shannon 

assumes the role of saving the society from the beauty myth; however, she is also 

conscious of the fact that she herself is a victim of that myth. Therefore, having lived 

through the effects of this myth makes her a survivor of the system.  

Similarly, Tender Branson in Survivor is a character who is known as the last 

survivor of the Creedish Death Cult. Furthermore, his narration revolves around the 

act of hijacking which would save him from the consumer society and especially 

from the allegations of mass murder. Yet as a telepreacher and a suicide hotline 

advisor, he assumes the role of a saviour with the power of interfering with people’s 

lives, though in a negative sense: although he acts like the Messiah, his advises in the 
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suicide hotline do not aim at saving lives; on the contrary, he advises people to kill 

themselves. In addition, his telepreaching rests on the agent’s script written in order 

to make Tender a celebrity. Through his telepreaching, he recommends people a way 

of life that he has suffered in the Cult. Being a survivor and acting like a saviour, 

Tender finally gets involved in an act of hijacking, which has been his dream and 

Fertility’s plan. Therefore, his hatred for the consumer society does not result in a 

sensible action; in contrast, he becomes a fake hero and then a hopeless fugitive in 

the apocalyptic state of society he has long despised.  

In Fight Club, the narrator’s function of being at once a saviour and a 

survivor is represented in his divided self: his anonymous self is the survivor of the 

consumer society and his Tyler Durden self is the saviour of the selfsame society 

through Fight Club and Project Mayhem. Yet the anonymous self also emerges as the 

saviour, at least in his attempts to save society from his Tyler Durden self’s acts in 

Project Mayhem. In this sense, it is ironic that both selves of the protagonist act like 

the saviour and the survivor for each other: the anonymous self becomes the victim 

of his Tyler Durden self, while the Tyler Durden self is a saviour for the anonymous 

one in the sense that it is the Tyler Durden self who develops consciousness in him.  

When considered in terms of the consequences of these protagonists’ 

functions as saviours of society, all these efforts to subvert the current political and 

economic system can be viewed as examples of how the system interpellates the 

individuals as subjects. Accordingly, all three protagonists share the same illusion 

that their individual acts of destruction will unsettle the system and help to establish 

a right and just one. Nevertheless, their spectacular ways of devastation also feed the 

“society of spectacles”: in Invisible Monsters Shannon re-establishes the beauty myth 

by helping the transfer of her image onto Brandy Alexander’s body; in Survivor 

Tender contributes to the repository of spectacular disasters with his plan to crash the 

plane; in Fight Club the Tyler Durden self dreams of transforming the whole system 

by exploding a credit card company. Palahniuk’s ironic treatment of their 

individualistic attempts at revolt aims a critique of the society of spectacle in which 

the image has replaced the real and turned individuals into copies of copies of 

themselves. Furthermore, by presenting false saviours who are in fact survivors of 

the system, the essential motive of disaster narrative - traced from “Revelation” to 
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disaster film genre – is subverted in the sense that it no longer justifies God’s wrath 

against the “infidel” survivors; Palahniuk’s poetics retells the story of disaster from 

the doomed survivor’s point of view. 

The reason why Palahniuk’s protagonists in these novels only produce futile 

actions is that their consciousnesses have been blocked by ideology. Shannon in 

Invisible Monsters, Tender in Survivor, the anonymous narrator – and the Tyler 

Durden self – in Fight Club have been variously interpellated by the ideologies of 

beauty, masculinity, consumerism, and religion. The concept of beauty may seem to 

work only for Shannon, however it equally applies to Tender who goes through 

plastic surgery for better media appearance. In between the portrayal of these 

characters is the Tyler Durden self whose physical appearance is imagined and 

reflected by the anonymous self as the perfectly masculine look – the slim and 

muscular body, the deranged hair, the bruised skin and the untrimmed fingernails. 

Therefore, in Palahniuk’s works, the beauty myth in consumerist society recruits not 

only women, but also men as commodified subjects. Accordingly, Palahniuk’s vision 

of the preoccupation with beauty has a political orientation: it is Ideology which 

hails, shapes and manipulates the individual, and in Marx’s words, the ruling idea is 

always the ideology of the ruling class. 

Palahniuk’s poetics reflects the positions and functions of these protagonists 

through their narrative ambivalences. Preoccupied with the symptoms of their 

problems but unable to identify their causes, these narrators change the course of 

their narrations by means of suspense and digression: they deliberately conceal 

certain facts, some of which are the crucial parts of the story and some are thought to 

be important because they are hidden but then turn out to be petty details. 

Alternately, they introduce completely irrelevant details when they begin to identify 

the core of their problems. This characteristic feature in Palahniuk’s works is 

decidedly important since these narratives are twice-told: all the narrators in fact 

know why and how these events took place before they begin to narrate. Therefore, 

their narrations derive from their efforts to actually conceal what they cannot voice 

due to their lack of analytical skills, or their fear of a confrontation with their 

traumas. In this sense, these narratives incorporate narrative, generic and thematic 

ambivalences in order to reproduce the ways in which Ideology works. Finally, it can 
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be concluded that Palahniuk’s strategy in all the three novels involves a common 

fundamental manoeuvre: the representation of the narrator’s point of view that 

deliberately violates and manipulates the narrative to the effect that the text provides 

the reader with gaps in the narrative which draw attention to the ideological 

construction of narratives.  
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