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Abstract:

Francis Scott Fitzgerald is widely known for his famous novel The Great
Gatsby, released in 1925. It praises and questions at the same time the
American Dream. Probably less is known about Fitzgerald’s novella The Curious
Case of Benjamin Button, published in 1922. His prose offers an alternative
apprehension of human existence, by proposing to readers a reverse motion.
This research work searches for a meaning in Fitzgerald’s creation of Benjamin
Button, a character who is born old and grows young rather than old. In other
words, this work investigates the author’s intention when reversing his
protagonist’s lifetime. The study is conducted from a postmodern perspective,
which offers a more flexible meaning to events in human existence.

Keywords: human existence, human life, meaning, postmodern perspective,
social expectations.

Résumeé:

Francis Scott Fitzgerald est largement connu pour son célebre roman
The Great Gatsby, sorti en 1925. I fait I’éloge et questionne en méme temps le
réve américain. On en sait probablement moins sur la nouvelle de Fitzgerald,
The Curious Case of Benjamin Button publiée en 1922. Sa prose offre une
autre compréhension de l'existence humaine, en proposant aux lecteurs un
mouvement inverse. Ce travail de recherche interroge le sens dans la création
de Benjamin Button par Fitzgerald, un personnage qui nait vieux et grandit en
devenant jeune plutét que vieux. En d’autres termes, cette étude enquéte sur
lintention de l'auteur lorsqu’il renverse la vie de son protagoniste. L’étude est
menée dans une perspective postmoderne, qui offre un sens plus souple aux
événements de |’existence humaine.
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Introduction

Francis Scott Fitzgerald released The Curious Case of
Benjamin Button in 1922, a context where the world was
undergoing great changes. The book is about Roger Button, a
man with means and good social status, who is annoyed about
the life of his newborn son, Benjamin. He is born old and grows
younger throughout the story. Benjamin’s reverse ageing and its
impact on society are the central issue of the book. Each writer,
through his readerships conveys a message by leaving some clues
to the reader to craft meaning. Fitzgerald’s extraordinary
portrayal of his protagonist leaves heavy thoughts on the reader,
who consequently sets out for understanding.

Kamila Gulnar (2020: 124) in “A Jungian Analysis of Ageing
in the Movie: The Curious Case of Benjamin Button” attempts “to
explore the struggles of the protagonist in embracing his physical
self and mental age simultaneously despite his abnormalities and
to study his aging process in the light of Jungian psychoanalysis
stressing on the concept of ‘individuation” and the idea of ‘healthy
aging.” Gulnar deeply digs in the protagonist’'s psyche to
understand his troubles with regard to socialization. Gulnar finds
that, no matter how people look (beautiful or ugly), death leads
their bodies to decay. So, the abnormal life of Benjamin does not
matter enough to the point of making it a social scandal.

C. J. Jennet Christina (2021: 1026) on her side focuses on
the conflicting relationship between the protagonist’s body and his
mind. She depicts this imbalance as,

A war unseen by human eyes. A war fought
within the mind of a young boy for the rest of
his life. The war between the body and the
mind. The war between the physical maturity
and the mental ability. With the mental ability
of a mere seven-year-old kid he had to pretend
to be wee matured old man of seventy.
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Christina’s analysis focuses on the frustration some
imbalanced individuals endure. Here, the gap between Benjamin’s
body and mind sheds light on the psychological troubles that
occur in various stages of human lives. These troubles must be
overcome through an accompaniment and a redefinition of
oneself.

Michael Basseler (2015:1) from Justus Liebig University
Giessen, undertakes reflections on Fitzgerald’s short-story by
focusing on the significance of the notion of lifetime, as depicted
by the author. He argues that, the story stands as an example of
“how literature not only reflects processes of social
transformation, but also actively partakes in the negotiation of
the cultural meaning of temporal structures—and in this particular
case, the effects of what sociologists call the institutionalization of
the human life course, or simply “normal biography.”” Basseler’s
inquiry on the meaning of time in a fictional work that depicts a
reversal of lifetime is so capital, especially when the historical
background of the short-story is considered.

This work furthers the reflections on the meaning the reader
can draw from Fitzgerald’s portrayal of his protagonist with a
special focus on the author’s intention. As a prominent figure of
Postmodernism, Fitzgerald depicts in his various works the
disillusionment and desolated postwar period. Hence the reverse
lifetime of his protagonist in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button
may carry a deep meaning. This work aims at questioning the
author’s portrayal of a conflicting character with his society. The
study is conducted from a postmodern point of view, whereby it
provides appropriate insights to discuss the author’s aesthetic
intention. According to Gerald Graf (quoted in Harris, 1992: 293),
“Postmodernism may be defined as the movement within
contemporary literature and criticism that calls into question the
traditional claims of literature and art to truth and human value.”
This movement points at the relativity of truth and views science,
history, literature, culture and more generally the world with
infinite possibilities and alternatives. “Post-modern philosophy
argues that knowledge and facts are always relative to particular
situations and that it is both futile and impossible to attempt to
locate any precise meaning to any ideas, concept or event.”
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(Sheeba, 2017: 182). From Sheeba’s view, Postmodernism offers
a much flexible apprehension of life, whereby human beings
cease to be victims of a fixed world rather than an existence in
motion. The basic information in this research work is drawn from
the corpus text, and other relevant arguments will be brought
from critical books and articles to strengthen the argumentation.
The work first presents the author and his work; after it discusses
the conflicting relationship between the protagonist and his
surrounding and finally it argues that, Benjamin Button’s curious
case is an alternative of what life could offer.

1- The Author and His Work

Francis Scott Fitzgerald was born on September 24, 1896,
in Saint Paul, Minnesota and died on December 21, 1940 in Los
Angeles, California. Fitzgerald was a famous American novelist
and short-story writer. He wrote many novels among which This
Side of Paradise (1920), The Beautiful and Damned (1922), The
Diamond as Big as the Ritz (1922), The Great Gatsby (1925), and
Tender Is the Night (1934). Fitzgerald also wrote some short
fiction among which “The Ice Palace” (1920), “Bernice Bobs Her
Hair” (1920), “May Day” (1920), “The Curious Case of Benjamin
Button” (1922), “Winter Dreams” (1922), “Absolution” (1924),
“The Rich Boy” (1926), and “"Babylon Revisited” (1931).

Fitzgerald wrote The Curious Case of Benjamin Button
during a period of great changes in Europe and in the United
States of America. It was at the Post-World War I era and the
time was known as “The Jazz Age.” The Jazz Age was a period of
cultural renewal in America as Jazz music developed in nightclubs.
In the literary domain, this period was a source of inspiration for
many famous writers, such as F. Scott Fitzgerald with The Great
Gatsby, published in 1926 and Langston Hughes’s The Weary
Blues, released in 1926. Particularly, Fitzgerald considered the
period as the coming of the young generation. He wrote that, “It
was an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was an age of
success and it was an age of satire.” (Agarwal, 2017: 33).
Fitzgerald was influenced by the social and economic context of
the time. The Post-World War I era and its desolation gave new
directions to the American Dream. It offered alternative
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perceptions of the idea of success and achievement in life. The
Curious Case of Benjamin Button is released in 1922, and the
story is set in Baltimore, Maryland. The story sketches a rich
man, Mr. Roger Button, who hastens to the hospital to see his
newborn baby and curiously discovers an old man in a crib who
claims to be his baby-boy. Mr. Roger Button is requested to
quickly take his baby-boy home, because his birth is perceived as
outrageous to the reputation of the hospital. Benjamin Button
finds the social context so constraining and he is always recalled
to comply with the established social order, without any
consideration of his handicap. As he grows in age, Benjamin
becomes younger and this until his last breathing in the white
crib.

Fitzgerald’s work lets imagine that there are other possible
meanings of human life, and from there, emerge some
alternatives for whatever was traditionally set up as immutable.
With the broken promises of the “Jazz Age,” new paradigms of
achievement and success had to be redefined in order to chime
with the context of the time. It is in this vein that Fitzgerald wrote
The Curious Case of Benjamin Button to emphasize that people’s
aspirations evolve with the context. Especially, they contend with
what they can get, instead of powerlessly struggling to achieve a
so called ideal.

2- Benjamin Button versus Social Expectations

In The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, Francis Scott
Fitzgerald delves into the themes of ambition and the pursuit of
happiness against the backdrop of a rapidly changing America.
His protagonist is a curious character who embodies the other
side of a normal life. He has a different life experience. He is born
old and grows younger, instead of growing old like ordinary
people. This reverse ageing makes him an outcast of his society.
His social exclusion started when his father went to inquire about
the newborn baby. Upon meeting Benjamin in the crib, Mr. Button
exclaimed: “"Where in God’s name did you come from? Who are
you? ” The family physician Dr. Keene, had the same reaction of
disgust when Benjamin is born. He considered this as outrageous
and a ruin to his reputation (TCCOBB, 3). For both men, the
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newborn Benjamin is neither a boy nor a girl, as people inquire
upon the birth of a child. The protagonist’s birth is really a
mystery and no one can tell whether he is a boy or a girl. The
context of his birth is never experienced by the society of
Baltimore. The nurse advises Mr. Button to take his son quickly
out of the hospital: “This is your child, and you’ll have to make
the best of it. We're going to ask you to take him home with you
as soon as possible—some time to-day. ” “Yes, we can’t have him
here. We really can’t, you know?” (TCCOBB, 6) Visibly, the
hospital which actually provides the adequate care for newborn
children, is rejecting Benjamin, because he does not comply with
the ordinary childbearing context.

Benjamin’s rejection starts right from the day of his birth,
and culminates at home. Mr. Button is embarrassed about his
son’s old shape: "My heavens!”... "What will people say? What
must I do?” (TCCOBB, 6) Benjamin becomes a shame to his
family, and everyone expects him to behave like children of his
age. His family members do not see him as he is, but they force
him to comply with social expectations without caring about his
exceptional case. His backward ageing is the main issue that
opposes him to his family. Mr. Button is more radical in judging
his son, when he declares: “"Benjamin was a baby, and a baby he
should remain. At first he declared that if Benjamin didn’t like
warm milk he could go without food altogether, but he was finally
prevailed upon to allow his son bread and butter, and even
oatmeal by way of a compromise.” (TCCOBB, 10). Benjamin’s
father fails to acknowledge his son’s particularity to other children
with whom he is born the same day. His social conception of a
child remains static even when he realized that Benjamin’s case
was an exception among others. In a postmodern perspective,
Fitzgerald’s construction of this character Benjamin intends to
corroborate the particularity of every human being despite the
common essence of humanity. Pointedly, P. Barry (2009: 65)
posits that, “In the resulting universe there are no absolutes or
fixed points, so that the universe we live in is ‘decentred’ or
inherently relativistic.” Every child has its own particularity. So
does every human being despite his age. Unfortunately, the logic
that calls to look at any issue with its specificities in life, seems
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not considered in Benjamin’s case in regard to the perception his
society has upon him.

Benjamin Button is expected to behave as other children of
his age, but he is not just a child. He is an alternative view of
what life could be, and people around him fail to notice this. That
is the very crucial issue with the current world, which fakes not to
acknowledge some individuals’ disabilities or handicaps. Many
people deliver their judgments without considering elements that
make one case different from another. For instance, when he
went to his appointment with Mr. Hart the registrar of Yale
College, the latter sent him out of his office. The following
conversation between Benjamin and the registrar tells much
about the latter’s blind judgment:

“Good-morning,” “You've come to inquire about
your son.”

“Why, as a matter of fact, my name’s Button—
“I'm very glad to meet you, Mr. Button. I'm
expecting your son here

any minute.”

“That's me! " “"I'm a freshman.”

“What!”

“I'm a freshman.”

“Surely you're joking.”

“Not at all.”

“Why, I have Mr. Benjamin Button’s age down
here as eighteen.”

“That's my age,”

“Now surely, Mr. Button, you don’t expect me
to believe that.”

“I am eighteen,”

“Get out,” “Get out of college and get out of
town. You are a dangerous lunatic.”

“I am eighteen.”

“The idea!” “A man of your age trying to enter
here as a freshman. Eighteen years old, are
you? Well, I'll give you eighteen minutes to get
out of town.” (TCCOBB, 12-13).
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Instead of sending Benjamin out of his office, the registrar
could have much inquired about this curious case and accept him
in his college. Unfortunately, he does not believe Benjamin,
because the latter’s appearance does not much with his age,
which is true. But the registrar’s judgment is wrong. Benjamin is
eighteen according to his date of birth, and his appearance should
not have anything to do with his age. His case must be
considered as an exception among other normal cases.

Strongly enough, Fitzgerald has inscribed The Curious Case
of Benjamin Button in the postmodern perspective. In his The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Jean Francgois
Lyotard (1984: xxiv) defines the concept of postmodern as
follows: “Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as
incredulity toward metanarratives.” Following this definition,
incredulity refers to the inability or unwillingness to believe
something, while metanarratives evoke narrative accounts that
experiments with or explores the idea of storytelling, often by
drawing attention to its own artificiality. Fitzgerald’s work
sketches very well the mistrust of the modernist narratives that
had formed an essential part of modernity with the pretention of
universal truths or values. Perhaps, one would agree with David
Harvey (1990: 7) that “postmodernism represents some kind of
reaction or departure from modernism.” So, through his work,
Fitzgerald proposes to go beyond the linear narrative and grasp
the potentiality and complexity of human essence. Visibly,
Fitzgerald deconstructs the linearity of life by inserting a reversed
lifetime.

The Curious Case of Benjamin Button provides the reader
with an illustration of the social influence on individuals, starting
from the family members. By imposing their views on Benjamin,
the latter ends up behaving to please his surrounding in the
detriment of his own aspirations. For example, Benjamin applies
brown dye to his hair to hide their greyish appearance. He also
joins to some games played by children of his age in order to
please his parents. Benjamin turns to be alienated in the hands of
his family members, each one forcing him to comply with social
standards, without any considerations of his preferences. Nobody
(from Mr. Roger Button, Benjamin’s father passing by Hildegard,
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his wife to other social members) investigates Benjamin’s
exceptional case before any judgment, and this unfortunately
puts Benjamin on the margins of the society. In a postmodernist
perspective, Fitzgerald creates this situation to debunk the
modernist view which tends to get uniformed all realities of
human existence and relegate the marginal or exceptional ones to
mere silence or absence. Modernism, as a philosophical, religious,
and arts movement that arose from the broad transformations in
western society during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, is characterized by the rise of the age of reason which
marked the Enlightenment. One of the main ideas professed by
the Enlightenment is that true knowledge can only be attained
through pure reason and logic. Thus, universal beliefs and
agreements are generated accordingly. However, Postmodernism
seeks to deconstruct the so-called universality of truth by
advocating the multiplicity of possibilities. Actually, the traditional
view of the society ends up setting people’s mind to find no
meaningfulness outside the established social norms or
standards. In other words, people who do not comply with these
norms or standards are automatically considered as outcasts on
this only basis.

Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s The Curious Case of Benjamin
Button is, beyond its literary function, a quest on the treatments
reserved to some social minorities. Francesco Capotorti (1977:
96) defines a minority group as,

a group numerically inferior to the rest of the
population of a state, in a non-dominant
position, whose members - being nationals of
the state - possess ethnic, religious or
linguistic characteristics differing from the rest
of the population and show, if only implicitly, a
sense of solidarity directed towards preserving
their culture, traditions, religion or language.

Capotorti’s definition of minority is broader than the issue
referred here, but it shares the same characteristics with other
forms of minorities based on race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, to
name but a few. In Fitzgerald’s created world, Benjamin alone
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forms a minority party based on his mysterious reversed ageing.
This very characteristic makes him a character apart, who
opposes the rest of the Baltimore society. Consequently, no one
agrees with him as far as he could comply with social
expectations. In most of the cases, individuals who belong to the
majority side of a given trend, seem to be less tolerant to other
people from the opposite side. An illustration is some people’s
opposition to other forms of sexual orientation different from
heterosexuality. These minor social considerations must be
reviewed in order to make a more tolerant and brotherly society.
Similarly, other characters around Benjamin Button have to
rethink their social ideals and make a place for others who share
opposite views in order to achieve harmony and brotherhood. This
is possible, because in most of the cases, the minorities hardly
represent a serious threat to the rest of the community.

3- Benjamin Button’s Life as an Alternative View of Human
Existence

Many writers have questioned the issue of human existence
with diverse opinions. Human existence is a key concept in the
existentialist philosophy. The term “existentialism” which conceals
“existence” was in vogue in the 1940s and 1950s with Jean Paul
Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Albert Camus in their literary
works as they explained the nature of human existence. Existence
is a term which refers to the act of being. According to More Vijay
Raosaheb (2016: 13),

The word Existence is the key concept in
Existentialism. It is used in this philosophy in a
very special sense. The existentialist uses
existence to refer specifically to human
existence. There is a common belief that only a
concrete thing can exist. Existentialists also
support this view and describe man as a
concrete individual capable of being an
existent.

Therefore, existentialists contend that there is no predefined
essence for human beings. They call upon the individual’s choice
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of freedom over fatality, responsibility over destiny in order to
make their life meaningful through the choices and the goals they
set to themselves. For the existentialists, the existence takes over
the essence. They contend that our life does not define us, but we
define our life according to our own expectations.

Francis Scott Fitzgerald wrote The Curious Case of Benjamin

Button in a period where the public sentiment was marked by
despair and disillusionment created by World War I and the failure
of the American Dream. With the rise of the Industrial Revolution
of the Ilate nineteenth century, the urbanization and the
industrialization of the American society, many promises of a
modernist success were expected. Mudita Agarwal (2017: 33)
writes in “The Jazz Age: The Lost Generation” about the
promising expectations of the industrial era. He argues:
The ‘new era’” was an era of rapid
industrialization and mechanization in America.
Accordingly there came an unprecedented
industrial boom during this period. This
industrial growth during the period was
accompanied by a rapid accumulation of the
financial resources of the American people.
Bankers, security promoters and salesmen and
managers of other financial institutions had
never been as numerous or prosperous and
had never received such a large share of the
national income. The American people had
never seemed so economically healthy as in
the postwar decade.

The depiction of such a booming era of Modernism leaves
no doubt on the quick change that will sink the American society
into depravation and moral decay. Agarwal (2017: 34) carries on
by stating that,

The society was dominated by materialism and
sex promiscuity, envy and ambition, and greed
and lust. All means were considered justified to
attain private and selfish ends. There was no
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value for human sentiments and virtue had lost
its meaning. Born and brought up in such an
age many sensitive souls lived in an acute
state of mental and emotional torment. While
they had physically to live and work against
the old moral values of life, their conscience
did not approve of it. The destruction of old
value by their own hands bruised their souls.
The excess of materialism destroyed their
mental peace and isolated them from
themselves. They appeared to have found
themselves in a bottomless pit from which they
could neither escape nor redeem themselves.
They knew that the lane through which they
were passing would lead them nowhere. They
realized that they had sunken in a condition
which could be called ‘lost’” and there was no
way out of it.

The American society’s quick degeneration into vices and
immorality is so vivid in Agarwal’s words. They illustrate humans’
carelessness in times of great productivity and opulence, periods
during which they hardly think of any reversal situation. Similarly,
Mr. Roger Button has never expected when he went to the
hospital to see his newborn baby, to come across “an old man
apparently about seventy years of age. His sparse hair was
almost white, and from his chin dripped a long smoke-coloured
beard, which waved absurdly back and forth, fanned by the
breeze coming in at the window.” (TCCOBB, 6). According to the
traditional conditions of childbearing, the birth of Benjamin seems
mysterious or impossible. His father was expecting to find a nice
baby upon his arrival at the hospital, but instead, he fell on an old
man who claimed to be his son. This unexpected situation is an
alternative of Mr. Button’s wish before his encounter with
Benjamin.

The very issue addressed here is that, no one could imagine
life as Benjamin experiments it. The public mind is only
accustomed to the traditional run of life; it means that from
childhood to old age, and not the opposite, which seems possible
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in Fitzgerald’s fictional world. Benjamin’s reverse ageing did not
prevent him from living with other members of society, even
though many dysfunctions occurred in their interactions.
Benjamin’s case stands for a postmodernist expression of life. The
postmodern view “promotes the expansion of human knowledge
through the use of science and technology as the basis for action,
and it proposes a multiple view of life which frees people from
obsolete institutions which have hindered progress.” (Le Huy Bac,
2012: 19). Postmodernism is a literary movement that focuses on
the diversity of human experience and the multiplicity of
perspectives. Pointedly, in The Norton Anthology of Theory and
Criticism (2001: 1610), Vincent B. Leitch reports that “Lyotard
preaches an appreciation and respect for diversity, for local
differences, for the plurality of ways in which humans choose to
live.” In fact, any postmodern writing conceals a fight for renewal,
a liberation from boundaries and the reaffirmation of infinite
possibilities. Thus, Fitzgerald proposes in the character of
Benjamin an alternative conception of life, which is illustrated in
his reverse ageing. Life is not always rosy, and the unexpected
events that often occur are meant to balance it and keep its
mysterious characteristic in motion. Benjamin’s birth and
existence prove that, life is not always the pursuit of material
success and fame. Besides, there are people who find satisfaction
in a sober existence based on proper aspirations

Conclusion

The Post-World War I era fueled the literary productions
with emphasis on the disillusionment left on the social psyche by
the war. The postmodernist enterprise was to still find a meaning
of human existence in this chaotic situation. From this purpose,
Francis Scott Fitzgerald released The Curious Case of Benjamin
Button in 1922, a short-story which accurately poses the problem
of human existence and his aspirations in a context of permanent
changes. This work has focused on Fitzgerald’s intention when
creating a character like Benjamin whose backward ageing makes
him a social outcast. The work has first presented the author and
his work by stating that, the context of the Post-World War I
period has required a redefinition of human aspirations. The next
step of the study consisted in discussing Benjamin’s challenges in
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a society that expects him to comply with the established rules,
regardless of his handicap and particularity. Benjamin embodies
then a minority social group in the hands of an oppressive
majority. The last issue discussed in the context of this work is
the argument that Benjamin’s case is an example of the various
alternatives life can offer in place of any specific expected
outcome. From this argument, it is shown that, human
expectations vary with contexts and a human being must find
satisfaction in all that he affords. The work also showed that
social expectations are very often different from personal
aspirations. Through the postmodernist perspective, an approach
which cherishes the multiplicity of possibilities, this study has
highlighted that, through The Curious Case of Benjamin, Francis
Scott Fitzgerald shows how unique every individual is and should
be, despite our common and shared humanity.
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