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Abstract 
In seeking to explain the sexual aggression and violence of Patrick Bateman in American 

Psycho (1991), one cannot ignore overt themes of masculinity in crisis or power struggles 

between men and the working woman of the late eighties in which the novel is set. In an 

attempt to forward and extend criticism of Bret Easton Ellis’s novel beyond a feminist or 

gender-critical lens only, this paper employs a theory of cognitive metaphors to demonstrate 

how Patrick’s treatment of women in the text is mirrored by his own, and his culture’s, 

relationship with food. By building upon the theory first proposed by George Lakoff and 

Mark Johnson, a cognitive metaphor is established between food and women by those 

members of the dominant discourse, of which Patrick is a quintessential representative. Such 

a correlation provides, at the very least, a syllogism for why and how Patrick could violate, 

torture, and consume women; under the paradigmatic cognitive metaphor, women in his eyes 

are akin to food. This paper seeks to establish an understanding of Patrick’s behaviour as a 

manifestation of cultural linguistic paradigms which make approaches to food and to women 

two sides of the same cognitive process. This behaviour is characterised by a prioritisation of 

fantasy over reality which, when read as sign value over use value, discloses a marked class 

bias. Patrick’s behaviour reveals the intersection and alignment of gendered ideologies and 

class ideologies, as his relationship with consumption becomes, paradoxically, much less 

about consumption itself and much more about the fantasy or ability to consume. Thus, 

American Psycho transcends a tale of postmodern masculinity in crisis, a masculinity revealed 

to be fragile and performative, to encompass a study of how what appears to be erratic, 

psychotic behaviour could be a manifestation of quite normative paradigms of thought. 
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***** 

 

In his provocative novel of male brutality and psychological pathology, Bret Easton Ellis 

depicts the yielding of a man to monstrosity in New York’s yuppie business culture. His 

accounts, narrated through protagonist Patrick Bateman, present a deteriorated sense of 

morality, to say the least, as he moves seamlessly from a casual dinner out with friends to the 

aggressive torture of men and women. As critics of American Psycho have already noted, 

however, the novel does not lend itself well to psychological diagnosis, nor would such a 

diagnosis be especially productive in a literary analysis.
1
 The novel provides little background 

information on Patrick’s life and thus the early formation of his character, and the ambiguity 

of the narration precludes clarity concerning whether the events occur in Patrick’s external 

world or only in his mind. Additionally, an interpretation of Patrick as an anomaly, distinct 

from his cultural counterparts, risks severely limiting criticism of the novel which seeks to 

expose Patrick’s worldview as less unique than it first appears. Without the option of 

analysing the individual in isolation, Berthold Schoene, in ‘Serial Masculinity: 

Psychopathology and Oedipal Violence in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho’, declares that 

we must instead view Patrick Bateman, the killer of the novel, as ‘a case study of the 

predicament of a particular type of man within a specific socio-historical context’.
2
 Schoene 

then explains that Patrick’s position is a ‘soon-to-be-extinct scion of modernity in an 

increasingly postmodern world’, and it is this postmodern world which often arguably causes 
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Patrick to lose his sense of self and of a masculinity which his violence seeks to reaffirm.
3
 In 

fact, for Schoene, postmodernism sends masculinity (on which Patrick’s identity is based) 

into ‘crisis’, allowing for his analysis of Patrick’s violent and aggressive behaviour as the 

direct product of crippled masculinity.
4
 This unilateral type of gender analysis, one which this 

paper seeks to forward and recontextualise, does, nevertheless, offer a reading of the novel 

that exposes the fragility and performativity of masculinity. This revelation, of inconstant and 

unfixable masculinity, haunts Patrick throughout the text, and his panic only intensifies when 

faced with the equally unstable, or even illusory, category of heterosexuality.  

 Despite his thorough explication of Patrick’s attempts to assert masculine dominance over 

a working woman who threatens it, Schoene’s argument could benefit from an explanation or 

recognition of the perverse extent to which Patrick subjugates the women he ultimately 

tortures and murders. If Patrick only needed to reaffirm his masculinity, why not merely 

“conquer” through sexual procurement, rather than descending to raping and killing, much 

less to torture and bodily consumption? How can we understand and account for the sustained 

violence and perversity targeted at the women, especially in response to Patrick’s less 

torturous assault on men, whose bodies are never raped or consumed? Schoene is astute to 

affirm that we cannot ignore the gender specificity of Patrick’s violence, but neither can the 

grotesque features of his violence be overlooked.
5
 With closer examination of one of his 

psychologically aberrant behaviours, consumption of the female body, one discovers Patrick’s 

psychological pathology, turned violent and murderous, to be much more deep-seated and 

culturally pervasive than ‘yuppie masculinity’ in crisis; through a cognitive theory approach, 

what appears to be erratic, psychotic behaviour could, in fact, be a manifestation of quite 

normative paradigms of thought.
6
 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson first proposed an avenue of exploring cognitive thought 

in their foundational text, ‘Metaphors We Live By’ (1980), just over a decade before the 

publication of American Psycho. Using theories associated with linguistics, Lakoff and 

Johnson conclude that ‘most of our ordinary conceptual system is metaphorical in nature’.
7
 

Their proposal rests on the example of a conceptual metaphor – ‘argument is war’ – which 

grounds the way cultures think and speak in metaphors which inform their subsequent actions. 

Given their example, they cite how the language used to explain the concept of ‘argument’ 

reflects the way argument is thought about: battle terminology is employed – like 

‘indefensible’, ‘target’, ‘demolish’, ‘won’ – to speak about argument. What makes their claim 

provocative, however, is the affirmation that these metaphors are not merely spoken but lived: 

‘It is important to see that we don’t just talk about arguments in terms of war [but] we can 

actually win or lose arguments. [...] It structures the actions we perform in arguing’.
7
 Leading 

on from Lakoff and Johnson, who use, in this case, a similarity in terminology pertaining to 

‘war’ and ‘argument’ to discover a cognitive metaphor determining how we perceive and 

behave in the world, one can discover a wealth of metaphors based on a crossover in 

language. In American Psycho, just such a crossover occurs between discussions of food and 

women. What is revealed, however, is not just a linguistic similarity but a cognitive metaphor; 

Patrick actually sees women as he sees food. Such a correlation provides, at the very least, a 

plausible narrative as to why and how Patrick could violate, torture, and consume women; 

under the paradigmatic cognitive metaphor, women in his eyes are akin to food. This paper 

seeks to establish an understanding of Patrick’s behaviour as a manifestation of cultural 

linguistic paradigms which make approaches to food and to women two sides of the same 

cognitive process.  

 

WOMEN: TO BE BUTCHERED, CONSUMED, AND SAVOURED 

The shared terminology between food and women, or food and sex for the supposedly 

heterosexual Patrick, has a much deeper significance than the pun-humour first imagined. In 
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daily usage, food terminology is regularly employed to describe genitals and sexual scenarios: 

‘taco,’ ‘clam’ (or ‘clam bake’ for lesbian activity), ‘sausage’ (or ‘sausage fest’ for gay male 

activity or a preponderance of men), ‘cheese,’ or ‘meat,’ to name a few. Food terminology is 

also applied to sexual practices – ‘to eat out,’ ‘to suck,’ ‘to swallow,’ or ‘carpet muncher’ – 

when terminology could just as easily be borrowed from other lexicon or invented as sexually 

specific neologisms. Just as Lakoff and Johnson suggest a deeper resonance between 

linguistic overlap, so do food anthropologists who see psychological similarities between how 

food and sex are conceptualised. In her entry, ‘Food and Sex’ for The Encyclopedia of Food 

and Culture, Linda Murray Berzok identifies the shared psychological relationship between 

food and sex for both can either cause great pleasures or ‘psychological guilt, conflict, and 

shame’ for impromptu sexual flings and binge eating often share emotional responses.
8 

Berzok further notes the significant  association between food and sex in the popular culture 

of the late twentieth century through the example of cookbooks which contain sexual and 

marital advice for women alongside cooking entries.
9
 While, in some cases, the words used 

may best describe the legitimate actions performed during oral sex, the shared vocabulary 

alone points to the legitimacy of a cognitive metaphor theory; if the words used to describe 

sexual scenarios, gendered body parts, and gendered sexual acts are the same as words for 

food and consumption, then the possibility of a cognitive metaphor – seeing women or sex as 

food, as is the case with Patrick – is strengthened by dominant cultural discourse and its 

lexicon. 

 Examples of linguistic overlap between food and women, most of which occur during 

Patrick’s sexual encounters with, and subsequent torturing of, women, proliferate on the 

pages of American Psycho.  In the first ‘Girls’ chapter, the narration refers to ‘juices’ multiple 

times, accompanied by such phrases as ‘craving its flavor’, ‘eat[ing] out’, ‘suck[ing]’, 

‘lick[ing]’, many of which are used multiple times during Patrick’s sexual encounter with the 

two women.
10

 Patrick and the girls sexually pleasure each other with ‘tongue’, ‘mouth’, and 

‘lips’, all body parts similarly utilised in food consumption.
12

 The word which most 

illuminates the linguistic overlap, however, is the term ‘hungrily’ used to describe the 

intensity of the urge Sabrina has to suck on Patrick’s fingers, or perhaps the ‘hunger’ the 

narrator believes she possesses (173-174).
11 

It should be noted that Patrick has hired Sabrina 

as a prostitute: her status as a paid participant exposes and emphasises for readers and for 

Patrick himself the performative nature of gender and sexuality. The concept of performative 

gender, first proposed by Judith Butler in Gender Trouble, suggests that gender categories 

come into being through citations of culturally recognised gender expressions: ‘“persons” 

only become intelligible through becoming gendered in conformity with recognizable 

standards of gender intelligibility’.
12

 Although he engages in heterosexual acts marked by his 

penetration of the women, these acts are queered, and his masculinity subverted, – through the 

women’s own ability to penetrate themselves and each other as well as their capacity to 

control or ‘fake’ their own orgasms and Sabrina’s role as a performing, paid participant. The 

ambivalence of the episode, however, is qualified by his perspective of the episode; he 

imagines Sabrina to crave “hungrily,” which at once attempts to affirm his masculinity as 

something desired by women and associates this sexual drive as one marked by a metaphor of 

food consumption. 

Once established, the linguistic overlap between food and women – at least from a 

heterosexual male perspective – exposes how sexual appetites and gustatory ones are perhaps 

conceptualised by a similar cognitive metaphor. The narration, however, moves beyond a 

terminological overlap as the very representations of food and women in the novel become 

quite similar, revealing Patrick’s lust to be intrinsically linked to his appetite. The food that 

Patrick and his yuppie crowd order at restaurants takes on aesthetic significance when the 

food becomes artwork on his plate; he is awed by ‘the potpie a yellow hexagon, strips of 
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smoked salmon circling it, squiggles of pea-green tomatillo sauce artfully surrounding the 

dish’ (49). In fact, Patrick rarely eats the food he orders, leaving the entire interaction between 

the meal and the consumer to be a visual, superficial one. The mentioned potpie is left 

untouched, Patrick unable to ‘break up its design’ (49). Patrick and his friends have a similar 

habit with the women they encounter, valuing the aesthetics and rarely discovering the 

substance. In describing his sexual encounter with the student from Vassar, McDermott 

describes her as a ‘hot number, big tits, great legs, this chick was a little hardbody’, and he 

end his braggish tale without a recognition of her humanity or dignity by never even 

acknowledging her name (33). The novel cosmeticises both food and women as dainty, 

dressed-up, and superficial consumer objects. 

 The food Patrick orders is further likened to the women he encounters through their 

common fragmentation. Food ordered in a restaurant is already butchered, the meat or 

vegetables severed from their feet, heads, organs, roots, and so on, to arrive at a presentable 

and edible form. This severance is emphasised by design, and Patrick becomes most 

impressed with what shape his food will take. During his dinner with Evelyn, Patrick loses all 

sense of focus because of the emphasised fragmentation of his dish: ‘Her mouth is moving but 

I’m not hearing anything and I can’t listen, I can’t really concentrate, since my rabbit has been 

cut to look . . . just . . . like . . . a . . . star!’ (123). The same plate is then admired for the 

aesthetic use of salsa and French fries which creates in his mind the image of ‘one big 

gunshot wound’ (123). The butchery of his food is admired and glorified because of its 

association with violence, and the blood-like colour brings the association to the forefront.  

 Patrick’s violent attacks on women reveal a similar connection between aesthetics and 

severed form as Patrick likewise revels in the severing of a body into parts. He, not 

coincidentally, uses a butcher knife (and, another time, a steak knife) against the women; he 

‘strike[s] out at [Elizabeth] with the already wet butcher knife [. . .] slashing her neck from 

behind, severing something, some veins’ (289). Fragmentation is not exclusively used against 

Elizabeth, however, as we learn that Patrick often fantasizes about severed female bodies; he 

stares at his drawing of a ‘headless woman’ and ‘run[s] [his] hand over the glossy finish of 

the magazine once, twice before tearing the cover off and crumpling it up’ (266-267). He 

seems to pause and revel in the fragmented body both on and off the page, much as he does 

over his filleted and decorated entrées on the plate. Just as the ingredients at a restaurant are 

dissected as a means of preparation, the mutilation of Patrick’s victims sometimes serves as a 

preparation as well; throughout the progression of the novel, it is revealed that his butchery at 

times leads to cooking and consumption. 

Despite the linguistic and strategic relationship and overlap between food and women, 

Patrick makes the correlation quite literal as his torture episodes often involve an actual 

consumption of female bodies. For instance, after puncturing Bethany’s head several times 

with a nail gun and spraying her with Mace, Patrick attempts to eat her fingers. He ‘manage[s] 

to chew all of the flesh off’ and continues to torture her (246). As the novel progresses, his 

consumptive appetite for the female body becomes more demanding; unable to control 

himself, he swallows Elizabeth’s nipple; after biting and gnawing, ‘finally [Tiffany] screams 

as [his] teeth rip into her flesh’; and in the chapter ‘Tries to Cook and Eat Girl’, Patrick 

literally turns a woman’s body into food by creating ‘sausage’ (290), ‘meatloaf’ (303), and 

‘patties’ (345).
 
The butchery, much like the chopping and dicing of food in the restaurant 

kitchen, prepares the dishes for consumption. The progression escalates from an urgent, 

reactionary impulse to consume into a ceremonial or ritualistic affair; this trajectory 

demonstrates the transformation in how Patrick sees women as at first akin to food and then 

as indistinguishable from it. 

 His attempts to cover up his crimes also formulate a connection between sexual violence 

and food. When Patrick runs into Victoria at the dry cleaners, he asserts that the bloody bed 
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sheets are actually covered in Bosco chocolate sauce, a Dove bar, and Hershey’s syrup (84). 

Then, when he is caught drawing a picture of ‘the insides of Monica Lustgarden’s stomach 

and chest’, he claims it is ‘uh, a . . . watermelon’ (167) The narration often associates the 

crimes themselves with food – the taxi driver’s head is likened to an exploding ‘dark red 

watermelon’ (349) and Christie’s brains smell like ‘rotten fruit’ (300) – but interestingly 

Patrick capitalises on this connection by using food as a reasonable, though fictitious, 

explanation for the blood on the sheets. After all, even bloody sheets carry their own sexual 

implications, indicating, on the one hand, literal violence but, on the other hand, sexual 

conquest. However, his instinct to cover up his actual crimes and his fantasies of butchered 

bodies indicates that he is nevertheless aware that his behaviour is transgressive. His crimes 

contravene ethics and law while his drawings transgress what is agreed to be normal, healthy 

behaviour. His explanations, furthermore, illuminate boundaries in society between 

appropriate and inappropriate imagery and Patrick’s capacity to navigate them; for example, 

the truth (bloody bed-sheets) is condemnable while the lie (chocolate sauce) is acceptable. By 

so quickly turning to food as an excuse for the bloody sheets or as an explanation of his 

graphic drawing, he exposes an already formed bridge between conceptual categories of food, 

sex, and women. Naomi Mandel, in ‘“Right Here in Nowheres”: American Psycho and 

Violence’s Critique’, notes that the opening scene of the film adaptation has blood ‘resolve 

into raspberry sauce’, adding significance to the overlap between food and Patrick’s sexual 

violence and the availability of food to serve as a more plausible explanation for blood stains 

than violence.
13

 

  In perhaps the more psychologically perverse of Patrick’s association of food and 

women, he appears to view women, like food, as existing primarily and exclusively for his 

satisfaction. This attitude is first seen in a male-group discussion, when he asserts that men 

exist merely for procreation, and Hamlin later replies, ‘the only reason chicks exist is to get us 

turned on, like you said’ (91, my emphasis). Hamlin, forwarding Patrick’s own claims about 

the sexes and their biological function in nature, continues, ‘Survival of the species, right?’ 

(91-92).
14 

Hamlin’s comments, born out of Patrick’s own reductive comments about the 

biological existence of the sexes, exposes the theory that women only exist for men to be 

aroused. This sentiment, grounded in rudimentary biological theories, is similar to the 

argument perpetuated about the function of animals: animals exist to feed people. The 

narration sustains the predator/prey relationship with women and with food, as it places the 

male sex at the top of the food chain. Patrick, in the restaurant Bouley, only sees the room as 

containing ‘a whole host of victims’ where they all have ‘one thing in common: they are prey’ 

(347). He situates himself as a predator, and to distinguish himself (and the other dominant 

white men of his class) from other predators, he notes, ‘at dinner we all had shark . . .’ (347). 

He and his coterie order one of the most traditionally feared and revered predators, as if to 

broadcast their own dominance over the iconic beast. Patrick seems to convince himself – or 

his friends, or the women in Bouley – that if he can consume the ocean’s greatest predator 

with ease and pleasure, the female prey in the restaurant will certainly stand little chance 

against him. Unfortunately, this brand of confidence and authority in ordering shark translates 

socially into a sexual, masculine, and economic (considering what it must cost) confidence 

where he stands to earn respect from his peers and from admiring women. The association, 

then, between the predator-shark and the even greater predator-man allows Patrick to locate 

himself at the top of the food chain where women exist solely for his pleasure, or, in Patrick’s 

case, feasting. 

 Women are, according to Patrick, only meat; in fact, he picks up a prostitute in the ‘meat-

packing district’ (284) in one instance and in another with letters spelling the word ‘M E A T’ 

hanging directly behind her (168). He likewise refers to the girl he attempts to cook as meat, 

but then reconsiders her status, demoting her from ‘this girl, this meat, is nothing, is shit’ 
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(345). Her degradation in his eyes furthers the predator/prey relationship by adding a new 

category – faecal matter – to the bottom of the chain; from the beginning to the end of the 

sentence, he virtually targets her as prey, converts her into food, eats her, and then expels her 

from his body in the form of waste. Besides existing solely for his consumption, he 

furthermore feels that the fate of a woman to suffer at his hands is inevitable; her entire 

existence is driven toward him, ultimately concluding with her torture and death: 

 

I’m hoping she realizes that this would have happened to her no matter what. 

That she would have ended up lying here [. . .] no matter what other choice 

she might have made; that if she had gone to Nell’s or Indochine or Mars or 

Au Bar instead of M.K., if she had simply not taken the cab with me to the 

Upper West Side, that this all would have happened anyway. I would have 

found her. This is the way the earth works. (328)
 

 

Just as he brings a meal into being, ordering often off the menu or making amendments to suit 

his taste, he assumes a god-like stance, a creator, making her exist purely for him. For the 

earth to work this way, then, the narrative exposes an even deeper narcissism in Patrick’s 

personality; nature works for him, bringing him women, as a henchman or a lackey would.  

Finally, the methods used in Patrick’s torture of women are likened to a relationship with 

food in which he, and the reader, is encouraged to savour both, though the method of 

savouring differs for each. Food can either be savoured or quickly consumed, and Patrick’s 

lengthy torture of his victims exposes a method of savouring the bodies of his victims. 

Schoene, too, draws attention to Patrick’s torture of women as a lengthy, debilitating process, 

one which he specifically and intentionally prolongs: ‘For Patrick [. . .] it evidently no longer 

suffices to ascertain the position and status of his others as mere objects to his superior self; 

rather, his victims are subjected to a process of utterly annihilative abjection’.
15

 For food, one 

savours the process of eating, as bites are slowly chewed and juices fill the mouth; however, 

for Patrick, the fragmentation of women’s bodies is the savoured act. It becomes likely, then, 

that Patrick’s interests lie less in the literal feasting on women’s bodies and more in the 

fantastic ability to eat, a notion which will be explored at a further point in the paper. 

 

THE MALE CONSUMER: THREATS AND SIGN VALUES 

 

Thus far, this paper has sought to establish how linguistically and conceptually, American 

Psycho has paralleled the depiction and attitudes surrounding food and women, though it has 

transcended women to include sex and violence in the category, as Patrick himself often has 

the categories exist dependently. Patrick does not, however, practise exclusivity when it 

comes to whom he kills, often killing men from various walks of life between his sexual, 

violent encounters with women. How, then, are we to understand Patrick’s violence as a 

product of a cognitive metaphor associating food and women when violence in the novel 

occurs to men as often as it does to women? In other words, what makes Patrick’s cognitive 

metaphor gender specific? 

 In answering a similar question about Patrick’s violence (as masculinity in crisis), Berthold 

Schoene reminds us that his ‘gender-specific’ violence cannot be ignored as previous critics 

have.
16

 Overtly, the men Patrick kills are not assaulted sexually whereas the women often are 

raped or killed after a sexual encounter; nevertheless, even his attacks on men contain sexual 

connotations and anxieties. On the surface, it appears that Patrick kills men for a variety of 

reasons: for being poor, as seen with the homeless man; for being more successful, as shown 

with Paul Owen, who has the coveted Fisher account; or for being gay, as evident in the scene 

with the ‘old queer’ (164).
17

 On closer inspection, however, anxieties about masculinity and 
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sexuality emerge from each example. Patrick, and heterosexual discourse, often draws a 

polarised boundary between men and women, which ostensibly places all men within the 

same gender identity category. If, however, a homeless man, who has a lumpy body, an 

overwhelming stench, and a stained sweater, is like a businessman, with a hard body, an eau 

de cologne, and an Armani suit, then what really is this category of man? (128-129).
18

 Or if 

man is defined (as he often is) in a dominant heterosexual culture by its sexual relation to (and 

opposition of) women, how can a homosexual and a heterosexual man both be men?
19

 

Furthermore, if someone like Paul Owen performs masculinity through his business prowess 

more successfully than Patrick does, does that make him more of a man, and Patrick less of a 

man, by comparison? These anxieties arguably permeate the text and inform Patrick’s violent 

assaults on men, making them as much characterised by gender and sexual anxiety as his 

assaults on women. While the women in Patrick’s life need to be conquered, the men 

arguably need to be eliminated. If Patrick were to violate and conquer male bodies in the 

same way that he does female bodies, the category of man would become even more unstable, 

weak, and permeable. Instead, the men who undermine masculine ideals need to be erased 

and forgotten. 

Furthermore, the men and the women he kills are kept geographically and topographically 

separate from each other; Patrick designates social spaces which are suitable for men’s and 

for women’s bodies, which rarely overlap (though occasionally they do). Patrick purchases a 

space downtown for men’s bodies to decompose while women are often kept around the 

apartment for him to continue to violate and relish, a separation he consciously recognises: ‘I 

want to keep the men’s bodies separate from the women’s’ (249). The narrative implies, 

through Patrick’s hyperbolic reaction to queer men and his conflicted relationship with Luis 

Carruthers, a homosexual, that he has repressed homosexual impulses.
20

 Whether he actually 

feels an attraction to men or simply agonises over the mere possibility, then male bodies 

command a threatening potential. The men, murdered to be eliminated and no longer 

threatening to Patrick’s masculinity, need to be kept out of sight; their death was dictated by a 

need to eradicate the threat, and when the male body is partly the source of the threat, the 

body must be removed. 

 Men are, nevertheless, still associated with food; in fact, nearly all of the men he kills, or 

tries to kill, are directly associated with consumption in one form or another: the Japanese 

delivery boy is killed and then covered with the food he delivers; Luis Carruthers is nearly 

strangled in a restaurant; and the homeless man asks for food, and, after he is killed, Patrick 

goes to McDonald’s thinking of him.
42

 Their association with food, however, comes with one 

significant distinction, explaining the difference between how women and men are 

conceptualised in relationship to food; men are simply not for eating. The men Patrick kills 

are all on the predator side of food or bodily consumption – as either predators themselves or 

facilitating predation – by delivering food, ordering food, asking for food. They are not to be 

eaten. Patrick associates women with food, equating the two, while he associates men with 

predation (evident in how he separates them from women and does not sexually violate or 

literally consume them). The novel furthers this distinction when Patrick is appalled to 

discover Bethany as a consumer of goods when she offers to pay for lunch with her American 

Express card; her ability to purchase food, food which she has already eaten, is a perversion 

of nature as only men can, in Patrick’s eyes, be associated with predation. 

 As this paper has thus far established, Patrick’s violence toward women and the nature of 

his aggressive personality are then explained by his cognitive association of food and women. 

Food, already substantiated as a cultural metaphor for sex through its association with sexual 

scenarios, genitalia, and sexual acts, creates in Patrick’s mind a cognitive metaphor which 

permits him to see women as food, or as things that should be treated as such. One question, 

nevertheless, still remains to validate the theory that food and women are virtually identical in 
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Patrick’s mind: How are we to understand why Patrick often does not consume the food he 

orders but does consume (in all senses of the word) the women he brings home? To answer 

this question, one must account for the novel’s pervasive emphasis on class and status, where 

Patrick’s coterie value sign over use, ultimately exposing a preference for the ability to 

consume, the fantasy of consumption, over literal consumption itself. 

 Patrick and his friends, the quintessential eighties’ yuppies, serve as a microcosm for class 

elitism, as they value what they have instead of what or who they are. Patrick monologises 

about his new purchases in ‘Rat’ (‘an audio receiver, the Pioneer VSX-9300S, which features 

an integrated Dolby Prologic Surround Sound processor with digital delay, plus [. . .]’), but he 

is not alone in his obsessive materialism; for example, Van Patten owns his own tanning bed 

(306).
 
Van Patten’s confession, however, reveals his full awareness of the cultural weight of 

such a purchase: ‘“I have,” Van Patten says, pausing for the maximum impact, “a tanning bed 

at . . . home”’ (48). Also consider the prevalence of designer clothing in Patrick’s entourage, 

with, for example, McDermott at one point in ‘a button-down cotton and linen shirt by Basile, 

a silk tie by Joseph Abboud and ostrich loafers from Susan Bennis Warren Edwards’ (31). 

Perhaps the most trivial example of their materialism is at Pastels when the gang attempts a 

display of grandeur by exhibiting their business cards: ‘[Patrick] decide[d] to even up the 

score a little bit by showing everyone [his] new business card’ which he extracts from his 

‘gazelleskin wallet (Barney’s, $850)’ (44). The dramatic exhibit, marked by an elaborate tour 

of one-upmanship, has each man vying for the most impressive reaction to his business card; 

Patrick, as he realises that his card pales in comparison to nearly everyone else at the table, 

feels sick and depressed at his utter humiliation (45). His value, both as seen by himself and 

as seen by others, is markedly determined by what he owns and what it signifies: wealth. 

 The direction of my analysis naturally gravitates toward Marxism, which analyses the 

means of production, economic classes in relation to production, and the relationships of 

people to material goods under capitalism. Patrick’s display of his business card, as well as 

the act of delivering to the reader details of his financial prowess, illuminates how he values 

goods: sign value. Marxist theory first distinguishes the value of a good based on use value, 

or ‘the utility of a thing’.
21

 Marx himself analysed the value of goods, either through use or 

exchange, to examine systems of production and labour. Not until scholar Jean Baudrillard 

published The System of Objects, however, did Marxism include a valuing of an object based 

on the concept of sign value, or what that product signifies. Baudrillard proposes that 

consumer culture, through mass advertising, creates a new language known, as branding: 

‘This is undoubtedly the most impoverished of languages: full of signification and empty of 

meaning. It is a language of signals. And the “loyalty” to a brand name is nothing more than 

the conditioned reflex of a controlled affect’.
22

 In a culture of elitism, goods are valued 

because they communicate a certain hierarchy of wealth through a ‘code of “social standing”’, 

whereby a passer-by on the street can determine someone’s ‘social standing’ by, say, the 

brand of their clothes.
23 

These goods signify success through the consumer’s ability to 

purchase, so there is little need to consider the use value of a product in a culture where nearly 

all emphasis is placed on sign value. For proponents of Marxism, problems arise with sign 

value because a misplaced value results in fetishism, where value is placed on the product 

over the labour used to create it. In a world as elite as Patrick’s, goods are nearly always 

valued for what they signify, leading to conspicuous consumption, or an extreme fascination 

with an acquisition of goods for their sign value. The business card, the tanning bed, the 

stereo equipment, they all have a specific use (which can be recognised as practical), but the 

characters of American Psycho value them for what they signify over whatever practicality 

they offer. 

 Sign value becomes significant to consumption in the novel when the characters are 

revealed to value the ability to consume (the sign value of food) over consumption itself (the 
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use value of food). Patrick and his friends, despite spending hours in restaurants, rarely ever 

eat; in fact, Patrick often leaves his food untouched. At dinner with Evelyn, Patrick who is 

flummoxed by his star-shaped rabbit, ‘look[s] back at the plate, thoroughly unhungry’ (123). 

At Pastels, McDermott confirms, ‘You don’t come here for the food anyway’, shortly 

followed by the busboy carrying away their ‘mostly uneaten appetizers’ (48). Patrick and his 

friends use restaurants as status markers where eating the food itself is irrelevant, as 

McDermott indicates. To get Patricia to go out with him instead of going to a concert, Patrick 

uses the exclusive restaurant, Dorsia, as a bargaining chip; she immediately agrees to the date 

(74). In revealing to her that they are going to Barcadia instead, Patrick uses the 

‘luxurious[ness]’ of the restaurant – and how expensive it is – as evidence of its value (77). 

Throughout the novel, then, the food and the names of the restaurants reflect Baudrillard’s 

language of objects, as the ability to eat there reflects the characters’ social standing. The food 

of American Psycho is rarely consumed and the restaurants become status symbols, 

suggesting that the characters feed off of the fantasy of consumption – the ability to eat – 

instead of the actuality of food itself. In fact, ordering a dish from an exclusive restaurant like 

Barcadia, only to leave it on the plate, makes visible the distinction between its sign value and 

its use value, as Patrick and his friends benefit from what it signifies, but not what nutrition it 

offers. 

 Patrick’s attitude toward food as evidence of class distinction is further made visible by his 

vehemence toward homeless people who perpetually beg for food. The homeless man he stabs 

in ‘Tuesday’ has a sign reading, ‘I AM HUNGRY’, and the subsequent dialogue between 

them is marked by the word ‘hungry’ six times (129-130). Patrick, who dines in five-star 

restaurants without actually eating, targets a man who would give anything for a scrap of food 

from the lowliest establishment to survive; as a man who trades in sign value, Patrick cannot 

appreciate use value. The novel illuminates the contrast between the two values when Patrick 

leaves D’Agostino’s grocery with his gourmet supply to encounter another starving man 

outside: 

 

[F]or dinner I buy two large bottles of Perrier, a six-pack of Coke Classic, a 

head of arugula, five medium-sized kiwis, a bottle of tarragon balsamic 

vinegar, a tin of crème fraiche, a carton of microwave tapas, a box of tofu and 

a white-chocolate candy bar [. . .]. 

Once outside, ignoring the bum lounging below the Les Miserables poster 

and holdng a sign that reads: I’VE LOST MY JOB I AM HUNGRY I HAVE 

NO MONEY PLEASE HELP. (113)
 

 

The homeless man starves and begs for the ability to consume, lacking the means of 

consumption, while Patrick and his friends lounge in restaurants daily without eating, feeding 

off of the ability and fantasy of luxurious consumption.
24

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Unfortunately for Patrick, however, his urge to dominate food and women never does, 

and never will, be satiated. He cannot find lasting joy, happiness, or even moderate 

contentment in his treatment of women. While cooking one of his victims, Patrick finds 

himself dissatisfied, ultimately questioning his existence: ‘And later my macabre joy sours 

and 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 [. . .] without any final 

purpose’.
64

 He is driven to further self-questioning as the novel progresses, ultimately 

concluding that there is no progress, no hope, no ‘exit’ from his madness (399).
25

 The 

pleasure derived from his encounters with women is, ultimately, ephemeral. Schoene, in his 
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Freudian reading of sex in the novel, proposes that a serial killer’s tension with his victims is 

based on his partial desire to return to a closeness with ‘the maternal body’; nevertheless, this 

return is accompanied with an ‘anxiety-inducing castrating experience’.
26

 It is, perhaps, for 

this reason that the sexual encounters are ultimately unsatisfying for Patrick. 

By the end of the novel, Patrick arrives at no great awakening, and the novel does not 

grant readers a ready explanation or diagnosis for Patrick’s unusual, violent behaviour. In 

fact, as mentioned above, Ellis provides few avenues for diagnosing Patrick’s psychological 

aberrance, leaving readers troubled, yet intrigued, by his seemingly unexplainable motives. 

Perhaps this confusion explains the tendency to read Patrick in isolation, as a serial killer 

distinct from his cultural counterparts. On the other hand, the novel does leave evidence of his 

conflation of women with food based on the metaphors of consumption used in sexual 

discourses; additionally, these cognitive metaphors, used outside the confines of the novel, 

reveal that they are not relegated to Patrick alone. In a comparison of how the narrator treats 

food and women – be they cosmeticised, fragmented, savoured, or preyed upon – or women 

and men – as prey versus as a threat to his masculinity – Patrick’s perverse consumption of 

women can be understood as an extreme, psychotic manifestation of quite normative 

paradigms of thought. These normative paradigms, for Patrick, result both in the compulsion 

to conquer women but to eliminate men and also in the obsession of sign value manifesting as 

a fantasy of consumption. What Patrick does with this cognitive metaphor is socially criminal 

and ethically transgressive, but the metaphor itself, a ‘metaphor we live by’, precludes a 

reading of Patrick as a psyche in isolation. 
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13 American Psycho, dir. by Mary Harron (Lions Gate, 2000); Naomi Mandel, ‘“Right Here in Nowheres”: 

American Psycho and Violence’s Critique’, in Novels of the Contemporary Extreme, by Alain-Philippe Durand 

and Naomi Mandel (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2006), pp. 9-19 (9). 
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‘Plus I’m beginning to think that pornography is so much less complicated than actual sex, and because of this 

lack of complication, so much more pleasurable’. If Patrick admits to preferring pornography to literal sex, then 

perhaps he prefers watching his own butchery and consumption of female body parts to the actual practice. 

Patrick’s prioritisation of the fantasy of sex or the fantasy of consumption reveals that, despite actually 

consuming some of the women he tortures, he values, or prefers, the sign value of the tapes and what they 
represent: the ability to consume; American Psycho, p. 264. 
25 The concluding line, “THIS IS NOT AN EXIT,” could be an allusion to No Exit, the existential play by Jean-

Paul Sartre, whereby three people in hell cannot escape their own personal suffering created by their own 

inadequacies, perhaps mirroring Patrick’s own hellish self-reflexive anxiety; Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit and Three 
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