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Kyle Bishop

Artistic Schizophrenia:How Fight Club’s
Message | s Subverted by 1ts Own Nature

Artisoften used to addresssocial issuesand offer cultura criticism
behind athin veil of aesthetics. A powerful exampleof such societd criti-
cismisChuck Palahniuk’s 1996 debut novel Fight Club, whichisosten-
sbly about aman with multiple personality disorder who triesto combat
hisdisllusonment with consumer cultureby turning to violenceand anar-
chy. Theprotagonist first attemptsto fight the capitalist system from both
within and without, but in the end he strivesto thwart the very social
movement hisactionshave created. Additionally, David Fincher’s 1999
cinematic adaptation of Palahniuk’sbook iseven more subversivethan
thenovd, showing an apparently successful campaignagaingt “ TheMan”
with the destruction of multiple credit card companies—allegedly wiping
the debt record clean and plunging Americainto financial chaos. Butis
Fincher’sversion of Fight Club really suggesting therevolution of the
proletariat, orisit Smply usng suchamodel to encouragegreater aware-
ness of the problems associ ated with unchecked commerciaism?

To get at the heart of thisquestion, onemust consider the nature of
Marxigt cultura criticismand modernfilmtheory, aswell asgain anunder-
standing of Fight Clubitself. Thisexamination will arguethat although
Fincher’sFight Club strongly criticizesmodern consumerism, it suffers
from the same sense of schizophreniaasitsprotagonist. WhileFight Club's
projected idealsmay call for the abandonment and suppression of mate-
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rialism and gross consumption, itsexistence asaHollywood commodity
complicatesthat very message. The unequivocally commercia nature of
themedium itsalf makesit virtually impossiblefor such a“major motion
picture’ to present convincing criticism of America sconsumer culture.

Marxist Concernsand Film Theory

Modern culturemust dedl with conflictsarising between membersof
different socid classes. Industrializationinvariably splitsasociety intoa
large classof workersand asmaller group of bourgeoisowners, and the
elite continueto acquire wealth while expl oiting the oppressed masses,
who strugglejust to survive. Thosetheoristswho follow the teachings of
Karl Marx attempt to identify these class conflictsasthey appear in mod-
ern society, bothliterally and symbolically through their representationin
art.

Intheir landmark work The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels
define society asaseriesof opposing classstruggles. They emphasizethat
“the modern bourgeoi s society that has sprouted from theruinsof feudal
society, hasnot done away with classantagonisms. It has but established
new classes, new conditionsof oppression, new formsof struggleinplace
of theold ones’ (9). Such aview of society asaset of binary opposites
impliesthe constant threat of revol ution, which may inspirethe masses,
but generally causes paranoiaamong the elite. As an essential part of
society, these political concernsunavoidably surfaceintheartsaswell.

Literary critic MikeAustin describesthe Marxist “theory of reflec-
tion” as*theassumptionthat classconflictsand workers strugglesareso
deeply imbedded in society’ s consciousnessthat literature cannot help but
reflectthem” (199). That is, thepractica problemsassociated withaclassed
society run so deep that art invariably addressesthose concerns. This
almost subconsciousreferenceto the class system can either be positive
or negative, supportiveor reactionary. Thetask of theMarxist criticliesin
analyzing the classtensions present in awork of art to better understand
the symbolic or didactic meaning behind thework.
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Popular culture theorist John Storey identifiesacritical approach
called“Neo-Gramscian hegemony theory,” based onthework of Itdian
theorist Antonio Gramsci. Proponentsof thistheory see” popular culture
asasteof struggle between theforcesof res stance of subordinate groups
insociety, and theforces of incorporation of dominant groupsin society”
(13). The oppressed classresiststhe dominance of the oppressing class
through aestheti ¢ discourse, and film and pop art are often thel ocations of
thisintensedebate. Cultural struggle becomes polarized into two reduc-
tive camps, for “thoselooking at popular culturefrom aneo-Gramscian
perspectivetendto seeit asaterrain of ideol ogical struggle between domi-
nant and subordinate classes’ (13). Thepractica strugglesexhibited by
classed peoplein theworkplace are reduced to their ideol ogical founda-
tions, and the aesthetic realm representsaforum for discussion and even
revolution.

One of themost dominant formsof popular culturetoday isobvi-
oudly film, which hasbeen used sinceitsinvention as an acceptable me-
diumfor expressing political concernsand personal agendas. Playwright
Bertolt Brecht identified thispotentid of staged drama, claiming “thereis
no play and no thesatrica performancewhich doesnot in someway affect
the dispositions and conceptions of the audience. Art isnever without
consequences’ (151). Sincecinemaisalso arguably a*“theatrical perfor-
mance,” such aview clearly appliestofilmaswell, whereareceptive,
attentive audience must unavoidably absorb something of themovie' side-
ology into their own thinking. Although they may not directly accept the
position endorsed by thework of art, it encouragesthem to takeastand
oneway or another.

Eventhemost lighthearted film makesvaluejudgments. Asfilmhis-
torian LouisGiannetti pointsout, “thetradition of classical cinemaavoids
theextremesof didacticism and pureabstraction, but even light entertain-
ment moviesarestegped invauejudgments’ (428). Giannetti emphasizes
theindirect nature by which cinemacan makeitsarguments. Becausehis
perception of “classical cinema’ tendsto be popular, narrative cinema—
which generally avoidsthemoreovert political messagesof propaganda
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filmsand documentariesto securethe greatest measure of commercial
success—Giannetti clearly believesthat even “light entertainment” can
expressideologica viewpoints.

Art hasalways had aconceal ed didactic ability. Giannetti writes,
“Sinceancient times, criticshave discussed art ashaving adoublefunc-
tion: toteach and to providepleasure’ (428). Morality talesand fables
could entertain an audience while simultaneoudly teaching animportant
precept. Parablesconced ed higher intellectual messagesinsmplestories
that were easy to understand and remember. For amore modern audi-
ence, cinemaisperhapsthe best example of contrived alegory, entertain-
ingonthesurfacewnhilesmultaneoudy offering aningructivesubtext. When
considering aMarxist or anti-commercial message, few filmsbetter por-
tray thebinary conflict of aclassed society than Fincher’sFight Club, a
filmrifewith thedichotomiesand contradictionsof capitaism.

Tyler Durden and theWar on Consumerism

LikePaahniuk’snovd, thefilmversion of Fight Clubtellsthe story
of amiddle-classofficeworker who cracksunder thepressureof livinga
dissatisfying—if opulently comfortable—lifestyle. The unnamed narrator
of thetale (usudly referred to smply as* Jack™) wallowsin hisatrophic,
white-collar job and nestsin histrendy, | KEA-furnished apartment. He
travelsall thetime, catal oging accidentsand fatalitiesasarecal coordina
tor for amgor car company—inavery litera way, Jack’sluxuriouslifestyle
ismadepossibleby thetragiclossesof others. Ironically, Jack istheulti-
mate oppressing bourgeois, for the proletariat must literally suffer death
for himto keep hisjob and status. Jack’ sgenerd frustration (and possible
guilt) eventualy fractureshispersondity, and Tyler Durdenisborn—the
freethinking anarchist Jack could never conscioudly allow himself to be-
come. Fight Club therefore chronicles Jack’sill-fated attemptsto recon-
cilethetwo divergent sdesof hispersonality.

When asked to comment on the origins of the novel for theDVD
release, Palahniuk saidit was“just amatter of looking for thethemes, the
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topicsthat brought peopletogether in excited conversation. . .. There-
sentment of lifestyle standardsimposed by advertising [wasathemel
heardalot]” (“How to Start aFight”). Thisresentmentismanifested alle-
goricaly in Tyler Durden. Whereas Jack loves hispossessions, likeall
good capitaists, Tyler forswearsmaterialism completely. Jack livesinan
upscal e apartment; Tyler squatsin an abandoned building. If Jack isthe
representation of the modern bourgeoisie, then Tyler isthe new prole-
tariat: carefree, anti-establishment, and ascetic. Although Fight Clubis
largely about disassociation, violence, and gender identity (the subjectsof
most recent criticism), the movie al so usesthe binary oppositions be-
tween Jack and Tyler asascathing critique of conspi cuous consumption
and rampant consumerism.

Inanimportant culturd critiqueof Fight Club and 2000'sMemento,
University of Haifaprofessor Bennett Kravitz analyzesthe contradictions
and conflictspresent in Fincher’sfilm. Kravitz discussesthe complex re-
lationship between capitalism and capital by unpacking thetheorieslaid
out by Deleuze Gillesand Felix Guattari in their 2000 book Anti-Oedi-
pus. Accordingto Kravitz, capitalismisrepresented as*the body without
organs’ and capital as“desire production” (32). Likeafungusor other
plant, capitalism spreadsrelentlesdy and tirelesdy, but with noreal plea-
sure—just as Jack consumesand purchaseswithout satisfaction. In con-
trast, Tyler istheraging animal; he doesn’t care about anything other than
desire—passion and production without possession. Thesetwo seem-
ingly contradictory impulsesformasymbioticrelaionship, for “[t]hebody
ismadewholeagain by desire, whichisthe same phenomenon that occurs
with capital and socidl relations’ (Kravitz 32).

Thissymbiotic dichotomy isreadily apparent in Fight Club. Jack
has spent hiswholelifegathering materia possess ons—thethingspeople
aretold they should desire and accumulate—and livesina“condo onthe
fifteenth floor of afiling cabinet for widows and young professionals’
(Fincher). Whilewaiting on hold for the phone operator to processhis

latest purchase, Jack muses on what could betermed “ catalog culture’:
Like so many others | had become a slave to the IKEA-nesting
instinct. If | saw something clever likealittle coffeetablein the
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shape of ayin-yang, | had to have it. The Klips personal office
unit, the Hovetrekke home exer-bike, or the Johanneshov sofa
with the Strinne green stripe pattern—even the Rislamp wire
lamps of environmentally friendly unbleached paper. I'd flip
through catal ogs and wonder what kind of dining set defines me
asaperson. | had it all, even the glass dishes with tiny bubbles
and imperfections, proof that they were crafted by the honest,
simple, hard-working, indigenous peoplesof . . . wherever.

We used to read pornography; now it's the Hoarshack collec-
tion. (Fincher)

Thepardle between consumerism and masturbationisclear. Rather
thanfilling apersonal void with sexual satisfaction, themodern yuppie
turnstothelatest and trendiest of catal ogs. Shopping hasreplaced sexua
simulation asthe preferred form of self-gratification.

Whileheisaway on oneof hismorbid businesstrips, Jack’ssterile
apartment blows up—supposedly the result of arsonist subterfuge. He
arriveson the sceneand mournfully surveystheremainsof hisonce-com-
fortablelife, noting the disembowel ed carcass of hisrefrigerator withem-
barrassment: “ A housefull of condimentsand nofood” (Fincher). Hischic
furniture and kitschy accoutrementsarelittle more than set dressing—all
flavor and no nutritional value. Jack isforced to call someonefor help;
through their destruction, Jack’ s possessions havefailed to providethe
succor he needs. For reasons unknown to him at thetime, hedialsthe
number of Tyler Durden, amysterious soap salesman he had met on his
most recent businesstrip.

Tyler ischeerful and accommodating, and the two meet at alocal
bar to shareafew pitchersof beer. Intheresulting discussion, Tyler ques-
tionsthe mourning Jack and beginsto clarify the key pointsof hisown
asceticmanifesto:

TYLER. Doyou know what aduvet is?

JACK. A comforter.

TYLER. It'sablanket. Just ablanket. Now why do guyslikeyou
and | know what a duvet is? Is this essential to our survival, in

the hunter-gatherer sense of the word? No. What are we then?
JACK. | don’t know . .. consumers?
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TYLER. Right! Weareconsumers. Weare byproductsof alifestyle
obsession. Murder, crime, poverty—these things don’t concern
me. What concerns me are celebrity magazines, television with
500 channdls, some guy’ snameon my underwear. Rogaine, Viagra,
Olestra. . . . | say never be complete. | say stop being perfect. |
say let’sevolveand let the chipsfall wherethey may. . . . (Fincher)

Although Jack bemoansthelossof hisproperty, the Tyler sdeof his
personality revelsinwhat heconsidersto beliberation and freedom. Tyler
ends his philosophizing with the comment, “ The thingsyou own end up
owningyou” (Fincher). Consumersultimately become chained to their
own possessi ons—caring more about them than their personal relation-
ships.

Jack movesinwith Tyler, and the change of scenery couldn’t be
moredramatic. Jack explainshisliving conditionsinthe heart of anindus-
trid didrict:

| don’'t know how Tyler found that house, but he said he'd been
there for ayear. It looked like it was waiting to be torn down.
Most of thewindowswere boarded up. Therewasno lock onthe
front door from when the police or whoever kicked it in. Stairs
wereready to collapse. | didn’t know if he owned it or if he was
sguatting. . . . What a shithole. Nothing worked. Turning on one
light meant another light in the house went out... . Every timeit
rained we had to kill the power.

By the end of thefirst month, | didn’t missTV. (Fincher)

The unexpected turn at the end of thisvoice-over monolog empha-
sizes Jack’ stransformation: he comesto find his new accommodations
quite satisfactory—having aready |ost hispreciouspossessions, hedoesn't
havetoworry about losing anything el se. Besides, he now has something
other than conspicuous consumption to focuson: Fight Club. Jack and
Tyler organize an underground boxing soci ety where dissatisfied young
mentest their strength onaviscerd, primitivelevel. Fight Club smplifies
everything; it doesn’t matter who you are, what you own, or how much
money you make—everyoneisequd inthecircleof thefight. Membersof
Fight Club worry more about their next opponent than they do about their
clothes (most of which are covered with blood anyway).
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Jack givesup hismateridisticwaysand findsfulfillment and satisfac-
tionintheenergy of thefight. Unfortunately, the matter of hisapartment
fireisgtill of interest to others, namely the police officer investigating the
apparent arson. As Jack triesto discussthe matter with the detectiveon
the phone, the Tyler sdeof hispersonality shoutsrevol utionary mantrasin
hisear, like“ Theliberator who destroyed my property hasrealigned my
perceptions!” and “Wereject the basic assumptions of civilization, espe-
cialy theimportance of material possessions!” (Fincher). Jack getsun-
derstandably flustered at both Tyler’sdroning and the detective' s suspi-
cions, ultimately moaning, “I loved every stick of furniturein that place.
That wasnot just abunch of stuff that got destroyed, itwasme!” (Fincher).
Jack strugglesto hold on to reason; perhaps he beginsto suspect thetruth
(that it was he himself who destroyed his own apartment), but on the
surface he still has somelonging attachment to hispossessions. The* cult
of consumerism” has deep-rooted teachingsthat are hard to forget.

Tyler’sascetic philosophy eventually breaks out of Jack’s subcon-
scious and becomesits own movement; he decidesto bring Fight Club
out of the basement and onto the streets. Just before Tyler takesthingsto
thelevel of urbanterrorism, he addressesthe assembled crowd:

| seein Fight Club the strongest and smartest men who' ve ever
lived. ... Anentiregeneration pumping gas, waiting tables, daves
with white collars. Advertising has us chasing cars and clothes,
working jobs we hate so we can buy shit we don’t need. . . .
We'veall been raised on television to believe that one day we' d
all be millionairesand movie godsand rock stars—but wewon't.
We're slowly learning that fact, and we' re very, very pissed off.
(Fincher)

Tyler givesthe membersof Fight Club “homework assignments”
intended to break down the status quo and punish those who enjoy too
much material comfort. Membersof Fight Club destroy TV antennasand
satellite disheswith bats, blow up computer retail stores, and shatter car
headlights—but onluxury carsonly.

Tyler hascreated an army of anti-capitalists, and all too late Jack
recognizeswhat ishappening. Heredlizes Tyler isinfact himself, and Jack
beginsto fathom the true scope of Fight Club—which Tyler hassince
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renamed Project Mayhem. Inafrantic attempt to prevent afull-scaleter-
rorist attack, Jack triesto confess hisdeedsto the police, explaining the
scheduled destruction of anumber of credit card companies. Whenthe
detectives ask himwhy Project Mayhem would want to blow up such
buildings, Jack replies, “ If you erase the debt record then weall go back
tozero. I’ createtotal chaos’ (Fincher). Tyler’sultimategoal istore-
duceeverythingtoamore primitivetime, atimebefore money, credit, and
debt. Project Mayhem’strue purposeisthe utter destruction of theAmeri-
can economic system.

Jack triesto prevent the coordinated demolition from taking place,
but Tyler resurfacesand physicaly beats Jack into submission. Hewakes
tofind himsdlf onthetop floor of an empty office building, the panorama
of credit card corporate headquartersclearly visible. Tyler tells Jack, “ Out
thesewindowswewill view the collgpse of financia history—one step
closer to economic equilibrium” (Fincher). Inalast desperate attempt to
foil hissdf-reflectivenemes's, Jack shootshimsalf inthemouth, blowing
out hischeek (and the back of Tyler’shead). Jack’s assassi nation attempt
appearsto succeed, for Tyler disappears. However, Jack then givesor-
dersto theawaiting membersof Project Mayhem—to meet him down-
stairsafter the demolition hastaken place, not to call it al off. Thetwo
halves of hispersonality are apparently reconciled, but Jack seemsto
haveembraced Tyler’splansand philosophy. Intheend Tyler clearly wins
the psychologica struggle, for Jack calmly watchesthe spectacular demo-
lition of the credit card company skyscrapers, afaint smileonhislips.

Thisresolution to the story isfundamentally different fromthe one
Pdahniuk envisoned. Inthenove, Tyler only wantsto blow up the Parker-
MorrisBuilding (described astheworld'stallest)—but hisreal goa isto
destroy the neighboring natural history museumwith all thefalling debris
(14). At thesametimehewantsto martyr himself (and Jack) by remaining
inddethedoomed building. However, Tyler failsto mix the paraffin-based
explosivesproperly (Jack knowsparaffin never works, but he has some-
how kegpt that knowledgefrom Tyler), and the buildings are spared (205).
After Jack shootshimsdlf, heconsiders Tyler dead and onceagain hasfull
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control of hisown psyche (206). Fight Club continuesto exist, but Jack
remains hisown man (although understandably hospitalized by the gun-
shot to theface).

By sgnificantly changing Palahniuk’sending, Fincher’ sfilm presents
amore complete and successful manifestation of anti-consumer politics.
Paahniuk’sTyler Durdenismoreinterested in generd anarchy and chaos,
desiring aviolent reclamation of theworld: “Wewanted to blast theworld
freeof history” (124). Fincher’sTyler Durdenisall about inciting themasses
to revolt against consumerism and the established economic system, redl-
izing “thecollgpseof financid history” (Fincher). Palahniuk’sTyler wants
to destroy museums; Fincher’s Tyler wantsto erasethe debt record. Al-
though bothworksareirrevocably tied to the capitaist system, Fincher’s
ismoreovertly duplicitous. Hisversion of Tyler Durden takesamuch
moreaggressivestance againgt thevery systemto whichthefilmbelongs.
Thisapparent contradiction establishesthe crucia problem of themovie
version of Fight Club.

The Split Personality of Fight Club

Unlike membersof theacademicinteligentsia, aHollywood direc-
tor isthoroughly dependent on the capitalist system to measure success.
University professorsand pop culture theorists operate as members of
thebourgeoiselite, but their effortsand criticisms are not contingent on
financia success, ingtead, they functioninaworld of speciadized publica
tions (written for asmilarly bourgeoisreadership) and the attainment of
tenure. Thefilm studio, on the other hand, must keep the bottomlinea
priority, for onefailed movieat thebox officecanliteraly resultintheend
of acareer (seeHa Warren, for example). Furthermore, academic critics
normaly arenot directly attempting socid change; their roleistointerpret
and evaluate the cultural productsof others, thosewho specifically strive
to make a broad impact on contemporary society. Fight Club makes
claimsabout modern society asawhole, whereasastudy such asthisone
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merely assesseshow effectively thefilm accomplishes (or fail sto accom-
plish)itsgodl.

InKravitz srecent analysisof the schizophrenic natureof Fight Club,
he discussessome of thefundamenta contradictionswithinthefilmitself,
which warrant attention beforelooking at the fractured rel ationship be-
tween thefilm and itsmessage. Tyler creates Fight Club to break down
classbarriersand to combat capitalist enterprises(like Starbuck’s Cof-
fee) with Project Mayhem’s“homework” assignments. However, Fight
Club endsup having an organized structureand an dmost militaristic hier-
archy: that which wasdesigned to resist the dominant culture® becomes
part of theingtitution” (39). Furthermore, once Fight Club spreadsacross
thenation, it devel opsinto anetwork—achain franchisenot unlike Burger
King (Kravitz 43-44). In effect, Tyler’ smessianic missionisultimately
thwarted because “the desireto reassert male authority leadsto atotali-
tarian organi zation devel oped by Jack and Tyler that isjust asdangerous
totheindividua spirit asisthe society they sodespise” (Kravitz 44-45).
Membersof Fight Club smply become cogsinanew machine.

Kravitz's observations underscore the schizophrenic problems be-
tween Tyler Durden and hiscounterculture movement, but that messageis
also contradi cted by its connection to the motion pictureindustry. One of
the central messages of Fincher’sFight Clubisclearly awarning against
excessive and unchecked commercialism; but asan undeniably market-
ableproduct itself, can thefilm’smessage betaken serioudy? Ontheone
hand, film criticsand theorists continue to make detailed argumentsthat
support theview of film asanimportant tool to promoteideologiesand to
affect socid change. For instance, in hisdiscussion of film perception, film
theorist Dudley Andrew claimsthat “cinemamediatesredity” (Concepts
inFilmTheory 21). In other words, although films can sometimes por-
tray seriousproblemsinalighthearted manner, they still fulfill their roleas
mediator, re-presenting reality for aesthetic study by themassaudience.

TheHollywood filmisprimarily amodeof entertainment; neverthe-
less, Sergel Eisengtein presentstheclaimthat “trueart must necessarily be
aninsurgent force destined to manifest, at thelevel of perception and
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imagination, the antinomiesof asociety not intunewith man and nature.
Art, therefore, can still change behavior by changing perception, but it
doessoindirectly, asanatural byproduct of Smply beingitself” (Andrew,
TheMajor FilmTheories 74). According to Eisenstein, theideol ogical
message conveyed through the pleasure of thefilm experience can subtly
change the opinions and even the actions of the audience, if only at a
subconsciousleve. Eisengtein dso hasthe support of Frenchtheorist Andre
Bazin, who identifiescinemaas“aunique and val uabletool for knowl-
edge, perception, and, ultimately, action” (Andrew, Theories171). Asa
tool, film’sdefinitiveintent must beto transcend entertainment to become
themotivationfor rea socid action.

In contrast, Marxist theorists, particularly those of the Frankfurt
School, have been openly critical of the value of popular art. In“The
Work of ArtintheAge of Mechanical Reproduction” of 1935, Walter
Benjamin criticizesthe massproduction of filmand music recordings, and
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer worry in“The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment asMass Deception” that commercialized art resultsina
passive audience. They all do, however, assign ameasure of valueto
popular art. Whereas some early theoristshad “worried that popular cul-
turerepresented athreat to cultural and social authority, the Frankfurt
School arguesthat it actually producesthe opposite effect; it maintains
social authority” (Storey 101). Rather than being avehiclefor radical
changein thought and action, popular culturein fact worksto keep the
masses placated and passive, content with society theway itis.

Perhaps the harshest critics of popular entertainment have been
Adorno and Horkheimer, who use blunt language to condemn the premise
that popular entertainment isreal art: “Moviesand radio need no longer
pretend to be art. Thetruth that they are just businessis madeinto an
ideology inorder tojustify the rubbish they deliberately produce”’ (121).
Their main criticism centerson the necessity of popular cultureto bede-
pendent upon the capitdist economy. Sincemulti-million dollar Hollywood
filmsmust embrace capitalism to succeed—through marketing, product

Studiesin Popular Culture

*



iR "NEEN o [ DT [T ||

Artistic Schizophrenia: How Fight Club's Message |'s Subverted 53

placement and tie-ins, and aticket-buying fan base—any subversiveor
revolutionary messagesarerendered basically mute.

Cahiers du Cinéma critics Jean-Luc Comolli and Jean Narboni
emphasizethat film*“isaparticular product, manufactured withinagiven
system of economicrelations’ (753). They goonto clamthat “al films
are commodities and therefore objects of trade, even thosewhose dis-
courseisexplicitly politica” (755). No matter what themessagebehind a
work of art, it cannot distanceitself from the embrace of capitalist ideol-
ogy. Horkheimer and Adorno re-christen popular entertainment as*“the
cultureindustry,” which“remainsthe entertainment business[emphasis
added]” (136). Therefore, Fight Club ultimately cannot make aserious
critique of American consumer culture because “asaresult of being a
material product of the system, itisalso anideological product of the
system, which. .. meanscapitalism. ... [e]veryfilmispolitical, inas-
much asit isdetermined by theideol ogy which producesit” (Comolli &
Narboni 754). The commercial Hollywood system—capitalism—pro-
duced Fight Club, which must unavoidably embracethat same system.

Theonly possibleway for amainstream cinematic messageto truly
escapethe bondsof the capitalistic systemwould beviafreeexhibition
and distribution. A low-budget, independent, or digita film could concelv-
ably beshown at community filmfegtivals, shared throughe-mail, or posted
onweb gteslikeMySpaceor Ifilm, thuscircumventing thecommodification
of art. At thevery least, movies could be screened at adiscounted rate—
much likethe $20-a-seet tickets of fered at performances of Rent on Broad-
waly during the 1990s (M cDonnell 30)—and DV Dscould be made more
cheaply availableto consumers. However, noneof theseaternativescould
ever resultinaprofit for the producing studio; thoseinvolvedin thefilm’s
creation would either haveto donatetheir time and talents, or theentire
undertaking would haveto be funded by amagnanimous philanthropist.
At any rate, such ahypothetical film production systemisafar cry from
theexisting Hollywood moddl.

Asamainstream, commercia Hollywood commaodity, Fight Club’s
message s mply cannot carry any substantial weight asacritiqueof capi-
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talism, and the philosophiesof Tyler Durden certainly can't betaken liter-
ally—at best thefilmisasatire or example of ironic criticism. For one
thing, themovieishardly anindependent film or an art-house “ thought
piece’ —itsthestrical releasegrossed just over $37 million domestically
and$71 millioninternationdly (“BusinessData’). Inaddition, thefilmit-
sdf isrifewith contradiction: superstar Brad Pitt plays Tyler Durden (the
very embodiment of the* moviegod” againg whom Tyler rails) and mem-
bersof Project Mayhem are shown magnetically erasing VHStapesin
local video rental stores—which represent the very product Fight Club
iseventualy to become. Such factsand scenesonly further diminishthe
political message of Fight Club, turning Palahiuk’ sthought-provoking
textintojust another commercial product.

Yet Kravitz clamsthat Fincher’sfilmisquiteopenly artificial and
ironic. Inapardld betweenthefilmanditsstory, Fincher insertsflash-cut
imagesof Tyler Durderv/Brad Pitt during certainredsof thefilmin exactly
thesameway Tyler insertsimagesof pornography into otherwisefamily-
friendly movies. By playing onthisthemeof subliminal messages, “[t]he
inserted imagesremind usthat Fight Clubisaculturd artifact, aproduct
of mainstream Hollywood, and will not sgnificantly ater the society from
whichit comes. Everythingisartificia inthisportrayal of late capitalism,
eventhefilmitself” (Kravitz 40). However, evenif thiswere Fincher’s
trueintent—tottip hishand, asit were, to theviewing public—itisunlikely
theaverage moviegoer—especialy oneonly interested in seeing Brad Pitt
with hisshirt off—would read the subtext over and abovethetext. The
anti-consumer propagandaspouted over and over by Tyler, in conjunc-
tionwith the destruction of the buildingsat theend, must overpower any
such subtlecluesinediting.

Of course, thegoa of Fincher’smoviewas probably never theuni-
versal adoption of Tyler Durden’sascetic philosophy, but because Fight
Club’'scentral conflictsareessentialy binary innature, it'snatural toread
thefilmintermsof extreme contrasts. Either Jack isright, and there’'s
nothing wrong with rampant consumerism, or Tyler isright, andtheprole-
tariat should rise up, abandon their possessions, and combat the fran-
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chisesof capitalism. However, snce Tyler’ sextremismiscontradicted by
theessentid nature of theHollywood blockbuster, thefilm cannot betaken
serioudy asamanifesto of revolution. Instead, and much morelikely, the
filmaccomplishessimply getting theaveragefilm viewer toreconsider his
or her own lifestyle. The Brad Pitt movie can attract an audience that
would possibly be put off or intimidated by Palahniuk’snovel, sincethe
movieoveral broadcasts amessage of moderation (regjecting the Jack/
Tyler conflict) rather than anarchy. Although viewersareunlikely tojoinan
underground society or bombtheloca Starbuck’s, they might makefewer
frivolous purchases or adopt arecycling program, and if that does hap-
pen, thefilm canin somewaysbe considered asuccess.

Ultimately, however, the Hollywood filmindustry belongsto thecult
of capitalism because popular cinemaexists primarily to make money.
Although mainstream movies may make grand statementsregarding so-
cia reform, they canrarely betaken sincerely without appearing philo-
sophically insincere. Inthewords of Herbert Marcuse, “ art cannot abol -
ishthe social division of labor which makesfor itsesoteric character, but
neither canart ‘ popularize’ itsalf without weakening itsemancipatory im-
pact” (556). Fincher’sversion of Fight Club suffersfrom the same split-
persondlity disorder affecting itsprotagonist. By showing Tyler asvictor,
thefilm clearly wantsto embrace hisanti-commercia philosophieson
somelevd; but to reach areceptive public, the message must becomethe
very thingit criticizes. Thetale of Fight Club changeson anideological
level when adapted from anove to aHollywood movie. Althoughitisnot
without value—as aesthetic art object, cathartic release, or pure escapist
entertalnment—such acinematic representation of society cannot signifi-
cantly changetheideasor behavior of theviewing audience.
KyleBishop
Southern Utah Univer sity
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