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Fight Club 
 

Rules 
 

1. You don't talk about fight club. 
2. You don't talk about fight club. 

3. When someone says stop, or goes limp, even if he's just faking it, the fight is over. 
4. Only two guys to a fight. 

5. One fight at a time. 
6. They fight without shirts or shoes. 

7. The fights go on as long as they have to. 
8. If this is your first night at fight club, you have to fight. 

 
– Fight Club, pages 48–50 

 
Fight Club is a novel by Chuck Palahniuk published in 1996. The novel 
follows the dark experiences of an unnamed character and how he struggles to 
deal with his anti climaxed way of life and forever changing morals of 
American pop culture masculinity. In a bid to overcome his old ways and break 
the mold he sets up an underground fighting club as his own personal therapy 
for life. In 1999 the novel was adapted into a film by the same name by director 
David Fincher. It is this film that I am going to deconstruct the relationship 
between the text and the audience and what conventions are used to do so. 
 
Firstly on looking at the theatrical poster for the marketing campaign for the 
motion picture it does not specifically give the audience any depth on what the 
movie is about. We can see two male characters, one that is close up and 
another male is in mid shot, the two characters are looking directly into the lens 
centre giving the viewer the sense they are being looked at by the two males 
therefore creating a dramatic feeling.  One of the characters is holding up a 
large pink bar of soap with the words ‘Fight Club’ imprinted onto it, this title 
takes up around half of the poster and stands out against the darker colored 
background, this makes the title easily recognizable as a sense of mise-en-scene 
is used to create a polysemic effect on the audience. From looking at the title 
‘Fight Club’ the audience automatically decodes this passively from the vowel 
‘Fight’ and the synonym ‘Club’, detonating these signs the audience recognizes 
that the main element of the film is going to be based around a fight club. The 
simple construction and the passive deconstruction of the title leaves the 
audience now with an expectation of what the film is to be about through the 
use of anchorage from the title.  The function for the poster is to create a mix of 
awareness and expectation of what the audience is to portray of the film; using 
signs coded as an enigma to draw the spectator in do this. Another function 
usually decoded by viewing a film poster is the genre and from looking at the 
dark and washed colors on the images and the mean glare seen from the 
characters we can see that in a montage with all the other signifiers they create 
anchorage for each other whilst giving the audience polysemic understanding 
of a dark and gritty drama.   



Lee Jones 

  2 

The names of the two main actors in the film, Brad Pitt and Edward Norton 
appear at the top of the poster and a reference to the directors last film (Seven – 
also with Brad Pitt) appears at the bottom of the poster, this puts the viewer in a 
position to reach into their own mind to recall what they know of the actors and 
the other film mentioned to piece together an expectation of the film so that 
they will enter the cinema with a certain degree of knowledge. The advantage 
of the Encoding and decoding signs is that, what a particular type of audience 
make of it, can be varied on another type of audience by factors such as social 
class, past experience, beliefs and also the context of where the text (in this 
case poster) is applied. The poster being viewed in a cinema with friends would 
differ from someone viewing the poster in a magazine whilst reading quietly 
alone.  The poster being viewed in the cinema with friends would be absorbed 
with their connotations to the poster and there views, maybe more of an impact 
would have been given due to the poster being lit up high on a wall. Whilst the 
poster in the magazine would have been either, slowly mulled over at a glance 
and not fully taking in, or just skipped right through with out a care. These 
differences and social differences between human beings making specific 
coding of texts very important if the texts are aimed at a specific target 
audience. The quote below from Nicholas Abercrombie’s book ‘Television and 
Society’ states that although texts may be written with certain codes and 
conventions to attract a given audience, everyone human being will have 
different ways of constructing theses codes and giving them their own 
meanings. 
 
Audiences are not blank sheets of paper on which media messages can be 
written; members of an audience will have prior attitudes and beliefs, which 
will determine how effective media messages are. (Abercrombie 1996, 140) 
 
This message is equaled when discussing the concept of genre. Genre is 
inclusive and very important in arousing the expectations of the audience how 
they judge texts. Fight Club is really on a genre on it owns but still conveying 
codes and conventions of dark drama films to the audience. The director has 
used heavily desaturated colors in the costuming, makeup, and art direction to 
give a look that was "more hyper-real in a torn-down, deconstructed sense (a 
visual metaphor of where there story is heading to). The director has also 
darkened the shots enough to reduce the visibility of the characters' eyes, 
giving a very gritty and disturbing look to the characters facial expressions.  
These codes and particular functions are used to capture the audience inside the 
darkness of what the films genre consists of and to create iconography for the 
audience to passively decode and attribute to the story’s linear narrative.  
 
The film commences with a ninety-second pullback within the human skull, 
over which the main titles are displayed. The camera eventually exits the skull 
through a hair follicle, emerging on the mans face, above his nose, before 
tracking down to reveal a handgun wedged in his mouth. The computer 
generated title sequence is quickly moved along with fast paced music, this 
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instantly starts to create a feeling of urgency with the audience by combining 
fast paced video and audio. The fast pace of the opening credits gives the 
audience an initial taste of the film and how its fast moving narrative carries a 
fast spoken and fast paced movie. The initial real imagery we see is a dark 
scene where we see a close up of a man sweating profusely with a gun in his 
mouth, staring down the end of the barrel. The darkly lit scene excels the dark 
and gritty expectance that the movie poster unveils to the audience before hand. 
As we see the character, (who remains nameless throughout the movie) the 
narrator starts to speak and from passive decoding of what the narrator is 
saying and the imagery on the screen the audience is able to establish very 
quickly that the narrator is the character on the screen. The mode of address 
throughout the movie is the use of the voice over from the narrator. Throughout 
the film the audience is very much positioned inside the narrators head in 
relation to the text. This device of audience positioning provides the audience 
with the opportunity to be in the understanding of information not shared by 
other characters, this guidance puts the audience in the position to accept this 
role without question. Not only does this provide the audience information 
which assists the development of the narrative, it also gives it access to the 
innermost thoughts of the main character, in this case the narrator, therefore 
providing the audience with an insight into the motivation and psychological 
reasoning of the narrator. In the first scene, which is a flash-forward to the end 
of the movie, the narrator induces you into what is going on in great detail. The 
following is an extract of the narrators dialogue in the first scene and shows 
how the audience is placed in the mind of the character. 
 
“People always ask me if I know Tyler Durden. With a gun barrel between 
your teeth, you speak only in vowels. I can't think of anything. For a second, I 
forget about Tyler's controlled demolition thing and I wonder how clean that 
gun is. That old thing, how you always hurt the one you love. Well, it works 
both ways. We have front-row seats for this theatre of mass destruction. The 
Demolitions Committee of Project Mayhem wrapped the foundations of 
buildings with explosives. In two minutes primary charges will blow base 
charge and a few blocks will be reduced to smoldering rubble. I know this 
because Tyler knows this. Suddenly I realize that all of this, the gun, the 
bombs, the revolution has got something to do with a girl named Marla 
Singer.” 
 
The director uses images to show what the narrator is communicating to the 
audience. This style continues throughout the movie putting the audience in the 
mind of what the narrator thinks and sees.  As the first scene is a flash-forward 
the audience is automatically positioned where they now know where the story 
will eventually lead. From using Bulgarian theorist Tzvetan Todorov concept 
of narrative we can see that from the first scene we know that the equilibrium is 
broken and the audience knows a small part of the disequilibrium, being the 
narrator with a gun held in his mouth. In relation to this throughout the movie 
the audience is constantly searching for a new equilibrium to balance out what 



Lee Jones 

  4 

they have seen and heard to a restored state, this reflecting largely on what the 
main character (the narrator) is trying to achieve personally and mentally 
throughout the beginning, middle and end of the story.  
 
‘In Fight Club, the nameless narrator is an everyman who lacks a world of 
possibilities and initially cannot find a way to change his life. The narrator 
finds himself unable to match society's requirements for happiness and so 
embarks on a path to enlightenment that involves metaphorically killing his 
parents, his God, and his teacher. At the beginning of the film, the narrator has 
killed off his parents but still finds himself trapped in his false world. The 
narrator then meets Tyler Durden, with whom he kills his metaphorical God by 
going against the norms of society. Ultimately, the narrator has to kill his 
teacher, Tyler Durden, to complete the process of maturity.’ 
 
A large part of how the audience is positioned when consuming the movie fight 
club is through a code a convention known as the symbolic code. The code 
signifies theorist Levi Strauss theory on binary opposites. This code maps out 
the antithetical aspects that culture creates through a differential representation 
of symbolic identities so that oppositions appear natural, inevitable and non-
linguistic. In the film, Levi-Strauss theory of binary opposites is very 
noticeable, especially in the portrayal of the two main characters, the narrator 
and Tyler Durden.  From just looking at the two characters in the film and what 
they are wearing, clearly identifies binary opposites. Although they both wear 
shirts, Tyler Durden wears a bright red leather jacket with a garish shirt as 
opposed to a dull grey suit jacket with a plain white shirt, worn by the narrator. 
This shows the binary opposite of sloppy versus smart dress. These are obvious 
physical oppositions, but there are also noticeable opposites in their 
characterization. The Tyler Durden character is a strong character an obvious 
leader, who always pushes the boundaries of social normality. The narrator 
character however, is more of a follower, who idolizes Tyler and plays along 
with Tyler's schemes. From these binary oppositions this places the audience 
looking up to Tyler Durden due to the existing position of the audience inside 
the narrators mind and how the narrator develops towards the character. At the 
end of the film the audience position is shifted as in the end of the movie it is 
revealed that Tyler is just a projection of the narrator's imagination. Tyler is 
who he wants to be, and is himself a binary opposite of the narrator character, 
and it is therefore the binary opposites that drive the film. 
 
The ideology present in fight club is substantionally drawn upon from the 
writers experiences therefore communicating his past with the audience 
through their ability to decode the text and also to draw upon from their own 
influences. Ideology meant a ‘study of ideas’ but as time passed the use of the 
term changed and ideology came to be applied to a certain type of belief 
system of which an example from this film may have been the underlying 
search for masculinity and enlightenment. The actual fight club section of the 
film is based on fistfights that the writer of the novel Chuck Palahniuk once 
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took place in while camping. In interviews with the writer he is constantly 
asked whether a real fight club organization exists and always responds that 
there is no such real organization, like in the novel.  However, he has heard of 
real, existing Fight clubs, some said existing before the novel. Moreover in the 
novel the organization ‘Project Mayhem’ is lightly based on the Cacophony 
Society, of which the writer is a member, and other events derive from stories 
told to him. So from the writers own experience he has projected his memory 
into a meaningful structure to be experienced by another audience, and in turn 
become part of their own memory to add to there ideological mind sets. 
 
Away from the movie Fight Club's cultural impact is evidenced by U.S. 
teenagers establishment of fight clubs meaning that from a certain audience 
viewing the film or reading the book they have decoded the text in such a way 
that they have to experience first hand at what they have understood. 
Experiencer is the term used to describe this particular type of audience trait.  
Experiencers are young, impulsive and rebellious. They like new products and 
styles but soon tire of them and search for new novelties, they spend as much 
as they can afford on clothing, fast food, music and films. Looking from this 
description it is clear that from the audiences background, personalities, 
interests and strategies that they have drawn out the search for a new 
experience as they are in control of how the text is interpret, in turn creating an 
experience which is aesthetically pleasing to the particular audience. 
 
In conclusion looking at the views expressed and the relationship between text 
and audience in semiological form, it is clear what codes and conventions the 
creators were using to try and encapsulate an audience or if more so a specific 
audience. Similarly we can see where the audience has been positioned 
throughout the text in relation to semiology, genre and mostly narrative. 
 
 
Word Count: 2,511 
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