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ABSTRACT 
HEIDI ASHBAUGH 

THE MODERN ALIENATED MALE: A COMPARISON OF 
DOSTOEVSKY AND PALAHNIUK 

DECEMBER 2003 

This paper compares the main characters in the novels Notes from Underground 

by Fyodor Dostoevsky and Fight Club by Chuck Palahniuk. Both the differences and 

similarities between the two characters are the subject of examination. The cultural 

changes and advancements around each character impact them adversely, both directly 

and indirectly. Neither character is able to relate well to others socially, which leads to 

feelings of alienation. In an effort to relieve their feelings of frustration and alienation, 

they adopt strong idealogical standpoints, but thi s adoption only succeeds in further 

alienating them from those around them. Part of their inability to fit in and adjust is 

either due to, or caused by, the psychological problems both characters suffer from. In 

conclusion , both works reflect realistic members of a universal society who are 

desperately seeking for help and meaning in life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Fyodor Dostoevsky wrote Notes from Underground in 1864, almost one hundred 

fifty years before Chuck Palahniuk wrote his novel Fight Club. Although these works 

may seem dissimilar at first glance, the main characters of each make excellent material 

for comparison. Both characters explore themes that relate to their own particular culture 

and time. But both characters also share existential themes which are universal in nature 

and transcend time and culture. The comparison of these characters will be the subject of 

this thesis. 

The first aspect that is similar to both characters is their lack of identity-they do 

not have names. They are telling their stories anonymously. Since having a name is one 

of the most basic aspects of human social life, their namelessness serves to stress the idea 

of them as alienated from the rest of humanity. The Oxford English Dictionary cites a 

rare usage of the word "anonymous" in which the word is used to mean "unacknowledged 

[or] illegitimate." It seems that this usage of the word is appropriate for the characters in 

both of these works because both are dealing with feelings of being unacknowledged by 

certain aspects of society. They can also be seen as feeling that they are illegitimate, or 

invalid members of a society into which they do not fit. 

The protagonist in Notes from Underground has been referred to in other critical 

works as Underground Man. This name is a fitting identifier for him and is how he will 

be referred to throughout this text. The protagonist in Fight Club, however, is another 
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matter. He does not use his given name, but rather chooses to go by various aliases. In 

seeking to find a reference point for naming him, it is necessary to explore the meanings 

of a couple of different protagonist roles: hero and anti-hero. In its classical definition, 

the hero is the protagonist who has desirable characteristics like courage, nobility, and 

honor. If the protagonist does not have these classical qualities, he is given an opposing 

label , that of the anti-hero. The protagonist of Fight Club is a heroic paradox. Although 

he does not have "classical" heroic qualities, and some would argue that he is easily 

qualified as an anti-hero, the very qualities which would seem to place him firmly within 

the anti-heroic definition can lend to him being viewed in an opposing way. The 

protagonist of Fight Club is rebellious, disrespectful, and does not exhibit bravery in a 

classical sense. But, if we look at his rebellion as being against a society which is headed 

in a destructive direction, then his behavior becomes more heroic in nature. He is 

fighting for what he perceives to be the righteous path in a world that has strayed. When 

he is looked upon from this viewpoint, he becomes the lone pursuer of a more just 

existence, and society becomes the evil against which he is fighting. Suddenly his 

rebellion becomes courageous and noble. He becomes brave enough to have the courage 

to search for the just path. He has evolved beyond the "rebel without a cause" to a rebel 

with a very clear and pressing cause-and a good hero always has a cause. Because of 

the possibility of defining the protagonist of Fight Club as this type of hero, and because 

he has not been given an identity in previous critical works, throughout this work he will 

be referred to as the Modern Hero. 
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A beginning area of comparison for these texts is that of historical and cultural 

impact upon the characters. Both characters are living in times in which different 

advances are being made. Underground Man is learning to deal with elements of the 

Industrial Revolution as it comes to Russia, while the Modem Hero is dealing with the 

technological advances that marked the later twentieth century. In addition to these 

major changes, there are different levels of societal change that impact the characters. 

Underground Man is living in nineteenth-century Russia where the class system has 

recently switched from monarchy to socialism. This change causes a large influx of 

population to the cities as well as a general shifting in the social hierarchy that is 

encountered in daily life. In the twentieth century world, the Modem Hero is attempting 

to deal with a society that has become less attuned to humanity. The rise of technology 

has brought along with it a strong media force that inundates the average citizen with a 

huge variety of choices, ideologies, and information. Both characters feel alienated amid 

their lives , which they perceive as chaotic and out of their own control. 

These characters also have in common the inability to function well on a social 

level. Both men work at low-level white-collar type jobs that do not fulfill them. This 

disinterest at work is not relieved by outside social acquaintances. Underground Man 

attempts to socialize with former schoolmates, but he is unable to develop normally 

functioning relationships with others. The Modem Hero has no real friendships with 

others and uses support groups as surrogates for a social life. Both characters lead lonely 

lives and they are desperate to relieve this loneliness, but they do not have the skills that 

enable them to create lasting and rewarding relationships with others. 
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Both characters also commit themselves to strong ideological beliefs. These 

beliefs, and the manner in which they are expressed by the characters, tend to further 

alienate them from society. Underground Man behaves very antagonistically while 

attempting to convince others of his way of thinking, while the Modem Hero develops a 

personality that is not afraid to use force to get his ideas across. While both characters 

are searching for freedom, they are at the same time desperately lonely and in need of 

companionship. 

Finally, there are psychological issues to deal with in examining both characters. 

Underground Man exhibits aspects of personality disorder and manic-depression which 

make it appear, at times, that he has more than one personality. The Modem Hero, 

however, has actually developed a second personality. This fractured nature of their 

psyches leads them to behave in ways that are unusual and extreme. The result of their 

behavior is never quite what they wanted and only serves to distance them farther from 

society. 

While both characters are desperately seeking to be free from the constraints of 

the society around them, they are also seeking a level of acceptance from society. Their 

quest is one that threatens to remain unfulfilled simply because of its paradoxical nature. 

A sense of futility overhangs these characters and, while they can truly be seen as 

alienated beings, they can also be seen as experiencing all the elements of the existential 

plight of mankind. This paradox, the universality of alienated feelings in the indi idual, 

makes these characters both more complicated and more interesting to study. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CULTURE 

In both Notes from Underground and Fight Club, the authors have created 

characters who are alienated from their fellow humans and the world around them. This 

feeling of alienation can be seen to have roots in the effects that their cultures have on 

them. In looking at how the outside pressures affect these men, we can construct an idea 

of how they become increasingly cut off from society until they reach a point where they 

can no longer connect with others in a normal fashion. 

Underground Man 

Dostoevsky was writing during a period of "great reform." Russia, under Alexander 11, 

was undergoing extreme social changes, the greatest of which was the abolition of 

serfdom. Russia was also ushering in their Industrial Revolution, which came about 

twenty-five to fifty years later than did that of the United States. Because of this late 

industrialization, Russia also became advanced more quickly. They bought machinery at 

its most recent upgrades, bypassing the long period of acclimation that the U.S. citizens 

had. The combination of a freed peasantry and a new industrial workplace caused a huge 

influx of the lower class upon the larger cities. St. Petersburg, Dostoevsky's home and 

the model for the setting of Notes from Underground, was one of the leading cities for 

this type of influx. In essence, Russia created two new classes of people almost at 
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once-the freed peasantry, and a new working class. These shifts in the population 

necessitated quick adaptation which put added stress upon an already stressed population. 

In addition to these societal changes, the governing power of Russia was 

undergoing change and evolving into a more socialized system. In a country whose 

ruling power had long belonged to a monarch and elite classes, the hierarchy of this basic 

system of class was suddenly in great disarray. This type of upheaval would be ripe 

ground for unrest among many who were trying to figure out where they fit into the 

country's new structure. Throughout Notes, Underground Man seems extremely self

conscious about his living conditions and clothing. This self-consciousness can be seen 

to come from a lifetime of striving toward an appearance of a higher class. His job as a 

low-level government employee would have afforded him more social status than the 

lower classes. But, with the new changes that came, his lifetime of striving toward a 

higher style of life would now be uncertain and full of possibly unattainable goals. 

Many people who were searching for their place in society founded new 

politically motivated groups. The populists, of whom Dostoevsky was a staunch 

supporter, argued against the capitalism that the new industrialism was bringing into their 

country. They felt that the knowledgeable and advantaged should go outside of the cities 

and help educate and care for the peasantry, or the "people." Along with the populists 

came the nihilists and the realists whose beliefs "meant above all else a fundamental 

rebellion against accepted values and standards: against abstract thought and family 

control , against lyric poetry and school discipline, against religion and rhetoric" 

(Riasanovsky 381). Most adherents of these radical movements were students, and there 
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were many student uprisings in St. Petersburg at this time, some of them ending with fire 

being set to parts of the city. There was a great sense of tension and violence throughout 

the city which could only lend to the anxiety felt by any individual. 

All in all, this was a period of great unrest and displacement of the individual 

within society. An influx of lower classes and the change in job availability would have 

given less importance to those of Underground Man's class status. The overflow of labor 

resources into the cities, which could not sustain them with paying jobs, led to 

overcrowding and unsanitary conditions. Being caught in the middle of this, the 

Underground Man can be seen as reacting to his world with confusion and anger. There 

is nothing he can do to change what has happened. The ideas of nihilism and realism are 

ever present in his rantings, but there is also a longing for betterment which seems 

connected to the upper classes. This is displayed by his constant posturing for his friends 

and his attempt to keep the upper hand with his man-servant Apollon. 

Modern Hero 

Our Modern Hero is living in the United States in the late twentieth century. Compared 

to Underground Man, this is a life of ease and plenty. However, the technological 

revolution with its computers, televisions, and electronics has moved in and inanimate 

objects are taking on roles previously reserved for humans. With the influx of more 

information becoming more easily obtained, the human element has left society to a large 

degree, and the culture is embracing technology over humanity. In Fight Club the 

Modem Hero holds a job as a recall campaign coordinator in which a mathematical 

7 



equation regularly takes precedence over human life. The age of television has shown 

the populace examples of the lives of wealth and splendor and advertised the "American 

Dream" as something that anyone can attain. However, studies show that these levels of 

wealth are unattainable by any except the richest two percent. The common man is the 

worker bee, serving those of wealth and receiving little or no recognition for his services. 

There is little space in this anonymous world for the individualism that is so loudly 

preached. Instead, there is a disconnection from others in order to ensure job success in 

an effort to obtain the wealth that the television advertises, as well as to procure the items 

of status that go along with wealth. The populace is led to believe in a "trickle down" 

theory and is waiting, hungrily, for their trickle to come down. 

With the onset of the information influx comes an overbombardment of 

knowledge and visual stimuli that is overwhelming to the human mind. There is a 

constant stream of pop-culture inundating society from every angle. In Fight Club 

magazines , movies, television, and the internet constant} y inform the Modem Hero about 

fire , death , casual sex, materialism, self-help, liposuction and plastic surgery, breast 

cancer, cervical cancer, AIDS, lack of health insurance, downsizing, fashion, work ethics, 

and so on. In his society it is clear that if someone has a problem there is an answer-just 

call a crisis line, or join a support group, or, better yet, buy a self-help book and become 

self-sufficient and completely self-contained. In the modem world of Fight Club 

television as become the individual's favorite pastime and new best friend. 

It's no wonder that our Modem Hero becomes dissatisfied with his life. He has 

ceased to be able to function at the most basic level-he cannot sleep. He has no 
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personal friends to tum to, and so he turns to the ready-made friends of support groups. 

It is not surprising that in his character, just as in that of Underground Man, we see traces 

of nihilism and realism. The Modem Hero knows that this culture is not working for 

him, or for many others. He wishes to rebel against a culture in which it is a foregone 

conclusion that he will forever be a loser. 

Cultural Alienation 

Neither of these characters feels that they fit into their culture. They are stranded, alone, 

with no one to co1mect with and without the skills to deal with this problem. They are 

searching for meaning in a world devoid of religion or spirituality. Everywhere they look 

they cannot find anything good or hopeful. They are trapped within their misery and 

must find a way to deal with it. Some elements of their struggle can be explained through 

the philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau's theory of alienation which is specific to 

individuals existing within society. Rousseau felt that man would be perfect in isolation, 

or in a natural state where his free will "is affected only by his own needs, not by social 

relations with other people" (Israel 19). It seems that the company of others brings out 

the worst in man and changes the self-love, which previously sustained him and kept him 

alive, into a selfishness in which "man strives for the satisfaction of his own interests and 

needs at the expense of others' needs" (Israel 20). The combination of all these people 

striving for their own best interests creates an atmosphere of inauthenticity. Rousseau 

feels that this inauthenticity is the center point from which alienation sprouts. 

9 



There is also another way of looking at the feelings of alienation suffered by the 

characters-the Marxist view. Karl Marx began his studies in Berlin which was a center 

for German philosophy. The chair in philosophy had been previously held by G.W.F. 

Hegel who is well-known for his metaphysical studies. In his studies of Hegel's work, 

Marx enlarged upon theories that connected with his own ideas and in 1867 he published 

Capital, his study of the effects of capitalism on man and society. Through his studies , 

Marx came up with four different ways that workers become alienated through 

capitalistic endeavor: 

1) man is alienated from the product of his labor: the product, under conditions of 

the divi sion of labor and in the world of the "free" market of exchange, does not 

belong to the producer of that product; 2) the labor itself is alienating to man; the 

production activity appears as a meaningless fraction in the division of labor; 3) 

man al so alienates from his social existence, all relations with other men are 

commodified, social relations are determined by their utility, in function of 

money; 4) man, in the end, al so alienates from himself; he has himself become a 

commodity; he is no longer a species-being, but he sells his labor; wage-labor is 

alienated labor (Deflem). 

It can be seen that these working-class men easily fit into Marx's definition, especially 

under the third and fourth explanations. In Underground Man's relations with his former 

schoolmates there is always an underlying sense of monetary worth-they are worth 

more than he is. His job is one in which he performs a service for those above him. In 

this way he becomes commodified as a labor-making machine. The Modem Hero is also 
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used to rating himself monetarily, for example by what products and furnishings he can 

afford. His job is also one in which he performs labor without seeing any material gain, 

and his job is extremely dissatisfying because of the potential ramifications of the 

decisions he is forced to make. Marx feels that labor is the most important activity in 

man's life, and that he experiences self-evaluation through his work. "Thus the ideal of 

labor is represented by the active, consciously willing, self-realizing man in a social 

process of production, where in addition the activity is a goal in itself' (Israel 39). 

Neither man feels any sense of accomplishment from their work; in fact, both loathe it. 

Their positioning in the hierarchy is such that they have almost no true freedom at work. 

They deal with this in different ways, but they carry this frustration around with them and 

it adds to their lack of value for themselves. 

The Modem Hero can also be seen as a victim of an advanced capitalistic society, 

one which has been defined as "white collar." The sociologist C. Wright Mills writes 

about the lives of white collar workers saying: 

To get these jobs they sell not only their time and skills, but their personalities as 

well. This is because even the most personal traits are of relevance to the smooth 

functioning of the organization or to the marketing of goods and services. White 

collar workers must learn to repress any resentment or aggression, they are 

required to smile and dance on command, to live at all times on the job in 

accordance with the rules of the organization laid down from above (Elwell). 

The effect this type of employment has on humans is to detach them from their true 

feelings. They are no longer individuals, but workers for a large company. Their jobs no 
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longer have any creative freedom in them, but rather are streamlined for more efficiency, 

and more profit to the company. This results in a monotony of repetitive labor which the 

employees are forced to participate in because it is essential to survival. 

The use of mass communications within this type of culture continues to shape 

and mold the individual into certain ideologies and values. Mills asserts that "the form 

and content of political and social consciousness cannot be understood without reference 

to the image of the world presented by these media" (Elwell). This makes the impact of 

media upon modem life extremely important to the development of the person. It also 

causes development of a flattening of the perspective of society. Everyone ingests the 

same information and so comes to have the same values. Just as the large corporations 

are streamlining their workforce, the media is streamlining the populace toward a more 

efficient and controlled goal. This effect can be seen in the Modem Hero as he 

continually both derides and spouts out pop culture. He explains the level of importance 

that name-brand items have gained by saying, " .. .I wasn't the only slave to my nesting 

instinct. The people I know who used to sit in the bathroom with pornography, now they 

sit in the bathroom with their IKEA furniture catalogue" (Palahniuk 43). It seems that 

through media control people are subverting their more physical drives for the emptiness 

of material things. 

Both our protagonists are male, not yet into their forties, and of what we could 

consider a lower-middle class wage group. These are not men suffering mid-life crisis

they should be just getting into the meat of their lives. But what has happened is they 

have come to a realization about life and where they fit in. They realize that they do not 
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understand what is going on around them and they begin a constant search for an answer. 

They feel that this answer is what will bring them peace of mind. Both protagonists are 

lacking in religious belief, but there is no religious or spiritual practice present in their 

lives. Underground Man does not seem to believe there is any higher power. The 

Modem Hero identifies God with a father figure which he never had. For both of these 

men a God and salvation by that God is absent. In the philosopher Hegel's writings, we 

see that he felt that spirituality was connected to alienation. For him, God is the total 

reality which is equated with a world-spirit influencing and containing everything in our 

world. It is the nature of this world-spirit to seek self-consciousness, something which 

cannot be obtained without detachment from itself. Since man is encompassed within 

this spirit, he takes on this need for self-consciousness coupled with a detachment from 

himself. Striving toward self-consciousness, seen as perfection, man cannot succeed 

because there cannot be perfection with detachment. And, there cannot be self

consciousness without detachment. It is in this way that Hegel describes the paradoxical 

nature of internal strife for the human being. 

Hegel also shows how the state fits into the spiritual nature of society. The 

changes in government and creation of new political groups which are going on during 

Underground Man's life can be related to Hegel's theory: 

In Hegel's opinion the state was God's spirit as it is expressed on earth. Therefore, 

it was the individual's duty to worship the state as a manifestation of the spirit of 

God. Man must also remember that if it is difficult to understand nature, it is still 

more difficult to understand the essence of the state (Israel 33). 
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The supreme role of the capitalistic state as it is expressed in the Modem Hero's time can 

also be seen as fitting into this description. Through the media, the Modern Hero is 

coached on how to best worship capitalism-by procuring more things. Neither of the 

protagonists have a spirituality in the regularly interpreted religious sense. However, 

they do both have intimate, and somewhat antagonistic, feelings about their relationship 

to the governing powers. Hegel's idea of religious obedience to a state, or culture, can be 

seen as becoming increasingly difficult during times of upheaval and change. In essence, 

man is being required to worship something created by a collective of other men. Marx 

expanded upon this theory explaining that religion can lead to alienation because, "the 

economic and social destitution in which many people are condemned to live creates a 

feeling of powerlessness, of nothingness, of misery. Religion merely reflects man's own 

wretchedness" (Israel 32). Religion, or lack of it, is a reflection of man, and as such it 

can only reflect the real man instead of the ideal man. 

Through looking at different definitions for and causes of alienation, we can see 

how these feelings managed to manifest themselves within our protagonists. We can also 

see, however, that they are not necessarily victims. They are basically normal human 

beings, if not possibly more sensitive than the average man of society. The feelings they 

have that refuse to be quashed are what separate them from their fellow man, or, at least, 

what make them feel separated. However, once they have started to examine their 

situations, and the futility of their lives becomes a focus for them, they cannot go back to 

a state of not-knowing. They have to proceed forward with the knowledge they have 

14 



gained. It is their perseverence with this altered perception of the workings of society 

and life that enlarges their separation from other individuals and society as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SOCIETY 

In Notes from Underground and Fight Club, both characters have been raised 

without fathers. This fact may be seen as having an impact upon how they learn to relate 

to others in a social environment. Because they have missed out on the important basic 

socialization skills that fathers usually teach, they have trouble throughout their lives 

when it comes to making and maintaining friendships, or simply relating to others in 

casual day-to-day encounters. 

It is also important to note that both of these men experience a sense of social 

marginalization which, paradoxically, is also part of the cause for their feelings of 

alienation. Social marginalization is used here to mean that elements of the characters' 

lives make them feel unimportant, or on the outer edges of society. They both lack a 

sense of accomplishment at work, and their work status seems to encroach upon their 

social lives. Their low level in the hierarchy at work has much to do with their social 

status because this dictates what monetary level they can live on financially. This, in 

tum, dictates the type of dwelling in which they will reside. In both works we see ample 

evidence of how the characters' work, social, and home environments lend to their 

feelings of social marginalization. 
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Underground Man 

Underground Man was practically raised at a boarding school. We learn that his 

experiences with his relatives who sent him there were less than pleasant, and that his 

relationships with the boys at school were also unfulfilling: 

[T]he whole evening I had been oppressed by memories of my days of penal 

servitude at school, and I could not shake them off. I was sent to school by 

distant relations, upon whom I was dependent and of whom I have heard nothing 

since-they sent me there, a lonely, silent boy, already crushed by their 

reproaches, already troubled by doubt, and looking savagely at everything around 

him. My schoolfellows met me with spiteful and merciless jibes because I was 

not like any of them .. .I hated them from the first and shut myself away from 

everyone in timid, wounded and disproportionate pride (Dostoevsky 58-59). 

He considers his school life that of a jail sentence and it is apparent that these memories 

haunt him. It seems likely that he was an orphan, since he says he was totally dependent 

upon distant relatives. In spite of his dependence upon these relatives, or, perhaps, 

because of it, he was not treated well by family. Upon his escape from them, he is again 

greeted in unfriendly fashion by his schoolmates. At this point, he says he locks himself 

away from them, most likely he means psychologically, and continues on his own, 

lonely, miserable way. In an effort to comfort himself he attempts to do well in his 

studies saying: 

To escape from their derision I purposely began to make all the progress I could 

with my studies and forced my way to the very top. This impressed them. 
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Moreover, they began to grasp slowly that I was already reading books none of 

them could read, and understood things (not forming part of our school 

curriculum) of which they had not even heard. They took a savage and sarcastic 

view of it, but were morally impressed, especially as the teachers began to notice 

me on those grounds. The mockery ceased but the hostility remained, and cold 

and strained relations were formed between us. In the end I could not stand it 

myself; with years a craving for society, for friends, developed in me. I attempted 

to get on friendly terms with some of my schoolfellows; but somehow or other my 

intimacy with them was always strained and soon ended of itself (60). 

For years Underground Man attempts to find his way through the social circle of school. 

His success with studies manages to keep the other boys from making fun of him, but his 

success also separates him from them. When he does make an effort at becoming friends 

with the boys, he is not successful. Because he has no experience with healthy, 

successful relationships, he is at a loss as to how to proceed. 

In later life, Underground Man does not consider himself as quite fitting in with 

any other class of society. We know this because he constantly compares himself to 

others he considers higher or lower socially than he. We can interpret his sense of place 

by how he describes himself, his clothing, his home, and by how he talks about his work: 

... you decide to ask me just who I am-then my answer is, I am a certain low

ranked civil servant. I was in the service in order to have something to eat (but 

only for that reason), and when last year a distant relation left me six thousand 
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roubles in his will I immediately retired from the service and settled down in my 

comer (5). 

The only reason that he worked at this particular job was so that he could make ends 

meet. We also see that, even after he has retired, he feels that there was nothing fulfilling 

about his work life. We do not learn much about what he actually did in the civil service, 

other than that it was some type of clerical job. We do, however, learn about how he 

related with his co-workers: 

At work in the office I even tried never to look at anyone, and I was well aware 

that my colleagues looked upon me, not only as a crank, but looked upon me-so 

I always thought-seemed to look upon me with a sort of loathing. I sometimes 

wondered why no one except me thought that he was looked upon with loathing 

(37). 

He obviously felt uncomfortable around the people he worked with and felt that they 

thought badly of him. He al so believes that he is alone in experiencing these feelings. 

His self-consciousness forms a barrier of hatred that extends outward, from discomfort 

over his physical appearance-"For instance, I hated my face ; I thought it 

disgusting ... "-to discomfort with his co-workers-"! hated all my fellow-clerks , one and 

all , and I despised them all , yet at the same time I was, as it were, afraid of them" (38). 

The strain of these feelings is heightened because he realizes that he is probably 

overreacting and says that "owing to my unbounded vanity and, probably, to the h' gh 

standard I set for myself, I very often looked at myself with furious discontent, which 

verged on loathing, and so I inwardly attributed the same view to everyone" (38). He 
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knows that he is probably being too harsh on himself, but he cannot stop and applies his 

high standards to himself as well as everyone around him. Because these standards 

cannot be met, he is tragically disconnected from both himself and others in humanity 

and says that " ... no one resembled me and that I resembled no one else" (39). 

The intense feelings of self contempt coupled with the internal yearning for 

acceptance are part of what cause him to react unstably to those around him. Some days 

he is withdrawn and angry, while other days he feels an "indifference" and is able to 

overcome his inner misgivings and attempt to relate with people on a somewhat normal 

level. However, he cannot maintain a friendship with them and always ends up alone. It 

is interesting to note that the only long-term acquaintance he maintains is with his boss, 

Anton. His work in a low-level and meaningless job, his unhealthy relationship with his 

peers at this job-these things lend to his feelings of being an outsider. The acquaintance 

with his boss is on a very patriarchal level-his boss fills in for his father, his work for 

his family, and both are distant and unfulfilling. 

One of the first places where we see how desperate Underground Man is for 

social connection is in the episode with the officer. He sees a fight in a billiard hall one 

night where one man is thrown out the window. Suddenly, he wants to have that most 

basic human experience of physical violence, and so he enters the tavern. He stands in 

the way of an officer at the scene and is not even recognized, but is simply moved out of 

the way. This episode makes him feel inhuman, unreal: "It seemed that I was not even 

equal to being thrown out of the window and I went away without having fought" (43). 

He cannot forgive the officer for "so completely failing to notice [him]" (43). He is 
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searching for recognition, for someone to notice him and acknowledge that he is real and 

human. 

He cannot let this supposed slight by the officer go and actually stews on it for 

several years. He finally decides to make an attempt at defending his honor by 

challenging the officer to a duel. However, he settles for simply arranging to encounter 

the officer along the river and run into him-forcing the officer to notice his presence. 

As he plans this encounter, he tells how he usually feels when walking along the river: 

I used to wriggle like an eel among the passers-by in the most unbecoming 

fashion, continually moving aside to make way for generals, for officers of the 

Guards and the Hussars, or for ladies. In those minutes I used to feel a convulsive 

twinge at my heart, and hot all the way down my back at the wretchedness and 

vulgarity of my little wriggling figure. This was a regular martyrdom, a 

continual, intolerable humiliation at the thought, which passed into an incessant 

and direct sensation, that I was a fly in the eyes of this whole world, a nasty, 

disgusting fly-more intelligent, more cultured, more noble than any of them, of 

course, but a fly that was continually making way for everyone, insulted and 

humiliated by everyone ( 45-46). 

During his walks by the river, he can closely compare himself and his social status to 

those of others higher up on the social ladder. This close comparison cannot bear his 

scrutiny, and he views himself as an insect compared to these other people. It is because 

the area along the river is associated with his yearning to become one of these higher 
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class people that he picks it for his encounter with the officer-in hopes that he can 

redeem himself in a setting he finds socially acceptable. 

While he is planning the encounter with the officer, he becomes obsessed with his 

appearance saying, " .. .I would have to be well dressed; that inspires respect and of itself 

puts us in some way on equal footing in the eyes of high society" ( 4 7). It is clear that he 

connects social status with a good appearance. In attempting to obtain this sort of 

appearance, he must borrow money. This need to borrow makes his low social status all 

the more apparent. And, this is not the only time that we see him obsessed with his 

clothing or having to borrow money. When he is preparing to go out with his 

schoolfellows, he recalls that he still owes money to Simonov. This embarrasses him 

enough to make him angry, but he resolves to go to the dinner even though he has no 

money to pay for it, much less to pay Simonov back with. He polishes his shoes twice 

and says: 

Then I minutely examined my clothes, and found that everything looked old, 

worn and threadbare. I had let myself get too slovenly. My uniform, perhaps was 

in good shape, but I could hardly go out to dinner in my uniform. And the worst 

thing was that on the knee of my trousers was a big yellow stain. I had a 

foreboding that that stain would in itself deprive me of nine-tenths of my personal 

dignity (61). 

It is clear that he does not have the money to go out to eat on a regular basis. He also has 

only two different outfits of clothing. Because he desires a higher lifestyle, we know that 

he is living a frugal life out of necessity. His lack of finances and wardrobe place him on 
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the outer edges of society. This displacement even includes the society of his old 

schoolmates, who were formerly considered his peers, as they all now appear to be in a 

better financial position than Underground Man. 

Along with his insecurities about his appearance, Underground Man also dislikes 

and is embanassed of his dwelling place. We learn something about his living conditions 

at the beginning of the text: 

I used to live in this corner before, but now I have settled down in it. My room is 

a wretched, honid one on the outskirts of town .. .I am told that the Petersburg 

climate is bad for me, and that with my paltry means it is very expensive to live in 

Petersburg (5-6). 

Here we see that although he lives in a small room on the outskirts of town, he still does 

not have enough money to keep himself comfortable. It again becomes clear that others 

have assessed his worth for him and let him know that he falls short of the necessary 

means to be a member of the Petersburg society. Later in the book, he again expresses 

despair over his living conditions when he fears that Liza, the prostitute he had an 

encounter with, could show up at any minute. He says, " .. .it's horrid that she should see 

how I live for instance .. .It's honid, though, that I have let myself sink so low, the room 

looks like a beggar's ... And my oilcloth sofa with the stuffing sticking out" (96-97). His 

di stress over his home adds to his fear of her coming to see him. He feels that she is 

going to discover him for what he truly is, or at least, what he feels he truly is, and then 

he will be humiliated. 
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In summary we can see that during his younger years Underground Man was 

forced to find his own way in the world without the influence of a father or father figure. 

Because of this lack of teaching at the most basic social level, he is unable to form lasting 

and fulfilling relationships with other people. He works at a job which is low-level and 

meaningless compared to both the occupations of his former schoolmates, and those of 

the higher classes of society he sees on his walks along the river. He realizes that his 

clothing is shabby and he cannot afford to purchase anything new. His living conditions 

are squalid and situated far from the thriving center of the city. After he receives his 

inheritance and quits his job, his living and social conditions do not improve. The 

combination of all of these conditions serves to make him feel socially marginalized as a 

member of the poor. The consequence of this position is that he feels unimportant, 

frustrated, and estranged from the rest of society. 

The Modern Hero 

The Modern Hero was raised for most of his life without a father. This aspect of his life 

plays an important part in the development of fight club, which has a lot to do with men 

trying to be men. The Modern Hero explains the familial aspects associated with fight 

club: 

Me, I knew my dad for about six years, but I don't remember anything. My dad, 

he starts a new family in a new town about every six years. This isn't so much 

like a family as it's like he sets up a franchise. What you see at fight club is a 

generation of men raised by women ... Fight club gets to be your reason for going 
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to the gym and keeping your hair cut short and cutting your nails. They gyms you 

go to are crowded with guys trying to look like men, as if being a man means 

looking the way a sculptor or art director says (Palahniuk 50). 

The Modem Hero is looking for structure and teaching. These are aspects of his life that 

he missed out on once his father left home. He feels that no one has shown him how to 

be a man, and he is searching for that education. "My father never went to college so it 

was really important I go to college. After college, I called him long distance and said, 

now what? My dad didn't know. When I got a job and turned twenty-five, long distance, 

I said, now what? My dad didn't know, so he said, get married. I'm a thirty-year-old boy, 

and I'm wondering if another woman is really the answer I need" (50-51). There is some 

resentment here towards the father that he can still hear but who has never given him 

guidance or served as a role model. It seems that he also has some resentment for his 

mother since she was not able to fill in the blanks after his father left. 

This lack of education and preparation for manhood is something that will figure 

prominently in how the Modem Hero deals with his life and the people around him. The 

depth to which this deficit affects the Modem Hero can be summed up through a part of 

Tyler's dogma: 

What you have to understand, is your father was your model for God .. .If you're 

male and you 're Christian and living in America, your father is your model for 

God. And if you never know your father, if your father bails out or dies or is 

never at home, what do you believe about God? ... What you end up doing .. .is you 

spend your life searching for a father and God (140-41). 
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Equating the father figure with the supreme importance of God shows the depth of the 

wound suffered by the Modem Hero. This is damage that it could take a whole lifetime 

to repair, or which may not be possible to repair at all. 

Our Modem Hero spends his days as a low-level, white-collar worker. He works 

as a recall campaign coordinator who determines whether the cost of fixing a defect is 

worth the recall. Inherent in his position is the fact that everything is treated as a number: 

This week I ran the liability formula, and for once A times B times C equaled 

more than the cost of a recall. This week it's the little plastic clip that holds the 

rubber blade on your windshield wipers. A throwaway item. Only two hundred 

vehicles affected. Next to nothing for the labor cost. Last week it was more 

typical. Last week the issue was some leather cured with a known teratogenic 

substance, synthetic Nirret or something just as illegal that's still used in third 

world tanning. Something so strong that it could cause birth defects in the fetus 

of any pregnant woman who comes across it. Last week, nobody called the 

Department of Transportation. Nobody initiated a recall (95-96). 

In the Modern Hero's profession, there is no recognition of a human factor. It is all about 

money, and what will save or make the most money. His work environment is sterile, 

industrial, repetitious, and a "maze of cubicles" (138). He can tell what day of the week 

it is by the tie his boss is wearing. 

After his first experiences with fight club, he is exhilarated and he tries to spread 

his Zen mantras throughout the office by faxing and emailing little Marxist haikus, 

"Worker bees can leave /Even drones can fly away /The queen is their slave" (63). This 
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does not seem to catch on with the rest of the staff. He has a tenuous relationship with 

his boss, and this relationship is escalated to one of threatened violence when his boss 

finds a copy of the rules of fight club in the copy machine and asks him about it: 

I say, it sounds like some dangerous psychotic killer wrote this, and this buttoned

down schizophrenic could probably go over the edge at any moment in the 

working day and stalk from office to office with an Armalite AR-180 carbine gas

operated semiautomatic (97). 

After further elaborating (in third person) on this threat, our Modem Hero lets his boss 

know that the paper is indeed his by quoting several of the rules. In this one exchange, 

the Modern Hero has put his boss on a level below him. This thinly veiled threat of 

physical violence has completely changed the level of relationship between worker and 

boss. Later, we learn that our Modern Hero no longer wears a tie to work. This seems to 

verify his impending escape from the noose of the corporate world. 

The point of the Modem Hero's work situation is that he is in a job which he feels 

is amoral and demeaning. It is likely that he would not have been pushed to this level of 

reaction if he were in a job that offered him fulfillment. The reason for the insomnia that 

plagues him seems to be the stress he internalizes because he is not able to come to terms 

with the results of the work he does. As the personality of Tyler Durden manifests itself, 

our Modern Hero also takes on a part time job as a banquet waiter in a large hotel. Tyler 

tells our hero, "The job will stoke your class hatred ... They make you wear a black bow 

tie" (65). Yet again, he is working in an area where he has little control and the people 

with the money seem to have all the control: 
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The giants, they'll send something back to the kitchen for no reason at all. They 

just want to see you run around for their money. A dinner like this, these banquet 

parties , they know the tip is already included in the bill so they treat you like dirt. 

We don't really take anything back to the kitchen. Move the Pommes Parisienne 

and the Asperges Hollandaise around the plate a little, serve it to someone else, 

and all of a sudden it's fine (80). 

This rebellion against the "giants" is one of the smaller ones created by Tyler/our Modern 

Hero. They do some nasty things to food and the people they serve it to. They do these 

things because they feel vi11ually non-existent to the people they are working for, as well 

as the people they are serving. They are marginalized as the lower class-the servers 

rather than the served. 

Because of his repressed nature, the Modern Hero does not relate well to those he 

works with, for, or to people in general. Before the manifestation of Tyler, the Modern 

Hero has no social life to speak of. He gets his human companionship through a series of 

self-help groups he attends on an almost nightly basis. He has been attending them for 

two years , and this is the only way he has been able to combat his insomnia. They fulfill 

the social need in him, but they also fulfill his need for confirmation as a member of 

something-even if he is a fake member. In fact, it is this confirmation of being 

different, and in ome ways better, that he is seeking. He says, "Walking home after a 

support group, I felt more alive than I'd ever felt. I wasn't host to cancer or blood 

parasites; I was the little warm center that the life of the world crowded around" (22). 

Being around these people makes him feel some spark of life through the veil of his 
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monotonous callous world. This secret knowledge about himself, about how he isn't 

really sick, is something that is precious to him. When Marla Singer invades this world it 

throws everything off balance. He is no· longer the special one. There is someone who 

can expose him as a fake. He says, "This is the one real thing in my life, and you're 

wrecking it" (24 ). The only part of his life that has meaning is still something that is not 

real. The intrusion of someone else who realizes this disrupts his fantasy and he must 

search for something else to fill this void. 

When the persona of Tyler invents fight club, it seems that this is what is meant to 

fulfill the social void left by abandoning the self-help groups. In this type of social circle 

we see all the same elements of the support groups: damaged people, secrecy, intensity, 

and pain. The object of fight club is to evoke emotion, just like the support groups did. 

However, now the satisfaction is going to be physical as well as emotional. The switch 

from one medium to the other is plainly stated, "Maybe self-improvement isn't the 

answer. .. Maybe self-destruction is the answer" ( 49). And, fight club seems to fulfill one 

other a pect that the support groups did-it lets him know that he is alive. "You aren't 

alive anywhere like you're alive at fight club. When it's you and one other guy under that 

one light in the middle of all those watching. Fight club isn't about winning or losing 

fights . Fight club isn't about words" (51). Fight club puts everyone on an equal level. 

This is partly signified by the removal of the participants' shirts and shoes-two areas 

where status can be clearly displayed. In this arena, just as in the support groups, 

humanity is what is needed instead of money or status. The Modem Hero craves these 

avenues of social outlet because in the rest of his world he feels like an outsider. These 
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avenues are, however, not normal, or healthy, routes of social interaction. Because of his 

status in the world he turns to a social outlet of equal status to him; that of the abnormal. 

As well as making a less than normal choice of social outlets, the Modem Hero 

also makes a less than normal choice of dwelling. At the beginning of the text he has a 

rather nice home, one that is not typically thought of as low-class, but not too high class 

either. He describes it saying: 

Home wa a condominium on the fifteenth floor of a high-rise, a sort of filing 

cabinet for widows and young professionals. The marketing brochure promised a 

foot of concrete floor, ceiling, and wall between me and any adjacent stereo or 

turned-up television. A foot of concrete and air conditioning, you couldn't open 

the windows o even with maple flooring and dimmer switches, all seventeen 

hundred airtight feet would smell like the last meal you cooked or your last trip to 

the bathroom (41). 

It is intere ting to note that the place he lives in is probably fitting for someone with the 

job of hi tatus. However, his dissatisfaction with his way of earning a living can-ies 

over into di ati faction with his home, the product of that way of earning a living. He 

destroys this home because to him it is his life, and he can no longer tolerate his life. 

Instead, he opts for a residence which feels more equal with the status he feels society has 

given him. This house is Tyler's house: 

When it's raining, we have to pull the fuses. You don't dare tum on the lights. 

The house that Tyler rents , it has three stories and a basement. We carry around 

candles. It has pantries and screened sleeping porches and stained-glass window 
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seats in the parlor. The baseboard moldings are carved and varnished and 

eighteen inches high ... There's no lock on the front door from when police or 

whoever kicked in the door. There's nine layers of wallpaper swelling on the 

dining-room walls, flowers, under stripes under flowers under birds under 

gra scloth (57). 

Thi house i in the old industrial section of town, so there are no other human neighbors. 

It encompa e everything that his condominium was not. The house seems to reflect the 

longing within the Modern Hero for things reflecting human life and the days gone past. 

He wi he to hrink away from the present into a past that is more comforting to him. 

The Modem Hero's living quarters serve to marginalize him socially because they are in 

an area that would be the last place most people would choose to live. The house itself is 

cheduled to be torn down at some point. However, the Modem Hero has chosen his own 

living quarter and so ha chosen to take a step toward a different part of society. 

The Modern Hero works at jobs that are considered low-level, and they are jobs 

which give no en e of accomplishment. They lend nothing to his emotional life. In fact, 

th yd trimentally affect his emotions to the point that he develops psychological 

problem . B cau e of these problems and his intense longing for the father he never had, 

he cannot ocialize in what would be considered a normal way. He chooses support 

group and phy ical fighting as ways to interact with other people. This interaction gives 

him the beginning of a sense of self. Because he cannot justify his new sense of self 

with hi old life, he chooses to alter radically his lifestyle. Part of this alteration includes 

destroying hi condominium and moving into a different dwelling. These choices of 
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lifestyle lead to him identifying himself with a new status group of society. He has 

chosen to marginalize himself socially into a different area than that which society has 

put him into. 

Social Alienation 

Neither Underground Man nor the Modern Hero had the experience of being nurtured by 

a fa ther. They have missed out on an important aspect of social skills training. The 

importance of fathering for children has been expressed this way: 

The trend in most research is to confirm that father, when present, may affect 

advantageou ly the child's cognitive and academic achievement, moral or 

con cience development, sex-role development, and overall psychosocial 

competence of lack of psychopathology; when absent he may contribute to the 

obver e in all pheres mentioned (Adamas, Milner, Schrepf 5). 

Although effect to all these spheres can be seen in both characters, perhaps the most 

important a pect are those of psychosocial competence, discussed in this chapter, and 

p ychopathology, which will be discussed in a later chapter. The area of these men 

which hould have learned to relate to others socially has been severely hampered by 

their lack of fathering. The Modern Hero's relationship with his other remaining parent, 

hi mother, was also probably more strained than it would have been otherwise. Studies 

on fami lie with single mothers who have been through divorce show that, "Withdrawal 

on the part of the father through divorce was thought to result in ambivalence on the part 

of the mother regarding her authority in the family and ambivalence on the part of the 
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adolescent regarding perception of his capacity for independence from the family" 

(Adams, Milner, Schrepf 92). It is likely that the Modem Hero did not receive sufficient 

nurturing from either of his parents, and it is obvious that Underground Man did not. 

Both characters can be seen as continuing to search for a father figure. "For most 

men life i a long earch for reunion with their lost fathers" (Garfinkel 8). Underground 

Man eem to be particularly attached to his boss, Anton, and shows much of the respect 

for him that he would a father figure. He also turns to Anton when he needs to borrow 

money and allows Anton to play the fathering role in this manner as well. "Through the 

con iderable ambivalences and mixed messages, fathers do pass along to their sons a 

numb r of important lessons on how to exist in a man's world ... First and foremost these 

lesson have to do with power" (Garfinkel 28). Throughout both of these texts we can 

ee both characters struggle with power. Underground Man feels he has none, and the 

Modern Hero struggles to find his and learn how to use it. Through fight club the 

Modern H ro manages a sort of socialization with other men in which he attempts to 

learn more about the physical aspects of his manhood~ the raw power that is easiest for 

him to tap. Through Tyler he attempts to gain a teacher for the more dogmatic aspects of 

being a man. One of the things that Tyler shows him is blackmail, or how to hold power, 

other than physical power, over other men. "One of the most important traditions, 

perva ive throughout cultures and around the world, is that of the rites of passage ... A man 

doe not imply take his place among men-he must earn it" (Garfinkel 8). Through the 

aspect of fight club and Tyler the Modern Hero is attempting to earn his way to 
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manhood, while Underground Man seems to be simply content to search for a father 

figure. 

In their adult lives, both Underground Man and the Modem Hero feel socially 

marginalized. They do not fit in with the people around them, and they are distressed by 

the feelings caused by not fitting in. The marginalization they experience, partly because 

of their lack of close relationships, leads them to feel frustrated and angry-· feelings 

which they act upon in differing ways. The Modem Hero finds a physical outlet for most 

of hi feelings, while Underground Man tends to cause scenes in public and play out 

elaborate fantasie in his own mind. They also have in common the fact that neither of 

their work lives i rewarding. Underground Man escapes from his work by the luck of an 

out ide occurrence in the form of an inheritance from a distance relative. The Modem 

Hero chooses to rebel against his expected role. He too escapes from his work life, but 

he is active in hi s relea e which he obtains through the threat of blackmail. Neither of 

these men can relate well socially with other people, even when they try. Underground 

Man pend much of his time alone, or he attempts social settings which he is unequipped 

to d al with. The Modem Hero attempts to find a substitute for a set of friends in his 

attendance of self-help group and the summoning of Tyler. Finally, neither man lives in 

a dwelling place he is proud of. Even though the Modern Hero consciously chooses his 

second home, it never really becomes his home but simply remains a shelter for him to 

re ide in. 

There are imilarities to the social elements which help cause the alienation of 

both the e men. However, their reactions to these elements are somewhat different. 
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Where Underground Man makes only mild attempts to become proactive in his life, the 

Modern Hero forces himself to take charge of what happens next. The reason for these 

differing reactions can be found in the variation of the ideological stances taken by each 

character. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IDEOLOGY 

Part of the alienation experienced by the characters in Notes from Underground 

and Fight Club stems from their insistence on expressing their respective strong 

ideological beliefs in a variety of different ways. Many of these beliefs are somewhat 

radical in nature, and, thus tend to further alienate the characters from society. They each 

tak different teps in pursuing their goal, but their paths still lead both of them to deal 

with the idea of free will and death of the human spirit. Although there are differences 

in the convictions that each character embraces, there is a universal similarity in that they 

ar both earching for the same ideological goal-freedom. 

Underground Man 

Und rground Man accuses himself of over-thinking things and being hyper-conscious. 

This i one cur e he endures due to the modernized society in which he lives. To explain 

th inherent need for consciousness, he gives the example of a man with a toothache and 

ex plain that the moan 

expre the con ciousness that you have no enemy, but that you do have a pain; 

the consciou ness that in spite of all the dentists in the world you are in complete 

slavery to your teeth; that if someone wishes it, your teeth will leave off aching, 

and if he doe not, they will go on aching another three months; and that finally if 

you still di agree and still protest, all that is left you for your own gratification is 
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to thrash yourself or beat your wall with your fist as hard as you can, and 

absolutely nothing more (Dostoevsky 13). 

In this example he is illustrating the powerlessness of man in the face of nature; the 

ineffectuality of being human. He considers that man has been affected by civilization by 

becoming "divorced from the soil" (14). Because of this separation from nature, man has 

lost ome of hi consciousness. In a struggle to recapture this consciousness, man grasps 

onto anything he can that makes him feel real and connected to nature, in this case it is 

the pain of a toothache. However, while man is able to grasp onto his pain in order to 

furth r hi contact with reality, he is helpless to ease the source of his pain on his own. 

Thi ideology of the helplessness of man flavors everything else that Underground Man 

believ and lead to his one true pursuit, that of freedom of choice. 

Underground Man further believes, somewhat paradoxically, that, if left to his 

own devices, man cam1ot be depended upon to choose what is best for himself: 

What is to be done with the millions of facts that bear witness that men, 

knowingly, that is , fully understanding their real advantages, have left them in the 

background and have rushed headlong on another path, to risk, to chance, 

compelled to this course by nobody and by nothing, but, as it were, precisely 

becau e they did not want the beaten track and stubbornly, willfully, went off on 

another difficult, absurd way seeking it almost in darkness. After all, it means 

that thi tubbornness and willfulness were more pleasant to them than any 

advantage ( 19). 
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To him, the need for personal choice is so inherently deep that man will make a choice 

detrimental to himself just to be able to make a choice. He will also make this choice in 

the face of omething that he knows would be easier, or more advantageous. The fact 

that he ha found a way to exert his influence over nature, or the world, is of more 

enjoyment to him than any gain he may have received from taking an easier path. Once 

again, freedom of choice is the ultimate goal for humanity. 

Underground Man goes on to explain why this freedom of choice is so important 

to man. It i because this freedom is the very aspect that separates him from objects and 

animals. "For what is a man without desire, without free will and without choice, if not a 

top in an organ" (24)? This struggle against nature is what gives life excitement and 

meaning. Thi struggle against that which gave us life is a struggle against the 

predestined, or the rational. Underground Man argues that what man needs is not 

n ce arily the rational choice, but simply independent choice. "One's own free 

unfettered choice, one's own fancy, however wild it may be, one's own fancy worked up 

at time to frenzy-why that is the very 'most advantageous advantage' which we have 

overlooked" (23 ). It i this "most advantageous advantage," one which can sometimes 

not be een a advantageous at all, that gives man his status in the natural world. Even 

the gift of reason i not so elevating, because "reason is only reason and can only satisfy 

man's rational faculty, while will is a manifestation of all life, that is, of all human life 

including rea on as well as impulses" (25). This innate will, which only mankind 

pos e ses, is what separates us from the natural world and gives us our individuality. 

38 



Underground Man's overall ideology is that of the necessity of personal freedom. 

Within this belief are nested the ideas of man as helpless against nature, and, because of 

this helple ness, struggling against nature for consciousness and choice. Throughout the 

text, we see Underground Man behaving in ways that support his beliefs, but that are not 

compatible with the society around him. He consciously makes self-destructive choices 

ju t o that he is able to have the control of making a choice. He interacts with others 

badly because he feels helpless to control how they see or think of him. In acting to 

upport his ideology of personal freedom, Underground Man is unable to combine 

per onal freedom with social acceptance. Instead he succeeds only in alienating himself 

from other in ociety, and so decreasing rather than increasing his feelings of self-worth. 

Modern Hero 

The Modem Hero lives in a world abundant with information and products. There are 

many name brand products to be found in his condominium, and he feels compelled to 

r late to the e products in a way that allows them to define him as a person, and to show 

that he belongs to a certain social group. He demonstrates the name-branding of his 

acquisition a he lists what was destroyed when his condominium blew up: 

We all have the same J ohanneshov armchair in the Strinne green stripe pattern. 

Mine fell fifteen stories, burning, into a fountain. We all have the same 

Ri lampa/Har paper lamps made from wire and environmentally friendly 

unbleached paper. Mine are confetti ... The Alle cutlery service. Stainless steel. 
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Dishwasher safe. The Vild hall clock made of galvanized steel...The Klipsk 

shelving unit... ( 43). 

The use of "we all" lets us know that there is a group out there that regularly purchases 

these particular brands, and that it is a group that part of the Modem Hero strives to 

belong to. There is something that this group feels these products say about them and 

they identify with what it means to be "environmentally friendly" or to be made of 

" tainless steel." These products are just a part of the multi-faceted media-inspired world 

in which the Modern Hero finds himself. There is such an abundance of "things" going 

on around him at all times that he feels overwhelmed and speaks about his helplessness in 

the midst of them by saying, "The things you used to own, now they own you" ( 44 ). In 

his que t for freedom, the Modern Hero takes on the society which is so fixated on 

itemizing thing that it makes him feel insignificant and undifferentiated from all the 

other "things " around him. His much quoted mantra, "This is your life and it's ending 

one minute at a time" (29), signifies his search for meaning, which he equates with 

fr edom from the constraints of daily life as he knows it. 

In order to free himself from the constraints of daily life, he realizes that drastic 

change will be necessary. He realizes that the self-help groups he has been attending 

were a start-"losing all hope was freedom" (22)-but they are not the answer. He gets 

to the meat of hi solution saying: 

It u ed to be enough that when I came home angry and knowing that my life 

wasn't toeing my five-year-plan, I could clean my condominium or detail my car. 

Someday I'd be dead without a scar and there would be a really nice condo and 
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car. Really, really nice, until the dust settled on the next owner. Nothing is static. 

Even the Mona Lisa is falling apart. Since fight club, I can wiggle half the teeth 

in my jaw. Maybe self-improvement isn't the answer ... Maybe self-destruction is 

the answer ( 49). 

He i earching for something in his life that he realizes he will not obtain without a sort 

of violence. This includes not only fighting other men, physical violence, but also the 

de truction of his own personality in favor of one more in tune with his ideological 

stance. He explains his actions saying, "At the time, my life just seemed too complete, 

and maybe we have to break everything to make something better out of ourselves" (52). 

The Modem Hero's first fight is with Tyler Durden. Through this act he is both 

fi guratively and literally breaking himself in order to rebuild himself into a stronger 

indi vidual. Thi act of "hitting" Tyler becomes the turning point in the Modem Hero's 

que t: 

Instead of Tyler, J felt finally I could get my hands on everything in the world that 

didn't work, my cleaning that came back with the collar buttons broken, the bank 

that ay I'm hundreds of dollars overdrawn. My job where my boss got on my 

computer and fiddled with my DOS execute commands. And Marla Singer, who 

stole the upport groups from me (53). 

lt is cl ar that the Modern Hero's goal in creating Tyler Durden is to free himself from all 

of the fru strating and uncontrollable aspects of daily life. It is also to free himself to 

react to all these same aspects, instead of internalizing his frustration and alienation. 
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Once the Modem Hero has turned over his life to Tyler, Tyler proceeds to work 

toward taking over the world. Tyler has many sayings that have the ring of Zen 

teachings. There are the haikus with their socialist/communist slant, but there are also the 

things that Tyler whispers to the Modem Hero. "'The liberator who destroys my 

property,' Tyler said, 'is fighting to save my spirit. The teacher who clears all 

posse sions from my path will set me free"' (110). It is clear that Tyler has taken over the 

role of teacher and is leading the Modem Hero along the path of his beliefs. However, 

since Tyler is only a manifestation of the Modem Hero, these beliefs are truly his own. 

Tyler is free to express himself in ways that the Modem Hero could not face alone. In 

this way the Modem Hero becomes strong enough to teach himself and pursue different 

avenues through which to reach his ultimate goal. 

It is in pursuing this goal that we see the extent of the Modem Hero's ideology of 

freedom. He is convinced that no individual can experience true freedom until a 

complete change in the world has been made. To encourage this global change, Tyler 

creates Project Mayhem from the more elite members of fight club. The philosophy 

behind Project Mayhem was fairly simple as the Modem Hero describes it: 

I wanted to destroy everything beautiful I'd never have. Bum the Amazon rain 

forests. Pump chlorofluorocarbons straight up to gobble the ozone. Open the 

dump valves on supertankers and uncap offshore oil wells. I wanted to kill all the 

fish I couldn't afford to eat, and smother the French beaches I'd never see. I 

wanted the whole world to hit bottom (123). 
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In essence, the philosophy of Project Mayhem is the same as the one which created Tyler 

in the first place-rebirth from destruction. "A prematurely induced dark age. Project 

Mayhem will force humanity to go dormant or into remission long enough for the Earth 

to recover. 'You justify anarchy,' Tyler says. 'You figure it out."' (125). The Modem 

Hero believes that anarchy can save the world. 

The Modem Hero is searching for the ultimate freedom, one which requires 

annihil ation of not only himself, but the whole world as he knows it. He wants to wipe 

the slate clean and start over from scratch. In his efforts to achieve this clean slate, he 

reinvents himself as a completely different personality. This side of his psyche has the 

strength to put hi s philosophies into action and engages him physically and mentally in 

changing hi world. However, this side of his psyche is so strong that it threatens to take 

over more than just our Modem Hero. His dissatisfaction is too deep to stop with only a 

personal makeover; he wishes to make over everyone and everything else. Because he 

believe that change can only come about by drastic and violent measures, Tyler creates a 

force of soldiers who are willing to follow his lead. In creating thi s group, Tyler has in 

essence recreated himself many times over. With a large number of supporters willing to 

perform anarchical acts, Tyler is able to effectively work toward fulfillment of his 

ideological aim of freedom of man. 

Ideological Alienation 

Both characters are searching for freedom. They seek this freedom because they feel 

constrained and unappreciated by their society. The all-encompassing goal of their 
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ideology is freedom from the ideology of the society around them. In Mikhail Bakhtin's 

analysis of the idea as it appears in Dostoevsky's work, he explains that in a monologic 

world "[i]dealism recognizes only one principle of cognitive individualization: error. 

True judgments are not attached to personality, but correspond to some unified, 

systemically monologic context. Only error individualizes" (Bakhtin 81). This judgment 

of being in error according to the world around them, is what the characters are seeking 

freedom from. It is their hope that by freeing themselves they will escape the feelings of 

alienation and deadness of spirit which fill them. The validity of assigning the cause of 

these feelings to society is also discussed by Bakhtin who says: 

Even when one is dealing with a collective, with a multiplicity of creating forces, 

unity is nevertheless illustrated through the image of a single consciousness: the 

spirit of a nation, the spirit of a people, the spirit of history, and so forth. 

Everything capable of meaning can be gathered together in one consciousness and 

subordinated to a unified accent; whatever does not submit to such a reduction is 

accidental and unessential (Bakhtin 82). 

Because Underground Man and the Modern Hero do not wish to "submit" to the whims 

of their ocieties' ideology they become unessential to their societies. 

In looking at these two characters, it is obvious that there is a large discrepancy 

between the inner workings of the characters and the workings of the society around 

them. If there were not this discrepancy, which causes them to feel constrained and 

alienated, they would not feel such a compulsion to search for freedom. The problems 

which determine their feelings are ingrained in the world around them, a world in which 
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their ethics and definition of freedom do not seem to apply. This discrepancy can be 

traced back to the Marxist theories on alienation, which were discussed earlier, in this 

way: 

What is perhaps most specifically Marxian in regard to the role of determinism in 

ethics is the systematic and realistic working out of the whole set of social 

conditions, the social and technological etiology, necessary to the attainment of 

the basic ethical values on the part of the great majority of people in the concrete 

circumstances of the modem historical epoch (Somerville 22). 

If ocial conditions set the basis for a working theory of ethics and freedom, it can be 

seen that those with less power can be easily bypassed by the powerful who then set 

definitions of ethics and freedom to their own benefit. Because Underground Man and 

the Modem Hero are not among the powerful in their society, they have no benefit from 

the social mores of their time. 

The freedom that each character seeks can also be expressed by the term "free 

will." They want to be able to assert their own ethics and values in response to the causes 

for choice generated by the society around them. In his paper, "Marxist Ethics, 

Determinism, and Freedom," John Somerville discusses the search for free will: 

What is meant by free? In other words, what do you want your will to be free 

from? If you want your will to be free from factors like ignorance, cruelty, 

bigotry, spitefulness, intolerance, unfairness, arrogance, avarice, greed, conceit, 

ungratefulness, dishonesty, laziness, rashness, or anything else along these lines, a 
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job can be done ... The reason is, these factors have causes; and we can discover 

more about the causes, and then apply this knowledge (19). 

There are in fact causes to the problems both Underground Man and the Modem Hero 

wish to be free from. Many of the causes are listed above, for example: greed, 

unfairness, arrogance. However, here we encounter one of the differences between the 

two characters. In order to choose there must be a basis, or a determined cause, for a 

particular choice. Underground Man argues passionately against having any kind of 

predeterminism guide his choices. This determinism is what he feels makes us objects, 

organ stops, or insects. But hi s argument is a paradox at this point because you cannot 

rationally argue against rationalism. He wishes to have a complete freedom of choice, 

which can be described in no other way than utter lack of self-management. "The 

U[nderground] M[an]'s identification of free will with caprice, impulsiveness, irrational, 

arbitrary, elf-destructive desire, even (as one passage suggests) madness, gives us no 

way to di tinguish genuine autonomy from psychological compulsion" (Beatty 191). A 

contrasting definition of free will was adopted by the philosopher Engels from Hegel. 

This definition translated from the German means "freedom is insight into necessity" 

(Somerville 20). The difference between this more rational translation and that of 

Underground Man's is found in the word "insight" which implies the idea of "action." If 

people recognize that they feel infringed upon, they should then use that knowledge to 

take action to right their circumstances. Somerville further explains this idea saying: 

It i the thought that the most dependable way to gain freedom to do X, or 

freedom from y , is to know and utilize the causal conditions relating to X, or to 
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Y ... Freedom is best attainable if you understand and utilize the specific patterns 

of causation (necessity) which pervade your situation (21). 

By wishing to negate the possibility of causes for his problems, Underground Man also 

negates the possibility of correcting these problems. He chooses the isolationist path, or 

that of the pouting child, and wishes that everyone would choose contrary to their own 

interests in order to spite the great "other." The result of this type of thinking cannot 

conceivably be productive. In contrast to Underground Man, the Modem Hero takes up 

the rational definition of free will and uses it in his battle against society. He chooses to 

act in his own interests, which also happen to be contrary to those of society. Because of 

his choices, his rebellion is actually productive. By understanding how the system works, 

he is able to blackmail his employers into paying him to keep quiet instead of showing up 

for work. By understanding established military procedures and organization, he is able 

to create hi s own army and tum society's rules against them. In this manner the Modem 

Hero is a matured form of the Underground Man. He has progressed beyond childish 

internal di scus ion and unrealistic expressions, and has matured to a level of organized 

and planned efficiency as a way to achieve his ideological goal. 

While both of these characters are searching for freedom from constraint and 

alienation, it can also be seen that they are searching for something else. The problems 

between their consciousness and the world around them make them feel emotionally 

stagnated. They do not want to exist simply by going through the motions because 

without feeling any emotion there is no life. Their self-consciousness makes them 

constantly aware of the differences between them and others, rather than the similarities. 
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However, despite the problems with their consciousness both characters continue to 

search for affirmation of their lives, and, through this affirmation, freedom from death of 

the human spirit: 

The U[nderground] M[an]'s discussion of (self) consciousness suggests that it is 

like the dreaded determinism in at least one respect: it divorces individuals from 

life. Thus, although the UM wants to live, and consequently, desperately flees 

premature burial by the determinists and their social-engineer sympathizers, 

nevertheless, consciousness also leads him to an underground of the sort which in 

its isolation, radical aloneness, and inertia looks more than a little like death 

(Beatty 193 ). 

The characters do not fit into the rational world because there seems to be no room for 

feelings within that world. The Modern Hero's mantra, "This is your life and it's ending 

one minute at a time," is his way of communicating that he feels the time to really live 

and experience life is running out. Underground Man is concerned with becoming a 

rationalized "thing" and this is because a "thing" has no life: 

Modern civilization aspires to a total rationalization; it is, in effect, a benign 

conspiracy to eliminate actual living. Ernst Mach once said that the aim of 

science was to replace experience. Similarly, the underground man declares that 

'positiveness is not life, gentleman, but is the beginning of death' (Traschen 364). 

Both characters are retreating from the society which attempts to deny them any of what 

they consider "actual living;" the messy parts of life. This is why fight club is born in the 

Modem Hero's world. It is messy and bloody and full of feeling-even if that feeling is 
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pam. In their worlds, which are filled with policies and rationalism, the human element 

gets overlooked. Once humans become mechanized to follow procedure, or forced to 

behave in the way society considers rational, the actual living of life is gone and all that is 

left is death. 

Perhaps the most paradoxical aspect of the characters' beliefs and actions is their 

search for freedom while at the same time bemoaning their failure to fit in as part of the 

social structure. Even as they search for acceptance from others, they fight against the 

normal behaviors and ideologies that would provide this acceptance for them. Just as 

they strive for freedom from the predestination of Nature, they long for the security of 

being connected and fulfilled. This aspect of their personalities is complex and can to a 

large extent be described as disordered. 
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CHAPTER4 

PSYCHOLOGY 

Although only the Modern Hero's personality can be psychologically described as 

split, both of the main characters in Notes from Underground and Fight Club can be said 

to have fa irly severe personality conflicts which manifest themselves as dual in nature. 

In dealing with particular events that transpire, the characters can be seen to be operating 

in a fractured state. Some of the reasons for this fracturing of their identities were 

discussed earli er as being caused by a combination of stresses caused by their 

environments and ideological beliefs. Different events in both texts illustrate the 

characters' fractured identities. 

Underground Man 

The personality development of the Underground Man can be considered a form of 

sickness. He identifies himself at the beginning of the work saying, "I am a sick man .. .l 

am a spiteful man. I am an unpleasant man. I think my liver is diseased" (Dostoevsky 3). 

1t seems that he feels thi s sickness is connected to his inability to fit into society. When 

he de cribes aspects of himself, he often uses medical , or disease related terms , to aid his 

description. When he tell s us about the reasons for hi s spitefulness as a young man, he 

talks of moments of being in the "worst spleen" ( 4 ). When he talks about his self

consciousness he says "that to be hyperconscious is a disease, a real positive di sease" (6). 

He then a ks the question: who can pride themselves on their diseases? His answer to 
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his own question is a good summary of his view of himself as under the control of a 

sickness: 

Everyone does that. They do pride themselves on their diseases, and I perhaps, 

more than any one .. .I am firmly convinced not only that a great deal of 

consciousness, but that any consciousness is a disease ... Tell me this: why did it 

happen that at the very, yes, at the very moment when I was most capable of 

recognizing every refinement of 'all the sublime and beautiful,' as we used to say 

at one time, I would, as though purposely, not only feel but do such hideous 

things , such that-well, in short, such as everyone probably does but which, as 

though purposely, occurred to me at the very time when I was most conscious that 

they ought not to be done (6-7). 

The harder he tries to be good and react to things in a rational manner, the less power 

over him elf he seems to have. He considers this element of himself a "depravity," and 

feel s that, since it is something he cannot seem to control, it is a sickness. 

One in tance of the Underground Man's lack of self-control manifests itself in his 

preparation for and attendance of the dinner thrown for Zverkov, a former schoolmate 

with whom he had an antagonistic relationship during their school years. He encounters 

everal of his old schoolmates at the apartment of Simonov when he drops in for a visit. 

From the beginning of his encounter with his old schoolmates, he can be seen as feeling 

very self-conscious. They do not notice him immediately when he enters and he 

presumes that this means they look upon him as on the level of a fly. When he hears 

what they are planning, however, he is seized with an irresistible impulse to be part of the 
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going-away party for Zverkov. He speaks up and asks to be counted in on the party. "It 

seemed to me that to invite myself so suddenly and unexpectedly would be positively 

graceful, and that they would all be conquered at once and would look at me with 

respect" (56). His idea of what is going on around him is in discordance with what the 

others are feeling. This becomes clear to him when Simonov challenges his interest in 

being part of the party. Simonov is soon joined by the other two men, Ferfichkin and 

Trudolyubov, who remember that there was never a good relationship between 

Underground Man and Zverkov. In the end, however, Underground Man gets his way 

and is allowed to join them for dinner. He is then embarrassed by Simonov asking him if 

he will pay for his share of the party ahead of time. Through a previous debt, 

Underground Man has owed Simonov twice the amount needed for the party for quite 

ome time and never paid it back. As Underground Man leaves, feeling somewhat 

humiliated, he determines that he will not go to the party after all. However, his lack of 

self-control flares up and he says, "But what made me furious was that I knew for certain 

that I would go, that I would purposely go; and the more tactless, the more ill-mannered 

my going would be, the more certainly I would go" (58). The appearance of two minds is 

evident here in that he knows, on a rational level, that he should not go, but his irrational 

nature, his sickness, will compel him to go anyway. The tragedy of Underground Man's 

ituation at this point is that he feels completely helpless to stop himself. 

By withholding his servant's pay, Underground Man scrapes up the money to go 

to the party. He is extremely stressed about his appearance, as discussed earlier, and 

says: 
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With despair I pictured to myself how coldly and disdainfully that 'scoundrel' 

Zverkov would greet me; with what dull-witted, absolutely profound contempt the 

blockhead Trudolyubov would look at me; with what nasty insolence the beetle 

Ferfichkin would snigger at me in order to curry favor with Zverkov; how 

completely Simonov would take it all in, and how he would despise me for the 

abjectness of my vanity and faint-heartedness, and worst of all how paltry, 

unliterary, commonplace it would all be (61). 

Underground Man is working himself up emotionally before this event. He is contrasting 

the way he would like the evening to go with the way he feels it will probably go. He has 

ideas of a "literary" evening and these are such high expectations that they are sure not to 

be fulfilled. The stress he has placed upon himself is further increased because when he 

shows up at the appointed place he is an hour too early. He knows that the other men had 

changed the time and not told him and this increases his discomfort with himself. When 

the others finally arrive, he is pleased to see them-at first. He is greeted amiably by 

Zverkov, but this greeting is translated into condescension by Underground Man's overly 

active consciousness. The conversation deteriorates. Underground Man is asked about 

hi employment and remarks are made about his pay being so meager. When the 

conversation subsequently turns away from him, he is "crushed and humiliated" (66). He 

becomes more agitated to the point of imagining sending a challenge of a duel to 

Ferfichkin the next day and says, "I drank sherry and Lafitte by the glassful in my 

distress. Being unaccustomed to it, I quickly became intoxicated and my annoyance 

increased with the intoxication" (66). Underground Man refuses to drink a toast to 
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Zverkov and then proceeds to laud him with a three part insult. He then goes through 

with challenging Ferfichkin to a duel the next day. Ferfichkin agrees, but the reaction is 

not what Underground Man had hoped as the rest of the party all laugh at him. He then 

becomes determined to stay on until the end of the party. And so begins his most 

eccentric actions: 

I a urned most unconcerned attitudes and waited with impatience for them to 

speak first, of their own accord. But alas, they did not speak! And oh, how I 

wi bed, how l wished at that moment to be reconciled with them !. . .I smiled 

contemptuously and walked up and down the other side of the room, opposite the 

ofa, along the wall, from the table to the stove and back again. I had the patience 

to walk up and down in front of them from eight o'clock till eleven, in one and the 

same place, from the table to the stove and from the stove back again to the 

table ... At times, with an intense, acute pang, I was stabbed to the heart by the 

thought that ten years, twenty years , forty years would pass, and that even in forty 

year I would remember with loathing and humiliation those filthiest, most 

ludicrous , and most terrible moments of my life (69-70). 

Even though Underground Man is admittedly drunk at this point, there is still the 

con ciousne s of a separation between his rational and irrational selves. He knows that 

he will regret his behavior for many years into the future, yet he is compelled to continue 

thi behavior. 

The two sides of Underground Man can also be seen in his encounter with Liza 

the prostitute. After leaving the dinner party, he follows the other men to a house of 
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prostitution. He arrives late and they have already gone upstairs with other women. He 

is at first relieved that he has been saved from yet another unpleasant encounter with the 

men. However, when he sees the girl/prostitute that has come into the room he says, 

"Something loathsome stirred within me. I went straight up to her-I happened to look at 

my elf in the mirror. My harassed face struck me as extremely revolting, pale, spiteful, 

nasty, with disheveled hair. 'No matter, I am glad of it,' I thought; 'I am glad that I shall 

eem revolting to her; I like that"' (76). We see a further perversion in Underground 

Man, and a hint that he wishes to cause pain to someone he sees as weaker than himself. 

The girl is put in the position of serving him, and he is prepared to gloat upon her 

di plea ure of her duty. The actual sex act passes unremarked upon, and once 

Underground Man reawakens to reality, he says that "[s]omething seemed to be hovering 

over me, provoking me, rousing me and making me restless. Misery and gall seemed to 

urge up in me again and to seek an outlet" (77). This outlet is to be the girl lying beside 

him, the pro titute Liza. 

After spending two hours with the girl, without saying a word, Underground Man 

now feels repulsed by his actions and wishes to take out his displeasure with himself on 

the girl. He begins by relating an incident to her involving a coffin of a prostitute being 

dropped during a burial. He then starts talking to her about how she too will some day 

die in qualor because of her choice of professions. Using the literary nature of his mind, 

he paints a vivid picture for her of her possible future as a prostitute. She will become 

worth le and less and be forced deeper into debt by her madam until she dies alone in a 

basement. As she attempts to defend herself to him he says, "I turned away with disgust; 
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I was no longer reasoning coldly. I began to feel myself what I was saying and warmed 

to the subject. I was already longing to expound the cherished little ideas I had brooded 

over in my comer. Something suddenly flared up in me. An object had 'appeared' before 

me" (81). Liza is to become the object of his profusion of ideas, particularly ideas about 

how she should live her life. 

He attempts to draw her into his world by mentioning her father, her family, and 

telling her a story about a father and daughter as an example of how familial love should 

be. Thi attempt at intimacy is contrived upon his part, and he says that the "sport in it 

attracted me the most" (82). Liza, however, responds to his talk saying that he speaks 

"exactly like a book" (86). This response offends him and he relates that at the time: 

I did not understand that she was hiding her feelings by sarcasm and that this is 

usually the last refuge of modest and chaste-souled people when the privacy of 

their soul is coarsely and intrusively invaded, and that their pride makes them 

refuse to surrender till the last moment and shrink from expressing their feelings 

to you. I ought to have guessed the truth for the timidity with which she had a 

number of times attempted her sarcasm, only bringing herself to utter it at last 

with an effort. But I did not guess, and a spiteful feeling took possession of me 

(86-87). 

Because he is not getting the intended, wounded response from Liza, he becomes more 

aggressive in playing his game with her. He becomes more involved in his derision of 

her as a prostitute and paints ever more vivid pictures of what her life must be like, both 

now and in the future. "I felt for some time that I was turning her soul upside down and 
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breaking her heart, and the more I was convinced of it, the more I wanted to gain my end 

as quickly and as effectively as possible. The sport, the sport attracted me; yet it was not 

merely the sport" (91). Just as Underground Man begins falling in love with his own 

words , he finally sees that he has affected her terribly and that she is crying. At this 

point, he begins to feel badly for what he has done. Liza shows him a letter from a 

tudent who had cared for her, and he begins to feel pity for the girl. His encounter with 

her ends with him feeling "exhausted, shattered, in bewilderment" and longing to get 

away from her. 

The morning after his encounter with Liza, Underground Man awakens and is 

horrified by his actions of the night before. By writing a note to Simonov, Underground 

Man manages to appease his dismay over last night's events with the other men. But, he 

realize that he has given Liza his address and begins to live in fear of the day that she 

will come to visit him. "The thought that Liza was coming worried me continually. It 

s emed queer to me that of all yesterday's memories, the memory of her tormented me as 

it were particularly, quite separately, as it were" (96). Underground Man wavers between 

fearing that Liza will come, waiting for her to come, and obsessing over the condition of 

hi home, appearance, and manservant. He worries himself over this for the entire day: 

All that evening, even when I had come back home, even after nine o'clock, when 

I calculated that Liza could not possibly come, she still haunted me, and what was 

wor e, she always came back to my mind in the same position. One moment out 

of all that had happened last night presented itself before me vividly: the moment 

when I struck a match and saw her pale, distorted face, with its tortured look ... I 
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did not know then that even fifteen years later I would still always picture Liza to 

myself with that pitiful, distorted, inappropriate smile which was on her face at 

that minute (97). 

At this point, the more rational and sensitive part of Underground Man's personality 

eems to have surfaced. The night before he was content to harass Liza in a pitiless way 

about her unfortunate circumstances, but today he feels abashed and haunted by his 

action toward her. His distress over his behavior leads him to incite a fight with his 

servant, Apollon. At the very instant in which this fight is becoming most heated, Liza 

appears . "I stood before her crushed, crestfallen, revoltingly embarrassed, and I believe I 

smiled as I did my utmost to wrap myself in the skirts of my ragged wadded robe-just 

exactly as I had imagined the scene not long before in a fit of depression" (104). Liza is 

obviously urpri sed at his appearance and becomes embarrassed. She looks to him for 

something, possibly an explanation, and this changes Underground Man's embarrassment 

to fury as he says , "She ought to have tried not to notice, as though everything had been 

u ual, while in tead she ... and I dimly felt that I would make her pay dearly for all this" 

(] 04). She instantly changes again from something to be pitied into something to be 

railed against. 

Underground Man feels that Liza is to blame for his embarrassment and 

histrionic . When she tells him that she wishes to get out of the profession, just as he had 

been preaching at her to do last night, he tells her that he was only speaking fine 

sentiments the night before: 
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So you may as well know, know that I was laughing at you then. And I am 

laughing at you now. Why are you shuddering? Yes, I was laughing at you! I 

had been insulted just before, at dinner, by the fellows who came that evening 

before me. I came to you, meaning to thrash one of them, an officer; but I didn't 

succeed. I didn't find him; I had to avenge the insult on someone to get my own 

back again; you turned up, I vented my spleen on you and laughed at you. I had 

been humiliated, so I wanted to humiliate; I had been treated like a rag, so I 

wanted to show my power. That's what it was, and you imagined I had come 

there on purpose to save you, didn't you? Did you imagine that? Did you 

imagine that ( 107)? 

In this one paragraph he again attempts to shatter Liza. He tries to brutalize her with the 

truth of the sentiment behind his actions of the night before. No longer does he feel pity 

for her, but he again wishes to take out his rage and frustration on her. However, Liza 

doe not re pond as he had thought she would. He says, "Liza, wounded and crushed by 

me, under tood a great deal more than I imagined. She understood from all this what a 

woman under tands first of all, if she feels genuine love, that is, that I was myself 

unhappy" ( 109). This sympathetic response by the one in which he was attempting to 

cau e pain only further incites Underground Man's anger. He states that he "hated her 

and ... wa drawn to her at that minute" (110). At this point, Underground Man simply 

wishes her to be gone and leave him alone. In a last effort to ensure that she will not 

return, he presses money into her hand as he walks her to the door. This is an act adding 

in ult to the injury he has already done. When he realizes that she has thrown this money 
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on the table as she left, he again switches his feelings for her and runs out into the night 

after her. He is unable to find her. "My whole heart was being rent to pieces, and never, 

never will I recall that minute with indifference" (113). Underground Man has come to a 

full realization of his contradictory dealings with Liza. He now understands that he has 

fulfi ll ed his fear of not being able to control the irrational side of his nature, and that there 

is nothing he can do now to change the results of his actions . 

Underground Man is tom between conflicting personalities. The back and forth 

nature of hi s mental ramblings takes force through his actions. He is one minute rational, 

the next full of self-righteous outrage. Because he cannot control the meanderings of his 

own mind internally, he is also unable to control his external reactions. This lack of self

control only helps to further alienate him from others around him. However, since 

Underground Man i telling us his story with the perspective of one looking back on his 

past, we are allowed to hold out hope that he has been able, or will be able, to come to 

term with the conflicting nature of his personality. 

Modern Hero 

The Modern Hero is seen from the start of the text as being unable to relate to others by 

being him elf. Because of his struggles with insomnia, he is obsessed with sickness and 

he immerses himself in various different diseases by attending support groups. Whether 

it is cancer, blood parasites, or organic brain dysfunctions, he surrounds himself with 

ickne s. When he attends the support group meetings, he never gives anyone his real 

name. He pretends to be someone else who has a problem in common with those around 
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him, in an effort to fit in. This interaction comforts him and he says of the support 

groups: 

This was freedom. Losing all hope was freedom. If I didn't say anything, people 

in a group assumed the worst. They cried harder. I cried harder. Look up into 

the stars and you're gone. Walking home after a support group, I felt more alive 

than I'd ever felt. I wasn't host to cancer or blood parasites; I was the little warm 

center that the life of the world crowded around (Palahniuk 22). 

The duality of his nature starts to manifest at this stage because he is not only seeking 

comfort in another individual's skin, he is also allowing his true identity to feel superior 

and lucky because he does not have the same problems as those around him. The 

in omnia he frequently uffers from has brought out a part of his nature that is constantly 

needy and in ecure. This part of his personality craves someone to constantly reassure 

and comfort it. 

When the comfort the Modern Hero gets from the support groups is disrupted by 

the "faker" Marla, his insomnia returns. The initial appearance of Tyler closely coincides 

with the recurrence of the insomnia and the added stress caused by Marla. The 

per onality of Tyler first manifests itself to the Modern Hero on a nude beach: 

How I met Tyler was I went to a nude beach. This was the very end of summer, 

and I was asleep. Tyler was naked and sweating, gritty with sand, his hair wet 

and stringy, hanging in his face. Tyler had been around a long time before we 

met. Tyler was pulling drift logs out of the surf and dragging them up the beach. 

In the wet sand , he'd already planted a half circle of logs so they stood a few 
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inches apart and as tall as his eyes. There were four logs, and when I woke up, I 

watched Tyler pull a fifth log up the beach. Tyler dug a hole under one end of the 

log, then lifted the other end until the log slid into the hole and stood there at a 

slight angle ... Tyler called over, 'Do you know what time it is?' (32). 

It i interesting to note that when the Modem Hero first meets Tyler, Tyler is doing 

something, constructing something. This is important because it shows why Tyler will be 

important to the Modem Hero. Tyler is going to do things; and, we see that Tyler does 

thing that the Modem Hero could not do himself. The idea that the Modem Hero 

"wakes up" when he meets Tyler is also important. Tyler is going to wake the Modem 

Hero and free him from sleepwalking through his life. The fact that Tyler appears while 

the Modem Hero is sleeping is also important. The author is using this as a literary 

device which shows Tyler as embedded in the Modem Hero's subconscious. 

The event which effectively ushers Tyler's presence into the Modem Hero's life in 

a more permanent aspect would be the destruction of the Modem Hero's condominium. 

As the Modem Hero leaves his condominium complex, the doorman suggests that he 

might have done this because he was in over his head in debt. "'If you don't know what 

you want,' the doorman said, 'you end up with a lot you don't.' May I never be complete. 

May I never be content. May I never be perfect. Deliver me, Tyler, from being perfect 

and complete" ( 46). After destroying his home and all of his worldly possessions, except 

for a suitca e full of clothes, Tyler does "deliver" the Modem Hero. Tyler also insinuates 

him elf deeper into his life by giving him a place to stay. It is when they meet at the bar 

on this night that Tyler and the Modem Hero engage in their fistfight. These actions are 
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the first steps taken by Tyler in an attempt to tear down the societal defenses of the 

Modem Hero. He is attempting to rebuild the Modern Hero into something stronger and 

better-something that is Tyler. Physical violence and pain in general are Tyler's tools 

for remolding the Modem Hero. Besides the use of fight club, Tyler brands himself, 

represented by the mark of his kiss, into the back of the Modem Hero's hand as a way to 

mark his teITitory. We can see a hint of Tyler's bigger picture when during this ritual he 

says, "'Don't shut this out ... Soap and human sacrifice go hand in hand" (75). In an effort 

to escape the pain of the chemical bum, the Modem Hero flashes back to his trip to 

Ireland where he followed other men in the rebellious ritual of pissing on the Blarney 

Stone. While he is remembering this event, Tyler is relating another, more ancient, 

recollection from Ireland: 

After hundreds of people were sacrificed and burned ... a thick white discharge 

crept from the altar, downhill to the river ... Rain .. .fell on the burnt pyre year after 

year, and year after year, people were burned, and the rain seeped through the 

wood ashes to become a solution of lye, and the lye combined with the melted fat 

of the sacrifices, and a thick white discharge of soap crept out from the base of the 

altar and crept downhill toward the river (76). 

The Modern Hero is to be a human sacrifice for Tyler's cause. By combining the lye of 

Tyler's ways with the human flesh and fats of the Modem Hero, Tyler is attempting to 

oap him clean and into a new being. "'You have to see,' Tyler says, 'how the first soap 

was made of heroes"' (78). By enlisting in Tyler's cause, and being branded, the Modem 

Hero has truly become a hero-at least in Tyler's eyes. 
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The Modem Hero's destruction of himself through Tyler progresses throughout 

the text. When Tyler's antics with Project Mayhem, his anarchist troops, become more 

and more outrageous, the Modem Hero goes looking for him. Eventually he is identified 

by a bar owner as being Tyler. At this point, the Modem Hero starts to realize the true 

nature of his problem. When he goes to sleep, Tyler goes to work. When he is on the 

verge of sleep, he and Tyler can communicate. '"Every time you fall asleep,' Tyler says, 

']runoff and do something wild, something crazy, something completely out of my 

mind"' (163). Tyler explains things to the Modem Hero telling him: 

"] said that if you talked about me behind my back, you'd never see me again," 

Tyler said. "We're not two separate men. Long story short, when you're awake, 

you have the control, and you can call yourself anything you want, but the second 

you fall asleep, l take over, and you become Tyler Durden." But we fought l say. 

The night we invented fight club. "You weren't really fighting me," Tyler says. 

"You said so yourself. You were fighting everything you hate in your life" (167). 

In thi paragraph, the relationship between Tyler and the Modem Hero is summed up. 

Tyler i constructed from everything that the Modem Hero hates in his life. Even as this 

per onality i one the Modem Hero relies upon and befriends, it is created from all the 

things in his life that were uncontrollable, unbearable, and intolerable. It is at this point 

that the Modem Hero begins to realize that Tyler is a threat to him. 

It is soon after the Modem Hero realizes what is really going on, that he begins to 

under tand that Tyler could be a threat to Marla as well. She doesn't realize that she has 
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been dealing with two personalities. After he explains things to her, he also realizes that 

he is going to have to take care of Tyler: 

All the things that Tyler knows are coming back to me ... All of a sudden I know 

how to run a movie projector. I know how to break locks and how Tyler had 

rented the house on Paper Street just before he revealed himself to me at the 

beach. I know why Tyler had occurred. Tyler loved Marla. From the first night I 

met her, Tyler or some part of me had needed a way to be with Marla (198). 

Hi inability to accept Marla in the most sacred area of his life, the self-help groups, 

while at the same time being attracted to her, led to enough additional strain on him 

psychologically that Tyler was created. Once the Modem Hero has realized his true 

ituation and relationship with Tyler, Tyler reappears and confirms his worst fears: "The 

last thing we have to do is your martyrdom thing. Your big death thing" (203). Tyler 

intend to make a big show out of this murder/suicide by blowing up a building. 

However, the Modem Hero knows that Tyler used the wrong ingredients in his explosive 

mixture. He has had enough control over Tyler to prevent a mass destruction, but he 

cannot prevent one last attempt at his own self-destruction. He shoots himself, but not 

fatally. 

The last chapter of the text shows us that, although Tyler's last dramatic act did 

not kill the Modem Hero, he is still not allowed full access back into the world of reality. 

It is obvious from his descriptions of the heaven, that he partly believes himself to be in, 

that he is really in a mental hospital. He says, "I look at God behind his desk, taking 

notes on a pad, but God's got this all wrong. We are not special. We are not crap or 
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trash, either. We just are" (207). Although the Modem Hero seems to have defeated 

Tyler, he does not seem to have come out of the ordeal as a whole person. Because of his 

inability to deal with the world around him, the Modem Hero has effectively done what 

Tyler set out to do-he has destroyed himself. 

Summary of Psychological Issues 

It i interesting to note that both characters consider themselves victims of sickness, or 

relate them elves to people who are sick. In fact, both characters appear to be suffering 

from different types of mental instabilities. The fracturing of their personalities and the 

behavior resulting from this state can be identified in the definitions of differing types of 

per onality disorders. 

Underground Man seems to have what psychiatrists call a personality disorder. 

"A personality di sorder is an inflexible pattern of inner experience and outward behavior. 

The pattern is een in most of the person's interactions, continues for years, and differs 

markedly from the experiences and behaviors usually expected of people" (Comer 509). 

The inflexibility of Underground Man's response system can be seen in his inability to 

change his ways of relating to others in an irrational manner. Even though he knows that 

he i behaving in a way not considered normal, like at the dinner party, he is incapable of 

changing that behavior because it is ingrained in his personality. It also appears that this 

behavior continued for years, although it may have possibly lessened somewhat as he 

grew older. The reader does not get the impression that Underground Man has 
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considerably changed his lifestyle as he is writing his memoirs-only that his attitude 

about his life has changed. 

The particular disorder that seems to apply to Underground Man is called a 

chizotypal personality disorder. People with this disorder "display a range of 

interpersonal problems marked by extreme discomfort in close relationships, very odd 

patterns of thinking and perceiving, and behavioral eccentricities. Anxious around 

other , they seek isolation and have few close friends. Many feel intensely lonely" 

(Comer 515). Underground Man fits into this part of the description well. He 

experiences .the most discomfort in dealing with another individual when he deals with 

omeone he sees every day, such as his servant Apollon or individuals at work. He is 

al o made extremely uncomfortable by his relations with Liza because they were of such 

an intimate nature. His ways of thinking and perceiving are demonstrably odd and 

eccentric compared to those of what most of us would consider a normal person. He 

over-analyzes many small instances, such as the encounter with the officer. It seems that 

Underground Man also spends most of his time alone at his home, and that he seeks out 

human companionship only when he feels truly desperate. He is also obviously lonely 

and confesses this to Liza when she comes to his home. A further definition of this 

per onality disorder explains that these type people: 

[ 0 ]ften have great difficulty keeping their attention focused. This problem may 

help explain one of their key characteristics-digressive speech. Their 

conversation is typically vague, yet far too elaborate, and they often use loose 

associations ... Sometimes the perceptual distortions and magical thinking found in 
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schizotypal personality disorder reflect creative ability. Most often, however, 

people with this disorder drift aimlessly and lead an idle, unproductive life. They 

are likely to choose undemanding jobs in which they can work below their 

capacity and are not required to interact with other people (Comer 516). 

In the long and digressive speeches of Underground Man, we can see examples his being 

unable to keep his attention focused on one topic for very long. He seems to pursue a 

topic, such as free will, but along the way there are numerous stories or answers to 

questions he poses to himself. It is also interesting to note that Underground Man's 

choice of a job as a civil servant places him neatly within the boundaries of what is 

expected for this personality disorder. He does not have to interact with the others in his 

office, or the public, at least from what he has told us. It also seems possible, from some 

of the remarks made by his schoolmates, that he has taken a lower level job than would 

have seemed likely for his level of education. There is no question that he is drifting 

aimlessly and leading an unproductive life. 

It also seems possible that his personality disorder may be further complicated by 

episode of mania and depression. Mania can be described as "dramatic and 

inappropriate rises in mood" (Comer 213). These people are suddenly full of energy and 

need a social outlet; however, they are also often unaware that their behavior is 

"overwhelming, domineering, and excessive" (Comer 214). This is the type of mood that 

Underground Man seems to experience when he gets his mind set on a project. For 

example the excessive planning for his encounter with the officer that snubbed him, or 

hi envisioning of the party for Zverkov. This type of mood is further explained saying, 
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"They may talk rapidly and loudly, their conversation filled with jokes and efforts to be 

clever or, conversely, with complaints and verbal outbursts" (Comer 215). The former 

part of this description sounds very much like how Underground Man would like to be 

perceived by others around him-clever, witty and vivacious. However, the latter part of 

the description is how Underground Man actually tends to act around others

complaining of violations against him and contributing loud, and improper, outbursts, 

e pecially at the dinner party. There is also a depressive side to Underground Man's 

per onality that we see related to us through his confessional writing. People who are 

depre sed often "feel sad and dejected" and "describe themselves as feeling 'miserable,' 

'empty,' and 'humiliated"' (Comer 194). These types of feelings seem to plague 

Underground Man, and he often describes himself as miserable or humiliated. 

Depression also involves anger, and a lack of motivation or "paralysis of will" (Comer 

195). We see these aspects in Underground Man's behavior as well. Over all, 

Underground Man presents an extremely complex character who manages to play over 

the full range of emotions in an unhealthy manner. It seems likely that the problems with 

hi personality cause his manic and depressive reactions, and these changes from mania 

to depres ion almost lend him the appearance of having more than one personality. Since 

the personality problems are deeply ingrained and very hard to overcome, he seems to 

have a very slim chance for becoming a more balanced and fulfilled person without some 

kind of extensive therapy. 

The Modem Hero is also obviously experiencing a mental disorder. This disorder 

falls into the classification of a dissociative disorder. "People with dissociative disorders 
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experience major changes in memory without a clear physical cause. One part of the 

person's memory seems to be dissociated, or separated from the rest" (Comer 478). The 

specifics of what has happened to the Modem Hero would be called dissociative identity 

di order, or multiple personality disorder. This type person "develops two or more 

distinct personalities, often called subpersonalities, each with a unique set of memories, 

behaviors , thoughts, and emotions. At any given time, one of the subpersonalities takes 

center stage and dominates the person's functioning. Usually one subpersonality, called 

the primary, or host, personality, appears more often than the others" (Comer 483). The 

Modem Hero has two distinct personalities; that of himself and that of Tyler Durden. 

The memories of each are separate, at least for a time, because the Modem Hero does not 

know what Tyler is up to a lot of the time. Tyler also behaves quite differently from the 

Modem Hero, which is possibly one of his attractions for the Modem Hero. It seems that 

Tyler only takes the stage when the Modem Hero would usually succumb to sleep. This 

occurrence lends some significance to how the Modern Hero's insomnia may have 

influenced this fracture in his personality. 

In omnia is "part of a group of illnesses that seem to result from an interaction of 

p ychosocial and physical factors" (Comer 300). Some of the causes of insomnia can be 

high levels of anxiety or depression. The Modern Hero has definitely exhibited both of 

the e ymptoms in his discussion of his job and his opinion of where he fits into society. 

It i po sible that his prolonged exposure to the states of anxiety and depression brought 

on his trouble with insomnia. "Sleep deprivation for 100 hours or more leads to 

hallucinations, paranoia, and bizarre behavior. When people remain awake for over 200 
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hours , they frequently experience periods of 'microsleep,' naps lasting two to three 

seconds. The body simply refuses to be deprived of sleep for long" (Comer 302). It 

seems possible that the Modem Hero passed the mark of sleep deprivation for 100 hours 

or more. If this is so, then the meeting/creation of Tyler could have started as a 

hallucination. The "micronaps" would then have allowed Tyler to reappear and converse 

with the Modern Hero in a dreamlike state. This then could have evolved into a more 

definitive subpersonality of the Modem Hero. In this way, the insomnia could actually 

have been a major cause for the dissociative identity disorder. 

One view of the causes for dissociative identity disorder holds that it is caused by 

a lifetime of repressive behavior. The Modem Hero seems to have repressed his feelings 

of anxiety and depression from those around him for many years. It is doubtful 

con idering his true inner feelings that he would have been able to hold down his 

particular job without utilizing repression of his emotions. Another view of the causes 

for thi di order holds that it is because of a behavioral conditioning in which the 

individual frequently seeks relief from outer stressors by allowing their mind to drift to 

other ubjects. This begins as a momentary forgetting, similar to daydreaming, but, if 

tre ors become more prevalent, or no long term relief from them is obtained, this type 

of behavior could lead to a permanent source of relief for the individual in the form of a 

ubper onality. This too could explain the Modem Hero's fracturing of self. If he 

allowed his mind to drift often enough, the secondary personality of Tyler might 

eventually have been formed as a more permanent relief from outside stress. 
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Whatever the exact cause of the mental trauma that the Modem Hero is 

experiencing, it is obvious that the stressors were not relieved soon enough to save him 

from harming himself. It appears at the end of the text that he is finally receiving the 

therapy that he needed for so long. The main goal of recovery for him is going to be 

reintegrating his personalities into one normally functioning personality. However, 

because he now appears to be somewhat delusional as well, since he half-thinks he's in 

heaven, this task may be more difficult than it would have been if he had received the 

help he needed earlier. 

An examination of both characters' psychological issues reveals that they both 

have problems in their relationships with women. Underground Man's relationship with 

Liza tarts out as a simple exchange, but becomes increasingly complicated. 

Underground Man flies from one extreme to the other in his thoughts about Liza as he 

alternately con iders marriage to her and then regards their relationship with utter disgust. 

He i unable to stabilize himself on either occasion that he interacts with her, and finally 

manages to drive her away. The Modem Hero is distraught by the appearance of Marla. 

She unexpectedly intrudes upon the "safe" area of his life and he reacts to her 

accordingly. At some point, however, his feelings for her become confused, and by the 

end of the text he realizes that he cares for her. Throughout the text, though, he is never 

s en interacting with her in a normal manner. Even the sex scenes between Marla and 

Tyler are atypical at best, and sadistic at worst. It seems that, in the end, the Modem 

Hero wanted to try to relate to Marla on a more normal level, but, at that point, he was 

psychologically unable. There is the implication that Marla will be there waiting for him 
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if he ever returns from the hospital. In this way he seems to be a little luckier in love than 

Underground Man. 

Although Underground Man and the Modem Hero have very different types of 

personality problems, they both have experienced a fracturing of their identities. They 

are both torn between two different ways of life and they are struggling to deal with this 

confl ict. They are also both diagnosable as having impaired mental ability. Because of 

this aspect, their frequent references to sickness become more relevant. They can be seen 

as crying out for help. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

"Literature that is not the breath of contemporary society, that dares not transmit 

the pains and fears of that society, that does not warn in time against threatening moral 

and social dangers-such literature does not deserve the name of literature; it is only a 

fa9ade. Such literature loses the confidence of its own people, and its published works 

are used as wastepaper instead of being read." 

--Alexander Solzhenitsyn 

A comparison of Notes from Underground and Fight Club demonstrates that there 

are many similarities that make them interesting to look at together. But, the larger 

que tion is: why should these two texts be compared? The easy answer is that 

comparing the contemporary alongside other works more classical in nature gives a better 

en e of how literature has developed through time and culture. A better picture of the 

past can be seen which allows for a better view of the present. Studying these two 

particular works alongside each other allows for an examination of the legacy of 

Do toev ky, and other existentialists, and makes it easier to examine how this legacy has 

been applied to our modem literature. In fact, the existentialist ideas-the frustration and 

futility of human life-have become so ingrained in our modem culture that it is easy to 

overlook their genesis and development. And, studying the past alongside the present 

may help in developing new ways to consider the literature of our future. 
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As good as these reasons are on their own, there are other farther reaching reasons 

why we may want to study the literature of our past alongside the literature of our 

present. As the quote from the Russian author Alexander Solzhenitsyn implies, our 

literature is a reflection of our society. It is possible to learn about what is going on in 

different times , places, and cultures by examining the literature of the respective 

contemporaries. Invariably some of the most important aspects of the times are caught 

up and passed on by the writers. Studying these two particular texts together tells us 

about the pains and fears of the world their authors are living in-not just the differences, 

but al so the similarities. By working from the outside inwards, and taking a more all

encompassing viewpoint, an overall picture of the universal nature of the characters' 

truggles becomes clear. Both characters in these texts are existing in particular historical 

time which indirectly impact their lives. The changes in society around them cause 

changes in their individual worlds. They cannot seem to adapt to these changes as well 

a others around them and they begin to feel frustrated and alienated. They attempt to 

develop ideologies to help them find their way, but this aspect of their lives is also at 

odds with the agenda of the world outside of them. Part of their problem in dealing with 

change may be psychological , or it could be that the stress of having to deal with these 

changes causes more psychological problems within them. 

However, the most important aspect of these characters is how they react. 

Underground Man internalizes most of his dissatisfaction, but he does threaten another 

man by challenging him to a duel. The Modem Hero, however, has a much more violent 

reaction to his world. People actually do get hurt. It seems possible that over the years , 
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the average human reaction to stress, change, frustration, or alienation has become more 

violent. And, these men may seem somewhat extreme, but they are actually fairly 

average. It is estimated that one in five people have mental disorders of some type. If 

that is the case, then someone like Underground Man or the Modem Hero could be living 

on every block. 

The acceptance by society of these texts also shows, as Solzhenitsyn requires , a 

confidence of the people. This confidence is extremely evident, at least in the American 

people. Both texts are fairly well-known and have a large, underground following. Since 

Fight Club was written, fight clubs have sprung up across the United States and young 

men come to Palahniuk's book signings dressed as waiters with black eyes. There have 

been films made of both works. Notes from Underground spawned the infamous Taxi 

Driver while Fight Club became a film by the same name. Many average citizens 

identify with the feelings of these characters. It is very obvious that Fight Club is much 

more violent than Notes from Underground, and the Modem Hero is much more 

proactive in expressing himself than is Underground Man. Since the Modern Hero is the 

most recent incarnation of this average, frustrated individual , should our society be 

worried about the violent turn? It seems possible that instead of society progressing and 

becoming more civilized, it is progressing and becoming more violent. "And what is it 

that civilization softens in us? Civilization only produces a greater variety of sensations 

in man-and absolutely nothing more. And through the development of this variety, man 

may even come to find enjoyment in bloodshed" (Dostoevsky 21 ). In this quotation, 
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Underground Man seems to have been almost prescient about the direction society

civilization-would take. 

If our literature is truly a reflection of our society, then perhaps it would be a good 

idea to look at the trends. Studying our more classical literature allows us to see the past 

more clearly, and understand the causes for various events and ideas. Studying the 

contemporary outlooks as voiced by our more modem authors makes it possible to gather 

a better understanding of where our future lies, or when we should change direction. 

Solzhenitsyn says that good literature should "warn in time against threatening moral and 

social dangers." If this is so, then the characters of Underground Man and the Modem 

Hero could have many lessons for us if we just take the time to listen. 
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