













































































































































































































































































































































































Chapter Four

On the Road to the Self:
Slouching Towards Freedom

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

Christopher Lasch

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

4.1 The Struggle for Individuation

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

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

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

them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

and freedom.

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

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

no one really wants to listen to an answer” (M 39).

156
























the subject’s sexual desire is dictated, sanctioned, and punished by
the rules of gender. (Subjects of Desire 202)°*

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

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

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

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

stereotypical gendered associations.

5.2 Sartre and Sadomasochism

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

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

torture himself into manhood” (Ta 267).

5.3 Sadistic Masculine Stereotyping: Fight Club

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

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

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

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

compelling arguments that these behaviours are linked to masculine and feminine

identities.

White Males: Violent Aggressors or Endangered Species?

The leading cause of violence is maleness.
Tanner

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

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