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Abstract 

This paper analyzes Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho (1991), and more specifical-

ly, the protagonist-narrator Patrick Bateman. He is analyzed through the theoretical 

framework known as narratology, and more specifically, the designation of “unreli-

able narrator,” in order to analyze the interplay between the character and the post-

modernist society of which he is a product. This paper also uses the critical approach 

of close reading as a method. Close reading will be used in order to analyze Bateman 

and his narration. This essay will argue that in American Psycho, the protagonist-nar-

rator Bateman’s loss of control over reality is described as arising because of how 

postmodern society works to fit people into a mould and remove individuality. Bate-

man displays the excesses of the 1980s, and he conforms to the expectations of post-

modern society, which emphasizes consumerism and trends but no substance. He lives 

in a postmodern society that highlights materialism, consumerism, and reality versus 

hyperreality. He tries to find his identity, away from superficiality and wealth, but 

fails. He takes out his frustration on people who are in a lower social class than him, 

and he murders and tortures his victims as a result. Bateman does not only live like 

someone out of a magazine, but he also copies serial killers, but: he has no real identi-

ty or even original method of murder. Bateman takes on an identity as a serial killer 

and imitates their crimes. He finds himself torn between the postmodern reality and 

the reality he creates in his mind. 

Keywords: American Psycho, postmodernism, simulation, serial killers, unreliable 
narrator 
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This paper will be looking at Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho (1991), and more 

specifically, the protagonist-narrator Patrick Bateman, using narratology in order to 

analyze the interplay between the character and the postmodernist society of which he 

is a product. Through a close reading of the novel using this approach, Ellis’ work is a 

clear demonstration of how the postmodern society dissolves individuality and focus-

es on superficiality. The novel presents the story of Patrick Bateman, a wealthy 26-

year-old man who lives in Manhattan, who is a Wall Street worker by day, and a serial 

killer by night. The book is written in first-person narration and is arguably close to a 

plotless story following Bateman’s everyday life through fancy restaurants, unneces-

sary long explanations of brands and clothes, characters who are interchangeable with 

each other, satire, vulgar thoughts, and gruesome murders. This essay will argue that 

in American Psycho, the protagonist-narrator Bateman’s loss of control over what is 

reality is described to arise because of how postmodern society works to fit people 

into a mould and remove individuality. 

 The themes American Psycho delves into are materialism and consumerism, 

but also the difference between reality and simulation or fantasy, which are some vital 

features of postmodernism. Postmodernism can be traced back to as far as the 1950s, 

even earlier, according to some critics, but in the 1980s and the 1990s, the term post-

modernism became omnipresent in North America and Europe (Malpas 2005, 5). In 

recent years, the term has become less frequent, yet the ideas presented are still rele-

vant in contemporary culture. Depending on discipline and field of research, the term 

postmodernism is subjective to its respective areas. Sociologists can use it, historians, 

scientists, and many more (Malpas 2005, 6). The shift from modernism to postmod-

ernism is marked by the exploration from epistemological issues to ontological ques-
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tions, questions regarding the status of reality and the world. According to Brian 

McHale, the questions, “What is a world?” and “What kinds of worlds are there, and 

how do they differ?”, are being asked by authors of literary texts to readers. The read-

ers are confronted by these questions when encountering literary texts about why the 

world is being created and who or what they can trust and rely on (Malpas 2005, 25). 

In the case of American Psycho, the world presented to the readers is a society that 

focuses on commodities and superficiality. The weight of materialism and con-

sumerism defines their identities, which later becomes dissatisfactory for Bateman. 

This will be further explained in the main body of the essay.  

 Postmodernism has many features, but this essay will look into simulation and 

pastiche. Simulations focus on the distinction between the real and copy. Plato dis-

cussed how, for example, painters could paint a representation of the real world (Ben-

nett and Royle 2016, 252). This can be interpreted to writers as well. Some writers 

create a fictional world and fictional characters sometimes to imitate or criticize the 

actual world. For instance, American Psycho is a critique of postmodern consumerism 

and the hyperreality of it. Patrick Bateman is fictional, but the society he is living in is 

a fictional reflection of the real society found in Manhattan in the ’80s and ’90s. Sim-

ulation has a hierarchy of the real and the copy. The postmodern challenges the dis-

tinction between the two and questions it (Bennett and Royle 2016, 252). Pastiche is 

an imitation of early literary works or objects. Pastiche is a vital feature of postmod-

ernism and is a model where they take ideas and stylistic devices from previous works 

(Malpas 2005, 135). In literature, pastiche is an example of intertextuality; it imitates 

an original work and mimics it (Bennett and Royle 2016, 254). 

 The postmodern has replaced reality with hyperreality and simulation. The 

value of objects and signs in contemporary culture is indistinguishable (Malpas 2005, 

122). The contact with reality has decreased, and the individual identity is replaced by 

a postmodern identity where commodities and objects that are purchased shape the 

identity (Malpas 2005, 122). The contemporary mass media distorts the real world, 

and it is replaced by a simulated world which denies reality. The media controls how 

reality is presented, and the appearance can be distorted (Malpas 2005, 123). During 

modernism, reality got presented by an image, and the image represented one reality, 
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and the original represented its own reality. However, in postmodernism, the reality 

dissolves, and the image is the place-holder (Malpas 2005, 124). Jean Baudrillard 

states: “Images and simulations become more immediate, more apparently real, more 

seductive and more desirable as they produce rather than reflect the reality in which 

we exist: contemporary subjectivity and society is not the producer of simulations, but 

the product of them. In the order of simulation, meaning ‘implodes’ and we move 

from reality to hyperreality” (Malpas 2005, 124-125). Hyperreality identifies how the 

culture of media and technology interact and becomes more real to society. Bau-

drillard continues and states: “in the temporary media-dominated world, everything 

partakes of fantasy, incarceration, and corruption, and reality, freedom, and truth have 

been banished entirely from day-to-day existence” (Malpas 2005, 126). When the 

truth is banished from reality in a temporary media-dominated world, it results in 

withholding information about reality. 

 This essay will use the theoretical framework narratology. French literary the-

orist Gérard Genette developed the theory of narratology, and there are various parts 

of a narrative: “narrative refer to the narrative statement, the oral or written discourse 

that undertakes to tell of an event or a series of events” (Genette 1980, 25). The narra-

tive discourse is focalized through the consciousness of the protagonist in American 

Psycho. Everything is presented through his eyes, and the readers obtain information 

and knowledge about events because of the way the narrator presents it. There are dif-

ferent aspects of narratology, and this essay will look into personalized narrators and 

analyze the unreliability of the narration. According to James Phelan and Patricia 

Martin (1999), there are three axes of unreliability: “facts and events of the narrated 

domain; the interpretation of such facts (i.e. supplied inferences, explanations or mo-

tivations); moral, practical aesthetic, etc. judgments and evaluations of these 

facts” (Margolin 2014). Depending on the instability or lack of information from the 

narrator, it may alter his reliability. Withholding information from readers is radical 

and causes unreliability because the reality of the fictional world is withheld. Claims 

by the narrator could also be inconsistent and different claims of the same event, or 

lack of evidence are signs of unreliability too. The narrator’s psychological issues and 

mental deficiencies can be a vital sign of unreliability. If the narrator uses drugs that 
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cause hallucinations, or the person suffers from insanity, the narration is deemed to be 

unreliable (Margolin 2014). 

 When a narrator suffers from insanity or madness, it leads to instability and 

tension in the narrative. The madness that comes forth in the narration raises the read-

ers’ questions: “Is this storyworld a mental projection?” or will the madness develop 

over time? (Bernaerts, Herman and Vervaeck 2009, 286). The madness that is masked 

in narration can result in lousy perception and issues in ethics and the construction of 

identity. Madness can be detected by the state of mind of the protagonist, but also de-

tected through behavior (Bernaerts, Herman and Vervaeck 2009, 284). This type of 

madness in the narrative is called narrative delirium (Bernaerts, Herman, and Ver-

vaeck 2009, 286). Narrative delirium is a type of manifestation of madness, and it be-

comes a part of the textual dynamic (Bernaerts, Herman and Vervaeck 2009, 289). 

When readers come across an epistemological instability in the narrative, they have to 

take the ontological boundaries into account between imagination and perception 

(Bernaerts, Herman and Vervaeck 2009, 286). 

 This paper will use close reading as a method. According to Annette Federico 

in her book Engagements with Close Reading (2016), close reading ”requires that we 

temporarily put away our own habits of thinking, our opinions and certainties, and 

make space for another’s ideas, look through another’s eyes” (2016, 9). This type of 

reading makes space for different ideas. This method makes the thought process when 

reading the literary work more analytical, and the emotional experience is not lost. 

Federico states: “close reading [...] the kind of reading that opens the door to a deeper, 

more critical understanding of the particular work being read” (2016, 9). Depending 

on what the purpose of the analysis of the close reading is, the full attention from the 

literary work may differ. The analysis can focus on the novel’s aesthetic features, the 

form, and the details or grasp the content (Federico 2016, 9). This essay will focus on 

the content and details of American Psycho and interpreting Patrick Bateman’s world, 

the reality he is facing in the postmodern era, and how he is imitating that reality.  

 This novel has been praised for its presentation of postmodernism but also 

criticized by critics regarding the reality of the murders and Bateman’s reliability. 

Marco Caracciolo argues that Bateman is an unreliable narrator because of his hallu-
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cinations and delusions (2014, 193). Caracciolo states that readers should be able to 

see the boundaries between perception and imagination (2014, 201), which Bateman 

fails to present. The reader is left questioning whether the crimes Bateman commits 

were real or not. Jennifer Phillips agrees with Caracciolo but also argues that the ex-

amples of his violent crimes are not enough evidence for him to be considered an un-

reliable narrator. The existence of his crimes outside of his mind is hard to prove be-

cause many of his attacks are inflicted on prostitutes, homeless people, and other 

identities, which cannot be verified (Phillips 2009, 64). However, there is a discrepan-

cy between the narrator and the reader and the textual signs; therefore it causes the 

narration to be unreliable (Phillips 2009, 62). An argument Caracciolo brings up in his 

book Strange Narrators in Contemporary Fiction is how society is responsible for 

Bateman’s horrific crimes (2016, 101). Bateman becomes satirized because of the 

contemporary consumer society and wants to go against it by murdering people 

(Caracciolo 2016, 100). This resulted in him becoming a serial killer who is copying 

other serial killers active during the 1950s until the 1990s, such as Ted Bundy and Ed 

Gein. In relation to these critics, this essay will analyze how Bateman, because of his 

loss of control over reality, imitates the postmodern reality and resorts to a serial killer 

identity in order to break free from the mould that the society has created, and how 

the simulation he creates in his mind makes him unreliable.  

 First, the essay will investigate Bateman, in relation to the postmodern society 

and his dissatisfaction with the superficiality and the external factors imitates his real-

ity. Then, look into how Bateman looks for an identity to escape the postmodern iden-

tity through adapting a serial killer identity. Lastly, the essay will investigate how 

Bateman, in relation to imitating his reality, is an unreliable narrator.  

 Bateman and the other characters are surrounded by consumerism and materi-

alism, which reflect the lifestyle of the postmodern. This is a simulation that empha-

sizes that superficiality and expensive objects equals an identity. Jean Baudrillard ar-

gues that money and commodities infest every aspect of the experience (Malpas 2005, 

122). This is Bateman’s way of trying to conform to the postmodern society, to dis-

play the excesses of the 1980s. He got caught up with being the ideal yuppie, his ob-

session with brands and booking tables at expensive restaurants defines who he is 
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only as a consumer subject. The narration style reflects on the materialism and exter-

nal factors, such as appearances and wealth, one has to maintain to have a status quo. 

Everyone comes from the same yuppie-ideal and line of work; they all imitate and 

look like each other (Cojocaru 2008, 188). When he buys an object, identity and im-

age come along with it. He has this obsession with his exterior self, which is evident 

through his constant detailed descriptions of what he and others wear and eat (Söder-

lind 2008, 67). 

 The novel brings forth how society values superficiality and appearances. For 

instanced when Bateman states: “But this couple looks like they’ve strolled out of a 

Ralph Lauren ad. . . . Jean and I do too (and so does the rest of the whole goddamn 

restaurant)” (Ellis 1991, 261). Everyone looks similar even the characters confuse 

each other’s identities: “Owen has mistaken me for Marcus Halberstram . . . but for 

some reason it really doesn’t matter and it seems a logical faux pas since Marcus 

works at P&P also, in fact does the same exact thing I do” (Ellis 1991, 89). Society 

emphasizes what people wear and how wealthy they are, and Bateman and his friends 

maintain that ideal. Objects and commodities shape the identity, and the image of rea-

lity is distorted. 

 Originality and reality are dropped altogether and result in a structural system 

that becomes equivalent and exchangeable: “we exist within an infinite code to which 

no one has the key” (Malpas 2005, 124). Bateman has no real identity, and it is as 

though he bought it ready-made. This is a result of the postmodern society: consume-

rism and trends but no substance. Ellis had previously written several novels regar-

ding dehumanization in capitalist consumer culture, however, this novel received 

enormous backlash. The world Ellis paints in his book is an abstract society filled 

with murders: “What Mr. Ellis is evidently trying to say that Patrick Bateman lives in 

a morally flat world in which clothes have more value than skin, objects are worth 

more than bones, and the human soul is something to be sought with knives and hat-

chets and drills” (Lehmann-Haupt 1991). Bateman’s dissatisfaction stems from the 

lack of originality. He cannot obtain an identity through consumerism as consumerism 

only leads to exchangeability. 
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 Bateman is unsure of who he is. The postmodern society does not allow for 

individuality, which he struggles with. Other characters sometimes define him; for 

example, his girlfriend Evelyn describes him as “abhorrent,” “pathological” (Ellis 

1991, 340), and “inhuman” (1991, 341). That conversation with Evelyn unraveled a 

realization in Bateman:  

There is an idea of a Patrick Bateman, some kind of abstraction but 
there is no real me, only an entity, something illusory, and though I can 
hide my cold gaze and you can shake my hand feel flesh gripping 
yours and maybe you can even sense our lifestyles are probably com-
parable: I am simply not there. It is hard for me to make sense on any 
given level. Myself is fabricated, an aberration. I am a noncontingent 
human being. My personality is sketchy and unformed, my heartless-
ness goes deep and is persistent. My conscience, my pity, my hopes 
disappeared a long time ago (probably at Harvard) if they ever did ex-
ist (Ellis 1991, 376-377). 

Bateman’s explanation of himself results in obstructing his own identity. He does not 

explain himself as a human, but instead as an entity (Caracciolo 2014, 200). He is 

aware that his personality is “sketchy and unformed” (Ellis 1991, 377) and that he is 

“erratic” (Ellis 1991, 341). The monologues and realizations Bateman had made him 

question his existence and the purposelessness of life. He feels depersonalized and 

says: 

There wasn’t a clear, identifiable emotion within me, except greed and 
possibly total disgust. I had all the characteristics of a human 
being―flesh, blood, skin, hair, but my depersonalization was so in-
tense, had gone so deep, that the normal ability to feel compassion had 
been eradicated, the victim of a slow, purposeful erasure. I was simply 
imitating reality, a rough resemblance of a human being, with only a 
dim corner of my mind functioning (Ellis 1991, 282) 

At the end of the novel, he comes to terms with his reality and is “simply imitating 

reality” (Ellis 1991, 282), and accepts the unanswered questions of his existence and 

identity. 

 Status and social hierarchy saturate American Psycho. The idea of reality and 

representation has vanished, and all that is left is a broken 26-year old Wall Street 

worker who, in search of his identity, resorts to killing and torturing people that are 

different from him. Ellis explained he wanted to create a society where surface beca-

me the prioritized factor. As Bateman stated in the novel: “Surface, surface, surface 

was all that anyone found meaning in” (Ellis 1991, 375). Bateman is fully aware of 
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the imitations and obsession with the surface in society, and he continues: “If I were 

an actual automaton what difference would there really be?” (Ellis 1991, 343). The 

novel itself has a critique of consumer ideology and the real versus copy (Caputi 

1993, 103). One review on Amazon stated: “The horror does not lie in the novel itself, 

but in the society it reflects…. Not only is American Psycho a bleak, pitch-black 

comedy and disturbing portrait of a madman but also a serious work that exposes the 

blatant excesses of American vanity’ culture,’ ’80’s consumerism and 

Reaganism” (qtd. in Caracciolo 2016, 79). Bateman is a result of a creation, created 

by the postmodern society (Caracciolo, 2016 101). The society he participates in re-

sults in him getting sucked into the yuppie lifestyle, a mould everyone fits in. He 

wants to stand out and be admirable but cannot. There is an image to uphold and it is 

a simulation where everyone is a replica of each other. The society they all live in is a 

hyperreality where the postmodern society and commodities control their actions and 

identity.  

 Bateman is wealthy and can afford materialistic things, but it causes him a fee-

ling of dissatisfaction. No materialistic entity can appease his needs, and therefore he 

searches for other ways to find an identity and satisfy himself (Cojocaru 2008, 189). 

Ellis paints up imagery of the postmodern society being filled with superficiality whe-

re the identity is decided by the external factors, such as clothes or materialistic 

wealth. However, Bateman wants an identity that does not focus mainly on superficia-

lity, which results in him turning to killing and torturing people.  

 The genre of serial killer fiction usually follows the same patterns, such as 

choosing similar victims to kill (Allué 2002, 8). This is a type of pastiche where 

American Psycho imitates the serial killer genre. The readers are presented to the title 

of the novel and expect a psychotic character in the novel. Ellis builds suspense be-

fore having Bateman commit murder, for instance, introducing his psychotic thoughts 

about wanting to inflict violence on others. The readers get exposed to Bateman’s 

thoughts and confessions before he acts out on them. This suspense is typical in serial 

killer fiction. 

 His fascination with serial-killers is evident through his endless reading of 

books and telling his friends about them (Helyer 2000, 744). Ted Bundy, Ed Gein, 
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Son of Sam, and Charles Manson are the serial-killers mentioned in the novel. Bate-

man admires these serial killers and has read their biographies. His friends are also 

aware of his obsession with killers and state that:”  ‘Bateman, you are some kind of 

morose bastard,’ Preston says. ‘You should stop reading all those Ted Bundy biograp-

hies’” (Ellis 1991, 38). Bateman reading about these serial killer’s and later adapts 

their thoughts and action in the novel is a form of pastiche. He copies them and forms 

his own reality and identity based on them. For instance, Bateman tells his friends 

about what Ed Gein said about women: “‘When I see a pretty woman walk down the 

street, I think two things. One part of me wants to take her out and talk to her and be 

real nice and sweet and treat her right. [while the other part wonders] what her head 

would look like on a stick’” (Ellis 1991, 92). Bateman starts laughing, and the others 

join in, thinking he is joking. However, Bateman agrees with Gein, and admires him 

(Helyer 2000, 744). His friend’s response is: “You’ve always been interested in stuff 

like that, Bateman” (Ellis 1991, 92). However, his friends do not comprehend that he 

is a killer himself, even when he says gruesome things out loud.  

 Even Bateman’s murders have a form of imitation. His aesthetic of his killing 

resembles Ed Gein, who was active during the ’50s. The resemblance of his murder of 

Christie and Elizabeth mirrors the serial killer Gein’s murders, where he committed 

necrophilia, skinned, and decorated his home with his victims. Bateman, much like 

Gein, is turned on by the corpses of his victims and performs oral sex with the heads 

of his female victims that he kills, also using their body parts as decorations. For in-

stance, Bateman admits wanting to use Christie’s head as a Jack-o’-lantern on Hallo-

ween (Ellis 1991, 301). He has no real method of murder other than being interested 

in serial killers, and through his fascination, he copies them. He copies them but still 

has no identity; instead he imitates a serial killer persona. 

 The detailed descriptions of Bateman’s murders are equated with the lengthy 

descriptions of clothes, and the victims are objects that he takes advantage of. Bate-

man’s victims become interchangeable commodities to him. This explains his detailed 

explanations of him mutilating the victim’s bodies: “The listing of mutilated body 

parts in the murder scenes provides an obvious parallel to the relentless description of 

the clothes he wears or the hi-fi equipment he has bought in the non-murder 
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sections” (Nicol 2009, 199-200). Ellis also stated: “it seemed clear to me that Bate-

man would describe these acts of brutality in the same numbing, excessive detail and 

flat tone that he recounts everything else -- his clothing, his meals, his workouts at the 

gym. It seemed to me that he would not avoid telling the reader what he does when he 

murders people. For me, it was an esthetic choice that made sense” (Cohen 1991). 

Postmodern society lacks individuality and instead focuses on the masses. The mass 

killings Bateman carries out are an ironic reflection of the mass production in post-

modern culture.  

 The more murders Bateman commits, the more distilled the feeling of killing 

becomes for him (Cojocaru 2008, 192). He later becomes numb to the violence he 

inflicts on others: “I’m used to the horror. It seems distilled. Even now it fails to upset 

or bother me” (Ellis 1991, 345). It became a routine for him to take home girls and 

dissect their bodies and perform sexual acts with their corpses. It does not satisfy him 

anymore. In the chapter “Tries to Cook and Eat Girl,” he describes how he plays with 

a girl’s intestines and detaches the girl’s spinal cord. This all seems dull and repetitive 

to him. He says: “This is my reality. Everything outside of this is like some movie I 

once saw” (Ellis 1991, 345). Bateman often refers to his life as in the movies. 

Throughout the novel, he rents videotapes that contain porn, torture, and serial killers. 

Bateman has a hard time distinguishing what reality is. The presentation of the grue-

some explanation of how he murders his victims can be linked to the movies he rents. 

He could be presenting what he sees in the movies and later transformed himself into 

the character in which inflicts violence to the person in the tape. He takes on the role 

of a serial killer, which he does not hide. Later, the murder becomes a meaningless 

repetition for him because his killings end up being imitations of what other killers 

have already done.  

 In the novel, there are hints to indicate that Bateman is not the only person 

with psychotic tendencies. When he is in a video store, he witnesses a man “holding 

Friday the 13th: Part 7 and a documentary on abortion” (Ellis 1991, 112). After Bate-

man has killed Owen, he gets a visit from detective Kimball. Kimball tells him about 

how “a young stockbroker was recently arrested and charged with murdering a young 

Chicano girl and performing voodoo rituals with, well, various body parts” (Ellis 
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1991, 275). Bateman responds with, “That was an interesting case” (Ellis 1991, 275), 

and detective Kimball does not find it odd that he thinks so. Bateman also witnesses 

“Wall Street Guy [...] he was writing [...] Kill . . . All . . . Yuppies” (Ellis 1991, 374). 

Because “everyone is interchangeable anyway” (Ellis 1991, 379), that has been an 

enormous advantage for Bateman to get away with his murders (Serpell 2009, 58). 

What the novel tries to convey is that in the postmodern, the human body and life has 

no value. Bateman is not the only one going crazy in this society, and there are other 

people who suffer from the same problem he does. Everyone is a product of the simu-

lation, the hyperreality becomes the real society, and therefore the perverted ones are 

not acknowledged.  

 Bateman voices his dissatisfaction with his identity and the postmodern 

through violence. Violence, rape, necrophilia, and cannibalism give him a thrill that is 

otherwise absent in his life. Bateman says: “My . . . my need to engage in . . . homici-

dal behavior on a massive scale cannot be, um, corrected [...] But I . . . have no other 

way to express my blocked . . . needs” (Ellis 1991, 338).  He feels alienated and tries 

to reach out to Evelyn, his fiancé, and admits he copes with his frustration by killing 

and torturing others. As usual, his words are now acknowledged, and the conversation 

shifts to something else. Niedlich points out: “The novel depicts a world that is cruel, 

chaotic, increasingly hyperreal, devoid of values and morals and, above all, meaning-

less. While Bateman reproduces this meaninglessness, he also counters it by creating 

his meaningful universe, in which he can control events, which is ordered and coher-

ent” (2007, 231). Because the contemporary mass media denies reality, Bateman feels 

as though he can create his reality. 

 In the novel, there is evidence which indicates that Bateman suffers from 

madness. Bateman’s rational thinking disappears whenever something inconvenient 

happens to him. His mind goes directly into torture or killing. According to Lars 

Bernaerts, Luc Herman, and Bart Vervaeck in their paper “Narrative Threads of Mad-

ness” they describe madness as “a condition involving decline or even disappearance 

of the role of rational factors in the organization of human conduct and 

experience” (2009, 284). The behavior and the madness itself become essential traits 

of the character’s mind (Bernaerts, Herman and Vervaeck 2009, 284). In narrative 
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theory, madness can cause unreliability. According to Phelan and Martin, if the infor-

mation is lacking in the narrative, it alters the reliability of the narrator, or if some in-

formation is inconsistent, there are signs of unreliability in the narrative (Margolin 

2014).  

 Caracciolo argues that Bateman is an unreliable narrator because he suffers 

from hallucinations and delusions as a result of his drug abuse. Drugs and hallucina-

tions affect the reliability of the narrator (Margolin 2014). Bateman had stated on dif-

ferent occasions, while being intoxicated by either alcohol or cocaine, that he does not 

remember, for instance, when he was watching The Patty Winters show: “I think I 

was hallucinating while watching it. I don’t know. I can’t be sure. I don’t 

remember” (Ellis 1991, 65), and when he kills Christie: “there’s also a black pit where 

her vagina should be (though I don’t remember doing anything to it)” (Ellis 1991, 

291). Bateman discovers the black hole on Christie the day after he murders her. 

While having detailed descriptions of the murder, he failed to report on how he raped 

and tore up Christie’s vagina. This shows instability in the narrative because he can-

not recall what he did to her although he tortured her the day before (Bernaerts, Her-

man, and Vervaeck 2009, 286). The uncertainty in the narration makes the readers 

question the actuality of his crimes. The murders could all be a mental projection in 

Bateman’s mind that he explains to the readers formed by either his hallucinations or 

the simulation he has created. The readers get an insight into how Bateman forms his 

identity through his mental process, but it is yet another imitation of serial killers he 

has read about or seen movies about. 

 Bateman’s monologues consist of thematic and stylistic devices that under-

mine his credibility, which is an instance of “narrative delirium” (Bernaerts, Herman 

and Vervaeck 2009). The evidence of narrative delirium appears towards the end, 

which results in mind-tricking, it is hard to establish whether the narrative delirium is 

throughout the entirety of the novel or if the brutalities are real (Caracciolo 2014, 

194). The further into the novel, the more Bateman is left questioning his reality. The 

novel begins with ease into his psychotic mind and later into the gruesome and violent 

murders he commits. Towards the end of the novel, Bateman’s serial killer hyperreali-

ty starts to dissolve. 
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 Bateman’s unreliability is most evident when visiting Owen’s apartment, 

where he left Owen’s, Christie’s and Bethany’s bodies. When he asks the real estate 

agent if Paul Owen lives there, she replies with” No. He doesn’t” (Ellis 1991, 369). 

Bateman gets confused by her response and decides to go inside. When he gets inside 

the apartment, it was clean, and the bodies were gone:  

There has been no word of bodies discovered in any of the city’s four 
newspapers or on the local news; no hints of even a rumor floating 
around. I’ve gone so far as to ask people – dates, business acquain-
tances - over dinners, in the halls of Pierce & Pierce, if anyone has 
heard about two mutilated prostitutes found in Paul Owen’s apartment 
(Ellis 1991, 366-367). 

He is shocked that nobody reported the dead bodies in the apartment, but even more 

shocked that the apartment is spotless. Nevertheless, Bateman refers to this, as in the 

movies: “But like in some movie, no one has heard anything, has any idea of what 

I’m talking about. [...] So what I’m assuming is that, essentially, like, no bodies have 

been found” (Ellis 1991, 367). He again refers to this as in the movies, which can in-

dicate that he has no way of distinguishing between reality and simulation. Everything 

he relates to is seen by him from a movie or a magazine. His reality reflects what he 

surrounds himself with. He reads serial killer biographies; therefore, he performs the 

same crime as them; he watches movies where girls get dissected; therefore he copies 

the person who dissects them, and so on. At this point, the readers come to understand 

that Bateman’s crimes possibly never happened.  

 There is a discrepancy of perception between the way that Bateman views 

himself and the way that others view him. Phillips calls this “unintentional self-in-

crimination” (2009, 64). There are more textual indications that point to a discrepancy 

in the narration. For instance, when he confessed to being “an evil psychopath” (Ellis 

1991, 20), or when Evelyn is referring to him as the “boy-next-door” (Ellis 1991, 20), 

and the most evident one: when Bateman leaves a voicemail to his lawyer Harold 

Carnes confessing his crimes (Ellis 1991, 352). When he met up with Carnes, Carnes 

mistook Bateman for someone named Davis and thought Bateman had prank-called 

him. When Bateman repeats that he killed Owen, Carnes says it is not possible be-

cause he had lunch with Owen ten days ago (Ellis 1991, 388). After he confessed to 

Carnes, everything went back to normal.  
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 Bateman’s unreliability comes forth when he fails to report the reactions of 

those around him and is fallible in reporting events. For instance, Bateman fails to 

describe his attack on Luis Carruthers in the men’s bathroom stall. Bateman has Luis 

in a chokehold, according to himself: “start to squeeze, tightening my grip, but it’s 

loose enough to let Luis turn around” (Ellis 1991, 158). They both interpret the attack 

differently. Luis sees the attack as something sensual, while Bateman perceives it as a 

violent attack. Luis, however, kisses Bateman’s wrist and asks, “why here?” (Ellis 

1991, 158). Here, Bateman fails to inform the readers through his narration that there 

is a conflict between what he wants to happen and what evidently happens (Phillips 

2009, 65). Bateman’s claim that he violently attacked Luis is problematic. They have 

different claims of the same event, which proves discrepancies in the novel. This in-

stance with Luis proves that Bateman has painted himself a reality where he is con-

vinced he is a serial killer and a violent person, while Luis has another perception of 

Bateman. This instance reveals the unreliability that comes forth in the narrative 

(Phillips 2009, 64) and how Bateman views his identity. He thinks he is violent, and a 

successful serial killer for not getting caught, but people around him perceive him dif-

ferently.  

 Towards the end of the novel, Bateman’s serial killer hyperreality starts to dis-

solve. For instance, when he was in a taxi, he got confronted by the driver. Bateman 

killed his other taxi driver friend and wants revenge. Bateman threatens to kill him, 

but it does not phase the taxi driver. The driver calls him a “yuppie scumbag” (Ellis 

1991, 394) and drives off. His comment made Bateman question himself. He has a 

breakdown on the highway and says:” I just want to […] keep the game going” (Ellis 

1991, 394). He questions his simulated reality with the outside reality. He cannot get 

detached from the ideal yuppie in the eyes of society. His identity in the perspective 

of the other characters is the same, while Bateman has painted himself a mental pic-

ture of his identity. When the taxi driver later drives off and Bateman has an emotion-

al breakdown, he gets a comment from an old lady telling him to go get a haircut (El-

lis 1991, 394). In the end, his appearance is what determines his status and identity in 

society. 
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 In sum, the novel critiques the postmodern society and its consumer lifestyle. 

There is no place for individuality in the postmodern society, which dissatisfies Bate-

man. He feels isolated and alone in a civilized society. Everything seemed routined, 

and when he resorted to killing, the thrill fizzles out, and he gets stuck in an existen-

tial crisis. Despite having materialistic wealth, Bateman is trapped and unhappy be-

cause of his affluent life. American Psycho is not about the failure of justice, but in-

stead about personal and cultural failure (Phillips 2009, 66). The society Bateman par-

ticipates in lacks culture in their interpretation of reality, and the external and superfi-

cial is instead celebrated, and that results in a loss of Bateman’s identity. Everyone in 

the novel is obsessed with their image; the simulation of superficiality is their reality. 

Bateman often hallucinates due to his drug and alcohol abuse, which later results in 

him believing his hallucinations and imagination. He cannot distinguish the difference 

between stimulated and reality.  

 Bateman’s fascination with real-life serial killers has made him imitate their 

violence on his victims. In the quest of finding his identity he resorts to imitating the 

serial killers he looks up to. Bateman’s version of reality is that he is a serial killer 

who has not been caught yet. He finds it odd and questions it in his narration. He is 

aware of his psychosis and mental illness yet is still convinced he committed his 

crimes. But because he never gets recognized for them, he keeps murdering people 

and getting away with it. Even when he confesses his crimes he is not taken seriously 

and he feels hopeless that his confessions mean nothing (Ellis 1991, 377) and that 

people can not distinguish him from others. Bateman created his own reality in his 

mind, which he thought differed from the postmodern society, while the postmodern 

society is, in fact, his reality too. He believes his experiences of killing and torturing 

people are real whilst the evidence against him in the novel says otherwise. All he 

does is imitate what other serial killers have done throughout the ’50s and ’70s. The 

serial killer identity he imitates is a copy of someone else’s reality. Even when he 

thinks he has an identity, it is a portrayal of the serial killers.    

 Bateman displays the excesses of the 1980s, and it is his way of trying to con-

form. He copies not just serial killers but lives like someone out of a magazine. He 

has no real identity or even the method of murder. It is as though he bought his per-



  Sadraddin Mahiddin 16

sona ready-made. This is a result of the postmodern society: consumerism and trends 

but no substance. The postmodern lifestyle is artificial. Although he tries to escape, 

the ready-made persona, his serial killer identity he takes on is also ready-made. 

Bateman has a hard time distinguishing between the imaginary and the real. This sim-

ulation he has created does not agree with the reality outside his mind, which makes 

his narration unreliable. His serial killer hyperreality starts to dissolve, and he is left 

questioning himself yet again, this displays Bateman’s loss of control over what is 

reality because of how postmodern society works to fit people into a mould and re-

move individuality. 
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