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Abstract 

The protagonist and narrator in the 1999 satirical novel Fight Club, by Chuck 
Palahniuk, is a depressed man who together with his partner, in reality alter ego, 
Tyler Durden start a movement of fight clubs for men in order to give them a place in 
a capitalist society that has failed them. They pursue their ideological goals through 
violence and anti-social behavior. The split personality of the narrator, forms the 
basis of analysis for this essay. Here, I argue that the protagonist is an anti-hero and 
not a villain. The narrator and his alter ego contribute several and often opposing 
qualities that are characteristic of anti-heroes, as they move in the grey area of 
morality and immorality. The unlikable traits and immoral actions are countered 
with an ability to love and a perceived good intention behind arguably unjustifiable 
actions. In order to experience the protagonist as an anti-hero, a large portion of the 
positive aspects of him lies in a sympathy for or objective acceptance of the 
protagonist's ideological beliefs. 
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Sammanfattning 

Huvudpersonen och berättaren i Chuck Palahniuks roman Fight Club, är en 
deprimerad man som tillsammans med sin partner, egentligen alter ego, Tyler 
Durden startar "fight clubs" där män erbjuds en plats i ett samhälle som har svikit 
dem. För att nå sina mål använder de sig av våld och anti-socialt beteende. 
Huvudpersonens delade personlighet under grunden för denna uppsats där jag 
hävdar att huvudpersonen är en antihjälte och inte en skurk. Berättaren och hans 
alter ego tillför flera och ofta motsatta egenskaper som är karaktäristiska för 
antihjältar, alltmedan de rör sig i gråzonen mellan moral och omoral. De osympatiska 
dragen och de omoraliska handlingarna kontrasteras mot huvudpersonens förmåga 
att älska och en upplevd välmening bakom i övrigt oförsvarbara handlingar. För att 
kunna uppfatta huvudpersonen som en antihjälte, förutsätter en stor del av de 
positiva aspekterna av honom en sympati för eller en objektiv acceptans av 



huvudpersonens ideologiska övertygelser. 
 
Nyckelord: 
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The satirical novel Fight Club by Chuck Palahniuk was written in 1996 and brought to 
the cinema in 1999, gaining most of its public attention. The story surrounding an 
unnamed male protagonist and narrator has been described as both "a celebration of 
violence" and "macho porn" (Ebert), as well as an "uncompromising American 
classic" (Travers). The book's narrator is an average man who is bored with his job 
and has lost his will to live. He meets a man named Tyler Durden and the two of them 
start, what they call, fight clubs where men meet and fight. This initiative develops 
into "Project Mayhem", where the goal is an anti-consumerist one, to find purpose in 
life for men like the narrator and doing so by the use of violence, murder and 
bombings. As it turns out later in the story, Tyler Durden is in fact the narrator's alter 
ego and a hallucination of his, revealing that they are one and the same person. The 
further Project Mayhem evolves the narrator becomes increasingly uncomfortable 
with their plan of action, but is caught in the rules Tyler Durden has set for the 
project. He therefore struggles to halt the project and he is also caught in his own 
mind and unable to escape his alter ego Tyler Durden, whose appearance is out of the 
narrator's control. This complex relationship and the consecutive moral dilemmas 
against a political and ideological background of anti-consumerist and individualistic 
beliefs make for an interesting subject of character analysis.  
 
Some analyses of Fight Club have concluded the protagonist to be more of a villain 
than an anti-hero. Project Mayhem, specifically, has been described as a “fascist 
militia” that “sets out to create the very type of oppressive system it means to 
overthrow” (Burgess 268). I argue, however, that the protagonist in Fight Club, 
instead of a villain, has the traits of an anti-hero and should be considered as such. In 
this essay, I will analyze the narrator and his alter ego Tyler Durden based on their 
personality traits, thoughts, actions and goals. I will couple this with input from the 
story's context, political ideologies and ethical standpoints.  
 
In examining the modern anti-hero and its underpinnings, Shadi Neimneh claims the 
modern anti-hero to be somewhat of an opposite of a classical hero; they do not 
possess a great deal of power and they are often not socially successful (77). Neimneh 
further explains how modern society brings about its own form of heroism in which 
cultural crises and social disorder produce introverted, anti-social and individualistic 
anti-heroes who can acquire a positive regard from others through integrity and 
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kindness, which is conceivably lacking in modern society (78). In addition, anti-
heroes tend to develop personally and live through classical heroic journeys, such as 
adventures, challenges and victories, in a covert way, hidden in their psyche and not 
exposed outward as in the case of a classical hero (Neimneh 78). This notion is also 
expressed by Joseph Campbell in his description of a hero, that in his words is 
someone who: 
 

has managed to battle past his personal and local historical limitations... 
such a one’s visions... are eloquent, not of the present, disintegrating 
society and psyche, but of the unquenched source through which society 
is reborn. The hero has died as a modern man... he has been reborn. His 
second solemn task and deed, therefore... is to return then to us, 
transfigured, and teach the lesson he has learned of life renewed. 
(Campbell 18) 

 
Here, Campbell’s definition of a hero coincides with that of Neimneh in that a hero 
will develop and live through different, revolving life phases in a more open and 
almost exhibitionist way compared to an anti-hero. Furthermore, an anti-hero is 
often described to be male (Jonason et al. 195) and someone who fights against an 
unjust society (Thorslev 22). They tend to lead a solitary and tragic life all the while 
wishing to change the world (Thorslev 66). A common historical example is that of 
Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost, where Satan, despite the traditional image of being 
the personalization of evil, was portrayed as having sympathetic traits and gradually 
moving towards a role of a hero, rather than a villain (Thorslev 109). 
 
In Fight Club, one aspect of the narrator's personality that supports the thesis of him 
being an anti-hero, are his good intentions, despite the immoral ways of achieving his 
goals. His good intentions are not necessarily universally benevolent, but in his mind 
they are and the novel instills that same sense in the reader. Jack's reasoning behind 
his actions, i.e. his intent, is in essence to save the men, the "space monkeys" 
(Palahniuk 10), who mindlessly conform to the norms of a society where their 
existence and hard work go unnoticed, are unvalued, unrecognized and where they 
meet no encouragement of critical thinking, ambition or pursuing dreams of their 
own. The mindlessness and lack of independent thought is often emphasized 
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throughout the novel and often in the context of work: "Pull a lever./ Push a button./ 
You don't understand any of it, and then you just die" (10). Another instance of this 
mindlessness and, in the narrator’s case an accompanying cynicism, is his description 
of his own job: "I go to meetings my boss doesn't want to attend. I take notes. I'll get 
back to you"(42). Again, there is a sense of hopelessness and resignation brought 
across to the reader, and the narrator performing work tasks somebody else does not 
want to do adds to the feeling of ungratefulness and lack of ambition. The men living 
this robotic, mindless existence are arguably portrayed to be not intellectually 
inferior, but inferior in terms of personal development and awareness, as not having 
reached the enlightened position of the narrator who is eventually able to penetrate 
society and identify its suppression, and who wishes to save these very men. 
 
As the narrator sets out on this salvatory quest, he cannot help but take a superior 
position relative to the men he wishes to save, as he holds a self-attained knowledge 
and enlightenment that they do not possess. This position signals an arrogant stance 
on the narrator’s part, contributing to the idea of him as an anti-hero. The superior 
position does, however, change to a more equal relation as the men join the narrator 
in his pursuit against societal norms, wherefore the discrepancy in perceived 
enlightenment and power is only initial and it is a transient circumstance. Weakness 
can however be found in the men in the form of the aforementioned lack of ambition 
and drive, brought on them by a emasculating society that created a "generation 
raised by women" (Palahniuk 81).  This feminization of the narrator, is exemplified by 
Locke in his analysis of the film adaptation, as he points out crying and stuttering as 
used in the story to signify stereotypical feminine behavior acted out by both the 
narrator and other male characters in their emasculated phase of the story (62-63, 
65). One example of this behavior is the narrator’s crying as he attends various 
support groups (Palahniuk 28). Locke mentions another example of the feminization 
of the narrator as that of his “nesting instinct” that he experiences when buying Ikea 
furniture (Locke 67, Palahniuk 67). Seconding this proposed feminization of men is 
Eduardo Mendieta, who claims Fight Club to be a “biting and poignant look at men in 
American culture after the end of affluence and the simultaneous “feminization” of 
masculinity” (395). Mendieta’s interpretation is therefore one that agrees with 
Palahniuk’s portrayal of a masculine crisis in the time period of the novel’s setting.  
 



Östberg 4	

In addition to saving society’s perceivably weak, feminized men, the overall 
intentions of the narrator's project can be considered good in the sense that they aim 
to "break up civilization so [they] can make something better out of the world" 
(Palahniuk 219). Taking this quote at face value, it does imply good intentions and 
that it is a necessary evil to destroy civilization in order to change it.  
 
Two other anti-heroic attributes of the narrator are selfishness countered with regret, 
illustrated by the following quote: 

 
'This is our world, now, our world,' Tyler says, 'and those ancient people 
are dead.' 
If I knew how this would all turn out, I'd be more than happy to be dead 
and in Heaven right now. (Palahniuk 14) 

 
Firstly, Tyler takes a selfish, if not megalomaniacal and deluded, stand in how their 
actions relate to the rest of the world and its people. He claims ownership of the 
world and showcases a high-handed, dismissive view on the people he surely sees as 
his enemy, but an obviously passive and unwitting one. Simultaneously, the narrator 
appears to acknowledge Tyler's delusion in the sense that things have not played out 
the way he had anticipated or wished for, and Tyler's contentment therefore signals a 
delusion of grandeur. The narrator stating that he would rather be dead than have to 
live to see that moment, is an expression of regret and hopelessness over the 
situation. Together, the megalomania on Tyler's part and readerly sympathetic 
standpoint on the narrator’s, further makes out the image of the narrator's person as 
a whole to be an anti-hero. 
 
In many ways, Fight Club, is a dark, sad story that increases sympathy for and 
relatability to the narrator, since what he says, though often cynical, is in essence true 
and inevitable facts of human existence. The narrator finds life meaningless, 
expresses a wish to die and has a cynical attitude to existence. When he attends a 
support group for men with prostate cancer he cries, because there "your life comes 
down to nothing, and not even nothing, oblivion" (Palahniuk 18). He continues: "It's 
easy to cry when you realize that everyone you love will reject you or die. On a long 
enough time line, the survival rate for everyone will drop to zero" (18). The narrator's 
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hopelessness is expressed multiple times in the novel as he describes losing all hope 
as "freedom" (28) and he fantasizes about accidents and death: “Every takeoff and 
landing, when the plane banked too much to one side, I prayed for a crash. That 
moment cures my insomnia with narcolepsy when we might die helpless and packed 
human tobacco in the fuselage” (Palahniuk 33). Passages like this one are blatant, but 
occurring in the beginning of the novel they serve a purpose in setting the scene for 
what is to come. The narrator is portrayed as depressed and unhappy with his life, 
unhappy with society and resigned in relation to other people and personal dreams 
and goals. Empathy is a natural response on the reader's part and this is carried and 
maintained as the story develops. This is in line with the image of an anti-hero being 
an outsider or outcast in society, since the narrator is clearly portrayed as someone 
who does not belong or does not want to belong in the society he is in. Even Tyler, 
despite his handsomeness (357) and apparent knowledge and skill, can be considered 
an outsider given his strong ideology and rebellious nature. The outsider as a 
character is easy to sympathize with and together with questionable measures to 
reach a certain goal, he can take the role of an anti-hero.  
 

Another forgiving circumstance with regards to Tyler’s questionable means, is the 
fact that the men who are accepted into Project Mayhem can be considered to be 
included in this liberated way of living and that they do so voluntarily. Since they 
themselves wish to be part of Tyler's movement, the idea of liberation and justice has 
to have struck a cord in them. Assigning a basic, personal responsibility to the "space 
monkeys", Tyler has let them join the project out of their own will and therefore 
ascribe them with an ability to think for themselves, although with an encouragement 
and invitation on Tyler's behalf. Accordingly, Tyler conceivably trusts in people's 
capacity and strength to make their own decisions, and that the state of society Tyler 
experiences is merely a result of circumstance and not the fault of ordinary people. 
 
The fact that the narrator has a romantic relationship with a woman named Marla, is 
yet another factor in experiencing the narrator as an empathetic and likeable 
character. Again, this is a greyscale where good comes with the bad and the narrator 
does not treat Marla or think of her exclusively well throughout the novel. He does, 
however, love her. As the narrator tries to talk to Marla towards the end of the novel, 
and explain that she is in danger, that Tyler might kill her, she asks him why she 
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should believe him and he answers: "because I think I like you" (349). This expands 
to: "And if Tyler loves Marla. I love Marla" (352). The two of them, and the alter ego 
Tyler, carry a love story through the novel, an unlikely one but not any less affecting 
or valuable to the story.  
 

The unlikeliness of the relationship originates in how the narrator and Marla met, 
both being "tourists", i.e. healthy individuals, in support groups for various diseases. 
They recognize each other as such, and argue over who gets to go to which meetings. 
Tyler then develops an intimate relationship with Marla where the narrator 
concurrently does not like her and has not yet realized that Tyler is only a 
hallucination of his. In the very end of the story, as Project Mayhem is about to reach 
its conclusion and the narrator is about to kill himself, Marla tells him "It's not love 
or anything...but I think I like you too" (362). As the narrator then knows about the 
true nature of Tyler, he believes Marla loves Tyler and not him, to which she 
responds: "No, I like you... I know the difference" (362). The ending, where Marla 
comes to save the narrator and he survives despite shooting himself, serves a 
grounding and fulfilling end to the extreme, violent story of Project Mayhem and the 
true nature of the narrator’s and Tyler's relationship. The grounding effect the ending 
has is in the form of portraying the narrator as a normal person, suffering from 
mental illness and despite his violent behavior and deluded actions, he is capable of 
loving and being loved as well as being vulnerable and confused. The exposure of 
these traits of the narrator further supports the idea of him as an anti-hero, adding 
weight to the good-natured end of the scale. A person who can experience love and 
vulnerability is more likely to be empathized with, therefore also more likely to be 
considered a good person where faults can be forgiven or disregarded. This idea is 
confirmed in Sanders’ character impression formation model, where immoral actions 
of a protagonist can be reconciled by moral disengagement on the reader’s part. In 
the model, an audience is predicted to look to other, more favorable characteristics of 
the protagonist and ascribe them more weight as to override the moral issues (159). 
In the case of the narrator, his romantic relationship with Marla is most likely given 
such an increased weight when experiencing him as an anti-hero, so that the 
reoccurring crimes and ethically questionable actions are overlooked. 
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The ethical doubts a reader might have regarding the narrator and Tyler Durden 
could however be less of a factor in determining character likeability than expected, 
as predicted by the ideas presented by Oliver et al. In their study, Oliver et al. 
examine the processes underlying anti-hero likeability and propose character 
identification and perceived interaction as two of these processes. The casual and 
personal language in Fight Club, where the story is often told in a second-person 
point of view as in “You wake up at O’Hare, again” (Palahniuk 45) rather than first 
person, creates a sense of what Oliver et al. refer to as perceived interaction. This is a 
closer relationship between character and audience that develops either through 
direct address or, as in the case of Fight Club, through parasocial interaction (192) . 
Parasocial interaction implies a sense 0f conversation and social involvement that in 
regards to complex, partly immoral characters takes its form in a sense of complicity 
on the audience’s part. This, in turn, is proposed by Oliver et al. to lead to an increase 
of identification with a character and thereby an increased likeability (192). 
Ultimately, the second-person perspective in Fight Club creates an intimacy between 
the protagonist and the reader whereby the reader becomes involved and experiences 
complicity in the actions of the protagonist. In line with Oliver et al.’s reasonings, this 
can lead to an increased identification with the protagonist and by that a higher 
liking.  
 

In the context of Fight Club, the notion of identification with the protagonist is also 
brought forward by Alex Tuss as he discusses the term “terrified sympathy” in 
relation to the actions of Tyler Durden. Here, Tuss confirms a sense of identification 
with Tyler Durden as someone who resists “the corporate realities of the 
consumerism of the late twentieth century” (101) but that through his immoral 
actions trigger a “terrified sympathy” since the identification also means complicity, 
which frightens the reader. Tuss summarizes this identification and states that 
characters like Tyler Durden “display attributes that are in tune with the readers’ own 
sense of abandonment, disrespect, and disenfranchisement at the hands of … a social 
order that can disdain the readers even as they disdain the characters” (101). 
Coupling this character identification with the work of Oliver et al., it provides a 
stable foundation for a reader’s moral justification of the narrator and Tyler Durden’s 
behavior which by extension leads to a higher likeability necessary in  perceiving the 
protagonist as an anti-hero and not a villain.	 
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Adding to the anti-hero thesis is the fact that the novel is written in a dark, comical 
way. This way of telling the story decreases the severity of any unethical actions 
taking place in the novel since the sarcastic nature of the language and points made 
by the narrator gives the text a sense of irony. Comedy is arguably subjective, but an 
example of dark comedy in the novel is the narrator's description of one of the 
participants of a support group for cancer who had died. Her name was Chloe and the 
narrator paints an imagined picture of her death.  
 

Chloe was the way Joni Mitchell's skeleton would look if you made it 
smile and walk around a party being extra special nice to everyone. 
Picture Chloe's popular skeleton the size of an insect, running through 
the vaults and galleries of her innards at two in the morning. Her pulse a 
siren overhead, announcing: Prepare for death in ten, in nine, in eight 
seconds. Death will commence in seven, six... (Palahniuk 53) 
 

The subject of comedy here is cancer and death, which is a blatant and dark form of 
humor. If accepted by the reader, this dark comedy element sits well together with 
portraying the narrator and Tyler Durden as anti-heroes by contributing to the 
cynical but relatable atmosphere. In the realm of comedy, the novel also contains 
several elements of social commentary in the form of Tyler Durden's ability to 
identify and through his actions ridicule society's double standards or vanity. He 
makes soap out of human fat discarded after liposuctions (267), fouls the soup served 
at fancy hotel restaurants (144) and inserts hardly noticeable, short clips of 
pornography into family movies causing people to "feel sick or start to cry and don't 
know why" (44). This sort of satirical, mischievous behavior or pranks, as they are 
referred to in the novel, arguably makes the reader more sympathetically inclined to 
Tyler, insofar as a ridicule of rich people, analogous to a Robin Hood type of 
gallantry, increases reader sympathy. Since these pranks are consistent with the anti-
consumerism philosophy motivating the narrator's break up with unconscious life, it 
should speak well to some readers both in the book's time of publishing as well as 
today. 
 

As stated, comedy is subjective and the sarcasm and cynicism expressed through 
comic elements in the novel is not accepted or recognized by all readers. An example 
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is Henry A. Giroux, who has criticized Fight Club in its film adaptation and there 
including the story’s comic elements as part of the reason for the criticism. In tandem 
with other contemporary films, Giroux writes about Fight Club: 
 

While appearing to address important social issues, these films end up 
reproducing the very problems they attempt to address. Rather than 
turning a critical light on crucial social problems, such films often 
trivialize them through a stylized aesthetics that revels in irony, cynicism, 
and excessive violence. Violence in these films is reduced to acts of 
senseless brutality and pathology and an indifference to human 
suffering. (Giroux 5-6) 
 

Next to his criticism of the film adaptation of the novel, Giroux also holds a critical 
view on neoliberalism and privatization, explaining how neoliberalism leads to a 
cynical population with little trust in the government (3-4). Although recognizing the 
critique against capitalism in Fight Club, Giroux maintains that the novel reduces the 
"crisis of capitalism" to a "crisis of masculinity" and thereby missing the core of the 
issue by putting focus elsewhere (5). One can thereby argue, that in Giroux's case, the 
protagonist might not be interpreted or held to the standards of an anti-hero because 
of Giroux's political standpoint.  
 

Similarly, one aspect of the story, and specifically Project Mayhem, that could instill 
an antipathy towards the narrator and Tyler Durden is their attitude towards 
environmental issues. Tyler entirely dismisses recycling (218) and the narrator 
sarcastically hints toward the "ozone hole" as the reason you might not be able to get 
hold of a certain refrigerant spray (313). The narrator also mocks vegetarianism and 
opponents of animal testing as he claims their insignificance in contrast to the 
presence and true reality you experience through fighting (91). Although Project 
Mayhem is "going to save the world" (218) the underlying, arrogant and defiant tone, 
macho if you will, partly revealed here in the attitude towards the environment, easily 
disrupts the means-to-an-end approach one might take as a reader as to defend the 
project. Contrary to this, there is a thought on Tyler's part that "Project Mayhem will 
force humanity to go dormant or into remission long enough for the Earth to recover" 
(219), implying not a dismissive but responsible, perhaps even nuanced stand on the 
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issue. Whether you agree with Tyler's reasoning or not, other mentions of the 
environment and nature add support to the notion of Tyler and the narrator not 
regarding the environment as unimportant simply by criticizing the way society deals 
with the issue. For example, the narrator expresses frustration over having to pay for 
the sins of past generations, as he has to "account for every drop of used motor oil" 
(216) and "foot the bill for nuclear waste" (216). However, the reason behind 
criticizing measures taken to protect the environment seems to be rooted in 
frustration and a critique against humanity rather than a disbelief or arrogance. The 
narrator recognizes that humans have "screwed up and trashed and crapped" (216) 
on planet earth and in this regard, the stand that Tyler and the narrator take on the 
issue is defendable in a similar way that Project Mayhem can be defended. There is 
care and goodwill, and the remarks Tyler and the narrator make are defendable since 
they are victims of circumstance where previous generations' actions are put on their 
shoulders, resulting in frustration. 
 
There are, however, immoral actions that the reader needs to overlook and the most 
substantial ones surface after the narrator has realized he himself is Tyler Durden. He 
then starts to remember what has happened and what has been done in Project 
Mayhem, which includes actions that are not easily disregarded. Tyler murdered a 
man named Patrick Madden and the narrator recalls this event scene by scene as he 
continues to attend fight club and fights with a wish for it to kill him (Palahniuk 356). 
This ultimate expression of regret and guilt again adds to the sympathetic nature of 
the narrator. Even here though, the narrator is not in control of his psyche and Tyler 
has emerged and moved forward with Project Mayhem. As the resolution of their 
relationship moves closer to its peak, the narrator wants to die and tries to stop the 
continuation of the project. Because of this resistance, Tyler threatens the narrator to 
hurt Marla unless he continues with their plan; a complex scenario where the inner 
struggle of the narrator’s mind is exposed in its entirety. His alter ego, who was 
initially the one in a relationship with Marla, is threatening the narrator, who now 
knows of Tyler's actions and nature of existence. The narrator is here ultimately 
vulnerable, caught in his own mind, a victim of the same, and it is easy to recognize 
the lack of choice he is experiencing.  
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The helplessness is not only psychological for the narrator, but also takes its form in 
practical, physical events. As the narrator tries to undo some of Tyler's plans for 
Project Mayhem, Tyler has already planned for any such attempts and is thereby 
always one step ahead. As repercussions for the narrator trying to halt the progress of 
Project Mayhem, he is driven by members of the project to a secluded place where 
Tyler has instructed them to castrate him. Again, the narrator is helpless. He tries to 
save himself by saying that the space monkeys are "making a big mistake" to which 
they reply: "You told us you'd probably say that" (Palahniuk 334). This powerlessness 
creates a sense of claustrophobia and panic that is effectively conveyed to the reader, 
even though the narrator makes it out safe from the event. Similar situations occur 
throughout the novel, emphasizing Tyler's upper hand on the narrator. For example, 
Tyler has the narrator surveilled by space monkeys (344) and when Jack tries to stop 
fight clubs from arranging more fights the rules Tyler created makes this impossible 
and the narrator is thrown out by members of the fight clubs (321).  
In contrast to the helplessness of the narrator and the questionable means of Project 
Mayhem, there is the well-intentioned, anti-consumerism agenda of the project, 
which sets out to liberate men and women who are caught in a thoughtless existence. 
This sense is well presented in the following quote from the novel: 
 

You have a class of young strong men and women, and they want to give 
their lives to something. Advertising has these people chasing cars and 
clothes they don't need. Generations have been working in jobs they hate, 
just so they can buy what they don't really need. 
 
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. (Palahniuk 266) 
 

This passage articulates the political and humanist motivation behind Project 
Mayhem, and further expands the good intentions that are arguably hard for the 
reader to miss and not relate to. The passage is followed, however, by a debatable 
statement: "We have to show these men and women freedom by enslaving them, and 
show them courage by frightening them" (266). It might ring true that an experience 
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of fear is necessary to bring about courage and that it is difficult if not impossible to 
value something if you have never lost it or experienced the opposite. The issue 
though, is that Tyler Durden through Project Mayhem takes it upon himself to force 
this onto an unknowing population, in his mind liberating them by first enslaving 
them. The megalomania that shines through here is too glaring to ignore. In the same 
way a dictator or sovereign leader will force his ideas on his people, no matter his 
intentions, genuine or not, it is ethically difficult to defend Tyler's self-righteousness 
and disregard of other people's ability to decide their own life's path.  
 

One to make a distinction between the immoral aspects of Project Mayhem and the 
actual fight clubs, is Olivia Burgess who describes the latter as a “revolutionary 
utopia” (267) that utilizes “playful subversion and rule-breaking to undercut and 
redefine the discourse of dominant society and contribute to an ongoing exploration 
of the social world” (268). She discusses the human body as a “stage” for exploring a 
utopia and argues that the fight clubs provide an escape from “a life that is outwardly 
‘complete’ but inwardly numbing” (265). As argued by Burgess, this is achieved 
through the presence-inducing experience of fighting, contributing to a “primal, fully 
embodied… existence” (265). In this regard, Burgess proposes an interpretation that 
accepts the novel’s depiction of masculinity and the narrator’s intentions behind 
starting fight clubs. Similarly, Kevin A. Boon presents an approach that puts Fight 
Club and the men in it in relation to society’s dominant culture and often 
contradictive demands on men. Boon outlines the cultural setting of the novel as a 
paradoxical one, where men are expected to behave in contradictory ways in order to 
maintain their masculinity while conforming to society’s expectations. Examples of 
this is the masculine norm of aggression that, in the novel’s depicted period, is what 
characterizes manliness but that simultaneously should be thwarted in line with the 
period’s anti-aggression shift (Boon 267). Another proponent of this idea of 
contradictory demands is Mendieta who, in relation to Fight Club, characterizes 
men’s situation in the late 20th century as impossible since “the ideal and the real are 
so irreconcilable, so distant, that men can but only be rendered schizophrenic” (397).	
In a retrospective sense, Boon expresses further support for the novel’s depiction of 
masculinity, as he describes men to be held responsible for historical violence 
resulting in an internal struggle where men do identify with traditional, masculine 
traits and behaviors but do not express so outwardly as it does not fit with cultural 
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standards (268). The effects Boon attributes to these inescapable cultural norms is in 
Fight Club illustrated by the men resorting to a consumerist life-style, where 
materialism serves a substitute for masculine conquest, and a habit of going to the 
gym in order to stay physically strong. As Boon points out, these measures do not 
meet their goals and he proclaims death as the only possibility of attributed 
manhood, exemplified by the death of a member of Project Mayhem who, following 
Project Mayhem protocol, is only after he is deceased called by his real name and only 
then assigned a symbolic masculine identity (271). Boon’s take on Fight Club is in 
essence that it paints a true picture of the contradictory expectations the 
contemporary society has on men, and he concludes the novel to be about “self-
discovery and self-empowerment” (275). Such a recognition, similar to that of 
Burgess and Mendieta, is likely to increase the possibility of holding the protagonist 
in a positive regard which, together with the immoral ways of achieving his goals, 
enables the reader to interpret him as an anti-hero and not a villain. 

In contrast, a deeply disturbing scene that inevitably produces an antipathetic reader, 
is when the narrator threatens a man named Raymond K. Hessel at gunpoint. The 
narrator does this to force Raymond to follow his life dream of becoming a 
veterinarian, whereby the narrator again exhibits the anti-heroic trait of motivating 
questionable means with good intentions. Although contradictive, this act resembles 
an effort to help the man, who currently works nightshifts at a restaurant, since the 
narrator claims he would rather kill him than see him work a "shit job" (Palahniuk 
276). This scene also provides some truth to the protagonist’s hypothesis that people 
in general are not living out their dreams, given that a man working at a Korner Mart 
has gone to college to study biology but then given up on his dream to become a 
veterinarian. The narrator's mission here, on orders from his own alter ego Tyler, is 
only to collect driver's licenses. What is not part of the homework Tyler has given 
him, is the point the narrator makes about the man's life and what he wants to "be 
when he grows up" (274). The narrator does however say that the whole sequence is 
Tyler's words coming out of his mouth (277). No matter the origin or the purpose of 
this event, it does stand out as a violent form of help and encouragement for the man 
who studied biology in college but gave up veterinary school because of the hard 
work. If one looks beyond the distorted view the narrator and Tyler have of their 
goals relative to the rest of the world, there is an intention to help people find their 
own happiness. The good intention aside, the details of the events are verging on 



Östberg 14	

sadistic, at best disregarding of human value, and are, as stated earlier, contradictory. 
The narrator casually holds the clerk at gunpoint, asks him if a photo he had in his 
wallet was of his parents, all the while callously mocking him:  

 
This was a tough one for you, you'd have to open your eyes and see the 
picture of Mom and Dad smiling and see the gun at the same time, but 
you did, and then your eyes closed and you started to cry. You were going 
to cool, the amazing miracle of death. One minute, you're a person, the 
next minute, you're an object, and Mom and Dad would have to call old 
doctor whoever and get your dental records because there wouldn't be 
much left of your face, and Mom and Dad, they'd always expected to 
much more from you and, no, life wasn't fair, and now it was come to 
this. (Palahniuk 272-73) 
 

From this passage, it can be argued that the narrator has incrementally developed a 
detachment from reality and humanity throughout the novel, clearly showing here, 
and the things he tells the clerk seem rather a product of his worldview and cynicism 
than a personal attack on the man aimed to cause him harm and ridicule him. 
Instead, it seems the narrator is hardly aware he is dealing with another human 
being; he might include the man in or equate him to his own low self-worth and 
disregard for life. Adding to this theory, Tyler has previously stated: "only through 
destroying myself can I discover the greater power of my spirit" (191). This 
destruction of oneself can be paralleled to the man being held at gunpoint, and that 
this, again, is a necessary evil in the narrator's mind to be able to help the man 
change his life and realize his full potential. Moreover, the narrator tells the man that 
"tomorrow will be the most beautiful day of your entire life" (277), again displaying a 
belief in that he is doing this man a favor. 
 

The destruction of the self in order to discover one’s true capabilities, is a notion 
similar to that presented by Paul Kennet, as he analyzes Fight Club from Lacan’s 
“The-Name-of-the-Father”-concept and identifies the goals of Tyler Durden as rooted 
in an Oedipal complex. In his analysis, Kennet argues that the fight clubs, through the 
act of fighting, bring about a “revolution within the self” and that every fight is in fact 
a “self-beating” given the terms of fighting where the members dress alike as to 
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mirror each other (54). Thereby, through fighting, which is arguably a form of 
destruction and in Fight Club also self-destruction, there is an effect in developing 
and improving oneself as large as to be referred to as revolutionary. That this will 
likely be the result for the man threatened at gun point to pursue his veterinarian 
dreams, is however questionable. This has been brought forward by Laurie Penny, as 
quoted by Barnett. She is here referring to David Fincher's film adaptation where 
Tyler is the one threatening the man: 
 

That’s not how that works. That guy isn’t working a restaurant job 
because he’s a loser and a consumerist shill. He’s doing it because he 
needs the money, and now he also has PTSD because a violent narcissist 
assaulted him in an alley. Great job, Tyler. (Barnett) 
 

Despite the intentions and reasons behind this event, the result is most likely an 
antipathetic reaction to the narrator on the reader's part, given the violence and 
cruelty aimed at the man, and it cannot be considered a scenario with duality in terms 
of character likeability. 
 
Another trait of the narrator that arguably can produce a sympathetic reader is 
Project Mayhem's grass root atmosphere and their goal of justice and retribution for 
society's hard-working men that, as Tyler puts it, "do your laundry and cook your 
food and serve your dinner... make your bed... guard you while you're asleep... [and] 
drive the ambulances" (Palahniuk 295) The novel portrays the narrator and the 
"space monkeys" as being fooled by society to believe they can become "millionaires 
and movie stars and rock stars" (296) and when they, on the narrator's initiative, 
realize they cannot, the fight clubs constitute their uprising and enables them to say, 
as Tyler does, "don't fuck with us" (296). This signals the aforementioned justice and 
retribution for the men partaking in Project Mayhem. 
 
In conclusion, Fight Club presents its protagonist in the form of the narrator and 
Tyler Durden, as an anti-hero who displays a complex mixture of sympathetic and 
antipathetic traits and behaviors: sympathetic in him being involved in a romantic 
relationship, expressing remorse over violent and unethical actions and having a 
belief that he will make the world a better place, and antipathetic in that he also 
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exhibits darker sides, showing a disregard for the lives of others, not hesitating to 
manipulate people around him and having a sense of entitlement and self-
righteousness combined with a lack of self-perception. In recognizing the goodwill 
behind the protagonist's intent of liberating unhappy, trapped men, however, there 
seems to be a sticking point in accepting the anti-consumerist and individualistic aim 
as beneficial not only for the individuals involved but as society as a whole.  
 
Giroux’s criticism of Fight Club is very much based in a political disagreement of 
what the novel succeeds in achieving, in that Giroux does not accept the depiction of 
masculinity in the novel or accept the novel’s proposed masculine crisis as a 
legitimate issue. The words of Giroux give rise to the notion of two possible paths, to 
holding the protagonist in a positive enough regard to view him as an anti-hero and 
not a villain. On one hand, sympathy for the anti-consumerist ideology would 
produce such a result, since the "good" intentions underlying the questionable means 
are recognized. Secondly, a resonance with the portrayal of masculinity and society in 
the novel, might enable a partly positive regard for the protagonist, disregarding 
ideological beliefs in the first place. Such a resonance can be found in the analyses of 
Boon and Neimneh, as they examine masculinity and anti-heroism, respectively, in 
relation to cultural norms.  Although not delving into any analyses of character, 
Boon’s positive regard for the novel and its content should speak for a resonance with 
the portrayal of masculinity indeed leading to a positive response to the protagonist 
that in extension can enable an interpretation of him as an anti-hero. In the same 
way, Neimneh’s description of the modern anti-hero very much coincides with the 
traits of Fight Club’s narrator and Tyler Durden: they exhibit a lack of social power 
and success, the narrator has the personality of an introvert and they both, as a whole 
personality, lead an anti-social life. Furthermore, much of the narrator’s development 
throughout the novel, including his doubts and struggles, as well as the overcoming of 
these, takes place on a mental, hidden level, similar to that described by Neimneh. 
Such a recognition stemmed from a cultural perspective, analogous to that of Boon, 
again enables an ameliorating enough interpretation of the narrator and Tyler 
Durden for them to be considered anti-heroes and not villains. 
 

Yet another possible path to viewing the protagonist as an anti-hero is a politically 
neutral stand-point, allowing for a deeper analysis beyond an easily polarized 
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political discourse. One example of this third possibility, and in explicit opposition to 
Giroux, is Burgess’s take on the novel where her qualitative distinction between the 
fight clubs and the guerilla-like movement of Project Mayhem, indicates a nuanced 
analysis, wherein the content of Fight Club is treated objectively and not seen 
through a lens of political beliefs. 
 
Consequently, Giroux’s and Burgess’ views on Fight Club illustrate two obstacles in 
interpreting the protagonist as an anti-hero. One is a strong enough perception of 
Fight Club as having an unmotivated, problematic focus on masculinity, as to hinder 
a recognizing of the political theme in the novel as relatable and positive in 
accordance with the reader’s beliefs. Similarly, a deeply held opposing political view 
could arguably dissuade a reader from accepting the content of the novel in its 
entirety. Contrary to this, if applying an objective, analytical perspective, as free from 
values and personal views as possible, it can be deduced that the narrator, rightly or 
wrongly, identifies causality between his hopelessness and the consumerist society. In 
this case, the context of gender and politics are set aside and anti-consumerism and 
the portrayal of masculinity in the novel are simply accepted as set circumstances 
wherein the protagonist moves. Here, the good intentions are recognized based on 
the perspective of the narrator himself. 
 

The average reader, however, might not apply such a perspective and would therefore 
be influenced or governed by their political and ideological opinions in evaluating the 
character of the narrator and Tyler Durden. Since the largest piece of empathy 
inducing factors in the story relate to the intentions behind the fight clubs and 
eventually Project Mayhem, an opposition from the reader regarding this will put the 
anti-hero character in a different light. How the reader's scales balance out is of 
course very individual, and the other sympathetic characteristics of the narrator may 
be enough to hold him in a positive regard.  
 
I argue that such a regard is most likely resulting from individuals reading the novel 
on an casual interest basis, as a reader drawn to read a novel like Fight Club will 
likely accept the ideological theme and societal commentary, especially given the 
notoriety the film adaptation has brought the story. Sympathy for the ideological 
beliefs of anti-consumerism and societal critique, or the aforementioned perspective 
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of analysis and objectivity, is therefore necessary in order to interpret the narrator 
and Tyler Durden as an anti-hero and not a villain. 
 

In an intertextual sense, maintaining an awareness of anti-heroic attributes and 
thereby keeping an ethical perspective in regarding the narrator's actions, this essay 
can hopefully contribute to a deeper and richer reading of Fight Club, perhaps 
bringing about thoughts, critiques and questions that would not have surfaced 
otherwise.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Östberg 19	

Works cited 

Barnett, David. "Is Fight Club's Tyler Durden film's most misunderstood man?" BBC 
Culture, 23 July 2019, www.bbc.com/culture/story/20190717-is-fight-clubs-
tyler-durden-films-most-misunderstood-man. Accessed 7 December 2019. 

Boon, Kevin A. "Men and Nostalgia for Violence: Culture and Culpability in Chuck 
Palahniuk's Fight Club." Journal of Men's Studies, vol. 11, no. 3, 2003, pp. 
267-276. 

Burgess, Olivia. “Revolutionary Bodies in Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club.” Utopian 
Studies, vol. 23, no. 1, 2012, pp. 263–280. 

Campbell, Joseph. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Princeton University Press, 
2004. 

Ebert, Roger. Review of Fight Club, directed by David Fincher. Ebert Digital LLC, 15 
October 1999, www.rogerebert.com/reviews/fight-club-1999. Accessed 7 
December 2019. 

Fight Club. Directed by David Fincher, 20th Century Fox, 1999. 
Giroux, Henry A. “Private Satisfactions and Public Disorders: ‘Fight Club’, Patriarchy, 

and the Politics of Masculine Violence.” Journal of Advanced Composition, 
vol. 21, no. 1, 2001, pp. 1–31. 

Jonason, Peter K., et al. “The Antihero in Popular Culture: Life History Theory and 
the Dark Triad Personality Traits.” Review of General Psychology, vol. 16, no. 
2, June 2012, pp. 192–199 

Kennet, Paul. ”Fight Club and the Dangers of Oedipal Obsession.” Stirrings Still: The 
International Journal of Existential Literature, vol. 2, no. 2, 2005, pp. 48-64. 

Locke, Brian. “’The White Man’s Bruce Lee’: Race and the Construction of White 
Masculinity in David Fincher's Fight Club (1999).” Journal of Asian American 
Studies, vol. 17, no. 1, 2014, pp. 61-89,130. 

Mendieta, Eduardo. "Surviving American Culture: On Chuck Palahniuk." Philosophy 
and Literature, vol. 29 no. 2, 2005, p. 394-408. 

Neimneh, Shadi. ”The Anti-Hero In Modernist Fiction: From Irony to Cultural 
Renewal.” Mosaic: a journal for the interdisciplinary study of literature, vol. 
46, no. 4, 2013, pp. 75-90.  

Oliver, Mary Beth, et al. “A Penchant for the Immoral: Implications of Parasocial 
Interaction, Perceived Complicity, and Identification on Liking of Anti-



Östberg 20	

Heroes.” Human Communication Research, vol. 45, no. 2, Nov. 2019, pp. 169–
201. 

Palahniuk, Chuck. Fight Club. E-book, Vintage Books, 2007. 
Sanders, Meghan S. “Making a Good (Bad) Impression: Examining the Cognitive 

Processes of Disposition Theory to Form a Synthesized Model of Media 
Character Impression Formation.” Communication Theory, vol. 20, no. 2, 
2010, pp. 147–168. 

Thorslev, Peter L.. Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes, University of Minnesota 
Press, 1962. 

Travers, Peter. Review of Fight Club, directed by David Fincher. Rolling Stone LLC, 
16 December 1999, www.rollingstone.com/movies/movie-reviews/fight-club-
96171/. Accessed 7 December 2019. 

Tuss, Alex. “Masculine Identity and Success: A Critical Analysis of Patricia 
Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley and Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight 
Club.” Journal of Men’s Studies, vol. 12, no. 2, Winter 2004, pp. 93–102. 



	

  


