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Rules of Attraction is a seminal work by Bret Easton Ellis, published in 1987. Often regarded as a defining
novel of the 1980s, it showcases the author's unique style and perspective on a generation caught in the
throes of excess, alienation, and disillusionment. This article will delve into the themes, characters,
narrative structure, and cultural significance of "Rules of Attraction,” providing a comprehensive

understanding of this influential text.



Overview of the Novel

"Rules of Attraction” is set in a liberal arts college in New England during the early 1980s. The narrative
follows a group of young, affluent students as they navigate their lives filled with superficial relationships,
drug use, and existential angst. The book is known for its fragmented narrative style, employing multiple

viewpoints and a non-linear timeline that reflects the chaotic lives of its characters.

Main Characters

The novel features several central characters whose lives intertwine in complex ways. Here are some of

the most significant figures:

1. Brandon: A self-centered and hedonistic student who embodies the excesses of the era. His pursuit of
pleasure often leads him to engage in casual relationships and drug use.

2. Lauren: A troubled young woman whose emotional struggles are compounded by her relationships with
men. She seeks love and validation but often finds herself in toxic situations.

3. Paul: A closeted gay student who grapples with his identity and feelings for his friends. His journey is
marked by confusion and a desire for acceptance.

4. Sean: A charismatic and manipulative character whose charm masks deep-seated insecurities. His

interactions with others often reveal the darker side of relationships.

Thematic Exploration

"Rules of Attraction" explores several themes that resonate deeply with the youth of its time, many of

which remain relevant today.

Alienation and Isolation

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the sense of alienation experienced by the characters.
Despite being surrounded by peers, they often feel disconnected and misunderstood. This isolation is

exacerbated by their reliance on superficial relationships and substance use.

- Emotional Disconnect: Characters frequently engage in shallow encounters, leading to a lack of
meaningful connections.
- Existential Crisis: The characters grapple with their identities in a world that seems to offer no clear

direction or purpose.



Hedonism and Excess

The novel paints a vivid picture of the hedonistic lifestyle prevalent during the 1980s, characterized by a

relentless pursuit of pleasure and an insatiable appetite for excess. This is depicted through:

- Substance Abuse: Characters indulge in drugs and alcohol as a means to escape reality and confront their
inner turmoil.
- Sexual Exploration: Casual encounters dominate their lives, often leading to emotional emptiness and

regret.

The Search for Identity

Amidst the chaos of their lives, the characters are on a quest for self-discovery. This theme is expressed

through:

- Personal Struggles: Each character faces their own battles with identity, sexuality, and societal
expectations.
- Interpersonal Relationships: The dynamics between characters often reflect their struggles, serving as a

mirror to their internal conflicts.

Narrative Style

Bret Easton Ellis employs a distinct narrative style in "Rules of Attraction" that enhances the themes and

emotional depth of the story.

Fragmented Structure

The novel's non-linear timeline and fragmented narrative reflect the chaotic lives of the characters. This
disjointed approach allows readers to experience the confusion and disorientation felt by the characters. Key

aspects include:

- Multiple Perspectives: The story is told through the viewpoints of different characters, providing insight
into their thoughts and motivations.
- Stream-of-Consciousness: Ellis often employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, allowing readers to

delve into the characters' inner thoughts and emotions.



Minimalist Prose

Ellis's writing style is characterized by its minimalist prose, which strips away unnecessary detail and

focuses on the essence of the characters' experiences. This approach emphasizes:

- Directness: The straightforward language mirrors the characters' blunt attitudes toward life and
relationships.
- Emotional Impact: The sparse prose allows for moments of profound emotional resonance, drawing readers

into the characters' struggles.

Cultural Significance

"Rules of Attraction” is often viewed as a critical commentary on the culture of the 1980s, reflecting the

zeitgeist of a generation grappling with the consequences of excess and disillusionment.

Critique of Consumerism

The novel serves as a critique of the consumer-driven culture prevalent during the decade. Ellis
highlights:

- Superficial Values: Characters often prioritize material possessions and social status over authentic
relationships.
- Disconnection from Reality: The pursuit of pleasure leads to a detachment from the deeper aspects of life,

resulting in emotional emptiness.

Influence on Literature and Film

The impact of "Rules of Attraction" extends beyond literature, influencing various forms of media.

- Literary Influence: The novel paved the way for other works that explore similar themes of alienation
and excess, establishing a new genre of contemporary fiction.

- Film Adaptation: In 2002, the novel was adapted into a film directed by Roger Avary, further cementing
its status as a cultural touchstone. The film captures the essence of the novel while introducing it to a new

audience.



Conclusion

In conclusion, "Rules of Attraction” by Bret Easton Ellis is a powerful exploration of the complexities of
youth, identity, and the pursuit of pleasure. Through its fragmented narrative, minimalist prose, and rich
thematic content, the novel offers a poignant reflection on a generation marked by excess and
disillusionment. Its cultural significance endures, making it a vital work in the landscape of contemporary
literature. As readers engage with the lives of Brandon, Lauren, Paul, and Sean, they are invited to reflect

on their own experiences of love, loss, and the search for meaning in a chaotic world.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'Rules of Attraction' is the disillusionment and emotional detachment of a generation,

exploring the superficiality of relationships and the emptiness of modern life.

How does Bret Easton Ellis portray college life in 'Rules of Attraction'?

Ellis portrays college life as hedonistic and chaotic, highlighting the excesses of youth, drug use, and casual

relationships, often depicting a sense of nihilism among the characters.

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

The main characters include Sean Bateman, a cynical and charismatic student; Lauren Hynde, a beautiful
but troubled girl; and Victor Ward, a wealthy and self-absorbed classmate, each navigating their complex

relationships.

What narrative style is used in 'Rules of Attraction'?

Ellis employs a fragmented, non-linear narrative style with multiple perspectives, allowing readers to see

the events and emotions from different angles and enhancing the sense of disconnection.

What role does drug use play in 'Rules of Attraction'?

Drug use is a significant aspect of the novel, representing escapism and the characters' attempts to cope

with their emptiness and emotional struggles, often leading to further disillusionment.

How does 'Rules of Attraction' address themes of sexuality?

The novel addresses themes of sexuality through its frank and often explicit depictions of sexual

encounters, exploring the complexities and superficiality of sexual relationships among the characters.



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

The title plays on the idea of attraction in both romantic and social contexts, highlighting how superficial
qualities often dictate relationships and the magnetic pull between characters despite their emotional

emptiness.

How does the book critique consumer culture?

Ellis critiques consumer culture by showcasing the characters' obsession with status, appearance, and

material possessions, demonstrating how these values contribute to their emotional disengagement.

In what ways does 'Rules of Attraction' reflect the 1980s and 1990s youth
culture?

The novel reflects 1980s and 1990s youth culture through its focus on hedonism, disillusionment, and the

impact of pop culture, capturing the era's sense of excess and the quest for identity in a materialistic society.

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

The novel had a significant impact on contemporary literature by influencing the portrayal of youth, the
use of dark humor, and the exploration of taboo subjects, paving the way for later works that explore

similar themes.
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Explore the captivating themes and characters in 'Rules of Attraction' by Bret Easton Ellis. Discover
how this novel reflects youth and desire. Learn more!
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