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Abstract

After converting to Catholicism in 1947, Walker Percy abandoned his career in 

medicine in order to write novels about the human predicament: what it means to be a 

man living in the world who must die. Having personally experienced feelings of 

alienation and despair, Percy is especially interested in reaching those readers who suffer 

from feelings of estrangement, anxiety, boredom, and loss. In each of his novels, Percy 

seeks to bring readers, if  not to the point of conversion, then at least to an awareness of 

modernity’s spiritual bankruptcy and the possibility of a search for something more.

This thesis investigates how Percy’s unique perspective as a Christian 

existentialist informs his authorial strategy. He portrays a protagonist on an existential 

journey, reveals man’s alienated state, emphasizes the importance of the search, and 

illuminates modes of egress for the wayfarer. Percy’s twin ambition in each novel is to 

deflate traditional systems of value wherein men typically place their hope:

Romanticism, scientific humanism, nominal religion, and Southern Stoicism. He is most 

interested in taking readers on an existential journey that ends in what Kierkegaard calls 

the “leap to faith,” and in demonstrating that Southern Stoicism is a false avenue of 

egress.
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Introduction

Walker Percy’s literary preoccupation with Christian existentialism arose out of 

personal experience. Born in the Deep South in 1916, Percy came of age just as America 

was entering a time of post-war prosperity. He attended Columbia University and 

became a research scientist, but he felt that science ignored “the human equation” (Sloan 

155). He contracted tuberculosis while performing an autopsy, and was confined to a 

sanitarium for two years. Stuck in a hospital bed with nothing but time on his hands, 

Percy became deeply depressed and experienced acute feelings of alienation and despair. 

He was young enough to witness the erosion of the traditional Southern values that his 

forebears lived by, and he was wise enough to see the emptiness in the material 

prosperity of the age. It was at this time, says Percy, that he became aware of the idea of 

a search (Gray 237). He devoted his time to reading texts that his scientific training had 

omitted, and he discovered existential writers such as Kierkegaard and Sartre, church 

fathers like Aquinas and Anselm, and novelists such as Camus and Dostoyevsky. After 

twelve years devoted to scientific education, Percy felt like Soren Kierkegaard did when 

he finished reading Hegel: “Hegel,” said Kierkegaard, “explained everything under the 

sun, except one small detail: What it means to be a man living in the world who must 

die” (qtd. in Mohapatra 61). Because knowing does not alter being, science cannot
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resolve man’s existential dilemma. Percy says this passage in Kierkegaard was “a 

bombshell” for him:

For me, the great thing about Kierkegaard was that he expressed my own feelings 

about the whole scientific synthesis. You see, my whole education had been in 

science for twenty-five years, particularly at Columbia University Medical 

School. You could describe that as almost the quintessential institution of 

scientific humanism. And so I had my feelings that this was not enough, that there 

was something left over, that after you say all this, after you learn everything that 

you can at Columbia about what it is to be a human being, there is something 

awfully important left over. (qtd. in Dewey 281)

Through a purely philosophical route, Walker Percy arrived at theology, and 

ultimately took what Kierkegaard calls a “leap to faith” (Quinlan 223). Percy felt that 

there had to be a better alternative to humanism, and he found what he sought in 

Catholicism. After converting in 1947, Percy devoted his energies to writing fiction. In 

each of his novels he seeks to bring readers, if  not to the point of conversion, then at least 

to an awareness of modernity’s spiritual bankruptcy and the possibility of a search for 

something more. As he later told a friend, he had committed to “study the pathology of 

the soul rather than that of the body” (qtd. in Gray 252). “At its best,” writes Flannery 

O’Connor, “our age is an age of searchers and discoverers, and at its worst, an age that
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has domesticated despair and learned to live with it happily” (qtd. in Pindell 219). Percy 

agrees, and his ultimate goal in fiction is to awaken readers to the possibility of a search; 

his first objective, therefore, is to call attention to their state of alienation and despair. He 

does this by portraying a protagonist on an existential journey, and by extinguishing 

traditional modes of belief, such as Romanticism, scientific humanism, nominal religion, 

and Southern Stoicism. Nowhere is Percy’s literary paradigm more evident than in his 

first novel, The Moviegoer, published in 1960. Through the novel’s central character, 

Binx Bolling, Percy takes readers on an existential journey that ends in Binx’s own “leap 

to faith” (Quinlan 223).
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Chapter 1 As Shipwrecked Castaway: The Predicament of Modern Man

Percy uses one of his favorite metaphors, that of the castaway, to delineate his 

authorial intentions. In a 1975 essay entitled “The Message in the Bottle,” Percy tells 

readers to imagine a castaway shipwrecked on a desert isle. At first the castaway dreams 

of escape and tries to get home, but as time passes, he becomes accustomed to life on the 

isle and begins to forget his former life. Now, says Percy, imagine that messages in 

bottles begin appearing on the beach; they are from his homeland. Will the man 

remember that he has been shipwrecked, or is he so well-adjusted to his secondary life 

that he cannot recall the first? Percy acknowledges that “some islanders will not receive 

the news; they do not see themselves as castaways but as natives of the island” (Message 

144). Others, however, sense that they are not home in the world, and—to use one of 

Percy’s existential terms—feel alienated. The castaway does not know what he has lost 

or what he seeks; all he knows, says Percy, is that “he is sick unto death with the loss of 

it” (Signposts 262). Although he has lived nearly all of his life on the isle, the castaway 

knows that being at home there is a miserable charade; he feels as homeless as he did the 

day he washed ashore. What should a man in such a predicament do? Percy explains,

He should be what he is and not pretend to be somebody else. He should be a 

castaway and not pretend to be at home on the island. To be a castaway is to be in
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a grave predicament and this is not a happy state of affairs. But it is very much 

happier than being a castaway and pretending one is not. This is despair. The 

worst of all despairs is to imagine one is at home when one is really homeless. 

(Message 144)

This does not mean that the castaway should abandon all aspects of his island life; it does 

mean, however, that he should watch and wait and search for news from across the seas. 

He must “live in the hope that such a message will come” (Message 144). By “message” 

or “news,” Percy means intimations of immortality that hint at a home beyond the seas. 

The castaway who knows himself to be a castaway hungers for such news, but news will 

not be recognized by the castaway “who believes himself to be at home in the world,” for 

such a man does not recognize his predicament; it will only be news to a castaway who 

knows himself to be a castaway (144). The castaway’s only hope lies in the search for a 

way out, and his journey necessarily begins in the recognition of his own exile.

Percy borrows the term “wayfarer” from French philosopher Gabriel Marcel to 

describe the castaway who knows himself to be an exile. According to Marcel, a 

wayfarer is by definition a man who “is not at home but on the road” (qtd. in Luschei 37). 

The wayfarer feels alienated and “is not at one with his actual surroundings.” Marcel 

explains, “he has a glimpse of a distant prospect . . . a land of which we should have to
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say that it is the land we are homesick for” (qtd. in Luschei 38). Percy’s wayfarer, then, 

is a castaway in search of news, a pilgrim on a journey home.

Having himself experienced alienation and despair, Percy is especially interested 

in the predicament of modern man, afflicted as he is with feelings of estrangement, 

anxiety, boredom, and loss. Percy’s protagonists are all well-born, well-educated men 

who are dissatisfied with their exurban lives of leisure. They seek a remedy for their 

feelings of isolation, uprootedness, and despair, and their search provides the unifying 

thread in each of Percy’s novels. Binx Bolling is such a character in The Moviegoer. He 

is a castaway searching for a way home, one who is aware of the possibility of a search.

John Bickerson Bolling, nicknamed Binx, is an intelligent, successful Southern 

white man who has become acutely aware of the inadequacies of traditional social, 

religious, and scientific values. He feels alone among the “98% of Americans who 

believe in God, and the remaining 2% who are atheists and agnostics,” and wonders if 

others have found what he has not, or whether they “are so sunk in everydayness” that 

they do not realize that something is missing. In his 1956 essay entitled “The Man on the 

Train,” Percy describes the alienated man:

To say the least, he is bored; to say the most, he is in pure anxiety; he is horrified 

at his surroundings—he might as well be passing through a lunar landscape and 

the signs he sees are absurd or ambiguous. (Message 83)
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Binx is bored because nothing in his environment is meaningful, and he is horrified 

because the everyday objects in his life have become invisible to him. Dressing for work 

one morning, Binx begins to fill his pockets with various items, as is his daily routine. 

But as he picks up his wallet, notebook, pencil and keys, he sees them as if for the first 

time: “They looked both unfamiliar and at the same time full of clues . . . What was 

unfamiliar about them was that I could see them” (Moviegoer 11). Everydayness, or 

modern malaise, clouds visibility and makes familiar objects appear unfamiliar. Percy, 

who maintained a life-long interest in semiology, explains that “a commonplace thing 

like a sparrow” tends to become invisible because it “vanishes into its symbol” (qtd. in 

Luschei 23). The signified disappears, leaving only the signifier, and words become 

bereft of meaning. Once Binx sees the objects, however, the search becomes possible.

Binx first became aware of the idea of a search when he was wounded in Korea. 

Lying on the ground and bleeding from his shoulder, he watched a dung beetle 

“scratching around” six inches from his face: “As I watched, there awoke in me an 

immense curiosity. I was onto something. I vowed that if  I ever got out of this fix, I 

would pursue the search” (11). Like the acclimated island man spotting footprints in the 

sand, the dung beetle, wallet, and keys are unsettling to Binx. He feels that they are 

clues, although he does not yet know what they point to. The important thing, according 

to Percy, is to be aware of the possibility of the search. As Binx says, “To become aware



8

of the possibility of the search is to be onto something. Not to be onto something is to be 

in despair” (13). Alienation, then, is a good thing; it is a necessary step toward realizing 

the search.
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Chapter 2 As Physician of the Soul: Diagnosing Man’s Despair

Percy’s philosophy regarding despair comes from Kierkegaard. In Kierkegaard’s 

1849 religious work entitled The Sickness Unto Death, the “sickness” in the title is 

despair. Kierkegaard writes that despair is the sickness that everyone has until they die; 

everyone, whether they know it or not, is in despair. He articulates different forms of 

despair, but maintains that the most basic form stems from not knowing that one is in 

despair (Philosophy 313). Kierkegaard believes that despair is a spiritual sickness, and 

that nonspiritual people—those who do not know they have a self—suffer this sickness 

even though they are not aware of it, because being unaware of one’s self results in 

despair (Philosophy 314). This philosophy explains why, whereas psychiatrists like 

Sigmund Freud and Harry Stack Sullivan viewed anxiety as a “symptom of a disorder to 

be gotten rid of,” Percy saw it as “the discovery of the possibility of becoming a self” 

(qtd. in Luschei 43). German existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger, whom Percy 

read in depth, speaks of “the ‘fall’ of the self into the ‘world.’” According to Heidegger, 

“the patient’s ‘symptoms’ . . . may be read as a sort of warning or summons of the self to 

itself . . . of the ‘authentic’ self to the ‘fallen’ or inauthentic self’ (Signposts 390). 

Recognition of one’s own despair is, therefore, the first step on the wayfarer’s journey, 

and the first clue on the existentialist’s search.
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And what exactly is “the search” that Percy refers to? Binx explains,

The search is what anyone would undertake if he were not sunk in the 

everydayness of his own life. This morning, for example, I felt as if  I had come to 

myself on a strange island. And what does such a castaway do? Why, he pokes 

around the neighborhood and he doesn’t miss a trick. (Moviegoer 13)

This passage implies that most people are sunk in “everydayness,” a term that Percy 

borrows from Heidegger. According to writer Martin Luschei, everydayness “is 

connected with routine and the anonymity of people in the mass, and it results in 

numbness and anxiety” (21). Everdayness is a dangerous condition because it obscures 

the self from the self and perpetuates despair. Lamenting over mid-nineteenth-century 

Denmark, Kierkegaard writes,

Nowadays one can talk with any one, and it must be admitted that people’s 

opinions are exceedingly sensible, yet the conversation leaves one with the 

impression of having talked to an anonymity . . . People’s remarks are so 

objective, so all-inclusive, that it is a matter of complete indifference who 

expresses them . . . There is no longer any one who knows how to talk. (qtd. in 

Luschei 22)

Over a century later, Binx Bolling feels the same way:
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For some time now the impression has been growing upon me that everyone is 

dead. It happens when I speak to people. In the middle of a sentence it will come 

over me: yes, beyond a doubt this is death . . . At such times it seems that the 

conversation is spoken by automatons who have no choice in what they say. I 

hear myself or someone else saying things like: “In my opinion the Russian 

people are a great people, but—” or “Yes, what you say about the hypocrisy of 

the North is unquestionably true. However—” and I think to myself: this is 

death. Lately it is all I can do to carry on such conversations, because my cheek 

has developed a tendency to twitch of its own accord. (Moviegoer 99)

Heidegger attributes everydayness, or man’s “everyday condition,” to a fundamental 

denial of self. Unlike other animals, man has the capacity to inquire into his connection 

with Being. But, like the castaway seeking news, such an inquiry is only a possibility; it 

is optional. Heidegger explains, “Man can ignore this question and just not ask it. He 

can float and coast along. He can exist like other beings not knowing and not caring 

about his connection with Being” (qtd. in Luschei 23). But such a denial of self results in 

a state of loss or everydayness, where man is reduced to an animal-like state, “his unique 

prerogative . . . lost in forgotten-ness” (qtd. in Luschei 23).

Binx hopes that the search will offer an antidote for the everydayness and malaise 

that he feels. He attends movies because “they are onto the search,” although “they
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screw it up” (Moviegoer 13). Movies often depict a hero whose world is caving in, but 

instead of offering any solutions, they portray a hero who merely “takes up with the local 

librarian . . . and settles down with a vengeance.” The hero is no better off than he was at 

the beginning; he has once again settled into “everydayness” (13).

Binx begins his quest for answers by studying great books. He calls this a 

“vertical search” because he believes meaning may be hidden in their depths (Moviegoer 

13). The vertical search fails, however, because it does not offer him concrete answers. 

Of his vertical search, Binx recalls, “During those years I stood outside the universe and 

sought to understand it,” but after years of study, “There I lay in my hotel room with my 

search over and yet still obliged to draw one breath and then the next” (Moviegoer 70). 

Because Binx tried to take himself out of the equation, the vertical search left him feeling 

“left over” (Moviegoer 69).

The vertical search having failed, Binx turns to a horizontal search. In this new 

search, Binx explains, “What happens in my room is less important. What is important is 

what I shall find when I leave my room and wander in the neighborhood. Before, I 

wandered as a diversion. Now I wander seriously and sit and read as a diversion” (70). 

Binx’s first clue on his horizontal search comes when he feels an affinity with a group of 

Jews. Like him, they know exile. By immersing himself in the concrete reality of his 

surroundings, Binx is able to ward off feelings of alienation.
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As part of this horizontal search, Binx attempts to insert himself in time and place. 

When he visits theaters, he always speaks with the ticket ladies; he must “certify” his 

experience to avoid being an “anyone anywhere” (Moviegoer 75). Binx explains,

If I did not talk to the theater owner or the ticket seller, I should be lost, cut loose 

metaphysically speaking. I should be seeing one copy of a film which might be 

shown anywhere and at any time. There is a danger of slipping clean out of space 

and time. (75)

Binx experiences certification when he and Kate, his great aunt’s stepdaughter, watch a 

movie that depicts the street they are on. The movie validates their existence by assuring 

them that they are a “someone somewhere,” instead of an “anyone anywhere.” Movies 

are important instruments for certification because, like photographs, they record 

existence and thereby offer assurance of actual presence in the world. In his essay, 

“Message in the Bottle,” Percy writes,

If . . . a man is deprived of the means of being a self in a world made over by 

science for his use and enjoyment, he is like a ghost at a feast. He becomes 

invisible. That is why people in the modern age took photographs by the million; 

to prove despite their deepest suspicions to the contrary that they were not 

invisible. (qtd. in Sloan 155)
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Binx owns a car, but, much to the chagrin of his dates, he prefers to ride buses and 

streetcars. “The truth is I dislike cars,” he explains, “Whenever I drive a car, I have the 

feeling I have become invisible” (11). Certification is one of the means Binx uses to 

combat everydayness and inauthenticity— another mode of alienation that entails a denial 

of self.

Percy believes that man is the one creature that is capable of living authentically 

or of falling into “idolatry and alienation” (Signposts 261). For existentialists, 

inauthenticity is the antithesis of a meaningful life because it involves a surrender of 

personal sovereignty—the essential component to authentic living. It is inauthentic 

existence that poses a grave threat to the castaway who pretends to be at home on the 

island. Kierkegaard reacted vociferously to German philosopher Georg Hegel’s call for 

collective action, because the former believed that the crowd constituted a threat to 

authentic individual existence (Luschei 32). The idea of collective action is misled 

because a crowd cannot act; only individuals within a crowd can act. Kierkegaard 

teaches that a primary means of ceding sovereignty is through the crowd, and that 

individuals must act decisively and independently to avoid falling into inauthenticity. In 

modern times, the crowd manifests itself in the form of advertising and weapons of 

propaganda that threaten personal sovereignty, and in the tyranny of the majority, which 

forces individuals into conformity. Percy portrays inauthentic living in his novels by
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making readers painfully aware of his characters’ artificial poses. Luschei notes that 

“The Moviegoer is built upon a highly sophisticated awareness of role-playing” (26). 

Binx is an avid moviegoer who frequently assumes the poses of lead male actors in order 

to elicit a calculated response. When trying to seduce Sharon, the newest in his string of 

office secretaries, Binx explains,

Toward her I keep a Gregory Peckish sort of distance. I am a tall black-headed 

fellow and I know as well as he how to keep to myself, make my eyes fine and 

my cheeks spare, tuck my lip and say a word or two with a nod or two. (68) 

Always angling for amorous ends, he later adds, “Already the silences between us have 

changed in character, become easier. It is possible to stand at the window, loosen my 

collar and rub the back of my neck like Dana Andrews” (105). Binx is not the only 

character who engages in role-playing; nearly everyone in the novel is guilty of 

insincerity. Of his old college friend, Walter, Binx observes, “He still wears thick socks 

summer and winter to hide his thin veined ankles and still crosses his legs to make his 

calf look fat” (35). But some forms of role-playing are more innocuous than others; in 

portraying Gregory Peck, Binx is deceiving others, not himself. But as in the case of 

Mercer, his aunt’s “faithful retainer,” role-playing is more insidious when it springs from 

the desire to deceive oneself. Binx says that Mercer
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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. 

(22)

Mercer affects a clipped speech, pronouncing his Rs and - ings, and he fancies himself an 

expert on current events. Binx observes that although Mercer is a “chesty sand-colored 

negro with a shaved head and a dignified Adolph Menjou mustache . . . Behind the 

mustache, his face, I notice, is not at all devoted but is as sulky as a Pullman porter’s” 

(22). Binx continues,

When he succeeds in seeing himself, it is as a remarkable sort of fellow, a man 

who keeps himself well-informed in science and politics. . . . I hate it when his 

vision of himself dissolves and he sees himself as neither, neither old retainer nor 

expert in current events. Then his eyes get muddy and his face runs together 

behind his mustache. Last Christmas I went looking for him in his rooms over the 

garage. He wasn’t there but on his bed lay a well-thumbed volume put out by the 

Rosicrucians called How to Harness Your Secret Powers. The poor bastard. (24) 

Such posturing is evocative of T. S. Eliot’s modern man, the alienated J. Alfred Prufrock, 

who diffidently muses, “There will be time, there will be time/ To prepare a face to meet 

the faces that you meet;/ There will be time to murder and create” (483). Role-playing is
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a form of inauthentic living, and characters despair when they see cracks in their own 

facades or in the facades of others. As Binx listens to the rote chatter of a friend prattling 

on about investments, family life, work, and the tedious minutia of everydayness, the 

thought comes over him: “This is how one lives! My exile in Gentilly has been the 

worst kind of self-deception” (18). Binx’s horror at his inauthentic existence is a crucial 

step toward combating it. He realizes that men are “dead, dead, dead” and that “the 

malaise has settled like a fall-out” (228). Heidegger writes that a man’s recognition of 

his own death is the first step toward an authentic existence (Luschei 26). But modern 

society—or the crowd—conspires to mask death in its many guises and to cultivate 

inauthenticity. This fact is evident in the modern nomenclature for death; undertakers 

have become morticians, morticians have become funeral directors, and now only “the 

stark reality of death itself is any longer buried” (Luschei 27). Denial of one’s own death 

is the ultimate form of self-deception because it obliterates all possible meaning or 

purpose to life. As with everydayness, inauthenticity is a denial of self that clouds the 

wayfarer’s vision and prevents authentic living. Both forms of despair must be 

confronted directly in order to achieve a meaningful existence.

Abstraction is a third mode of alienation that assails the modern wayfarer. As is 

the case with inauthenticity, the crowd— or mass culture—is the agent of alienation that 

threatens the individual. With inauthenticity, the crowd threatens authentic existence by
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encouraging conformity and artificial living; in the case of abstraction, the individual is 

obscured, his face and his selfhood lost in the crowd. Kierkegaard diagnosed this 

existential malady in the mid-nineteenth century, calling it the “hopeless forest fire of 

abstraction” (qtd. in Luschei 32). In his mind, the coming conflagration was the direct 

result of Hegelian idealism with its preachment of collectivism. Kierkegaard writes, 

“Being an individual man is a thing that has been abolished, and every speculative 

philosopher confuses himself with humanity at large, whereby he becomes something 

infinitely great— and at the same time nothing at all” (qtd. in Luschei 32). Much like 

Percy, Kierkegaard’s complaint with modernity was that it had forgotten, “in a sort of 

world-historical absent-mindedness, what it means to be a human being” (qtd. in Luschei 

32). Sweeping social, political, and philosophical movements in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries forsook the individual for the success of the crowd, resulting in the 

individual’s loss of selfhood (Luschei 25). Man no longer recognizes himself nor what it 

is that makes him human. In The Second Coming, published in 1980, Percy’s protagonist 

catches sight of himself in two mirrors as he climbs out of his Mercedes:

As he stepped out, he caught sight of a shadowy stranger in the mirror fixed to the 

door. But he quickly saw that the stranger was himself. The reason the figure 

appeared strange was that it was reflected by two mirrors . . . With two mirrors it 

is possible to see oneself briefly as a man among men. (13-14)
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Will Barrett hardly recognizes himself, so lost is his selfhood amid corporate lawyers, 

country club golf games, and other components of modern mass culture. In The Message 

in the Bottle, Percy writes, “The movement of science is toward unity through 

abstraction, toward formulae and principles which embrace an ever greater number of 

particular instances,” but sacrifice the individual (130). Binx Bolling is aware of “the 

forest fire of abstraction”; he sees the victims left in its wake, the living dead who 

populate the city and move about like automatons. Binx fights the onslaught of 

abstraction by rooting himself in time and place. But “it is possible,” he laments, “to 

become a ghost and not know whether one is in downtown Loews in Denver or suburban 

Bijou in Jacksonville. So it was with me” (75). Dispatched to a strange city and 

threatened with anonymity and abstraction, Binx muses,

Every place of arrival should have a booth set up and manned by an ordinary 

person whose task it is to greet strangers and give them a little trophy of local 

space-time stuff—tell them of his difficulties in high school and put a pinch of 

soil in their pockets—in order to insure that the stranger will not become an 

Anyone. (201)

Abstraction is a malignant form of alienation that threatens the individual and manifests 

itself in the forms of anonymity, obscurity, and indifference. Percy’s protagonists trudge 

through the haze of everydayness, inauthenticity, and abstraction on their quest for
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authentic existence. They must recognize and confront these agents of alienation in order 

to avoid the annihilation of their individuality, and they must assert their personal 

sovereignty in order to live authentically.
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Chapter 3 As Christian Existentialist: Offering Avenues of Egress

Although Percy provides avenues of egress through which his protagonists can escape 

their feelings of alienation, most modes of escape offer only temporary relief; they do not 

cure the problem. In articulating possible remedies to combat the malaise, Percy borrows 

heavily from Kierkegaard. In order to understand Percy’s terminology, it is therefore 

necessary to comprehend Kierkegaard’s three stages on life’s way: the aesthetic, the 

ethical, and the religious.

Each of these stages corresponds to a plane of existence, the aesthetic being the 

lowest and the religious being the highest. Although Kierkegaard refers to them as 

“stages,” they are not necessarily periods of life that one passes through, but paradigms of 

existence wherein one might abide indefinitely. According to Kierkegaard, most men do 

not attain the religious sphere of existence, the third and highest stage on life’s way. A 

few men pass into the ethical stage, but most spend their lives mired in the aesthetic stage 

of existence. A person in the aesthetic stage is concerned only with personal enjoyment; 

he is immersed in the world of immediacy, eschewing all commitment, pursuing pleasure 

and easily tiring of it (Luschei 50).

All of Percy’s protagonists begin in the aesthetic stage of existence. The wayfarer 

passing through the aesthetic stage is aware of his despair, and the means he uses to hold
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it in abeyance are unique to that sphere. In The Moviegoer, Percy introduces two 

concepts that are derived from Kierkegaard that offer temporary relief to feelings of 

alienation: repetition and rotation. Repetition is a means of isolating and savoring time; 

rotation involves a heightened sense of consciousness. Repetition is defined by Binx as 

the re-enactment of past experience toward the end of isolating the time segment 

which has lapsed in order that it, the lapsed time, can be savored of itself and 

without the usual adulteration of events that clog time like peanuts in brittle. (80) 

Recreating a past experience can alleviate alienation because it renders the experience 

“interesting” and seemingly quells the passage of time (Quagliano 220). Binx goes to 

great lengths to conduct “successful” repetitions, as when he sees a Western movie at the 

same time of year and in the same theater where he had seen a Western fourteen years 

earlier. Repetitions can also be accidental. While reading a magazine, Binx stumbles 

across an ad for Nivea Creme—the same ad he saw on his father’s desk twenty years 

earlier. As a result,

the events of the intervening twenty years were neutralized . . . Nothing of 

consequence could have happened because Nivea Creme was exactly as it was 

before. There remained only time itself, like a yard of smooth peanut brittle. (80)
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Binx’s desire to reproduce pleasurable experiences explains his habitual nature. He 

strategically orders his professional, social, and personal lives in order to maximize 

pleasure and ward off ennui. Binx savors even the “homeliest of repetitions” :

I listen every night at ten to a program called This I Believe. Monks have their 

compline, I have This I Believe. . . . I go to bed cozy and dry . . . snug as a larva 

in a cocoon, wrapped safe and warm in loving Christian kindness. From chair to 

bed and from TV to radio for one little nightcap of a program. (108)

But even while comforting, repetitions do not cure despair; they merely grant temporary 

reprieves. The desire to recreate pleasurable experiences is natural, but the passage of 

time makes all such attempts impossible. No event can be repeated, and the added 

element of expectation detracts from the attempt. Binx experiences a disappointing 

repetition when he boards a train for Chicago:

No sooner do we . . . enter the steel corridor . . . than the last ten years of my life 

take on the shadowy aspect of a sojourn between train rides. It was ten years ago 

that I last rode a train, from San Francisco to New Orleans, and so ten years since 

I last enjoyed the peculiar gnosis of trains . . . from which there is revealed both 

the sorry litter of the past and the future bright and simple as can be . . . But trains 

have changed. . . . Our roomettes turn out to be little coffins for a single person.
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From time to time, I notice, people in roomettes stick their heads out into the 

corridor for some sight of human kind. (184)

Repetition has an important aesthetic function, but usually only when the experience is 

unplanned; anticipation clouds the fact that the original experience was not undertaken 

with specific expectations in mind. Moreover, writes Patrick Samway, “repetition tends 

toward nihilism. Only a rotation,” or, as Binx explains the term, “the experiencing of the 

new beyond the expectation of the experiencing of the new,” “can give a sense of moving 

forward” (229, 144).

“Taking one’s first trip to Taxco would not be a rotation,” Binx explains, “but 

getting lost on the way and discovering a hidden valley would be” (144). A rotation 

offers temporary transcendence because its essence is novelty or possibility; one leaves 

the realm of the ordinary and passes into something unexpected. Through rotation, one 

combats inauthenticity by ceasing to be the “consumer of a prepared experience”

(Luschei 48). Instead, the sovereign wayfarer forges his own path and experiences 

something that is uniquely his own. The new experience causes a heightened sense of 

reality, which also combats feelings of everydayness and abstraction.

Yet rotation can be a trap, a self-enclosed circle where hope always lies in what 

may lie around the bend. In The Message in the Bottle, Percy explains that a perfect 

rotation “could only be achieved by a progressive amnesia in which the forgetting kept
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pace with time so that every corner turned, every face seen, is a rotation” (92). Percy 

depicts this in The Moviegoer when Binx goes to see a movie about a man

who lost his memory in an accident and as a result lost everything: his family, his 

friends, his money. . . . Here he had to make a fresh start, find a new place to live, 

a new job, a new girl. It was supposed to be a tragedy, his losing all this, and he 

seemed to suffer a great deal. On the other hand, things were not so bad after all. 

In no time he found a very picturesque place to live, a houseboat on the river, and 

a very handsome girl. (4-5)

Because the majority of men do not live like amnesiacs, rotatory experiences often end in 

failure. Even the rotational potential of dating leads to despair because Binx pursues 

women in a serial fashion and grows weary of the pursuit. “Naturally I would like to say 

that I had made conquests of these splendid girls, my secretaries,” he explains,

casting them off one after the other like old gloves, but it would not be strictly 

true. . . . For in the end my Lindas and I were so sick of each other that we were 

delighted to say good-by. (8-9)

Rotation can lead to a deliverance from despair, but like repetition, it provides only 

temporary relief. Luschei reports that Kierkegaard regarded rotation “narrowly as a 

lower stage to be surmounted on the road to higher things,” and Percy is careful to point 

out its deficiencies (45).
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Ordeal is a third mode of egress in the aesthetic sphere of existence that provides 

temporary relief from malaise. An example of an ordeal would be the car accident that 

Binx has while on a date with Sharon, his office secretary. The accident occurs shortly 

after Binx buys a Dodge sedan in the hope that the newness of his purchase will dissipate 

the malaise. But the car fails to cure his despair, and Binx soon says,

I discovered to my dismay that my fine new Dodge was a regular incubator of 

malaise. . . . I longed to stop the car and bang my head against the curb . . . but 

instead we rushed, a little vortex of despair moving through the world like the still 

eye of a hurricane. (121)

Soon after this outing Binx purchases a little red MG and goes on another date, again 

hoping that the novelty of the vehicle will abate the malaise. The car does not cure the 

malaise, but “As luck would have it,” Binx reports,

no sooner do we cross Bay St Louis and reach the beach drive than we are 

involved in an accident. . . . When I say as luck would have it, I mean good luck. 

Yet how, you might wonder, can even a minor accident be considered good luck? 

Because it provides a means of winning out over the malaise, if  one has the sense 

to take advantage of it. (120)

The accident that Binx describes is a perfect example of an ordeal: it breaks the spell of 

everydayness and causes a heightened sense of reality. “Figuratively speaking,” says
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Luschei, “the value of ordeal is the rediscovery of vision” (42). Everydayness, 

inauthenticity, and abstraction obscure reality so that, as Marcel says, the people around 

us become “almost part of the furniture” (qtd. in Luschei 42). The shock of ordeal helps 

us to recover vision, thereby dissipating the malaise. “It is only on the rarest of 

occasions,” writes Percy,

that one may see his own hand . . . through the agency of disaster, as when the 

commuter on the New York Central had a heart attack and had to be taken off at 

Fordham station: Upon awakening, he gazed with astonishment at his own hand, 

turning it this way and that as though he had never see it before. (88)

Faulkner condenses this phenomenon in The Sound and the Fury when he writes, “only 

when the clock stops does time come to life” (85). Ordeal shatters everydayness and 

vivifies life, if  only temporarily. The idea of the search first occurs to Binx when he is 

wounded in the War and experiences a moment of clarity: “What are generally 

considered to be the best times are for me the worst times, and that worst of times was 

one of the best” (10). Kate expresses a similar sentiment to Binx after she intentionally 

overdoses. She explains, “I didn’t want to die—not at that moment. I only wanted to— 

break out, or off, off dead center . . . Isn’t it true that the only happy men are wounded 

men?” (181). Albeit paradoxical, the wounded man is “happy” because he has 

transcended space and time and temporarily escaped the malaise. As with the sparrow
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that vanishes into the everydayness of its symbol, Percy explains, it is only “under the 

condition of ordeal” that he may “recover the sparrow. If I am lying wounded or in exile 

or in prison and a sparrow builds his nest at my window, then I may see the sparrow”

(qtd. in Luschei 42).

At times the mere potentiality of ordeal can alleviate feelings of alienation and 

despair. Kate explains that suicide is the only thing that keeps her alive: “if I could not 

kill m yself’ she says, “ah then, I would” (195). Amid the Cold War threat of the atomic 

bomb, Percy observed that “the real anxiety question, the question no one asks because 

no one wants to, is . . . What if  the Bomb should not fall? What then?” (Message 85). 

Ordeal is a temporary mode of egress in the aesthetic realm of existence because it does 

not provide lasting succor; as with repetition and rotation, it is premised upon 

uncertainty—what may or may not occur, and even when successful, the results quickly 

fade.

The aesthetic modes of egress are solipsistic and fleeting, offering only temporary 

relief from alienation and despair. As Binx nears his thirtieth birthday, he realizes that 

his old strategies for defeating the malaise are breaking down. He takes a date to his 

family’s fishing camp out in the country, where previously he had been able to escape the 

malaise. “But, good as it is,” he says,
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my old place is used up (places get used up by rotatory and repetitive use) and 

when I awake, I awake in the grip of everydayness. . . . (The everydayness is 

everywhere now, having begun in the cities and seeking out the remotest nooks 

and corners of the countryside, even the swamps). (145)

Aesthetic strategies for defeating the malaise ultimately wear thin; the effects of 

repetition, rotation, and ordeal are fleeting and unreliable. When William Holden, a 

famous actor, appears on a street in New Orleans, the malaise is temporarily abated for 

those who see him. But only minutes later the malaise is back with a vengeance, and 

Binx laments, “Ah, William Holden, we already need you again. Already the fabric is 

wearing thin without you” (18). Passion, surprise, a good book, or a vacation can provide 

temporary relief, but they are not a means of lasting transcendence. When Binx and Kate 

attempt to stave off the malaise through sex, “Flesh poor flesh failed us,” Binx recounts, 

“We did very badly and almost did not do at all. . . . flesh poor flesh now at this moment 

summoned all at once to be all and everything, end all and be all, the last and only 

hope— quails and fails” (200). Binx’s attempts to imbue his life with meaning through 

aesthetic pleasure end in failure; even if one’s island is beautiful, it is not enough to 

sustain the castaway.

In his famous religious work, The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard likens man’s 

existential condition to a house, the aesthetic stage corresponding to the basement or
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ground level, and the religious stage corresponding to the uppermost level. Kierkegaard 

writes,

unfortunately this is the sorry and ludicrous condition of the majority of men, that 

in their own house they prefer to live in the cellar. The soulish-bodily synthesis in 

every man is planned with a view to being spirit, such as the building; but the man 

prefers to dwell in the cellar, that is, in the determinants of sensuousness. (qtd. in 

Luschei 76)

Binx lives in the cellar, both literally and figuratively, for the majority of The Moviegoer. 

He plans his life around the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure, and his “home is the basement 

apartment of a raised bungalow belonging to Mrs Schexnaydre” (Moviegoer 6). After 

establishing that Binx’s existence is rooted in the aesthetic stage of existence, Percy 

highlights that stage’s deficiencies, and then suggests more satisfying modes of egress.

Having exhausted aesthetic strategies for combating the malaise, Binx moves into 

the ethical stage on life’s way. Whereas aesthetic pleasure is fleeting and unreliable, 

ethical pleasures are prolonged and constant. The aesthete has no solid framework from 

which to make consistent choices, whereas the ethical man makes coherent decisions 

based on the welfare of others and the good of society. Focused on pursuing personal 

pleasure, the aesthete cannot act solely for the good of another. The ethical person, 

however, knows that doing things for others without ulterior motives can be both
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fulfilling and enjoyable. Aesthetics is not necessarily in opposition to ethics, but when the 

two conflict, Kierkegaard says that ethics must take precedence over aesthetics. Because 

ethics are based on a fixed framework— acting for the good of others— ethical pleasures 

are more constant and more expansive than aesthetic pleasures.

To move into the ethical stage on life’s way, Luschei writes that the aesthete must 

“abandon the role of spectator, involve himself, and commit himself unconditionally to 

living within a general code” (50). Kierkegaard uses marriage as an example of an 

ethical decision that requires involving oneself and committing to a societal code. The 

excitement of passion can quickly fade in marriage, leading to boredom and the 

diminishment of aesthetic pleasures. But marriage affords ethical pleasures that reach far 

beyond the aesthetic realm; in consistently acting for the good of one’s spouse, one learns 

that there are pleasures beyond mere excitement, such as intimacy, security, and 

companionship. Moreover, commitment to another person involves intersubjectivity, the 

most promising mode of egress in each of Percy’s novels.

Intersubjectivity involves communion between two people and is based upon 

empathy. Luschei explains,

The mainspring of intersubjectivity is the shared secret. Two people who have an 

intimate relationship often feel a kind of unity that excludes a third person,
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centered on a secret shared by those two, whether merely a few allusions or jokes 

or some painful, incommunicable experience. (54)

Binx shares such a secret with Lonnie, his fourteen-year-old half-brother who loves 

movies as much as Binx. When Binx takes his wheelchair-bound brother to the movies 

with him, he reports that there is “the liveliest sense of the secret between us; the secret is 

that Sharon is not and never will be onto the little touches we see in the movie, and, in the 

seeing, know that the other sees” (143). Such subtleties as knowing glances and 

understood silences reveal the bond between the two brothers. The special nature of their 

relationship is further elucidated when Binx remains with Lonnie while their other 

siblings water ski. Their conversation occurs shortly after Binx remarks that he would 

rather “jump into the bayou” than discuss religion with his mother’s family (159). Yet, 

religion is precisely what he patiently discusses with Lonnie. After debating the nature of 

sin and forgiveness, Binx reports, “Lonnie grins at me with the liveliest sense of our 

complicity: let them ski all they want to. We have something better” (163). Percy 

repeatedly posits intersubjective relationships as an effective means of combating 

feelings of alienation and despair. Unlike aesthetic modes of egress, intersubjectivity 

offers prolonged transcendence because it involves empathy, or a going out from oneself.

Another instance of intersubjectivity is displayed when Binx is forced to go to 

Chicago on business. He fears being lost among the millions in the strange city, and is
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glad when Kate asks to go along. Kate, like Binx, feels alienated from the world around 

her. She is different from the parade of women that Binx has dated, and she offers more 

than a merely temporary diversion. Alone with her amid a city of strangers, he sees her 

as if  for the first time, and realizes that commitment to another person is the ultimate 

form of certification. The two decide, rather mechanically, to commit to one another, and 

are thereby able to escape their alienation by affirming one another’s despair. Marcel 

would say that in committing to Kate, Binx progresses from “self-consciousness to its 

opposite, intersubjectivity” (qtd. in Quinlan 222). Binx and Kate acknowledge their 

despair and agree to face it together. They have already moved beyond what Percy 

regards as the most perilous of existential states: “The specific character of despair is 

precisely this: it is unaware of being despair” (Moviegoer ii.). Although they are certain 

to face difficulty, Binx and Kate insert themselves into time and place by validating one 

another’s existence, and by choosing to exercise personal responsibility.

E. M. Forster prized intersubjectivity as the greatest of all themes: “two people 

pulling each other into salvation is the only theme I find worthwhile. Not rescuer and 

rescued, not the alternating performance of good turns, but It takes two to make a Hero” 

(qtd. in Wyatt-Brown 319). Near the end of The Moviegoer, Kate asks Binx what he 

intends to do with his future. In the greatest assertion of personal sovereignty in the 

novel, Binx responds, “There is only one thing I can do: listen to people, see how they
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stick themselves into the world, hand them along a ways in their dark journey and be 

handed along” (233). Binx transcends his everyday condition by asserting his claim to 

existence and recognizing the claims of others upon him. He rebukes the malaise by 

eschewing egocentrism and embracing its opposite—human love.
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Chapter 4 As Catholic Novelist: Messages in Bottles

According to Jacob Sloan, “Community and reconciliation . . . are the existential 

gospel of Walker Percy, for which The Moviegoer is a brilliant metaphor” (157). 

Intersubjectivity is a key component of Percy’s philosophy of writing, and a major source 

of regeneration for his protagonists, but it is not enough; faith in God is necessary to 

advance to the religious stage of existence. The ethical life leaves no room for God 

because it is based on the self-sufficiency of man. Faith, Kierkegaard’s key requirement 

for a properly religious life, is necessary to advance to the religious sphere of existence. 

Committed faith in God is the ultimate means of combating the malaise; both 

Kierkegaard and Percy agree that it is the highest mode of egress. Yet, Percy’s Catholic 

conviction that faith is a gift from God precludes him from prescribing it in his novels.

He shows Binx leave the basement of aestheticism and ascend into the rest of the house, 

but Percy only hints at the religious nature of the house’s upper stories. Percy approaches 

the religious sphere with fear and trembling, convinced that entry into it depends upon a 

mysterious mixture of personal initiative and divine grace. To understand Percy’s 

treatment of the religious stage, it is necessary to understand his unique perspective as a 

Christian existentialist novelist.
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After his conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1947, Percy left medicine and 

began to write novels in order to bring the message of Christian existentialism to 

America. His literary models were Dostoyevsky, Camus, Tolstoy, Kafka, and Sartre; 

authors who in some way deal with man’s alienation (Sloan 151). Percy writes that “The 

19th century Russian novelists were haunted by God,” and that “the French existentialists 

are haunted by his absence” (qtd. in Sloan 151). America, however, is so sunk in 

“everydayness” that it is unaware of the search; Percy wanted to awaken Americans from 

their stupor. Just as Binx experienced intense clarity when he was wounded in Korea, 

Percy says that the wounded man “has a better view of those still shooting” (qtd. in Sloan 

149). The alienated man, therefore, with his existential wound, is better suited to assess 

the condition of those embroiled in everyday affairs. Percy explains that the novelist

is less like a prophet than he is like the canary that coal miners used to take down 

the shaft to test the air. When the canary gets unhappy, utters plaintive cries, and 

collapses, it may be time for the miners to surface and think things over. (qtd. in 

Sloan 149)

Percy’s writing, as is evident from this passage, has an evangelical motivation that is 

achieved through metaphorical means.

Although Percy’s writing has an evangelical end, he treats the Christian message 

with great subtlety. There are clues near the end of The Moviegoer that intimate that
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Binx is headed toward God, but Percy leaves the ending intentionally ambiguous. While 

on his search, Binx scratches these words in his notebook:

It is impossible to rule God out. The only possible starting point: the strange fact 

of one’s own invincible apathy—that if  the proofs were proved and God presented 

himself, nothing would be changed. . . . But I am onto him. (146)

Yet ironically, through a circuitous route, Binx’s apathy leads him to God. The main 

point, Percy seems to be saying, is to search; God is responsible for the rest. Gary Ciuba 

reiterates this point by highlighting a scene near the end of the novel. While waiting on a 

street with Kate on Ash Wednesday, Binx watches a black man walk into a church.

When the man emerges a few minutes later, his forehead bears the residue from receiving 

the sacrament. Binx stares at the man and wonders,

It is impossible to say why he is here. Is it part and parcel of the complex 

business of coming up in the world? Or is it because he believes that God himself 

is present here at the corner of Elysian Fields and Bons Enfants? Or is he here for 

both reasons: through some dim dazzling trick of grace, coming for the one and 

receiving the other as God’s own importunate bonus? It is impossible to say.

(235)
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One can almost imagine Percy winking when writing “It is impossible to say,” and yet he 

refuses to moralize overtly. This passage reveals Percy’s belief that God’s grace is 

motivated by unadulterated love and is, therefore, indifferent to the motives of men.

Ever aware of his audience, Percy tried to write novels that neither preached 

religion nor buried it in subtlety. Having been outside religion, Percy knew that religious 

language could bring “down a curtain” between reader and writer; Percy did not want 

readers to feel manipulated. “The so-called Catholic or Christian novelist nowadays,” 

explains Percy, “has to be very indirect, if not downright deceitful, because all he has to 

do is say one word about salvation or redemption and the jig is up, you know” (qtd. in 

Gray 236).

Although expressing the Christian viewpoint is his central motivation for writing, 

Percy labors to avoid openly Christian language. In The Moviegoer, Binx remarks, “I 

have only to hear the word God and a curtain comes down in my head” (145). In Binx 

Bolling, then, readers have an ally— a friend who, like them, finds the world confusing 

and God polarizing. Percy explains that the Christian novelist “has to practice his art in 

cunning and in secrecy and achieve his objective by indirect methods” (qtd. in Gray 245). 

Percy’s worldview is informed by a belief system that is inevitably central to his novels; 

he does, however, integrate his message into his fiction to avoid flagrant didacticism. 

“Writers,” Percy says, “cannot be apostles. You cannot do it” (qtd. in Gray 237).
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Percy’s lifelong friend and fellow writer, Shelby Foote, disagreed with Percy’s 

decision to integrate his faith into his fiction. Foote argued that religion and art were 

incompatible, and he warned Percy about associating with the “hypocritical” Catholic 

Church (Gray 240). Foote allowed for representations of spiritual “lostness,” and he 

deeply respected Percy as a fellow Mississippian, college friend, writer, and seeker of 

truth. “Eventually,” writes Gray, “Foote came to think of Percy as a writer to spiritual 

vagabonds like himself,” and he encouraged Percy to persist in his Catholic calling. That 

the curtain never comes down in The Moviegoer is a credit to Percy’s understanding of 

the intellectual and spiritual faculties of postmodern man.

If The Moviegoer is a work designed to take readers on an existential quest with 

its protagonist, Binx Bolling, then it is imperative that Binx has no conversion experience 

at the end of the novel. Binx travels through repetition, rotation, ordeal, and 

intersubjectivity—Kierkegaard’s major steps toward a “leap to faith,”—but Percy does 

not divulge Binx’s ultimate decision. Readers are merely brought to the threshold of 

faith; Percy refuses to tell them to leap. Such decisions, Percy would argue, are between 

man and God. Percy sees his novels as messages in bottles to the castaway on the beach; 

the castaway will see the bottles, but there is no guarantee that he will remember from 

whence they came.
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Near the close of the novel, Binx watches his half-brothers and sisters while his 

mother stays with Lonnie, his dying brother. It is not surprising that Lonnie, another 

“wounded man” standing outside of the action, is the most religious character in the 

novel. Whereas Binx responds to God with indifference throughout most of the book, 

Lonnie responds with passionate fervor. Because of his malady, Lonnie too understands 

alienation, and he and Binx share a special bond. Even before he marries Kate, Binx has 

some level of commitment in his life because, “quite simply, he loves Lonnie”

(Moviegoer 220).

Sitting with the children outside of the hospital, Binx tells them that Lonnie is 

going to die. Significantly, however, when one of them asks, “When Our Lord raises us 

up on the last day, will Lonnie still be in a wheelchair or will he be like us?” Binx nods 

and tells them, “Yes . . . he’ll be like us” (240). In an interview, Percy explained the 

scene:

The implication is that . . . you see, in The Brothers Karamazov, Alyosha does the 

same thing with those kids. One of the kids says, “Is it true we’re all going to rise 

up on the last day and be together?’ A little boy named Kolya had just died. And 

so Alyosha said, “Yeah, that’s true. W e’re really going to be there.” And the kids 

say, “Hurrah for Karamazov!” And so this was a salute to Dostoyevsky. (qtd. in 

Quinlan 223)
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Whereas Dostoyevsky is overt in his message of redemption, however, Percy is not.

Binx only seems to accept the Christian message; readers are never certain that he does— 

he never prays, gets baptized, receives the Eucharist, goes to confession, or attends 

church. Indeed, of Binx’s “leap to faith” that some critics find at the close of the book, 

Percy says, “Most people didn’t see it at all. In fact, most people will deny it’s in there” 

(qtd. in Quinlan 223). That, of course, is precisely the point— some see the signs, others 

do not.

It is, by definition, impossible to point out the supernatural in terms of the natural. 

And yet, Walker Percy very nearly achieves this in The Moviegoer. Tracing the same 

philosophical route that led him to Catholicism, Percy sends readers with Binx on an 

existential journey that begins with alienation and despair, leads to a search, and 

culminates in commitment and communion with others. Percy, explains essayist Thomas 

Cousineau,

Especially admires the European novelists’ concern with large metaphysical 

issues and their ability to express philosophical themes through the medium of 

fiction . . . From Dostoyevsky he learned to portray characters obsessed with ideas 

and who find themselves in a terrible predicament. From Camus he learned . . . 

the laconic brevity, and precision of his sentences, and from Sartre the value of 

being a 20th century outsider. (153)
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Through the medium of fiction, Percy achieved his goal to Americanize existentialism 

and awaken readers to their despair. Although Percy never provides an actual solution 

for man’s predicament, he posits that it can be found by examining the condition of man 

As Percy says, “The business of the novelist is like the canary . . . to utter plaintive cries 

that the end is near, and that it may be time . . . to think things over” (qtd. in Mohapatra 

60). Walker Percy succeeded in bringing a unique brand of Christian existentialism to 

America, and in offering hope to those who see the signs.
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Chapter 5 As Cultural Critic: Identifying Potential Pitfalls

In each of his novels, Walker Percy reveals man’s alienated state, emphasizes the 

importance of the search, and illuminates modes of egress for the wayfarer. Percy’s twin 

ambition in each novel is to deflate conventional systems of value wherein men typically 

place their hope. By extinguishing traditional value systems such as Romanticism, 

scientific humanism, nominal Christianity, and Southern Stoicism, Percy is able to bring 

both protagonists and readers to the brink of despair, where their only remaining option is 

the leap to faith.

Romantic philosophies of life offer cold comfort because they emphasize the 

beauty of this life to compensate for the oblivion of the next. Binx “inherits the 

Romantic tradition not in its decline but in its demise,” and therefore has no faith in the 

romantic ideals of a character like Quentin Compson (Pindell 220). Richard Pindell 

writes,

Although something of the heroic ambience may linger, the heroic occasion is 

extinct. Nothing ennobles; the tragic nerve is dead. Binx is immunized against 

the distemper of our times . . . He is born the nihilist that Quentin would rather die 

than become. (220)
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Binx’s own father, modeled after Percy’s, fell prey to romantic ideals. Binx’s 

father was commissioned by the Royal Canadian Air Force in 1940 and was killed by the 

Germans before America even entered the war— a piece of irony aimed, no doubt, at 

romantic notions of transcendence. Of his father, Binx muses,

He had found a way to do both: to please them [his stoic and duty-bound family] 

and please himself. To leave. To do what he wanted to do and save old England 

doing it. And perhaps even carry off the grandest coup of all: to die. To win the 

big prize for them and for himself (but not even he dreamed he would succeed not 

only in dying but in dying in Crete in the wine dark sea). . . . And with a copy of 

The Shropshire Lad  in his pocket. (157, 25)

The cynicism in this passage quashes romantic notions of duty and honor; Binx sees the 

hollowness of narcissistic Romanticism and its failure to deal with the actual world of the 

here and now. Binx confesses that he wrote “long, sensitive” letters to his aunt when he 

first joined the army, and that he fancied himself “a regular young Rupert Brooke” (88). 

In one of his letters he wrote,

Japan is lovely this time of year. . . . Not so much fear— since my chances are 

very good— as wonder, wonder that everything should be so full of expectancy, 

every tick of the watch, every rhododendron blossom. Tolstoy and St Exupery 

were right about war, etc. (87)
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Retrospectively, Binx muses with disgust, “Oh the crap that lies lurking in the English 

soul. Somewhere it, the English soul, received an injection of romanticism which nearly 

killed it. That’s what killed my father, English romanticism” (88). In the wake of war, 

rampant consumerism, and scientific humanism, Romanticism’s emphasis on the 

goodness of humanity rings flat and hollow. Amid the spiritual wasteland of twentieth 

century America, Romanticism fails to offer Binx the sustenance he seeks.

After demonstrating the ultimate failure of Romanticism, Percy shows the 

shortcomings of scientific humanism, a movement that he considered especially 

insidious. Percy, who initially placed his faith in science, depicts its failure to rid man of 

his alienation.

Walker Percy received his medical degree in 1941, but he contracted tuberculosis 

before his career could get underway. His medical career stymied, he explains, “I had 

nothing to do but read and think. I began to question everything I had once believed . . . I 

knew so very much about man, but had little idea what man is” (qtd. in House 303). The 

scientist in him was initially drawn to the work of behavioral psychologists. Percy 

biographer Bertram Wyatt-Brown writes,

To the man of medicine in him, their work at first had seemed to provide answers 

to all manner of human difficulties. Gradually, however, he found that uncritical
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faith in empiricism created what he was to call “the disastrous mind-matter split.” 

(House 310)

Percy’s reading, or search, eventually led him to Soren Kierkegaard and the European 

existentialists. Luschei explains that it was Kierkegaard

who brought home to him a limitation of the scientific method, the quite 

spectacular limitation that science cannot utter a single word about an individual 

as an individual but only insofar as he resembles other individuals. (6)

The individual is lost in the reductive process whereby science seeks to classify subjects 

according to their similarities. Percy says he was angry about “the widespread and 

ongoing devaluation of human life in the Western world,” and about the mentality that 

says, “In your investigations and theories, thou shalt not find anything unique about the 

human animal even if the evidence points to such uniqueness” (Signposts 394). 

Descartes, who is heralded as the father of modern philosophy, divided all reality into 

mind— or cognita, and matter—or extensa, and taught that only God knows how the two 

spheres interact (Signposts 274). Percy’s reading of modern psychologists led him to 

wonder, “Could it be true . . . what Tocqueville said of Americans years ago: that 

Americans are natural-born Cartesians without having read a word of Descartes?” 

(Signposts 274). The mind-matter split troubled Percy because it enables scientists to 

objectify the individual by valuing his function rather than his person. This leads to a
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utilitarian view of man wherein his importance is determined by his product or efficiency. 

Percy laments that contemporary society values the man whose output can be objectively 

calculated, he who functions “most like a machine” (Luschei 32). The danger in such a 

system is that man will recede into his function, resulting in a denial of selfhood and a 

deepening sense of despair.

Percy’s search for meaning in the field of science was unsuccessful because 

science failed to fill the emptiness that Percy felt. Moreover, he began to view scientific 

rationalism as a cause, rather than a cure, for the spiritual malaise in the modern world.

He observed, “The moment of our victory in science seems to be attended by a strange 

sense of loss and impoverishment” (Signposts 210). In The Moviegoer, Binx recalls a 

research project that he and a friend conducted, and he remembers how he spent hours 

lying on his back watching dust motes rise and fall. Transfixed by the phenomenon, he 

tried to call his partner’s attention to it:

but he shrugged and went on with his work. He was absolutely unaffected by the 

singularities of time and place. His abode was anywhere. It was all the same 

whether he catheterized a pig at four o’clock in the afternoon in New Orleans or 

at midnight in Transylvania. (52)

Binx does not envy his friend’s drive for science: “I would not change places with him,” 

Binx remarks, “if he discovered the cure for cancer. For he is no more aware of the
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mystery which surrounds him than a fish is aware of the water he swims in.” Binx feels 

that science can neither add nor detract from “the mystery of those summer afternoons” 

(52). The “mystery” that Binx feels is closely related to Marcel’s concept of disquiet, or 

man’s need for transcendence. Luschei explains disquiet by showing that all of Marcel’s 

metaphors for the concept include “a present state, a distant state and an intense desire to 

bridge the gap between the former and the latter” (38). M an’s “desire to bridge the gap” 

is his need for transcendence; Binx feels this need but cannot articulate it. In his essay 

collection entitled Signposts in a Strange Land , Percy observes,

If there is any one feature which all existentialists agree upon as an inveterate trait 

of human existence, it is transcendence. Some, like Gabriel Marcel, may regard it 

as the true motion of man toward God; others, like Jean-Paul Sartre, may regard it 

as an absurd striving, the “useless passion.” But atheistic or theistic, they would 

all agree that transcendence is the one distinguishing mark of human existence. In 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s words, man is he who must surpass himself. (260)

Science, by its very nature, cannot deal in metaphysics; it cannot, therefore, recognize 

man’s need for transcendence, let alone fulfill it. Science cannot answer philosophical 

questions that deal with the purpose or meaning of life, and its attempts to do so are 

damaging to man’s psyche. Percy expresses this sentiment when he writes,
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the more science progressed, and even as it benefited man, the less it said about 

what it is like to be a man living in the world. Every advance in science seemed to 

take us further from the concrete here-and-now in which we live. (Signposts 188) 

Percy’s search for transcendence in the field of science led him to conclude that there are 

certain human needs “quite impervious to the biological approach,” needs that science 

cannot utter one word about, let alone fulfill. Science cannot cure man’s despair because 

natural remedies cannot be applied to supernatural ailments.

As with scientific humanism, Percy views the church as a contributing cause, 

rather than a cure, for man’s alienated state. Whereas scientific humanism promulgates 

despair by denying man his soul, the church perpetuates it by offering only placebos. 

Although Percy was a devout Catholic, he acknowledged the frequent failure of churches 

and the widespread inefficacy of their preachment. The landscape of The Moviegoer is 

littered with apathetic adherents of Christianity, who are more admirers than followers of 

Christ. Binx repeatedly bears witness to the weakness of religion, in others as well as in 

himself:

My mother is a Catholic, what is called in my aunt’s circle a “devout Catholic,” 

which is to say only that she is a practicing Catholic since I do not think she is 

devout. This accounts for the fact that I am, nominally at least, also a Catholic. 

(48)
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Binx’s mother represents modern-day Christians who are not devout in their Christianity, 

but nevertheless live on its accumulated moral capital. When his mother mentions God, 

“it strikes [Binx] that [she] uses him as but one of the devices that come to hand in an 

outrageous man’s world, to be put to work like all the rest in the one enterprise she has 

any use for: the canny management of the shocks of life” (142). Since the death of her 

favorite son, Duval, Binx’s mother has lost all traces of authentic faith: “No more heart’s 

desire for her, thank you. After Duval’s death she has wanted everything colloquial and 

easy, even God” (Moviegoer 142). When proclaimed but not practiced, religion is a mere 

opiate for the masses (Marx, “Introduction,” par. 4).

To most of the “religious” characters in Percy’s work, religion is not a creed to be 

practiced; it is an accoutrement to be brandished, like a voting card or a membership 

badge. The Church cannot cure the malaise because it too has fallen victim to it; nominal 

religion merely allows people to remain in their “elected career[s] of the commonplace” 

(Moviegoer 152). Binx says that his Uncle Jules is “an exemplary Catholic,” but 

confesses that it is “hard to know why he takes the trouble. For the world he lives in, the 

City of Man, is so pleasant that the City of God must hold little in store for him” (31). 

Binx’s uncle is evocative of the castaway who believes he is at home in the world; like a 

blindfold, Catholicism obscures his alienated state.
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Because Percy believes that a genuine leap to faith is the only means of defeating 

despair, he must first awaken readers to the fact that the religion pervading American 

society is but a weak imitation of the brand that he advocates. He does this by 

demonstrating the “Catholic unseriousness” of his nominally religious characters, who 

discredit their so-called faith by virtue of their despair. “Ninety-eight percent” of men 

“believe in God,” Binx reports, “and men are dead, dead, dead; and the malaise has 

settled like a fall-out” (228). Disingenuous religion is a cause of the malaise, not a 

conduit out of it.

Of all the value systems threatening to ensnare the wayfarer on his search for 

truth, Percy spends the most time deflating Southern Stoicism. Growing up within the 

Stoic tradition, Percy was well-positioned to comment on its deficiencies. When his 

father, LeRoy Percy, committed suicide in 1929, William Alexander Percy invited his 

cousin-in-law and her three sons to live with him in Greenville, Mississippi. When 

Walker’s mother died only two years later, “Uncle Will” became the boys’ sole guardian. 

His influence on Walker went unparalleled; in the introduction to the 1973 edition of his 

uncle’s work, Lanterns on the Levee, Percy wrote, “even when I did not follow him [in 

intellectual commitments], it was usually in relation to him, whether with him or against 

him, that I defined myself and my own direction” (qtd. in Gretlund 149). It was from 

Uncle Will that Percy learned the Southern sense of Stoicism and its system of virtues.
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Tellingly, the first books given to the boys by Uncle Will, their primary educator, were 

the Gospels and a copy of the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Author Jan Gretlund 

observes, “In this choice their educator had drawn the lines for an intellectual conflict 

between Christianity and Stoicism” that is evident in all of Walker Percy’s fiction (148). 

Yet this amalgamation of creeds was not unique to Will Percy; he inherited it from the 

long tradition of Stoicism indigenous to the South.

In his article entitled “The Moviegoer and the Stoic Heritage,” author Lewis A. 

Lawson examines the roots of Southern Stoicism. He traces its origins to the nation’s 

oldest colony, where the College of William and Mary was established in 1693. Wealthy 

patricians frequently willed books— a prized commodity—to the College’s library. 

Donation records indicate that the educated and influential men of the colony were 

reading Stoic works such as Seneca’s Morals, the dialogues of Plato and Socrates, 

Cicero’s philosophies, Meric Casaubon’s Marcus Aurelius, Arrian’s Enchiridion, and 

Mrs. Carter’s Epictetus. Moreover, evidence suggests that members of the College 

Board—who “set the tone of the intellectual community”—had major works of Stoicism 

in their private libraries. The College of William and Mary remained the Southern 

bastion of philosophy until the eighteenth century (Lawson 181).

Thomas Jefferson attended the College during the height of its renown, and he 

never ceased to practice and preach Stoic dictums. When asked on numerous occasions
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for a recommended reading list, Jefferson always included major Stoic texts. Lawson 

reports that Stoic principles of natural law permeate the Declaration o f  Independence, 

and Jefferson’s accreditation of Greek and Roman Stoics reads like a manifesto of 

Southern manners:

From them came some thoughts and ideals that became part of the higher thought 

of Western civilization: nobility of character, high ethical purpose, the ideal of 

self-sacrifice, belief in God and His divine providence, emphasis on virtue as the 

highest good and on action to make it effective, the need of bringing conduct into 

conformity with the law of Nature, and the realization of a high and stern sense of 

duty in public and private life. (qtd. in Lawson 180)

Jefferson, like many Southerners, believed that Stoicism “gives laws for governing 

ourselves, Jesus a supplement of the duties and charities we owe to others” (qtd. in 

Lawson 181). General Robert E. Lee, a Southern Stoic and gentleman, encapsulated the 

Southern sentiment when he wrote,

Private and public life are subject to the same rules; and truth and manliness are 

two qualities that will carry you through this world much better than policy or tact 

. . . Misfortune nobly borne is good fortune. (qtd. in Lawson 182)

A dedicated Christian, Lee was able to balance Biblical teaching and Stoic precepts. 

Subsequent Southerners, however, failed to maintain equilibrium between public and
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private virtue. Lawson explains that Jesus was relegated to the church on Sundays, and, 

therefore, inspired no impetus for action on weekdays. When calamity struck, therefore, 

Southerners were consigned to sit like stoics and watch their world decline. This may 

explain why the South continued to fight the Civil War long after hope of victory was 

lost. Lawson explains that the South of Jefferson and Lee was replaced with the South of 

the Snopeses, with fathers like Faulkner’s Mr. Compson who are strong in moralizing but 

weak in morals, and sons like Quentin who hide under the cloak of virtue, fearing to pass 

into adulthood (183).

Although Stoic precepts and Christian tenets are similar— and are, therefore, often 

found coexisting—there are essential differences between the two. Marcus Aurelius 

wanted to adopt “strict principles for the regulation of impulse” and for “the happiness of 

real integrity and dignity” (qtd. in Gretlund 146). Epictetus’s goal was the preservation 

of his own honor, fidelity, and self-respect. But because Stoicism held no promise of an 

afterlife, the practice of such precepts became ends in themselves. In his Meditations, 

Marcus Aurelius writes, “one thing only is of precious worth: to live out one’s days in 

truthfulness and fair dealing” (qtd. in Gretlund 146). Gretlund observes that William 

Alexander Percy “considered the virtues of reason, courage, justice, and self-discipline 

ends in themselves” (148). If virtue is an end in itself, then the Stoic philosopher must 

look to himself for all help or harm. Moreover, the goal of such living— eternal rewards
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being excluded—must simply be the peace of mind gleaned from being able to live with 

oneself. This subjective lifestyle necessarily leads to egoism and fierce independence. 

The Stoic, therefore, would admire Christianity’s emphasis on personal responsibility and 

the individual’s role in saving his soul. But, although crucial precepts might align, one 

creed offers a gospel of hope, while the other offers a gospel of endurance.

Despite its preponderance in his region, William Alexander Percy rejected 

Evangelical Protestantism. The Stoic tradition provided a philosophy for living that he 

found “directions enough for any life,” and he deemed any conflict a mere discrepancy 

between obligation and self-determination (qtd. in Blair 88). To know him, Percy writes, 

was “to encounter a complete, articulated view of the world as tragic as it was noble 

(Signposts 55). Things were not that simple for his young ward. Walker Percy suffered 

from repeated bouts of depression and loneliness, which “Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus 

Aurelius do not suggest ways to overcome” (Gretlund 148). Percy felt that Stoicism 

possessed “fatal weaknesses” because it did not offer resources for renewal (qtd. in 

Gretlund 149).

Similarly, Binx’s Stoic inheritance, which sustained generations of Bollings 

before him, crumbles under the demands of a new era. Of his Aunt Emily—the emblem 

of Southern Stoicism in The Moviegoer—Binx reports that, “for her too the fabric is 

dissolving” (54). Displeased with Binx’s lack of direction, she tells him:



56

The world I knew has come crashing down around my ears. The things we hold 

dear are reviled and spat upon. . . . It’s an interesting age you will live in—though 

I can’t say I’m sorry to miss it. But it should be quite a sight, the going under of 

the evening land. . . . And I can tell you, my young friend, it is evening. It is very 

late. (54)

Aunt Emily’s resignation in the face of disaster is typical of Stoicism. Percy says that the 

Stoic’s “finest hour is to sit tight-lipped and ironic while the world comes crashing down 

around him” (Signposts 86). But Aunt Emily’s defeatist posture breeds inaction because 

Stoicism offers no impetus for change. She witnesses the decay of her tradition but lacks 

the motivation to act. Percy quotes Southern writer James McBride Dabbs to explain 

Stoicism’s inefficacy in the public sphere:

Perhaps the most distinguishing mark, and, as it turned out, the greatest weakness 

of the Stoic morality, was its exclusively personal character and its consequent 

indifferences to the social and political commonweal. (Signposts 332)

Stoicism is an individualistic religion; its dictums are only relevant for the governance of 

one’s own behavior. Consequently, writes Percy,

Its most characteristic mood was a poetic pessimism which took a grim 

satisfaction in the dissolution of its values—because social decay confirmed one 

in his original choice of the wintry kingdom of self. (Signposts 85)
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Aunt Emily assumes this pessimistic stance when she tells Binx, “I don’t quite know 

what we’re doing on this insignificant cinder spinning away in a dark corner of the 

universe,” but nevertheless, “a man must live by his lights and do what little he can and 

do it as best he can,” for, “In this world goodness is destined to be defeated” (54). 

Whereas Christianity is proactive and involves feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, 

and comforting the widow, Stoicism is inactive because it is restricted to mere sympathy 

and respect for those who bear misfortune nobly. Dabbs observes,

It appears that the more cultured South tried to use Stoicism to bridge the gap 

between its social culture and its individualistic religion. From the very nature of 

Stoicism, the attempt could have little positive effect. Stoicism never built 

bridges; it only helped men of a certain type to accept, and live with, the gap.

(119)

Stoicism is a passive philosophical creed that enables men to suffer life rather than act 

upon it.

Binx is burdened by the weight of his aunt’s tradition, and his inability to conform 

to its edicts exacerbates his feelings of alienation. He lives a life of exile among family 

and friends who subscribe to conventional systems of value. Raised from a young age by 

his aunt, Binx’s Stoic indoctrination and concomitant exile began early. On the first page 

of The Moviegoer, Binx recalls a momentous exchange with his aunt. Following the
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death of his older brother, Scotty, Aunt Emily takes the young Binx for a walk behind the 

hospital. “I’ve got bad news for you,” she says, “Scotty is dead. Now it’s all up to you. 

It’s going to be difficult for you but I know you’re going to act like a soldier.” For 

Emily, the prototypical Stoic, the proper course of action is straightforward and clear-cut. 

But even the eight-year-old Binx is confounded by the reductive nature of her charge: “I 

could easily act like a soldier. . . . Was that all I had to do?” (4). Of course, acting like a 

soldier is not enough, and Percy devotes the majority of the novel to undertaking the 

question of what Binx must do.

More than two decades later, Binx is still unsure of how to proceed; his world is 

more depersonalized than the world of a century ago, and the values that sustained the 

generations before him offer no succor. He is mired in the aesthetic sphere of existence, 

working hard to eviscerate thought through pleasure. His aunt calls him “an ingrate, a 

limb of Satan, the last and sorriest scion of a noble stock” (26). Disconcerted by Binx’s 

aesthetic lifestyle, she “summons” him for “one of her serious talks” (Moviegoer 27, 1). 

At their meeting— one of several that occur throughout The Moviegoer— she asks him, 

“What is it you want out of life, son?” (53). Aunt Emily sees the world in black and 

white and cannot fathom her nephew’s indirection. Binx explains that “All the stray bits 

and pieces of the past, all that is feckless and gray about people, she pulls together into an 

unmistakable visage of the heroic or the craven, the noble or the ignoble” (49).
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Binx is frustrated by his inability to find fulfillment in her creed:

My father’s family think that the world makes sense without God and that anyone 

but an idiot knows what the good life is and anyone but a scoundrel can lead it. I 

don’t know what either of them are talking about. Really I can’t make head or tail 

of it. The best I can do is lie rigid as a stick under the cot, locked in a death grip 

with everydayness, sworn not to move a muscle until I advance another inch in 

my search. (146)

The tradition that his aunt offers him is undoubtedly noble, but it has become irrelevant. 

Much of Binx’s existential angst stems from the burden of his Stoic inheritance and its 

inability to sustain him. The Stoic creed offers a way of “enduring the storm,” writes 

Dabbs, but it is not a way of “bringing the ship into port” (129). Stoicism cannot cure 

Binx’s alienation and despair, and he continues his wayfaring journey in search of 

something more substantive.

The failure of Stoicism is most readily apprehended in Percy’s fifth novel, The 

Second Coming. Like Binx (indeed, like all of Percy’s protagonists), Will Barrett is 

immersed in inauthenticity. A successful attorney, he spends his time playing golf, 

drinking heavily, and spending his late wife’s wealth. But in the first line of The Second 

Coming—the sequel to The Last Gentleman—readers learn that all is not well with Will:
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The first sign that something had gone wrong manifested itself while he was 

playing golf. Or rather it was the first time he admitted to himself that something 

might be wrong. For some time he had been feeling depressed without knowing 

why. . . . the world and life around him . . . seemed to grow more senseless and 

farcical with each passing day. (3)

W ill’s crippling depression and elusive memory cause him to fall down repeatedly on the 

golf course. Readers soon learn, however, that both his depression and amnesia stem 

from his father’s legacy of self-destructive Stoicism, violence, and despair. So palpable 

is the presence of the past that Will often engages in heated arguments with his father’s 

ghostly presence. Will comes from a long line of Stoic forebears who emphasize honor, 

action, and masculinity. He recalls that his great-grandfather “knew what was what and 

said so and acted accordingly and did not care what anyone thought” (9). A man of 

action, his grandfather once challenged the Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan to a 

shoot-out in the streets of his small Mississippi town. In The Last Gentleman, a young 

Will ponders “what a fine thing it would be to become a man and know what to do, like 

the Apache youth who at the right time goes out into the plains alone, dreams dreams, 

sees visions, and returns, knowing he is a man” (11). With the advent of modernity and 

the breakdown of traditional gender roles, standards of behavior for the Southern 

gentleman were no longer clear-cut, and men became self-conscious about their
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masculinity (Donaldson 64). Will remarks that his own father “gave much thought to the 

business of being brave” (9). That his father “gave much thought to the business of being 

brave” implies that bravery did not come naturally for him, as it seems to have for his 

ancestors. For Will’s father, mere existence “was a strain,” and ultimately, “he was killed 

by . . . the strain of living out an ordinary day in a perfect dance of honor” (10). After a 

failed attempt at suicide in which he tried to kill his son too, the elder Barrett took his 

own life in the attic of his home with a Greener shotgun. It is this incident that drives the 

narrative, haunts Will at every turn, and threatens to destroy his life. In order to come to 

terms with his father’s suicide, Will must confront the destructive brand of masculinity 

and tradition that his father represents.

W ill’s father’s Stoicism is deeply rooted in the Southern tradition of honor, 

violence, and gender boundaries. William Faulkner, keenly aware of the burden of 

traditional Southern white manhood, portrays a similar struggle through Quentin 

Compson in The Sound and the Fury. Quentin epitomizes white Southern masculinity 

under siege. In her essay on Quentin Compson, Susan Donaldson notes that his sense of 

honor is betrayed by “time, change, and most tellingly, by women and black subordinates 

to whom his status is undeniably linked” (62). She further explains,

Being an elite white man in the nineteenth century South meant asserting 

aggressive behavior and authority at an early age, knowing one’s place in the
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midst of an elaborate hierarchy of inferiors and superiors, venerating one’s father, 

defending one’s family and taking violent revenge for offenses, and guarding the 

reputation of one’s mother, sister, wife, and daughter. Being a man of honor also 

meant loving and fearing women, with whose moral uprightness and standing in 

the community male honor was intimately bound. (64)

To attack a man’s wife, sister, or mother, therefore, was seen as a personal affront to 

honor that necessitated retribution. Quentin feels duty-bound to uphold this code of 

honor, and aligns himself with tradition when he says, “Father and I protect women” 

(Sound 78). He repeatedly throws himself into fights—for which he is ill-prepared— 

after asking one telling question: “Did you ever have a sister?” (92). His sister’s sexual 

transgressions are never far from his mind, and they drive Quentin’s narrative, much as 

the elder Barrett’s suicide drives W ill’s narrative. Donaldson writes that such ritualized 

violence ties Quentin to the tradition of white Southern males, for whom

violence and aggression are an inextricable part of masculinity in a region where 

gender differences . . . were probably more extreme and pronounced than they 

were elsewhere in an era notable for its rigid demarcations between masculinity 

and femininity. (64)

When gender demarcation and class boundaries shifted amid the rapidly changing 

landscape of the twentieth century, traditional modes of masculinity failed. Donaldson
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writes that by 1900, men “were finding it acutely difficult to ‘be a man’” (65). Much of 

the strain on traditional masculinity stemmed from the rise of feminism and women’s 

changing roles in society. Donaldson argues that this shift affected the South more than 

any other region because it was founded upon Southern white masculinity and the 

corresponding hierarchy of authority and deference “intertwined with rigid definitions of 

race, class, and gender” (65). The economic crises of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, combined with increasing political activism among blacks and 

women, shook the foundation of Southern manhood. As it became increasingly difficult 

for men to perceive themselves as protectors and providers, they became more self

conscious about their masculinity.

Despite the erosion of traditional masculinity and the growing difficulty to live up 

to it, Percy’s Uncle Will labored to fulfill his role as a Southern gentleman. Although his 

tastes tended toward less “masculine” pursuits like music and literature, in order to please 

his father, Will attended a military academy, took a Harvard law degree, and fought in the 

Argonne Forest during World War I. Recollecting the pressure he felt from his father, an 

influential politician and esteemed townsman, Will wrote, “It was hard having such a 

dazzling father” (qtd. in Woodward 34). Yet, despite the increasing difficulty to maintain 

traditional masculinity, Will Percy, like Quentin Compson, labored to achieve and defend 

it.
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When Caddy loses her virginity in The Sound and the Fury, a tormented Quentin 

fantasizes about murdering her lover. He threatens several of her suitors, but their casual 

responses tell readers that Quentin poses no serious threat. He is shamed by Caddy, and 

his ineffectual attempts to restore her honor further emasculate him. A lingering sense of 

defeat permeates Quentin’s section of the novel, a defeat that is reinforced by Mr. 

Compson’s defeatist philosophy. Commenting on the decaying state of elite Southern 

white masculinity, Mr. Compson says, “It used to be a gentleman was known by his 

books; nowadays he is known by the ones he has not returned” (81). Mr. Compson’s 

reductive rhetoric is encapsulated on the first page of Quentin’s narrative, when he 

remarks on the “reducto absurdum” of all human experience, and tells his son that “no 

battle is ever won . . . They are not even fought. The field only reveals to man his own 

folly and despair, and victory is an illusion of philosophers and fools” (76). Quentin tries 

to counter his father’s despairing vision with his own abstract code of Stoic honor, but he 

is stultified by the ultimate meaningless of a creed that offers no promise of 

transcendence or ultimate meaning. When, in a final attempt to retrieve his sister’s 

honor, a tormented Quentin claims incest with Caddy, even that effort is rendered 

meaningless. Mr. Compson knows that his son is incapable of such an act, but, more 

importantly, he tells Quentin that the words are empty because the act holds no ethical 

meaning. When he tells Quentin, “It’s nature hurting you not Caddy,” Quentin says,
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“that’s just words,” to which Mr. Compson replies, “So is virginity.” A despairing 

Quentin then blurts, “You don’t know. You can’t know,” to which Mr. Compson 

answers decisively, “Yes. On the instant when we come to realize that tragedy is second

hand” (143). Unable to face the dissolution of his value system, yet powerless to escape 

it, Quentin enacts a final effort to preserve his honor and takes his own life.

In interviews, Percy frequently distanced himself from William Faulkner; as 

Flannery O’Connor stated, “Nobody wants his mule and wagon stalled on the same tracks 

the Dixie Limited is roaring down” (qtd. in Lawson 359). Yet, Quentin Compson always 

held a special fascination for Percy because of Quentin’s desire to flee history and escape 

the burden of the past. Donaldson writes, “Percy . . . saw himself as starting where 

Faulkner left off . . . with the Quentin Compson who didn’t commit suicide” (62). As 

Percy himself explains, “Suicide is easy. Keeping Quentin Compson alive is something 

else. In a way . . . [my protagonist] is Quentin Compson who didn’t commit suicide”

(qtd. in Donaldson 62).

Will Barrett is Percy’s finest example of the “Quentin Compson who didn’t 

commit suicide.” In The Second Coming, he is haunted by the Stoicism of his dead father 

and the sense of duty he feels obligated to follow. Like Quentin, he falls short of the 

masculine ideal he inherited from his family and regional tradition. And, like Quentin, 

his uncertainty regarding his manhood manifests itself most in his relationships with
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subordinates—blacks and women. He is both confused and threatened by his old 

girlfriend, Kitty Vaught Huger. Though long since married, she is brazen, flirtatious, and 

aggressive toward him. W ill’s own daughter, a born-again Christian, is fiercely 

independent, confrontational, and dogmatic about her faith. Even W ill’s late wife— 

whose wealth funds his life of leisure—was self-sufficient and headstrong. Such 

unconventionality in women baffles poor Will, who was taught that there are two kinds 

of women: ladies and whores. In a telling passage, W ill’s father advises him to “Go to 

whores if you have to . . . but always remember the difference. Don’t treat a lady like a 

whore or a whore like a lady” (qtd. in Donaldson 68). Yet much of W ill’s problem stems 

from the fact that modern women resist such simplistic classification; Kitty Vaught 

Huger is a Southern girl who speaks loudly, propositions men, and cheats on her 

husband. Supposed subordinates such as servants and poor whites are equally troubling 

to W ill’s sense of social standing and Southern honor. Yamaiuchi, W ill’s Asian servant, 

maintains an air of superiority and frequently flouts W ill’s requests. Similarly, W ill’s 

blue-collared neighbor, Ewell McBee, has little interest in showing him proper deference. 

He tells Will quite frankly,

You always thought you were so damn smart. You and your daddy. But I’m here 

to tell you something. The only difference between you and me is money.

Outside of that, you and I are exactly alike. (177)
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Traditional hierarchies having failed, Will finds—as did the elder Barrett, along with 

Quentin Compson—that the only hope of male honor lies in asserting it through self

destruction and violence. Again and again, Will is drawn to the Luger pistol and Greener 

shotgun that represent his father’s legacy. He even fires the shotgun past his face, a brush 

with death that momentarily restores his feeling of “manhood.” As the story progresses, 

Will becomes obsessed with the idea of suicide and dialogues at length with the ghost of 

his dead father. “Come,” he hears his father say,

it’s the only way. The one quick sure exit of grace and violence and beauty. . . . 

Close it out. At least you can do that, not only not lose but win, with one last 

splendid gesture defeat the whole foul feckless world. . . . Go like a man, for 

Christ’s sake, a Roman, here’s your sword. (336-37)

His father implies that only suicide—the ultimate assertion of bravery, grace, and 

violence in the face of defeat— can grant one entry into the elite circle of Southern white 

manhood. But, despite his desire to exemplify traditional Southern Stoicism, Will wants 

no part of its violent end. In a fantasized show-down with his father, Will declares that 

all his decisions heretofore were made in an attempt to escape his father’s maniacal 

violence:
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Ever since your death, all I ever wanted from you was out, out from you and from 

the Mississippi twilight, and from the shotguns thundering in musty attics . . . out 

from the ancient hatreds and allegiances, allegiances unto death . . . (72)

Will longs for an alternative definition of masculinity, one that does not necessitate 

violence in the face of defeat. His father’s suicide offered no real solution because it 

“availed nothing, proved nothing, solved nothing, posed no questions let alone answered 

questions, did nobody good” (182). And yet, the violence inherent in suicide is 

Stoicism’s logical end—if a man must act to defend his honor, and honor is elusive, 

murder or suicide remain his only options. Amid loneliness, despair, and the remnants of 

his crumbled creed, Will resolves to pose a question— something his father never did.

Will challenges God to prove His existence: he descends into a cave and resolves to wait 

there until God either reveals Himself or Will dies. Will reasons that posing a question 

validates suicide because the truth gleaned from the ordeal can render the act meaningful. 

But when W ill’s divine duel is stymied by a toothache, cosmic explorations become 

secondary. Percy writes,

There is one sure cure for . . . grandiose ideas about God, man, death, suicide, and 

such, and that is nausea. I defy a man afflicted with nausea to give a single 

thought to these vast subjects. A nauseated man is a sober man. A nauseated man 

is a disinterested man. (213)
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Will, whimpering in agony, is trapped by his own logic; although the toothache has 

ignited his passion to survive, he is too weak to climb out of the cave and will probably 

die without an answer to his question.

Just when things are looking grim, Will falls through an old air vent and lands in 

Allison Huger’s greenhouse. Allison is a recently escaped mental patient who has trouble 

remembering and articulating her thoughts, but she has become a good hoister from 

moving furniture around her greenhouse. Will is a middle-aged man with a bad 

toothache and falling sickness. When he falls down, she hoists him up, and when she 

cannot articulate, he interprets for her. She takes care of him for the next few weeks as 

the two of them fall in love. When a recuperated Will leaves the greenhouse to tend to 

familial business, his willful daughter commits him to a convalescent home. Will does 

not contest, and actually begins to recover at the home, where he receives medical 

treatment for his falling spells. Will even makes friends with some of the elderly patients 

at the home: Mr. Eberhart, a quiet man who waters the plants and tends the grounds— 

even though the home has a staff of gardeners; Mr. Arnold, a former builder; and his 

roommate, Mr. Ryan, a retired contractor. When Allison and Will decide to marry, have 

a child, and build garden homes on her greenhouse property, Will hires his three misfit 

friends to work on his project. Will begins life anew with new-found love, fresh purpose, 

new hope, and a ragtag community of friends.
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Although W ill’s newfound love and friendship appear to be a digression from his 

prior pursuit, they are, in fact, the answers that he sought. The blessing of community 

and the gift of love are the “answer” to W ill’s demand for a sign from God; they are signs 

of His grace. Although Will receives no direct answer to his cosmic question, John F. 

Desmond points out, “the signs that he does receive are enough to convert him from 

suicide” to spiritual awakening (103). Percy’s denunciation of “preachment” in art, 

combined with his desire to transmit truth through its medium, imply that he seeks 

alternative ways to show conversion and acceptance of God’s love. In his essay entitled 

“The Fixer and The Second Coming: A Movement toward Commitment and Continuity,” 

L. Nisly writes,

though the religious searches are quite explicit in . . . Percy’s The Second Coming, 

it is not surprising that the religious commitments in the novels are represented 

indirectly—by a connection to community. Rather than an overt statement . . . 

Percy indicates the protagonist’s move toward a religious identity through an 

acceptance of his responsibility toward community. (94)

Participation, then, in the form of community and intersubjectivity, is W ill’s salvation. 

Fulfillment found through participation is God’s gift of consolation to weary wayfarers 

en route to heaven. The final page of the novel shows W ill’s clear progression toward 

God. Pondering Allison and their newfound love, Will muses,
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Is she a gift and therefore a sign of a giver? Could it be that the Lord is here, 

masquerading behind this simple silly holy face? Am I crazy to want both, her 

and Him? No, not want, must have. And will have. (360)

Will finally realizes that his entire life has been an orchestrated event, one sweeping 

movement toward God.

In light of this revelation, Will is finally able to free himself from the ghosts of 

the past and tradition; this is demonstrated in a final show-down his with dead father. His 

father prods him toward suicide, urging, “You’re one of us . . . only the violent bear it 

away . . . short of violence all is in the end impotence” (171). But Will renounces his 

father, referring to him as the “Father of lies”— an allusion to Satan himself. He declares 

that “Death in none of its guises shall prevail over me,” and therefore chooses life (274). 

W ill’s renunciation of traditional Southern white masculinity, which necessitates violence 

in the face of defeat, is a decided step away from Quentin. Percy keeps Quentin alive by 

introducing a new system of values, one that both critiques and expands the tenets of 

Stoicism.

Will Barrett does not deny his Stoic heritage at the close of The Second Coming; 

instead, he imbues it with meaning and hope through the doctrines of Christianity. The 

existence of a brotherhood of man is one of the doctrines that Stoicism shares with 

Christianity; Epictetus taught that “a brother’s injustice can be borne when we keep in
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mind that he is our brother” (Gretlund 146). Will accepts and affirms this concept when 

he forms a community and enters into binding relationships. In traditional Stoic fashion, 

he resumes the masculine role as protector and patriarch when he vows to care for his 

needy wife and elderly friends. Moreover, he initiates and funds a building project that 

he will manage and oversee. By initiating and engaging in meaningful relationships, Will 

exhibits Stoic principles and asserts his personal sovereignty.

W ill’s blend of Stoicism and Christianity is Percy’s answer to the wayfarer who is 

mired in the past and tradition. The Catholic Percy could not rid himself of the Stoic 

Percy, nor could he extricate one from the other. His work demonstrates the limitations 

of Stoicism and shows that it is insufficient unless complemented by Christianity. Will 

Barrett is Percy’s greatest example of the “Quentin Compson who didn’t commit suicide” 

because he triumphs over the threat of actual suicide, and over the spiritual suicide of a 

life-in-death existence. Discussing the task of a novelist, Percy writes, “It is not enough 

for him simply to document or catalogue the symptoms of the disease; he should also 

diagnose them and find remedies for them” (qtd. in Heller 373). In The Second Coming, 

Percy diagnoses man’s alienation as the sickness man suffers when separated from God, 

and he shows the path to recovery by illustrating Stoicism’s shortcomings and God’s 

power to breathe life into what was once dead. In both his life and his fiction, Walker
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Percy immersed himself in the past and tradition, only to transcend them both through the 

gift of God’s grace.
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Conclusion

In his life and his work, Walker Percy strove to awaken others to their spiritual 

predicament; he was committed to studying the pathology of the soul rather than that of 

the body. Fiction became his instrument for probing “illnesses of the soul,” and he took 

his commitment to naming man’s sickness as his Hippocratic oath (Wyatt-Brown 322). 

Percy uses his penchant for pathology to diagnose cultural ills, that the patient might be 

made aware of his ailment, and in the end get well. In his study of Catholic novelists, 

Ross Labrie explains that Percy accomplishes this by “pinpointing the anxieties and 

depressions brought on by contemporary American culture and then working back to the 

probable causes, which he attempted to show lay far beyond the scientist’s power to 

rectify” (149). While science provides many answers, Percy argues that it cannot settle 

the crucial question of what it means to be a man living in the world who must die. 

Science cannot solve man’s existential dilemma because it deals with the empirical, not 

with the spiritual. Percy explains,

my question and my discovery was this: if  there is such a gap in the scientific 

view of the world, e.g., what it is to be an individual living in the United States in 

1985, and if the scientist cannot address himself to this reality, who can? My 

discovery, of course, was that the novelist can . . . (Signposts 213)
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Percy believes that the novelist is uniquely situated to perceive “fault lines in the terrain,” 

to tell the truth, and thereby affirm life (Signposts 155). William Faulkner expressed a 

similar sentiment in his acceptance speech for the 1950 Nobel Prize:

The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about these things. It is his privilege to 

help man endure by lifting his heart . . . The poet’s voice need not merely be the 

record of man, it can be one of the props, the pillars to help him endure and 

prevail.

As a Catholic novelist, Percy felt doubly burdened to ease man’s existential angst and 

offer avenues of egress. In each of his six novels, he begins by identifying man’s despair 

and calling readers’ attention to it. Because news “is only news to a castaway who 

knows himself to be a castaway,” Percy must first alert man to his alienated state 

(Message 148). He does this by presenting man as a wayfarer who is besieged by 

everydayness, inauthenticity, and abstraction. Having identified man’s predicament and 

the deadly forms of malaise that assail him, Percy illuminates exit signs; he offers modes 

of egress through existentialist terrain.

Percy presents repetition, rotation, ordeal, intersubjectivity, and the leap to faith 

as possible means of combating the malaise. But he gives primacy to intersubjectivity 

and the leap to faith because they alone involve assertions of personal sovereignty. 

Luschei writes, “to achieve authentic existence man must confront his anguish directly”
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(43). Intersubjectivity and the leap to faith are exhibitions of personal sovereignty 

because they require recognition of one’s despair and a decisive act. As Luschei 

explains, “a death of one’s own and a life of one’s own: that is the claim the existentialist 

makes on human existence” (44). To forfeit one’s sovereignty is to fall prey to the 

malaise; to assert one’s sovereignty is to renounce it. “I can ill afford to conduct myself,” 

writes Percy,

like the man Pascal described three hundred years ago, who comes into this 

world, knowing not whence he came nor whither he will go when he dies but only 

that he will for certain die, and who spends his time as though he were not the 

center of the supreme mystery but rather diverting himself, (qtd. in Luschei 42) 

Through the medium of fiction, Percy diagnoses the condition of modern man: he is 

afflicted with feelings of boredom, despair, anxiety, and estrangement. He diverts 

himself in the “basement” of life, ensnared by Romanticism, scientific humanism, 

nominal religion, and the vestiges of broken-down traditions. He must assert his 

sovereignty by confronting his condition, entering into relationships, and recognizing his 

unique human need for transcendence, which God alone can fill. The wayfarer will find 

egress from his ennui, Percy suggests, in the leap to faith, which is the ultimate assertion 

of personal sovereignty.
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