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American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis

Introduction: The Enduring
Shock of American Psycho

When  American  Psycho  Bret  Easton
Ellis was first published in 1991, it ignited
a firestorm of controversy that still echoes
in literary and pop culture circles today.
The  novel,  narrated  by  the  wealthy,
handsome,  and  utter ly  deranged
investment  banker  Patrick  Bateman,
forced readers to confront the vacuum at
the  heart  of  1980s  excess.  More  than
three  decades  later,  American  Psycho
remains  a  defining  work  of  transgressive
fiction, a dark satire of consumerism, and
a chilling exploration of identity in a world
where surface is everything. This article
delves  into  the  novel’s  creation,  its
themes, its impact, and why Bret Easton
Ellis’s most infamous book continues to
captivate and disturb new generations of
readers.

The Genesis of a Cultural
Phenomenon

Bret  Easton  Ellis  had  already  achieved
literary  fame with  his  debut  novel  Less
Than  Zero  (1985),  a  stark  portrait  of
al ienated  Los  Angeles  youth.  But
American  Psycho  Bret  Easton  Ellis
was  a  radical  departure—a  first-person
descent into the mind of a serial killer set
against  the gleaming,  soulless  backdrop
of Wall Street. Ellis began writing the book
in the late 1980s, drawing inspiration from
the era’s  obsession with  status,  wealth,
and physical  perfection.  The author  has
stated that the novel was meant to be a
satire of yuppie culture, but the graphic
v i o l ence—par t i cu l a r l y  t owa rd

women—drew  immediate  outrage.

Before  publication,  Simon  &  Schuster
dropped  the  book  af ter  an  ear ly
manuscript  leaked and caused a  media
firestorm.  Vintage  Books,  a  paperback
imprint  of  Random  House,  eventually
released it in March 1991, complete with a
warning sticker on the cover. Despite—or
perhaps  because  of—the  controversy,
Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho
became a bestseller and a lightning rod
for debates about censorship, misogyny,
and the limits of artistic expression.

Plot Overview: Surface and
Depths

The World of Patrick Bateman

The narrative follows Patrick Bateman, a
26-year-old  vice  president  at  Pierce  &
Pierce (a thinly veiled parody of a high-
finance  firm)  on  Wall  Street.  By  day,  he
obsesses over business cards, restaurant
reservations, and the correct way to style
his  hair.  By  night,  he  murders  and
mutilates victims—many of them women,
but also colleagues, homeless men, and
even  a  child.  The  plot  is  non-linear,
deliberately repetitive, and often surreal.
Bateman’s narration is flat, obsessed with
brand  names  and  trivial  details,  yet
punctuated  by  eruptions  of  grotesque
violence.

One of the novel’s most famous set pieces
is the chapter “Taking an Uzi to the Gym,”
where Bateman—after a workout—shoots
a woman’s dog, attacks a homeless man,
and later murders a colleague named Paul
Owen.  The  repeated  refrain  “I  have  to
return  some  videotapes”  becomes  a



darkly  comic  mot i f ,  symbol iz ing
Bateman’s ability to retreat into mundane,
corporate  excuses  even  as  his  psyche
unravels .  By  the  end,  i t  remains
ambiguous whether Bateman’s crimes are
real or hallucinations—a masterstroke that
Bret  Easton Ellis  uses  to  critique  the
blurry  line  between  reality  and  media
simulation in late-capitalist society.

Character Study: Patrick
Bateman as an Icon of
Emptiness

Patrick Bateman is not a traditional villain.
He  is  a  hollow  shell,  a  collection  of
signifiers  without  an  interior  self.  Bret
Easton Ellis  crafts him as the ultimate
product  of  consumer  culture:  Bateman
judges people entirely by their  clothing,
their  accessories,  their  social  status.  He
cannot  distinguish  one  person  from
another,  often confusing colleagues and
acquaintances. His identity is a collage of
brand  names:  he  wears  Armani,  uses
Calvin  Klein  products,  eats  at  Dorsia  (a
restaurant  he  can  never  get  into),  and
listens to Huey Lewis and the News with a
critic’s seriousness.

The novel’s most disturbing aspect is that
Bateman’s violence is as meaningless as
his consumer habits.  He kills  not out of
passion or  rage but  out  of  a  desperate
need  to  feel  something—anything.  The
book’s title, American Psycho, thus points
to a pathology that is less about individual
madness  and  more  about  a  societal
sickness. Through Bateman, Bret Easton
Ellis asks: what happens when the self is
defined  entirely  by  consumption?  The
answer is a void that can only be filled by
annihilation.

Major Themes in American

Psycho

The novel operates on multiple thematic
levels.  Below are the central  ideas that
make  American  Psycho  Bret  Easton
Ellis a text of lasting literary importance.

Consumerism and Identity:
Bateman defines himself through
products. His obsession with
business cards is a famous
example—he is devastated when a
colleague’s card is designed better
than his own. The novel argues that
in a hyper-capitalist society, identity
is reduced to commodities.
Masculinity and Violence:
American Psycho is a scathing
critique of toxic masculinity.
Bateman’s need to dominate,
control, and destroy mirrors the
competitive aggression of the
financial world. The violence against
women is particularly harrowing, but
Bret Easton Ellis uses it to expose
the misogyny lurking beneath the
polished surface of 1980s yuppie
culture.
Reality vs. Simulation:
Throughout the novel, it is unclear if
Bateman’s murders occur or if they
are fantasies. The book ends with
the famous line: “This confession
has meant nothing.” This ambiguity
challenges the reader to question
the nature of truth in a media-
saturated world.
Isolation and Alienation: Despite
his wealth and social circle,
Bateman is utterly alone. His
interactions are shallow, and he
cannot connect with
anyone—including his girlfriend
Evelyn and his fiancée (if she even
exists). This reflects the loneliness
of modern urban life.
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The Writing Style: Repetition
as Horror

Bret Easton Ellis employs a distinctive,
anesthetic  prose  style  in  American
Psycho.  The  narrative  is  packed  with
obsessive  descriptions  of  what  people
wear, what they eat, and what music they
listen to. Pages are devoted to brand lists
and mundane details.  This is deliberate:
the  repetit ion  mirrors  Bateman’s
obsessive-compulsive need for order, and
it numbs the reader to the horror. When
violence erupts, it is often described with
the  same  flat  tone  as  a  product  review,
making  it  even  more  shocking.

For example, a murder scene might begin
with a precise list  of designer labels on
the  victim’s  clothing.  The  clinical,
detached  voice  of  Bateman  forces  the
reader  to  confront  the  banality  of  evil.
This technique has been compared to the
work of Anthony Burgess in A Clockwork
Orange and the French novelist Georges
Perec.  But  American  Psycho  Bret
Easton Ellis remains unique in its fusion
of  consumer  catalogue  with  horror
narrative.

Controversy and Censorship

The  publication  of  American  Psycho
sparked  protests  from  feminist  groups,
notably  the  National  Organization  for
Women (NOW), who condemned the novel
as  misogynist  pornography.  Several
bookstores  refused  to  stock  it.  At  the
same time,  the  book  was  defended  by
writers like Norman Mailer and by literary
critics who saw it as a necessary critique
of patriarchal violence.

It is important to note that Bret Easton
Ellis  never  intended the violence to  be
gratuitous—though many readers found it
so. The author has said that the graphic
scenes were meant to make the reader as

uncomfortable  as  possible,  forcing them
to  see  the  real-world  implications  of  a
culture  that  objectifies  women.  Whether
or  not  the novel  succeeded in  this  aim
remains  a  subject  of  debate.  What  is
undeniable  is  that  the  controversy
ensured  American  Psycho  would  be
discussed  for  decades,  cementing  its
place in  the canon of  late  20th-century
literature.

From Page to Screen: The
2000 Film Adaptation

In  2000,  director  Mary  Harron  brought
American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis to
the big screen with Christian Bale in the
role  of  Patrick  Bateman.  The  film  was  a
critical  and commercial  success,  praised
f o r  i t s  d a r k  h u m o r  a n d  B a l e ’ s
transformation into the character. Harron
wisely  toned  down  the  most  extreme
graphic violence from the book, focusing
instead  on  satire  and  psychological
tension.

The  movie  has  since  become  a  cult
classic,  introducing Bateman to  a  wider
audience.  It  also  changed  how  people
interpret the novel: many viewers see the
film as pure satire, while the book remains
more  ambiguous  and  deeply  unsettling.
The  phrase  “I  have  to  return  some
videotapes”  entered  popular  culture  as
shorthand for  empty corporate  excuses.
Christian  Bale’s  performance—his  dead-
eyed  smile,  his  meticulous  narration—is
now  forever  linked  with  the  character.
However,  the  film  necessarily  simplifies
the  novel ’s  complexi ty .  To  t ru ly
understand  the  depth  of  Bret  Easton
Ellis’s  vision,  reading  the  original  text
remains essential.

Legacy and Influence

More  than  th i r ty  years  a f te r  i t s
publication, American Psycho continues to



resonate.  In  an  era  of  social  media,
influencer  culture,  and  rampant
consumerism,  Bateman’s  obsession  with
surface appearances feels more relevant
than ever. The novel has been referenced
in countless TV shows (from The Office to
It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia), songs,
and  other  books.  It  inspired  a  failed
musical adaptation and remains a staple
in  university  courses  on  contemporary
literature,  postmodernism,  and  gender
studies.

Critics have also noted the prescience of
American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis in
its  portrayal  of  a  culture  that  rewards
psychopathic  behavior.  Bateman  is
s u c c e s s f u l ,  h a n d s o m e ,  a n d
respected—not despite his emptiness, but
b e c a u s e  o f  i t .  T h e  n o v e l  a s k s
uncomfortable  questions  about  what
society values. These questions are just as
urgent today, in a world where “personal
branding”  and  “curated  identities”  are
commonplace.

Bret Easton Ellis: Author
Beyond the Novel

Bret Easton Ellis himself has remained a
polarizing  figure.  He  followed  American
Psycho  with  novels  like  Glamorama
(1998), Lunar Park (2005), and The Shards
(2023). He also writes film criticism, hosts
a podcast, and is known for his outspoken
views on culture and politics. While none
of his later works have matched the sheer
impact of American Psycho, they all share
an obsession with surface, fame, and the
thin line between reality and fiction.

The  author  has  often  said  that  he
identifies with Patrick Bateman “less than
zero,” but he also acknowledges that the
character embodies certain aspects of the
culture he was satirizing. In later years,
Ellis has expressed some regret over the
violence in the novel, while still defending

its purpose. This complexity makes Bret
Easton  Ellis  a  fascinating  figure  in
American  letters—a writer  who,  like  his
most famous creation, is both embraced
and reviled.

How to Approach Reading
American Psycho Today

For those picking up American Psycho for
the first time, a few points may help. The
novel  is  deliberately  challenging:  the
repetitive  brand  lists,  the  graphic
violence, the confusing timeline. It is not a
th r i l l e r  o r  a  ho r ro r  s to ry  i n  the
conventional  sense.  Instead,  it  is  a
modernist (or postmodernist) experiment
designed to disorient the reader.

Read with knowledge of the1.
satirical intent. Bret Easton Ellis
is not glorifying violence; he is
critiquing a culture that produces
such violence.
Be prepared for discomfort. The2.
book is meant to unsettle, and it
succeeds. If you find certain scenes
unbearable, that is the point.
Pay attention to the details that3.
don’t fit. The many
inconsistencies—characters being
alive after they are murdered,
Bateman being mistaken for other
people—suggest the whole story
may be a fantasy.
Consider the social context. The4.
novel is a time capsule of the late
1980s, from its music references
(Genesis, Whitney Houston) to its
politics (Reaganomics, AIDS
anxiety). Understanding that
context adds depth.

Conclusion: Why American
Psycho Matters

American Psycho Bret Easton Ellis is
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more than a controversial  novel—it  is  a touchstone


