
bad behaviour mary gaitskill

Bad Behaviour by Mary Gaitskill: Exploring the Complexities of Desire and Morality

bad behaviour mary gaitskill is a phrase that immediately calls to mind the provocative and deeply
introspective work of celebrated American author Mary Gaitskill. Her 1988 debut novel, *Bad Behavior*, is a
compelling collection of short stories that delves into the messy, often uncomfortable realms of human
relationships, sexuality, and the blurred lines between victim and perpetrator, desire and control. Through her
candid, sometimes unsettling prose, Gaitskill explores facets of bad behavior not as simple moral failures but
as complex human experiences shaped by trauma, longing, and vulnerability.

If you’ve encountered Gaitskill’s work before, you know she doesn’t shy away from difficult themes, and *Bad
Behavior* is a prime example of her fearless approach. In this article, we’ll unpack what makes *Bad Behavior*
such a significant literary work, its major themes, and why Mary Gaitskill’s exploration of “bad behavior”
resonates so powerfully with readers who crave honest, raw storytelling.

The Landscape of Bad Behaviour in Mary Gaitskill’s Work

The title *Bad Behavior* immediately suggests a focus on actions that defy social norms or ethical
standards. However, Gaitskill’s stories challenge readers to rethink what “bad behavior” really means. Each
story in the collection peels back layers of complicated characters who grapple with their own desires,
mistakes, and the repercussions of their actions.

Complex Characters and Moral Ambiguity

One of the most striking features of *Bad Behavior* is Gaitskill’s refusal to paint her characters in black and
white. Instead, she crafts nuanced individuals whose “bad behavior” emerges from a place of pain, confusion, or
unmet needs. For example, in the story “Secretary,” the protagonist’s exploration of BDSM relationships is
portrayed with a sensitivity that challenges mainstream assumptions about dominance, submission, and
consent.

This approach to character development encourages readers not to judge too quickly but to consider the
emotional and psychological contexts behind behavior that might initially appear destructive or immoral.

Desire, Power, and Control

Mary Gaitskill’s stories frequently examine how desire intertwines with power dynamics. Whether it’s sexual
relationships, friendships, or family ties, *Bad Behavior* investigates how control is negotiated and sometimes
abused. The characters often find themselves in situations where they must confront their own boundaries and
the boundaries imposed by others.

This exploration is particularly relevant in today’s conversations about consent and agency, making
Gaitskill’s work feel prescient despite being written decades ago. The stories don’t provide easy answers but
instead open up space for readers to engage with the complexities of human interaction.

Stylistic Elements that Define Mary Gaitskill’s *Bad Behavior*

Gaitskill’s writing style in *Bad Behavior* is a crucial part of its impact. Her prose is sharp, direct, and
unflinching, which perfectly suits the intense subject matter she tackles.



Economy of Language with Emotional Depth

Though her stories are often concise, each word feels carefully chosen to convey layers of meaning. Gaitskill’s
ability to balance simplicity with emotional depth allows readers to connect intimately with her characters’
inner worlds without feeling overwhelmed.

Her dialogue feels authentic and sometimes raw, capturing the awkwardness and intensity of real
conversations about difficult topics.

Use of First-Person Narratives

Many stories in *Bad Behavior* are told from a first-person perspective, which invites readers directly into the
characters’ minds. This narrative choice enhances the confessional tone of the stories and heightens the sense of
vulnerability.

Through these personal lenses, readers witness the characters’ internal struggles, self-justifications, and
moments of insight, making the exploration of bad behavior feel immediate and personal.

Why *Bad Behavior* Remains Relevant Today

Even decades after its initial publication, *Bad Behavior* continues to resonate with readers and critics alike.
Its themes around sexuality, trauma, and interpersonal power dynamics remain urgent in contemporary cultural
dialogues.

Influence on Contemporary Literature and Culture

Mary Gaitskill’s candid examination of taboo subjects has paved the way for a more open conversation about
sexuality and human complexity in literature. Writers and readers interested in exploring the darker or more
complicated sides of human nature often look to *Bad Behavior* as a foundational text.

Moreover, the book’s engagement with kink, consent, and emotional pain has influenced media portrayals of these
topics, encouraging more nuanced and respectful representations.

Insights Into Human Psychology and Relationships

Readers who pick up *Bad Behavior* often find themselves reflecting on their own experiences of love, desire,
and conflict. Gaitskill’s stories don’t offer neat moral lessons but rather invite introspection about how
people navigate the messy realities of intimacy.

This psychological insight makes *Bad Behavior* a valuable read not just for literature enthusiasts but also
for those interested in human behavior, sexuality studies, and even psychology.

Exploring Key Stories in *Bad Behavior*

To better understand the essence of Mary Gaitskill’s collection, it helps to highlight a few standout stories
that exemplify her themes and style.



“Secretary”

Perhaps the most famous story in the collection, “Secretary” follows a young woman who takes a
secretarial job and embarks on a BDSM relationship with her boss. The story explores themes of power,
control, and desire while challenging societal judgments about such relationships.

“Secretary” was later adapted into a critically acclaimed film, further cementing its cultural impact.

“Bad Behavior” (the title story)

The story that shares its name with the collection depicts a fraught encounter between two old friends
marked by betrayal and unresolved tension. It showcases Gaitskill’s talent for exploring emotional complexity
and the lingering effects of past actions.

Other Noteworthy Stories

- “Because They Wanted To”: A story about loneliness and the longing for connection.
- “The Girl on the Plane”: Examines the fantasies and realities of sexual desire.
- “Cupid’s Trick”: Delves into manipulation and emotional entanglement.

Each story contributes to a fuller understanding of what bad behavior means in different contexts and how it
shapes human experience.

Tips for Readers New to Mary Gaitskill’s *Bad Behavior*

If you’re approaching *Bad Behavior* for the first time, here are some tips to enhance your reading experience:

Read with an open mind: The stories address sensitive subjects that might challenge your preconceptions.

Pay attention to character motivations: Understanding why characters act as they do deepens the
emotional impact.

Reflect on themes: Consider how themes of desire, control, and vulnerability appear not just in the
stories but also in broader human relationships.

Discuss with others: Sharing your thoughts on the stories can open new interpretations and insights.

Experiencing *Bad Behavior* is as much about engaging with the text as it is about confronting your own ideas
about morality and human nature.

---

Mary Gaitskill’s *Bad Behavior* remains a seminal work for those interested in literature that refuses to shy
away from the complexities of human desire and the often blurry line between right and wrong. Through vivid
characters and fearless storytelling, Gaitskill invites readers into a world where “bad behavior” is never just
about simple wrongdoing but about the profound, sometimes painful truths of being human.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Mary Gaitskill's 'Bad Behavior'?

The main theme of 'Bad Behavior' is the exploration of complex human relationships, focusing on desire, power
dynamics, and emotional vulnerability.

When was 'Bad Behavior' by Mary Gaitskill first published?

'Bad Behavior' was first published in 1988 as a collection of short stories.

How does Mary Gaitskill portray female characters in 'Bad Behavior'?

Mary Gaitskill portrays female characters with depth and nuance, often highlighting their struggles with
identity, sexuality, and societal expectations.

What literary style is Mary Gaitskill known for in 'Bad Behavior'?

Mary Gaitskill is known for her raw, candid, and psychologically intense literary style in 'Bad Behavior',
combining realism with emotional complexity.

Why is 'Bad Behavior' considered influential in contemporary literature?

'Bad Behavior' is considered influential because it challenges conventional narratives about sexuality and
relationships, offering an unflinching look at human flaws and desires.

Are the stories in 'Bad Behavior' interconnected or standalone?

The stories in 'Bad Behavior' are standalone but share common themes and motifs, creating a cohesive
exploration of similar emotional and relational issues.

Additional Resources
Bad Behaviour Mary Gaitskill: An In-Depth Exploration of a Provocative Literary Work

bad behaviour mary gaitskill stands as a seminal collection of short stories that has captivated readers and
critics alike since its publication in 1988. Mary Gaitskill’s debut work confronts themes of desire, power,
vulnerability, and the complexities of human relationships with an unflinching gaze. The collection is often
celebrated for its raw emotional honesty and its exploration of difficult, sometimes uncomfortable, facets of
contemporary life. This article aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of *Bad Behaviour*, highlighting its
literary significance, thematic depth, and the reasons behind its enduring relevance in modern literature.

Contextualizing Bad Behaviour in Contemporary Literature

Mary Gaitskill emerged on the literary scene during a period when American fiction was increasingly preoccupied
with postmodern narratives and fragmented storytelling. *Bad Behaviour* defies easy categorization; it blends
autobiographical elements with fiction, creating stories that are intimate yet unsettling. Unlike some of her
contemporaries who leaned towards experimental forms, Gaitskill’s prose is direct, often terse, but loaded
with subtext. This stylistic choice helps her dissect the nuances of human behavior, especially as it pertains to
sexuality and emotional pain.



The title itself, *Bad Behaviour*, hints at the provocative nature of the stories inside. It sets the tone for an
exploration of characters who struggle with social norms and personal boundaries, challenging readers to
confront uncomfortable realities. This makes the collection not only a reflection of its time but also a
precursor to discussions that continue to resonate in today’s cultural climate, particularly regarding
consent, power dynamics, and identity.

Thematic Analysis of Bad Behaviour Mary Gaitskill

At the heart of *Bad Behaviour* lies an intricate examination of desire and the often fraught ways individuals
seek connection. Gaitskill’s characters frequently navigate complicated sexual and emotional terrains,
revealing vulnerabilities that contrast sharply with their outward behaviors.

Exploration of Desire and Power

One of the most striking aspects of *bad behaviour mary gaitskill* is its unvarnished portrayal of desire’s
intersection with power. Stories like “Secretary” and “Lost Lake” delve into relationships where dominance and
submission blur the lines between pain and pleasure, control and freedom. Gaitskill doesn’t moralize these
complexities; instead, she presents them with nuance, allowing readers to grapple with the ethical ambiguities
inherent in human intimacy.

This thematic focus distinguishes Gaitskill’s work from many contemporaneous narratives that either sanitized
sexuality or treated it purely as a plot device. Her stories illuminate the psychological underpinnings of desire,
exploring how power imbalances can shape—and sometimes distort—relationships.

Vulnerability and Emotional Isolation

Another pervasive theme in *Bad Behaviour* is emotional isolation. Gaitskill’s protagonists often appear
disconnected from society, grappling with loneliness and the longing for genuine intimacy. This is not merely
physical isolation but a profound sense of being misunderstood or alienated. The characters’ “bad behaviour”
can be seen as both a symptom and a defense mechanism against this isolation.

For example, the story “The Girl on the Plane” portrays a woman’s fleeting interaction with a stranger,
highlighting her internal struggle to connect amidst her emotional detachment. The nuanced depiction of such
moments underscores Gaitskill’s skill in capturing the fragile human condition.

Social and Gender Dynamics

Gaitskill’s work also critically engages with social and gender dynamics, particularly how societal
expectations shape behavior. The collection features characters who defy traditional gender roles and
question societal norms, making *Bad Behaviour* an early text in feminist literary discourse. Through candid
depictions of women’s experiences with sexuality, power, and identity, Gaitskill broadens the conversation
about gender beyond binary oppositions.

This aspect of the collection has been the subject of extensive academic analysis, with scholars noting its
contribution to dialogues on feminism, sexuality, and the politics of representation.



Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Mary Gaitskill’s prose in *Bad Behaviour* is marked by its clarity and emotional intensity. Her narrative style
combines straightforward language with lyrical undertones, creating a rhythm that mirrors the emotional
cadence of her characters’ lives.

First-Person Perspectives and Psychological Depth

Many stories in the collection are told from the first-person perspective, providing intimate access to the
characters’ inner thoughts and feelings. This technique enhances the psychological depth of the narratives,
allowing readers to engage with the complexities of the characters’ motivations and contradictions.

The fragmented nature of memory and perception is a recurring motif, with narratives often shifting between
past and present. This structure reflects the instability of identity and the ongoing process of self-
understanding, reinforcing the thematic concerns of the collection.

Use of Dialogue and Subtext

Gaitskill’s dialogue is notable for its economy and realism. Conversations often carry multiple layers of
meaning, with much left unsaid but implied through tone and context. This reliance on subtext invites readers to
read between the lines, engaging actively with the text to uncover the emotional truths beneath the surface.

Such narrative strategies contribute to the sense of immediacy and intimacy that characterizes *bad behaviour
mary gaitskill*, making the reading experience both challenging and rewarding.

Reception and Impact of Bad Behaviour

Since its release, *Bad Behaviour* has garnered critical acclaim for its bold subject matter and literary
craftsmanship. It has been praised for pushing boundaries in exploring taboo topics, especially in the context of
female sexuality and power relations.

Critical Acclaim and Scholarly Attention

Critics have lauded Gaitskill’s ability to balance emotional rawness with intellectual rigor. Reviews often
highlight her fearless approach to depicting flawed characters and morally complex situations. The
collection’s inclusion in university syllabi and literary anthologies has cemented its status as a significant
work in contemporary American fiction.

Comparisons with Contemporary Writers

Gaitskill’s work is frequently compared to that of writers such as Raymond Carver and Joan Didion, who also
examine ordinary lives with psychological acuity. However, Gaitskill’s focus on sexuality and power dynamics
sets her apart, offering a distinctive voice that challenges readers to reconsider assumptions about human
behavior.



Why Bad Behaviour Mary Gaitskill Remains Relevant

More than three decades after its publication, *Bad Behaviour* continues to resonate with readers, in part
because of its unflinching exploration of themes that remain socially and culturally pertinent. Issues around
consent, emotional trauma, and the search for identity are more openly discussed in today’s literary and social
arenas, making Gaitskill’s work strikingly prescient.

Moreover, the nuanced portrayal of characters who embody contradictions and moral ambiguity reflects real
human experiences, avoiding simplistic judgments. This complexity invites ongoing engagement and
reinterpretation, ensuring that *bad behaviour mary gaitskill* remains a touchstone for discussions about
human relationships and societal norms.

Explores taboo subjects with honesty and nuance

Offers psychological insight into desire and power

Challenges traditional gender roles and societal expectations

Employs a distinctive narrative style that combines clarity with emotional depth

Maintains cultural relevance through its engagement with timeless themes

In sum, Mary Gaitskill’s *Bad Behaviour* is a powerful literary work that invites readers into a provocative
and often uncomfortable examination of the human psyche. Its continued acclaim and influence underscore its
importance within the landscape of American literature and its capacity to spark meaningful conversations
about behavior, identity, and connection.

Bad Behaviour Mary Gaitskill

  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Bad Behavior Mary Gaitskill, 2025-07-08 National Book Award
finalist Mary Gaitskill’s classic debut collection from the 1980s—powerful stories of dislocation,
longing, and desire Now towering and inevitable in its influence on writing by and for young
urbanites, Bad Behavior heralded Mary Gaitskill’s arrival on the literary scene and her
establishment as one of the sharpest writing talents of her time, or any time: exquisitely funny and
startlingly honest; bold and eye-opening on relationships, sex, and the erotic. Set in Manhattan's
Lower East Side and peopled with artistic freelancers and intelligent sex workers, smug yuppies and
love-torn masochists, Bad Behavior depicts a world equally cruel and tender, where romance and
danger go hand in hand. Gaitskill delivers unforgettable stories of a disenchanted and rebellious
urban fringe generation groping for human connection.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Bad Behavior Mary Gaitskill, 1988 This collection of nine stories
by Avery Hopwood Award-winner Gaitskill marks the debut of a promising and provocative new
voice. These are tales of sexual obsession, drug addiction, the darkest sides of human relationships.
Several of the stories feature young women working as prostitutes. Gaitskill's characters possess a
curious combination of wit and naivete. When asked about her career a character in Connection
answers, I want to work at Dunkin' Donuts when I get out of school. I want to get fat. Or be addicted
to heroin. I want to be a disaster. Gaitskill has a fresh and original ability to reproduce the rhythms
of unhappy talk, from intellectual hookers to unfulfilled veterinarians. Her observations of the details
are acute: A radio emits horribly optimistic fiddle music. On a New York street a character eyes with
disaffection and contempt the neatly hatted and booted, dyed and moisturized strangers marching
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toward her. Comparisons to Tama Janowitz are inevitable, but Gaitskill's humor is more subtle and
her writing has a precision and depth than can charge a dreary setting with significance. Bad
Behavior is about bad behavior and more. Writing about human nature at its most perverse and
hopeless, Gaitskill has created an intimate and almost beautiful series of images.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Because They Wanted To Mary Gaitskill, 2012-03-13 A
collection of startling and breathtaking stories about people struggling with the disparity between
what they want and what they know. A New York Times Notable Book A man tells a story to a
woman sitting beside him on a plane, little suspecting what it reveals about his capacity for cruelty
and contempt. A callow runaway girl is stranded in a strange city with another woman’s fractiously
needy children. An uncomprehending father helplessly lashes out at the daughter he both loves and
resents. In these raw, startling, and incandescently lovely stories, the author of Veronica yields
twelve indelible portraits of people struggling with the disparity between what they want and what
they know. Because They Wanted To is further evidence that Gaitskill is one of the fiercest, funniest,
and most subversively compassionate writers at work today.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: This is Pleasure Mary Gaitskill, 2019 This book originally
appeared, in slightly different form, in The New Yorker (newyorker.com) on July 8, 2019--Copyright
page.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Bad Behavior Mary Gaitskill, 1988
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Don't Cry Mary Gaitskill, 2017-07-06 'An Old Virgin' describes
a nurse's obsession with her forty-three-year-old patient's virginity; in the urban fable 'Mirrorball' a
man steals a girl's soul during a one-night stand; 'College Town 1980' follows a group of listless
young people adrift in Ann Arbor, debating the meaning of personal strength at the start of the
Reagan era; 'Folk Song' opens with a list of newspaper headlines before dissecting the lives of the
characters behind the features, including a murderer who gives a prime-time interview and a woman
from San Francisco attempting to break a world record by having sex with one thousand men.Full of
jagged, lived emotion, broken people and powerful, original writing, Don't Cry is a testament to
Gaitskill's formal range and incomparable excavation of character.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Teaching the Short Story A. Cox, 2015-12-04 The short story is
moving from relative neglect to a central position in the curriculum; as a teaching tool, it offers
students a route into many complex areas, including critical theory, gender studies, postcolonialism
and genre. This book offers a practical guide to the short story in the classroom, covering all these
fields and more.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Two Girls, Fat and Thin Mary Gaitskill, 2021-04-01 The
intense, caustically funny first novel from the bestselling author of Bad Behaviour 'Dark, menacing
and original' Joanna Briscoe, Guardian Dorothy Never - fat - lives alone in New York, eats and works
the night shift as a proofreader. Justine Shade - thin - is a freelance journalist who sleeps with
unsuitable men. Both are isolated. Both are damaged by their pasts. When Justine interviews
Dorothy about her involvement with an infamous and charismatic philosophical guru, the two women
are drawn together with an intense magnetism that throws their lives off balance. Mary Gaitskill's
first novel is an intense, darkly funny and caustic portrayal of loneliness and the search for intimacy.
'What makes her scary, and what makes her exciting, is her ability to evoke the hidden life, the life
unseen, the life we don't even know we are living' Parul Sehgal, The New York Times
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Shopping in Space Elizabeth Young, Graham Caveney, 1994
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Writing Shame Kaye Mitchell, 2019-11-01 Through readings of
an array of recent texts - literary and popular, fictional and autofictional, realist and experimental -
this book maps out a contemporary, Western, shame culture
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: A Dictionary of Writers and their Works Christopher Riches,
Michael Cox, 2015-01-29 Over 3,200 entries An essential guide to authors and their works that
focuses on the general canon of British literature from the fifteenth century to the present. There is
also some coverage of non-fiction such as biographies, memoirs, and science, as well as inclusion of
major American and Commonwealth writers. This online-exclusive new edition adds 60,000 new



words, including over 50 new entries dealing with authors who have risen to prominence in the last
five years, as well as fully updating the entries that currently exist. Each entry provides details of a
writer's nationality and birth/death dates, followed by a listing of their titles arranged
chronologically by date of publication.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: The Picador Book of Contemporary American Stories
Tobias Wolff, 1993 Collection of interesting short stories from authors such as Joyce Carol Oates and
Raymond Carver.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: A History of British, Irish and American Literature Hans-Peter
Wagner, 2021-10-04 The third revised and enlarged edition contains discussions of British, Irish and
American literary works up to 2020. Focussing on outstanding writings in prose, poetry, drama and
non-fiction, the book covers the time from the Anglo-Saxon period to the 21st century. The feature
that makes this literary history unique among its rivals is the coverage of television/web series as a
particular form of postmodern drama. The chapters on recent drama now contain detailed analyses
of the development of TV and web series from Britain, Ireland and America, with extensive
discussions of those series now considered classics. In addition, there are several major innovative
features. To begin with, each century is introduced by a survey of the socio-political and cultural
backgrounds in which the literary works are embedded. Furthermore, extensive visual material
(more than 160 engravings, cartoons and paintings) has been integrated. This visual aspect as well
as the introductory sections on art for each century give the reader an excellent idea of the
symbiosis between visual and literary representations. Further innovative aspects include -
discussions of non-fictional works from literary criticism and theory, travel writing, historiography,
and the social sciences - analyses of such popular genres as crime fiction, science fiction, fantasy,
the Western, horror fiction, and children’s literature - footnotes explaining technical and historical
terms and events - a detailed glossary of literary terms - chronological tables for British/Anglo-Irish
and American literatures an updated (cut-off date 2020), extensive bibliography containing
suggestions for further reading
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: The Chatto Book of Office Life, Or, Love Among the Filing
Cabinets Jeremy Lewis, 1992 An anthology of the literature of office life including excerpts from
Charles Dickens, Jay MacInerney, Sinclair Lewis, Anthony Trollope, Tom Wolfe; Stevie Smith,
Barbara Pym; John Betjeman, Diary of a Nobody, and Reginald Perrin. The author has also written
Playing for Time.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: Pop-feminist Narratives Emily Spiers, 2018 This volume
explores the recent phenomenon of 'pop-feminism' and pop-feminist writing across North America,
Britain, and Germany and examines what feminist politics look like in the twenty-first century.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: The Voice is the Story Laurie Kruk, 2003 A who's who of the
literary genre in Canada, including Carol Shields, Timothy Findley, Alistair MacLeod, Guy
Vanderaegheand, Jane Rule.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: On Cats , 2021-11-02 For centuries, cats have been worshipped,
adored and mistrusted in equal measure. This beautiful gift book contains a selection of essays,
stories, and poems on cats by writers from across the ages. In these pages, writers reflect on the
curious feline qualities that inspire such devotion in their owners, even when it seems one-sided.
Cats’ affections are hard-won and often fickle. Freud considered his cat an embodiment of true
egoism; Hilaire Belloc found peace in his feline companion’s complacency; and Hemingway—a
famous cat-lover—wrote of drinking with his eleven cats and the pleasant distraction they gave him.
Edward Gorey can’t turn down a stray despite the trouble they cause him, and admits he has no idea
what they’re thinking about; Muriel Spark gives practical advice on how to teach a cat to play
ping-pong; Nikola Tesla, who helped design the modern electricity supply system, describes a
seminal experience with a cat that first sparked his fascination with electricity; and Caitlin Moran
considers the unexpected feelings of loss after the death of her family cat. These writers, and many
others (including Mary Gaitskill, Alice Walker, Ursula K. Le Guin, John Keats, James Bowen, Lynne
Truss, and more), paint a joyful portrait of cats and their mysterious and loveable ways. As



Hemingway wrote, “one cat leads to another.” The book features six black-and-white cat portraits by
photographer Elliot Ross.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: The Antigonish Review , 1992
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: The River Ophelia Justine Ettler, 1995 Adult love story which is
set in a world of inner-city grunge bars and clubs, kinky sex, drug-taking and desperation. It is an
explicit account of sexual obsession and violence which explores the uncharted waters of female
desire.
  bad behaviour mary gaitskill: New Statesman Society , 1991-07
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