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Chuck Palahnuik’s latest novel, Adjustment Day, takes on a challenging 
question – would the world (or at least America) be better off if the white, 
heterosexual population segregated themselves from everyone else? 
And, perhaps more importantly, it asks whether the methods used to 
ensure this segregation would be worth whatever benefits might accrue 
to the African-American or gay population. 
 
The book’s answer to these questions seems to be “sort of” and 
“probably not” respectively, not least because straight white women get 
a really raw deal in the new order that the book imagines sweeping 
America in a matter of days. 
 
Synopsis 
The premise of the book is reasonably familiar, drawing as it does on the 
vogue for dystopian fiction that came in the wake of the publication of 
Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy and the resulting film 
adaptations, as well as Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and the 
recent television adaptation. Over the course of Palahnuik’s novel’s 
300+ pages, we gradually learn about the plans set in place to eliminate 
the political and intellectual elite; the new money, which expires after a 
few weeks and can’t be hoarded; and the book that makes it all possible, 
entitled Adjustment Day, offering a series of vaguely inspirational, 
vaguely fascist statements (like “the weak want you to forgo your 
destiny, just as they’ve shirked theirs”) that build into an entire, deeply 
troubling worldview.  
 
We watch as these plans are carried out, to devastating effect, and then 
witness the aftermath, as American society is rapidly reorganised into 
three entirely separate states, Caucasia, Gaysia, and Blacktopia. Of the 
three, only Blacktopia can really be described as a success for its 
inhabitants, and the book ends as Caucasia, somewhat inevitably, 
declares war on the states filled with people it has rejected from its 
quasi-medieval vision of masculine sexual and political prowess. In 
tandem to these events, the reader is privy to a series of flashbacks, 
following Walter Baines, a young adult destined to be drafted in the 
upcoming total war, who concocts a get-rich-quick scheme to impress 
his girlfriend Shasta, by kidnapping a billionaire.  
 
The kidnapping goes horribly wrong, and we gradually realise that his 
kidnappee, Talbott Reynolds, is in the fact not only the author of 
Adjustment Day, but that he’s dictating it to Walter, who realises far too 



late what it is that he’s creating. His doomed attempts to go to the police 
and stop the slaughter and neo-apartheid are narrated at the beginning 
and end of the novel, rendering this a bleak depiction of a world where 
white supremacy masquerades all too successfully as civil rights. 
 
So is Adjustment Day actually just Fight Club 2? 
As some of this suggests, Adjustment Day can be read as a sort of 
follow-up to Palahnuik’s most successful novel, Fight Club, which is 
explicitly mentioned by a character in Adjustment Day. The earlier book, 
and David Fincher’s impressive 1999 film adaptation of the same name, 
is now around 2 decades old, and it’s possible to see Adjustment Day as 
Palahnuik’s attempt to refigure Flight Club for the social-media age.  
 
Both novels are essentially about men struggling to reconnect with a 
form of mythic masculinity as an antidote to mindless consumerism, and 
one man’s realisation that he has created something that is far larger 
than himself and that he never really had any control over. In the case of 
Fight Club, this takes the form of the narrator meeting the charismatic 
Tyler Durden, who first sets up a series of free, underground bare-
knuckle fighting rings around America, and then moves on to 
manufacturing soap from fat removed by liposuction, to fund a vast 
terrorist network from his ranshackle house.  
 
This is occasionally overshadowed by the final reveal that Tyler is simply 
a projection of the narrator’s unconscious. What this means, however, is 
that, like Walter Baines in Adjustment Day, he himself is the leader of 
Project Mayhem, which is now so all-pervasive that he is powerless 
against his own organisation. The more recent novel takes this basic 
premise – that American men (particularly straight, white, blue-collar 
workers) are seeking to empower themselves in an age that seems to 
have stripped them of agency – and explores in greater detail both the 
underlying causes of their malaise and the terrible consequences of that 
empowerment.  
 
“Political Correctness Gone Mad” 
Specifically, Adjustment Day (both Palahnuik’s book and the fictional 
one by Talbott Reynolds) begins quite reasonably. As characters read 
Adjustment Day, and as the voice of a struggling actor (then 
assassinated) reading from it is piped from every radio and TV, we 
gradually come to realise that the new order proposes that African-
Americans and the homosexual population have for too long been 
suppressed by the straight, white men of America. They can only reach 
their full potential, the voice of Reynolds assures his listeners, and us as 



readers, by cutting themselves off entirely from one another, in separate 
parts of what he calls “the disunited states.”  
 
The first hundred pages or so of the novel are narrated patchily. We 
“tune in” to the lives of a series of characters, most of them male, 
adjusting to life just before and after Adjustment Day. This is the day 
when regular guys with guns mow down countless academics, 
politicians, and those working in the tech and culture industries. They do 
so in an attempt to take back the power from those who seem to be to 
blame for leaving those on a lower stratum underpaid, unmarried, and 
unfulfilled. Certainly, from what we can glean from the snippets of 
information provided, it does seem to be the case that the government 
plan to sacrifice countless lives in a massive nuclear war to cull a 
perceived excess of young men (the idea of female soldiers doesn’t 
seem to surface here).  
 
With the voice of Talbott Reynolds, the putative leader of the new regime 
who in fact doesn’t exist, as a sort of background noise in these 
disjointed narratives, it can be easy as a reader to be seduced by the 
logic presented – after all, all revolutions require violence to thwart the 
stranglehold of the oppressors. OK, so the solution is segregation, but 
this is also presented persuasively. The fictional Reynolds, nothing more 
than the ghostly voice of a dead man who didn’t really know what he 
was reading, suggests that segregation will ensure an end to 
homophobia and to white oppression of African-Americans, though, as 
the book continues, we also learn that Reynolds thinks this is necessary 
because African-Americans are killing one another in gang violence, 
homosexuals are killing each other with sexually transmitted diseases, 
and white people do the same via mass shootings in schools and 
workplaces.  
 
The deeply problematic nature of this solution rapidly becomes apparent 
when Adjustment Day starts – the solution to mass shootings, it seems, 
is one big mass shooting to end them all. This is a flaw, not in the novel, 
but in the utopian scheme that it depicts and critiques. And there are 
plenty more flaws to come. Shasta, Walter’s girlfriend, uses her looks to 
worm her way into the bed of the one of the leaders of Caucasia, where 
less attractive women are doomed, in an echo of Atwood’s Gilead, to 
labour in the fields and provide white children for their overlord, Charlie. 
Her eventual triumph over the emblem of his power – his penis – is one 
of the more satisfying moments in the book – just not for Charlie.  
 



It also goes some way towards alleviating my sense that that novel is no 
more progressive in its gender politics than Caucasia is. Shasta and 
another character called Delicious (she chose the name herself, 
apparently) are the only two female characters of note, apart from the 
grotesque Miss Jospehine, who I’ll discuss below. Both, disappointingly, 
are ridiculously good looking, and while Shasta is highly educated and 
only described near the end as she uses her attractiveness against the 
man who enslaves her by making her his queen, Delicious is as 
objectified as her name suggests. Both women’s personalities are also 
depressingly unimaginative – Delicious longs for a baby but must hide 
out in Gaysia to avoid being separated from her white husband, while 
Shasta obediently believes everything her lecturers tell her (though 
ultimately learning to think and act for herself).  
 
What is this book actually trying to say? 
This brings me to my final point – my sense that the book does a good 
job of demonstrating how those already in power can use the language 
of civil rights and political correctness to oppress further those who 
already oppressed, but that it doesn’t always practice what it preaches. 
 
Perhaps the most powerful element of the book is the depiction of how 
things pan out in Gaysia. Some of it is played for (not very funny) laughs, 
like the seedy joints where illegal heterosexual sex (mostly engaged in 
by inter-racial straight couples trying to avoid enforced separations) is 
camouflaged by filthy parodies of cruising clubs from times when 
homosexuality was illegal. However, things rapidly take a more serious 
turn as we realise that Gaysia can only continue to exist if Caucasia 
exports those who come out at the age of 18, but that this is only 
possible if the population of Caucasia is in turn maintained by imports of 
the straight offspring of gay couples. The odds are stacked against this 
happening, as gay couples are less likely to reproduce, and as a result, 
all women in Gaysia must undergo compulsory insemination to ensure 
the nation has enough children to export. Meanwhile, in Caucasia, 
minors who identify as gay are forced to wait in internment camps until a 
spot opens up for them in Gaysia, camps from which they may never 
escape. In the current climate in America, this is a timely reminder of the 
horrors of social control in all its forms, and that supposedly benevolent 
or at least popular goals are often achieved using inhuman means. 
 
The spectre of regimes that transforms human beings into commodities 
is, however, exorcised somewhat in the depiction of Blacktopia, which 
really does seem to be a utopia. We are told that those of African 
descent had been concealing their extraordinary scientific discoveries 



and spiritual powers from their white oppressors for centuries, and they 
now live in perfect harmony with nature, regal, dignified, beautiful people 
occupying glittering towers fashioned out of pure song. The black 
population, it seems, are the only ones who are better off alone, except 
we are never allowed to forget that mixed-race couples must still pass as 
gay to stay together, and those who come out as gay in Blacktopia are, 
we must assume, also torn from their families. Racial oppression is 
therefore reduced in the novel, but never stamped out completely. 
 
Indeed, as mentioned above one narrative strand follows an elderly 
Southern plantation owner, Miss Josephine, whose house is taken over 
by Jamal, one of the leaders of Adjustment Day. Though she is narrow-
minded and bigoted, we are nonetheless encouraged to feel sympathy 
with her as she turns her skin black, burns her hair, and adopts a highly 
offensive “Black Sambo” accent in a desperate attempt to retain her 
home. Things end well for Miss Josephine, and for most of the central 
characters who didn’t take part in the shootings, and, as with the allusion 
to Fight Club, we are explicitly told that this mirrors the ending of Ray 
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, in which a ragged group of intellectuals 
escape the nuclear holocaust that exterminates their book-burning 
society.  
 
This does not, however, manage to completely erase the problems with 
the book. It suggests that we should reject anything said by white 
supremacists, but has us sympathising with a woman who benefitted 
from historical slave ownership and who puts on blackface to stay on her 
plantation. It protests the sexualisation and exploitation of women, but 
depicts them as little more than sex dolls, nagging mothers, or 
prejudiced hags – Josephine’s housekeeper Arabella being a notable 
exception. And, despite the fact that the trope of the “magical negro” is 
presented with the author’s tongue firmly in his cheek (via an extended 
Martin Luther King/ Stephen King pun), the book does still suggest that 
it’s actually true, and that African-Americans are all wizards in hiding. 
The book works quite hard to insist that race and sexuality are not innate 
qualities, that it is impossible to draw sharp lines of division between 
people using these categories, but on the other hand, it implies that 
there is an “essential” African identity that simply needed to be set free. 
Whether or not this is a bad thing remains to be seen. And, like Fight 
Club and his later Haunted, it’s also really gross in places, which seems 
rather distracting here, but maybe that’s just me. 
 
Palahnuik is dealing with some tricky subject matter here, especially as 
a straight white man who is presumably quite well off at this stage. In 



Adjustment Day, he has produced a knowing, fairly clever extension of 
his most famous novel, Fight Club and, like Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, 
which it strongly resembles, and one that does ask some important 
questions about where our society might be headed. But, as it illustrates, 
all systems, all visions of the future, are fundamentally flawed. 


