
 

THE APOLLONIAN 
A Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies (Online, Open-Access, Peer-Reviewed) 

Vol. 2, Issue 1 (April 2015)  ||  ISSN 2393-9001 

Chief Editor: Girindra Narayan Roy 

Editors: Subashish Bhattacharjee & Saikat Guha 

 

 

Focus—Crime / Criminal / Criminality  

 

Research Article: 

 

The Concentric and the Off-Centered Spheres of  

the Psyche of the Protagonist and Readers in  

Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho 
 

Anurag Chauhan & Anindya Sundar Polley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Find this and other research articles at: http://theapollonian.in/  



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 37 
 

 

The Concentric and the Off-Centered Spheres of the Psyche of the 

Protagonist and Readers in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho 
 

Anurag Chauhan & Anindya Sundar Polley 

Guru Ghasidas Viswavidyalaya, India 

 

 

Crimes in general and the act of murder in particular have an inseparable connection 

with humanity and the presence of the latter starts from the historical development 

of mankind. And literature never fails to inscribe about these unholy alliances of 

man and the act of crime, in her pages. However, with the progress of time the 

incorporation of crime and its instigating ideologies has undergone a radical 

metamorphosis, especially in the post-nineteenth century. The most significant 

incident, which the world witnessed in this time, was World War II (1939-1945), a 

global military conflict, which was perhaps the most devastating war in human 

history in terms of lives lost and material destruction. It highly affected the society, 

culture and consciousness of the common masses, and world’s ethnic and racial 

character underwent significant transformation as an outcome. The feelings of 

skepticism, alienation, and a general trend that negativated the earlier orthodox, 

humane and moral outlook, started predominating. America, inspite of her post-war 

economic gains, could not do anything to safeguard the public morale and people, 

living in a morally-unstable, conflict-riven society on the verge of disintegration, 

started to see things with a complex mindset, as the public confidence received a 

heavy jolt by seeing the failure of the ‘American Dream’. People started to live in 

newer insecurities every new day, and this became partly responsible for the growth 

of a nihilism and violence. These changes, simply put, manifest themselves in the act 

of murder and in literature incorporating it. 

The variety of crime in the modern society is too diverse to be kept in 

watertight boundaries. Murder, in particular, offers so many aspects to investigate: 

the reason, the plan/the conspiracy, the action, and the consequences. And there are 

many more to be explored: the perspectives of the victim, law, police, impartial 

observer/reader/viewer, partial observer/reader/viewer, the ethics, the aesthetics, the 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 38 
 

moral judgment and the list go on and on. Above all, murder involves the play of 

human emotions and complexes both in raw and concealed form. So, here we can 

see that the physical action of execution should not be the only focal point of 

analysis. If we pinpoint our analysis to the murderer, we can observe that between 

the ideologies which provoke the murderer to commit the crime and the act of 

killing, which is the actual happening, lies a world of nightmarish complexity, which 

may drive the psyche of the killer to a sheer madness. In this particular phase, the 

murderer loses his/her control over the mind and finally over the action. Even if 

he/she identifies the unethical/immoral side of the crime, he/she cannot resist the 

outcome and during the time of execution the murderer is immersed in 

unfathomable ecstasy of killing.  This, though not a general observation, cannot be 

branded as an isolated or rare impulse, since the psychological stimulus or 

motivation of the murderer is as important as the very act of the crime, and hence it 

cannot be ignored. 

Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho (1991), which stirred a hornet’s nest during 

its first publication due to the massive violence and sexual contents while depicting 

the crisis of masculinity, is perhaps the best possible text to analyze the above 

mentioned situation. The novel, set in late 1980s New York, presents the narrator 

and protagonist named Patrick Bateman, a Wall Street poster boy who is obsessed 

with the commodity culture; Bateman’s association with objects with price tags and 

brand names is too obsessive for people like him, to be overlooked. The novel bears 

a frequent testimony of such obsession. He introduces his group of friends in the 

following manner: 

Price seems nervous and edgy and I have no desire to ask him what’s wrong. 

He’s wearing a linen suit by Canali Milano, a cotton shirt by Ike Behar, a silk 

tie by Bill Blass and cap-toed leather lace-ups from Brooks Brothers. I’m 

wearing a lightweight linen suit with pleated trousers, a cotton shirt, a dotted 

silk tie, all by Valentino Couture, and perforated cap-toe leather shoes by 

Allen-Edmonds. Once inside Harry’s we spot David Van Patten and Craig 

McDermott at a table up front. Van Patten is wearing a double-breasted wool 

and silk sport coat, button-fly wool and silk trousers with inverted pleats by 

Mario Valentino, a cotton shirt by Gitman Brothers, a polka-dot silk tie by Bill 

Blass and leather shoes from Brooks Brothers. McDermott is wearing a 

woven-linen suit with pleated trousers, a button-down cotton and linen shirt 

by Basile, a silk tie by Joseph Abboud and ostrich loafers from Susan Bennis 

Warren Edwards. (18) 
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The narrative technique of the novel is also fascinating. The totally 

uninflected first-person narrative unfolds in a very detailed—seemingly objective—

descriptive fashion. Messier, pointing out the narrative of the novel, comments on 

the abnormality of Bateman’s mind which absorbs and homogenizes different 

experiences without making distinction, with the same hunger: 

Any traces of affectivity and any references to feeling are stripped away from 

his (Bateman’s) voice, where the line between consciousness and 

unconsciousness seems to be blurred; an ambiguity which becomes 

particularly prominent in the pivotal passages of the novel.This is amplified 

by the ambivalent relationship between reality and fiction that characterizes 

the novel. Consequently, Bateman’s interior monologue could be described as 

stream of both consciousness and unconsciousness. What is particularly 

remarkable, and perhaps, even shocking or disturbing, is that Bateman 

displays the same matter-of-fact affective filter to describe in detail music 

albums, waking up and exercise routines, clothing, and restaurant scenes, as 

well as his barbarous acts of mutilation and murder. (74) 

While commenting on the motivation of creating a character like Patrick 

Bateman, Ellis in one of his interviews in 2010 said:  

[Bateman] was crazy the same way [I was]. He did not come out of me sitting 

down and wanting to write a grand sweeping indictment of yuppie culture. It 

initiated because of my own isolation and alienation at a point in my life. I 

was living like Patrick Bateman. [<] That is where the tension of American 

Psycho came from. It wasn't that I was going to make up this serial killer on 

Wall Street. (1) 

The confession of the author aptly describes the claustrophobic nature of the society 

and the novel’s first line, ‚Abandon all hope ye who enter here‛, and the last line, 

‚This is not an exit‛, (and the lines in between) reinforce this issue. The novel 

describes the life of people like Bateman, McDermott, Van Patten, Price, Courtney, 

Owen etc. who are struck in the same ‘upper class’ routine life of party, fashion, sex 

and there is indeed ‘no exit’ from it. Elizabeth Young aptly argues: ‚[<] these 

imprisoning, claustrophobic qualities are deftly manipulated in order, not only to 

force us to live as close to Patrick as possible in a fictional sense, but to imprint the 

reader with such force that we cannot ever get out‛ (3). This leads us to discover the 

root of boredom for Bateman which eventually leads the protagonist into a world of 

chaotic and horrifying unreality. 
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Bateman’s frequent journey from reality to this horrifying unreality, where he 

experiences his murderous insanity not only as a serial killer, but also as a pervert, 

sadistic, misogynistic, cannibal monster and a relentless psychopath, speaks all 

about the malignant after-effects of boredom. The novel is often unreadable as far as 

its massive violence is concerned; where he describes how he kills his friend Paul 

Owen with an axe or how he kills his ex-girlfriend Bethany with the nail gun and 

massacres her dead body or how he kills the prostitutes with drill machine and tries 

too cook their breasts and intestine to have some ‘human sausage’. Bateman is 

equally unemotional while he kills a little child in a zoo and enjoys seeing him die. 

His regular mention of the serial killers like Ted Bundy or Ed Gein and their 

infamous exploitations, in the banal conversations or sudden swings of mood where 

he wants to kill the people in front for no reason, also talks a lot about his distorted 

psyche.  

And it is due to this distorted psyche of Bateman, he enjoys a strange 

aesthetics pleasure in his act of murder. A close study of Bateman’s action confirms 

the fact that apart from any other impulse, it is this aesthetic joy in murder that 

propels Bateman to commit more murders. Now, this particular aesthetics plays 

manifold role; it is not limited to the personal ecstasy of the murderer alone, it draws 

significant insights of the reader’s consciousness at the personal as well as in the 

collective level. And the act of murder also demands similar attention from the said 

perspective in public eye. In his essay ‚On Murder Considered as One of the Fine 

Arts‛; De Quincy’s speaker proposes that instead of treating murder in the 

customary manner from a moral perspective, it should rather ‚be treated 

aesthetically, as Germans call it- that is in relation to good taste.‛ Joel Black also 

observes in his The Aesthetics of Murder, that ‚[<] most brutal killings can be 

appreciated as work of art if only viewed from an aesthetic or disinterested, amoral 

perspective‛ (15) and also mentions, ‚[<] murder can be studied in a relatively 

disinterested mode as a morally neutral phenomenon, in contrast to the approach 

taken by the sociologist, the criminologist, and the pathologist‛ (6). Now the 

question is whether it is possible or desirable to see the act of murder from an 

aesthetic point of view? Or has the consciousness of the public been brainwashed in 

such a manner that there is no other option but accepting it according to the 

conventional standards? In this discussion it is also necessary to explore how exactly 

the murderer protagonist ‘enjoys’ the aesthetic pleasure of murdering somebody and 

how does the author/reader feel about presenting/reading such a deadly crime 

‘aesthetically’? Grossvogel in his review of Black’s Aesthetics of Murder rightly points 

out that: 
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literary text as a script for actual assassins, inasmuch as ‚being and 

appearance, ethics and aesthetics, are no longer distinguishable, but have 

become virtual simulacra of each other‛ (16) one might note at this point that 

if we accept Black’s statement, the aesthetic analysis of this topic will no 

longer be confined to the mediation of literature but will in fact aestheticize 

crime itself: ultimately, Hitler can be contemplated with relative equanimity 

as an artiste manqué. (408) 

So, the connection between the brutal and senseless killings by Bateman and 

his ‘aesthetics of boredom’,  which is a passive state of consciousness, yet one from 

which one can get an aphrodisiac-like ‘kick’, triggers lots of contradicting opinions. 

Leigh Brock argues that ‚in addition to Bateman’s sociopathic removal and 

depersonalization,‛ Ellis’s unique style *i.e. his ‚aesthetics of boredom‛+ ‚insulates 

the reader’s sensibilities. However, the difference in content and style between the 

boredom and the violence is that the reader’s sensibilities are heightened and he is 

unable to distance himself from the text‛ (7). The graphic violence in the novel is so 

‘moving’ that it leaves a deep impact upon the readers and they personally involve 

themselves with the context, even if against their will. This involvement is not only 

due to the cathartic effects of the massive violence, the oscillating psyche of the 

protagonist has also a major say in the reader’s sensibilities. This development 

creates a ‘kind’ in the form of ‘aesthetics’, which eventually plays its role upon the 

readers. The reader’s subconscious joins the conscious or subconscious desire of the 

murderer to want the murder to happen, and to ‘enjoy’ it. Here, the reader’s mind 

blocks any complete or significant empathy with the victim. Bereft of any moral 

scruples or empathy, the response of the reader is akin to an aesthetic joy in murder. 

The repetition of crime i.e. the ‘seriality’ of the killings, makes this effect more 

intense. 

As far as the role of a serial killer is concerned, Caria Freccero’s observation is 

worth mention in which she opines that, the serial killer serves the function of a 

fetish in public culture. To her, the individual image of the serial killer is a 

‚consoling fantasy‛ and acts as a ‚condensation of the violence of American 

historicity into a singular subject, who performs discrete, singular injurious acts‛ 

(49), and ‚[<] he (the serial killer) is the means of the disavowal of institutionalized 

violence, while the ‚seriality‛ of his acts of violence marks the place of recognition in 

this disavowal‛ (48). Through this observation she singles out the fact that serial 

killers like Patrick Bateman help us to recognize and simultaneously refuse the 

violence-saturated quality of the culture, ‚by situating its source in an individual 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 42 
 

with a psychosexual dysfunction‛ (48). The killer also serves to work in two ways in 

the readers’ minds. At one level he arouses the sense of justice and retribution in the 

reader. This is something both natural as well as something to which the reader has 

been conditioned by the society. On the other hand, the reader finds a certain 

satisfaction in the act of killing. This is something which is checked by both the 

conscious and the unconscious mind of the reader but this satisfaction in killing, the 

desire for the murderer to succeed is something natural and spontaneous and the 

satisfaction derived cannot be termed as simply ‘morbid’ or ‘perverse’. In fact, the 

recurrence of murders stamps them as normative in the reader’s mind. Further, the 

dieresis of the novel makes the reader create his own claustrophobic world while 

reading the novel where the reader and Bateman exist simultaneously within the 

same and in different spheres.    

Even if it (the brutal homicide) creates similar kind of effects upon the readers 

aesthetically, which actually affects the murderer in his actual deed, or at least in his 

mind (as in case of Bateman where the events can be described as an extension of his 

schizophrenic neurosis), we must not fail to differentiate the aesthetics of reader and 

that of the murderer. The source of the murderer’s aesthetics is mostly a negative 

emotion or experience which he/she receives from his/her life. In Bateman’s case it is 

the claustrophobic boredom and the boundary of the commodity culture, where 

from he never can escape. In this ‘No Exit’ world, as Colby points out: 

Patrick’s hyperbolic object fetishism is not only confined to his obsessive 

detailing of clothes, gadgets and facial products. He constantly refers to 

women as ‘hard bodies’. The use of such terminology reflects the extent of his 

reduction of the female form to an object of pleasure. *<+ Women in American 

Psycho exist as commodities, in which role they also exert an economic 

demand. The relations between men and women are exchange relations, 

characterized by elements of commodity fetishism. Patrick’s mutilations can 

be read in terms of the lack that is inherent in object relations, the desire, and 

ultimate failure. *<+ In dividing his female victims into a multiplicity of parts, 

for example, he effectively increases the number of commodities that 

surround him and hence his domination by those objects. As a result, the 

screen that he erects to defend himself against amalgamation into the dead 

symbolic order increases the threat that the object imposes. (324) 

However, it can also be observed that outlet of frustration that Bateman gets 

in the form of a destructive impulse or tendency towards the ‘women commodities’ 

which shows in his murders or exploitation or in his hyper sex life, is not restricted 
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to women alone. He exercises the same ‘ritual’ with the other non-human objects like 

his tanning machine, cosmetics or his clothes. The detailed description of the 

‘skincare’ during the shower, the continuous rubbing of soaps, shampoos, anti-

ageing lotions, face masks, or his ‘daily exercise’ or ‘shopping’, which often seems 

like an endless frustration on part of an arrested maniac, who is trying to mutilate 

the non-human objects as far as possible carries significant allusions to his violent 

activities of murder and devastating ways of destroying the dead bodies. Both, thus, 

perhaps act as an outlet for Bateman’s negative emotions and show us the ill effects 

of his claustrophobic boredom.  

Referring to the ‚[<] the rebel and the fanatic who don’t expect to live 

beyond their violent apotheosis‛ Joel Black argues: ‚This sort of violence is less a 

matter of mimesis, or the imitation of an action, than of catharsis, or a spontaneous 

action in its own right, a sudden discharge of pent up passions‛ (189). In Bateman’s 

case, the discharge of such pent up passions does not harm others in case of other 

commodities but does not remain harmless when it comes to human beings.  

The outcome of this kind of negative aesthetics, however, is not always 

satisfactory for the murderer, and Bateman also acknowledges that. He, in his 

subconscious, knows that his homicidal tendencies are nothing but a wrong way of 

meeting unsatisfied needs: ‘My . . . need to engage in . . . homicidal behavior on a 

massive scale cannot be, um, corrected . . . But I . . . have no other way to express my 

blocked . . . needs’ (325). Heise points out that, ‚Bateman’s reified vision assembles 

(and then disassembles) women in order to produce erotized, dehumanized gender 

and racial formations. Through Bateman, we can anatomize the logic of reification as 

he, in turn, performs his own private autopsies‛ (142). Bateman also justifies his 

cannibalism and misogynic exploitations through reiterating the worthlessness of 

the object he is consuming, in a similar fashion: ‘I just remind myself that this thing, 

this girl, this meat, is nothing’ (332). The moment of reification, thus, is never far 

from the reverse of it, producing nothingness for Bateman. He starts his destructive 

quest and the gratification of that impulse afresh. As a result, violence fails to offer 

him solace and redemption and breaks him from inside. In one of the confessionary 

‘soliloquy’, Bateman speaks his heart out, thus: 

I’m weeping for myself, unable to find solace in any of this, crying out, 

sobbing ‘I just want to be loved’, cursing the earth and everything I have been 

taught: principles, distinctions, choices, morals, compromises, knowledge, 

unity, prayer – all of it was wrong, without any final purpose. All it came 
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down to was: die or adapt. I imagine my own vacant face, the disembodied 

voice coming from its mouth: These are terrible times. (332) 

 The author, on the other hand, brings out the aesthetics of the murderer and 

their fluctuating effects to the readers. Ellis in his American Psycho finds out the best 

possible way of doing that, of creating the ambiguity between narrative and textual 

reality. Readers, as a result, question the authenticity of the narrative and the mental 

stability of the narrator protagonist, and author in this process, gets the upper hand 

to direct the emotions of the readers. The ambiguity, which is created by the unique 

strategy of the narrative, is well complimented by the ‘boring’ description of the 

narration. In case of American Psycho, as Murphet points out: 

The endless name-dropping, label-listing, cataloguing of exercise and 

grooming routines, descriptions of household items, run-down of restaurant 

settings and menu descriptions, the typical Rolling Stone or Billboardpop 

music reviews, and the empty, senseless dialogues between characters so 

undefined and interchangeable, that even they confuse each other’s identity.  

(24) 

The boring description of the commodities throughout the novel plays a very 

important role; it actually acts as a foil to the massive violence. Murphet argues that 

the violent incidents are ‚so confronting and disturbing partly because they have 

been so long in coming *<+ and partly because what had remained latent behind the 

surface banality is here given such swift and explicit expression that we are simply 

unprepared for it‛ (40), and ‚the violence is not simply a matter of content; it is very 

much a matter of form and style‛ (45). Marco Abel also points out ‚the extent 

boredom is deployed as a major stylistic strategy‛ (143) and asserts that ‚Ellis insists 

that boredom works as boredom only when disrupted by violence‛ (146). These two 

interdependent aspects play a detrimental role on the aesthetics of the readers. The 

extensive boring passages constantly push the readers to read the novel further with 

a curious promise that something may happen soon and thus the author takes the 

total control of his readers’ thinking capacity in this particular matter. This mental 

exercise shapes the aesthetics of a reader according to his or her peculiar mindset 

also—which may or may not correspond to the ‘normality’ of the response expected 

from a reader. While for some readers it may elicit the feeling of repulsion, some 

others may find it to be extremely enthralling and some having made a secular 

reading of the novel and expecting a neat, closed ending, may discover it surprising.  

American Psycho, thus, is not restricted to only graphic descriptions of serial 

killings and physical violence; it offers perfect food for thought for a psychological 
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study of the aesthetics of murder as well, which makes the novel more interesting. 

Commodification, claustrophobia, alienation, and banality of life in general are 

issues with which the modern man is battling, the repressed feelings finding an 

outlet in violence committed or witnessed and thus, the readers become complicit in 

the murders committed by Bateman, undergoing the experience of contrary 

impulses that both thwart and incite the desire for murder. This microcosmic level of 

reader’s response finds an inflated and more complex  parallel in Bateman in whom 

the psychic experience of his peculiar mind leads to a commodification, eroticizing 

and dehumanizing of human beings, with his mind involved in the act of reification 

and he himself executing the destruction of the objects of his fetishism by 

committing murders. Bret Easton Ellis has created an enigmatic novel in which it is 

interesting to note the aesthetics of murder as experienced by the reader and the 

protagonist, Bateman and the convergence and divergence of their psychic 

responses. 
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