





























































































































than seeing her gaze, he must assert his own being the only way he feels able:
through violent submission of the Other. Santoni explains Sartre’s position: “To be
human...any exploited native must be violent” (Santoni 50). On other occasions Joe
seems to seek to surrender his own being to the Other, as a masochist does: “with
something of the exaltation of his adopted father he sprang full and of his own
accord into the stranger’s fist [...] he just lay there with a profoundly contemplative
expression, looking quietly up at the two men, and the blonde woman still as
immobile and completely finished and surfaced as a cast statue” (LIA 240). This
scene foreshadows Joe’s passive acceptance of his own death, as he lies beneath the
table with a gun that he refuses to shoot. The passive acceptance of pain also mirrors
his relationship with his adopted father, and his stoic tolerance of the beatings
received from him. He expected nothing more, but was threatened by “the woman:
that soft kindness which he believed himself doomed to be forever victim of and
which he hated more than he did the hard and ruthless justice of men” (LIA 185-6).
This soft feminine kindness he sees as a tool to take from him his own masculine
identity, his only freedom: “She was trying to make me cry. Then she thinks that
they would have had me” (Ibid).

Joanna Burden’s kindness is perceived as a familiar threat and he needs to
make her feel his masculine power. Raping her, he is angered by her masculine
stoicism: ““My God,” he thought, ‘it was like I was the woman and she was the
man’” (LIA 258). When he returns to her house later, he is surprised to find the door
is not locked:
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it. Finally, as in childhood, he finds that the only way to express this existential
freedom is by confronting and consciously choosing the fate that seems to pursue
him. He murders, first his adopted father and then Joanna Burden, in an attempt to
liberate himself from their attempts to define him, to dictate his identity. He finds,
though, that this does not work; the ghosts of his victims still haunt him and his sense
of alienation is increased. He sets out to meet his fate, to choose it as his own. Like
any modern existential hero, Joe Christmas accepts the responsibility for the choices
he has made. Only this final action, this final choice, gives him the freedom he has
sought.

Sartre affirms that in certain circumstances the only freedom available is in
the relinquishing of one’s life. For the existentialist, one of the fundamental
characteristics of the authentic man, termed Dasein by German existential
philosopher Heidegger, is his acceptance of the ownership of his death. In his
Heideggerian study of Richard Wright, The Death-Bound-Subject, Professor Abdul
JanMohamed of the University of California argues “that it is precisely the slave’s
ability to ‘actualize’ his potential death that permits him to find the exit that leads to
his freedom” (15). The choice that Joe Christmas makes leads the other characters to
reason that he must, in fact, be a Negro. According to Jean Weisgerber, “Christmas
has only the preposterous freedom of choosing his own defeat, a particle of freedom

bent by the environment towards evil and death”."® His crime is to attempt, through

'3 Jean Weisgerber’s text, Faulkner and Dostoevsky, is an interesting study of the
influence of the Russian existentialist writer on the ideology of Faulkner. (See especially
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violent means, to regain the freedom which has been threatened on all sides since his
birth. He must choose a death of either the spirit or of the body: to live in servitude
or to die in freedom. This dreadful choice is one that appears often in novels of
slavery and of racially determined violence, and one that provides a major motif for

our next author, Richard Wright.

2.2 Richard Wright’s Existentialism: Violent Self-Assertion

But if a selfish West hamstrings the elite of Asia and Africa, distrusts
their motives, a spirit of absolutism will rise in Asia and Africa and will
provoke a spirit of counterabsolutism in the West. In case that happens,
all will be lost. We shall all, Asia and Africa as well as Europe, be
thrown back into an age of racial and religious wars, and the precious
heritage, the freedom of speech, the secular state, the independent
personality, the autonomy of science - which is not Western or Eastern,
but human, will be snuffed out of the minds of men.

Richard Wright, White Man, Listen!

Wright’s relationships with the famous French existentialists Jean-Paul
Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and Albert Camus are well documented.' In fact
Wright had already read the Germans Heidegger and Nietzsche, along with the

Scandinavian Kierkegaard, before he was introduced to the French thinkers by Ralph

pp- 203-217 on Light in August) Trans. By Dean McWilliams. Athens: Ohio UP, 1968.
Unlike my analysis, Weisgerber’s view of Christmas has him steeped in determinism.
This refuses the basic tenets of Sartrean existentialism: man always and everywhere exists
in a terrible freedom.

'4 Fabre gives an interesting account of the social and political connections
between Sartre and Wright during this time. They collaborated on many different
journals, committees, etc. for the anti-colonialist cause. Although certain writers, such as
Jeffrey Atteberry, see The QOutsider as a critique of Existentialism, this is not a position
with which I agree.
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The overt existential theme is “clearly predicated on Cross’ symbolic-death, but
another part reveals that his symbolic-death opens up a tangle of repression that permits a
deeply embedded death drive to manifest itself in the most gruesome way possible”
(JanMohamed 175). This subtext allows the exploration by the author of the destructive
powers of the death drive over the constructive life force. Cross Damon’s name unites
the two opposing forces of good and evil: his mother names him Cross after the cross of
Jesus. Damon, originating from the Greek daimon, can be aligned with the name of the
satanic power, and Cross refers to “the demoniacal” in him (124). His friends refer to
him, at the opening of the narrative, as “Mr. Death” (TO 2) and also as one who “feels
like God” (7). Thus Cross, in his all-encompassing nature, is “human, all too human,” and
he echoes those words of Kierkegaard with: “I’m simply too damned human” (TO 37).
His existential subjectivity is revealed by his reading material: Kafka, Heidegger,
Kierkegaard, etc. Ironically, these books reveal him to his hunter, as the philosophers
reveal man in all his “fear and trembling.” From the opening of the novel, his life is
“situated at the intersection of social-death and potential suicide [and] is circumscribed
and entirely permeated by death” (JanMohamed 177). Confirming his manhood by
calling on his willingness to die by his own hands, Cross manages to eke out an existence
on the margins of society.

How does one reconcile the actions of Cross Damon with the tenets of
philosophic existentialism, in particular with the existential concept of freedom?
Beginning with a chapter named “Dread,” Damon establishes his Heideggerian
being-towards-death, which was “conferred upon him in his childhood [and] staining
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is freedom, and freedom is a lack of being” (Barnes 4l).17 Man is nothing, but he is
always about-to-be whatever he chooses. Man’s nature is in his becoming, but this
responsibility is accompanied by fear and dread. If, in his dread he refuses to face
this realization, then he lives in what Sartre calls “mauvaise foi” or “bad faith.” This
is a state of self-deception in which man refuses to accept the responsibility which is
thrust upon him by virtue of his existence or being. “Bad faith is an evasion of man’s
essential freedom” (Barnes 156).

Society is, within the parameters of existentialism, both the product of man’s
freedom and the site for possible forms of alienation.'® As an outsider by virtue of
his race, Wright’s Cross Damon suffers from social alienation, or what JanMohamed
calls social-death. As such, his subjectivity is in revolt against any system or persons
who try to enslave him. Gladys and Dot identify him primarily as
father/provider/husband. His mother identifies him as son and husband substitute.
Society acknowledges his lower working-class Negro identity. What Houston, the
other outsider, realizes is that this social alienation forces the subject to confront the

truth of his existence:

'" Hazel Barnes, the well-known English translator of Sartre’s Being and
Nothingness, addresses this issue with particular clarity in The Literature of Possibility: A
Study in Humanistic Existentialism. The sudden awareness of this totality of freedom can,
and in literature often does, result in negative effects. Barnes explains that “the immediate
consequences of man’s discovery of himself as a free nihilating being are almost
inevitablgy shattering - or at the very least, extremely depressing” (42).

'® In his article published in the journal Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research, “Existentialism and Existentialisms”, Mikel Dufrenne of the University of
Paris, explicates Sartre on this subject. For Sartre the main forms of social alienation are:
“class or race struggle, colonialist oppression, and capitalistic ferocity” (61).
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‘The negro has to know this [that man “is nothing in particular”]. How

could he escape knowing it? He looks right at it every day of his life,

every hour...” Houston paused, smiled cynically. ‘All my life I’ve been

haunted by the notion that this life we live is a pretense, and all the

more deadly because it is a pretense. And woe to the man who dares to

reveal that pretense! He is the criminal...” He pulled deeply at his

cigarette and laughed softly. ‘“Man’s nothing in particular’’, he

repeated Cross’s words. ‘I think you’re pretty close to something there.’

(125)
In his position in American society, which is essentially a non-position, the Negro is
forced into social-death by the threat of actual death, which continues for the African-
American long after slavery’s abolition.'? It is this coercion, however, that constitutes the
very authenticity remarked upon by Houston. One demand made upon what JanMohamed
refers to as the ‘death-bound-subject’ is the repression of his desire for a life full of
possibilities (19). He is in the unenviable position of being caught between avoiding death
and avoiding life; he exists in the shadows.?® Cross expresses the desperation this half-life

engenders: “Goddam! To swap the burden of this sorry consciousness for something

else!” (TO 126).

' JanMohamed writes that “there exists a powerful, if somewhat submerged,
tradition within African American literature and culture that continually and
systematically mediates on the effectivity of the threat of death as a mode of coercion”
(3). The continuation of certain socio-political conditions of slavery, such as
powerlessness, social-death, and lack of honor, indicate that “the effective practical, if not
legal, continuation of slavery” still exist in the U.S. (5). Although Wright experienced
certain sorts of freedom unavailable to his slave ancestors, “in spite of this relative
freedom, he felr as if he were a slave” (6). In this way he constitutes a perfect “witness” to
slavery, says JanMohamed, as “someone who is simultaneously within and outside the
experience of slavery” (6).

*%This metaphor is more fully explored by Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, which
will be discussed in a following section.
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Norton, Bledsoe, and the Brotherhood all attempt to impose some kind of identity on the
hero. In this process he becomes for them an object; as long as he tries to please, to see
himself mirrored in the gaze of the Other, his freedom as subject eludes him. Attempting
to live according to the dictates of others, he cannot realize his true identity, and he feels
lost in a world whose rules are unfamiliar to him:

My doubts grew. Perhaps all was not well. [ remained in my room

all the next day. I grew conscious that | was afraid; more afraid here in

my room than I had ever been in the South.[...] In the evening | went

out to a movie, a picture of frontier life with heroic Indian fighting and

struggles against flood, storm and forest fire [...] I forgot myself

(although there was no one like me taking part in the adventures) and

left the dark room in a lighter mood. But that night [ dreamed of my

grandfather and awoke depressed. | walked out of the building with a

queer feeling that [ was playing a part in some scheme which I did not

understand. (171)
Fearful of the responsibility of defining himself, Ellison’s character accepts the
identification given him by others, however absurd or demeaning it might be. In the early
pages of the narrative, he describes the feeling that came over him as he listened to the
music of Louis Armstrong, singing: “What did I do/ To be so black/ And blue?” The
words filled him with fear, because “this familiar music had demanded action, the kind of
which I was incapable, and yet had I lingered there beneath the surface I might have
attempted to act” (IM 12). In spite of all his disillusionment the invisible man still has
belief in the power of action, in the power of individual freedom. This is what makes this
narrative a more hopeful one than either Faulkner or Wright conceived. The underground
home of the character is, he tells us early on, a temporary state: “A hibernation is a covert

preparation for a more overt action” (IM 13).

56



We are never told what actions the character has in mind, only that his isolation
has a purpose: “Here, at least, I could try to think things out in peace, or, if not in peace,
in quiet” (571). His narrative has shown “me the hole I was in, if you will—and 1
reluctantly accepted the fact” (572). Accepting his own “facticity,” as Sartre terms it, he
comes to understand that he is the creator of his own life:

You go along for years knowing something is wrong, then suddenly you

discover that you’re as transparent as air. At first you tell yourself that

it’s all a dirty joke, or that it’s due to the ‘political situation’. But deep

down you come to suspect that you’re yourself to blame, and you stand

naked and shivering before the millions of eyes who look through you

unseeingly. That is the real soul sickness. (IM 575)
The basic ontological problem outlined in Being and Nothingness is this dilemma faced
by all human beings.24 “Alone, I can see myself as pure consciousness in a world of
possible projects; the Other’s look makes me see myself as an object in another
perception” (Davis 325). According to Davis, when the subject is confronted with this
threat to his being, to his freedom as consciousness, the task becomes to absorb this other:
to make the Other an object for the self. As the quotation from Sartre at the onset of this
chapter states: by denying the humanity of the Other, | deny my own humanity. This is

the complex nature of subject-object relations; being-for-itself both receives its freedom

(as action potential) and has its freedom threatened by the presence of other beings. The

** This issue is clearly, if briefly explained by Cynthia A. Davis in her analysis in
Contemporary Literature, “Self, Society, and Myth in Toni Morrison’s Fiction”. She
explores elements of Jean Paul Sartre in Morrison, and although she does not directly
discuss Ellison, the pages devoted to Sartre have an admirable clarity about them. Her
focus is primarily on the issue of “bad faith” and its relationship to racial identity in black
characters from The Bluest Eye and The Song of Solomon.
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by relationships with the world around him. If Others do not see him, it is because he has
chosen to hide his true identity. Their blindness to the truth about him is symbolic; the
real difficulty is his own blindness to the truth about himself and about his need for
relationships. Not until his death confronts him does he come to see reality about
existence. In the impetus to grab his freedom, appropriating it by any means available—
flight from his family, murders, etc.—he misunderstands the truth. His own humanity lies
in recognizing the humanity and freedom in those around him. Lieber is correct in
recognizing the advances made by Ellison’s narrator. His isolation has been a preparation
to return to the world and participate in it with his new awareness. He does not have the
“bad faith” of characters like Damon who ignore the truth central to existence. He loves
light, he informs us in the early pages of the narrative, light “gives birth to my form. [...]
Without light I am not only invisible, but formless as well; and to be unaware of one’s
form is to live a death. I myself, after existing some twenty years, did not become alive
until I discovered my invisibility” (IM 7). Light is symbolic, as it often is, of truth: “The
truth is the light and the light is the truth” (7). The entire narrative is this search by the
invisible man for the truth about himself and those around him, and part of this truth is the
acceptance of his own responsibility: “I do not choose as I once did to deny the violence
of my days by ignoring it” (italics mine, IM 5). He comes to embrace life, with all its
unknown experiences, in a Joycean moment in the Epilogue:

So it is that now I denounce and defend, or feel prepared to defend. I

condemn and affirm, say no and say yes, say yes and say no. | denounce

because though implicated and partially responsible, I have been hurt to

the point of abysmal pain, hurt to the point of invisibility. And I defend

because in spite of all I find that I love. In order to get some of it down |
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Some characters, and that would include all of the black characters we have

so far considered, fall into bad faith “by internalizing the ‘Look’ of the majority
culture” (Davis 325). As we are about to discuss a female protagonist, for the first
time in this study, it is relevant to note that this is particularly true of female subjects,
whose objectification in our culture has been well documented.*’ Characters, such as
Morrison’s Sethe, that are black and female face particular challenges in any attempt
to lead an authentic existence. One possible response to gain power is forbidden to
them: they cannot even meet the eyes of the Other who threatens them with object
status. Sartre explains this subject-object dialectic thus:

It may be that I choose at the moment of my upsurge into the world to

look at the look of the Other (whereupon the look and its objectifying

power disappear, leaving only the eyes) and to build my subjectivity on

the collapse of the Other’s freedom (that is, therefore, on the Other-as-

object). (quoted in Streller 43)
One common circumstance of black experience is the prohibition against staring directly
at a white person. JanMohamed describes various cases where whites responded violently
when a black “did not display the expected humble demeanor” (7). In fact, he states “that
in the racialized relations between whites and blacks in the South nothing short of the
absolutely total subservience of blacks was, in practice, demanded and, most important,

policed by the threat of death” (7). Forced into subservience, it would seem that mask-

wearing is the only alternative open to such subjects. Resolution of the subject-object

%7 This issue will be more fully discussed in a Chapter Five. Various authors have
dealt with this as it applies to existentialist thought, including the famous French
philosopher and friend of Sartre—Simone de Beauvoir.
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novels of urban decline as representative of the breakdown, in Freudian terms, of subject-
object boundaries. He explores this theme through the spacial trope, whereas I consider
the breakdown of boundaries as the impetus that threatens individual freedom, resulting
in a corresponding need to appropriate the freedom of the Other. Consumerism
contributes to this fragmentation.

In his article, “Tom Wolfe: Material Boy,” Richard Cooper Rand sums up
Wolfe’s opus in these words:

No other writer-living or dead-can touch Wolfe on his subject. What

his characters wear, what they drive (or wish they drove), where they

went to school (or didn't), how much they earn (and why it's never

enough), their beer of choice, music of choice, living room furniture of

choice: he engages the hermeneutics of status with the crazed

comprehensiveness of an idiot savant (or a Ph.D. from Yale). So too

the narcissism, megalomania, and general churning anxiety that
comprise the personal pathology of status. (13)

Tom Wolfe, Rand reports, is not really interested in complexities; he does not “write the
whole person.” In this he is definitely a forerunner of the postmodern novel, where
everything exists on the surface and the subject is fragmented.

The shallowness of the postmodern subject might partially result from the loss of
any sense of shared identity with the past. Walter Benn Michaels, in The Shape of the
Signifier, outlines the difference between two novels, Morrison’s Beloved and Ellis’
American Psycho; the distinction he explores is centered on the relationship between
generations. Michaels maintains that in the former narrative, identity is transferred from
one generation to another, whereas in American Psycho the only inheritance is one of
property rather than a sense of generational identity. Michaels’ remarks can be

extrapolated to include Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities. Sherman McCoy inherits, along
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because it is characteristic of the process by which individuals spontaneously
organize themselves in the face of scarcity or threat” (53).
Bonfire of the Vanities, similarly to American Psycho, is replete with all

the consumerism one might expect from a story focused on a wealthy stock-
broker on Wall Street. We are treated to frequent and extensive descriptions of
clothes, of furniture, and of the physical attributes of different characters.
Sherman thinks of his father as having “a manly chin, a big round chin such as
Yale men used to have in those drawings by Gibson and Leyendecker, an
aristocratic chin, if you want to know what Sherman thought. He was a Yale man
himself” (BV 11). He describes his wife coldly, while rationalizing his affair
with a younger woman:

But the smile on her face was obviously genuine, altogether pleasant...

a lovely smile, in fact...Still a very good-looking woman, my

wife...with her fine thin features, her big clear blue eyes, her rich

brown hair...But she’s forty years old!...No getting around it...Today

good-looking... Tomorrow they’ll be talking about what a handsome

woman she is...Not her fault... But not mine either! (BV 10).
His apartment has “twelve-foot ceilings...two wings, one for the white Anglo-Saxon
Protestants who own the place and one for the help.” It is, he knows, the sort of place “the
mere thought of which ignites flames of greed and covetousness under people all over
New York and, for that matter, all over the world” (BV 10). Surrounded by scarcity, by
the “third world down there,” Sherman senses that his privileged position is decidedly

threatened. It is a hunt-or-be-hunted existence, as he sees it, and he does not intend to

lose.
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The title of this narrative, Bonfire of the Vanities, offers insight into the author’s
vision for his work. It is informed by the edict pronounced by the prophet Savonarola
during the Renaissance. Savonarola of Florence was a prophet of doom and repentance.
Disgusted by the decadence which the residents of Florence exhibited, he ordered the
destruction by fire of personal adornments considered signs of vanity, signs which he
believed to reflect the decadence of the times. From this choice of title, Joshua Masters
infers that Wolfe’s “novel shares a similar prophetic vision of the city, one capable of
illuminating the corruption and decay of contemporary American values, beliefs and
practices” (209). However, Wolfe’s novel offers no redemption, claims Masters, but
rather illuminates the triumph of the apocalyptic city. In Savonarola’s Florence the people
repent and willingly sacrifice their adornments to the bonfire, whereas Wolfe’s city is set
aflame by jealousy from without and greed from within. Class domination is depicted by
the prophet of Florence as a form of vampirism, wherein the corpulent bodies of the
wealthy feed on the blood of the poor. In Bonfire the fear of being devoured, expressed by
the paranoia of McCoy, masks the actual desire to devour the Other. In the end Sherman
is himself devoured by the system, a powerful commentary on the capitalistic system
which feeds on its own. Made into a sacrificial offering to the “barbarian hordes,” he
finds that “[t]here’s no such thing as loyalty on Wall Street...I don’t exist at Pierce and
Pierce anymore” (BV 550). He realizes that his sense of self has been determined by the
“gaze” of the Other and by the objects which he owns. In a discussion with his lawyer, he
attempts to explain the sense of loss that results when all that he has taken for granted is

suddenly stripped away from him: “It’s damned sobering how fast it goes when it goes”
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(BV 550). Without the status that defined him, people he assumed were friends will no
longer respond to his calls:

I can’t explain the feeling. All I can tell you is that I’m already dead,

or the Sherman McCoy of the McCoy family and Yale and Park

Avenue and Wall Street is dead. Your sel/f—I don’t know how to

explain it, but if, God forbid, anything like this ever happens to you,

you’ll know what I mean. Your self...is other people, all the people

you’re tied to, and it’s only a thread. (BV 551)
In the capitalist system, one misstep can lead to a fall that results in being trampled by the
herd of opportunists racing for their piece of the urban pie. As Sherman McCoy finds, it is
too easy to be consumed by the fires ignited by oneself.

Masters sees no redemption in this novel. On the contrary, for him, the message is
one that evokes white supremacy. He draws our attention to Sherman’s violence at the
end of the narrative, when he has accepted that all is lost and joins in the brutish
behaviour of the underclass. No longer fearful of the Other, he now openly confronts him:
“Sherman sought out their faces, as if to obliterate them with his very eyes” (BV 685).
His gaze now threatens the freedom of the Other. Masters remarks that this is the most
dangerous message of the novel:

Sherman, The Great White Defendant rising phoenix-like from the
ashes of the smouldering city, evokes a similar longing for a “new
order” of stronger, fiercer white males willing to accept the urban
apocalypse as a utopian field of battle. Thus while the novel
announces the end to an era of “white” supremacy, it also marks the
beginning of a new urban struggle, sure to be just as terrifying as the
last. (Masters 224)

Masters might well be right. In the next novel that centers on a stocks-and-bonds trader

in New York City, the main character is not on the defensive, but on the attack.
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3.3 Ellis’s American Psycho: New Notes from Underground

Sexuality and violence, in life and in literature, have themselves become a
significant part of the cultural system, as commodified as any other source of capital.
Contemporary novelists like Bret Easton Ellis incorporate into their work the violent
sexuality that surrounds them. The controversial novel by Ellis, American Psycho, created
quite an unusual furor on its initial release. Despite two previous successful novels, Ellis’
publishers (Simon & Schuster) canceled this third work on the eve of its release in 1990,
due to corporate pressure. Organizations such as the National Organization of Women
demanded a general boycott of the novel following its eventual release by Knopfin 1991.
After publication there were continued calls for censorship, sometimes accompanied by a
demand for the author’s castration. As one might expect, keeping in mind the dictum that
no publicity is bad publicity, such responses simply increased the book’s desirability as a
trendy consumer item, its hyper-violence making it so much grist for the corporate mill. |
argue, with others such as Alex E. Blazer, that our society must assume some
responsibility for the appearance, textually or otherwise, of a character such as the novel’s
anti-hero. In this chapter I explore both the capitalist critique and the existential position
put forth in American Psycho. Ellis’ epigraph from Dostoevsky explains the novel as an
effort “to clarify the reasons why he appeared and was bound to appear in our midst” (AP

3). The first section will consider the issue of psychopathy in today’s society and its

91



implications for Patrick Bateman in American Psycho. Inherent in this consideration is
the novel’s critique of consumer culture in late capitalism. The final section considers the
philosophy of existentialism and its dominating role in this piece of fiction. My thesis is
that, far from being a gratuitous collection of sadistic pornography, Ellis’ novel contains
powerful observations regarding a social system that can spawn such a violent,
narcissistic character. As Jean-Paul Sartre has observed there are “no witnesses to
violence, only participants” (Santoni 39). Reactions from readers of this novel imply that
they do indeed feel implicated in the violence as presented in the text. This must be
reason enough to grant Ellis’ work more than the cursory condemnation it has generally

received in the critical literature.

3.4 Psychopaths, the Real and Hyperreal

Serial killers have long fascinated the North American reading/viewing public.
Ellis’s central character and narrator is named Patrick Bateman, an obvious allusion to the
infamous Norman Bates of the Hitchcock classic, Psycho. Norman is a psychotic who
functions normally on the surface, and might unknowingly be your neighbour. Patrick
Bateman (bait-man) is a serial killer who might, unbeknownst to you, be your yuppie
stockbroker. These works reveal the advancement of ‘psycho’ portrayals from the
management of a small family Inn (Psycho) to managing millions of dollars on Wall
Street (American Psycho). He’s come a long way, baby! Other variations between these
works include the detail that the psych in psycho no longer stands for psychotic: the new

buzzword is psychopath. There are no Freudian suggestions of an oedipal fixation, no
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mother issues for our new psycho. We are never given any obvious explanation as to why
Bateman feels the need to kill. In a world made all too familiar with psychopathic killers
via the media - recall the recent BTK horrors - we accept that this is simply what
psychopaths do. Psychiatry is still struggling to understand the predisposing factors that
may contribute to the development of such monstrous persons, while ruefully admitting
that there is no form of treatment known to alter their personalities.

One contributing factor, which cannot be ignored, is consumerism. In an article on
American Psycho and postmodern thought, Alex E. Blazer suggests that “[o]ur obsession
with consumerism is psychologically fatal; underneath the narcissist lies...the sociopath.”
Where in society are the most intransigent narcissists certain to be found? The foremost
specialist on psychopaths knows. Dr. Robert Hare from Vancouver B.C. is the author of
Without Conscience: The Disturbing World of the Psychopaths Among Us. He half-
jokingly claims that, had he not been able to study psychopathy in the penal system, the
Vancouver Stock Exchange would have been his second choice. Quite a few white-collar
criminals are psychopathic, says Hare. Since psychopaths love chaos and hate rules they
are naturally comfortable in the fast-moving world of the modern corporation:

[T]hey flourish because the characteristics that define the disorder are

actually valued [in the corporate environment]. When they get caught,

what happens? A slap on the wrist, a six-month ban from trading, and

don't give us the $100 million back. I've always looked at white-collar

crime as being as bad [as other crime]. (Hare 222)
Hare defines psychopathy as “a socially devastating disorder defined by a constellation of
affective, interpersonal, and behavioural characteristics, including egocentricity;
impulsivity; irresponsibility; shallow emotions; lack of empathy, guilt, or remorse;
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pathological lying; manipulativeness; and the persistent violation of social norms and
expectations” (188). Of the cluster of distinctive personality traits described as
psychopathic, the one most often in the foreground of forensic psychiatric discussion is an
utter lack of conscience. In today’s cynical world, we expect very little in the way of
ethics from lawyers, politicians, or especially businessmen, often with good reason. We
have been shown repeatedly that ‘looking out for number one’ is often the prevailing
professional goal; profit margins have replaced any humanistic concerns on the Wall
Streets of the Western World. “In a capitalistic economy dominated by multinational
corporations where the profit is supreme, where decentralized decision-making diffuses
responsibility, where the quest for economic success and security are managerial
imperatives, and where a company engineer or corporate manager is more absorbed by
the constraints of carrying out his or her specific tasks than by the probable results of
those tasks, evil takes on a certain banality” (Hills 8).

This dullness is chillingly obvious in Ellis’ anti-hero. Much of the novel’s
discourse is presented in a tone expressing boredom with even the most horrifying events.
During a particularly brutal murder Patrick says:

I can already tell that it’s going to be a characteristically useless,
senseless death, but then I’'m used to the horror. (American Psycho 329)4

Bateman and his acquaintances pride themselves on their imperviousness to shock. When
people ask Patrick what he wants to do while out on the town he responds with some

disgustingly vile and violent fantasy; “Well, yeah, but besides that,” they quip (AP 313).

* Bret Easton Ellis, American Psycho. New York: Vintage Contemporaries, 1991.
Hereafter cited in text as “AP.”
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Responding to his girlfriend’s whining query as to why she could not come to his place
the previous evening, Bateman yawns and says, “Because your neighbor’s head was in
my freezer” (118). Even the beauty of the natural world cannot reach Patrick: “I keep ‘
studying her face, bored by how beautiful it is...” (125). Nothing registers. No one listens.
No one cares. No one seems to be there at all. No wonder that our narrator feels himself
invisible. He exists in a postmodern world of images, slipping and sliding across a sea of
signifiers (Blazer 98). He spends the novel alternately drowning in this sea of signifiers,
of television talk shows, clothing stores and porn videos, and fighting in his own
desperate way to swim to the surface.

This banality and lack of affect is typical of the psychopathic personality, and
such personalities are typical of our consumer culture. Some sociologists believe that
such behaviour is the only sane response to a sick society. Various forces within
contemporary society contribute to an increase in the aggressive or destructive instinct to
the detriment of the creative, life affirming instinct. One such influence is the
dehumanization of the processes of production and consumption; the interests of the
capital machine absorb the needs of the individual. Any sense of meaningful individuality
is lost, a blatant theme in American Psycho. Patrick and his peer group all dress
essentially the same, wearing designer labels, fashion salon haircuts and trendy
eyeglasses (non-prescription, worn only for effect):

Owen has mistaken me for Marcus Halberstam...and it seems a logical

faux pas since Marcus works at P&P also, in fact does the same exact thing

I do, and he also has a penchant for Valentino suits and clear prescription

glasses and we share the same barber at the same place, the Pierre Hotel,
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Chapter Four

On the Road to the Self:
Slouching Towards Freedom

Twentieth century peoples have erected so many psychological
barriers against strong emotion, and have invested those defenses with
so much of the energy derived from forbidden impulse, that they can
no longer remember what it feels like to be inundated with desire.
They tend, rather, fo be consumed with rage...

Christopher Lasch

Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of everyone
of its members... Whoso must be a man, must be a nonconformist.
Ralph Waldo Emerson

4.1 The Struggle for Individuation

Individuation, defined by psychoanalyst Erich Fromm as "the growing emergence
of the individual from his primitive social and natural ties," is at the centre of man's
awareness of, and striving towards his own freedom (FF 23). This growth of the
individual is marked not only by increasing strength but also by an increasing sense of
aloneness. The dialectical nature of individuation is met, as one might assume, by a
corresponding ambivalence in the individual. Wanting freedom, the individual is yet
frightened by the implications of what Sartre referred to as a "terrible freedom."
Beginning in childhood, Fromm explains it this way: "The child becomes freer to develop
and express its own individual self unhampered by those ties which were limiting it. But
the child also becomes more free from a world which gave it security and reassurance”
(FF 24). We see the early positive and negative aspects of freedom: freedom from and

freedom ro. Like Sartre, Fromm sees human existence and freedom as essentially
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of the bus is streaked with dried rain” (47). But of course the day ends in fear and
disaster. The bus is attacked and the cries of the passengers leap “out from throats of
perception.” Now they and Daniel perceive the truth of how things are. Daniel finds
himself buried in the skirts of his mother, while his father makes a solitary attempt to
subdue the angry crowd and is attacked by them. A wonderful day with his mother and
father turns into a nightmare: “I am in an intoxication of fear,” the boy remembers (50). It
is unlikely that the child could ever feel safe again.

With this new insight into the world, his perceptions alter. The curses of his
grandmother, previously assumed by Daniel to be the ravings of a mad woman, are now
seen as the “exact and potent introjection of measures of doom into our lives” (51). His
new sense of vulnerability haunts him, along with an awareness of “the quality of calmly
experienced, planned revolutionary sacrifice” in his father (52). He feels that there is an
evil threatening them of which he has previously been unaware. The sense of some
unknown threat that seems to loom over them, and his helplessness in the face of it, is
omnipresent. His father’s actions are not explicable in the ordinary way: “what he did was
mysterious and complicated and not anything like what people were saying” (52). He
begins to sense, vaguely, that his father is on some self-destructive mission and that he,
Daniel, is along for the ride. He cries for the loss of his innocence and for the fate of all of

them.

Sadism: The Effort to Appropriate the Other’s Freedom
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religious belief; he was a devout Roman Catholic. In her comprehensive study of the
works that inspired Percy, The Gift of the Other, Howland explores the philosophic basis
for Percy’s existentialism. His ideology is closest to the writings of Gabriel Marcel, says
Howland, because they both place focus on the reconciliation of the subject/object
dichotomy. All existentialists acknowledge the significance of the synthesis which Hegel
made central. This issue of constructive relationships with the Other was one which Sartre
alludes to in his works, but never fully develops. Such an affirmative vision is a vital part
of Walker Percy’s literary approach; he states in an essay: “The psychical forces presently
released in the postmodern consciousness open unlimited possibilities for both destruction
and liberation, for an absolute loneliness or a rediscovery of community and
reconciliation” (The Message in the Bottle 112). His narratives focus on embracing
liberation, rather than on destruction, as did Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel.

His first novel, The Moviegoer (1961), develops around the alienation experienced
by the narrator and his growing awareness of the importance of human relationships in
allaying this angst. In light of the previous chapter, it is interesting to note that Percy’s
central character, John Bickerson Bolling, is a young white male stocks-and-bonds
broker. Unlike the characters found in the novels by Wolfe and Ellis, “Binx” resides in
the Southern city of New Orleans rather than in New York City. Although he enjoys his
money and his casual affairs, his life is essentially an “exercise in cultivating different

sensations” (Howland 24). Since the narrative reveals the events of only eight days in his

Based primarily on Marcel, Percy’s position is that coming to self-awareness is a
continuous process: a journey, not a destination.
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But things have suddenly changed. My peaceful existence in Gentilly has been
complicated. This morning, for the first time in years, there occurred to me the
possibility of a search. I dreamed of the war, no, not quite dreamed but woke
with the taste of it in my mouth, the queasy-quince taste of 1951 and the Orient. I
remembered the first time the search occurred to me. I came to myself under a
chindolea bush. Everything is upside down for me, as I shall explain later. What
are generally considered to be the best times are for me the worst times, and that
worst of times was one of my best. My shoulder didn’t hurt but it was pressed
hard against the ground as if somebody sat on me. Six inches from my nose a
dung beetle was scratching around under the leaves. As I watched, there awoke
in me an immense curiosity. [ was onto something. I vowed that if I ever got out
of this fix, I would pursue the search. Naturally, as soon as I recovered and got
home, I forgot all about it. (M 11)
In this moment Binx confronts his own past, his facticity. Previously, he has been
defining himself by reference to different movie characters: he loves like Clark Gable, or
he seduces girls like Cary Grant. In the present moment, by means of this very evocative
real memory, our narrator finds that his life begins to feel real. He begins to be present to
his own life. Looking at his belongings, the accoutrements of his existence, he reflects:
“A man can look at this little pile on his bureau for thirty years and never once see it. It is
as invisible as his own hand. Once I saw it, however, the search became possible (M 11).
The entire search involves, he tells the reader, simply “what anyone would undertake if he
were not sunk in the everydayness of his own life” (M 13). Not to be involved in this
search is to be in despair. Binx is onto something, and therefore he is moving away from
his despair.
Trauma or catastrophe is essential, Percy believes, to permit an individual to
become self-aware. It is the first step towards accepting the burden of choice inherent in
existential freedom. The work of theologian Jerome Taylor, In Search of Self: Life, Death

& Walker Percy, is an exploration of the quest for selthood in all of Percy’s central
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dead” (M 13). Binx however, rejecting the “reality” he has found in movies, is on his

way towards authenticity and away from “bad faith”. He carefully seeks out the truth in

ordinary experiences. Going to his aunt’s home, he is greeted by the black servant:
For some reason it is possible to see Mercer more clearly today than usual.
Ordinarily it is hard to see him because of the devotion. He worked for my
grandfather in Feliciana Parish before Aunt Emily brought him to New Orleans.
He is thought to be devoted to us and we to him. But the truth is that Mercer and
I are not at all devoted to each other. My main emotion around Mercer is unease
that in threading his way between servility and presumption, his foot might slip.
M 22)

Recognizing the humanity in the Other, a servant whom he has taken for granted in the

past, Binx begins to relate with those around him as reflections of his own subjectivity

and freedom.

Binx is good at making money, and he acknowledges that he enjoys money, but
unlike the protagonists of Wolfe and Ellis this trader does not place a great deal of
significance on material things. His aunt speaks ironically of “barbarians at the inner
gate” with “Mr. Bolling the stockbroker” as defender of the spoils (M 33). However,
Percy’s character does not see himself, like Wolfe’s McCoy, as a “master of the
universe.” He is not obsessively engaged, as are the characters of Ellis, in a game of
‘keeping-up-with-the-Joneses.” Binx is able to resist the attempt to seduce him to return to
the prosperous and prestigious company of his Uncle Jules. In his search for authenticity,
though, Binx Bolling finds that few others are interested: “People often ask me what is

wrong with the world...and I always try to give an answer...I have noticed, however, that

no one really wants to listen to an answer” (M 39).
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the subject’s sexual desire is dictated, sanctioned, and punished by
the rules of gender. (Subjects of Desire 202)°*

Even if one rejects the Lacanian position, one must still acknowledge and confront the
import of gender in establishing the subject’s identity. Human beings seek recognition,
and “the terms by which we are recognized as human are socially articulated and
changeable” (Undoing Gender 2).”> Butler warns that some methods of recognition, such
as those based on race or gender, can “undo” the person by conferring recognition, or
“undo” the person by withholding recognition (Ibid). The socially constructed world in
which the subject finds him/herself might, in fact, result in total undoing when this self
“no longer incorporates the norm in such a way that makes this ‘I’ fully recognizable” (U
3). Despite the individual’s need for recognition by the Other, sometimes the terms of that
recognition are intolerable to the self’s sense of identity.

Butler maintains that the notion of gender is in fact performative rather than
essential, that we become female by acting in a required way dictated by cultural norms.
In her noteworthy text Gender Trouble Butler argues that gender is a doing rather than a
being, a process rather than an existent. °® This antinaturalist approach is sometimes
interpreted as a rejection of the materialism of the self. Critical theorist Terry Eagleton
addresses this dichotomy with his usual clarity: “we are not ‘cultural’ rather than ‘natural’

creatures, but cultural beings by virtue of our nature” (qouted in Alcoff 161). Recent

>* Judith Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century
France. New York: Columbia U P, 1987. Hereafter cited in text as “SD.”
>> Judith Butler, Undoing Gender. Boca Raton, FLA: Routledge, Taylor and
Francis Group, 2004. Hereafter cited in text as “U.”
*® For a complete discussion on the various feminist ideologies, see Linda Martin
Alcoff’s Visible Identities: Race, Gender, and the Self. Oxford: Oxford U P, 2006.
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“Fight Clubs” have sprung up all over North America. The less-than-positive conclusion
of the narrative does not bode well for the males who seek to emulate the experiences of
its central character/narrator. In Bastard Out of Carolina, the narrator is a young girl
whose femininity makes her prey to physical and sexual abuse by her step-father. She
initially accepts the role of sexual masochist, but gradually learns to reject it as she
struggles towards individuation. We begin the analysis of these novels with a necessarily
brief grounding in Sartre’s concepts of sexual sadism and masochism, with their

stereotypical gendered associations.

5.2 Sartre and Sadomasochism

In Being and Nothingness Sartre affirms that all intersubjective relationships have
sadism and masochism as permanent possibilities. This reflects the nature of human
freedom, something both sought and feared by the individual subject. Butler explains
Sartre’s position thus: “Sadomasochism is the paradox of determinate freedom revealed
in sexual life” (SD 139). Consciousness is always individual and therefore separate from
all Other forms of consciousness. In sexual desire the subject seeks to know the Other as
Jfreedom manifested by the body; in fact, desire is “consciousness making itself body”
(BN 389). All sexual desire has at its base the demand for recognition by the Other; two
forms that desire might take, sadism and masochism, differ only in the means each
chooses to achieve such recognition. I come to realize the limits of my freedom when the
Other looks at me, that is to say makes of me an object for himself. Simultaneously, the

Other is revealed to me as a separate freedom that necessarily limits the possibilities of
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my freedom. In the presence of the Other’s “look,” I am no longer master of the situation
(BN 265). As such, the Other is a constant threat to me, and his freedom a reminder of the
objectifying limits placed on my own freedom. Attempting to recover myself as free
subject, then, involves absorbing the Other (BN 364). This attempt, for it is clearly
doomed, involves various strategies. One such strategy is sadism: “The aim of sadism is
to secure the freedom of the sadist at the expense of the freedom of the victim” (Martin
92). In Chuck Palahniuk’s 2003 novel, Fight Club, we are introduced to a man “who must

torture himself into manhood” (Ta 267).

5.3 Sadistic Masculine Stereotyping: Fight Club

By the end of the American Century, every outlet of the consumer world—
magazines, ads, movies, sports, music videos—would deliver the message
that manhood had become a performance game to be won in the
marketplace, not the workplace, and that male anger was now part of the
show. Susan Faludi, Stiffed

Sadomasochism
The societal stereotype is that of the aggressive, even sadistic, male and the
passive or masochistic female. Sartre’s explanation of the sadism/masochism response is
non-gender specific. Either might assume the role of sadist or masochist; in fact the roles
are often interchangeable:
[T]he sadist’s effort is to ensnare the Other in his flesh by means of violence and

pain, by appropriating the Other’s body in such a way that he treats it as flesh so as
to cause flesh to be born. But this appropriation surpasses the body which it
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appropriates, for its purpose is to possess the body only insofar as the Other’s
freedom has been ensnared within it (BN 403).

As with Doctorow’s narrator in The Book of Daniel, the sadist is in flight from “facticity,”
which is to say from the human condition. Rejecting his position as object for the Other,
he attempts to render it impossible for the Other to view him as such by “drowning” the
victim in his/her own facticity as flesh. Severe pain commands all one’s consciousness, or
perhaps even destroys consciousness. It takes one beyond the world of discourse and into
the world of being-in-itself where existence is simply that of a body mired in pain. As
discussed in Chapter Two, the sadist’s efforts are doomed to failure; he recognizes this
failure in the gaze of the Other. As objectified as this Other appears, all he has enslaved is
the Other as being-in-itself; the Other as being-for-itself, as a free and individual
consciousness, still exists. “[ T]he sadist experiences the absolute alienation of his being in
the Other’s freedom” (BN 405). Needing the free recognition of the victim, the sadist
comes to realize that he needs the very freedom which he is attempting to destroy.
Although Sartre makes no gender based distinction for sadism and masochism, there are

compelling arguments that these behaviours are linked to masculine and feminine

identities.

White Males: Violent Aggressors or Endangered Species?

The leading cause of violence is maleness.
Tanner

Susan Faludi’s Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man offers some startling

information for feminists and other gender theorists. Her central thesis follows the post
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