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Introduction to The Rules of Attraction

The Rules of Attraction is a novel by Bret Easton Ellis, first published in 1987. It is often
celebrated for its unflinching portrayal of the lives of a group of young, affluent college students in
the 1980s. The book delves into themes of love, lust, disconnection, and the superficiality of
contemporary relationships, making it a significant work in the landscape of American literature.
This article explores the novel's characters, themes, narrative style, and its cultural impact,
providing a comprehensive understanding of Ellis's provocative work.

Overview of the Novel

The Rules of Attraction is set against the backdrop of the fictional Camden College in New
Hampshire. The story unfolds through the eyes of several characters whose lives intertwine in
complex and often chaotic ways. The narrative is characterized by its nonlinear structure, shifting
perspectives, and a fragmented style that reflects the disorientation and existential malaise of the
characters.

Main Characters

The novel features a cast of characters who embody the excesses and anxieties of their generation:

1. Brett - A beautiful and promiscuous student, Brett is the object of desire for many characters in
the novel. Her relationships are shallow and often fueled by a desire for validation.

2. Sean - A cynical and drug-addicted student, Sean is entangled in a love triangle with Brett and
another character. His perspective provides insight into the darker aspects of college life and the
emptiness that accompanies his hedonistic lifestyle.

3. Lauren - A friend of Brett's, Lauren is portrayed as more grounded yet equally flawed. Her
unrequited love for Sean adds another layer of complexity to the story.

4. Victor - A classmate who is infatuated with Brett, Victor's narrative reveals his struggles with
insecurity and his obsession with social status.

These characters navigate a world filled with parties, substance abuse, and fleeting connections,
highlighting the novel's exploration of the rules governing love and attraction.



Themes Explored in The Rules of Attraction

Bret Easton Ellis intricately weaves several themes throughout the narrative, making the book a rich
exploration of the human experience in the context of the 1980s.

Superficiality and Materialism

One of the most prominent themes in The Rules of Attraction is the superficial nature of
relationships. The characters engage in a cycle of casual encounters, often prioritizing physical
attraction over emotional connection. This reflects a broader commentary on the materialistic
culture of the time, where status and appearance overshadow meaningful interactions. The following
elements contribute to this theme:

- Consumerism: The characters frequently discuss brands, fashion, and lifestyle choices,
demonstrating their preoccupation with image.

- Social Status: The pursuit of popularity and acceptance drives many of the characters' actions,
leading them to make questionable decisions.

Alienation and Disconnection

Despite being surrounded by peers, the characters in The Rules of Attraction often experience
profound feelings of loneliness and disconnection. This theme manifests in various ways:

- Lack of Communication: Characters struggle to communicate their true feelings, often resorting to
superficial conversations that fail to convey their inner turmoil.

- Existential Crisis: Many characters grapple with questions of identity and purpose, reflecting a
broader sense of disillusionment prevalent in the 1980s youth culture.

Sexuality and Desire

Sexual relationships in the novel are often depicted as transactional rather than intimate,
highlighting the complexities of desire. Key aspects include:

- Exploration of Sexual Identity: The characters experiment with their sexualities, often seeking
validation through sexual encounters.

- Consequences of Casual Sex: The novel does not shy away from the emotional and physical
repercussions of the characters' choices, illustrating the risks of their lifestyles.

Narrative Style and Structure

Ellis employs a distinctive narrative style that contributes to the novel's impact. The following
elements characterize his approach:



Fragmented Narrative

The Rules of Attraction features a fragmented narrative structure, with chapters alternating
between different characters’ perspectives. This technique allows readers to gain insight into each
character's thoughts and motivations while emphasizing the chaotic nature of their lives.

Stream of Consciousness

Ellis often utilizes a stream-of-consciousness technique, enabling readers to experience the
characters' internal dialogues and emotional states. This style immerses readers in the characters'
minds, creating a sense of intimacy and urgency.

Minimalist Prose

The prose in The Rules of Attraction is marked by its minimalist style. Ellis uses concise, direct
language, stripping away unnecessary embellishments. This approach enhances the starkness of the
characters’ experiences and emotions.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, The Rules of Attraction has garnered significant attention and remains a
relevant work in contemporary literature. Its cultural impact can be observed in several ways:

Reflection of a Generation

The novel captures the zeitgeist of the 1980s, providing a lens through which to examine the values
and behaviors of young adults during that era. The themes of consumerism, disconnection, and the
quest for identity resonate with readers, making it a timeless exploration of youth culture.

Influence on Literature and Film

Ellis's work has influenced a generation of writers, particularly in the realm of postmodern
literature. The Rules of Attraction was adapted into a film in 2002, further popularizing the story and
its themes. The film interpretation captures the essence of the novel while introducing new
audiences to Ellis's provocative commentary on relationships and youth.

Controversy and Criticism



While the novel has received acclaim, it has also faced criticism for its portrayal of characters and
themes. Some readers find the depiction of drug use, promiscuity, and emotional detachment
troubling, arguing that it glorifies destructive behaviors. However, others argue that Ellis's intention
is to critique these lifestyles rather than endorse them.

Conclusion

The Rules of Attraction by Bret Easton Ellis stands as a significant work that delves into the
complexities of youth, love, and identity during the 1980s. Through its multifaceted characters,
intricate themes, and innovative narrative style, the novel offers a poignant exploration of the
superficiality and disconnection that can accompany modern relationships. Its cultural impact
continues to resonate, making it a vital piece of literature that prompts reflection on the nature of
attraction and the human experience. Whether lauded or criticized, Ellis's work invites readers to
confront the realities of the world around them, challenging them to find meaning in a seemingly
chaotic existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme of 'The Rules of Attraction' is the disillusionment and hedonism of the youth in the
1980s, exploring relationships, sexuality, and the emptiness of modern life.

How does Bret Easton Ellis use narrative style in 'The Rules of
Attraction'?

Ellis employs a non-linear narrative and multiple perspectives, allowing readers to see the
interconnected lives of the characters and their fragmented experiences.

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

The main characters include Lauren, Sean, and Victor, each representing different facets of college
life and personal relationships in the 1980s.

What role does the setting play in 'The Rules of Attraction'?

The setting at a liberal arts college in the 1980s serves as a microcosm for exploring themes of
privilege, identity, and the superficial nature of social interactions.

How does 'The Rules of Attraction' reflect the cultural
atmosphere of the 1980s?

The novel reflects the cultural atmosphere of the 1980s through its depiction of excess,



consumerism, and the moral ambiguity prevalent among the youth of that era.

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

The novel is considered a significant work in contemporary literature for its raw portrayal of youth
culture, influencing the style and themes of subsequent writers exploring similar subjects.
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