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The Rules Of Attraction By Bret
Easton Ellis

The rules of attraction by Bret Easton Ellis is a compelling novel that delves into the dark and often
nihilistic world of American youth in the 1980s. Known for its sharp wit, intricate characterizations, and
exploration of themes such as superficiality, identity, and moral ambiguity, the book has cemented its place as
a significant work in contemporary literature. This article aims to explore the various aspects of "The Rules of
Attraction," including its plot, themes, stylistic elements, and its impact on readers and popular culture.

An Overview of the Plot and Setting

The Narrative Framework
"The Rules of Attraction" is set primarily within the confines of a prestigious liberal arts college, Camden
College, located in New Hampshire. The novel employs a nonlinear narrative structure, weaving together the
perspectives of multiple characters over a single academic year. These characters include students, faculty, and
other inhabitants of the college, each with their own complex stories that intersect in often unpredictable ways.
The story revolves around a group of young adults navigating the tumultuous landscape of college life, filled
with parties, drugs, sex, and existential crises. The novel's central figures include Sean Bateman, the brooding
and rebellious son of a famous novelist; Lauren Hynde, a beautiful yet superficial girl entangled in complex
romantic and social dynamics; and Paul Denton, a sensitive and introspective student grappling with his identity
and morality.

Major Plot Themes
While the storyline is episodic and character-driven, several core themes underpin the narrative: - Superficiality
and Social Status: The characters often obsess over appearances, popularity, and material success. - Sexuality
and Desire: The novel candidly explores sexual relationships, often depicting casual encounters and emotional
detachment. - Identity and Self-Discovery: Characters struggle with understanding themselves amidst a
landscape of societal expectations and internal conflicts. - Violence and Morality: Themes of violence, both
physical and emotional, are woven throughout, highlighting the moral ambiguousness of the characters’
actions.

Stylistic Elements and Literary Techniques

Writing Style
Bret Easton Ellis's prose in "The Rules of Attraction" is characterized by its minimalist, sharp, and often cynical
tone. The narrative employs a detached, almost clinical voice that mirrors the emotional numbness and
disaffection of its characters. Short, punchy sentences and rapid scene shifts contribute to a sense of
disorientation, reflecting the chaotic lives of the protagonists.

Use of Multiple Perspectives
One of the novel’s defining features is its use of multiple first-person perspectives. Each chapter is narrated by a
different character, providing insight into their inner thoughts and motivations. This technique allows readers to



see the same events from various angles, highlighting the subjectivity of truth and perception.

Dark Humor and Irony
Ellis employs dark humor and irony throughout the novel, often exposing the absurdity of social norms and the
superficial values of the characters. This tone creates a sense of detachment and emphasizes the moral
ambiguity present in their actions.

Major Themes and Symbolism

Superficiality and the Cult of Appearance
The novel critiques the obsession with image prevalent among college students. The characters often prioritize
looks, social standing, and material possessions over genuine meaningful experiences. This superficiality is
symbolized through the constant focus on fashion, partying, and superficial relationships.

The Search for Identity
Many characters grapple with understanding who they are beyond societal labels and expectations. This quest
for authenticity is often thwarted by their own self-destructive tendencies and the corrupt environment of
college life.

Morality and Violence
Ellis does not shy away from depicting violence, whether emotional, sexual, or physical. These acts symbolize
the characters’ struggles with morality and their tendency toward self-destruction. The novel suggests that
beneath the veneer of sophistication lies a dark undercurrent of chaos and moral decay.

Impact and Cultural Significance

Influence on Literature and Media
"The Rules of Attraction" has influenced subsequent generations of writers and filmmakers, particularly in its
portrayal of disaffected youth. Its gritty realism and stylistic choices paved the way for a new kind of coming-of-
age story rooted in nihilism and urban alienation. The novel was adapted into a film in 2002, directed by Roger
Avary, which retained much of the book’s tone and themes. The film’s visual style and soundtrack further
emphasized the novel’s dark, edgy aesthetic.

Controversies and Criticism
The novel has faced criticism for its explicit content, portrayal of promiscuity, and nihilistic worldview. Some
critics argue that it glamorizes self-destructive behavior, while others see it as a mirror reflecting the moral
decline of modern youth. Despite—or because of—these controversies, "The Rules of Attraction" remains a
seminal work that challenges traditional notions of morality and storytelling.

Conclusion: Why Read "The Rules of Attraction"
Bret Easton Ellis’s "The Rules of Attraction" is more than just a novel about college students; it’s a provocative
exploration of superficiality, identity, and moral ambiguity in contemporary society. Its stylistic innovation,
complex characters, and unflinching portrayal of youth’s darker aspects make it a compelling read for those
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interested in psychological depth and social critique. Whether approached as a work of literary fiction or a
cultural critique, the novel offers valuable insights into the human condition, especially within the context of
modern American culture. It challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths about desire, morality, and the
facades we maintain in our daily lives. In summary, "The Rules of Attraction" by Bret Easton Ellis is a
quintessential depiction of 1980s youth culture, marked by its stylistic boldness and thematic depth. It remains
a powerful, thought-provoking piece that continues to resonate with readers seeking to understand the
complexities of identity and morality in a superficial world.

The Rules of Attraction by Bret Easton Ellis: An In-Depth Analysis Bret Easton Ellis’s The Rules of Attraction
stands as a provocative and compelling exploration of youth, decadence, and the complex web of relationships
within the insular world of college life. First published in 1987, the novel has since cemented its place as a
quintessential example of late 20th-century American literature that challenges conventional narratives through
its sharp wit, nihilistic tone, and layered storytelling. This investigative review aims to dissect the novel’s core
themes, stylistic choices, character dynamics, and its cultural significance, providing a comprehensive
understanding suitable for both literary critics and avid readers.

Overview of The Rules of Attraction
The Rules of Attraction is a satirical novel set in the fictional Bates College, a small liberal arts institution in New
England. It follows a diverse cast of characters—primarily focusing on a group of privileged, affluent
students—whose lives intersect through romantic entanglements, substance abuse, and existential crises. The
narrative is non-linear, employing multiple perspectives and fragmented timelines that reflect the disorienting
experience of youth and self-identity. The novel’s tone is characterized by its dark humor, candid portrayals of
sexuality, and a pervasive sense of moral ambiguity. Ellis’s depiction of college life is unflinching, often
highlighting its superficiality, nihilism, and the search for meaning in a seemingly meaningless universe.

Thematic Exploration

1. Youth and Decadence
At its core, The Rules of Attraction is a meditation on the decadence of youth. The characters indulge in
promiscuity, drug use, and material excess as a way of asserting their independence and avoiding confronting
deeper issues. Ellis portrays this phase as both exhilarating and destructive—a fleeting bubble that masks
underlying emptiness. Key themes include: - The fleeting nature of pleasure and vitality - The superficiality of
social interactions - The pursuit of identity through rebellion and excess

2. Morality and Nihilism
The novel’s characters often exhibit a sense of moral detachment, reflecting a nihilistic worldview. There is little
regard for traditional values or societal expectations, replaced instead with cynicism and apathy. Ellis explores
how this moral ambiguity leads to behaviors that are self-destructive and, at times, violent. Themes include: -
Moral relativism - The absence of genuine empathy - The existential search for meaning in a meaningless world

3. Love and Relationships
Relationships in The Rules of Attraction are frequently transient, superficial, or manipulative. The characters’
romantic pursuits often serve as means of validation rather than genuine connection. Ellis critically examines
how societal privileges and personal insecurities influence interactions. Main points: - The commodification of
sex and love - Power dynamics and manipulation - The illusion of intimacy amidst chaos



Stylistic and Structural Elements

1. Narrative Technique
Ellis employs a fragmented, multi-voiced narrative that mimics the disjointed experience of adolescence and
early adulthood. The novel shifts between characters’ perspectives, often with overlapping timelines, creating a
tapestry of interconnected yet disparate stories. This approach allows for: - Multiple viewpoints that challenge
singular truths - A sense of chaos and unpredictability - Reflection of internal psychological states

2. Language and Tone
The prose is sharp, colloquial, and often laden with dark humor. Ellis’s style is characterized by: - Satirical
commentary on American youth culture - Irony and sarcasm as tools for critique - Explicit descriptions of
sexuality and substance use This language choice underscores the novel’s themes of excess and
disillusionment, while also engaging the reader with its immediacy and rawness.

3. Symbolism and Motifs
Ellis integrates recurring motifs that deepen the narrative’s thematic layers: - The use of alcohol and drugs as
symbols of escapism - The recurring theme of death and decay, reflecting moral and physical decline - The motif
of superficiality, exemplified through material possessions and social status

Character Analysis
The novel features a roster of complex characters, each embodying different facets of the college experience.

Sean Bateman
- A troubled, manipulative student, inspired by Bret Easton Ellis’s recurring character archetype of the antihero -
Exhibits narcissism, aggression, and a propensity for self-destruction - Represents the darker side of youthful
rebellion

Lauren Hynde
- A privileged, aloof girl navigating her own emotional detachment - Embodies superficiality and the search for
authenticity - Her interactions reveal the fragility of identity and connection

Paul Denton
- The sensitive, introspective character who struggles with feelings of alienation - Acts as a moral compass amid
the chaos - Highlights the contrast between sincerity and superficiality

Other Notable Characters
- Richard and Amanda, whose relationships underscore themes of manipulation and dependency - Victor and
Sean’s brother, Patrick Bateman, connecting the novel to Ellis’s broader universe
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Cultural and Literary Significance
The Rules of Attraction is often analyzed within the context of 1980s American literature, aligning with the
postmodern tradition that questions narratives of heroism, morality, and purpose. Its depiction of a disaffected
youth culture prefigures the more widespread themes of alienation and materialism that would dominate
subsequent cultural discourse. The novel’s influence extends beyond literature into film and pop culture,
notably through its 2002 film adaptation directed by Roger Avary, which visually captures the novel’s chaotic
energy and nihilism. Its significance lies in: - Challenging traditional narratives about youth and morality -
Critiquing American consumerism and superficiality - Serving as a mirror to the darker undercurrents of
privilege and entitlement

Critical Reception and Controversies
Initially met with mixed reviews, The Rules of Attraction was praised for its stylistic innovation and incisive
social critique but criticized for its explicit content and perceived moral nihilism. Some critics argued that Ellis’s
portrayal of youth was excessively cynical, bordering on misanthropic, while others saw it as an honest
reflection of contemporary culture. Controversies surrounding the novel often centered on: - Its graphic
depictions of sexuality and drug use - Allegations of glamorizing destructive behaviors - Debates over its moral
implications and literary merit Despite this, the novel remains influential, often cited as a quintessential
example of postmodern American literature that refuses to offer easy moral judgments.

Conclusion: A Reflection on The Rules of Attraction
Bret Easton Ellis’s The Rules of Attraction is a provocative, multilayered work that captures the disillusionment
and excess of youth in 1980s America. Its experimental narrative structure, sharp language, and unflinching
portrayal of morally ambiguous characters make it a compelling study of a generation grappling with identity,
freedom, and despair. For critics, readers, and scholars, the novel offers a rich tapestry of themes—youthful
decadence, nihilism, superficiality—that continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about culture and
morality. As a piece of postmodern literature, it challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths about the
allure and dangers of living by the “rules” of a self-destructive, materialistic world. In the end, The Rules of
Attraction remains a vital, if controversial, testament to the complexities of adolescence and the enduring
human quest for meaning amid chaos.

Questions & Answers About the rules of attraction by
bret easton ellis

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of 'The
Rules of Attraction' by Bret Easton
Ellis?

The novel explores themes of nihilism, obsession, sexuality, and
the superficiality of college life in the 1980s, highlighting the
complex and often destructive relationships among college
students.

2 How does Bret Easton Ellis structure
'The Rules of Attraction'?

The book is structured as a nonlinear narrative with multiple
perspectives, including diary entries, letters, and third-person
sections, providing a multifaceted view of the characters' lives.

3 Who are the main characters in 'The
Rules of Attraction'?

The novel centers around students like Sean Bateman, Lauren
Hynde, Paul Denton, and Richard, each with distinct personalities
and intertwined storylines that depict their tumultuous
experiences.



4 What is the significance of the title
'The Rules of Attraction'?

The title reflects the characters' often destructive pursuit of
desire and the societal 'rules'—or lack thereof—that govern their
relationships and behaviors.

5 How does 'The Rules of Attraction'
depict college life in the 1980s?

The novel portrays college as a hedonistic, superficial
environment dominated by partying, drug use, sexual
escapades, and a sense of disillusionment among students.

6 Is 'The Rules of Attraction' connected
to Bret Easton Ellis’s other works?

Yes, it is part of Ellis’s 'Blood and Semen' trilogy, which includes
'Less Than Zero' and 'American Psycho,' sharing themes of
nihilism and critique of American youth culture.

7 What is the narrative tone of 'The
Rules of Attraction'?

The tone is often cynical, detached, and darkly humorous,
reflecting the characters' emotional numbness and moral
ambiguity.

8 Has 'The Rules of Attraction' been
adapted into a film?

Yes, it was adapted into a film in 2002 directed by Roger Avary,
which captures the novel's dark humor and complex characters.

9 What makes 'The Rules of Attraction'
a cult classic?

Its sharp wit, portrayal of 1980s youth culture, innovative
narrative style, and exploration of taboo topics have earned it a
dedicated following and status as a cult classic.

10 What impact did 'The Rules of
Attraction' have on contemporary
literature?

It influenced a generation of writers with its edgy style, nonlinear
storytelling, and unflinching depiction of youth and excess,
solidifying Bret Easton Ellis’s reputation as a provocative author.

bret easton ellis, the rules of attraction, novel, college, satire, youth culture, American literature, dark humor,
postmodern, literary fiction


	The Rules Of Attraction By Bret Easton Ellis
	An Overview of the Plot and Setting
	The Narrative Framework
	Major Plot Themes

	Stylistic Elements and Literary Techniques
	Writing Style
	Use of Multiple Perspectives
	Dark Humor and Irony

	Major Themes and Symbolism
	Superﬁciality and the Cult of Appearance
	The Search for Identity
	Morality and Violence

	Impact and Cultural Signiﬁcance
	Inﬂuence on Literature and Media
	Controversies and Criticism

	Conclusion: Why Read "The Rules of Attraction"
	Overview of The Rules of Attraction
	Thematic Exploration
	1. Youth and Decadence
	2. Morality and Nihilism
	3. Love and Relationships

	Stylistic and Structural Elements
	1. Narrative Technique
	2. Language and Tone
	3. Symbolism and Motifs

	Character Analysis
	Sean Bateman
	Lauren Hynde
	Paul Denton
	Other Notable Characters

	Cultural and Literary Signiﬁcance
	Critical Reception and Controversies
	Conclusion: A Reﬂection on The Rules of Attraction
	Questions & Answers About the rules of attraction by bret easton ellis


