
A DANSE MACABRE OF WANTS AND SATISFACTIONS  

 

Cartesian abstraction has a socio-economic analog manifest in the guise of homo 

economicus so favored by orthodox economics: that is, conceived as purely formalized 

rational maximizers without any situated and cognitive constraint. However critical Percy 

is of scientism, he is equally (perhaps more so) critical of the prevailing socio-economic 

mores, a critique wielded with a blisteringly mordant wit. He pours scorn not only on the 

North Eastern sophisticates but also on the so-called bible belt of the South: “A flatulent 

Christendom and Yankee money grubbing,” Percy himself feeling “like Lancelot in 

search of the Holy Grail who finds himself at the end of his quest at a Tupperware party” 

(Percy 1991, 182, 180) or “that bastion of boredom, inertia and restlessness, the 

workplace . . .” (Temple and Darkwood 2001, 102).  

Percy was dismayed by vast swathes of the populace lost in an reflective 

sunkeness seemingly driven by veracious and vacuous consumerist appetites, cannon 

fodder in the service of economic growth: “A great culture is known through its artists 

and its saints and not by its GDP,” he writes (Percy 1991, 182). It may come as a surprise 

to many that Percy’s view has some resonance to the Marcusian “one-dimensional man” 

and the theme of cultural commodification. If ever there was a television show that 

captured Percy’s scathing humor it was the 1970s BBC adaptation of David Nobbs’ 

biting satire The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin.3 We pick up the action when Reggie is 

interviewed about his new venture: 

 
Colin Pillock: Tell me, Mr. Perrin, are you running this community for the benefit of 
humanity, or simply to make money, or is it a giant confidence trick?  
 
Reggie Perrin: Yes.  



 
CP:  I hope you're not going to tie yourself to this monosyllabic repetition of ‘yes’.  
 
RP:  No.  
 
CP: Oh good, because our viewers might think it a waste of time for you to come here 
and say nothing BUT ‘yes’.  
 
RP: Yes.  
 
CP:  So, which of them is it, Mr. Perrin? A social venture for the benefit of mankind? 
Purely a commercial venture? Or a con trick?  
 
RP:  Yes. It’s all three of them. That’s the beauty of it.  
 
CP:  What kind of people come to this community?  
 
RP: Well, at the moment we've got a stockbroker, an overworked doctor, an underworked 
antiques shop owner, a disillusioned imports manager, and an even more disillusioned 
exports manager. Three sacked football managers, a fortune teller who's going to have a 
nervous breakdown next April, a schoolteacher who’s desperate because he can't get a 
job, a schoolteacher who's even more desperate because he has got a job, an extremely 
shy vet, an overstressed car salesman and a pre-stressed concrete salesman. People with 
sexual problems, people with social problems, people with work problems, people with 
identity problems. People with sexual, social, work and identity problems. People who 
live above their garages, and above their incomes, in little boxes on prestige estates where 
families are two-tone, two-car and two-faced. Money has replaced sex as a driving force, 
death has replaced sex as a taboo, and sex has replaced bridge as a social event for mixed 
foursomes, and large deep freezes are empty except for twelve sausages. They come to 
Perrins in the hope that they won’t be ridiculed as petty snobs, but as human beings who 
are bewildered at the complexity of social development, castrated by the conformity of a 
century of mass production, and dwarfed by the immensity of technological progress 
which has advanced more in fifty years than in the rest of human existence put together, 
so that when they take their first tentative steps into an adult society shaped by humans 
but not for humans, their personalities shrivel up like private parts in an April sea. 

 
Though this show was set in the suburbia of 1970s Greater London, it is pretty much an 

extension of 1950s American suburban homogenization populated by routinized ghostly 

bipedal life forms that so animated Percy.  

 

Writing two decades in advance of the Internet becoming mainstream and before the rise 

of the ubiquitous “selfie” Percy wryly observed that “people in the modern age took 

photographs by the million: to prove despite their deepest suspicions to the contrary that 



they were not invisible” (Percy 1975, 26). Again we hark back to Percy’s notion of the 

lost and disembodied self. Percy, for deep psychological reasons (Hawellek 2006) that 

we’ve only hinted at, recognized the grim drudgery of Reggie Perrin’s middle class life. 

For Percy Wednesday was totemic of a nondescript day, the greater part of our 

experience, the “in-between” times which “ought to be the best of times” but is for the 

most part are strangely diminished and devalued (Percy 2000, 163) – a zombie-like 

existence deprived of life and not knowing it. As Percy so starkly put it in The Last 

Gentleman: 

Where he probably goes wrong, mused the engineer sleepily, is in the extremity of his 
alternatives: God and not-God, getting under women’s dresses and blowing your brains 
out. Whereas and in fact my problem is how to live from one ordinary minute to the next 
on a Wednesday afternoon. Has not this been the case with all “religious” people? (Percy 
1966, 354-355; 1991, 311). 

 
What Percy is getting at is some notion of Kierkegaardian existential authenticity and 

individuality, something that is not part and parcel of subhuman organisms’ experience – 

our tiger and fish examples of earlier. To live ones life in imitation, merely expressing the 

lowest common denominator cultural features of an age, is a profoundly mediocre form 

of existence for a human being. Percy, it should be noted, is in no way deriding the 

common touch or experience (Wyatt-Brown 1994, 322) nor is he recommending the 

grandiloquence of what passes for the intelligentsia, those subscribing to some off-the-

peg worldview that too must stifle the individual’s “search.” Indeed as Wyatt-Brown 

(1994, 311) put it, Percy:  

Called attention to the vacuity of “everydayness,” the monotonous routines that 
dulled the sense and the minds of ordinary people, but most especially the upper-
class professional heroes of his novels. 

 


