LEABHARLANN CHOLAISTE NA TRIONOIDE, BAILE ATHA CLIATH | TRINITY COLLEGE LIBRARY DUBLIN
Ollscoil Atha Cliath | The University of Dublin

Terms and Conditions of Use of Digitised Theses from Trinity College Library Dublin
Copyright statement

All material supplied by Trinity College Library is protected by copyright (under the Copyright and
Related Rights Act, 2000 as amended) and other relevant Intellectual Property Rights. By accessing
and using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you acknowledge that all Intellectual Property
Rights in any Works supplied are the sole and exclusive property of the copyright and/or other IPR
holder. Specific copyright holders may not be explicitly identified. Use of materials from other sources
within a thesis should not be construed as a claim over them.

A non-exclusive, non-transferable licence is hereby granted to those using or reproducing, in whole or in
part, the material for valid purposes, providing the copyright owners are acknowledged using the normal
conventions. Where specific permission to use material is required, this is identified and such
permission must be sought from the copyright holder or agency cited.

Liability statement

By using a Digitised Thesis, | accept that Trinity College Dublin bears no legal responsibility for the
accuracy, legality or comprehensiveness of materials contained within the thesis, and that Trinity
College Dublin accepts no liability for indirect, consequential, or incidental, damages or losses arising
from use of the thesis for whatever reason. Information located in a thesis may be subject to specific
use constraints, details of which may not be explicitly described. It is the responsibility of potential and
actual users to be aware of such constraints and to abide by them. By making use of material from a
digitised thesis, you accept these copyright and disclaimer provisions. Where it is brought to the
attention of Trinity College Library that there may be a breach of copyright or other restraint, it is the
policy to withdraw or take down access to a thesis while the issue is being resolved.

Access Agreement

By using a Digitised Thesis from Trinity College Library you are bound by the following Terms &
Conditions. Please read them carefully.

| have read and | understand the following statement: All material supplied via a Digitised Thesis from
Trinity College Library is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, and duplication or
sale of all or part of any of a thesis is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for
your research use or for educational purposes in electronic or print form providing the copyright owners
are acknowledged using the normal conventions. You must obtain permission for any other use.
Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or otherwise to anyone. This copy has
been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no quotation from the thesis
may be published without proper acknowledgement.



“This I Believe’: Meaningful Belief and
Uncertainty in the Novels of Walker Percy

Submitted for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy

2014

Robert Cameron Wilson



fohd

Declaration

I declare that this thesis has not been submitted as an exercise for a degree at this or any
other university and it is entirely my own work.

I agree to deposit this thesis in the University’s open access institutional repository or
allow the Library to do so on my behalf, subject to Irish Copyright Legislation and Trinity

College 17701 conditions of us¢ and acknowledgement.
LW Z/

W 2] /92003
i

TRINITY COLLEGE

0 9 JUN 2014

LIBRARY DUBLIN

/)//l@u (0006




Summary
This thesis analyses how the American novelist Walker Percy (1916-1990)

anatomizes belief in his six novels and one work of non-fiction satire, Lost in the Cosmos
(1983). In critical studies of Percy’s fiction, no study has thoroughly addressed the issue of
belief within Percy’s work, specifically the way that Percy constructs meaningful and non-
meaningful belief in his novels, whether religious in the traditional sense—belief for the
orthodox Christian—or a looser sense—belief for an atheist or Stoic.

In Percy’s essay ‘Notes for a Novel About the End of the World® from The
Message in the Bottle (1975), Percy argues that a ‘religious’ novelist’s interest lies with
‘explicit and ultimate’ concerns, such as the presence or absence of God, the existence of
good and evil, and how such concerns transform the life of the individual. Percy includes
atheists Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus in his brief list of ‘religious’ authors, since
both are concerned with the implications of God’s non-existence. In this way, Percy
provisionally reorients the term ‘religious’ to include individuals with express interest in
existential and theological questions, even if these individuals are not religious in the
traditional sense. In Percy’s novels, characters such as Binx’s Aunt Emily in The
Moviegoer (1961) and Sutter Vaught in The Last Gentleman (1966) fall into this category
of religious, since they both have passionate concerns with what it means to live an
unsponsored existence.

Percy’s novels construct two forms of belief that cut through the traditional
dichotomy between belief and unbelief. In this study, the first form of belief Percy
constructs is provisionally titled participative belief and the second conventional belief.
Participative belief denotes a mode of belief that is a passionate, sincere, and lived
expression of a belief. Conventional belief, in turn, refers to belief that is a detached and

cognitive assent to an idea.



Participative belief draws its definition from the works of the Roman Catholic
existentialist Gabriel Marcel, who argues that a meaningful belief is defined by a rallying
of the individual to a belief—whether in a person, cause, or idea—which is coextensive
with Percy’s application of the word ‘religious’ to passionate convictions about the world.
A meaningful belief that is a commitment of the individual does not preclude doubt or
uncertainty, but coexists with uncertainty. Marcel also briefly outlines the concept of a
‘spectator-attitude’, which refers to a way of seeing and understanding the world in a
detached way, rather than being a participant in the world. Percy concretely dramatizes the
‘spectator-attitude’ with protagonists who are eavesdroppers, filmgoers, and careful but
distanced observers of others. The ‘spectator-attitude’ corresponds with the way one treats
a belief, not as something to be studied, something theoretical, but as something to be
lived and expressed concretely. Percy’s protagonists must circumnavigate a world of
conventional belief—a Southern ‘Christendom’ and region of conventional unbelief—and
move from a detached and abstracted view of the world toward one that participates in

their beliefs and in the lives of others.
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Introduction - ‘This I Believe’: Meaningful Belief and Uncertainty in the Novels of
Walker Percy

0.1 - Conventional Belief in Walker Percy’s Southern Christendom

On a sunny Sunday morning in North Carolina, middle-aged Will Barrett drives
through the center of a quiet town on his way home after playing nine holes of golf. As the
protagonist of Walker Percy’s fifth novel, The Second Coming (1980), Williston Bibb
Barrett is the lens through which Percy refracts and focuses his view of Christian belief
during the rich, prosperous late twentieth-century in the New South. The widowed former
Wall-Street lawyer is a quiet man, given to observing people and their rituals from a
distance rather than directly talking to or interacting with them. Even in his native South,
Barrett is an outsider. As Will takes the road that snakes through town, the residents are
emerging from their Sunday services, and the townspeople appear ‘well-dressed and
prosperous, healthy and happy’. Barrett passes churches of every denominational stripe:

The Christian Church, Church of Christ, Church of
God, Church of God in Christ, Assembly of God,
Bethel Baptist Church, Independent Presbyterian
Church, United Methodist Church, and Immaculate
Heart of Mary Roman Catholic Church. (13)

The list moves from simple to complex, from the directly titled ‘Christian Church’,
to the more distinctly named ‘Independent Presbyterian’, ‘United Methodist’, and finally
‘Immaculate Heart of Mary’ churches. Barrett perceives that he lives ‘in the most Christian

nation in the world, the U.S.A., in the most Christian part of that nation, the South, in the

most Christian town in North Carolina’ (13).'

"In his essay ‘A Personal Fable’, Lewis P. Simpson sketches his own hometown: ‘In the
same vicinity is the small wooden structure known as Mount Pisgah Methodist Church, a
congregation of blacks and the oldest church in the town. At close remove from the square
are the First Christian Church (the Disciples of Christ), which we attend, the Baptist
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The focus of the description tightens, from nation to region to a town within a
‘Christian’ state; the impression produced by this description is concentric circles of
Christendom (town, region, state, country), with the troubled Williston Barrett at the
center. Though located at the locus of this world, Will finds he is, paradoxically, an
outsider, and it is with his character’s plight in the middle of this peculiar paradox that
Will’s narratives in The Last Gentleman and The Second Coming are concerned. What are
the odds that this man, Williston Bibb Barrett, the wavering Episcopalian from The Last
Gentleman (1966), should find his new home (in The Second Coming) here in the very
center of an American, and more specifically Southern Christendom, where everyone is a
‘Christian’, even Barrett, but no one truly believes in a meaningful, substantive way?

In both works, Will wanders through a South comprising a vast mosaic of Christian
denominations. It is a cultural landscape where everyone he encounters practices a
nominal faith that has no real bearing on their everyday lives, whether in helping them
reconcile the ethical quandaries they face, or in enlarging their understanding of their
sense of alienation and purposelessness. In The Last Gentleman, Will journeys south from
New York down to Alabama and Georgia, leaving the ‘post-Protestant Yankees’ (187) of
New York. He finds that ‘the South he came home to was different from the South he had
left. It was happy, victorious, Christian, rich, patriotic and Republican’ (185).

As he pressed ever farther south in the Trav-L-Aire
[camper], he passed more and more cars which had
Confederate plates on the front bumper and plastic Christs
on the dashboard. Radio programs became more patriotic
and religious. More than once Dizzy Dean interrupted his

sportscast to urge the listener to go to the church or
synagogue of his choice. ‘You’ll find it a rich and rewarding

church, the Presbyterian church, and Methodist Church South. The ‘Holy Rollers’
(Assembly of God) hold their lively services in an unpainted wooden structure down
below the jail. The Episcopal faith is unrepresented, but near the town cemetery,
Oakwood, several blocks from the square to the north, is an abandoned Roman Catholic
chapel that has been repeatedly vandalized, the relic of an effort to bring a Catholic
presence into a world so thoroughly White Anglo-Saxon Protestant that a Catholic is
regarded as an exotic and may even be regarded with dark suspicion’. The Fable of the
Southern Writer (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1994), 217.

10



experience’, said Diz. Several times a day he heard a
patriotic program called ‘Lifelines’ which praised God,
attacked the United States government, and advertised beans
and corn. (186)

Barrett’s search in both The Last Gentleman and The Second Coming can be
conceived as a quest for meaningful belief within a perceived culture of token, lip-service
belief. Will is increasingly frustrated when the ubiquity of religious language defies all
attempts to engage others in serious conversation about ultimate or metaphysical concerns.
In one scene, Will reflects that in conversations and arguments about religion, ‘that there
[are] no clear issues any more. Arguments are spoiled. Clownishness always intervenes’
(LG 234). Later in The Second Coming, when Will asks an Episcopalian priest if he
‘believe[s] in God’, a serious inquiry with no hint of irony or jest, the priest is immediately
put on the defensive, worried that he may be the butt of a joke, and fails to provide an
unequivocal response (SC 136).

From his search for a father in The Last Gentleman to his discovery of the truth
about his father’s suicide in The Second Coming, including his own Pascalian wager to
prove the existence of God, Will is centrally concerned with perceiving and embodying
belief at the level of action, where belief cannot just be affirmed cognitively or vocally, but
must be lived. The disinterested belief of Jack Curl, Rita, and Lewis Peckham afford Will
no clarity in understanding why one can be so miserable in a time of plenty. Such is the
concern not only of Will, but of the protagonists of Percy’s other works: Binx Bolling in
The Moviegoer (1961); Dr. Tom More in Love in the Ruins (1971) and The Thanatos
Syndrome (1987); and Lancelot Andrewes Lamar in Lancelot (1977).

In their varied and often hapless journeys, all of Percy’s protagonists encounter this
absence of meaning in the language of Christendom, as practiced in the deeply-rooted
culture of Bible-belt Protestantism. Through the absence of personal belief and the

prevalence of its employ for political or therapeutic aims, it is no longer possible to speak

meaningfully of a spiritual reality.
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This strange linguistic situation was noted by Percy in a 1976 interview:

There’s nothing new about this, it’s been noted before by
people like [Gabriel] Marcel—but language undergoes a
period of degradation, words wear out. I think there’s always
an awareness in the novels, even going back to The
Moviegoer, that people say words, and words have become
as worn as poker chips, they don’t mean anything.
(Conversations 140)

Sometime during the twentieth-century, language lost its correspondence with
metaphysical realities—a loss due less to any theoretical shift in either academia or
theories of language than to the sheer exhaustion of the language. Percy continues,
‘Particularly religious words: baptism, sin, God. These get worn out, and there’s always a
problem of rediscovering them. As the Psalmist says, you have to sing a new song: I think
that’s one of the functions of the novelist’ (Conversations 140).

Percy’s fiction can be conceived as an attempt to expose the problems associated
with an exhausted religious vocabulary and the community of ostensible Christianity that
causes such an evacuation of religious language. Jac Tharpe links Percy’s South to the
concept of Christendom described by Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855):

Percy’s work is also an attack on Christendom. Like

Kierkegaard, from whom the specific idea and the

expression are taken, Percy distinguishes between

Christendom and Christianity. Christianity is the uncluttered

central body of Christian doctrine, with its concept of God’s

grace and individual salvation through a personal savior.

Christianity is a way of living and a concept of eternal life.

Christendom is the geographical area, the realm of

Christianity, as opposed to that of Islam or Buddhism, which

has nourished the fantastic institution that has formed in

association with Christianity, without regard for Christian

doctrines.”
In his native Denmark, Kierkegaard identified ‘inwardness’ as a defining feature of those
that believed in a meaningful way, a way to contrast with the dominant, conventional

belief of Christendom. C. Stephen Evans writes that for Kierkegaard, ‘the person who has

genuine faith necessarily expresses this faith by being a follower, an imitator, of Jesus; it 1s

? Jac Tharpe, Walker Percy (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1983), 19.
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not merely an abstract, propositional belief’.* Authentic faith, then, is not an opinion, a
general statement; it is a way of life.

Barrett, like Percy’s other protagonists, acts as a foil for the average Southerner,
and by extension the South he inhabits: Ostensibly a member of the Episcopalian church,
Barrett is an inheritor of the Southern, Republican, Christian outlook. Even so, the Will
Barrett of The Last Gentleman and The Second Coming is never comfortable with the
mantle of Southern Gentleman, as it has been laid out for him by his forefathers. From his
early peregrinations in The Last Gentleman to his early retirement in North Carolina over
twenty years later in The Second Coming, Barrett’s vision as a stranger to the religiosity of
the Southern states serves as a diagnostic tool, as a means of revealing the emptied-out
language of belief. Thus, the question for one who recognizes that meaningful belief is a
more complex issue becomes: what constitutes true and meaningful belief in a region of
the country where everyone is, almost by default, a Christian? Even those who do not
claim to believe Christian dogma, rare as they may be in Southern Christendom, believe
with a kind of ‘perfunctoriness’ (SC 287). The prevailing belief and unbelief are equally
empty in the view of Percy’s protagonists.

In critical works that examine the Catholic themes in Walker Percy’s fiction, and
specifically those that analyze the relation of his Catholic belief to that faith practiced in a
predominately Protestant South, Percy is often paired with Georgia native and cradle-

Catholic Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964).* Together with O’Connor, they formed a unique

3 C. Stephen Evans, Kierkegaard: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 9.

* See Farrell O'Gorman, Peculiar Crossroads: Flannery O'Connor, Walker Percy and
Catholic Vision in Postwar Southern Fiction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 2007); Paul Elie’s literary biography of Flannery O’Connor, Dorothy Day, Thomas
Merton and Walker Percy, The Life You Save May Be Your Own (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2003); John Sykes, Flannery O'Connor, Walker Percy and the Aesthetic of
Revelation (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2007); Peter S. Hawkins, The
Language of Grace: Flannery O Connor, Walker Percy, and Iris Murdoch (New York:
Seabury Classics, 2004); L. Lamar Nisly, Wingless Chickens, Bayou Catholics, and
Pilgrim Wayfarers: Constructions of Audience and Tone in O ’Connor, Gautreaux, and
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literary presence of Roman Catholicism in a region of the United States generally
affiliated with Protestant Christianity, and a region that has historically viewed Catholics
with suspicion, even hostility.”

Both Percy and O’Connor’s Catholicism inform their philosophic and literary
sensibilities, particularly in regard to their sacramental views of reality. Percy, however,
distinguishes himself from O’Connor in several ways, whether in the New South setting of
his novels, featuring golf courses and country clubs as opposed to the more rural locations
in O’Connor’s novels and short stories, or in his choice of protagonists, who at the
opening of their stories tend to be upper middle-class, educated, and less zealous in their
religious commitments than O’Connor’s passionate fundamentalists or staunch atheists.°

The initial absence of religious zeal in his protagonists, however, is counterposed
to the intensity of belief many of his secondary characters consistently live by. Percy’s
South is populated by nominal Christians, sincere Catholics, atheists, and Stoics who have
religious concerns, who attempt to act in the world consonantly with what they believe.
And many atheists and non-Christians in this setting are as indifferent to the content and
demands as the nominal Christians. Just as Percy’s South divides nominal Christians from

self-aware, earnest, and devout Catholic Christians (such as Lonnie, Val, and Father

Percy (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2011); Gary M. Ciuba, Desire, Violence, and
Divinity in Modern Southern Fiction: Katherine Anne Porter, Flannery O ’Connor,
Cormac McCarthy, Walker Percy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2007).
> W.J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Vintage, 1991 [1941]), 334: Cash writes,
‘For the Protestant all through the centuries, the Catholic even more than the Jew has
stood as the intolerable Alien, as the bearer of Jesuit plots to rob them of their religion by
force and of schemes for new and larger St. Bartholomew’s. In the South, and especially
the rural South, moreover, that feeling has probably always been fed and kept alive by the
relative infrequency of contact with Catholics—on the same principle which I have
indicated in the case of the cotton-mill workers and the Negro’.
6 See O’Connor’s Hazel Motes in Wise Blood (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990
[1952]) and O’Connor’s Misfit in ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’, found in A Good Man is
Hard to Find and Other Stories (New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1955), pp. 9-
29. Peter Hawkins notes, ‘To begin with, there is the matter of their protagonists. How far
a cry are Percy’s alienated lawyers and alcoholic doctors, wending their calamitous ways
across the golf links, from O’Connor’s crazed evangelists, complacent farm women, and

would-be intellectuals’. See Hawkins, Language of Grace, 59.
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Smith), the novels depict gradations of unbelievers as well. Several of Percy’s atheists
stand out in the nominally Christian South, specifically Aunt Emily and Sutter in these
first two novels, for holding beliefs as intensely personal as those of Percy’s most staunch
Catholics.

The central role of the unbeliever (atheist, agnostic, Stoic, or non-Christian) in
initiating conversations about belief, authenticity, and the root of humankind’s malaise and
unhappiness in Percy’s novels raises the question: how does one account for the atheist
who believes with more apparent sincerity, and acts in greater consonance with her or his
beliefs, than the ‘Christian’ who dutifully attends Sunday services, votes in every election
cycle, gives to the needy, but is indifferent to the claims of the Gospels if they demand
changes in habits or outlook? The belief may not be placed in God or some supernatural
source, but in a principle, worldview, or quest. In his interviews, Percy is aware of vacated
belief among Southern Protestants, but does not comment on the intensely personal—and
even inward—beliefs of atheists or agnostics (Conversations 124-125).

This study anatomizes belief in Percy’s novels, specifically the ways that Percy
constructs meaningful belief for his characters, whether religious in the traditional sense
(belief for a Christian) or in a heterodox sense (belief for an atheist or Stoic). Working
from Percy’s claim in ‘Notes for a Novel About the End of the World” in The Message in
the Bottle (1975), that a ‘religious’ novelist’s interest is in ‘explicit and ultimate’ concerns,
such as the presence or absence of God, and the implications of that presence or absence
on the lived experience of characters, I argue that Percy provisionally broadens the
concept of ‘religious’ to include characterized individuals who believe passionately or
inwardly. The belief may not be in God, Christ, or qualify as traditionally conceived
‘faith’, but it is nevertheless personal and of ultimate concern. In this way, he emphasizes
the significance of the way one believes to demonstrate, as a sign and symbol, what one

believes. This thesis defines and evaluates participative belief, which I define further in
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the next section of this thesis. Participative belief draws upon several ideas of existentialist
thinker Gabriel Marcel (1889 - 1973) to conceptualize and articulate the forms of belief
depicted in Percy’s novels. I argue that for Percy, as for Marcel, a meaningful belief is an
active stance in the world, a mode of being that changes the believer’s way of living,
rather than the detached, cognitive assent to an idea, or cultural identifier (a conventional
or cultural belief), that other believers in Percy’s novels represent. Participative belief is
co-extensive with Percy’s definition of ‘religious’ in Message in the Bottle. Ultimately,
rather than sealing off the protagonists from further doubts and uncertainties, I argue that
participative belief within Percy’s novels is always held in tension with religious
uncertainty. This uncertainty comes into play primarily for Percy’s protagonists, who
never entirely resolve their philosophical and religious questions by the end of their
recorded narratives.

To date, no critical work has examined the representations of belief that appear in
Percy’s novels, though several studies have undertaken examinations of Catholic themes.
A few works offer an overview of Percy’s fiction, whether the major themes of his work
or Percy’s techniques as a novelist: In Martin Luschei’s Walker Percy: The Sovereign
Wayfarer (1972), the author examines Percy’s first three novels (The Moviegoer, The Last
Gentleman, and Love in the Ruins), and provides an analysis of Percy’s indebtedness to
Kierkegaard’s Stages on Life’s Way and the way that Percy’s protagonists journey from
the aesthetic to the ethical and finally religious stages. Jac Tharpe’s overview of Percy’s
first five novels in Walker Percy (1983) examines several of the major themes of Percy’s
work, and provides a section on Percy’s own version of Kierkegaard’s ‘Christendom’, but
in the context of Percy’s native South. John Edward Hardy in The Fiction of Walker Percy
(1987) focuses on Percy’s craft and technique as a novelist, rather than turning to an
examination of the existential and Roman Catholic trends and themes in Percy’s novels.

Linda Hobson’s Understanding Walker Percy (1988) provides an overview of the six
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novels of Percy, and links them to the theories and cultural concerns that Percy addressed
in his essays and interviews.

In The Gift of the Other: Gabriel Marcel’s Concept of Intersubjectivity in Walker
Percy’s Novels (1990), Mary Deems Howland demonstrates how Gabriel Marcel’s theory
of intersubjectivity provides a framework for conceptualizing the spiritual and intellectual
development of Percy’s protagonists, who move from abstracted, distanced states to states
of being with others. Kieran Quinlan’s Walker Percy: The Last Catholic Novelist (1996)
examines Percy’s debt to neo-Thomism, and argues that ‘both Percy’s philosophy and his
theology have serious flaws that affect his fiction’, and that ‘because the notion of an
‘absolute” truth has been shown to be itself culturally and historically bound, it is unlikely
that there can be any more ‘Catholic’ novelists [...]"." Quinlan includes a chapter on ‘The
Rhetoric of Faith’, which explores belief in Percy’s work, but Quinlan’s treatment is
limited to Tom More’s putative return to the Catholic Church in Love in the Ruins.

In Walker Percy’s Sacramental Landscapes (2000), Allen Pridgen traces the
sacramental landscape that Percy crafts in his fiction, but Pridgen is interested in
sacramental consciousness, not necessarily the development of the protagonists
understanding of their own beliefs or the beliefs of others. Michael Kobre’s Walker
Percy’s Voices (2000) shows how ‘the form and method of Walker Percy’s fiction
exemplify Bakhtin’s concept of the dialogic novel’.®

Most recently, two works employ reader-response theory to examine Percy’s
constructions of an ideal audience. Peter Hawkins’ The Language of Grace: Flannery
O’Connor, Walker Percy, and Iris Murdoch (2004) explores how Percy, Flannery
O’Connor, and Iris Murdoch attempt to portray the life of faith—or unbelief, in the case of

Murdoch—to an audience that may or not agree with the authors’ respective religious or

7 Kieran Quinlan, Walker Percy: The Last Catholic Novelist (Baton Rouge: Louisiana

State University Press, 1996), 226.

¥ Michael Kobre, Walker Percy’s Voices (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000), 3.
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philosophical visions of the world. In Wingless Chickens, Bayou Catholics, and Pilgrim
Wayfarers.: Constructions of Audience and Tone in O’Connor, Gautreaux, and Percy
(2011), L. Lamar Nisly examines how Percy, O’Connor, and Tim Gautreaux construct
audience in their novels. Nisly places all three authors in the post-Vatican II historical
context and illuminates how all three respond to what they perceive as the radical cultural
changes taking place in mid-twentieth century American culture.

With the exception of Kobre’s Bakhtinian reading of Percy’s novels, the majority
of the critical works mentioned above present belief as something arrived at or achieved.
But the novels never conclude with the kind of religious certitude implied by some of
these readings. Percy’s protagonists never fully reject or accept the Christian faith, at least
not in any explicit way. Moreover, the protagonists never resolve some of the doubts and

questions they pose in their dialogues.

0.2 - Categories for Meaningful Belief

In ‘Notes for a Novel About the End of the World” Percy defines the themes of an
imaginary novel that might deal with a post-Christian society and the end of the world,
speculating upon the kind of writer who would pen such a novel. In the essay, Percy labels
Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Camus, Sartre, Faulkner, and O’Connor as ‘religious’ novelists, and
anticipates the objection that Sartre, being an atheist, cannot be rightly considered a
‘religious’ author. Percy responds that Sartre’s ‘atheism is ‘religious’ in the sense intended
here: that the novelist betrays a passionate conviction about man’s nature, the world, and
man’s obligation to the world’ (103). I expand Percy’s definition of ‘religious’, used
originally here to refer to novelists, and extend it to his characters, many of whom carry
some of the same theological and philosophical torches as Camus, Sartre, and O’Connor

(Sutter, Val, and Lance, particularly). Percy is not using ‘religious’ in the same sense that it
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is often used in the broader, cultural context, but in a unique way.

Percy’s protagonists, regardless of whether they are atheists (Lance), nominal
Episcopalians (Will), nominal Catholics (Binx), or confessing but ‘bad’ Roman Catholics
(Tom More), are increasingly interested in belief as they live it out, take it seriously and
inwardly, and expand the expression of their belief to the life of action and experience.
Although these characters begin as detached, abstracted spectators, they all desire to see
true and meaningful belief lived out. In this way they are seekers. This common feature of
spectatorship in Percy’s protagonists connects with the theme of participative belief by
reflecting the distance of the protagonists from others and any form of investment in the
lives of others or systems of belief. In all areas of their lives, Percy’s protagonists, at least
early in their stories, avoid participating in the lives of others, religion, or belief systems.

This study identifies in Percy’s novels what Kenneth Gallagher sees as the
‘leitmotif of Marcel’s thought’, Marcel’s emphasis on participation as a key aspect of
faith:

To be, says Marcel, is to participate in being. There is no
such thing as an isolated experience of existence, and
therefore no problem of breaking through to realism. The
purely private self is an abstraction: the ego given in
experience is a being-by-participation. This participation
might be said to have more than one level, but at every level
a similar statement may be made: we cannot effectively
divorce the self from that in which it participates, because it
is only the participation which allows there to be a self.”

In his satirical non-fiction self-help book, Lost in the Cosmos (1983), Percy
develops a theory of ‘re-entry’, where an individual re-enters the orbit of the immanent
world of physical, immediate experience, even by ‘direct sponsorship of God’, but is
prevented by ‘at least two reasons, having to do with the nature of this age [...] .

One is that from the abstracted perspective of the sciences

? Kenneth T. Gallagher, The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel (New York: Fordham
University Press, 1962), xi.
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and arts—an attitude of self-effacing objectivity which

through the spectacular triumph of science has become the

natural stance of the educated man—God, if he is taken to

exist at all, is perforce understood as simply another item in

the world which one duly observes, takes note of, and stands

over against. (156)
The other obstacle, argues Percy, is the ‘God-party’ who say “Lord Lord™ most often, are
so ignorant that most educated people want no part of them” (156).

A very real danger for Percy’s protagonists is a mode of existence characterized by
abstraction and this ‘self-effacing objectivity’. In his essays, Percy develops these two
threads separately: the first regarding religious concerns and the vacuity of religious
language; the second, a brand of over-abstraction of the self. But in his novels, these two
strands are very much inextricably bound. Through attention to these two ideational
expressions in Percy’s aesthetic, one can trace the journeys of his protagonists as they
develop their beliefs in meaningful religious terms with other similar practitioners, yet
apart from the widespread vacated belief of many fellow Southerners. Personally, each
protagonist moves from a self-abstracted, distanced stance toward the world and others to
a consciousness of being-in-the-world.

[ argue that the two forms of belief implicit in Percy’s fictive constructions of the
South are participative belief and conventional belief. Percy’s characters—both primary
and secondary—implicitly reflect and belong to one of these two categories: in the first
category, the participative dimension of religious belief, or participative belief, for short, is
depicted in those characters who are ‘religious’ in their beliefs, whether denoting the
practicing Roman Catholic or the atheist or Stoic who believes with sincerity and depth.

Participative belief is an appropriation of Marcel’s term and concept participation,
used here in the hope of capturing the participative nature of meaningful belief in Percy’s
novels. Participative belief is a specific form of belief that is characterized by the desire to

live in a way consonant with the content and implications of one’s belief. One whose

belief is characterized by this participative dimension will not treat a belief, specifically
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the kinds of metaphysical beliefs that are touched upon in Percy’s novels, as a theoretical
game or an academic exercise, as a detached observer may, but as central to questions of
how one is to live one’s life and how to cope with alienation. In Percy’s oeuvre, this
alienation entails a sense that something is fundamentally wrong with the world, that the
human race has suffered a separation from a state of peace, or grace, even. Percy outlines
his concept of alienation in the essay ‘The Man on the Train’, found in Percy’s collection
of essays The Message in the Bottle. In the essay, Percy defines the alienated individual as
one whose physical, social, and psychological needs are met, yet who remains haunted by
a spectre of 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 at least ambiguous’
(Message 84).

Conventional belief, conversely, denotes a form of belief that reflects a cultural
milieu rather than an interest in the individual’s role in giving lived expression to his or
her belief. In practicing this belief, the individual relinquishes the need to follow the
contents of their belief through to action. Consequently, nothing is at stake in conventional
belief, as the individual does not take personal ownership of the belief since it belongs to
the region, to his or her family, or even to the social fabric of his or her home region.
Conventional belief exemplifies belief that is generally composed of cultural Christians or
even—especially in the novels following The Moviegoer—atheists who believe
perfunctorily. Percy’s protagonists tend to be, at the beginning of their respective stories,
lodged between these two categories—not quite members of Southern Christendom or
members of the vacuous unbelief that develops in Percy’s later novels, but residents of a
liminal state of indecision and non-commitment.

In general, Percy’s satirical portrayal of Christianity in the South focuses on
characters who worship according to cultural adherence rather than personal, inward

belief. Percy’s protagonists elucidate this distinction in various ways: Will Barrett in The
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Last Gentleman is an Episcopalian because his family is Episcopalian, and he can make no
claim to believe in the incarnation or Christ’s substitutionary death on the cross (LG 221).
Binx in The Moviegoer provides a wry commentary on the people who call in to the radio
program ‘This I Believe’ with vigorous affirmations of believing in a ‘child’s smile’ and
the ‘uniqueness and the dignity of the individual’, or the concluding affirmation that Binx
satirizes, one caller claiming to ‘believe in believing’ (MG 108-110). Dr. Tom More in
Love in the Ruins ‘believes’ in all the doctrines of the Church of Rome but is well aware
that he does none of the things prescribed to Christian behavior, and says that a man,
according to St. John, ‘who says he believes in God and does not keep his commandments
is a liar. If John is right, then I am a liar. Nevertheless, I still believe’ (LR 6). Percy’s
protagonists are witnesses to the two ends of this spectrum—the genuine, inward belief
and, on the opposite side, culturally received belief. A truly religious, or participative
belief, whether for the theist, the atheist, or the agnostic, addresses the question of the
presence or absence of God, the veracity of the truth-claims of the gospels—but more
significantly, how such belief is deployed meaningfully in a world of empty or evacuated
religious language and concepts.

Methodologically, this thesis is a work of literary interpretation that explores the
constructions of belief (as participative belief and conventional belief) and uncertainty
about their veracity, both as they appear throughout the six novels of Walker Percy, as well
as in in Percy’s satirical non-fiction work, Lost in the Cosmos. In this study, I show how
the novels construct a region of conventional religious belief—a form of belief that defines
the ‘Southern Christendom’ of his novels, along with conventional unbelief—and evaluate
how the protagonists struggle to live out their beliefs by enacting them as projects of
participative beliefs in their own narratives. My methodology is informed by the following
questions: how can one best trace the development of these protagonists, specifically their

relationships to their beliefs? How do Percy’s characters demonstrate their evolving
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beliefs? How do the depictions of their journeys evolve over the course of Percy’s career
as a novelist? Finally, as I explore in the conclusion, what conversations in a modern post-
secular context does this type of reading open Percy up to?

In Marcel’s Being and Having, Marcel sketches a few brief notes about
spectatorship in life and writes that the ‘detachment of the spectator is [...] desertion, not
only in thought but in act’. Marcel adds that the ‘spectator-attitude corresponds to a form
of lust; and more than that, it corresponds to the act by which the subject appropriates the
world for himself” (BH 20-21). Gabriel Marcel offers a helpful resource to this study for
his clear and precise formulations of belief, along with his similar concerns with
reconciling belief and action, the challenges inherent in belief that arrive in the form of
uncertainty, as well as his conception of human beings as “homo viators™, as pilgrims on
the way. In Marcel’s dramatic illustrations of belief in Being and Having and The Mystery
of Being (Vol. 1I), he emphasizes the correspondence between distance, whether physical
or metaphysical, and non-committed forms of belief (BH 20-21; MB 2 77-80). In the same
way, Percy’s novels introduce motifs of objects of observation, which distance the
protagonists from the people they attempt to understand, ironically through the very means
of observation.'’

The spectator-attitude articulated in Marcel’s philosophy can be conceived as a
detached stance or outlook that assigns no unique significance to the claims the other

makes on the individual, and specific to this study, the obligation or claim a belief or

' There are other thinkers that supply helpful categories for meaningful belief, particularly
Jean-Paul Sartre and Paul Tillich, although neither is recognized as influencing the thought
of Percy to the extent that Marcel is. In his Dynamics of Faith, Tillich’s categories for
meaningful religious belief are similar to Marcel’s in emphasizing the lived expression of
belief over the content of belief. As well, Jean-Paul Sartre delineates the contours of
meaningful belief for the atheist in Existentialism is a Humanism. What Marcel provides,
however, is the clearest formulation of belief as related to a detached spectatorship that
finds reified form in Percy’s fiction. See Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper
and Row, 1957), 1-20; see also Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism Is a Humanism:
(I'existentialisme Est Un Humanisme); Including, a Commentary on the Stranger
(explication De L'étranger) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 27-28.
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worldview makes on the believing individual. This attitude of spectatorship treats the
world, events, and others as things to be observed in a detached mode, and not as
interconnected subjects that call upon the individual to be involved or live out an
expression of obligation or fidelity.

I use the spectator-attitude as a conceptual tool to diagnose a condition inherent to
Percy’s protagonists, which reflects their status as abstracted individuals who hold the
world and others at a distance. This distance also corresponds to the absence of an
animating form of belief. What one believes is, ideally in Marcel’s understanding, a part of
the fabric of one’s life, not a game or an objective experiment. As Sam Keen writes, ‘If,
for instance, I am faced with questions about freedom, commitment, the meaning of life or
the existence of God, there is no objective standpoint which I can adopt to answer such
questions. I am involved in, and inseparable from, that about which I am asking’."'A
meaningful or participative belief is therefore a personal project with an affective
dimension that calls upon a transformation in ways of perceiving the world and acting
according to the moral implications of that view.

This study examines the dialogues between Percy’s protagonists and other
characters in the aim of identifying moments when issues of belief are prominent and
inform the progression of the novel. As well, I examine the physical apparatuses the
protagonists use to view the world from a distance, or that remove the protagonists from
entering into community with others—specifically, such apparatuses and devices as films
in The Moviegoer, eavesdropping and a telescope in The Last Gentleman, the MOQOUL
(an invention used to diagnose the fallenness of a human individual) in Love in the Ruins,
and surveillance tapes in Lancelot.

I argue that the motif of distance is related directly to the way that characters in

Percy’s novels believe. Just as Marcel sees a connection between a dry and impersonal

"'Sam Keen, Gabriel Marcel (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1967), 20.
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belief and spectatorship, along with a link between a living belief and personal
engagement and physical nearness, so too does Percy dramatize in his novels the shift in
the beliefs of his protagonists through their usage of devices of observation and
spectatorship. As the protagonists begin to grow involved in the lives of others and
challenge the conventional belief around them, they abandon their modes of distancing
others. Accompanying this trend are the dialogues that Percy’s protagonists engage in over
the course of their journeys, often with characters that typify or illustrate either
conventional or participative forms of belief—dialogues which, as the protagonists begin
to express more of their personal beliefs and questions, reveal an increasing dissatisfaction
with conventional belief and their own way of living at a distance from others.

In the essay ‘Notes for a Novel About the End of the World® Percy argues that, for
the Catholic novelist, the “question is not whether the Good News is no longer relevant,
but rather whether it is possible that man is presently undergoing a tempestuous
restructuring of his consciousness which does not presently allow him to take account of
the Good News’ (Message 113). Percy continues,

His [the American Christian novelist] dilemma is that though
he professes a belief which he holds saves himself and the
world and nourishes his art besides, it is also true that
Christendom seems in some sense to have failed. Its
vocabulary is worn out. This twin failure raises problems for
a man who is a Christian and whose trade is with words. The
old words of grace are worn smooth as poker chips and a
certain devaluation has occurred, like a poker chip after it is
cashed in. (116)

The Southern religious milieu, exhausted by overexposure to Christian language
and terminology, has to be circumvented by means of rhetorical devices, whether
caricature or indirection. Here, where so-called belief is ubiquitous, sincere belief gains
definition and clarity in contrast with the cultural Christianity of Percy’s South. So what

method of indirection does Percy employ in communicating the necessary depth of faith

and trials true belief has to undergo to be tested? In querying the proper method to use in
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framing such a novel, Percy recalls that ‘Flannery O’Connor conveyed baptism through its
exaggeration, in one novel as a violent death by drowning. In answer to a question about
why she created such bizarre characters, she replied that for the near-blind you have to
draw very large, simple caricatures’ (118).

Lewis Lawson refers to Percy’s fictive technique as an ‘indirect approach’,
whereby Percy writes ‘maiuetically’ in order to circumvent the evacuation of meaning in
religious language—an evacuation he attacks by this ‘indirect’ method in his novels.
According to Lawson, Percy manages this attack ‘without ever directly discussing religion
or lapsing into a ‘serious’ tone’, and that, ‘In a sense, then, Percy’s novels are the ‘indirect
communications’ that complement his ‘direct communications’, his nonfiction articles
sl

While Percy’s novels present the basic tenets of the Catholic faith, clearly
articulated by either his Catholics or by his questioning atheists, the novels are not works
of proselytization, and none ends with an entirely unambiguous conversion.'> The novels
hover between, on the one hand, Percy’s presentation of the gospel within his sacramental
vision and the unresolved wrestling with faith, belief, uncertainty, and doubt that trouble
his protagonists on the other. Characters like Sutter, Tom, and Father Smith provide clear
doctrinal statements of Christian faith, but the spiritual direction of the protagonists is
always tentative, never entirely assured. Michael Kobre argues that The Last Gentleman
‘leads us to consider how those beliefs stand in relation to the other values and convictions
expressed in the novel’s dialogue of voices’. Kobre adds that at the conclusion of the

novel, the reader is left ““on the threshold”,” to decide ‘among the many voices echoing’ in

2 L ewis A. Lawson, Following Percy (Troy: Whitston Publishing Company, 1988), 6.
" The only work that concludes with a clear, unambiguous conversion by the protagonist
to Roman Catholicism is Percy’s unpublished The Gramercy Winner, which concludes
with the baptism of the protagonist, Will Grey, and his subsequent death. See Percy, The
Gramercy Winner, in the Walker Percy Papers #4294, Southern Historical Collection,
Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 336.
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the reader’s mind."

As Percy states: ‘If the scientist’s vocation is to clarify and simplify, it would seem that
the novelist’s aim is to muddy and complicate’ (Message 108). Percy’s aim to muddy and
complicate is perhaps best understood as an attempt to write a novel (or novels) that walk
the tightrope between Catholic evangelism and free artistic expression. Rather than
compose a novel where the protagonist searches and finds, definitively, an answer to his
search, Percy’s novels generally end in uncertainty, both in terms of the reader’s
impression of the future of the protagonists, and in terms of the protagonists’ sense of what
they believe and what the future may hold for them.

Thus, while Percy’s intent to show the reader ‘what he must do in order to live’, may
seem to conflict with his aim to ‘muddy and complicate’, this framework allows for a
both/and. Percy’s novels demonstrate an understanding of the Christian faith that is
complex, multilayered, and marred by disappointment and uncertainty—novels that show
one what one must do if one wants to live fully, and yet complicate realistically any notion
that holding a faith and belief is simple or conventional. This complexity also applies to
the life of the atheist, who possesses a participative or religious form of belief—albeit in a
non-traditional sense. As John Edward Hardy writes, ‘Faith is the central and final issue in
all the fiction. And faith is a mystery. To find it is an undertaking quite as dangerous and
absurd, as fraught with endless terror and uncertainty, as ‘preposterous’, as that situation

of man’s mortality which can be corrected in no way except by faith’."

0.3 - Walker Percy’s Journey: From Agnosticism to Roman Catholicism

Born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1916, Percy was the oldest of three boys in a

4 Kobre, Walker Percy s Voices, 114.
'* John Edward Hardy, The Fiction of Walker Percy (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1987), 224.
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family with a troubled history of melancholy, depression, and suicide. When he was
thirteen years old his father, LeRoy Pratt Percy, turned a gun on himself and committed
suicide in the attic of their home. Two years later his mother died in a car accident and
Percy and his two younger brothers went to live with their father’s cousin, the poet and
statesman William Alexander Percy (or ‘Uncle Will’, as he was known), in Greenville,
Mississippi.

At the home of Will Percy, the young Walker found himself surrounded by books,
ideas, and culture, and living with a renowned writer-poet as a surrogate father. The
Greenville home hosted such notable figures as William Faulkner and the psychiatrist
Harry Stack Sullivan.'® Here the young Percy was encouraged in his appreciation for art
and literature, where Will was, according to Jay Tolson, ‘not simply the source of the best
education the boys would ever receive; he would become the fixed point, the pole star, by
which they would navigate their lives’."’

Walker Percy entered the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill in 1933 and
majored in chemistry with a minor in mathematics. Upon graduation, he decided to pursue
a career in medicine, attending Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons
in New York. Percy contracted tuberculosis while an intern at New York City’s Bellevue
Hospital and was sent to a sanitarium in upstate New York between 1942 and 1944. An
additional loss was to strike Percy, for early in 1942 Uncle Will, died. Walker’s own illness
and the death of his Uncle sent Percy into a time of searching, of spiritual and intellectual
exploration that led him to read Dostoyevsky, Kierkegaard, Camus and Sartre. In the
process, Percy found himself questioning the scientific mindset of his university and

medical training that explained man in strictly biological, rationalistic, and functional

' Jay Tolson, Pilgrim in the Ruins: A Life of Walker Percy (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1992), 82.
"7 Ibid., 82.
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terms. '*

The movement from agnostic scientism to an open-ended existential search
eventually led Percy to the Roman Catholic Church. The draw to Roman Catholicism was,
perhaps, most strongly felt in how it answered the questions of meaning that so
preoccupied Percy. Martin Luschei writes that Percy’s own illness and the death of Uncle
Will ‘brought about a radical shift of perspective’, and that through Percy’s time as a
patient—and his diligent reading of the works of Kierkegaard—he became more
convinced of the inadequacy of science to account for man’s spiritual needs.'’ Percy
would later write,

The existentialists have taught us that what man is cannot be
grasped by the sciences of man. The case is rather that man’s
science is one of the things that man does, a mode of
existence. Another mode is speech. Man is not merely a
higher organism responding to and controlling his
environment. He is, in Heidegger’s words, that being in the
world whose calling it is to find a name for Being, to give
testimony to it, and to provide for it a clearing. (158)

Percy recuperated and moved back to the South following William Alexander
Percy’s death, and later married Mary Bernice (‘Bunt’) Townsend in New Orleans in
November of 1946. In 1947 Percy and his wife converted to Roman Catholicism, and the
couple moved to New Orleans, later settling north of across Lake Pontchartrain in

Covington, Louisiana, where they raised two daughters and remained until Percy’s death

in May of 1990.*

'® Patrick Samway, ‘Grappling with the Philosophy and Theology of Walker Percy’, U.S.
Catholic Historian, (17.3 1999), 35-50 (pp. 36-37).
' Martin Luschei, Walker Percy: The Sovereign Wayfarer (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1972), 6. In ‘The Delta Factor’ from The Message in the Bottle, Percy
states, ‘Science cannot utter a single word about an individual molecule, thing, or creature
in so far as it is an individual but only in so far as it is like other individuals. The layman
thinks that only science can utter the true word about anything, individuals included. But
the layman is an individual. So science cannot say a single word to him or about him
except as he resembles others. It comes to pass then that the denizen of a scientific-
technological society finds himself in the strangest of predicaments: he lives in a cocoon
of dead silence, in which no one can speak to him nor can he reply’ (Message 22).
2% Percy’s conversion corresponds to a series of mid-century conversions among American
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In the 1950s Percy, unsure of what profession to follow, took to writing, beginning
with trying his hand at novel-writing. Taken under the wing of Caroline Gordon, the then-
wife of Southern scribe Allen Tate, Percy wrote his apprentice novel, The Charterhouse
(unpublished). Patrick Samway provides a summary of the story: the protagonist Ben
Cleburne returns to Birmingham, Alabama, after an extended stay in a sanatorium. One of
Ben’s friends, Ignatz Kramer, is a Catholic convert.

Halfway through the novel, one of the protagonists
decides to operate a filling station in a desertlike
location. Two men (Ben and Ignatz?) are sitting on a
patio when a man named Adam comes by. Returning
from a trip to his father’s house, Ben tells Ignatz that
he feels spiritually dead. He proposes to Abbie and
they marry. In the last section, Ben feels he has not
solved his spiritual problems and seeks the help of
Dr. Betty Jane, a psychiatrist. (In one revision, she
appears in the first chapter.) There is a scene in a jail
and a funeral (probably the death of Ben’s father). At
one point, Ben and Adam play cards. Though we do
not know the book’s outcome, it is clear that it
centers on a young man who wants to develop the
spiritual part of his nature.”’

When Caroline Gordon first read it, she stated in a letter to her daughter that the
work was ‘the best first novel that I have ever read’.”> Gordon, who had converted to
Catholicism shortly before Percy, told Percy that “A Catholic novelist who relies more on

his technique than his piety is what is badly needed right now’.**

authors, including Caroline Gordon (1895 — 1981), Allen Tate (1899 — 1978) , Robert
Lowell (1917 —1977), all of whom were drawn by the neo-Thomism of Jacques Maritain,
whose influence Tate claimed ‘was pervasive from the time I first knew him’, and whose
influence on Tate’s thought is traced in Peter Huff’s Allen Tate and the Catholic Revival:
Trace of the Fugitive Gods (New York: Paulist Press, 1996), 79. Tate became good friends
with Jacques Maritain in the 1940s, and Peter Huff states that it was due in part to this
friendship that drew Tate to the Roman Catholic church. ( Gordon converted in 1950, Tate
in 1950, also, and Robert Lowell in 1941). See also Peter Huff, ‘Allen Tate and the
Catholic Revival’, Humanitas, 8.1 (1995), 26-43 (p. 36).
2! patrick Samway, Walker Percy: A Life (Chicago: Loyola Press, 1997), 145.
> Tbid., 160.
* Tolson, Pilgrim, 220. Samway writes that, ‘For the record, Gordon made her credo very
clear: all novels must be about love; and love between a man and a woman is an analogue
of divine love. She stated explicitly that this love is rooted in the incarnation of Jesus, the
Christ. “Your business as a novelist is to imitate Christ. He was about His Father’s
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When Percy’s younger brother Phin Percy tried to read the novel, however, Phin
said, ‘It wasn’t badly written [...] but it just didn’t go anywhere. It was boring as hell’.**
Tolson explains,

The novel that Phin had attempted to read dealt with a young
southerner of a good family named Ben Cleburne, a troubled
young man who, as the novel begins, is completing a stay in
a fancy mental institution, the ‘Retreat’, located in a
mountain town unmistakably patterned after Sewanee.
Cleburne has been in the care of a psychiatrist named Dr.
Betty Jane (patterned, one imagines, after Janet Rioch
[Percy’s own New York psychiatrist during his medical
school years and after]), who judges Ben’s relationship with
his father ‘unsatisfactory’. Ben knows that there is some
truth to this, but the diagnosis seems in some deeper way to
miss the point.

Percy later wrote a second novel, The Gramercy Winner, also unpublished, which
has the DNA of Percy’s other novels. Using Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain as a
kind of template, Percy composed his second unpublished novel, The Gramercy Winner,
about a tubercular young man named Will Grey recuperating in the Adirondacks.>

In the novel the narrator explains,

If there was anything remarkable about his past life it was
that absolutely nothing had happened to him now. Though
he had never felt ill, nor had a single symptom, and now felt
better and weighed more than he ever had before, yet here
he lay and had lain for six months. Except for visits from his
parents and his sister, he had during this time seen four
people, his doctor, the nurse, the cleaning girl and the barber.
But time went quickly dreamily by. He listened to his radio,
read a bit, looked out his window, but always he was
brought back to the oddity of his predicament. It was the
oddest thing in the world that that [sic] beyond the green
hills, a little to the south, ten million people were at this
moment busy at work in New York and across the world
armies were locked in battle.*®

Even in the description of Grey, one hears hints of the voice of Binx Bolling, as

business every moment of His life. As a good novelist you must be about yours:
Incarnation. Making your word flesh and making it dwell among men’ (Samway, Walker
Percy, 164).
= Tolson, Pilgrim, 213.
> Tbid., 230.
*® Percy, Gramercy, 10.
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well as the precise and economic tone of The Last Gentleman s narrator. Like Percy’s other
works, The Gramercy Winner is rich in dialogue, featuring the same high-minded
reflections on ‘everydayness’ and the adulation of science. Also, the narrator notes that the
‘pure scientist who listens to Wagner’, like Father Smith’s views of Robespierre or Stalin
in The Thanatos Syndrome (129), is both a theorizer of human nature and a sentimental
lover of humankind, and as such poses a threat to human life and freedom.*’

In the epilogue of The Gramercy Winner, Scanlon, a friend of Grey’s, and
something of a lapsed Catholic, baptizes Grey:

And once when the Night Supervisor intervened (Doctor or
no Doctor) it was not Scanlon but William who ordered her
out, and in the only discourtesy of his illness threatened to
get up and walk out with Scanlon himself if she didn’t leave.
She heard them converse by the hour-- Dr Scanlon mostly,
his voice low and emphatic, discursive-- as if he were
imparting information, data, of great value and usefulness,
William interrupting once in a while to put a short sharp
question. It was as if one were going somewhere and the
other were giving him instructions for the journey. It was all
inexplicable, because Dr Scanlon was not on the case and he
had not been a particularly close friend of William’s. And
with it all Dr Scanlon behaved rather strangely, guiltily,
avoiding family and friends and slipping in and out as if he
had something to conceal. Sometimes-- and this was what
the Night Supervisor found most unbearable-- they spoke in
tones of unmistakable levity and even laughed out loud. Two
nights before William died, in making her routine night
rounds she had come in and caught Dr Scanlon bending over
William, baptising him with a glass of water. William’s eyes
were open and he looked equably at her and appeared on the
point of saying something, but he did not and it was
immediately thereafter that he lapsed into the coma from
which he did not recover.”®

Of Percy’s craft, Jay Tolson says,

Unlike his friend Shelby Foote and most other southern
writers, he was not a natural storyteller. Dialectic and
argument—those most unsouthern modes of discourse—
were his strengths, and accommodating them to fiction
would be his greatest challenge. Considering the effort this
would require, it is hardly surprising that in 1954 he would

7 Ibid., 163.
28 Ibid., 336.
32



turn, with considerable relief, to the writing of reviews and
philosophical essays, and that for the rest of his career he
would alternate between fiction and nonfiction. But those
first six years of apprenticeship were devoted exclusively
and arduously to the craft of fiction.”
Percy’s first attempted novels were heavily didactic, and featured what Tolson calls
‘an almost puritanical contempt for the artifice of art, and in that state of mind he would
crave a more direct medium for expressing what he had to say’.** In the mid-1950s Percy
wrote philosophical and semiotic essays, several later collected in his 1975 book The
Message in the Bottle that explores humankind’s unique abilities as symbol-making
creatures. Percy finally anchored himself in the world of fiction with the publication of
The Moviegoer in 1961, which won the National Book Award in 1962. Following The
Moviegoer, Walker Percy produced five more novels and published the non-fiction mock
self-help book, Lost in the Cosmos (1983), before his death in 1990 from prostate cancer.
Percy left a rich heritage of novels and non-fiction that continue to attract readers
and scholars today. From The Moviegoer onward, Percy’s novels developed in style and
form but retained a distinct concern for the individual human being who feels lost in the

modern world, but who attempts to make a meaningful life in the suburbs, business

offices, and car dealerships, and on the golf courses of the American South.

0.4 - Percy’s Philosophy of Composition

In examining Percy’s path to novel-writing, two thinkers emerge as major influences in
shaping his vision of the role of the Catholic writer: Kierkegaard and Jacques Maritain
(1882-1973). While Kierkegaard and Maritain represent two disparate theological
spheres—the former a nineteenth-century Lutheran and existentialist, the latter a

twentieth-century Roman Catholic neo-Thomist—in different ways both thinkers argue for

** Tolson, Pilgrim, 211.
0 Ibid., 253.
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the liberation of the Christian artist from the need to sermonize or proselytize in his or her
art.

Kierkegaard’s essay ‘On the Difference Between an Apostle and a Genius’ and
Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism (1923) suggested a framework to Percy that freed his
vision as a novelist yet imparted some religious focus, whether existential or neo-
Thomistic, that would give direction to Percy’s concerns as a writer. As Percy explained in
a later interview (1986), Kierkegaard’s essay, ‘On the Difference Between a Genius and an
Apostle’ confirmed,

Something I suspected but that it took Seren Kierkegaard to
put into words: that what the greatest geniuses in science,
literature, art, philosophy utter are sentences which convey
truths sub specie aeternitatis, that is to say, sentences which
can be confirmed by appropriate methods and by anyone,
anywhere, any time. But only the apostle can utter sentences
which can be accepted on the authority of the apostle, that is,
his credentials, sobriety, trustworthiness as a newsbearer.
These sentences convey not knowledge sub specie
aeternitatis but news. (Conversations 137)

Percy’s training as a scientist was affirmed by Kierkegaard’s sanction of the
validity of a certain kind of truth—the truth that can be verified by reason and empirical
investigation—while ratifying Percy’s religious belief in revelation as based in an
authority outside of human reason. The consequence of such a philosophy was a liberation
from the role of evangelist or moralist, and as Percy stated of the role of the novelist,
clearly echoing Kierkegaard, ‘A novelist least of all has the authority to edify anyone or
tell them good news, to pronounce Christ King’ (Conversations 64). The novelist can
relate experience to his audience, can depict life as it is for him or her, and awaken the
reader to the wonder of the created order as only a keen observer could, but it is not the
duty or even the capacity of the novelist to present the gospel, or attempt to make a
convert of the reader.

In turn, reading Maritain further liberated Percy from the kind of fiction that

required him to preach the gospel: Maritain’s aesthetic philosophy, as laid out in his work
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Art and Scholasticism, argues that the artist’s work, in this case the novelist’s work, is not
beholden to the standards of the author’s personal ethics, or the ethics prescribed by the
Catholic church. In other words, the novelist can depict the world as he or she finds it, in
all of its ugliness and depravity, without censoring the content to reflect what the world
should or ought to be like: ‘If you want to make a Christian work’, says Maritain, ‘then be
Christian, and simply try to make a beautiful work, into which your heart will pass; do not
try to “make Christian™. *' Ross Labrie writes in ‘The Catholic Literary Imagination’, that
‘Following St. Thomas Aquinas, Maritain pointed out that the work of art had as its
purpose its own proper good as distinct from the ethical and other goods sought or
achieved by human beings including the Catholic writer’.** Additionally, in Art and
Scholasticism Maritain argues that the artist ‘approache[s] the world as a “creative
mystery”’, which, through the process of art, eventually [draws] the artist upward from the
visible world toward an ontological interest in being itself*.*> From perceiving the
immediate presence of the physical world, one is led to an interest in higher things, not
just a meditation on the things of sensory phenomena themselves.** Percy’s interest in
phenomena in the texture of reality is thus coextensive with both his neo-Thomistic
Roman Catholicism and his existentialistic leanings, as both neo-Thomism and
existentialism, as provisionally defined above, perceive the physical world as the only

grounds upon which a fruitful investigation into being can be based.®> Significantly, the

| acques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism and The Frontiers of Poetry, trans. by Joseph
W. Evans (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1974 [1923]), 66.
32 Ross Labrie, ‘The Catholic Literary Imagination’, U.S. Catholic Historian, 17.3
(Summer 1999), 9-20 (pp. 13-14).
> Tbid., 13-14.
3 In Art and Scholasticism, Maritain states that ‘[T]he moment one touches a
transcendental, one touches being itself, a likeness of God, an absolute, that which
ennobles and delights our life; one enters into the domain of spirit. It is remarkable that
men really communicate with one another only by passing through being or one of its
roperties’ (32).
> Mark Wrathall and Hubert Dreyfus distill the phenomenological approach of such
disparate existentialist thinkers as Dostoevsky, Sartre, and Camus, and state that the shared
approach of these thinkers includes the following: ‘A concern with providing a description
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existentialist writer’s interest in communicating felt experience in a novel dovetails with
Maritain’s observation that through the visible, tangible world one can gain entrance into a
spiritual reality.
Peter Huff notes the common denominators in the numerous conversions to Roman

Catholicism during the Catholic Literary Revival:

Though the converts of the Revival sought the Catholic faith

for a variety of reasons, their individual experiences usually

revolved around a cluster of classic concerns at odds with the

trends of modernity: the search for beauty in a world of

industrial ugliness, the desire for mystery in a world of cold

rationalism, the pursuit of truth in a world of relativism, and a

hunger for infallible authority in a world of sure uncertainty.*°

Catholicism afforded Percy a means of balancing his scientific perspective of the

world and the existentialist rejection of a reductionist view of man as either an organism in
an environment (B.F. Skinner), a socially constructed being locked in economic struggle
(Marx), or the site of all manner of psychological neuroses (Freud). Through Percy’s
affinity for both Roman Catholicism and existentialism he was able to read the world
through a lens that saw it as inherently mysterious, yet sustained scientific inquiry about it
as worthwhile and valid. Concerning the existentialists, particularly Kierkegaard,
Heidegger, Marcel, Camus, and Sartre, Percy argues that they attempt to answer the
question:

What is it like to be a man in a world transformed by

science? [The existentialists] have put tremendous stress on

the concrete predicament of a man’s life. How is this related

to my novelwriting? Perhaps a novel is the best way to
render this concreteness. The writing of novels should be a

of human existence and the human world that reveals it as it is’, ‘A heightened awareness
of the non-rational dimensions of human existence, including habits, non-conscious
practices, moods, and passions’, ‘A focus on the degree to which the world is cut to the
measure of our intellect, and a willingness to consider the possibility that our concepts and
categories fail to capture the world as it presents itself to us in experience’, and ‘A belief
that what it is to be human cannot be reduced to any set of features about us (whether
biological, sociological, anthropological, or logical). To be human is to transcend
facticity’. Hubert L. Dreyfuss and Mark A. Wrathall, eds., A Companion to
Phenomenology and Existentialism (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 5.
3 Huff, Allen Tate, 14
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very serious business, and I think it has a future. In some
ways we are (as novelists) at a point in history like the
revolution in physics which occurred around 1900.
(Conversations 12)

Despite his affinity for the existentialists, Percy is quick to note that they are not
without their ‘flaws’, one of which is ‘their contempt for science’ (Conversations 12). As a
physician, Percy is not one to dismiss casually the value of the physical sciences, even
though they may contribute at times to the abstraction of human experience, or taken too
broadly when seen as the ultimate measure of the created order. As a trained pathologist,
Percy sees the scientific method as another means of meaning-making. As Linda Hobson
claims,

It is important to remember that Walker Percy the novelist is
also Dr. Percy the scientist, who uses art to reveal truths
about the human predicament. Percy sees that science, by
itself, can never say anything meaningful about the individual
but only about how the individual is like other men; but, he
affirms the value of science in its own place. But when
science is made into a religion and its laws used to say
something about a man, it goes wrong.”’

While Kierkegaard and Maritain provide Percy with a theoretical means of
liberating the role of the Christian novelist from the duty to proselytize, Kierkegaard in
conjunction with another existentialist thinker, the Roman Catholic Gabriel Marcel,
provide Percy with a vocabulary to construct his vision of the American South as a place
of widespread and conventional and culturally received belief. Percy’s satiric vision
focuses on the regrettable disparities he sees between Christianity and Christendom,

paralleling the gradients of faith and belief that Gabriel Marcel delineates in his Gifford

Lectures from 1949 and 1950, later published as The Mystery of Being >

0.5 - Defining Belief in the Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel

37 Linda Whitney Hobson, Understanding Walker Percy (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1988), 11-12.
3 Volumes one and two published in 1950 and 1951, respectively.
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The Catholic Revival began in the 1890s with the death of Cardinal Henry
Newman and extended to the beginning of Vatican II (1962-1965). The era produced an
outpouring of Catholic literature, philosophy, and theology, highlighted by the literary and
philosophical works of G.K. Chesterton, George Bernanos, Hilaire Belloc, and Evelyn
Waugh. Neo-Thomism dominated Catholic philosophy in this era, led in large part by the
writings of French convert to Roman Catholicism Jacques Maritain.*

R. Scott Appleby loosely outlines the tenets of Maritain’s neo-Thomism:

Neo-Thomism, adhering in its basic contours to the principles
of Aquinas, presented itself as the irreplaceable remedy to the
several serious intellectual errors of modern epistemology
(theory of knowledge). Modern thinkers, confronted by
evolution, dialectical materialism, the psychology of the
subconscious, and other destabilizing ideas suggested by the
discoveries or theories of modern science, had become
distracted and misled by the seemingly ‘realistic’ options of
skepticism and irrationalism. Boldly, neo-Thomism offered
renewed confidence in the powers of rightly ordered human
reason, defiantly reaffirming its ontological reality—its
participation in ‘being itself*.*"

Gabriel Marcel’s theories, however, elude such a summary; the difficulty in
distilling the philosophy of Marcel is a result of his exploratory method of treating
philosophical themes, rather than setting forth a clearly defined set of logical propositions.
Marcel’s arguments wander, fade, disappear, and resurface pages later, and at times
resemble, particularly in The Mystery of Being, extended monologues on issues that have
preoccupied Marcel personally, rather than arguments with a clear sense of their rhetorical

goals. Notoriously unsystematic, Marcel’s philosophy has been labeled as anti-Thomistic,

which locates him in counterpoint to the dominant Catholic philosophy of the early-to-mid

3 Huff, Allen Tate, 11.

*OR. Scott Appleby, Patricia Byrne, and William L. Portier, eds., ‘Scholasticisms and
Thomisms’, Creative Fidelity: American Catholic Intellectual Traditions (Maryknoll:
Orbis Books, 2004), pp. 30-31.
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twentieth century, particularly the neo-Thomism of Jacques Maritain.*'

In Marcel’s The Mystery of Being: Faith and Reality, Marcel distinguishes between
belief, opinion, and conviction—distinctions which provide categories for this discussion
of participative and conventional belief in Percy’s novels. In Marcel’s formulation, belief
(or faith) is distinguished from opinion and conviction. Opinion has to do with an issue or
concern that is outside of oneself, detached from any intimate existential concern (MB 2
68). Oftentimes it is based upon an absence of information. Conviction is an unshakeable
opinion, but one that is still external, not intimate, and can also be held upon an absence of
information. Belief, however, places an individual at the disposal of what he or she
affirms. A person may have an opinion and discard it the next day, but a person is a belief:
he or she represents the belief by his or her activities.

Percy’s protagonists effectively embody the challenge of belief, the rigor of being
ontologically linked with a principle or idea that gives definition to one’s very being, one’s
actions, and, hardest of all, one’s future: Will Barrett of The Last Gentleman finds that his
identity as a Southern Gentleman is more than a label that he assumes passively. He
cannot quite shake it off, and it burdens him as he attempts to reconcile his desire to sleep
with Kitty and his belief that one should never ‘mistake a lady for a whore’ (LG 100-101).
Lance’s quest to discover his betrayers in Lancelot does not require of him any certainty of
its rightness, or any certainty of its outcome, but a persistent sense of obligation, of
fidelity, to his aims.

Now the believer may look like someone who is convinced
that God exists but, Marcel insists, belief and conviction
involve ‘two completely different vistas’ /1I, 78] or
perspectives. He characterizes conviction as closed. ‘It
implies a kind of inner closure” he writes, for it states that
‘whatever happens or whatever may be said cannot alter
what I think’. Faith, on the other hand, is open /II, 86] for it
involves believing in something or someone, not believing

that (or being convinced that) a certain creed or set of
propositions are true. That is, faith consists of placing

! Seymour Cain, Gabriel Marcel (London: Bowes and Bowes, 1963), 11-12.
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oneself ‘at the disposal of something’ /11, 77], of “giving
oneself to, rallying to;’ it involves ‘an existential index’,
namely, a person’s concrete here and now pledge to give
oneself to and ‘to follow’ something or someone. Since
belief gives one’s self, ‘the strongest belief, or more exactly,
the most living belief, is that which absorbs most fully all
the powers of your being’ /11, 78].%

So how does conviction fit into the schema concerning distinctions between
participative and conventional belief? I extend this notion of conviction a bit further,
conceiving of it as an indifferent commitment—one in which nothing is really at stake.
Conviction, as Anderson claims ‘does not involve a pledge of one’s self or a giving of
one’s self or a commitment to follow anything; it simply pronounces an unchangeable
judgment about something”.*’

On the other hand, Marcel identifies the ‘rallying to’ as a primary feature of a
serious belief. In Percy’s novels, his protagonists emerge from comfortable, abstracted,
and detached forms of belief while in the process of observing others, like Lonnie and
Sutter, whose beliefs, regardless of content, are serious because played-out on the level of
everyday practice. While Percy’s protagonists arrive at different points of repudiation,
semi-conversion, or conversion to Catholic belief, they have all moved away from the
static, conventional forms of belief that marked them at the beginning of their respective
journeys, and are processing the weight and significance of a commitment to believe.

Both Marcel and Percy place characters in their fictions in situations where this
crisis is played out. As Mary Deems Howland states in her study The Gift of the Other
(1990),

In both his philosophical essays and his plays, Marcel
focuses on the day-to-day encounters that the individual has
with other individuals. Pointing to our tendency to cut
ourselves off from others and our concomitant need for other

people, Marcel stresses the value of the ordinary
interchanges that people experience in the family, the

*2 Thomas C. Anderson, Commentary on Gabriel Marcel’s The Mystery of Being
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2006), 129.
“ Ibid., 130.
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business world and the church.**

Marcel’s distinction between opinion, characterized by detachment, and belief,
characterized by commitment, is central thematically in Percy’s body of work, where his
protagonists are bombarded by competing worldviews. Moreover, his protagonists wrestle
not only with others’ beliefs that they encounter, but also with the nature, structure and
process, of participative belief. According to Marcel, in the instance of a truly meaningful
and committed belief, one extends oneself as a credit for this belief (MB 1 134-135). As
moviegoers, outsiders, scientists, and amnesiacs, Percy’s protagonists embody and depict a
collision with the world-committed nature of belief. Since their habitual mode of existence
1s defined by detachment and solitariness, when they encounter those that stand out as true
believers—specifically in Percy’s first two novels—as individuals who have committed
themselves to a belief that takes governance over how they lives their lives, Percy’s
protagonists begin to come to a recognition of the rigorous nature of participative belief.
Marcel’s diagnosis of the spectator-attitude, which stands off from its own commitments
and beliefs, accurately describes early characterizations of Percy’s protagonists:

It would, at root, be just as if I lived a sort of self-enclosed
existence, and without coming out of my enclosure, I were
to pronounce a certain judgment, which did not pledge me
to anything. Again, we might put it that from this point of
view to believe is essentially ro follow; but we must not
attach a passive meaning to that word. The metaphor of
rallying may very profitably be used to fill out that of
credit. If I believe in, I rally to; with that sort of interior
gathering of oneself which the act of rallying implies. From
this point of view one might say that the strongest belief, or
more exactly the most living belief, is that which absorbs
most fully all the powers of your being. (MB 2 77-78)

Each character is presented with a challenge, whether to decide what to do with his

life within the week (Binx), or to solve the question of the existence of evil, and by

extension the existence of God (Lance); and each subsequently engages in a search that

* Mary Deems Howland, The Gift of the Other: Gabriel Marcel's Concept of
Intersubjectivity in Walker Percy s Novels (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1990),
4.
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brings him face to face with the demands of participative belief: what one believes, if
meaningfully considered and treated, must be lived in consonantly with one’s behavior.
Percy’s characters are rarely confident or aggressive in the communication of their beliefs
(and while Lancelot is a clear exception to this rule, his nihilism also comes to the fore
during the latter part of his narrative, as well). There is, as Marcel defines it in the above
excerpt, always an element of being on a journey for Percy’s protagonists. Marcel’s view
of salvation also takes the shape of a pilgrimage, of an unfinished journey. In the
concluding pages of his second volume of The Mystery of Being, Marcel writes:

Salvation can also be better conceived by us as a road rather

than a state; and this links up again with some profound views

of the Greek Fathers, in particular St. Gregory of Nyssa. |

must add that if there is a sense in which salvation is

indistinguishable from peace, it is a living peace that is in

question; it is certainly not a spiritual stand-still, our being as

such getting congealed in the contemplation of some fixed

star. (MB 2 182 - 183)

Percy repeatedly emphasizes his debt to Marcel, but there is no established
connection between their views of meaningful belief—although their mutual concern with
language evacuation lays the groundwork for such an exploration as the one featured here.
Percy’s novels highlight an essential element in the philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, that
participative belief is central to the quality of the inner, conscious life of an individual,
dictating the way and degree to which a human exists in the world and responds to it. The
thread common to Kierkegaard, Marcel, and Percy is the emphasis on faith as a lived
experience, as subjective in the Kierkegaardian sense—a belief that shapes the interior
reality of the individual, and in turn becomes a transformative force in the individual’s life
in the world, with others, as an individual before God. Thus the term participative belief
does not represent a new understanding of Marcel, but provides a distinction from the
other less substantive, less authentic forms of belief in Percy’s novels. Just as Kierkegaard

had to distinguish between Christendom and Christianity, and Marcel between opinion,

conviction, and faith (MB 2 126-127), so too do Percy’s novels implicitly distinguish
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between the various constructions of belief, whether religious or otherwise.

Chapter 1 examines how the beliefs of several passionate individuals are
foregrounded in Percy’s first two published novels, The Moviegoer and The Last
Gentleman. These ‘religious’ characters, both atheists and Roman Catholics, model
participative belief for Binx and Will, and challenge the protagonists to examine what they
believe and move away from their spectatorship. By the end of both works, neither Binx
nor Will converts to Roman Catholicism or completely repudiates any religious belief, but
both emerge from out of their respective spectator-attitudes.

Chapter 2 explores how Percy’s technique in exploring participative belief shifts in
Love in the Ruins and Lancelot by using first-person narratives where the protagonists are
more conversant in the content of their beliefs, and both recognize the disjunct between
what they belief and how they express that belief in their lives. Both Tom More and Lance
Lamar Andrewes attempt to awaken from the deadened, abstracted existence of their
former lives and move toward a more meaningful engagement with their beliefs.

Chapter 3 showcases the increasingly direct and even polemical (particularly in
The Thanatos Syndrome) way that Percy addresses his cultural-historical concerns. In The
Second Coming, Will Barrett, the protagonist of the novel, launches into long-winded
polemics against the equal inanity of believer and unbeliever in the South. In The
Thanatos Syndrome, | examine how the voice of Percy the moralist and essayist merges
with that of Percy the novelist, and Father Smith in The Thanatos Syndrome sounds more
like a voice for critiquing the cultural-historical concerns of Walker Percy than the voice
of a fictional character.

Chapter 4 observes how Percy’s non-fiction satire, Lost in the Cosmos, guides the
ideal reader-protagonist by means of its stories—and accompanying quizzes—ifrom
conventional belief to participative belief by linking decisions with momentous, life-

changing consequences. I engage with two critics, Andrew Hoogheem and Michael Allen
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Mikolajczak, who read Lost in the Cosmos as a work that stymies the attempts of the
individual to find a secure, comfortable totalizing discourse.

Finally, in the conclusion of this study, I summarize the findings of the study, and
offer a reading of Percy that places him in a postsecular body of twentieth and twenty-first
century American literature. Consistent throughout all of Percy’s novels is the conflict
between participative belief and conventional belief, and the means of measuring the

protagonists’ journeys, via weighing their spectator-attitudes and involvement.

1. From Spectators to Participants: Meaningful Belief in The Moviegoer and The

Last Gentleman

1.1 - Conventional and Participative Belief in The Moviegoer and The Last Gentleman

Binx Bolling, the twenty-nine-year-old protagonist of Percy’s The Moviegoer,
climbs into his bed one evening and turns on his radio for what he calls a ‘nightcap of a
program’. Every night at ten o’clock, dutiful as a monk saying his evening prayers, Binx
listens to the radio program This I Believe, hosted by Edward R. Murrow (108). The
program features what Binx considers the ‘highest-minded people’ in the nation,
contributing statements of what they believe and value, abstract ideals such as love,
freedom, democracy, or forgiveness, punctuated at intervals with the affirmation, ‘This I
believe’.

The testimonies on the show are well-intentioned but exceedingly idealistic, and in
Binx’s estimation universally safe: none of the statements is likely to offend listeners or
challenge any notions that the audience may have about politics, society, or religion. Binx

1s ambivalent toward these declarations: despite the universal ‘niceness’ of the contributors
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and their sentiments, Binx adds that the ‘believers are far from unique themselves’, and
‘are in fact alike as peas in a pod’ (109).

In response to the contributions, Binx provides his own declaration of belief, a
testimony to his wry perspective and role as sharp social observer, and submits the
following: ‘Here are the beliefs of John Bickerson Bolling, a moviegoer living in New
Orleans’, it began and ended, ‘I believe in a good kick in the ass. This—I believe’ (109).
Binx soon regrets his letter, and is relieved when his tongue-in-cheek submission is
returned.

Binx observes that these believers, although culled from a diverse cross-section of
American citizens, are of a uniform mind; the very language used in This I Believe favors
the abstract, and each phrase accommodates the political and social status quo. His
observations about the submissions he hears on This I Believe raise several questions about
the nature of belief: What does it mean to believe? When one says that one believes
something, or believes in something, how does that belief affect the ways in which one
lives and acts in the world? Does believing mean being a member of a church, or voting
for a candidate who ascribes to one’s favored political platform—or, as Binx’s droll
commentary about This I Believe implies, has the word ‘believe’ lost its meaning in a
world where everyone seems to believe the same things?

As Peter Hawkins notes, in Percy’s fiction and essays. ‘The gospel has become like
a word repeated in rapid, mindless succession; it no longer means anything, having fallen
victim to its own inflation or become unrecognizably blurred through inferior
reproduction’.*> Words, phrases, and concepts may all grow stale in an environment of
mass exchange. Hawkins notes that the gospel has undergone such a devaluation, but as
demonstrated in Percy’s use of the radio program This I Believe, so has the word ‘belief’.

The terms that Percy uses in describing this phenomenon are ‘failure’ and ‘devaluation’,

% Peter Hawkins, The Language of Grace: Flannery O'Connor, Walker Percy, and Iris
Murdoch (New York: Seabury Classics, 2004), 54.
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likening the absence of meaning in the language of Christianity in Christendom to hyper-
inflation in an economy. Percy states in ‘A Novel About the End of the World’ that ‘Even
if one talks only of Christendom, leaving the heathens out of it, of Christendom where
everybody is a believer, it almost seems that when everybody believes in God, it is as if
everybody started the game with one poker chip, which is the same as starting with none’
(Message 116).

Binx’s observations about This I Believe capture the extent of this devaluation of
language, which has seeped into the usage and understanding of the words believe and
belief. Those involved in this devaluation are not just Christians, but non-believers as well.
Regardless of the Christian or non-Christian content of the belief, the majority of
Christians and non-believers in Percy’s novels are uniform in how they treat belief,
utilizing similar language that is so overused and stale that it is, in reality, meaningless.

In an interview, Percy states:

For instance, the ordinary words of the Creed: ‘I believe in
God, the Father Almighty . . .” and so forth, this gets rattled
off, and Binx has been hearing this, and the words become a
simulacrum. And the trick of the novelist, the task of the
artist, is always to somehow renew language, make it fresh,
make it strange, if you like, pathological, if you like,
anything in order to transmit meaning, and to renew the
process of communication. (More Conversations 168)

In Percy’s first two published novels, The Moviegoer and The Last Gentleman
(1966), the protagonists, Binx Bolling and Will Barrett, inhabit a South where a nominal
form of Protestantism dominates the religious landscape, along with a few pockets of
scientific or atheistic humanism. By setting his protagonists in the center of a world of
evacuated language, widespread despair, and suffocating malaise, Percy creates a context
for Binx and Will to observe those that, in stark contrast to the conventional belief that
predominates the South and the U.S., believe with depth and sincerity. These ‘religious’

characters in The Moviegoer and The Last Gentleman live out a participative belief, not a
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conventional or culturally inherited belief; they are concerned with how belief is lived out
in the fabric of one’s everyday life, decisions, and outlook on the world. These characters
challenge Binx and Will by directly asking them what they believe, and by indirectly
modeling participative belief wherein what they believe is always at work in how they act
in the world.

Gene Reeves writes that for Gabriel Marcel ‘faith is an act of personal participation
by a concrete person in which the believer is not distinct from that in which he or she
participates. In true faith the act of faith and the object of faith cannot be disconnected’.*
Although Marcel uses this in the context of Christian faith, the way belief animates and
transforms one’s actions is also depicted in the way some of Percy’s Stoic or atheistic
characters actively believe, living out their beliefs. For example, Sutter Vaught’s deeply
held nihilism is distinct from the blandly vacuous Christian belief others around him
possess, and creates a noticeable counterpoint to the conventional belief held by the
majority of Percy’s secondary characters. Sutter is depicted wrestling with what his
unbelief means—in relation to suicide, attempts at transcendence through orgasm, all
connected inextricably with grand metaphysical issues and, simultaneously, with ordinary,
everyday concerns.

Unlike characters such as Sutter and Lonnie, though, who have arrived to some
degree at a station of belief, Binx and Will must undertake journeys toward meaningful
belief. This chapter examines the way that Binx and Will progress from being bemused
observers of the world—a characteristic diagnosed by Marcel as symptomatic of a
spectator-attitude (BH 20-21)—to individuals engaged in the affairs of others, who begin
to recognize that belief is a lived project, fraught with uncertainty. In the course of their

journeys and encounters with religious characters who model participative belief, the two

* Gene Reeves, ‘The Idea of Mystery in the Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel’, The
Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, Schlipp, Paul Arthur and Lewis Edwin Hahn, eds.
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University, 1984), pp. 245-271 (p. 252).
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protagonists begin to perceive what it means to believe in a ‘religious’ way, demonstrating
an active concern in questions which Percy’s calls ‘explicit and ultimate concern[s]’
(Message 102).

In their journeys, Binx and Will demonstrate a movement away from observing the
world from a privileged, ‘angelic’ perspective—a perspective inherent to what Percy calls
a ‘scientist-knower’ who observes and studies the world with supposed pure objectivity
(Message 21)—toward living alongside others. Binx and the young Will begin to question
their own inherited beliefs, and while neither Binx nor Will arrive at fully-formed religious
belief, both have moved out of the detached spectator-mode of abstracted belief, and begin
living out the implications of their emerging beliefs. What one sees in The Moviegoer and
The Last Gentleman, rather than conversions or religious certitude is the movement away
from the spectator-attitude toward one more involved in the ramifications of being in the
world. For Binx, this movement means marriage to Kate and reassurance of the twins that
they will see Lonnie again; for Will, it means taking care of Jamie and attending to him on
his deathbed, and preventing Sutter from committing suicide.

At the beginning of both novels, Binx and Will are detached, distant, and
abstracted. Binx provides cerebral and free-floating narration that digresses from topic to
topic, and identifies other characters as types or abstractions. Will, in turn, is first seen in
the novel with a telescope in Central Park, observing birds, buildings, and people. Both
Binx and Will struggle to fit into groups, and both identify what they consider the
artificiality of public communication. By identifying, and thus separating groups from one
another, diagnosing behaviors, and passing judgment on friends, family, and passersby,
Binx and Will isolate themselves—mirrored as well in their preoccupation with the means
of distancing, whether by moviegoing, people-watching, eaves-dropping, or telescopic
observation. Percy states that Binx ‘comes out of his life-long trance of moviegoing and

sees somebody who needs something’, that by the end of the novel he “gets out of
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himself’, (More Conversations 220) and that it is only ‘by a movement, ‘transcendence’,
toward God’ that Binx and Will, along with his other protagonists, are able to ‘become
themselves, not abstracted like scientists but fully incarnate beings in the world’ (More
Conversations 148).

In The Moviegoer, Aunt Emily’s Stoicism, shaped by the Roman Stoicism of
Marcus Aurelius, is not just a theoretical belief that exists at a disconnect from her
everyday life, but a way of life that distinguishes her from the rest of her socially and
morally decaying scene in New Orleans (54). As Lewis P. Simpson writes, ‘Aunt Emily
[...] represents the southern culture of memory as characterized by a Stoic nobility of
behavior joined to a gentility of manners. But her nephew, Binx Bolling, rejects her
attempts to suggest that he recover the ideal of honor and self-discipline held by this
culture’. *’ Lonnie’s devout Roman Catholicism also stands in counterpoint to the casual
religiosity of his own family. While 98% of Americans claim to believe, according to
Binx, most characters in Percy’s novels demonstrate little real interest in the way that
questions of God’s existence or non-existence affect how one lives in everyday life. In The
Last Gentleman, Sutter’s nihilism, for example, takes form in his repudiation of both his
life and his role as a doctor, his subsequent pursuit of transcendence through orgasm, and
the many journal entries he pens to make sense of his decision.

However, transformational elements of participative belief are embodied in Aunt
Emily’s, Lonnie’s, Val Vaught’s, and Sutter Vaught’s expressions of belief. All four
characters see what they believe as necessarily linked with #ow they exist in the world.
For these aforementioned characters, the existence or non-existence of God circumscribes
the ethical contours of their lives, and none of their scenes passes without Aunt Emily,
Lonnie, Sutter, or Val’s openly wrestling with the implications of their beliefs, registered

on the page through their inner or oral dialogues and through Sutter’s journal.

7 Lewis Simpson, The Brazen Face of History: Studies in the Literary Consciousness in
America (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1980), 249.
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The events contained in both novels are framed as interludes for these characters:
The Moviegoer takes place the week before Binx’s thirtieth birthday, when he will have to
tell his Aunt what he wants to do with his life and then commit to following up. At the
beginning of The Last Gentleman Will Barrett is a humidification engineer (janitor) in
New York City, although he is soon employed instead by the Vaught family as a caretaker
for the youngest member of the family, Jamie, who is terminally ill. Both Binx and Will
know that their current employment and daily habits are temporary, and eventually they
will have to make a decision about what they want from life. Neither novel concludes with
any definitive recognition on the part of the protagonists of a system of belief or faith.
Rather, The Moviegoer concludes with Kierkegaardian silence for Binx and The Last
Gentleman with bewilderment for Will. The conclusions of both novels, however, are
marked by a latent possibility for further development in the intellectual and spiritual lives
of these protagonists.**

While Binx’s avowed philosophy (a blend of Kierkegaardian existentialism,
hedonism, and agnosticism) is presented in pieces throughout the novel, Aunt Emily’s
articulation of her Stoic philosophy is clear, direct, and communicated with precision—as
is Lonnie’s sacramental Catholicism. The articulation of Binx's beliefs takes form across
the entire course of the novel, developing in Kierkegaardian fits and starts, in dialogues
between himself and others; but at the conclusion of The Moviegoer, it is not entirely clear

what it is that Binx believes or consciously affirms.

*8Several critical works make the claim that Binx and Will make a kind of Kierkegaardian
leap into the religious phase, end up adopting the Catholic faith, or make a clear
movement toward Catholic belief: Gary M. Ciuba, Walker Percy's Revelations (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1991), 95-95, 129-130; Martin Luschei sees Binx as making
the Kierkegaardian leap, but Will as incapable of witnessing the religious significance of
Lonnie's baptism, in The Sovereign Wayfarer: Walker Percy's Diagnosis of the Malaise
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1972), 106-110, 166-168; Linda Whitney
Hobson, Understanding Walker Percy (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
1988), 43-45, 65-66; Mary Deems Howland, The Gift of the Other: Gabriel Marcel's
Concept of Intersubjectivity in Walker Percy's Novels (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University
Press, 1990), 42-44, 61-62.
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Will encounters an array of characters that embody different beliefs in his cross-
country journey through the United States, from New York City to the South, and then
westward to Santa Fe, New Mexico; however, it is Sutter Vaught and Val Vaught, the two
eldest children of Mr. Vaught, the Birmingham car dealer who employs Will to take care of
Jamie Vaught, that challenge Will to wrestle with his own beliefs. Will turns mainly to
Sutter to help him understand his own ethical quandary, whether to fornicate or not to
fornicate, whether to be a scoundrel or a proper Southern gentleman. Val, in turn, presents
her Catholic vision of the world to Will when he visits her at the school where she teaches
disadvantaged youths, and even asks Will to take measures to have Jamie baptized should
he die while away from the care of the rest of the family (LG 210-213).

Will is less expressive in communicating his religious and philosophical beliefs. He
stammers that he is an Episcopalian, but he is unsure of what that means for his life. Like
Binx, the articulation of Will’s beliefs takes discernible form over the course of the novel,
and only through his dialogues with Sutter and Val. Just as Binx gives the reader a clue as
to a potential shift in his beliefs at the end of the novel, captured in his response to
Lonnie’s siblings as they inquire about Lonnie’s death, so too does Will give the reader a
touchstone concerning his beliefs in how he responds to the baptism and death of Jamie, as

well as the pursuit of Sutter’s car.

1.2 - Percy’s The Moviegoer

In the first-person narration of The Moviegoer, Binx Bolling records the events of
the week leading up to his thirtieth birthday. With Ash-Wednesday just a week away and
Mardis Gras drawing to a close, Binx is pressed by his Aunt Emily, the sole surviving
Bolling apart from Binx himself, to decide what he wants to do with his life. At the

present, Binx is a successful bond salesman living in Gentilly, Louisiana, a quiet suburb of
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New Orleans. Binx is quite good at making money and adept at his work, but he is
pressured by his Aunt Emily to pursue science or medicine. Binx, however, doubts if he
has a mind for science. Aunt Emily’s stepdaughter, Kate Cutrer, suffers from depression,
and Aunt Emily charges Binx with cheering her up.

Binx begins with a story about a note he receives from his aunt:

This morning I got a note from my aunt asking me to come
for lunch. I know what this means. Since I go there every
Sunday for dinner and today is Wednesday, it can mean only
one thing: she wants to have one of her serious talks. It will
be extremely grave, either a piece of bad news about her
stepdaughter Kate or else a serious talk about me, about the
future and what I ought to do. (3)

Binx’s narration wanders between his present experience and his memories, just as
he freely moves from location to location in the course of the novel. He begins in Gentilly,
and observes the Mardis Gras parades, takes his secretary down to the Gulf to visit his
mother and his half-siblings, departs for Chicago for a business trip, and ultimately returns
to the New Orleans region. In the course of these travels, however, Binx moves from
being a detached observer of the various beliefs of those he encounters, to one who
recognizes the inadequacy of his spectator-attitude.

Not until the end of the novel, however, does Binx truly emerge from his self-
imposed exile of scientific objectivity and detachment, and begin to see that what one
believes and how one believes are inextricably bound in meaningful belief. Only when his
Aunt Emily berates Binx for taking Kate with him to Chicago without alerting anyone in
the Cutrer family does Binx begin to truly assess his beliefs. When Lonnie dies in the
Epilogue, the reader glimpses a Binx that has matured. Gone are the references to films
and movie stars; absent is the self-consciousness of the Binx from the early chapters of the
novel. In their place is a Binx who, while evasive on the content of his religious beliefs,

has emerged from his solipsism.
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Prior to the conclusion of the novel, Binx is an avid consumer and observer,
dedicated to his own pleasure. He flirts with his secretary—a serial activity—and
fantasizes about fellow female passengers on his bus ride into work. Binx takes pride in
being a ‘model tenant and a model citizen’ (6), delights in films, and boasts of his malaise-
proof MG which speeds down the highway like a ‘bright little beetle’ (122). Several critics
have linked Binx’s consumptive habits, whether his fascination with things or social
status, with those of Kierkegaard’s aesthetic stage, a link which Percy himself affirmed.
Kierkegaard, according to Bradley Dewey, was ‘convinced that there were available to us
only three basic ‘stages’ or ‘spheres’ or types of life-styles: the esthetic (egoistic,
immediately pleasure oriented), the ethical (mainly secular, conventionally law abiding),
and the religious (committed to a complex theological ethic)’.*” As well, Linda Hobson
argues that ‘Binx is, in fact, caught up in the aesthetic sphere of what Kierkegaard calls the
objective-empirical, or the value system of the consumer society’.”’

Nevertheless, Binx is not portrayed as a blind or witless consumer, but as a young
man who is self-consciously engaged in an existential quest. In seeming contrast to the
hedonistic lifestyle that he sustains, Binx is also engaged in what he calls ‘the search’.
Addressing an imagined response from the reader, Binx says,

What is the nature of the search? you ask. Really it is very
simple, at least for a fellow like me; so simple that it is easily
overlooked. 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 [ 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.
To become aware of the possibility of the search is to be onto

“ Bradley R. Dewey writes, ‘Percy’s novels are inhabited by paradigms of each
Kierkegaardian life-style as well as those en route from one stage to another. Binx in The
Moviegoer begins as an esthetic seducer of secretaries and moves at the end of the book
into the ethicality of marriage and medical school’. ‘Walker Percy Talks About
Kierkegaard: An Annotated Interview’, The Journal of Religion, 54.3 (1974), 273-298 (p.
297). Also collected in Conversations with Walker Percy, pp. 101-128.

See also Luschei, Walker Percy, 77, where the author writes ‘Binx inhabits the aesthetic
sg)here defined by Kierkegaard’.
. Hobson, Understanding, 30.
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something. Not to be onto something is to be in despair. (13)

A life of pleasure, consumption, and attempts at self-actualization is most noxious
when it is not properly recognized as despair, but embraced wholesale. The everydayness,
the sunkenness in the despair of the everyday, prevents people from seeing the world in its
richness and newness; anyone who sees the world afresh will engage in a search—Ilike
Roquentin seeing his hand anew, searching and exploring for the first time.”' The epigram
from Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death that opens The Moviegoer signals the
novel’s interest in life in death: ‘. . . the specific character of despair is precisely this: it is

unaware of being despair’.*?
In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Anti-Climacus writes,

Nevertheless, Christianity has in turn discovered a miserable
condition that man as such does not know exists. This
miserable condition is the sickness unto death. What the
natural man catalogs as appalling—after he has recounted
everything and has nothing more to mention—this to the
Christian is like jest. Such is the relation between a child and
an adult: what makes the child shudder and shrink, the adult
regards as nothing. The child does not know what the
horrifying is; the adult knows and shrinks from it. The
child’s imperfection is, first, not to recognize the horrifying.
So it is also with the natural man: he is ignorant of what is
truly horrifying, yet is not thereby liberated from shuddering
and shrinking—no, he shrinks from that which is not
horrifying. It is similar to the pagan’s relationship to God: he
does not recognize the true God, but to make matters worse,
he worships an idol as God.”

For Binx, despair is being consumed by the everyday, unaware of the constant
newness and ontological wonder the world can inspire. In the context of The Moviegoer,
the despair of which Binx speaks is tied to the everydayness that he perceives in the

Southern and American routines of comfortable middle-class existence, of being a good

*!Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, trans. by Lloyd Alexander (New York: New Directions
Publishing, 2007 [1938]), 4.
>? Seren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for
Upbuilding and Awakening, ed. and trans. by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 8.
> Tbid., 9.
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citizen, going to work, attending church and social functions, and pursuing life-goals, all
of which are examples of death-in-life (18, 102).

Toward the end of the novel, Kate and Binx attempt to make love on their train trip
home from Chicago. The novel concludes with Binx and Kate sitting outside of a church
on Ash-Wednesday, which is incidentally Binx’s birthday. Witnessing an African-
American man emerging out onto the street with what may be an ashen cross or a trick of
shadow on his forehead, Binx claims that it is ‘impossible to say’ which (235). The novel
thus ends on a note of uncertainty, of tentativeness as to the end of Binx’s ‘search” and
whether God is, in fact, present in Gentilly, Louisiana. Not until the Epilogue does the
reader get a glimpse of Binx two years later, married to Kate, and enrolled in med school.
In the Epilogue, Binx says,

As for my search, I have not the inclination to say much on
the subject. For one thing, I have not the authority, as the
great Danish philosopher declared, to speak of such matters
in any way other than the edifying. For another thing, it is not
open to me even to be edifying, since the time is later than
his, much too late to edify or do much of anything except
plant a foot in the right place as the opportunity presents
itself—if indeed asskicking is properly distinguished from
edification. (237)

Thus, in Binx’s characteristically elusive way, he avoids commenting further on
any of the existential questions that preoccupy him through the course of the novel.
However, he does add that since he is a member of his mother’s family (‘and so naturally
shy away from the subject of religion’), he avoids open discussions of religion. Binx
continues, claiming that ‘Reticence, therefore, hardly having a place in a document of this
kind, it seems as good a time as any to make an end’ (237). Binx and his Aunt Emily are
on good terms at the end of the work, despite a falling out that led to Aunt Emily declaring
that she and Binx are nothing alike in their outlooks on the world.

Percy claims that he was interested in ‘having a conflict, a confrontation of two

cultures—the Greco-Roman Stoicism of Binx’s father’s family and the Roman
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Catholicism of Binx’s mother’s family—and seeing what happened when these two met’
(Conversations 219). Binx’s relationship to his Aunt’s Stoicism is nuanced—while Aunt
Emily is certainly a powerful guiding force in his life, her Stoicism and philosophy of life
is not. If it does influence Binx in any way, it is due to his Aunt’s role as a governing
authority in his life, one which was established in his youth and sustained throughout his
life by her rhetoric and powerful personality.

While the collision of two belief systems, Stoicism and Roman Catholicism, might
have been the embryonic conflict in Percy’s composition of the novel, The Moviegoer
unfolds as a work that has less to do with the collision of two ideologies than with the
relationships, roles, influences and struggles that come to life out of the choices that
individuals make—including their choices in belief and religion. Kobre argues,

The conflict of voices that sounds in Binx’s narrative is
ultimately evidence of his tenuous position in a complicated
ideological universe. For all his cleverness and his pretense
of stability, Binx is buffeted by philosophical and cultural
forces that he cannot comfortably reject or assimilate. So,
characteristically, he takes a middle course. He adopts a
disengaged, ironic posture that admits no allegiances to any
ideology but his own bemused skepticism (and, at times, to
that vague enterprise he calls ‘the search’ [...]54

Only Aunt Emily and Lonnie emerge as powerful forces in engaging Binx’s view
of the world through dialogue. Several of the secondary characters in The Moviegoer
reflect the nature of what can be called ‘the believing South’, where Christianity is, at the
time of the events portrayed in The Moviegoer, an essential part of the cultural fabric of
the American South.

Binx’s Catholicism is cultural and inherited: Binx identifies himself as, nominally,
a Catholic (48), although he is unwilling to admit to truly believing any of it or give it

sway over the direction of his life; after all, Binx cannot confirm the existence of God with

any certainty. Additionally, Binx does not adhere to his Aunt’s Stoicism, as demonstrated

>* Kobre, Walker Percy's Voices (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000), 23-24.
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by his relationships with women and his love affair with the romance of Hollywood
cinema. In fact, in his engaging in a ‘search’, Binx implicitly rejects both of these, as they
both preclude the kind of search upon which Binx has set. Binx claims that his ‘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’. Furthermore, Binx adds that
he does not know either his mother’s family, who think Binx has lost his faith, or his
father’s family, with their Stoic sensibility, ‘are talking about’. Binx concludes that the
‘best [he] can do’ is lie in his cot, ‘locked in a death grip with everydayness’ (146).

Binx acts as the template for all of Percy’s subsequent protagonists: he is
emotionally distant, at least initially in the novel, introspective, curious, abstracted, and
favors viewing the world from a distance. The terms of Binx’s search, as well as his
existential concerns with meaningful belief, are echoed in all of Percy’s protagonists.
Binx’s vocabulary is noticeably existential and, more specifically, Kierkegaardian:
throughout the novel, Binx elaborates on his terms ‘the malaise’, ‘the search’, ‘repetition’,
and ‘rotation’, terms that provide Binx the means to name the death-in-life of his fellow
inhabitants of Elysian Fields, and the means that Binx has discovered to circumvent the
malaise.” Binx, however, is less directed in his explorations; Binx does not aim to
discover whether God does or does not exist, as Will in The Second Coming does, but he
maintains that something is missing in modern life that he hopes to discover.

The opening pages of The Moviegoer form a collage of scenes and images from
Binx Bolling’s life, snapshots of his relatively quiet and uneventful life in Gentilly,

Louisiana. In Binx’s steady narration of these images and brief snippets of stories, all

> In ‘The Moviegoer and American Fiction®, Tony Tanner places Binx in succession with
Huck Finn and Nick Adams, whose authors, like Percy himself, ‘stress in their various
ways is the radical importance of a true way of seeing; the generous, open, even naive,
undulled and reverent eye—as opposed to the self-interested squinting and peering of the
greedy utilitarian social eye, and the cold myopia of the scientific, analytic eye. Their idea
1s an eye of passive wonder’. Tanner, ‘The Moviegoer and American Fiction” Walker
Percy: Modern Critical Views, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1986), pp.
9-19 (p. 14-15).
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presented in a stream of recall and free-association, Binx communicates his own detached
style of thought, which wanders from one idea to the next. Nonetheless, several crucial
characteristics help develop the thesis on belief. The first is that Binx considers everything
with an almost comic unseriousness, as he flits from subject to subject, spending little
time expanding on the significance of his memories or considerations. The abstracted
Binx tells a story from his youth when he was at the hospital, visiting his dying brother.
Aunt Emily had taken the young Binx outside and explained to him that his brother was
dying. Binx remembers the sense of place in this memory, recalling the fleshy, meaty
smell in the air and the row of houses with porches near the hospital. Aunt Emily instructs
Binx to be strong and act like a solider: ‘Scotty is dead. Now it’s all up to you’ (4).

But Binx does not linger on the memory of his brother or his brother’s passing, and
immediately recalls a movie that he recently viewed at the cinema. In attendance with
Binx was Linda, his then secretary (who is now no longer in his employ, having been
replaced by Sharon, another eligible young woman). Binx summarizes the plot of film,
which concerns a man who lost his memory in an accident, and his new life after the fresh
start:

He found himself a stranger in a strange city. 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, the local librarian. (4-5)

Binx expresses admiration for the amnesiac plot device, one which Percy would
use in The Last Gentleman, The Second Coming, and for a mock-quiz in Lost in the
Cosmos (17-19). The man who loses his memory, according to Binx, has an instant
solution to the malaise: the man who loses everything—family, job, identity—is free to

begin a fresh start, away from the suffocating malaise of the everyday and the banal.

Binx reflects on his occupation as a stock and bond broker, and notes that ‘It is true
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that my family was somewhat disappointed in my choice of a profession. Once I thought
of going into law or medicine or even pure science. I even dreamed of doing something
great. But there is much to be said for giving up such grand ambitions and living the most
ordinary life imaginable, a life without the old longings [...]" (9). Binx muses that such a
life would include leaving work at five o’clock, having children, and living a quiet,
ordinary life.

Binx speaks with a healthy dose of irony of having, until recently, read ‘only
‘fundamental’ books, that is, key books on key subjects, such as War and Peace, the novel
of novels; A Study of History, the solution of the problem of time; Schroedinger’s What is
Life?, Einstein’s The Universe as I See It, and such’ (69), when Binx claims to have
attempted to understand the universe from a privileged a-historical, unworlded position
where he could understand it with pure objectivity. Binx spent a summer doing research
on ‘the acid-base balance in the formation of renal calculi’ (51), but that while he was
meant to be engaged in the process of the experimentation, he was mesmerized by the
sight of dust floating in the beams of sunlight as they entered the laboratory. The story
aptly captures a crucial nuance in Binx’s character: he is distant, analytical and detached,
and simultaneously prone to be arrested by moments of visceral or sensual beauty. Binx
can also provide harsh assessments of friends and family, not necessarily in the intensity
of the assessments, or their severity, but in the matter of fact and solemn way that Binx
offers descriptions of them, claiming to understand their inner-logic.

Later, Binx reflects that

My mother’s family think I have lost my faith and they pray
for me to recover it. I don’t know what they’re talking about.
Other people so I have read, are pious as children and later
become skeptical (or, as they say on This I Believe: ‘in time I
outgrew the creeds and dogmas of organized religion’). Not 1.
My unbelief was invincible from the beginning. I could never
make head or tail of God. The proofs of God’s existence may
have been true for all I know, but it didn’t make the slightest

difference. If God himself had appeared to me, it would have
changed nothing. In fact, I have only to hear the word God
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and a curtain comes down in my head. (145)

Significantly, Binx adds that ‘If God himself had appeared to me, it would have
changed nothing. In fact, I have only to hear the word God and a curtain comes down in
my head’ (145). Binx observes that the language of Christendom is so exhausted with
overuse that proofs of God’s existence, even the very appearance of God in space and
time, would awaken nothing in Binx. In making such a claim, Binx relates a perennial
concern in Percy’s novels, that the American Christian novelist is like a *starving
Confederate soldier who finds a hundred-dollar bill on the streets of Atlanta, only to
discover that everyone is a millionaire and the grocers won'’t take the money’ (Message
117). The individual who accepts the sovereignty of science in all realms of life, the
authority of the scientist, sociologist, and psychologist in explaining and validating
everyday experiences, is one who ‘could not take account of God, the devil, and the
angels if they were standing before him, because he has already peopled the universe with
his own hierarchies’ (Message 113).

In such a world of widespread vacuity, what is needed is conflict to draw out some
kind of life or verve. Whenever Binx ‘feel[s] bad’, he goes to the library to read
periodicals, wherein proceed the spirited debates between political liberals and
conservatives. Binx is ‘enlivened by the hatred which one bears the other. In fact, this
hatred strikes me as one of the few signs of life remaining in the world’ (100). At the
library, Binx is seen by Nell Lovell, the wife of Eddie, and Nell approaches Binx. She has
read a lauded novel that ‘takes a somewhat gloomy and pessimistic view of things’, and
claims that after reading it, she does not feel ‘a bit gloomy!” Since Nell and Eddie’s kids
have grown and left the home, Nell and Eddie have adopted new hobbies to fill the time.
Both reevaluated their moral values and life principles, and both have found them
resilient. Nell and Eddie, claims Nell, share the same goal in life, which is to ‘make a

contribution, however small, and leave the world just a little better off”. Binx’s response is
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gentle and affirming, but as soon as he has agreed that books and people are ‘endlessly
fascinating’, he notes that a rumble in his belly heralds a ‘tremendous defecation’ (101).
Binx is an effective guide to introduce the audience to the peculiarities of Elysian
Fields and its customs and inhabitants, and by extension New Orleans and the South itself.
Binx’s own actions within his immediate settings are, quite often, unclear. Binx floats and
observes. As John Edward Hardy notes, from the very first page of the novel, the reader is
impressed by a man ‘so intensely preoccupied with his personal situation that he is all but
totally indifferent to his environment’, and that the first paragraph of the novel presents
action that is ‘entirely cerebral’, with no reference to the physical location of its narrator.*®
Binx’s cerebral narration recalls Roquentin in Sartre’s Nausea or Mersault in
Camus’ The Stranger, both of whom, however, are unsympathetic in their distance from
the world to which they provide commentary—neither Roquentin nor Mersault endear
themselves to their audience, or acknowledge the audience in the way that Binx does.
Binx, in several ways, and in contrast to Roquentin or Mersault, is sympathetic and
likable, insofar as he interacts with family and friends with a kindness that tempers his
detached commentary with humanity. The crucial distinction is that while Binx speaks of
people (along with himself) as Hollywood types—a “do-gooding Jose Ferrer’ (74) or
acting like ‘Joan Fontaine visiting an orphanage’ (138), among several others—he does so
with an accompanying sense of humor, in the friendly and affable way that he interacts
with Kate, his Aunt, his mother, Uncle Jules and Lonnie. Binx admits to not having
friends, and claims that the last time he had friends was ‘eight years ago’, although the
claim does not strike one as an appeal for pity but just one of Binx’s many matter-of-fact
declarations. He is honest, forthcoming on issues of his own insecurity and fear of

exposing his own ignorance (14). Binx even directly addresses his audience, saying, ‘What

*John Edward Hardy, The Fiction of Walker Percy (Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1987), 27.
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do you seek—God? you ask with a smile’, personifying the audience to whom he speaks
(i3

Binx also explains that he is a lover of movies, and that he is at his happiest when
he is in a movie, even in a bad one (9-10). But something has changed in Binx’s life, and
Binx directs the reader to a recent dream about his experience in the Korean War to

capture this catalyzing moment:

My peaceful existence in Gentilly has been complicated. This
morning for the first time in years, there occurred to me the
possibility of a search. I dreamed of the war, no, not quite
dreamed but woke with the taste of it in my mouth, the
queasy-quince taste of 1951 and the Orient. I remembered the
first time the search occurred to me. I came to myself under a
chindolea bush. Everything is upside- down for me, as I shall
explain later. What are generally considered to be the best
times are for me the worst times, and that worst of times was
one of the best. My shoulder didn’t hurt but it was pressed
hard against the ground as if somebody sat on me. Six inches
from my nose a dung beetle was scratching around under the
leaves. As I watched, there awoke in me an immense
curiosity. I was onto something. I vowed that if I ever got out
of this fix, I would pursue the search. Naturally, as soon as I
recovered and got home, I forgot all about it. (10-11)

In order for one to be awakened to the strangeness of existence, the banality of life
must be ruptured by catastrophe or personal injury. Percy returns to the pattern frequently:
first comes some form of tragedy, death, or apocalyptic possibility, and then comes the
recognition of the strange, ineffable presence of the world—reminiscent of Sartre’s
Roquentin as objects penetrate his sight, inducing nausea.”’ In the place of nausea,
however, is a sense of wonder, even renewal. The possibility of not-being or non-
existence, awakened in the individual, restores the world to the strange presence of its
being.

Kate Cutrer, while a central character in the novel, acts less as a means of locating
Binx on this journey, and more as a mirror for Binx’s crisis. It must be noted that most of

Percy’s female characters, especially the love interests and spouses of his protagonists,

37 Sartre, Nausea, 10, 122, 125, 127, 129.
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tend to be thinly scripted and two dimensional.’ ¥ Not until Allie in The Second Coming
does Percy develop a female character more fully. Kate, as well, is in a suspended state,
like Binx; she is not as secure in her beliefs as the other characters I examine here (Aunt
Emily, Binx’s mother, and Lonnie), for, similar to Binx, she is enduring an existential
crisis—questioning her beliefs, forming her own idea of the world, and attempting to make
sense of her place in it. Suicidal and emotionally fragile, she is a sicker form of Binx; just
as baffled by the way that others live their lives so effortlessly, yet unable to adapt
successfully to that way of life.

While Kate is an important character in the progression of the plot of the novel,
and a significant factor in Binx’s growth as an individual, she does not play a central role
in drawing Binx into religious or metaphysical dialogue or reflection. Aunt Emily and
Lonnie, in contrast, express specific and identifiable theological systems—both of which
vie for Binx’s subscription.

Martin Luschei writes,

Kate’s objectivity is that of the amateur-analyst-expert and
perilously close to that of the patient Percy has written of
who ‘does not conceive of a higher existence for himself
than to be “what one should be™ according to psychiatry’.
Kate is pursuing a kind of vertical search, seeking a summit
from which she can look back upon herself abstractly
without being obliged to experience her life.*’

What the other characters examined here do is to draw Binx to an awareness of
how belief can be lived-out and expressed. In contrast, Kate’s step-father, Uncle Jules, is
an example of a Percy character that seems uninterested in existential questions.
According to Binx, Uncle has the gift of ‘believing that nothing can really go wrong in his

household’, and that ‘It is his confidence in Aunt Emily. As long as she is mistress of his

house, the worst that can happen, death itself, is nothing more than seemly’ (34). Uncle

*% Specifically, see Kitty Vaught in The Last Gentleman; Ellen Oglethorpe in Love in the
Ruins; Margot and Anna in Lancelot; and Ellen again in The Thanatos Syndrome.
*® Luschei, Sovereign Wayfarer, 91.
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Jules fits nicely in this category of conventional or cultural belief, since his religious
beliefs are assured, but do not act as a preoccupation or burden. This identification of his
Uncle’s mindset—that with Aunt Emily at the helm of the family nothing could go
wrong—could just as easily be a reflection of Binx’s own opinion of Aunt Emily. Upon
Binx’s entrance into the Cutrer abode, his Aunt playfully chides Binx as ‘the last and
sorriest scion of noble stock’ and Binx muses that in ‘a split second I have forgotten
everything, the years in Gentilly, even my search. [...] This is where I belong after all’
(26). Aunt Emily has the effect on Binx of disarming his abstract searching and providing
him with a sense of ease and belonging. Yet it is Aunt Emily who will challenge Binx to
choose a path for himself.

In The Moviegoer, Aunt Emily stands as the head of the remnants of the Bolling
family, the chief representative of more than just the Bolling name, but a heritage, a
mindset, and an entire way of life. Although she is no longer a Bolling in name, having
married into the Cutrer family, she nevertheless remains very much a Bolling in nature and
disposition. From the beginning of the novel, Aunt Emily’s influence is the most
persuasive in directing Binx’s thoughts and dictating his actions. Binx admires his aunt’s
clear and concise mode of understanding the world, which is dictated by the tenets of
Roman Stoicism—her particular affinity is for Marcus Aurelius, whom she quotes to Binx
in a personal note. According to Aunt Emily, the world is of itself meaningless and cruel,
and the only form of support and value is found in humans maintaining codes of dignity
and honor that create and provide stability in an otherwise unstable world (54). Most of
Binx’s interaction with Aunt Emily is one-sided; Aunt Emily speaks, Binx listens. When
Binx is summoned, he comes immediately. Kobre writes,

Here, Binx tries to appropriate his aunt’s voice and values,
so much so that he speaks without irony of ‘my duty in

life’, using the kind of exhortatory phrase that comes
naturally to Emily. But the terse sentences he uses to sum
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up this potential life suggest no joy or satisfaction.*’

Both assume that they understand one another. Toward the end of the novel, Aunt
Emily begins to question the foundations of their relationship. After Binx’s trip with Kate
to Chicago, in which they have sex with one another, the complexity of Binx’s relationship
with Aunt Emily comes into full view. Aunt Emily’s presence is most strongly felt in the
first quarter of the novel, and then again in the final quarter. In the first segment, Binx is
deferentia