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This paper will bring to light certain tensions in notions of selfhood presented in Witold Gombrowicz’s first two novels to be published under his own name, Ferdydurke (1937), and Trans-Atlantyk (1953). Both novels are supported by a tripartite structure of dueling, thus harkening back to a tradition of reflexive honor that had already disappeared as widespread social practice several decades before Ferdydurke. Why does Gombrowicz opt for this apparent anachronism?


I argue that Gombrowicz’s duels expose the discordance between a yearning for selfhood, and for self-awareness, and at the same time the consciousness of social pressures and political developments absolutely beyond the control of the self. The self is shown by two memories immediately following the third duel in both novels to be an unfathomable abyss containing both incomprehensible instinct and an endless succession of attempts at overcoming it.  Social pressures are characterized in Ferdydurke by Józio’s forcible implantation at school, by the schoolboys’ vehement rejection of anything that smacks of innocence, and by the heteronormative pressures that ultimately require him to opt for a narrative he hates; political developments are the looming horizon of the largest duel of both novels, the second duel in Trans-Atlantyk, which is planned as the Germans invade Poland in 1939.


Thus selfhood in Gombrowicz keeps with what Charles Taylor refers to as the “inward turn” of modernism in Sources of the Self while also striving for what Paul Ricoeur refers to as “being enjoined as the structure of selfhood” precisely in the antagonistic relationships afforded his characters and narrators by the duel.



