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How American Psycho and Specifically the Character Patrick Bateman Show the Major Problems in 1980’s American Culture

by Dan Sraow
“When I get to Paul Allen’s place, I use the keys I got from his pocket before disposing of the [his] body.  There is a moment of sheer panic, when I realize that Paul’s apartment overlooks the park, and is obviously more expensive than mine.  I calm myself and move into the bedroom.”







-Patrick Bateman, American Psycho 


After the cultural revolution of the 1960’s and 70’s was over, American society took a sharp turn into the 80’s.  1980’s America was defined by the masses conforming to popular culture.  This idea led Americans of that decade to live a façade, where people strove to fit the roles that they felt like they filled in society.  This also led Americans to a life of excess driven by consumerism; if you are judged by what you own, you have better own a lot.  The movie American Psycho is a depiction and analysis of the American 1980’s culture.  Just as the quote above does; this film, and specifically its main character Patrick Bateman, serves to demonstrate the major flaws in 1980’s thought.


One of the main themes of the movie deals with conformity.  This theme is expressed especially well by the music that Bateman chooses while preaching to his victims.  His musical interests only include pop groups such as Huey Lewis and the News, Whitney Houston, and Genesis.  Beyond his choices of groups, Bateman’s commentary on each song demonstrates the conformity and popular culture theme.  While preparing to kill Paul Allen, Bateman puts on Its Hip to be Square.  In his explanation of the group, Bateman suggests that “It is not just about the pleasures of conformity; it is also their best album.”  Later in the movie, he plays Genesis while giving his input on the group to his two prostitute victims.  He describes early Genesis as “too artsy, too intellectual.”  Bateman states that when Phil Collins started to take over creatively, when they became pop, is when he really started to like them.  He went on to say, “Phil’s solo career seems to be more commercial and therefore more satisfying, in a narrower way.”  Bateman gives merit to the Whitney Houston album by informing his guest that it had four number one tracks on it.  

Through Bateman’s actions, it is apparent that he believes that people should fit their role in society and be treated accordingly.  For instance, he picks up a street hooker and also orders a high priced prostitute.  When he gets them together, he treats them exactly the same.  He also demonstrates the idea of fitting into your place in society when dealing with his secretary.  He tells her to never wear her power suit outfit to work again.  He says to wear a dress and “high heels, I like high heels.”  It is clear that Bateman has a picture of everybody’s place in society and that he believes that they should conform to it. 


Consumerism is another prevalent theme of the 1980’s and is one of the major ideas portrayed in American Psycho.  The film shows how the “American Dream” is deformed by the gluttony and greed of 1980’s American society.  There is no better way to display this concept than through the yuppie lifestyles the movie’s characters lead on Wall Street and in the richest parts of Manhattan.  The film is an analysis of that yuppie lifestyle.  In the movie, it seems like this elite group from the wealthy class of New York could get away with anything.  They are the prime example of living in excess.  They dine at the finest places, yet do not appreciate it.  They binge in cocaine and the party lifestyle.  Even in the introduction to the movie, when the tab comes at lunch, one of Bateman’s associates says, “Speaking of reasonable, it’s only five seventy.”  Patrick Bateman is a very extreme example of this idea.  He has consumed all material things and 

after finding no satisfaction has moved on to human lives.  His extreme violence parallels his extreme need for fulfillment.  All of the things that Bateman seeks give him no satisfaction.  In presenting a character as extreme in these ways as Patrick Bateman, the movie does a good job of demonstrating some of the pitfalls of consumerism.


The final theme presented in the film, is an obsession with the superficial that comes with conformity and consumerism.  Patrick Bateman lived in a world where people were only what their social status and clothes said they were.  We can clearly see Bateman’s obsession with the superficial by his rigorous fitness and hygiene schedule.  Also, in the movie, people are not described by who they are, but by what they own and what they are wearing.  For instance, when Paul Allen first mistakes Patrick for Marcus, Bateman differentiates himself in his head only by his haircut and brand of cloths.   Even what type of business card you have is essential.  When his associates preferred another card to his, Bateman went into a panic.  


This obsession with the superficial causes Bateman, and the rest of the characters, to have a fakeness about them.  At the dinners that Patrick would attend, he would talk of social concerns like the need to feed underprivileged and to help civil rights.  This front he put up for his friends was contrasted by his choice of victims, the homeless, underprivileged and blacks.  His words at the dinners are also in sharp contrast to those he spoke to the homeless man, that he was seemingly helping, before stabbing him and his dog; “If you’re so hungry, why don’t you get a job?  Get a damn job, al.  You know how much of a fucking loser you are?”  No main characters in the film are genuine.  Another example is his friend Louis, who has a fiancé but is clearly homosexual.  It is pretty clear that the characters in American Psycho are not really who they portray themselves to be.

Bateman realizes how fake his world is and even how fake he is himself.  He says about himself, “there is an idea of Patrick, some kind of abstraction, but there is no real me.  Only an entity, illusionary.”  Bateman is smart enough to know the environment around him.  He knows how shallow and fake it is and because of that he also knows that he cannot find any satisfaction out of it.  This eventually drives him crazy.  He realizes that there is no point in trying to find any meaning in his life, which causes him to slip into a delusion where he imagined most of the murders.  

Analysis of the movie American Psycho brings to the surface major themes that are very applicable to the decade it depicts.  The themes of consumerism, conformity and superficiality are very apparent in both the film and 1980’s American society.   The movie serves as a great tool to look back into our not so distant past and truly see some of the dangers of a society so infatuated with fitting into popular culture.

