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Pro Gradu -tutkielmani tavoitteena on tarkastella miten ja millaisia amerikkalaisia maskuliinisuuksia 
kuvataan Chuck Palahniukin novellissa Fight Club. Tutkielmassani tutkin maskuliinisuuden 
rakentumista sekä hahmojen henkisten ominaisuuksien, että ruumiillisuuden kautta. Käsitteistä 
tutkimukselleni tärkeimpänä pidän R.W. Connellin kehittämää hegemonista maskuliinisuutta, joka 
osaltaan liittää tutkimukseni kriittisen miestutkimuksen piiriin. Lisäksi käytän analyysissani 
maskuliinisuuden kriisin käsitettä. Teoreettisessa viitekehyksessäni olen muokannut hegemonisen 
maskuliinisuuden käsitettä siten, että oletan niitä olevan amerikkalaisen kulttuurin sisälläkin useampia. 
Maskuliinisuuden kriisiä käsittelen analyysissäni lähinnä kertojan havainnoimana ilmiönä, mutta 
osoitan sen samanaikaisesti heijastavan myös muiden mieshahmojen kokemuksia. 

Analyysini aloitan käsittelemällä miten mieshahmojen maskuliinisuuden kriisi on havaittavissa 
hahmojen ruumiisiin liittyvinä ominaisuuksina. Mieshahmojen ruumiita uhkaavat sekä rasvakudos, 
joka kuvastaa pehmeyttä ja feminiinisyyttä, että kivessyöpä, joka kastroi miehet. Lisäksi esimerkkinä 
maskuliinisuuden kriisistä esitän mieshahmojen toisiinsa kohdistaman väkivallan, joka toimii 
maskuliinisten hierarkioiden rakentajana. Miesten toisiinsa kohdistama väkivalta nostaa voittajat 
jalustalle ja alistaa häviäjät. Maskuliinisuuden kriisi on havaittavissa myös hahmojen henkisten 
ominaisuuksien kautta. Esitän tutkielmassani, että kertojan henkiset ongelmat kuten unettomuus ja 
skitsofrenia ovat seurausta hänen omasta vaikeudestaan määritellä omaa maskuliinista identiteettiään. 

Tutkielmani jatkaa havainnoimalla, miten mieshahmot yrittävät selvittää maskuliinisuuden 
kriisiään seuraamalla Tylerin hahmoa, joka esitetään kerronnassa eräänlaisena hegemonisen 
maskuliinisuuden ruumiillistumana. Fight Clubissa heikkoa maskuliinisuutta pyritään vahvistamaan 
uudelleen esimerkiksi hankkimalla kovaa, lihaksikasta, aktiivista ja taisteluun kykenevää ruumista.  

Länsimaisen maskuliinisuuden erilaisia ideaaleja olen lainannut tutkielmaani Arto Jokisen 
tutkimuksista. Ideaali miesruumis osoittautuu Fight Clubissa problemaattiseksi: täydellinen, lihaksikas 
ja kova miesruumis ei itsessään saa olla tavoittelun kohde, koska turhamaisuus nähdään feminiinisenä 
piirteenä. Sen sijaan tappeluiden muovaama arpinen, kova ja aktiivinen miesruumis on saavutettu 
testaamalla omaa miehisyyttä muita vastaan, jolloin se ei perustu feminiinisiin arvoihin. 
 
 
Avainsanat: Hegemoninen maskuliinisuus, maskuliinisuuden kriisi, miesruumiin ideaalit. 
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1. Introduction 

In this thesis I intend to study the crisis of the American white-collar worker as presented in Chuck 

Palahniuk’s Fight Club (1996). My thesis is concerned with the crisis of masculinity, the emasculation 

and remasculinization of the white, white-collar men in postmodern American society, as portrayed in 

the novel Fight Club. I suggest that this American white-collar worker is an emasculated, subordinate 

masculinity, which in Fight Club, is threatened in many ways and, in reaction, this masculinity tries to 

re-establish itself as a hegemonic masculinity. My approach presumes that there are hegemonic 

masculinities and that they are in competition with one another, and I will return to this later on in the 

thesis. The constant power struggle between various masculinities offers one popular perspective into 

the prevailing views concerning contemporary culture in America. My thesis will consider both the 

male body and the mental aspects of emasculation and remasculinization as well. Thus, the analytical 

part of my thesis will be divided accordingly into two larger sections; one focusing on the 

emasculation, the other focusing on the remasculinization. These sections will then be divided into two 

subsections, one being dedicated to the body, and the other to the mental issues. 

I will suggest in the thesis that in Fight Club masculinity is represented by the male body and that 

the masculinity in crisis is reflected by the diseases of the male body – both mental and physical. 

Moreover, I suggest that in Fight Club the physical and mental repercussions of the contemporary 

lifestyles are reflected in the imagery of diseases within the novel. As my thesis relates the masculinity 

in crisis to the metaphors of disease and the male body, it is thus clearly set apart from previous studies 

on the novel. I suggest that these same metaphors can be found in other works by Palahniuk as well, 

thus making it even more valuable regarding further studies on Palahniuk’s earlier fiction. 

The theoretical approach employed here is related to gender studies, critical men’s studies and 

sociological sciences and it will be described more accurately later on in this thesis. My intention here 
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is to expand the criticism and analysis directed to the novel itself, because most scholarly work 

regarding Fight Club is related to the movie.1 My research questions are: What sort of diseases do the 

male characters face? How can they be perceived as emasculating diseases? Are there other threats to 

the male characters that can be perceived as emasculating them?  What are, then, the metaphors related 

to the remasculinization of the male characters? And finally, the main question in this thesis is: to what 

“disease” is Tyler Durden the cure for? 

Before engaging the theory I will provide some general information about the author of the novel and 

Fight Club as a phenomenon, thus setting a background. After this, in the following section, I will 

continue to elaborate on the theoretical aspects behind my research. 

Fight Club is a fairly good representative of the general themes and narrative style Palahniuk 

often utilises in his fiction. The narrative style is fragmented and almost never proceeds in a 

chronological order. For example, Survivor (1999) by Palahniuk has its pages numbered in reverse 

order, thus beginning from page 289, and the narrative thus avoids chronological order by beginning 

from the end. Generally, Palahniuk's narratives are repetitive, the paragraphs and sentences short. This 

is one of the most recognizable features of his writing, on which James Annesley (2006, 55-56) 

elaborates: “This aesthetic is rooted in the empty experiences it describes and contributes to the 

creation of a style that seems deeply enmeshed in the blank, flat terrains of contemporary capitalism.” 

To describe the author’s style of writing even further, Palahniuk often uses bits of extremely specific 

pieces of information in the narrative to propose that the narrator is very knowledgeable in certain 

fields. 

In Survivor, the narrator knows almost anything imaginable about how to clean different types of 

stains and has detailed knowledge of etiquette (because of his role as a servant), whereas the narrator in 

Fight Club knows plenty about chemistry. In fact, according to “The Cult”, the recipes in Fight Club 
                                                             
1 The movie Fight Club premiered in 1999 and was directed by David Fincher. 



 

 

3 
 

were so accurate in Palahniuk’s unedited draft of the novel that one could have built actual bombs by 

reading the novel carefully enough.2 The recipes were eventually changed in the editing process. 

Further, in Invisible Monsters (2000), all of the characters binge on whatever pharmaceutical drugs 

they can get their hands on, even though they are very much aware of the possible complications. 

Palahniuk uses plenty of dark humour in his narratives served along with sarcasm and irony. The 

narrators in his fiction are often the main protagonists and the narrative is stylistically closest to stream-

of-consciousness. As regards the general topics in Palahniuk’s fiction, it should be added that the main 

characters are often men who have no fathers or they are somehow very distant in relation to their sons, 

but I shall return to this later on in my thesis. The physicality of the characters is often very evident in 

earlier novels of Palahniuk; plastic surgery and mutilation of the body are motifs that keep appearing in 

the earlier works. 

Fight Club was Palahniuk’s debut novel. Its 1st hardcover edition sold only 5’000 copies 

(Offman, 1999), but after the release of the film adaptation in 1999, the book entered the bestseller 

category. It has won two awards: the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association Award and Oregon 

Book Award for Best Novel, both of which in 1997. Apparently, Fight Club contains some passages 

from Palahniuk’s earlier fictive writing, which he then expanded into a full story. 

Fight Club starts with the ending scene, in which the narrator has a gun barrel in his mouth in a 

building which is set to be demolished and to be toppled onto a museum of history. The story then 

returns to the beginning where the narrator, a white American, white-collar worker is having trouble 

with insomnia. He sees his doctor about this who, by an ironic remark, sends the narrator to a male 

support group for testicular cancer. Seeing the pain and the suffering of the other men in the group the 

narrator feels alive again and rids himself of insomnia by crying along with the other members. In this 

                                                             
2 ”The Cult” is a website which is maintained by fans of Palahniuk. Among other things, Palahniuk himself attends this site 
by contributing to a writers’ clinic situated on the site on a regular basis. Available from <http://Chuckpalahniuk.net> 
[accessed 26th May, 2009] 
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support group called Remaining Men Together, he meets the character Robert Paulson, an ex-

bodybuilder, who has had his testicles removed and has grown “bitch tits” as a reaction to his repeated 

misuse of growth- and male hormones. The narrator’s relief is momentary as the character of Marla 

appears at the support group meetings. For the narrator, Marla represents his own false position within 

the group reflecting his “lie”, thus setting the narrator back to his prior predicament. Soon, the narrator 

meets the character of Tyler Durden, a soap-salesman, who he ends up living with after he loses his 

own apartment in an explosion. 

One night Tyler asks the narrator to hit him as hard as he can, which sets in motion the founding 

of Fight Club, an exclusive, all-male group which meets regularly for men to have fights with each 

other. From this, the narrator feels alive again and feels cured of his insomnia. Fight Club slowly 

expands into a larger operation which Tyler names Project Mayhem. At this point, the narrator feels 

distanced from Tyler and acknowledges he does not know what Tyler is planning. Soon Robert Paulson 

dies in a sabotage attempt as an operative for Project Mayhem, at which point the narrator recognises 

Tyler and his project have gone too far. As the narrator confronts Tyler about this, he learns that they 

are, in fact, the same person. Consequently, Tyler then attempts to kill them both as a part of his grand 

scheme to make them a legend. Tyler’s plan eventually fails, as the narrator shoots himself in the head, 

thus killing Tyler, but somehow miraculously survives this himself. In the last chapter, the narrator is 

confined to a mental hospital and the reader is left to wonder how much of the narrative was merely 

delirious ranting of a madman. 

I suggest that as a novel Fight Club can be categorized as, depending on the interpretation, either 

as part of the “contemporary extreme” (Durand & Mandel 2006), or as “blank fiction” (Annesley 

1998). The novels of the contemporary extreme are described as being “set in a world both similar and 

different to our own: a hyper real, often apocalyptic world progressively invaded by popular culture, 

permeated within technology and dominated by destruction” (Durand & Mandel 2006, 1). Considering 
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that Fight Club is about a mentally ill man who sets up an organization to erase symbolic parts of 

Western culture and committing suicide at the same time, I propose that the concept of contemporary 

extreme is an accurate category for the novel.3 Moreover, in defining the contemporary extreme Durand 

and Mandel refer to such authors as Bret Easton Ellis, Don DeLillo, Martin Amis and Michel 

Houellebecq. 

Annesley’s term blank fiction is very close to Durand and Mandel’s contemporary extreme, but 

blank fiction is more related to consumption and consumerism, which makes Palahniuk’s Fight Club a 

prime candidate for this category as well. Furthermore, according to Annesley (1998, 1), in blank 

fiction, ”There’s an emphasis on the extreme, the marginal and the violent. There’s a sense of 

indifference and indolence. The limits of the human body seem indistinct, blurred by cosmetics, 

narcotics, disease and brutality.” All of the previous features are extremely apparent in Palahniuk’s 

works such as Fight Club, Invisible Monsters and Survivor. 

In defining blank fiction, Annesley lists authors such as Bret Easton Ellis and Don DeLillo. The 

name of Bret Easton Ellis repeatedly comes up in reviews and studies when one tries to compare 

Palahniuk to other writers. For example, Annesley (2006, 61), when he discusses the style of writing, 

themes and genre, relates both DeLillo’s and Ellis’ writings directly to the works of Palahniuk. 

However, Annesley regards DeLillo as taking on a broader view of consumerism compared to Ellis and 

Palahniuk.  In my opinion, of the two terms presented here, Annesley’s blank fiction seems to be more 

accurate in defining all the characteristics that appear in Palahniuk’s Fight Club. Moreover, the 

contemporary extreme is more related to technology, whereas Fight Club clearly carries with it, as it 

were, a neo-luddite standpoint by protesting against the developing technology and the effects of it on 

civilization and consumerism. 

                                                             
3 Tyler plans to topple a skyscraper on top of a museum. 
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As regards the accurate denotation, both contemporary extreme and blank fiction seem to relate 

more or less the same writers to their definitions. On a larger scale the names De Lillo and Ellis are 

both related to postmodern contemporary American fiction (Bilton 2002). Thus, Palahniuk can be said 

to accompany those writers in this general notion of postmodern fiction. In Bilton's view, postmodern 

American fiction, or the postmodern era of fiction in general is an era where nothing new is being said; 

what is said has been said before and what is said is a transformed copy of something prior (2002, 1). 

Bilton notes that, “Postmodernism tells us that ours is the age of the sequel, the remake, the copy, 

preoccupied with a kind of manic recycling and rebranding, desperately trying to disguise the fact that 

notions of originality or authenticity have been used up” (2002, 1). In an ironic way this idea emerged 

in a negative review of Palahniuk in which the critic noted that stylistically and thematically someone 

has already written these things before and has done so better than Palahniuk.4 Perhaps in the case of 

Fight Club, the postmodern condition is best echoed by the following lines: “This is how it is with 

insomnia. Everything 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” (Fight Club 1996, 21). In parallel, Bilton (2002, 

1-2) remarks of the postmodern: 

. . . life itself becomes a kind of rerun, our response a mixture of boredom and 
irony. In essence, we have all been here before. Contemporary life seems ringed 
by quotation marks, and for that reason, impossible to take seriously. If one 
imagines Postmodern culture as an endlessly Xeroxed copy of itself, then with 
each generation the lines seem a little fainter the shapes blurred, the image 
corrupted. 

The insomnia and the schizophrenia of the contemporary American postmodern condition will be 

touched upon briefly in this thesis later on, as a part of the analysis of the mental emasculation of the 

American white-collar worker. 

                                                             
4 (Internet) ”The Cult” Available from: <http://chuckpalahniuk.ne/faq/> [Accessed 26th May, 2009]  
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Over a decade has passed since Fight Club emerged onto the literary field, but its wake has 

stirred up and keeps stirring up an overwhelming amount of various phenomena within the Western 

culture. For example, there have been numerous accounts of actual fight clubs5 that have been 

established to pay homage to the novel (most of them in America), various martial art courses and 

establishments from all over the world have loaned the name for their own purposes.6 One fight club 

has been established in Finland as well.7  There has been a persistent rumor that Fight Club would in 

some time be adapted into a form of a musical, but no actual record of real efforts in doing so exist.8 

Moreover, there is also a simple collection of essays that has been published, which discusses how and 

why Fight Club developed, and how it continues to grow a cult following.9 

As a cult phenomenon Fight Club has received wide criticism, but most of the criticism is 

directed towards the film adaptation of the same name directed by David Fincher and which premiered 

in 1999. My thesis will not be considering the criticism of the movie, although as an adaptation it is 

fairly true to the events in the novel. However, since the movie is an important part of the phenomenon, 

I believe I need to elaborate on what scholars have written about Fight Club, whether it be about the 

novel or the film adaptation. 

One of the more elaborate studies concerning Fight Club is a master’s thesis by Andrew S. 

Delfino which is called: “Becoming The New Man in Post-Postmodernist Fiction: Portrayals of 

                                                             
5 For example, (Internet) “More ‘Fight club’ allegations at Texas school” Washington Times. 22 March 2009. Available 
from: <http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2009/mar/22/more-fight-club-allegations-at-texas-school-1/> [accessed 30 
March, 2009.] 
6 Among others: <www.fightclub.com>, <www.fightclubfinland.fi>, <www.porifightclub.com>, <www.jklfightclub.com>.  
7 A Finnish businessman, Jari Sarasvuo, recently established his own “[Fight Club]…to resist man’s typical vices that lead 
them to hell. [my translation]“ (De Rita-Cavlek & Sarasvuo, 2009, 12). The idea in Sarasvuo’s Fight Club is to acquire 
Finnish men to commit to intensive training for a certain period of time, in order for them to connect with their real selves 
behind their roles at work or at home. The commitment was an initial fee, which was doubled as a penalty if the individual 
failed to reach certain goals or showed lack of motivation during his personal training. Sarasvuo incorporated some of the 
ideology behind the novel fairly loosely, since the novel itself is very critical of the consumerist ideal. 
8 Chang, Jade. tinseltown: fight club and fahrenheit. Available from <http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/collective/A2799633> 
[accessed 26 March 2009] 
9 Schuchardt, M. R. (ed.) 2008. You Do Not Talk About Fight Club: I Am Jack’s Completely Unauthorized Essay Collection. 
Dallas: Penbella Books. 
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Masculinities in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest and Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club” (2007). In his 

thesis, Delfino tries to establish a theoretical point of view which is not directly related to feminism and 

tries to give an accurate account of the western masculinity in crisis by closely analyzing two different 

types of postmodernist novels; especially the models of masculinities represented in them. 

Another recent example comes from the University of Oulu, where Antti Ikäheimonen in his 

thesis “Remaining Men Together: ‘Mythopoetic’ Masculinity in Fight Club” (2005), compares the 

mythopoetic men’s movement of the 80s and 90s to the Fight Club (movie). The mythopoetic men’s 

movement is, to a great extent, related to the work of Robert Bly and his book: Iron John: A Book 

About Men (1990). Bly and the mythopoetic men's movement will be considered in greater detail later 

on in this thesis. The parallels between the mythopoetic men’s movement and Fight Club are not 

unheard of. In fact, in most studies concerning Fight Club, scholars often remind their reader of how 

the two are closely related, or at least, refer to Bly’s work. 

Various other studies have been conducted to analyse Palahniuk's work, but to point out how far 

the theories or analyses have gone; according to one of the most interesting theories, if not absolutely a 

scholarly study, Fight Club is actually a revision of the cartoon Calvin & Hobbes - Calvin and Hobbes 

have merely grown up.10 Moreover, various essays were compiled in 2005 into a collection; Stirrings 

Still (an online journal for existential literature) dedicated a whole issue to analyse Palahniuk’s fiction 

from varying perspectives.11 

In the next section I will explain my theoretical approach and how to analyse the masculinities in 

Fight Club especially through bodies and diseases. Moreover, the next section will help clarify 

important concepts regarding my thesis such as masculinity and the crisis of masculinity. In section 3 I 

                                                             
10 Chow, Galvin P. Fight Club: Return of the Hobbes. Available from <http://metaphilm.com/philm.php?id=29_0_2_0> 
[accessed 26 March 2009] 
11 Grayson, Erik M. (ed.) 2005. ”Stirrings Still” The International Journal of Existential Literature Fall/Winter 2005 Vol 2, 
Number 2. Available from: <http://www.stirrings-still.org/ss22.pdf> [Accessed 31st of September, 2008]. 
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will begin my analysis of the male bodies in Fight Club, and the physical diseases that jeopardize their 

masculinity. Section 4 will consider the mental diseases in Fight Club, how they reflect the postmodern 

era and how they also imply that the crisis of masculinity exists. 

Furthermore, in this thesis I intend to disambiguate the controversies that surround Fight Club’s 

numerous interpretations; namely, the critics’ constant references to misogyny, fascism and promoting 

paramilitary actions to re-affirm the hegemonic masculinities in their frail state within the postmodern 

context. Furthermore, I intend to open up the criticism regarding the book; as I have previously stated, 

there is an abundance of criticism directed towards Fight Club (motion picture), but not that many 

critical insights concerning the source, the novel, itself. 
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2. From Hegemonic Masculinities to Masculinity in Crisis and the Male Body 

In this section I will explain the key theories and terms involved in this thesis. I will begin by briefly 

introducing the field of gender studies. From within this field I have chosen the key terms of 

hegemonic masculinity and masculinity in crisis. These terms were selected in order to study the 

representations of masculinity within the Western culture, especially the continuum of hegemonic 

masculinity within the North American culture. 

Before engaging the key concepts themselves I shall briefly define gender studies. Kimmel, 

Hearn and Connell (2005, 1) note that “The field of gender research has mainly addressed questions 

about women and has mainly been developed by women. The impulse to develop gender studies has 

come mainly from contemporary feminism, and women have therefore mainly been the ones to make 

gender visible in contemporary scholarship and in public forums.” What Kimmel, Hearn and Connell 

refer to here is the feminist movement and its effect on social order since the 1970’s. The feminist 

movement and its agenda have since then seen changes. For example, nowadays, feminist theories have 

been seen as being divided into three different waves of feminism, but more of that later on. 

The original feminist agenda was to establish equality between the sexes, but since then its 

theories and methods have transformed. Kimmel, Hearn and Connell (2005, 1) state that men were out 

of the scholarly focus until the 80’s. Instead of being a sole “other” to the feminist studies on gender, 

the study of masculinities has evolved into a branch of its own. Thus, by incorporating studies of men 

and masculinities the general field of study is nowadays referred to as gender studies, which is an 

umbrella term incorporating all studies inclined to view social order(s) as structured by gender. 



 

 

11 
 

The label of “men’s studies” has been suggested repeatedly regarding studies of men and 

masculinities, but Kimmel, Hearn and Connell (2005, 2-3) disagree. In their opinion, such 

nomenclature would only be a coarse simplification of asymmetric gender relations. Moreover, 

Whitehead (2002, 55) suggests that men’s studies are often antipathetic towards feminism. Since the 

feminist movement initially had an agenda towards equality, the study of men and masculinities has 

had to have an agenda of its own but the future of the field remains unclear. According to Kimmel et al. 

(2005, 9), the most relevant issue concerning studies on men and masculinities is to take global 

accounts on various masculinities. My analysis of the characters in Fight Club will provide, perhaps, 

one insight to western masculinities. 

After this brief account of the history of gender studies, in the next section, I shall specify which 

concepts I intend to use and why. First, in section 2.1, I will establish my theoretical framework within 

the field of gender studies and critical men’s studies as I discuss the hegemonic masculinities as 

suggested by Connell. After considering hegemonic masculinities, I will briefly explain the pertinent 

studies of masculinity in crisis and how these two concepts align within this thesis. Then, as my thesis 

focuses on the representation of the male body, I will give an account of the relevant concepts within 

that field in section 2.2. 

2.1 A Hegemonic Masculinity in Crisis 

 
In this section I introduce the terms masculinity, hegemonic masculinity and present the thesis of 

masculinity in crisis, which has been widely studied and argued on the American continent. 

Moreover, I hope this section will help clarify its given title. First of all, the concept of masculinity 

itself requires definition. Whitehead & Barrett (2001, 15-16) explain masculinity in the following way: 
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. . . masculinities are those behaviours, languages and practices, existing in 
specific cultural and organizational locations, which are commonly associated 
with males and thus culturally defined as not feminine. So masculinities exist as 
both positive, inasmuch as they offer some means of identity signification for 
males, and as a negative, inasmuch as they are not the ‘Other’ (feminine). 
Masculinities and male behaviours are not the simple product of genetic 
codings or biological predispositions. 

However, Whitehead & Barrett (2001) note that as masculinities exist in relation to culture and its 

various discourses, transforming and changing, there is no absolute definition of masculinity as such. 

Sociologically, masculinity as a concept is a result of feminist theories; as Whitehead & Barrett 

point out, the sociological concept of masculinity historically follows the changes of feminist theory 

(2001, 14-15). Whitehead & Barrett suggest that the term masculinity has changed according to various 

dominant theoretical changes in feminist theory: “... the sociology of masculinity has moved through 

three prominent theoretical waves, in part mirroring similar shifts in the theoretical patterns of feminist 

thinking” (2001, 15). Thus, the first wave of feminism brought with it the “... problematics of male role 

performance and the cost to men of attempting to strictly adhere to dominant expectations of masculine 

ideology; what Joseph Pleck ... has termed 'male gender role discrepancy'” (Whitehead & Barrett 2001, 

15). The second wave of feminism, then, ideated hegemonic masculinity, highlighting not the cost of 

patriarchy to men, but how central power is “to dominant ways of being a man” (Whitehead & Barrett 

2001, 15). The third wave, “... influenced by feminist post-structuralism and theories of post-modernity 

...” focused on the male identity and how it is justified in the “dominant discursive practices of self, and 

how this identity work connects with (gender) power and resistance” (Whitehead & Barrett 2001, 15). 

This view of the three-phase collocation between feminism and masculinity studies is supported 

by Edwards (2006, 2) as well. The concept of hegemonic masculinity, in particular, is considered to be 

a product of the second wave feminist theory. I introduce here the concept of hegemonic masculinity, 

because it would be difficult to discuss the crisis of masculinity without first establishing the feminist 

concept of the dominant position of men or patriarchy. Moreover, it needs to be clarified here that in 
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order to compare the male characters in Fight Club, I must establish the fact that there is a plurality of 

competing masculinities at any given time, in any given culture.  

Most often researchers mention hegemonic masculinity without the indefinite article, but in this 

study it services a specific purpose. My intention is to refer to the term in the sense that hegemonic 

masculinity manifests in various ways in various times. Moreover, I argue that hegemonic masculinity 

is not solely inherent in a given culture, but that various hegemonic masculinities exist within 

individuals and their changing ideals. Thus, by referring to a hegemonic masculinity in crisis I intend to 

emphasize that hegemonic masculinity is not constant nor does it ever manifest itself in a particular 

way. As mentioned earlier in the introduction, in relation to Fight Club I intend to study the character 

of the narrator as a form of hegemonic masculinity; one that is being threatened by emasculation and 

one that is, thus, in a state of crisis. 

The term hegemonic masculinity first appeared in 1985 in an article by Tim Carrigan, Bob 

Connell and John Lee (Whitehead 2002, 88). Since then, Connell has expanded on this article and 

modified the concept of hegemonic masculinity.12 Whitehead notes that in coining the term,  

... [Carrigan et al.]  stressed that masculinity was not merely a psychological 
innateness of the social self (the Freudian or Jungian model) or a product of 
functional and largely static sex roles ... [Carrigan et al.] sought to stress the 
interplay of praxis and structure, where masculinity becomes reorganized as 
vital, historical, component in the armoury of male dominance; informing the 
'gender system' while serving to validate and reinforce patriarchal power. 
(Whitehead 2002, 89) 

In defining the term hegemonic masculinity, Connell derives the term hegemony from Antonio 

Gramsci, who initially related power to any group of people claiming and sustaining a leading position 

in life (Connell 1995, 77). Connell applied this term to highlight the patriarchal claim to power. 

According to Connell (1995, 77), 

                                                             
12 For a more thorough account of hegemonic masculinities, see Connell (1995). 
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. . . at any given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is culturally 
exalted. Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender 
practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the 
legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the 
dominant position of men and the subordination of women. 

 
Perhaps one form of masculinity is culturally exalted at any given time, but this presents the problem of 

categorizing. Hegemonic masculinity must account for some variation, because reality presents various 

masculinities; each man manifests a particular type of masculinity. What needs to be stressed here is 

that the phrase “currently accepted” (see the quotation above) directly implies that hegemonic 

masculinities are relative in the sense that as times change, different ideals of masculinity prevail. Thus, 

in this thesis the hegemonic masculinities are related to the time in which the narrative of Fight Club 

occurs. There are no specific references in Fight Club as to when exactly the events of the narrative 

take place, but, presumably sometime in the nineties.13 

Connell (1995, 77) argues that although the idea of hegemony is related to power, this does not 

entail that hegemonic characters would always be “the most powerful people”. In fact, these hegemonic 

characters can even be fictional characters (Connell 1995, 77). Moreover, Savran (1998, 7) agrees with 

Connell's notion of fiction participating in creation of hegemony: “Indeed, fictional texts, I believe, are 

particularly important for the production of hegemony, representing sites at which a wide range of 

ideologies and values can be visualized, reaffirmed, and challenged.” Thus, this elaboration offers me 

the opportunity to distinctly examine the characters in the Fight Club as representatives of various 

masculinities. In other words, the characters of Fight Club can be viewed as creating and maintaining 

masculinities – hegemonic and subordinate. 

Connell (1995, 76) states that there is a disadvantage in recognizing various masculinities:  

                                                             
13 For example (Fight Club 1996, 32): ”Two screens into my demo to Microsoft ...” implies the use of information 
technology in an extensive manner, which in turn gives the reader the impression of a particular time in history. 
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With growing recognition of the interplay between gender, race and class it has 
become common to recognize multiple masculinities: black as well as white, 
working-class as well as middle class. This is welcome, but it risks another kind 
of oversimplification. It is easy in this framework to think that there is a black 
masculinity or a working-class masculinity. 

The third-wave feminist view of gender as performance evades this crude categorization altogether by 

stating that masculinity is a continuum of various performances of masculinities. However, third-wave 

feminism at the same time seems to be reluctant to determine how much of any masculinity can be 

biologically determined.14 My solution in this thesis is to incorporate a sort of a combination of the two 

views. I suggest that there is a continuum of masculinities, but I use the term hegemonic masculinity to 

indicate various traits of masculinity, which are culturally exalted over others. This enables me to 

examine the characters of Fight Club as representations of particular masculinities. 

As briefly implied before, the concept of hegemonic masculinity is very much related to a 

temporal and cultural situations; hegemonic masculinities change through time and place. Specific 

forms of masculinity are celebrated over others, but the ideals are in a constant state of change 

(Whitehead 2002, 94, Connell 1995).  

As the idea of hegemonic masculinity is based on a notion of gendered power relations, the 

current hegemonic group or ideal masculinity may be challenged;  “... hegemonic masculinity 

embodies a ‘currently accepted’ strategy. When conditions for the defence of patriarchy change, the 

bases for the dominance of a particular masculinity are eroded. New groups may challenge old 

solutions and construct a new hegemony. The dominance of any group of men may be challenged by 

women” (Connell 1995, 77). If the dominance of any group of men can be challenged by women, it can 

be challenged by other (subordinated) men as well. Thus, the hegemonic masculinity (or masculinities) 

of a specific time and culture is constantly in a state of flux. Of course, if there is a dominant group 
                                                             
14 Biological determinism is a concept which suggests that masculine behaviour is more or less determined by biology. The 
issue is highly debated in feminist theory (Connell 1995, 46-48), but far too large an issue to be dealt with here 
exhaustively. Simply put, the consensus among scholars, at the moment, is that masculinity is determined not wholly by 
biology or social factors. 
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there must be a subordinate group as well; “The number of men rigorously practising the hegemonic 

pattern in its entirety may be quite small. Yet the majority of men gain from its hegemony, since they 

benefit from the patriarchal dividend, the advantage men in general gain from the overall subordination 

of women” (Connell 1995, 79). In other words, even if one finds himself categorised among the 

subordinate masculinities, he, nevertheless, reaps the benefits of being male. Using the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity enables me to focus on particular representations of masculinities. Culture 

comes to play an important part regarding building masculinities, as I hope to demonstrate in the next 

chapter in which I shall first introduce the idea of a masculinity in crisis. 

Next, I will briefly introduce the theories concerning masculinity in crisis, especially related to (a 

hegemonic) western white masculinity.15 Regarding the thesis, the masculinities in question are those 

of the men as presented in Fight Club; my aim is to show that both the narrator and Tyler are 

representations of masculinities; one being in a state of crisis and the other presenting a solution to the 

perceived crisis. 

The idea of masculinity in crisis has been viewed as a hyponym category or an “umbrella term” 

for various phenomena concerning the male sex, which partly explains why the studies of masculinity 

in crisis have remained so contested and criticised. The term has been studied from various 

perspectives; historical, psychological and poststructural and so forth, but empirical evidence has 

remained debated.16 

The various perspectives of study regarding masculinity in crisis have offered several examples 

of arguable evidence; job role changes, male role changes, the commercialisation of male appearance, 

suicide rates between men and women, the statistic male life-expectancy is shorter than women's, male 

violence and crime rates, male underachieving in schools et cetera (Beynon 2002, 77-79). However, 

                                                             
15 For more accurate descriptions of masculinity in crisis, see, for example, Gardiner (2002, 6-11), Jeffords (1989), 
MacInnes (1998), Edwards (2006, 7-24), Kimmel (1996, 261-328). 
16 Beynon (2002, 75-96), Whitehead (2002, 58-59), Edwards (2006, 7-24) 
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the statistical evidence presents no empirical data as to what causes these phenomena, or whether or not 

these are the cause or the effect of the “so called” crisis of masculinity (Beynon 2002 95-96, Edwards 

2006, 24). The difficulties seem to lie in the fact that the term crisis of masculinity itself is too broad; 

the links between the complex phenomena surrounding the concept are difficult to identify. However, 

in my thesis, I use the term crisis of masculinity in a very particular fashion; in my thesis, I do not refer 

to an “overall crisis of masculinity” (Edwards 2006, 17) but to a crisis of a hegemonic masculinity, 

especially the crisis of the narrator. I suggest that the narrator can be read as representing a larger group 

of men, thus implying that the crisis perceived by the narrator is likely to be perceived by other men as 

well. 

The spatial and temporal features need be considered in analysing a crisis of a hegemonic 

masculinity; here, I my intention is to draw focus on the context of change-of-the-millennium America. 

The American crisis of masculinity has been widely studied and the most influential studies are those 

by Jeffords and Faludi, which heavily rely on feminist theory. Moreover, in American context, one 

needs to consider Bly’s Iron John: A Book About Men (1990) as an example of how the issue of 

masculinity in crisis has been viewed from a masculist perspective.17 

Jeffords in her book Hard Bodies (1994) discusses not only the cinematic representation and the 

deconstruction of “ideal types of North American masculinity” of the 80s, but also manages to critique 

the Reagan era politics as well (Edwards 2006, 126-127). The carrying idea in her analysis was that the 

North American man had suffered the emasculating effects of the lost Vietnam War, and the 

remasculinization was carried out on two fronts: through politics and through action films. Edwards 

(2006, 126-127) notes that,  

                                                             
17 Ikäheimonen, Ville. 2005. (Pro Gradu) Remaining Men Together: ”Mythopoetic” Masculinity in Fight Club. Oulu: Oulun 
Yliopisto. 
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... [Jeffords] argues that Reagan came to symbolise, and indeed galvanise, a 
perceived crisis of nationality with a crisis of masculinity ... Of more specific 
concern for Jeffords is the role of the male body as a symbolic spectacle of both 
personal and national invincibility. In sum, the Rambo and Terminator films 
became metaphors for the symbolic resolution of wider social and political 
conflicts and crises. 

The idea of losing a war being the ultimate emasculating event has also been recognized by 

Brittan (1989, 196): “It is the experience of victory or defeat that spawns the proliferation of metaphors 

of masculinity triumphant or in crisis.” Jeffords’ notion of the emasculating effects of the Vietnam War 

was studied in her book The Remasculinization of America: Gender and the Vietnam War (1989). 

Susan Faludi’s Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women (1991) continues 

Jeffords’ work in that it agrees with the notion that there was a certain “backlash” against feminism in 

the 1980s experienced mainly through the media. Faludi’s later work Stiffed: The Betrayal of Modern 

Man (2000), relates the notion of the modern American masculinity in crisis to both changing demands 

for men and men entering the ornamental culture, which has affected the male self-image. Both 

Jeffords’ and Faludi’s work intertwine in that they both do exhibit the idea that masculinities and their 

tendencies to crises are related to their bodies. In my thesis, I will to some extent, comply with Faludi's 

thesis; that the contemporary masculinity in crisis is connected with the male body in that it has 

gradually entered what Faludi calls the ornamental culture. 

The same year as Faludi’s Backlash appeared, Bly’s Iron John: a Book about Men was published. 

The book retells an old story by the Grimm brothers called Iron John or Iron Hans with the intention of 

indicating a progressive state of crisis of masculinity from the industrial revolution onwards (Edwards 

2006, 27). Edwards (2006, 27) comments the plot as follows: “... underneath all this is a perception of 

modern men as, in essence, emasculated, passive, lacking in self-esteem and out of touch with nature 

and their instincts. This in turn is linked strongly to the undermining of the father-son bond and men’s 
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inability to stand up against the demands of modern women.”18 As regards the men’s movement in 

North America, Beynon (2002, 143) states that whereas in the 1970s an 1980s the men’s movement 

was sympathetic towards feminism, in 1990s “... [men’s movement had] become far more masculist 

[sic], seeking to articulate men’s concerns and reverse what they perceive as the continued 

emasculation of men.” Beynon (2002, 143) continues and states that Bly was considerably involved in 

this process. Generally, the feminist scholars seem to agree that Bly’s work was another manifestation 

of a distinct fear of losing too much of masculinity to femininity or - rephrasing the previous - a 

manifestation of a masculinity in crisis. The mythopoetic men’s movement is constantly referred to 

when discussing Bly’s work. A brief explanation of political men’s movements is provided by Kimmel 

(2005, 416): 

. . . [political movements of men] all respond to the perceived erosion of public 
patriarchy with an attempted restoration of some version of domestic 
patriarchy. The mythopoetic men’s movement responds instead to a perceived 
erosion of domestic patriarchy with assertions of separate or mythic or natural 
space for men to experience their power – because they can no longer 
experience it in either the public or private spheres. 

 
Thinking the situation in terms of hegemonic masculinity offers some insight into the modern crisis of 

masculinity. Brittan (1989, 180-181) suggests that:  

. . . [the crisis of masculinity] is theorized and discussed in the academic 
journals and texts; it is given reality in the media, and it is preached about in 
churches. Reasons for its magnitude is have been attributed to the rise of 
feminism, the collapse of the nuclear family, and the consolidation of a 
hedonistic materialistic culture which celebrates the sovereignty of individual 
desire. More importantly, however, is the belief that women are not only 
beginning to dominate some sections of the labour market, but that they are also 
moving into positions of real power in government and industry. 

 
Brittan (1989, 183) continues: 
                                                             
18 For a closer analysis of the links between Bly’s work, the mythopoetic men's movement and Fight Club (1996) see 
Ikäheimonen 2005. 
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From the perspective of men-in-general, the concept ‘crisis’ involves the 
realization that their power and authority can no longer be taken for granted. If 
their power is challenged, then a dominant group is in crisis situation. It begins 
to look around for explanations and rationalizations which allow it to 
understand and cope with the new situation. But, because of the escalation of 
the challenge by the subordinate group, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
provide a coherent image of itself as being in full control of events. The ‘crisis 
of masculinity’ then, is about the generalized feeling among men-in-general 
that they are no longer capable of fully controlling the world. 

 
Brittan acknowledges that this argument is too simplistic to be completely plausible; there are various 

masculinities instead of one collective masculinity. These masculinities therefore do not share the exact 

same interests and are, in fact, in competition with each other. 

What is important to recognize here, is that most scholars and studies seem to discuss the ‘so-

called’  or ‘perceived’ crisis of masculinity; there is a general consensus that there is not much 

evidence to show that an overall crisis of masculinity exists (Edwards 2006, 24). Even though highly 

sceptical of the notion of the masculinity in crisis, Edwards (2006, 7-24) does account for the facts and 

studies that support on various levels the idea that a crisis or various crises exist on some level(s).19 

Edwards divides the sources of the crisis into two categories: the crisis from without and the 

crisis from within. Edwards (2006, 7-8) then elaborates by stating that the crisis from without is related 

to “...concerns relating to the position of men within such institutions as the family, education and 

work. A specific concern here is that men have lost, or are losing, power of privilege relative to their 

prior status in these institutions.” Edwards lists studies that suggest that men have, in some ways, lost 

some of their footing in the public and private spheres (in work, education, family, sexuality etc.), but 

concludes that there is not enough evidence to link all of these to say that an overall crisis of 

masculinity exists (2006, 24). The second category, the crisis from within, is related to “a perceived 

                                                             
19 Brittain (1989, 188), for example, seems to agree with Edwards (2006) in that the crisis exists on some levels. 
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shift in men’s experiences of their position as men, their maleness, and what it means” (Edwards 2006, 

8). Edwards (2006, 16) elaborates: 

. . . [S]ome men are suffering or will in all likelihood suffer some experience of 
crisis on some level, whether in relation to loss of employment prospects, 
despair as to their future, rising demands from women in their personal lives, 
frustration at perceived inequalities with other men, or all of these. None of 
this, though, would seem to constitute an overall crisis of masculinity so much 
as tendencies towards crisis for some men. 

This category of male experience is of particular importance to my thesis, since the narration in Fight 

Club offers an experience of a crisis perceived by the narrator. 

One suggested reason for the crisis of masculinity is the ‘new man’ concept. To introduce this 

concept briefly, I chose a quotation; after the quotation, I will describe the phenomenon with more 

detail. 

In this postmodern scenario, the mass media are faced with the problem of how 
to sell ‘soft’ products and lifestyles to men without simultaneously threatening 
the traditional bases of hegemonic masculinity. One archetype the media 
created in order to solve this conundrum was the ‘new man’, which was framed 
in terms of classic postmodern motifs (e.g. sensitivity, self-care), as well as by 
essentialist messages about needing to ‘get in touch with his inner self’ . . . 
amid this ostensible feminization of masculinity in consumer culture, the media 
still have to find ways of maintaining sexual difference. In advertising, this 
frequently is achieved by encoding commodities such as fragrances with terms 
such as ‘strong,’ ‘powerful,’ or ‘bold’ and in ‘masculine’ colors like grey or 
blue[20] . . . representations of this ‘new masculinity’ were overwhelmingly 
restricted to affluent, white, able-bodied heterosexual men and underpinned by 
essentialist discourses about gender identities and relations . . . Thus, this 
allegedly ‘new man’ constituted no real threat to the traditional gender order . . . 
(McKay, Mikosza & Hutchins 2005, 281) 

America in the 80s (the Reagan era) saw a response to the feminist movement gaining power; the 

masculine “backlash” was evident from media representations depicting hard bodied heroes desperately 

                                                             
20 There is an interesting reference in Fight Club to the colour cornflower blue; the same colour reference can be found in 
most of Palahniuk’s work. In Fight Club the colour is referred to in context of the narrators boss first choosing “a shade of 
pale cornflower blue” for a Microsoft application icon, then the narrative tells the reader that the boss himself has 
cornflower blue eyes.  
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reaching for the lost ideal of ‘old’ masculinity (Faludi, 1991). To that crisis the media offered another 

solution; the ‘new man’ ideal. The notion of the ‘new man’ was to focus the male identities to a softer, 

perhaps, more feminine version of masculinity. The ‘new man’ was more sensitive and emphatic, more 

suited for fathering children and supposedly more able to cope with the challenges of the changing 

gender role division. However, eventually the facade of the ‘new man’ evaporated as a commercial 

gimmick; the media aiming to create new needs, for example, men’s face-care products (Beynon 2002, 

98-120). Being media driven and commercial in essence, the 'new man' ideal focused greatly on 

appearances and visual representation (Edwards 2006, 41-43). This then subjected the man to the same 

objectifying gaze that the women had suffered from decades if not centuries. Arguably, the ornamental 

culture had finally reached the American man.  

The 90’s then witnessed the ‘new lad’ ideal, the English equivalent of the ‘new man’. The new 

response to the second-wave feminism could be seen in extending the commodification of the male 

body and representations of men in men’s lifestyle magazines (Edwards 2006, 36-37). The ‘new man’ 

and the ‘new lad’ ideals were both divided into two strands; “...being about nurturance and caring on 

the one hand, as in the infamous imagery of men holding babies, or narcissism and grooming on the 

other...” (Edwards 2006, 39) Lately, the sexual politics aspect of the ‘new man’ and the ‘new lad’ 

ideals have been seen as apparently secondary in relation to the raw commercialism they spawned 

from. As Edwards (2006, 43) comments:  

. . .most of these iron pumping, primping, preening, high-spending and hard-
shopping men are far more engaged with themselves and other men than they 
are with women. This is of course not necessarily homosexual at all but rather 
homosocial, centered on men looking at other men, competing with other men, 
and stacking themselves up almost like shelves in the supermarket. And aiding 
and abetting them all the way to the bank and back are the armies of cultural 
intermediaries: the editors, the advertisers, the retailers, the image consultants 
and men’s lifestyle magazines themselves in the almighty ‘ka ching’ that is the 
commodification of masculinities. 
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In conclusion, commodifying the masculinity from the 80’s to the 90’s, the ‘new man’ ideal can 

be said to have developed into two distinct strands: man-as-nurturer and man-as narcissist; the man-as-

nurturer strand being closer to the feminist ideal, whereas the man-as-narcissist pumping iron and being 

more concerned with his appearance than, perhaps, his feelings (Beynon 2002, 102). 

2.2 The Male Body 

In this section I will introduce studies that have focused on the male body. My purpose here is to draw 

connections between hegemonic masculinity, the perceived crisis of masculinity and the male body. As 

the themes of Fight Club revolve around bodily diseases, a certain type of masochism, and punishing 

the bodies through violence, the theoretical framework must include studies regarding the male body. 

Along the 80s ‘new man’ and the 90s ‘new lad’ ideals came the increased interest in the visual 

appearance of the male body. As mentioned before, this was partly due to the media investments in the 

commodification of the male body. From the 80s onwards, especially in the visual media, the male 

body became “eroticised and objectified in ways that had previously been applied to the female body . . 

. [A] narcissistic new man emerged, self-confident, well groomed, muscular, but also sensitive” 

(Beynon 2002, 104). Faludi (2000) refers to this event as men “entering the ornamental culture”. 

Arguably men had become the objects of a gaze similar to that which had previously objectified and 

possessed women for centuries. 

Although critically important to this thesis, the objectified male body is not the only perspective 

regarding the male bodies pursued by scholars. Since the 80s, theoretical studies concerning bodies 

have increased. According to Edwards (2006, 159) these studies share certain similar themes: 
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[F]irst, the role of the Cartesian mind-body split in constructing masculinity 
historically as an increasingly rational achievement of mind over body, whether 
through self-restraint or disciplines of power and strength; secondly, and in 
addition to this, the example of musculature as reinforcing the sense of 
masculinity as hardness; third, the repeated invocation of anxieties concerning 
sexuality and the weakness of the penis in relation to the phallus; fourth, the 
sense that certain contemporary developments such as the gym culture would 
appear to move in a more postmodern direction of a concern with bodily 
surface rather than substance; fifthly, the important ways in which many of 
these developments also centre on factors of race as the over-sexualised and 
hyper-masculine black male body is particularly caught up in the processes of 
subordination to a supposedly rational white and Western male body. 

According to Seidler (2006, 7), 

The body comes to be identified with sexuality and the ‘sins of the flesh’. 
Supposedly it was only through the punishment of the body that the soul could 
be purified. This helped shape an idea that men need to prove their 
masculinities by showing that they can endure pain. We find this reproduced in 
a postmodern gym culture where the male body has to be constantly disciplined 
against the threat of ‘fat’. There is a disdain for the body that reveals a lack of 
morality in the form of self-control. The gym becomes the new cathedral of 
body cultures – a space where men can prove themselves able to endure pain 
and show themselves worthy of salvation and also of ‘winning’ admiring sexual 
partners. This becomes a way of affirming male identities in the present and 
confirming particular forms of superiority in relation to other men. 

Clearly, then, what connects the male body to the hegemonic masculinity is the idea that the male body 

has become another plain on which men compete against each other, and by competing they 

persistently underline the idea of a hegemonic masculinity by trying to obtain a hegemonic position. 

Within the two previous extracts lie an abundance of themes crucial to my study; all of which can 

be found in some form or another from the narrative of Fight Club. Firstly, the idea of either 

masculinity being achieved through either punishment of the body, thus carving the body into shape, or 

the same goal achieved through the mind-over-body paradigm. Secondly, the muscles represent a hard 

masculinity, whereas fat is being associated to softness and femininity or lack of morality. Thirdly, the 

bodily surface over substance is being referred to as the postmodern condition. These are the main 

components that I will be focusing on in my analysis of the male body in the Fight Club. 
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The male body is not only related to masculinity in crisis, it is also closely related to the idea of 

hegemonic masculinity. Particularly media studies have taken upon them to depict how certain male 

body types establish hegemonic position. Connell argues that the body itself is not something a gender 

is printed on (2005, 46-52), but that the body and the culture, in collaboration, shape the masculinities 

at present. This conclusion is supported by Gerschick, as well (2005, 371-372). The effect of the 

consumerism on the body (or bodies) is evident in the following:  “... in postmodern context human 

bodies have become increasingly visible locus of the highly personal needs and desires that have 

accompanied the institutionalization of consumer capitalism” (McKay, Mikosza & Hutchins 2005, 

280). Moreover, as Featherstone (1991, 23-24) elaborates on the matter:  

. . . our inner and outer bodies are, in fact, ‘conjoined’ in consumer culture, with  
the aim of inner body maintenance being the improvement of outer body 
appearance and the cultivation of a ‘more marketable self’. Thus, bodies now 
have an important exchange value: high if they signify ideals associated with 
youth, health, fitness, and beauty; low if they denote lack of control or laziness.  

 
This is all clearly connected to the narcissistic ‘new man’ ideal, which is expressed by McKay, 

Mikosza & Hutchins (2005, 280): 

. . . the interpellation of man-as-narcissist by the mass media merely signals that 
the archetypal ’possessive individual,’ who was at the center of early capitalism 
and liberal contract theory, has metamorphosed into the ’promotional 
individual’. In other words, the culture has affected masculinity in a way that 
there is an emphasis on the surface; men’s bodies have become to “represent” 
their inner selves. With the makeup mirror dangled invitingly before them, 
men, like women, are being encouraged to focus their energies not on realizing 
themselves as self-activating subjects, but on realizing themselves as circulating 
tokens of exchange. 

 
In relation to the surface, achieving a muscular entity or form must be considered here. A specific 

culture has developed within the area where the muscles are developed or acquired: the gym. Kimmel 

(1996, 310) suggests that the gym has become one of the last frontiers for men to test their masculinity: 
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“If masculinity cannot be achieved at work, perhaps it can be achieved by working out. Men’s bodies 

provide another masculine testing ground . . . When our real work fails to confirm manhood, we 'work 

out'.” This idea is given more proof by Sabo (2005, 331), as he points out that the gym culture has gone 

so far as men taking anabolic steroids to become bigger, more muscular, even hyper-masculine. Thus, 

perhaps, the men are compensating for the loss of patriarchal power by their appearance. The use of 

anabolic steroids, though, has disadvantages to which I will return to in the analysis. 

 In other words, the realm of proving one’s manhood within the contemporary American context 

has become smaller; the women have, to put it provocatively, invaded the male realms of performance 

(the work and home). This, of course, refers back to the concept of masculinity in crisis. In Fight Club 

the female invasion to the previously male realms is taken a step further; the male body itself becomes 

subject to female claim.21 

This raises the issue of the male genitalia; specifically the testicles. As emasculation is a key term 

in the thesis, the term requires definition. Emasculation has two distinct meanings: firstly, emasculation 

means, by definition, to weaken, enfeeble, debilitate and so forth. Secondly, the more archaic meaning 

refers to actual castration; where the males are rendered unable to reproduce, where the function of 

their testicles is made redundant22. Within gender studies, and the western society, emasculation and 

castration are often associated with psychoanalysis, the studies by Freud and Jung, the Oedipal 

complex and the fear of castration (Taylor, 2000). However, I will not be considering the 

psychoanalytical aspects in the thesis. 

The testicles are significant from the perspective of masculinity in various ways; firstly, they 

produce testosterone, which not only affects behaviour but also affects the physical features of the 

                                                             
21 As the character of Marla appears at the Remaining Men Together support group for men with testicular cancer, the 
narrator lashes out at Marla, because she obviously does not have testicular cancer. Marla quickly remarks to the narrator 
that technically she has more of a right to be there than the narrator as he still has his testicles. 
22 The term also applies to women and their ability to reproduce, but the term is more often used in the context of the male 
sex. 
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body. For example, muscle growth is attributed to this particular hormone. Secondly, testicles are 

responsible for the male ability to reproduce; ensuring the continuity of the human species. Thus, in 

actual castration, men are made not only unable to reproduce, but also being made effeminate or 

emasculated, if you will. 

Delfino, in his thesis, points out that it is possible to distinguish a phallic masculinity from a 

testicular one (2005, 7); the phallic masculinity being closer to the old ideal of patriarchal masculinity, 

whereas the testicular masculinity is closer to the ‘new man’ ideal. According to Delfino, this 

distinction helps clarify the conflicting ideals of modern masculinity. In my thesis, I will not be using 

this particular distinction, but rather, take the ‘new man’ ideal as representing the testicular 

masculinity. The terms I will be using, then are the ‘new man’ and the ‘old man’. 

I am inclined to concur with Beynon’s (2002, 122-143) definition of the “millenium masculinity” 

as he defines it; that the outlook of western masculinity at the turn of the 21st century has evolved into 

four different themes of masculinity. Moreover, the four-fold division seems to be rather convincing in 

relation to the story told in Fight Club. Beynon names the four themes; firstly, the theme of ‘new man’ 

and the ‘old man’23, in which the new man is marked by interests in health and appearance, the old man 

having nostalgia for a bygone age. Secondly, the theme of “men running wild” in which men are not 

only bad fathers, but behave antisocially and violently. Thirdly, the theme of “emasculated men”, in 

which men are disparaged and incompetent. The fourth theme, Beynon suggests, is the theme of “men 

as victims and aggressors, in which men are presented as victims, but when angered they fight back. 

All of these themes more or less align with the themes presented in Fight Club. 

To conclude, Fight Club, and its narrative content regarding masculinities need be situated within 

the context of the 1990s America. Hence, future references to contemporary society are to be 

considered within the same context. Since the feminist movement of the 1970s (the patriarchal claim to 
                                                             
23 Interestingly the 'old man' is n relation to the replacing 'new man', but could also be read as a pun of the father. 
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power being made transparent) men have arguably either experienced a loss of power or the forms of 

masculinity have experienced a change, resulting into a ‘perceived’ crisis of hegemonic masculinities. 

Fight Club, in my opinion, displays this perceived crisis from the narrator’s subjective point of view, 

which allows me to use the term crisis of masculinity without generalizing the issue. In the following 

chapter, I will begin my analysis with the male bodies being emasculated by diseases and fat. In 

subchapter 3.2, I will focus on how the contemporary crisis of masculinity is being depicted through 

the mental illnesses and how these mental illnesses are reflected in the narration. 
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3. Remaining Men Together - The Emasculation of the White American White-

Collar Worker 

In this section I will begin my analysis of how the narration reflects the crisis and the emasculation of 

the white-collar worker. As mentioned earlier, I will be dividing this section into two subsections; in 

section 3.1, I will analyse how the male bodies are threatened by emasculating diseases such as 

testicular cancer, fat, which renders the male bodies more feminine, and physical violence which 

dictates the male subjects’ position in their internal hierarchy as masculine subjects. This analysis will 

be followed by section 3.2 in which I will analyse how mental illnesses are related to the emasculation; 

how the insomnia of the narrator is a cause of his lifestyle which is being dictated by the culture and 

how the narrator's eventual schizophrenia is a result of his crisis of being unable to define himself as a 

man. 

3.1 The Threats to the Body of Men 

As previously mentioned, this section will be considering the threats to the male characters’ bodies in 

Fight Club. I hope to demonstrate that the narration, indeed, features physical threats to the male 

bodies, and moreover, I hope to demonstrate how they can be interpreted as signs of male 

emasculation. There are three obvious threats to the male body (or bodies) in Fight Club. Firstly, there 

are diseases, as manifested in testicular cancer. Secondly, there is fat, which renders the male body 

feminine and soft. Finally, the third threat to the male bodies is physical violence, which is evident for 
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instance, when Tyler and his minions threaten to castrate a police commissioner. I begin my analysis 

with one of the main threats to the male bodies: testicular cancer and castration. 

As noted earlier, emasculation as a word carries the following meaning: to weaken a subject, or 

to make this subject less effective. The word derives from the Latin word emasculat as in ‘castrated’. In 

its archaic sense ‘emasculate’ still means ‘to castrate’. Moreover, ‘castration’ as a word means the 

removal of the testicles of a man or a male animal, or in a figurative sense: to deprive the subject of its 

power, its vigour, its vitality. 

The most obvious and direct reference to emasculation in Fight Club is thus manifested in 

testicular cancer which haunts the male characters constantly. Testicles have two important functions in 

the male body. First of all, testicles produce testosterone, which not only affects male behavior, but is 

also responsible for some of the typical physical male features, as well. Secondly, testicles have a key 

function in reproduction, namely, they produce sperm cells. Removing a man’s testicles would mean 

”emasculation” in its original meaning, it would mean castration. The theme of testicular cancer, 

regarding the narrator, is always linked to the issue of sleeping and insomnia, as I hope to demonstrate 

later on. 

Testicular cancer as a theme first emerges, as the narrator in search for the cure for his insomnia, 

starts visiting various support groups for people with various diseases. This is when he finds the 

support group Remaining Men Together, which is a support group for men with testicular cancer. In the 

narrator’s case, the threat of testicular cancer is not real, although the narrator at some point believes he 

has cancer on his foot.24 There are two obvious ways to interpret the name of the support group in 

question, as regards the emasculation. One way of interpreting the name of the support group is that the 

individuals in the group like to think they remain as men, despite the fact that they have been 

                                                             
24 As the narrator goes to the doctor to remove a genital wart, the doctor and medical students seem enthused about the 
birthmark on the narrator's foot, because they think it could be a new kind of cancer which ”was getting young men.” (FC 
1996, 105) 
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emasculated by the disease. The other way to interpret the name is that these men are survivors, or they 

are the last men to remain together. In other words, even though their masculinity is suspect they strive 

to maintain their masculinity. 

The emasculating effects of testicular cancer are most prominent in the character of Bob, which is 

why I take his character into consideration here. Another reason for not considering the other members 

in the group is that they are hardly ever referred to by name in the narration. Whereas the narrator's 

testicular cancer is distinctly a fabrication to enter the support group, in Bob’s case, however, the 

testicular cancer is real: ”Bob cries because six months ago his testicles were removed” (FC 1996, 17). 

Bob is an ex-bodybuilder, who has had a serious downfall considering his career; his constant misuse 

of steroids has had repercussions. Bob has lost his hyper-masculine body as a result of his own body 

producing estrogen to balance out his steroid use. Moreover, as a result of this, he has lost touch with 

his family, he has lost his income, and developed testicular cancer. The narration describes Bob as 

being huge in size because of his former career as a bodybuilder, but at the same time soft, as his 

misuse of steroids has disarranged Bob’s hormonal system. As a result of the hormonal imbalance, Bob 

has grown ”bitch tits” (FC 1996, 21). 

Initially, it remains unclear to the reader as to why the narrator joins the support group, although 

there is a strong suggestion towards the fact that the narrator joins in order to witness ”real pain” as his 

doctor suggests (FC, 1996, 19). This is apparently to shock the narrator from his state of being unable 

to sleep, because he is not content with his life. According to Jokinen (2000, 34, 69) pain often relates 

to masculinity as a means for men to prove their masculine capability and being able to do so by 

withstanding pain in violent situations. Thus, as the doctor suggests the narrator to witness real pain, 

the doctor implies that the narrator’s masculinity should be tested. Nevertheless, ignoring the implied 

insult, the narrator takes his doctor’s advice and begins exploring the support groups. 
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The narrator finds that Bob and the Remaining Men Together offer him the sensation of being 

cared about: ”Bob loves me because he thinks my testicles were removed, too” (FC 1996, 17). The 

relationship between the narrator and Bob is special – with Bob, the narrator feels free enough to cry, 

which in turn allows him to sleep again. It would seem that this is one of the reasons the narrator 

decides to stay in the group. Typically, within homosocial groups, feelings are rarely considered in 

open interaction, because, according to Jokinen (2000, 34), showing emotion within male groups is 

considered feminine and a sign of weakness. Within Remaining Men Together, however, there is an 

abundance of crying, hugging and discussing their feelings among the men in the group. This suggests 

that this particular group can be considered a manifestation of a negative masculinity, because 

according to Whitehead & Barrett (2001, 15-16), a masculinity can be considered positive, when it is 

defined as reinforcing typical male behaviour, whereas negative masculinity is defined by behaviour 

which is not considered masculine, such as crying or discussing one’s feelings in open. The Remaining 

Men Together as a group, hence, displays a negative (or non-hegemonic) masculinity. 

Another source for relief for the narrator is the fact that he is, in the context of this particular 

group of men, able to feel superior to the others – he holds a hegemonic position, although only 

because he is in the group under false pretences. Within Remaining Men Together, the narrator’s 

masculinity is clearly more complete than the masculinity of the other group members, because, by 

comparison, the narrator still has his testicles. The narrator’s male body remains intact whereas the 

remaining men have a more effeminate form of masculine bodies. Moreover, the way he depicts the 

character of Bob as being a big, soft, harmless character for whom he feels sorry for, serves as evidence 

of the narrator feeling superior to Bob and the other emasculated group members. Thus within this 

particular group, the narrator holds a hegemonic position, although on an extremely dubious basis. In 

spite of his hegemonic position within Remaining Men Together, the narrator still has his own issues of 

emasculation to deal with. Apparently Bob’s disposition, his lowered state of masculinity and his 
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ultimate demise, allow the narrator to seek comfort in Bob. Hence, being in Bob’s company allows the 

narrator to display his own inclination to negative masculinity; the necessity to let go of his pretense 

and cry. This concession on the narrator’s behalf allows himself to sleep again. 

If we take a closer look at the ideals of western masculinity, Jokinen (2000, 210) lists, as western 

male ideals, among others, being physically strong and larger in size as compared to the female, being 

socially and financially successful and being able to cope with crisis with determination and stability. 

Mansfield (2006, 23-24) lists stereotypes that are associated with being a man, in which he mentions 

qualities such as being hard, assertive and stoic. Moreover, Brittan (1989, 84-85) recognizes the male 

bread-winner role as one of the cornerstones of traditional western masculinity. Compared to the ideals 

presented above, we find that the character of Bob represents almost an ultimate failure in masculinity, 

because his body is not a complete male body although it is large in size, he is financially bankrupt and 

his role as a bread-winner has been taken from him. In addition, his behaviour can be considered more 

feminine than masculine, because in his crisis he is unable to take control; instead he is only capable of 

crying and talking about his emotions, thus again, exhibiting a negative masculinity.25  

Bob’s general disposition and his emasculated physique create an interesting point of view. As he 

is without testicles, but with apparently large breasts, it is possible to interpret his character as a sort of 

a nurturing mother-figure to the narrator, one who provides the narrator with comfort whenever the 

narrator feels bad. Moreover, there are a few examples within the narration, where the narrator actually 

seeks comfort or shelter from Bob: ”Bob's big arms were closed around to hold me inside, and I was 

squeezed in the dark between Bob's new sweating tits that hang enormous, the way we think God's as 

big” (FC 1996, 16). In another excerpt, when the character of Marla appears in the support group and 

the narrator's masculinity is once again under threat, as his false pretence is highlighted, the narrator 

                                                             
25 According to Mansfield’s (2006, 23) list of stereotypes of men - men do not cry and they are rational instead of 
emotional.   
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seeks comfort in Bob’s arms, as if a small boy running to his mother for comfort: ”With her watching, 

I'm a liar . . . I watch her from between Bob’s shuddering tits” (FC 1996, 23). 

As it were, the character of Bob can be perceived as a ”man-made”, comforting mother to the 

narrator: ”This was all I remember because then Bob was closing in around me with his arms, and his 

head was folding down to cover me. Then I was lost inside oblivion, dark and silent and complete, and 

when I finally stepped away from his chest, the front of Bob's shirt was a wet mask of how I looked 

crying” (FC 1996, 22). In this extract, the narrator associates Bob’s lap with a sort of a secure womb, in 

which he is protected from any outside harm. Apparently Bob’s role in the narration is to operate as a 

non-threatening masculinity, but as still a male subject and not a woman per se. This allows the 

narrator to show his emotions, without feeling emasculated, whereas any female subject in Bob’s 

position would pose an emasculating threat to the narrator’s masculinity. This is because, according to 

Jokinen (2000, 34), when men are unable to show emotion to other men, they show their emotion to 

women, which makes them vulnerable in their relationhips with women. 

As I have hopefully been able to show here, the theme of testicular cancer in Fight Club appears 

in contexts that have a very limited range of exposition. Firstly, the character of Bob has testicular 

cancer as a result of trying to achieve a hyper-masculine body, which leads to him being emasculated 

on various counts; his body is emasculated, his role as a provider and a head-of-family have been taken 

from him, his career left at a standstill. Secondly, the support group Remaining Men Together appears 

as a kind of a polar opposite of how male homosocial groups are and act, by reference as well as their 

behaviour. Thus, I argue here that within the context of Fight Club all issues related to testicular cancer 

are to be interpreted as a reference to either a non-hegemonic masculinity or to a negative masculinity. 

Outside the context of Remaining Men Together, testicles and castration are mentioned when the 

fight club is targeted by the city officials to stop the anarchy initiated by fight club. Tyler, in return, 

targets the police commissioner and issues a homework assignment for the space monkeys to ”’Bring 



 

 

35 
 

me the steaming testicles of his esteemed honor, Seattle Police Commissioner, Whoever’” (FC 1996, 

164). As they catch the commissioner Tyler asks him: ”How far do you think you’ll get in politics if the 

voters know you have no nuts” (FC 1996, 165)? They never castrate the commissioner, but they 

threaten him with castration. After this, Tyler boasts to the narrator: ” [...] we solved the problem with 

the police here in Seattle […] Mister Police commissioner shouldn’t be a problem […] We have him by 

the balls now” (FC 1996, 163). Here, the character of Tyler makes a direct connection between a 

hegemonic position of authority and testicles. Tyler implies that without ”nuts” the commissioner 

would prove useless in politics. What can be derived is that Tyler believes that an emasculated man has 

no place in a position of authority, which would suggest that there is a direct connection between 

authority and hegemonic masculinity. Similarly, according to Jokinen (2000, 30), violence within male 

society works as a system which reinforces the inner hierarchies between men, thus indirectly dictating 

positions of authority. Furthermore, Jokinen (2000, 30) states that the violence operates not only on a 

physical level, but it also operates in social, financial and political fields as well. Thus, in Fight Club 

(1996) we find that even political authority is compromised in the face of physical treat.  

Thus, if Marla is initially being perceived as a threat to the narrator's masculinity, it is clear here 

that emasculation is not only something that originates from women, but from other men as well. The 

commissioner is rendered helpless by Tyler and his space monkeys, other men and their threat of 

castration. Being a commissioner implies a status of abundant authority, which is related to the idea of 

hegemonic masculinity. By apprehending the commissioner physically, Tyler and his space monkeys 

are committing an act of rebellion against a hegemonic figure. The commissioner’s hegemonic position 

is being threatened by a group of men outside hegemony. In Brittan’s (1989, 78-79) view, Tyler's coup 

can be interpreted as an attempt to invert the male competition from political fields back to the 

historical field of physical dominance. 
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Another example of men posing as a threat to other men materializes in the concept of 

competing. As previously mentioned, the male hierarchies are relevant in terms of hegemonic position 

– all men are competing for a hegemonic position. As a former bodybuilder, Bob, or Robert Paulson, 

signifies a man competing against other men on plains of physical appearance: 

Then there was Bob. The first time I went to testicular cancer, Bob the big 
moosie, the big cheesebread, moved in on top of me in Remaining Men 
Together and started crying. The big moosie treed right across the room when it 
was hug time, his arms at his sides, his shoulders rounded. His big moosie chin 
on his chest, his eyes already shrink-wrapped in tears. Shuffling his feet, knees 
together invincible steps, Bob slid across the basement floor to heave himself 
on me. Bob pancaked down on me. Bob´s big arms wrapped around me. Big 
Bob was a juicer, he said. All those salad days on Dianabol and then the 
racehorse steroid, Wistrol. His own gym, Big Bob owned a gym. He’d been 
married three times. He’d done product endorsements, and had I seen him on 
television, ever? The whole how-to program about expanding your chest was 
practically his invention […] Maybe only one of his huevos had descended, and 
he knew this was a risk factor. Bob told me about postoperative hormone 
therapy. A lot of bodybuilders shooting too much testosterone would get what 
they called bitch tits […] Then he was bankrupt. He had two grown kids who 
didn´t return his phone calls. (FC 1996, 21) 

Bob is large in size and supposedly thus masculine, but what emasculates him are his marital 

status and his current status as being bankrupt, which are both a result of his current physical 

appearance, or physical downfall. The reason for his masculine downfall is apparently vanity, which is 

generally considered a female characteristic, or in other words, his downfall is a result of his exhibition 

of negative masculinity. Here, the link between how Bob relates to his body and what Faludi (1991) 

calls men entering the ornamental culture is evident. Instead of relying purely on his own masculinity 

Bob turns to taking steroids to achieve a hypermasculine body in order to compete with other men 

purely on the basis of how his bodily surface appears. This ironically leads to Bob being emasculated. 

When Bob competes against other men, he does so on a feminine field of competition and eventually 

his bodily surface is rendered feminine. Bob's actions are then sanctioned on various counts. When 
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Bob’s hormonal balance is interfered with, his body turns feminine as he grows ”bitch tits”, he can no 

longer financially support his family and even his testicles are taken away by cancer. 

The surface over substance thesis is being associated with the postmodern condition by various 

scholars,26 and can also be associated with Faludi’s (1991) terminology of men entering the ornamental 

gaze. Bob’s character can be said to have entered the ornamental gaze - having adopted a feminine 

agenda has emasculated him, and he is ultimately left with doubts as to how to define himself. Since his 

glory days are over, Bob’s body has turned from ”carved wood” to ”cheesebread” and he is no longer 

masculine like he was before. He is left only with doubt as to what he should be doing. ”All my life, 

[…] why I do anything I don’t know” (FC 1996, 18).  

As previously mentioned, the third threat to the men in Fight Club is fat, which represents 

softness, a stereotypical female characteristic. Softness is a threat to the male body in Fight Club, 

because it transforms the male body more feminine, much like in Bob’s case. Softness in bodies comes 

either from body fat or as a result of loose muscle tone. Fat as a substance entails a soft tissue, which 

stores excess energy not consumed by the body. Body fat is not only a genetically determined feature, 

but can be affected by regulating eating and exercise. This requires determination, commitment and 

self-restraint, traits often associated with masculinity.27 Thus, obesity is often frowned upon as an 

indication of the person’s lack of self-control, laziness, indolence and even apathy. Excessive physical 

softness often translates as negative qualities for any person. Furthermore, in Fight Club the concepts 

of fat and softness can be seen as signs of weakened, non-hegemonic masculinity. 

Fat appears in Fight Club in roughly three contexts. Firstly, Marla uses her mother’s fat purely 

for vain purposes. She stores her mother’s fat for plastic operations to keep her youthful appearance in 

the future. Within this context, the narration in Fight Club refers to fat as something derivative of poor 

                                                             
26 Edwards (2006, 156), McKay, Mikosza & Hutchins (2005, 280). 
27 According to Seidler (2006, 7) abolishing fat from male bodies in the gym and transforming the fat into hard muscles is 
also associable to the idea of men being determined to withstand pain. 
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self-control: “Whenever [Marla’s] mom grew any extra fat, she had it sucked out and packaged. If 

Marla’s mom doesn’t need the collagen herself, she sends the packets to Marla […] I knew why [Tyler] 

sent candy to Marla’s mother” (FC 1996, 91-92). The other context in which fat appears is when Tyler 

and the narrator use human fat to creating both soap and explosives. Soap and explosives are used by 

Tyler to achieve his purposes. Within this context, the narration refers to fat in very much neutral 

terms, as if a means to an end. Thirdly, fat is briefly referred to when Bob describes his former career 

as a bodybuilder: ”...when you’re pumped and shaved on stage, totally shredded with body fat down to 

around two percent and the diuretics leaves you cold and hard as concrete to touch, you’re blind from 

the lights, and deaf from the feedback rush of the sound system until the judge orders: ‘Extend your 

right quad, flex and hold.’ ‘Extend your left arm, flex and hold.’ This is better than real life.” (FC 1996, 

21-22) This excerpt also connects hardness being a male feature, although, as I previously explained, in 

Fight Club the bodily surface is subordinate to substance as a male characteristic, as far as hegemonic 

male characters are concerned. 

When studied further, the source of fat in Fight Club always seems to be the female characters, 

which in turn reinforces the paradigm of softness as a female characteristic. Marla, for instance, 

acquires her fat from her mother. Marla’s intentions for the fat are purely superficial and vain, as she 

intends to retain her youthful appearance by injecting this fat into her lips when she gets older. In 

addition to the fat they steal from Marla, Tyler and the narrator acquire their fat from liposuction 

clinics. This fat, acquired from the clinics, is not directly referred to as originating from women, but 

there is a strong implication. 

The way fat is addressed in the narration is most often as repulsive and nauseating, unless it is 

being made into something. This is demonstrated in the following extracts. In the first extract, one of 

Marla’s packets from her mother is accidentally dropped: ”I try to stop her, and the bag she’s holding 

gets dropped and breaks open on the linoleum and we both slip in the greasy white mess and come up 
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gagging” (FC 1996, 92). By contrast, in another example, where Tyler renders fat into premium quality 

soap, fat is no longer considered nauseating. In this extract fat is in a context of clear instructions:  

Put the fat in the water and get the water boiling […] As the fat renders the 
tallow will float to the surface of the boiling water […] Turn down the eat 
under the pan […] More and more tallow will rise until the water is skinned off 
with a rainbow mother-of-pearl layer. Use a big spoon to skim the layer off, and 
set this layer aside […] Keep skimming until no more tallow rises. This is 
tallow we’re skimming off the water. Good clean tallow. (FC 1996, 68-70) 

Here, it is interesting that in a clear instructional form the narrator is able to transform the idea of fat 

from something nauseating into something of value, very much in the manner of a chemical process the 

quote itself is about. The fat or its components are seen as something positive. The concept of fat as 

something that is associated with passivity no longer applies to the situation where the fat, through an 

active process, is being transformed into something useful. 

The way the narration glorifies and justifies the transforming of the fat is evident in the following 

extract: ”Our goal is the big red bags of liposuctioned fat we’ll haul back to Paper Street and render and 

mix with lye and rosemary and sell back to the very people who paid to have it sucked out. At twenty 

bucks a bar, these are the only folks who can afford it. ‘The richest creamiest fat in the world, the fat of 

the land’ [the mechanic] says. ‘That makes tonight a kind of Robin Hood thing’” (FC 150, 1996). If, 

initially fat had been seen as a nauseating result of human indolence, the processed product is in turn 

viewed as something of value. 

I propose that the process of transforming fat into a substance of value is key in interpreting Fight 

Club. If the men have, as Faludi (1991) suggests, entered the ornamental culture, then there is a 

connection between the fat-fighting gym culture and Tyler’s process to transform fat into useful 

substances. In the same fashion as a bodybuilder gathers mass, excess energy, or fat, this excess energy 

has its purpose in building new muscles. Moreover, the rationalization of fat is evident in the 

transformational process. Tyler and the narrator apply scientific methods to transform the soft 
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nauseating fat into useful substances. Moreover, if we examine the substances that Tyler endeavors to 

acquire, soap and explosives, they have some interesting features. Soap is usually considered a hard 

substance, which has a cleansing property. Explosives on the other hand, are essentially substances that 

store energy, and then release it, thus making them active agents, although representing a destructive 

force. Explosives are most often used in construction, or more precisely, demolition, in order to remove 

any unwanted features in the way of a new construction. The themes of substance, soap and explosives 

will be examined in greater detail in section 4.1, where I will be examining the physical aspects of 

remasculinization. 

3.2 “I am Joe’s insomnia. I am Joe’s schizophrenia.” – The Mental Emasculation 

Besides physical emasculation, the male characters in Fight Club are emasculated on a mental level, as 

well. The main focus in this section will be on how the narrator’s insomnia and schizophrenia seem to 

reflect the male emasculation in the postmodern society, but other characters will also be considered. 

Insomnia as a theme materializes early on in the narration and it is closely related to the testicular 

cancer, and thus related to emasculation. By definition, an inability to perform, such as the narrator’s 

inability to sleep, can be regarded as impotence, thus relating the subject to emasculation.28 The 

narrator’s schizophrenia is connected with insomnia, because as the narrator thinks he is sleeping, he is 

in fact changing into his other personality, Tyler Durden. 

Insomnia, as representative of emasculation in the narration, only affects the narrator in Fight 

Club. The narrator’s own experience of insomnia is as follows: ”Three weeks without sleep, and 

everything becomes an out-of-body experience. My doctor said, ‘Insomnia is just the symptom of 

something larger. Find out what is actually wrong. Listen to your body’” (FC 1996, 19). Within this 

                                                             
28 The definition of the word “impotence” carries the meaning of inability to take effective action. 
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example, it is evident that insomnia in the narration is related to the body. The doctor’s advice ”Listen 

to your body”, seems only to underline the narrator’s inabilities as a human being, or rather, his 

disconnection with his self. As a cure, the doctor suggests exercise, but he also appears unsympathetic 

as he suggests to the narrator that he should see some ”real pain” (FC 1996, 19). Interestingly, the 

narration not only relates the insomnia to the body, but by the doctor’s comment, also pain. Even 

though the doctor’s remark is apparently meant as a sardonic, belittling comment, the narrator takes his 

advice, eventually leading him to his discovery of Remaining Men Together. 

Before the narrator finds Remaining Men Together, he finds various support groups for people 

with various diseases. The other groups are of no help for the narrator, most likely because they offer 

him no relief for his sense of loss of self and his lost masculinity. For instance, the narrator describes an 

encounter with the character of Chloe, who is a woman suffering from brain parasites. Chloe makes 

direct sexual propositions to the narrator, but the narrator refuses: ”Chloe had pornographic movies, if I 

was interested. Amyl nitrate. Lubricants. Normal times, I’d be sporting an erection. Our Chloe, 

however, is a skeleton dipped in yellow wax. Chloe looking the way she is, I am nothing. Not even 

nothing” (FC 1996, 20). This is followed by the narrator’s confession that he did not cry in his first two 

years of visiting support groups, and thus he did not sleep. Whether the narrator’s inability to have sex 

and intimacy with Chloe is due to Chloe’s non-feminine, hard appearance, or the narrator’s issues with 

his own masculinity, is left open to interpretation. 

Perhaps the touching is an issue here. Like I previously implied, the insomnia can be interpreted 

as a metaphor for impotency and impotency itself clearly entails the inability for a man to touch a 

woman in a particular way. One example of this would be the narrator’s inability to cry with Chloe in 

his first two years of going to support groups. By contrast, the narrator’s interaction with Bob proves a 

successful remedy for his insomnia. Within Remaining Men Together the narrator’s approach to 

touching is essentially feminine, as he hugs and cries with the other men in the group, showing 
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emotion, thus leaving himself vulnerable. However, the touching between the narrator and the character 

of Chloe does not achieve the same effect as his interaction with Bob. 

The experience of insomnia according to the narrator is as follows: “This is how it is 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” (FC 1996, 21). This particular extract echoes the 

postmodern condition itself - a state in which nothing new can manifest itself, nothing can be created, 

besides replications of what has previously been done. This, again, undermines the male protagonist's 

position as a man. His position as a creator of something new is compromised. The idea can be directly 

linked to the idea of a man’s ability to reproduce, in other words, to create something new. As the 

narrator experiences that nothing can touch him, when he is an insomniac, he creates an alter ego who 

creates a fight club, at which touching is a painful eventuality. Apparently, having lost his masculinity, 

the narrator can only regain it through masculine action, and touching per se is not necessarily 

masculine. For example, the hugging that takes place in Remaining Men Together is a clear example of 

showing emotion and empathy, which can be considered a sign of showing weakness, which portrays a 

negative masculinity: “I’ve been coming here every week for two years, and every week Bob wraps his 

arms around me, and I cry. ‘You cry,’ Bob says and inhales and sob, sob, sobs. ‘Go on now and cry’” 

(FC 1996, 17). For example, Jokinen (2000, 34, 69, 43-44) argues that one of the expectations for men 

is that they can endure physical and emotional pain, and furthermore, that showing emotion is easily 

associated with femininity. Physical violence, on the other hand, is most often regarded as a masculine 

performance.29 On one level, the narrator is emasculated, but still able to regain his masculinity by 

contact with other men. Thus, in the narration the emasculating effect of insomnia is undone by acts of 

physical violence, a masculine performance (but more of this later on in section 4.1.) 

                                                             
29 See for instance, Edwards (2006, 44-45) 
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The Remaining Men Together, however, seems to offer the narrator the release he apparently 

needs; he discovers that through empathy and crying he is able to sleep again, but what's more 

significant is that the group is exclusively male. Empathy and crying, as previously mentioned, can be 

considered signs of negative masculinity, in other words, they signify feminine qualities. The narrator's 

catharsis is momentary as Marla’s appearance to the group exposes the narrator’s ”lie” in his own eyes 

and prohibits the narrator’s sleep: 

With her watching, I’m a liar. She’s fake. She’s the liar […] ‘This is cancer, 
right?’ she said […] Nobody ever told Marla what kind of cancer […] To Marla 
I’m a fake. Since the second night I saw her, I can’t sleep. Still, I was the first 
fake, unless, maybe all these people are faking with their lesions and their 
coughs and tumors, even Big Bob […] In this one moment, Marla’s lie reflects 
my lie, and all I can see are lies. In the middle of all their truth. Everyone 
clinging and risking to share their worst fear, that their death is coming head-on 
and the barrel of a gun is pressed against their throats. (FC 1996, 22-23) 

The narrator cannot sleep, because Marla is in the group under false pretences, very much like 

himself. He is emasculated again, which is reflected by his inability to sleep. His false and hidden 

hegemonic position within the group is being threatened by another ”faker”, who significantly is a 

woman. What the men have in common within the support group is the sense of loss of their 

masculinity: “Bob loves me because he thinks my testicles were removed, too” (FC 1996, 17).  

Undeniably, Marla does not have testicular cancer, but nevertheless has more of a right to be in the 

group, because, as she sharply points out to the narrator, she does not have testicles like the narrator. 

Marla’s presence in the group is thus being perceived by the narrator as a threat to his sense of 

self, perhaps as a threat to his fragile masculinity. Obviously, the whole idea of the narrator’s inability 

to sleep is easy to associate with the idea of impotency. The fact that this impotency to sleep is 

awakened by a female character seems too significant for it to be accidental. As the narrator is rendered 

impotent by another ”faker” he is no longer above the others within the group, his lie demotes him back 

to being another emasculated male among others. 
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The narrator’s insomnia is, as his doctor suggests, a symptom of something larger. It seems that 

the narrator is vexed by his inabilities, and his own non-hegemonic position among men. The 

Remaining Men Together only offers the narrator a momentary help, but as his approach to his 

problems are ultimately false, as Marla eventually indicates, the situation triggers his schizophrenia. 

Schizophrenia is said to occur in situations where its subject is under a lot of stress or experiences a 

large crisis, from which he or she is unable to cope with themselves. My interpretation is that in the 

narrator’s case the cause for his schizophrenia is both his emasculated self and his inability to define 

himself as a man. 

Schizophrenia as a theme in Fight Club can be interpreted as having a connection to how the 

male characters perceive history as a man-defining element. This can be seen as an indication of the 

men, especially the narrator, being unable to define themselves as masculine subjects.30 Tyler’s view is 

that this is due to the time they occupy; there are no true tests of manhood like wars or great 

depression, which used to define their ancestors’ time.31 The current time in the novel appears to have 

no significant events, nothing that would define any of the men as men, which in turn gives the reader 

the impression of no-one having any substance or real character. This is evident in the lament of one of 

the fight club's members, who connects the loss of sense of self with the culture they live in: 

’I see the strongest and the smartest men who have ever lived,’ he says his face 
outlined against the stars in the driver’s window, ‘and these men are pumping 
gas and waiting tables.’ . . . ‘You have a class of young strong men and women, 
and they want to give their lives to something. Advertising has these people 
chasing cars and clothes they don't need. Generations have been working in 
jobs they hate, just so they can buy what they don't need.’ ‘We don't have a 
great war in our generation, or a great depression, but we do, we have a great 

                                                             
30 For example, the character of Bob, whom we see as a masculine object – a passive male, who, as a bodybuilder - is 
subject to the ornamental gaze.  
31 The notion that culture, as an outside influence, is somehow flawed, that it can not help the men define themselves as it 
previously has, relates to the idea of a masculinity in crisis. As I explained in the theory, many scholars are hesitant to 
acknowledge that there is a general crisis of masculinity, but that they are willing to agree that there are indications that 
crises may occur on a subjective level, for instance, due to the men losing hegemonic position within societies. 
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war of the spirit. We have a great revolution against the culture. The great 
depression is our lives. We have a spiritual depression.’ (FC 1996, 149) 

Furthermore, as much as history determines the men, what needs be noted here is that the narrator 

is missing his own model for a man, his absent father. As much as history and society define our roles 

in the gender continuum, in the process of socialization to our roles, it is evident that role models are 

important as well.32 The narrator’s lack of a male role model is yet another cause for his schizophrenia. 

The narration itself has multiple references to the narrator's search for his lost father, and furthermore, 

the narration repeatedly associates father with creator, God33:  

Maybe self-improvement isn’t the answer. Tyler never knew his father. Maybe 
self-destruction is the answer. (FC 1996, 49)  

...your father is your model for God. And sometimes you find your father in 
your career. Except Tyler didn’t like my boss. (FC 1996, 186) 

I am Joe’s broken heart because Tyler's dumped me. Because my father’s 
dumped me. (FC 1996, 134) 

What you have to understand, is your father was your model for God ... And if 
you never know your father, if your father bails out or dies or is never at home, 
what do you believe about God? ...What you end up doing, is you spend your 
life looking for a father and God. (FC 1996, 140-141) 

To everybody here, I am Tyler Durden the Great and Powerful. God and father. 
(FC 1996, 199) 

As the issue of schizophrenia is related to how the men define themselves, the absent fathers in 

the narration must be examined. The absent fathers relate to the issue of history, continuity and 

culture.34 The narrator cannot relate to his father, and feels he has no model to follow, which apparently 

leaves him with the doubt, as to whether he should be trying to improve himself and guessing what he 

should be like. The narrator seems to play with the idea that if his father was not there for him to 

provide authority, perhaps he should not comply with the norms of the culture and conform. Instead, he 
                                                             
32 See Brittan (1989, 23-25). 
33 The association between God and father is not unknown among scholars, either. For instance, see Seidler (2006, 64).  
34 Brittan (1989, 97-98, 100), in discussing the issues of fatherhood, clearly states that ”...fatherhood has a continuity which 
can only be understood in historical terms.” 
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ponders if he should take on a more destructive role, thus fulfilling one stereotype, that of a destructive, 

aggressive man. Seidler (2006, 63) states that fathers, within the family, are expected to be sources of 

authority and discipline. It seems that this idea is being taken advantage of by the narrator, as he 

eventually creates the fight club and Project Mayhem along with Tyler – if there is no father, there is no 

authority to keep the men from creating a new order, thus being Gods and creators themselves. 

On the other hand, schizophrenia in Fight Club can be interpreted as a result of the narrator’s 

internal struggle between the masculine and the feminine self. As mentioned in the previous section, 

the Remaining Men Together as a homosocial group represents a failed masculinity, or a non-

masculine response to a crisis of masculinity. Along with the examples I provided previously, there are 

other elements in the narrative to support this view. The narrator considers his life prior to fight club as 

achieving goals being set to him by the accepted ideals that prevail in the society. To be more specific, 

it is the effects of the feminized consumer culture,35 which are being attacked by the narrator. This 

motif is present in the following extract, in which the narrator draews attention to how he decorated his 

own home: 

You buy furniture. You tell yourself, this is the last sofa I will ever need in my 
life. Buy the sofa, then for a couple years you're satisfied that no matter what 
goes wrong, at least you've got your sofa issue handled. Then the right set of 
dishes. Then the perfect bed. The drapes. The rug. Then you're trapped in your 
lovely nest, and all the things you used to own, now they own you. (FC 1996, 
44) 

This approach to define himself through his possession and decorating his home the narrator calls a 

”nesting instinct” (FC 1996, 43). According to the narrator: ”And I wasn't the only slave to my nesting 

instinct. The people I know used to sit in the bathroom with pornography, now they sit in the bathroom 

with their IKEA furniture catalog” (FC 1996, 43). The obvious connotation regarding the nesting 

instinct is that it is considered feminine behaviour. The nest carries an association to a den in which a 

                                                             
35 See Kimmel, Hearn and Connell (2005, 281). 
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female bird shelters its hatchlings. Evidently, the narrator considers his home a nest filled with objects, 

which have no actual value to him. Furthermore, the contrast between pornography and the IKEA 

consumer catalog can be interpreted, perhaps, as the narrator recognizing how some male interests are 

being shifted to more feminine ideals within the consumer culture. The lack of real substance within 

the consumer culture, again, resonates in the narrator’s description of his blown up apartment and its 

refrigerator without food: ”I know, I know a house full of condiments and no real food” (FC 1996, 45). 

In the narrator’s case, his inability to control his own life is portrayed, to some extent, in his IKEA 

nesting instinct in a similar fashion as in Bob’s case it is Bob's vanity for muscles. Although offering 

two differing points of view, they both, nevertheless, portray the same subject of how western men 

define themselves in the postmodern society. 

However, if schizophrenia is more or less the result of the narrator not having a history that 

would define him as a man, there is something conflicting about how he reacts to his predicament. One 

of the reasons the narrator invents Tyler Durden is apparently the narrator’s own hatred towards men 

who are seemingly incapable of controlling their own lives. His own inabilities are reflected in other 

men incapable of controlling their lives, which is clearly evident in the introduction of the character of 

Raymond K. Hessel. Raymond, because of his lack of determination, fails as man in the eyes of the 

narrator. 

Raymond K. Hessel works as a salesperson in a small local shop, apparently once a temporary 

solution to make ends meet. This menial job has become a long-term solution, because of his 

unwillingness to strive forward. What happens in the narration, is that the narrator stops him, points a 

gun at him and forces him to profess his prior aspirations as a veterinarian: ”Get out of here, and do 

your little life, but remember I'm watching you Raymond K. Hessel, and I'd rather kill you than see you 

working a shit job for just enough money to buy cheese and watch television” (FC 1996, 155). The 

narrator does this as a ”homework” assignment for fight club, to carry out Tyler’s ideology. In the 
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narrator’s mind, Raymond is being halted, his current pointless navigation in life is being altered from 

doing what is easy to doing what Raymond really wants. The idea of anyone pointlessly doing 

something is not what Tyler - or the narrator for that matter - thinks is appropriate behaviour for any 

man. Thus, hegemonic masculinity according to Tyler’s standards endeavors to achieve, and does not 

barely cope with life. This view of the ideals of western masculinity is shared by Jokinen (2000, 210), 

who assigns determination and accomplishing things among the list of qualities which characterize 

ideal western masculinity.  

The narrator’s position in this situation is a catalyst for a change; his life seemingly has purpose 

as he sets other men straight concerning their own purpose in life. Although he poses a threat to 

Raymond, the narrator’s intention is to somehow improve Raymond’s quality of life by giving him his 

masculinity back. Thus, the narrator's own life is once again worthwhile, although he only serves 

Tyler’s ideology. After the incident the narrator gloats about how he has changed Raymond’s life for 

the better: ”Raymond K. K. Hessel, your dinner is going to taste better than any meal you’ve ever 

eaten, and tomorrow will be the most beautiful day of your entire life” (FC 1996, 155). A very similar 

transformation is evident in the metaphor of transforming fat into active components; soap and 

explosives, but I shall return to this subject in section 4.1. 

I suggest that, in the narration, schizophrenia can be interpreted as being related to the idea of 

masculinity in crisis. Schizophrenia, by definition, entails a loss of sense of self or creating alternate 

personalities to cope with an impossible crisis. The narrator evidently encounters a crisis, especially 

concerning his own position as a masculine subject, which in turn forces him to create other 

personalities to cope with the situation. Consequently, he creates an alternate identity along with an 

alternate ideal, a hegemonic masculinity to accomplish. It appears that, Tyler’s agenda offers the men a 

way to define themselves, and the men have a significant role in Tyler’s revolution against society: ”’If 

you don't know what you want,’ the doorman said, ‘You end up with a lot you don’t.’ ... May I never 
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be complete. May I never be content. May I never be perfect. Deliver me, Tyler, from being perfect and 

complete” (FC 1996, 46). 

Insomnia and schizophrenia thus appear as symptoms of the men having problems defining 

themselves as male subjects in the postmodern society. By the postmodern society, here, I refer to the 

narrator’s own experience of the time. The narrator perceives the time he lives in as not in any way 

significant to the people that occupy it: there is nothing that particularly would define the men within 

the time, everything is merely ”a copy of a copy of a copy”. Thus the novel points out the relationship 

between insomnia and the postmodern condition, in which the father, the model for a man, or the 

creator, is always absent. Another example of the narrator’s frustration as regards his experience of his 

role in his culture is in the following extract: ”You do the little job you’re trained to do. Pull a lever. 

Push a button. You don’t understand any of it and then you just die” (FC 1996, 12).  This anxiety 

compels the narrator and the other men to define themselves, to define their own time, to create their 

own history. Being unable to accomplish this effect himself, the narrator creates his own alter ego, 

Tyler Durden. Moreover, the narrator’s other inabilities and shortcomings as a man, reinforce his need 

to switch his personality from his ”non-existing” identity to his ideal of hegemonic masculinity; Tyler 

Durden. 

In this section I analysed how the men are emasculated, in a way, by the contemporary society. 

This manifests in the narrative as a lament for the fact that contemporary society no longer tests the 

men. Furthermore, within the narrative the male characters lack a role model or a father, which offers 

them no basis for a male model. This results in a situation, where the men no longer feel they have any 

meaningful tasks to perform and, thus, they lack motivation and determination. The consumer culture is 

seen as having a negative, feminine influence on the men, which is portrayed in the narrator’s 

description of how the “IKEA nesting instinct” diverts his attention from real values to consuming. 
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4. Tyler and the Remasculinization of the White White-collar Worker 

The previous section was concerned with how the narration portrayed the emasculation of the male 

characters, to be more specific, what things within my framework are to be interpreted as being the 

causes for the male emasculation in Fight Club. Consequently, this section is concerned with the male 

characters’ endeavour to gain back their masculinity - which things can be considered as reactions to 

the emasculation. In section 4.1, I will first analyse how the male characters attempt to gain their lost 

masculinity back by transforming themselves physically, and how fighting as a result functions as a 

way to redeem their previous non-hegemonic masculinities. Furthermore, I will be examining the 

transformation that takes place in the male characters’ bodies as they participate in fight club - the scars 

that appear as proofs of their tests of manhood. Secondly, in section 4.2, I will consider the mental 

issues concerning the remasculinization of the male characters. Among other things, I will look at how 

Project Mayhem stands as a counterpoint to Remaining Men Together, and how discarding fear and 

making sacrifices function as manhood redeeming systems within the narration. 

4.1 “The fights go on as long as they have to.” - The Physical Remasculinization 

In this section I will be analysing how the male characters in Fight Club attempt to regain their lost 

masculinity by engaging in destructive masculine behaviour. Moreover, this section concerns the 

physicality of the characters and the way the changing physical features affect the characters’ 

masculinity. The questions I am aiming to answer here are: What seems to be the ideal masculine body 
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in Fight Club? What are the seemingly acceptable ways of achieving an ideal masculine body in Fight 

Club and why is achieving a hegemonic male body significant to the characters? 

In Fight Club, masculinity is distinctly related to the male bodies, which in turn are expected to 

be muscular and thus hard, but apparently, what is more important is that the bodies are capable of 

action and appear active. In the narration, soft male bodies, occupied by fat, appear as passive and 

incapable, and thus act as counterparts to hegemonic masculinity. In the previous section, I explained 

how Bob’s body acts as a non-threatening entity to the narrator because of its feminine softness. Bob’s 

body had been hard ”as concrete to touch” (FC 1996, 21-22) when he was in bodybuilding, but he lost 

his hard body along with his masculinity because of his vanity. Later on in the narrative, Bob joins the 

fight club, thus resuming his hegemonic position among men. Although it is not explicitly expressed, 

Bob’s physical change can be read as being the result of joining fight club. The narrator meets Bob, 

who not only seems happy and satisfied with his life again, but furthermore, has physically transformed 

to meet the ideal masculine standards: ”Insult to injury, Big Bob’s arms come out of his T-shirt sleeves 

quilted with muscle and so hard they shine. Big Bob smiles, he’s so happy to see me” (FC 1996, 100). 

There is an apparent change in Bob’s body as he is no longer described as a big, soft, crying mass or 

”cheesebread” (FC 1996, 21, 23, 39) like when he was depicted in Remaining Men Together, but as a 

big, hard, confident man, reflecting the qualities of an ideal western male. Again, the western male 

ideal in question is the ideal that Jokinen (2000, 210) presents. However, the western male ideal is not 

synonymous with hegemonic masculinity; the distinction is made clear by Jokinen (2000, 214-216).  

A similar physical transformation is witnessed by the narrator in other men as they enter the fight 

club: ”Fight Club isn't about winning or losing fights. Fight club isn't about words. You see a guy come 

to the fight club for the first time, and his ass is a loaf of white bread. You see the same guy here six 

months later and he looks carved out of wood. This guy trusts himself to handle anything” (FC 1996, 
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51). Furthermore, the narrative discloses and elaborates on the differences of performance and 

appearance regarding masculinity: 

Fight club gets to be your reason for going to the gym and keeping your hair cut 
short and cutting your nails. 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 […] There’s 
grunting and noise at the fight club like at the gym, but fight club isn’t about 
looking good. (FC 1996, 50-51) 

In this extract, we see that Tyler clearly recognizes the idea of men being under the eye of the 

objectifying gaze, but Tyler proposes not to view the muscles as pure surface; instead, he proposes that 

the muscles act as active components. Tasker (1993,79) presents her idea about bodybuilding 

ultimately playing on the vanity and insecurities of men, and being very much related to commodifying 

the male body, but in the previous example, fight club clearly justifies the activity of working out by 

relating it to physical ability to perform in fights. Thus, in contrast to Tasker’s hypothesis, the relations 

of bodybuilding to manhood, fight club foregrounds another ambition to manhood and masculinity; for 

the male body to be active and able to perform. In this sense, fight club clearly distinguishes between a 

hard body as a masculine signifier, a target of the objectifying gaze, and an active male body as a 

signifier of hegemonic masculinity. 

Moreover, the narrative does contain other passages where possessing the ideal surface is being 

somehow downgraded, whenever the bodily surface of a male subject appears absolutely flawless. 

Namely, there is the character of ”mister angel” who is named by the narrator according to mister 

angel’s apparently perfect appearance and good looks (FC 1996, 122). The narrator meets mister angel 

in fight club and then challenges him to a fight. Deviating from the previous fights of the narrator, the 

narrator beats mister angel’s face into a nearly unrecognizable pulp, and then validates his overt 

aggression as a wanting to ”destroy something beautiful” (FC 1996, 122-124). In my opinion, such 

immoderation regarding this type of aggression must be somehow relevant. This particular outburst of 



 

 

53 
 

excess violence on the narrator’s behalf could be interpreted as a reaction to a perceived threat of 

misbalance to the male homosocial group; specifically denying a homosexual attraction. According to 

Jokinen (2000, 224), a homosocial heterosexual reality, homophobia and misogyny intertwine and 

support each other, occasionally manifesting as violence. In Jokinen’s (2000, 224) terms, another way 

of interpreting the situation would be to explain the outburst by the narrator’s compulsion to transform 

mister angel’s face so that it could not possibly be the target of male homosexual attraction, thus 

maintaining the balance in the compulsory heterosexual hegemony within the homosocial group. 

Contradictory as it might seem, Fight Club simultaneously glorifies an ideal, the hard male body, while 

maintaining a margin in which absolutely perfect bodies signify narcissism, insecurity and/or 

homosexuality. 

Whether the men’s bodies are too feminine and soft, or perhaps too flawless, and thus targets to 

the objectifying gaze, or their possessors act passively or in any way that could be interpreted as 

feminine behaviour, such threat to the homosocial group of fight club must be transformed in order to 

maintain the compulsory heterosexual hegemony within the group. This transformation from ”white 

bread” to ”carved wood” is achieved mainly through the acts of fighting one another in fight clubs. It 

appears as though fat and beauty are being punched out of the men in order to maintain a homogenic 

group of men, willing to risk their lives for a greater cause. This is being done so that the men could 

survive what the mechanic calls a ”spiritual depression” (FC 1996, 149). The hegemonic male bodies 

are thus achieved through pain and sacrifice of fighting, and the bodies are being activated for a greater 

cause. Through self-discipline and control, similar to that seen in the gym culture, the men seem to beat 

each other into shapes and forms acceptable by the shared cause, and thus shared by the homosocial 

group. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, the idea of transformation of the male bodies runs parallel 

to the concept of transforming human fat into hard bars of expensive soap. The formerly disgusting fat 
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is transformed into a valuable commodity; a purifying hard substance of premium quality soap bars. 

The analogy is evident; even the purifying properties of soap can be said to reflect the theoretical 

aspects of purifying the soul through exercise introduced earlier by Seidler (2006, 7). Not only is the fat 

transformed into hard, purifying bars of soap, but Tyler also refines it into explosives. The explosives 

refined from fat can be considered another analogy of turning something passive and disgusting into 

active components by determination and skill. This theme is thus closely related to the mind-over-body 

paradigm, recognized by Edwards (2006, 156) and Seidler (2006, 7). 

As mentioned before, other men pose threats to any hegemonic masculinity at any given time. 

How this manifests in Fight Club is as follows. A hegemonic position entails that there is a certain 

hierarchy. The men, although being in a way a unified body of men, pose a threat to each other by 

being in competition in relation to one another. As Jokinen (2000, 30-31) suggests, competitiveness is a 

necessity for hegemonic masculinity, because by denying a test of manhood in any competitive 

situation is to deny the cultural norm, which appears as an opposition to heterosexual hegemonic 

masculinity. This competitive situation can be considered inevitable because, if any man, for one 

reason or another, decides not to take part in the competition, he is immediately in danger of being 

considered as weak and passive by the other men. In other words, by not participating in the 

competition he renounces his role as a man reinforcing the heterosexual male norm (Jokinen 2000, 

227). In Fight Club there are not many characters described as not taking part in the competition, but 

there is, for example, the character of Raymond K. Hessel, whom I discussed earlier in the previous 

section. Furthermore there is a passage in which Tyler announces a homework assignment, where fight 

club members are to engage in a fight and lose: 

By this time next week, each guy on the Assault Committee has to pick a fight 
where he won't come out a hero. And not in fight club. This is harder than it 
sounds. A man on the street will do anything not to fight. The idea is to take 
some Joe on the street who’s never been in a fight and recruit him. Let him 
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experience winning for the first time in his life. Get him to explode. Give him 
the permission to beat the crap out of you. You can take it. (FC 1996, 119) 

In Jokinen’s (2000) terms, the passive men are given the opportunity to regain their masculinity 

by emerging victorious in a battle they would normally lose. The underlying message here can be 

understood as the members of Project Mayhem being higher within the male hierarchy, above the other 

men, who have not experienced a fight. By letting the other men win, and taking a beating, the 

members of Project Mayhem test their masculinities – they show that ”can take it”. The idea of 

suffering pain and being able to cope with it, will be discussed later on in this thesis.  

Fight club itself can be understood as a simplified model of competition for the hegemonic 

masculinity. In fight club all the men can directly compete for a hegemonic position by fighting each 

other. In the eyes of the narrator, the idea of men in competition on various plains, like physical 

appearance or financial status, are being superseded by ”pure” physical performance:  

You saw the kid who works in the copy center, a month ago you saw this kid 
who can´t remember to three-hole-punch an order or put colored slip sheets 
between the copy packets, but this kid was a god for ten minutes when you saw 
him kick the air out of an account representative twice his size then land on the 
man and pound him limp until the kid had to stop. (FC 1996, 48-49) 

Being referred to as ”the kid”, his masculinity derogated, and his ability to work called suspect, is able 

to obtain a hegemonic position (”a god”) within the group by winning a fight in which he is an unlikely 

candidate to win. Obviously, the physical presence is a factor here. A hegemonic masculine body is 

apparently large in size,36 as the account representative is twice the size of  ”the kid”, but ultimately, 

what is more significant in terms of hegemonic masculinity is the ability, or capability, to out-fight the 

other man.37 The men openly compete for a hegemonic position among themselves by exerting 

physical violence upon each other.  

                                                             
36 Jokinen (2000, 210). 
37 Jokinen (2000, 210) lists the ability to defend himself and his family as one of the ideals of the western masculinity. 
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However, there is evidence to support the idea that physical size is secondary to hegemonic 

masculinity within fight club. Again, the character of Bob, the failed bodybuilder, provides a useful 

example: 

Then there was Bob. The first time I went to testicular cancer, Bob the big 
moosie, the big cheesebread, moved in on top of me in Remaining Men 
Together and started crying. The big moosie treed right across the room when it 
was hug time, his arms at his sides, his shoulders rounded. His big moosie chin 
on his chest, his eyes already shrink-wrapped in tears. Shuffling his feet, knees 
together invincible steps, Bob slid across the basement floor to heave himself 
on me. Bob pancaked down on me. Bob´s big arms wrapped around me. Big 
Bob was a juicer, he said. All those salad days on Dianabol and then the 
racehorse steroid, Wistrol. His own gym, Big Bob owned a gym. He´d been 
married three times. He´d done product endorsements, and had I seen him on 
television, ever? The whole how-to program about expanding your chest was 
practically his invention […] Maybe only one of his huevos had descended, and 
he knew this was a risk factor. Bob told me about postoperative hormone 
therapy. A lot of bodybuilders shooting too much testosterone would get what 
they called bitch tits […] Then he was bankrupt. He had two grown kids who 
didn´t return his phone calls. (FC 1996, 21) 

Bob is large in size and supposedly thus masculine, but what emasculates him are his marital status, his 

physical appearance and his current status as being bankrupt.38 The reason for his masculine downfall 

is apparently vanity. Instead of relying purely on hard work and determination Bob turns to taking 

steroids to achieve a hypermasculine body. This eventually leads to Bob being emasculated; when his 

hormonal balance is interfered with, his body turns feminine as he grows ”bitch tits”, he can no longer 

financially support his family and even his testicles are taken away by cancer. 

If the fighting in fight club represents a contrast to being a feminized, passive male, then the scars 

appear as visual evidence of the men being able to cope with situations beyond their control. As I 

previously explained, being able to win another man in a fistfight in fight club appears as a superior 

quality of a hegemonic masculinity, but it seems that being able to survive losing a fight appears as 

another valued quality. Scars imply hardship and pain, and on a male body, especially in fight club, 

                                                             
38 According to Jokinen's (2000, 210) list, Bob fails on numerous accounts in achieving a hegemonic masculinity. 
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they signify battling, being active and competing for a hegemonic position. Thus, fighting in fight club 

reinforces the scheme of hegemonic masculinity. Not only are scars visual clues of battles lost and 

won, they also signify the toughness and the ability to cope with pain. The actual transformation of the 

male body from white bread to carved wood is a painful task for the characters in fight club. The men 

must fight in order to prove their manhood, and by doing so they must also show the other men that 

they are capable of sacrifice - that they can withstand pain to the extreme, thus recreating the masculine 

myth that ”boys don’t cry”. One of such events is portrayed in the narration when Tyler causes a 

chemical burn for the narrator, by pouring lye flakes on the back of the narrator’s hand, moist with 

Tyler’s saliva from his kiss:  

Tyler’s saliva did two jobs. The wet kiss on the back of my hand held the flakes 
of lye while they burned. That was the first job. The second was lye only burns 
when you combine it with water. Or saliva. ’This is a chemical burn,’ Tyler 
said, ’and it will hurt more than you’ve ever been burned […] Tyler says to pay 
attention because this is the greatest moment of my life. ’because everything up 
to now is a story,’ Tyler says, ’and everything after now is a story.’ This is the 
greatest moment of our life. The lye clinging in the exact shape of Tyler’s kiss 
is a bonfire or a branding iron or an atomic pile meltdown on my hand at the 
end of a long, long road I picture miles away from me. Tyler tells me to come 
back and be with him. […] ’Come back to the pain,’ Tyler says. […] ’Don’t 
shut this out,’ Tyler says. ’Soap and human sacrifice go hand in hand.’ […] 
’You can cry,’ Tyler says, ’but every tear that lands in the lye flakes on your 
skin will burn a cigarette burn scar.’ […] ’We can use vinegar,’ Tyler says, ’to 
neutralize the burning, but first you have to give up.’ (FC 1996, 74-76) 

Tyler is only willing to let the narrator’s hand go and neutralize the burn, when the narrator is 

able to refrain from crying out. The same ritual of branding the men in Project Mayhem repeats on 

other occasions and the narrator is not the only one with the scar on the back of his hand. Throughout 

the narrative, the narrator discovers others have been branded as well. In addition to Tyler and the 

narrator, at least Marla, some of the space monkeys, a bartender and Bob are mentioned in the narrative 

as carriers of this brand. It is curious that Marla carries the brand as well, because she is not a man, nor 
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is she a part of Project Mayhem. In fact, it seems that the only thing that would logically explain the 

brand on her hand is that she is actually another part of the narrator’s split personality. 

Although all the hardships endured appear on the male bodies as scars, the narrator of Fight Club 

is not fully convinced that scars alone can eradicate the femininity from the men. This is evident in the 

excerpt where the narrator had previously tried to destroy mister angel’s face beyond recognition - a 

situation discussed earlier in this thesis. Although being beaten, mister angel appears on Paper Street, 

where Tyler and the narrator had set up Project Mayhem, and applies for a position in the project: ”The 

guy on the porch is mister angel face whom I tried to destroy the night Tyler invented Project Mayhem. 

Even with his two black eyes and blond crew cut, you see his tough pretty scowl without wrinkles or 

scars. Put him in a dress and make him smile, and he'd be a woman” (FC 1996, 128). 

Even though mister angel has been through the initiation of proving himself, by entering a fight 

and surviving the pain and the hardship of the test, it appears as though this alone does not prove his 

manhood. Thus, the conclusion is that as qualities of a hegemonic masculinity, surviving hardship and 

pain is subordinate to the ability to out fight another man in fight club. As a physical proof of 

withstanding pain and enduring hardship, it seems that scars are in a crucial role in the physical 

remasculinization, but scars alone are not an adequate proof of one’s manhood. 

4.2 “I am enlightened.” -  Constructing a New Masculinity 

In the previous section I discussed issues concerning the physical aspects of remasculinization and 

sought answers to questions like what kind of male bodies are idealized in Fight Club, and what are the 

ways in which the characters try to achieve these hegemonic bodies. Furthermore, I demonstrated how 

physical appearance does play a significant role in Fight Club in constructing the ideal hegemonic 

masculinities. In this section, I intend to analyse the mental qualities of the men in fight club(s) that are 
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posed as being hegemonic within the narration. In other words, I will be analysing how the 

masculinities of the men in fight club(s) seemingly differ from other characters in the narration. Within 

this section, however, I shall exclude their physical appearance and performance from the analysis. In 

section 3.2 I already established that the narrator’s schizophrenia and insomnia are symptoms of his 

own insecurities concerning his masculinity and analysed how he sought to change his views. 

Furthermore, in section 3.2 I analysed many of the measures taken by the narrator to change himself 

towards a more hegemonic model, which is why in this section I intend to focus on issues concerning 

the mental aspects of the narrator’s remasculinization, which have not yet been analysed. The questions 

I intend to answer in this section are: how are the mental changes of the narrator perceptible in the 

narration? How are the other characters’ changing masculinities apparent in the narrative? How do 

concepts like ”enduring pain” and ”sacrifice” work towards a hegemonic masculinity? Regarding the 

transformation of masculinity in fight club, no character is as extensively present in the narration as the 

narrator himself, which is why I begin my analysis with him. 

Like previously discussed, at the beginning of the story the narrator appears as an emasculated, 

passive man, who is extremely dissatisfied with every single aspect of his own life. The way he sees his 

life is in terms of his possessions, and how they seem to define him as a person. The narrative itself 

presents a multitude of examples concerning the mental remasculinization of the characters, especially 

those of the narrator and Tyler. Their actions within the narrative relate the mental aspects of 

masculinity to empowerment, being active, taking initiative, being in control, being able to endure pain, 

sacrifice and making history – issues which are often closely related to studies concerning 

masculinities.  

Section 3.2 already demonstrated some of the measures taken by the narrator to free himself of 

his insomnia, such as fighting and suffering. The mental changes that follow the narrator’s actions can 
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be interpreted from the way the narrator positions himself in relation to other men, after the fighting 

and the suffering and how he describes fight club itself: 

Who guys are in fight club is not who they are in the real world. (FC 1996, 49) 

Who I am in fight club is not someone my boss knows. (FC 1996, 49) 

Fight club isn't about winning or losing fights. Fight club isn't about words. 
You see a guy come to a fight club for the first time, and his ass is a loaf of 
white bread. You see this same guy here six months later and he looks carved 
out of wood. This guy trusts himself to handle anything. There's grunting and 
noise in fight club like at the gym, but fight club isn't about looking good. 
There's hysterical shouting in tongues like at church, and when you wake up 
Sunday afternoon you feel saved. (FC 1996, 51) 

Within these extracts, the narrator juxtaposes fight club with religion, especially the cathartic function 

and release they both provide anyone who chooses to believe in them. Moreover, the narrator makes a 

connection between the body and religion similar to that described by Seidler (2006, 7).39 Through 

fighting the narrator regains his sense of empowerment perhaps, because it stands against the norms of 

a society which he apparently detests. By acting against the norms, the narrator positions himself as an 

active subject, as opposed to the people conforming to the norms. After the fights the narrator makes an 

appearance at his office, while taking pride in his scars and rough appearance, thus making a visible 

spectacle of his rebellion against the norms and a strong contrast to the other workers: 

My boss doesn’t know the material, but he won’t let me run the demo with a 
black eye and half my face swollen from the stitches inside my cheek. Picture 
snarled fishing line on the beach. I can picture them as the black stitches on a 
dog after it has been fixed, and I keep swallowing blood […] More of my lips 
are sticky with blood as I try to lick the blood off, and when the lights come up, 
I will turn to consultants Ellen and Walter and Norbert and Linda from 
Microsoft and say, thank you for coming, my mouth shining with blood and 
blood climbing the cracks between my teeth. (FC 1996, 47) 

                                                             
39 As mentioned on p. 23, Seidler states that the male body is punished against the ’sins of the flesh’ in order to purify the 
soul. 
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Another thing reminding the reader of the mental transformation that takes place, are the issues 

concerning the fathers. The men apparently keep fighting to separate themselves from their fathers, 

who were absent: ”… I asked Tyler what he’d been fighting. Tyler said, his father” (FC 1996, 53).  The 

theme of men separating themselves of their parentage is present in the militaristic attitudes, which will 

be analysed later on in this section.  

As I demonstrated in the previous section, like the other men, the narrator fights in order to 

establish his position within the male hierarchy. Moreover, in his transformation, the narrator’s fights 

have another function besides establishing his place within the male hierarchies. The fights function as 

a way for the men, including the narrator, to being able to cope with various pressures dictated by the 

roles they have as members of the society: ”Nothing was solved when the fight was over, but nothing 

mattered” (FC 1996, 53). Moreover, the narrator feels that the fighting helps him dispose of his fears 

which render him helpless and passive: ”Most guys are in fight club because of something they're too 

scared to fight. After a few fights you're afraid a lot less” (FC 1996, 54). 

Confronting issues is another marker for hegemonic masculinity, as it signifies determination and 

being in control of the situation – taking initiative and being active. As such, confrontation is not only 

evident in fights. The narrator talks about his boss in relation to his work and his dissatisfaction with 

the different aspects of his life, but he does not do anything to change the situation, nor does he 

confront his boss himself. It seems as though the narrator is extremely hostile towards his boss, but he 

does not show this to his boss until he has gained enough self confidence through fighting. He 

confronts his boss, but only when he is forced to do so, as his boss finds the rules of fight club in one of 

the office copy machines: 

My boss shakes the paper under my nose. What about it, he says. Is this some 
game I’m playing on company time? I’m paid for my full attention, not to waste 
time with little war games. And I’m not paid to abuse the copy machines. What 
about it? […] If I was in his shoes, what would I do? What would I do? The 
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hole in my cheek, the blue black swelling around my eyes, and the swollen red 
scar of Tyler’s kiss on the back of my hand, a copy of a copy of a copy. […] 
What I would do, I say, is I’d be very careful about who I talked to about this 
paper. […] No, I say, the paper’s not mine. I take the paper between two fingers 
and jerk it out of his hand. The edge must slice his thumb because his hand flies 
to his mouth, and he’s sucking hard, eyes wide open. I crumble the paper into a 
ball and toss it into the trash can next to my desk. Maybe, I say, you shouldn’t 
be bringing me every little piece of trash you pick up. (FC 1996, 97-99) 

The situation is resolved as the narrator aggressively confronts his boss, by indirectly threatening him 

and his co-workers, and then denying any association between himself and the paper, acting 

nonchalantly. Interestingly, the narrator repeatedly claims that he actually likes his boss, but that Tyler 

is the one who does not (FC 1996, 69, 186). In the end, Tyler kills the narrator’s boss: ”I know my boss 

is dead […] The second I smelled gasoline on my hands, when I said I wanted out of my job, I was 

giving him permission. Be my guest. Kill my boss” (FC 1996, 185). The narrator’s mental change can 

be seen in the interaction with his boss; although he lacks the determination to kill his boss himself, he 

has the confidence to confront his superior, when forced to do so. Thus, even to the end, when he 

realizes Tyler is just his split personality, the narrator either fails in or rejects the role of the ultra-

masculine, hegemonic version of his own masculinity. 

The narrator’s own reaction to his mental change towards the ultra-masculine model set by Tyler 

is, initially, welcoming – the narrator enjoys the sensation of empowerment and the attention he 

receives in his office, as his co-workers and his boss are appalled by his appearance and behaviour. The 

narrator himself believes he is ”enlightened” compared to his colleagues (FC 1996, 63-64). However, 

towards the end of the narrative the word ”enlightened” is used in the narration in an ironic way as the 

narrator has begun to fully understand the consequences of Tyler’s actions (FC 1996, 169-170). 

The narrator’s changing position within the male hierarchy is demonstrated is the case of 

Raymond K. Hessel, the salesperson whom I already discussed earlier in section 3.2. When Raymond 

and the narrator met in the narrative, the narrator’s transformation towards a hegemonic masculinity 
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had already begun, and he was in a dominant position compared with Raymond’s masculinity. How 

this manifested was apparent in the narrator’s attitude towards Raymond, as he threatened to kill 

Raymond unless he started acting towards his former goals, which Raymond had abandoned due to his 

lack of determination. Prior to trying to change Raymond, it seems, the narrator had not tried to change 

other men - the other men had willingly joined fight club, to change themselves. In this respect, it 

appears as though the narrator not only regards himself as superior in the male hierarchy as compared 

to Raymond, but also regards himself as being qualified to order and force Raymond to change his life. 

As another proof of the mental changes that occur within the narrator, the narrator’s attitude 

towards Tyler evolves throughout the plot. It seems that the self-confidence acquired by the narrator 

through Tyler eventually leads to his own autonomy and separation from Tyler. One could say that 

Tyler acts as a sort of a mental crutch, which helps the narrator rediscover his masculinity. Initially, 

Tyler works as an outlet for the narrator to vent out his frustrations and simultaneously as an alternative 

male model. The narrator clearly admires and looks up to Tyler, because Tyler seems to possess 

qualities he himself does not, especially regarding his masculinity. The narrator even feels dependent 

upon Tyler: ”Oh, Tyler, please deliver me […] Oh, Tyler, please rescue me” (FC 1996, 46). 

Furthermore, in a similar fashion to small boys reporting of their idols’ actions, the narrator reports 

Tyler’s opinions and statements as something he complies with by stating that: ”Tyler says…”, ”Tyler 

yells…” or even: ”Tyler speaks for me…” (FC 1996, 50-52). 

Tyler’s position as a hegemonic model for the narrator starts deteriorating as Marla appears 

again, and because Tyler and Marla engage in a sexual relationship, the narrator feels rejected: ”How 

could I compete for Tyler’s attention. I am Joe’s Enraged, Inflamed Sense of Rejection” (FC 1996, 60). 

The narrator and Tyler become distant after this, as Tyler creates Project Mayhem, which occupies all 

of his time, and the narrator no longer sees him. As Project Mayhem evolves around the narrator, he 

starts questioning Tyler’s methods and, against the rules of Project Mayhem, begins asking the 
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members of Project Mayhem questions. However, the members keep ignoring him because of the rules: 

”So what brainless little honor has Tyler assigned him, I ask. There are guys whose job is to boil rice 

all day or was out eating bowls or clean the crapper. All day. Has Tyler promised Big Bob 

enlightenment if he spends sixteen hours a day wrapping bars of soap? Big Bob doesn’t say anything” 

(FC 1996, 131). Meanwhile, Marla and the narrator become close. Even if the narrator continues to 

question Tyler’s methods, he still looks up to Tyler: ”I am nothing in the world compared to Tyler. I 

am helpless. I am stupid, and all I do is want and need things. My tiny life. My little shit job. My 

Swedish furniture. I never, no, never told anyone this, but before I met Tyler, I was planning to buy a 

dog and name it ’Entourage’” (FC 1996, 146). The narrator eventually recognizes he no longer has any 

control over himself, or the things happening around him: ”This is what Tyler wants me to do. These 

are Tyler’s words coming out of my mouth. I am Tyler’s mouth. I am Tyler’s hands. Everybody in 

Project Mayhem is Tyler Durden, and vice versa” (FC 1996, 155). This epiphany marks the beginning 

of  the narrator’s process towards his own independence – Tyler’s role as a mental crutch for the 

narrator has now become a threat to the narrator’s own masculinity and self-image. There is a passage 

in which the narrator remarks: ”The cancer I don’t have is everywhere now” (FC 1996,159), hinting at 

his newly adopted disposition to fight club and specifically, Project Mayhem, as if to object to the male 

members’ need to overcompensate for their sense of lost masculinities. 

As the narrator learns that he is, in fact, Tyler, Tyler threatens the narrator: ”’I wouldn’t be here 

in the first place if you didn’t want me. I’ll still live my life while you’re asleep, but if you fuck with 

me, if you chain yourself to the bed at night or take a big dose of sleeping pills, then we’ll be enemies. 

And I’ll get you for it’” (FC 1996, 168). Although Tyler threatens the narrator’s life, the narrator still 

believes that Tyler is somehow more important compared to himself: ”I love everything about Tyler 

Durden, his courage and his smarts. His nerve. Tyler is funny and charming and forceful and 

independent. And men look up to him and expect him to change their world. Tyler is capable and free, 
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and I am not” (FC 1996, 174). After Tyler threatens the narrator, the narrator rejects Tyler’s views as 

his own, and decides to act in order to terminate Tyler completely. In other words, the narrator rejects 

the hegemonic male icon, because of the threat it poses to everyone, including his newly-found sense of 

self. His adopted self image is a hegemonic one in the sense that he is no longer dependent upon 

another man or their example – he is now active, and more importantly, independent. 

The narrator’s effort to terminate Tyler is accompanied by Marla, although the narrator tries to 

convince her to stay out of the situation for her own safety. In my opinion, Marla’s character can be 

read as a part of the narrator’s split personality; one that represents the narrator’s feminine side, thus 

acting as a counterpart to Tyler’s ultra-masculine character. Hence, we can read the changes in the 

relationships between the narrator, Tyler and Marla as the narrator accepting his own femininity, while 

dismissing the ultra-masculine ideal. 

The transformation towards the active, hegemonic masculinity is brought on by the narrator’s 

split personality, Tyler Durden, who ultimately suggests that true masculinity can be found not in the 

commodities and indulgence, but through sacrifice and pain – a more stoic take on life. This brings me 

to the theme of sacrifice, which was already partly discussed in the previous section. Another instance 

which indicates a type of sacrifice is seen in the narrator’s scheme to blow up his own apartment and 

moving to Paper Street. This marks a mental step for the narrator – a sacrifice of sorts, away from the 

commodities, comforts and norms of the society, to a more humble accommodation. As the narrator 

changes his accommodation and his general lifestyle, he claims to be enlightened, partly because of his 

step away from the abundant consumerism. 

The aspects of sacrifice can also be found in the characters’ willingness to let go of their 

immaculate appearance, especially the members of fight club; within fight club, it seems, immaculate 

looks are being juxtaposed to the objectifying gaze. Immaculate appearance thus relates any acts of 

trying to appear flawless or somehow complete, as femininity. In other words, the male characters risk 
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their health in order to appear incomplete, broken and scarred. By letting their outer appearance be 

destroyed, the men position themselves beyond the objectifying gaze. 

Tyler sees the ability and willingness to sacrifice as a quality only the strong possess, thus setting 

it among the hegemonic ideals within the fight club. Jokinen (2000, 15) explains that according to 

Freud, the greatest sacrifice a society demands of its members is the willingness to refrain aggression, 

or the will to destroy. However, the members of fight club, and fight club itself, represent an opposite 

view of society - a view in which destruction, violence and sacrifice are being embraced. 

As the fight club eventually evolves into Project Mayhem, the agenda for remasculinization 

develops militaristic qualities. Within Project Mayhem, the testing of masculinity becomes systematic 

and controlled. Jokinen (2000, 131) describes how modern men’s insecurities of their masculinities 

have previously been explained by the fact that there are no modern rites of passage for the men, which 

would validate their masculinity. A similar view is being portrayed in Fight Club in the mechanic’s 

speech: 

Generations have been working in jobs they hate, just so they can buy what 
they don't need.' 'We don't have a great war in our generation, or a great 
depression, but we do, we have a great war of the spirit. We have a great 
revolution against the culture. The great depression is our lives. We have a 
spiritual depression.’ (FC 1996, 149) 

This, to a certain degree, explains the creation of the pseudo-military Project Mayhem. Project 

Mayhem itself contains structure which upholds certain standards for men to attain. Moreover, the 

inclusion to this exclusive society contains an initiation, which can be said to represent a rite of passage 

for the applicants. The men who apply for Project Mayhem are put through a test in which they must 

stand in attention for three days on the porch of the house on Paper Street, in order to prove their 

resolve. In fact, there are more tests, or rites of passage, that are being posed upon the men in Project 

Mayhem, called ”homework”. Calling these tests homework, again, suggests a built-in hierarchy, 



 

 

67 
 

which clearly positions the ”space monkeys” as apprentices instead of masters. Although Tyler claims 

not to be in any special position, he still gives the orders and assigns ”homework”. To prove that he 

himself is not special, he orders his subordinates or ”space monkeys” to castrate himself, in case he 

would try to seize the project. 

As Jokinen (2000, 131-132) explains it, military systems venture to separate individuals from 

their former roles by disciplining and by subjugating them under its rule. This scheme bears a 

remarkable resemblance to the types of actions that take place in Project Mayhem. Furthermore, 

Jokinen (2000, 132) explicates that this subjugation is being done as a means to separate the boys from 

the ward of their parents, thus giving them a symbolic rebirth as sons of the state, as sons of the army 

and sons of theirselves. Jokinen (2000, 132) elaborates that as the military service itself is being 

regarded as an initiation, the adult male masculinity is collectively constructed by the members of the 

group. By becoming a soldier, a male individual fulfills his masculine heritage by repeating the actions 

done by his forefathers (Jokinen 2000, 131). However, Project Mayhem deviates from this pattern: 

although the men themselves create their own identities within the group, the central cause, the 

hierarchy and the rules have been predetermined by Tyler, instead of the group developing a joint 

hegemonic masculinity. It is possible, however, to juxtapose the situation with, for example, the state 

setting up a similar framework, within which military groups, and the men within them, operate.  

Project Mayhem also bears resemblance to military groups in other ways. Firstly, there is an 

initiation, as not everyone is included. Secondly, the operatives within are mostly men. Thirdly, there is 

a certain structure and a chain of command, a hierarchy, according to which the men operate. The fact 

that Tyler orders the men to castrate himself if he were to somehow hinder the operations, only 

reinforces this issue: although he is the one giving orders and setting the rules, within the military no 

person is irreplaceable or unique. By imposing extremely anti-individualistic ideas, Project Mayhem 
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bears resemblance to fascist ideology. Even the propaganda that Tyler or the space monkeys keep 

yelling out within the premises they reside in, underlines their anti-individualistic approach to society: 

When I come home, one space monkey is reading to the assembled space 
monkeys who sit covering the whole first floor. ’You are not a unique 
snowflake. You are the same decaying organic matter as everyone else, and we 
are all part of the same compost pile.’ The space monkey continues, ’Our 
culture has made us all the same. No one is truly white or black or rich 
anymore. We all want the same. Individually, we are nothing.’ (FC 1996, 134) 

Moreover, the men in Project Mayhem have to wear similar black outfits resembling uniforms, to 

emphasize their equal value, or the lack of it. Like with any military order, Project Mayhem has its 

leader and an agenda. Durden, being the leader, wishes to eradicate the spiritual depression, or crisis, 

which haunts the men. One of Tyler’s doctrines to empower the men is by setting them objectives, or 

homework, through which the men are able to write their own history: ”When Tyler invented Project 

Mayhem, Tyler said the goal of Project Mayhem had nothing to do with other people. Tyler didn't care 

if other people got hurt or not. The goal was to teach each man in the project that he had the power to 

control history. We, each of us, can take control of the world” (FC 1996, 122). The idea that modern 

American men have no history, and that they must repeatedly prove themselves as men is shared by 

Kimmel (1996, 1-10). The history of American men is thus connected to the men they repeatedly make 

themselves into – the hegemonic masculinities being pursued inevitably effects the future and creates 

the past. 

Furthermore, fighting in fight club appears as a contrasting action to crying in Remaining Men 

Together. Even though both are qualified as representing male homosocial groups, they appear on the 

opposite ends within the continuum of masculinity. In Remaining Men Together, the men are passive 

and cry for their lost masculinity, whereas the men in fight club actively fight for a hegemonic 

masculinity. This reflects some of the theorists’ views. For example, Jokinen (2000, 31) particularly 

associates the fear of violence as part of the social adhesive which bonds the men within some 
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homosocial groups. The homosocial groups partly exist, because they provide a shelter from the threats 

posed by the other groups of men (Jokinen 2000, 31). According to Jokinen (2000, 31-32), the violence 

learned and performed by men works to recreate the patriarchal male ideal. By fighting in fight club, 

the men recreate a violent, ’old’ masculinity, whereas, by contrast, the crying men in Remaining Men 

Together appear as a mockery of the failed ’new man’. 

Within this section I introduced various views to how remasculinization is presented in the 

narration of Fight Club. It operates simultaneously as part of the physical characteristics of the men, 

while manifesting in the actions and attitudes of the characters. The qualities of the pursued hegemonic 

masculinity within fight club were presented as being active, hard, muscular, scarred, determined and 

willing to sacrifice for a joint cause. The predominant characteristic, is the ability to outfight other men 

in fights, whereas the most important mental quality appeared to be determination. Although the hard 

appearance of the male body is a characteristic of the hegemonic masculinity, it is a feature secondary 

to capability. Moreover, the hard bodies acquired within gyms because of vanity are subject to the 

objectifying gaze, and thus feminine, whereas the hard bodies acquired by fighting other men are 

scarred and thus marked by tests of masculinity. The mental remasculinization is most apparent in the 

contrast of the two main homosocial groups presented – the emasculated Remaining Men Together and 

the active Project Mayhem. 

As something unexpected, I found that the main characters, Tyler and Marla, could be read as a 

metaphor for the narrator’s crisis of masculinity – that within the continuum of masculinity and 

femininity, Tyler represents the ultra-masculine ideal which eventually fails, and that Marla represents 

the feminine qualities within the narrator, which the narrator has to accept as a part of himself in order 

to develop his individual masculinity. 
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of my thesis was to analyse Fight Club’s male characters and how their dispositions can be 

read as being within the framework of masculinities in crises and how their actions, thus, could be read 

as an effort to re-establish their masculinities. My hypothesis was that the characters were somehow all 

affected by a personal crisis, which could then be taken as constituting a larger crisis of masculinity 

concerning the white, male, white-collar worker in America. 

The framework of my study comprises of theories relating to feminist theory and critical men’s 

studies, accordingly, my key concepts were hegemonic masculinity, masculinity in crisis and the male 

body. The term hegemony originates from Gramsci, but in relation to feminist theory, R.W. Connell is 

perhaps the most acknowledged scholar to have developed the idea of hegemonic masculinity. In 

Connell’s view, hegemonic masculinity comprises of a masculinity type which is culturally exalted 

over other types. Furthermore, as previously explained, any form of hegemony may be threatened by its 

subordinates, which gave me the opportunity to use the term in my thesis. In this thesis, I suggested 

that in Fight Club, there were two competing masculinities, the subordinate masculinity being 

represented by the narrator and the hegemonic masculinity being represented by Tyler Durden. As the 

narrator himself regarded his own life as mundane and banal, and acknowledging that his key purpose, 

was initially to become more masculine, like Tyler, related my thesis with the theme of masculinity in 

crisis. The theory of masculinity in crisis remains contested, because of its lack of empirical evidence 

of a general crisis of masculinity. In this thesis I took on the view of Faludi, who suggested that one of 

the causes for the crisis is men having entered the ornamental culture, thus relating men’s bodies to the 

crisis. 
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I sought not only to analyse the characters’ mental circumstances, but also to analyse their bodily 

entities as well. The male characters’ bodies displayed the effects of emasculation, which could be read 

from the references to diseases. The re-established masculinity concerning their bodies was portrayed 

to a large extent by the scars of the male characters. This type of an effort to read the physical aspects 

of emasculation and re-masculinization into Palahniuk’s novels and characters had not been made 

previously, which is why I believe this study to be valuable regarding further studies concerning 

Palahniuk’s fiction. 

Regarding men’s bodies as a cause for the crisis of masculinity, I suggested that Fight Club’s 

references to diseases of the bodies could be viewed as evidence suggesting that there is, indeed, a 

crisis. In Fight Club, the male characters fought in order to achieve more active, hard bodies devoid of 

fat, which in turn represented softness, lack of determination and femininity. Furthermore, I suggested 

that the male characters’ scars could be viewed as proof of their efforts to test their manhood. 

My analysis and findings were presented within sections 3 and 4. Within the first section of 

analysis I sought to find evidence of how the male characters’ bodies were, in fact, threatened by 

physical threats. I found that the threats manifested not only in the diseases the male characters hosted, 

but also that the men also posed a physical threat to each other as well. I found that within Fight Club, 

testicular cancer in particular appeared as the threat which castrated, and thus, emasculated the male 

characters. As an example, I presented the character of Bob, whom the narrator met in Remaining Men 

Together. Bob had been castrated as a result of his steroid use, because he had tried to achieve a hyper-

masculine body. Bob’s goals had been purely vain, which meant that he had willingly entered the 

female domain, or the ornamental gaze. Ironically, he had then developed what the narrator called 

”bitch tits” as stigma for his feminine behaviour. 

Physical violence was the second subject analysed in the section. What I found was that the men, 

such as the commissioner and Raymond K. Hessel, regardless of their roles or positions in the society, 
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were threatened by physical violence. The threat of being physically dominated, superseded their 

positions in society, hence affected their positions within the male hierarchy. The male hierarchy itself 

was re-established in fight club, in a similar fashion, regardless of the positions or roles of the men 

fighting.  

Fat was the third physical threat to the male bodies, something which rendered them passive and 

feminine, much like in Bob’s case. Furthermore, beyond my initial hypothesis, fat appeared in another 

context as well. In the narration, Marla stored her own mother’s liposuctioned fat in order to maintain 

her youthful looks, thus re-affirming the connection between the soft fat tissue and femininity. The fact 

that the purpose of the fat here is vanity, only avers the connotation. However, the fat was used by 

Tyler to create bars of hard, purifying soap and explosives, which, as I suggested, refers to the thematic 

of purifying the soul by disciplining the flesh (Seidler 2006, 7). 

In section 3.2, my intention was to analyse how insomnia and schizophrenia are to be read as 

parts of the masculinity-in-crisis thesis. In my analysis, I suggested that insomnia as an inability could 

be read as impotence, and is thus related to emasculation. The evidence to support this view was found 

in the way the narrator reacted to Marla’s, Bob’s and Chloe’s actions. As only in Bob’s company, was 

the narrator safe enough to be able to cry and thus sleep, I concluded that emasculation seemed to 

originate from femininity, or the feminized culture that surrounded the men. Similarly, the narrator’s 

inability to sleep when Marla appeared in Remaining Men Together supports this view. Within 

Remaining Men Together, as long as there were no women around to highlight his lie about his lost 

masculinity, the narrator was able to sleep. Immediately as Marla entered the group, the narrator’s 

ability to sleep deteriorated, thus emasculating him again. 

Another aspect to insomnia was how the narrator perceived it – as the postmodern condition, or a 

state in which everything is ”a copy of a copy of a copy” and where nothing could touch him. Only by 

touching other men, either by initially hugging Bob, or later on in the narrative, by punching the other 
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men, was the narrator able to sleep again. Bob was initially perceived by the narrator as a non-

threatening entity, because as a failed and emasculated man, Bob posed no threat to the narrator’s own 

masculinity. Bob’s arms represented a non-threatening secure shelter of a man less masculine than 

himself, until Marla’s appearance in the group exposed the narrator’s false pretences. Again, as Marla 

entered the group, the narrator was forced to find another way to re-establish his masculinity, thus 

creating Tyler, and fight club. 

As the insomnia was cured by the appearance of Tyler, I concluded that the schizophrenia was 

related to the thesis of masculinity-in-crisis. As the narrator perceived himself as devoid of masculine 

qualities, he invented Tyler, in order to re-establish himself as a man. The anxiety for the lost 

masculinity was also portrayed in how the narrator related to the character of Raymond K. Hessel, as 

the narrator coerced Raymond into becoming an active entity, instead of being passive and feminine. 

Thus, instead of merely accepting his own crisis, the narrator recognizes the crisis as affecting other 

men as well and seeks to re-masculinize them with the guidance of Tyler. Furthermore, I suggested that 

the absence of fathers and the lack of signifying events in the history at hand escalated the narrator’s 

crisis of masculinity. As there was apparently nothing to define him as a man, the narrator was forced 

to invent his own ideal for a man, and then try to become like this ideal.  

After concluding my findings regarding the emasculation, I then sought to analyse how the 

remasculinization was present in the narrative. The theme appeared in the thematic of physical 

transformation, from soft and passive ”white bread” into hard and active ”carved wood” ideal male 

bodies. Again, the character of Bob became an example of this transformation; his character was 

initially portrayed as a soft, crying, passive, failed man with ”bitch tits”, whereas when the character 

discovers fight club, his physical transformation becomes evident. Moreover, the cause of Bob’s initial 

demise is apparently his vanity, which subjects his character into the objectifying gaze, whereas when 

he enters fight club and Project Mayhem, his life becomes meaningful. Another example of a bodily 
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transformation was portrayed in the destruction of mister angel’s face. I concluded that mister angel’s 

face had to be destroyed in order to maintain the balance within the homosocial group of Project 

Mayhem. Generally, the theme of transformation was an agenda set in order to oppose the perceived 

”spiritual depression” or apathy. In fact, I believe this to be the answer to my main research question, 

as well. If, indeed, Tyler can be said to be the cure for a “disease”, then he acts as a cure for the 

narrator’s apathy. 

The bodily transformation itself took place in fight clubs, instead of gyms; the gyms in Fight 

Club represented the vanity within men, which - being a feminine trait - subjected the men to the 

ornamental gaze. Hence, muscles acquired in gyms become a marker for vanity. Fighting in fight clubs, 

however, becomes an activity in which the men prove their manhood, whether they lost or won the 

fight. The fistfights re-established the male hierarchies, which were now not dependent on the men’s 

social roles, but on their ability to physically outperform the other men with their muscles. Fight clubs 

thus become another plain of competition, exclusively for men. According to Jokinen (2000, 227) were 

any man to decline such competition, he would instantly appear in opposition to heterosexual, 

hegemonic masculinity. Even when the men lost fights, they at least received the scars to prove, that 

they had had the courage to test their masculinity. The scars themselves implied a survived hardship 

and pain, both qualities being a given in the hegemonic masculinity perceived by the narrator. 

However, scars alone were not enough to prove one’s manhood as I demonstrated in my analysis of the 

destruction of mister angel’s face. Within fight club, physical ability appears superior to appearance, 

which is in direct opposition to what Edwards (2006, 156) considers as recent developments regarding 

western masculinity. 

The mental remasculinization in the narrative was presented mostly through the attitudes and 

actions of the narrator himself, although some examples of differing masculinities were presented by 

the characters Raymond K. Hessel and Bob. I compared the two different homosocial groups 
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Remaining Men Together and Project Mayhem and found that from the narrator’s perspective they 

represented a subordinate, effeminate masculinity and a hegemonic masculinity respectively. As an 

example of the mental transformation, I presented the changing attitudes of the narrator and his ability 

to confront issues. Whereas he initially avoids taking initiative concerning his own life, he accepts 

responsibility for his, and Tyler’s, actions, and thus develops his own masculinity. Furthermore, I 

found that the characters of Tyler and Marla could be read as a metaphor for the narrator’s own crisis 

of masculinity, and that by reconciling with Marla, and by killing Tyler, the narrator was able to accept 

his femininity as a part of his masculinity. 

Further issues to be analysed could be approached by extending my method to other works by 

Palahniuk as well as other authors with a similar subject. I recognize that there may not be that many 

writers with similar subjects, but by extending this method to, for example, other works under the 

headings contemporary extreme or blank fiction, as presented in the introduction, could provide 

interesting insight into the various masculinities within various cultures, thus promoting general 

awareness related to various culture-specific masculinities. As regards this thesis, I found that further 

analysis of absent fathers would have possibly provided further insight into masculinities presented in 

Fight Club, and would have thus complemented my thesis. However, I came to the conclusion that this 

particular subject was slightly beyond my current framework, which led to its general exclusion. 

Prior studies concerning the film Fight Club (1999) have previously presented some of the 

themes analysed within this study. However, in my opinion, by excluding the criticism of the movie 

Fight Club, and by focusing on the novel itself has allowed a more accurate analysis of the themes 

involved. 

 As a novel that has gained some critical attention, it can be concluded that Fight Club, as part of 

postmodern literary tradition, simultaneously maintains a patriarchal reading, while undermining and 

parodying the themes involved. In my opinion, the sheer excess within the narrative points towards a 
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satire of modern society – especially as a satire of the roles and power relations that exist within male 

homosocial groups. As regards the masculinity-in-crisis within western society, Fight Club maintains 

its existence, although it criticizes the measures taken by men to control it.
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