
‘American Psycho’: missing the point
Rosemary Sorensen argues that Bret Easton Ellis' controversial new book

is a misunderstood scapegoat ___

T
he publication of Bret Easton Ellis’s 
American Psycho has confirmed, if 
such confirmation were needed, the 
fears of even the most pessimistic 
social commentators. Not only is con

temporary society stupid and crass but it 
doesn’t have the mechanisms to judge 
stupidity and crassness.

American Psycho is bleak and nasty. It is 
frightening and loud in its insistences. It is 
black in its humour - and all the funnier for 
that, since the laughter induced by horror is 
the kind that cuts deepest, if we’re awake 
enough to feel the knife. And it is also one of 
the most effective indictments available of the 
idiocies which are not only tolerated in 
western society but in fact constructed by it 

It would be no wonder if professional 
people whose shallow ideologies and self
seeking systems of belief are directly and 
brilliantly attacked in this book would be keen 
to swoop down and stamp it to death. If the 
book is right, however, these people are too 
busy consuming to get around to reading a 
book such as this. When I discussed 
American Psycho on a television program with 
lawyer Jocelyn Scutt she said that the ghastly, 
stupid, shallow, ugly, consumerist, crass, 
greedy, ill-educated creeps that people the 
pages of Ellis’s satire on American yuppies 
are ‘normal’. What worried Scutt was that 
Ellis places a psychopathic murderer among 
these charmers and they don’t even notice. 
The fact that this is the point of the book 
tends to be lost among the reaction towards 
the descriptions of this man’s crazy 
psychopathic fantasies, which are very nasty 
indeed. The point of the book is reinforced by 
the fact that people persist in not noticing 
what is before their eyes. The ‘normal’ ones 
don’t even notice that this very ‘sick1 man is 
amongst them. He fits in!

Convenient scapegoat

W
hy can’t we read this kind of 
book appropriately? Why do 
people with lots of education, 
influence, wit and wisdom 
come out with perfectly stupid comments 

such as ‘I have chosen not to read this book 
as political statement? Why do the very same 
people not publicly denounce the harmful 
vulgarity of so much advertising and popular 
culture?

American Plsycko is a convenient scape
goat Ban the heinous pornography, they say, 
and go home to their television and video and 
magazines all bursting with garrulous sell

outs. Even those who claim that, while they 
don't particularly want to read about rats up 
vaginas and other fantastic perversions they 
would defend the book according to the right 
for free speech, are missing the point

By all means, let us work towards 
something called freedom - although the way 
we use language (and the legal profession is 
perfectly well-adapted to this) should alert us 
to our atrophied state in relation to anything 
remotely like creative or imaginative freedom. 
If, on the other hand, there is even the 
slightest suspicion that some representation, 
whether of real or imagined worlds, will result 
in cruelty being inflicted on even a single 
human being, then let’s legislate against it - 
trouble is, we’d have to ban most television, 
most film, most magazine advertising and a 
whole lot of other discourses if this were 
acted on because these are more likely to 
contribute to perversion than the rudely 
aggressive satire of American Psycho.

Analytical gap

A
nd when a journal called Comm
unications Law Bulletin suggests 
that an article should “con
centrate on the legal/social 
issues raised by the novel’s publication rather 

than any literary merit the book might or 
might not have”, then, again, the point of the 
book is reinforced.

Until we accept that all discourses are 
connected, that the legal system is marked by 
and responsible to the systems set up by 
corporations, educational institutions, family 
networks, religious groups, as well as the 
many cultural systems, including that of 
literature, then the scenario of perversion, 
cruelty and ignorance operating successfully 
within an arrogantly incompetent society 
must be taken as belonging not to a 
pornographic code but to a representation of 
the status quo.

The division of the debate around the 
publication of American Psycho into ‘literary’ 
and ‘social/legal’ attenuates the possibility of 
positive outcomes from a hugely negative 
book. And, again, vindicates that negativity. 
It’s not the novel’s publication that challenges 
social stability, moral rectitude, health, wealth 
and the American way: It’s the inability of the 
society to even read it with any kind of ability 
to judge what is being said.

Given this colossal and widening 
analytical gap, it is not surprising that our 
publishers are not up to taking their place in 
an open process by which a society can

construct an adequate system of ethics. When 
a publisher runs so scared after publishing a 
hot potato like American Psycho as to claim 
that it has no books for review, to claim to be 
unable to give out press information, to clam 
up in the hope that the backwash will pass 
over them, then there is good reason to 
believe, along with Bret Easton Ellis, that we 
may well be technologically and materially 
whiz-bang but we’re morally and intellectually 
bankrupt. Pan in Australia decided to dose 
most of their eyes and just peek a little until 
the storm passed over and the cheques were 
cashed. Sounds to me like the preferred 
formula for success in the 1990s.
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morning’ it is easy to draw the conclusion that 
there is a publication" he said.

He added that Section 16a has an 
extraterritorial operation although the Royal 
Commission Act does not expressly indicate 
an intention that it should have, and hinted 
that, contrary to popular thinking, Sections 
69 and 69a of the Evidence Act may also have 
extraterritorial effect.

“My conclusion that Section 16a and the 
Royal Commissioner's ruling have an extrater
ritorial operation is inconsistent with the view 
that has commonly been held that orders made 
under Section 69 and 69a of the Evidence Act 
can only operate within the borders of South 
Australia. There may be some basis for distin- 
gu ishing the legislation not presently apparent 
to me, but if my decision here enables orders 
under that Act to give the protection their 
judicial authors desire in the cases considered 
appropriate by Parliament, it may not be such 
a bad thing,” he said.

Justice Matheson’s comments on 
Sections 69 and 69a in this case were clearly 
made in passing and therefore are notbinding 
on other Courts but suggest that media 
outside South Australia may in future need to 
be more cautious when reporting Court 
proceedings which are subject to suppression 
orders under that State’s Evidence Act.
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