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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to reconsider the construction of the fictional psychopath as a desiring subject. 

The thesis focuses on British and American fiction, film, and TV produced since the middle of the 

twentieth century. Its goal is to move analysis of the figure of the psychopath away from seeking a 

traumatic origin for violent behaviour to considering the behaviour in terms of more ordinary socio-

psychic processes. 

Surveying the development of the psychopath across the domains of fact and fiction, the thesis 

recognises that the most influential clinical model of the psychopath is that of psychiatrist Hervey 

Cleckley posited in The Mask of Sanity (1941). The fictional psychopath largely conforms to the 

profile developed by Cleckley, but in narrative fictions a particular emphasis is placed on seeking to 

determine the motive for the extreme violence typically perpetrated by the psychopath and its ultimate 

cause. Logics popularly ascribed to the figure include childhood abuse, maternal failure, and innate 

malevolence. 

The thesis consists of the detailed examination of three case studies, where each case-study 

character is paradigmatic of psychopathy as a cultural phenomenon. Chapter 1 addresses Alexander 

the Large of A Clockwork Orange, published first as a novel by Anthony Burgess in 1962, and adapted 

for the cinema by Stanley Kubrick in 1971. Chapter 2 focuses on Patrick Bateman, narrator and 

protagonist of Bret Easton Ellis’s 1991 novel, American Psycho. Finally, Chapter 3 examines 

Hannibal Lecter, introduced by Thomas Harris with the novel Red Dragon (1981), popularised by 

Jonathan Demme’s film adaptation of The Silence of the Lambs (1991), and reinvented for television 

in Hannibal, created by Bryan Fuller and aired on NBC 2013-2015. These three paradigmatic 

psychopaths – Alex, Bateman, and Lecter – problematize the reliance on childhood abuse, maternal 

failure, and innate malevolence as primary causes for the perpetration of extreme violence. 

The resistance of these psychopathic characters to these motivational logics opens up the 

possibility of applying alternative systems of desire. The alternatives that I draw upon in the thesis – 

the imperatives of pleasure, power, and potential – are indebted to the psychological philosophies of 

Freud, Adler, and Maslow respectively. Chapter 1 assesses the particular role that pleasure has in the 

motivational structure of Alex, the teenage psychopathic protagonist of A Clockwork Orange. Chapter 

2 examines American Psycho and focuses on psychopathic violence as a compensation for 

redundancy and impotence. Chapter 3 is devoted to the Hannibal Lecter franchise – four novels, five 

films, and a TV series – reading the figure of Lecter in terms of the developmental possibilities of 

serial violence.
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Introduction 

Psychopaths and psychopathy 

The forms of the psychopath and the themes traversed by the figure in criticism 

This thesis re-examines the figure of the fictional psychopath. In so doing it traverses the 

crowded terrain of psychopathy in culture. The relationship of psychopathy as a cultural 

category to its counterpart in the realm of factuality – which is not a unified field but a chorus 

of sometimes competing discourses (psychiatric, psychological, and criminological) – is not 

one purely of appropriation. Psychopathy as it is culturally circulated also informs psychopathy 

as it is clinically understood. This Introduction seeks to contextualise fictional psychopaths in 

cultural terms. The first section takes stock of prominent interpretations of the psychopath with 

reference to the following relationships: psychopathy and factuality; psychopathy and 

masculinity; psychopathy and causality; and psychopathy and monstrosity. The second section 

surveys the development of psychopathy over the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. 

It looks at the conceptualisation of the psychopath by Hervey Cleckley, Robert Hare, and Kent 

A. Kiehl. The second section also examines the spate of psychopathic characters that emerge

in the 1950s, such as Patricia Highsmith’s Tom Ripley, through to later examples, such as

Anton Chigurh from No Country for Old Men.

Psychopaths in fiction, film, and TV have been shaped by the clinical studies, 

particularly the models posited by the psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley (1903-1984) and the 

criminal psychologist Robert Hare (b. 1934). Equally, the cultural instantiation of the 

psychopath in fictional settings has held illustrative value and continues to do so. Cleckley 

himself made recourse to literary and dramatic characters to illustrate his conception of the 

psychopath in his landmark study, The Mask of Sanity (1941). Recently, particular attention 

has been paid to the cinematic psychopath in psychiatry as clarifying of diagnostic models. For 

example, forensic psychiatrists Samuel J. Leistedt and Paul Linkowski reproduce Cleckley’s 

cautious logic that ‘[t]he possibility of help from [fictional characters] in efforts to gain 

understanding of the by no means simple riddle of the psychopath is a possibility that should 

not be rejected.’1 

1 H. Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity: An attempt to clarify some issues about the so-called psychopathic personality, 3rd ed., 
St. Louis, C V Mosby Co., 1955 (1941), p.369. Available from: APA PsycBooks, (accessed 16 February 2019). 
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Psychopaths in popular culture present within an array of character types, including the 

arch-nemesis (e.g. The Joker), the con artist (e.g. Tom Ripley), and the gang leader (e.g. Pinkie 

Brown). However, since the late 1970s, when the coinage became available, arguably the most 

infamous and publicly arresting form of psychopath has been the serial killer.2 Indeed, versions 

of this compulsive, serially violent criminal predominate this thesis. Each of the three chapters 

closely examines a notable fictional psychopath paradigmatic of psychopathy as it is 

understood in contemporary culture. Chapter 1 focuses on Alexander the Large, originally the 

protagonist and narrator of Anthony Burgess’s novel A Clockwork Orange (1962). Chapter 2 

looks at another infamous narrator-protagonist, Patrick Bateman from American Psycho by 

Bret Easton Ellis (1991). Chapter 3 analyses Hannibal Lecter, the iconic cannibal psychiatrist 

created by novelist Thomas Harris. All three of these characters have been subject to 

adaptation. The notoriety of Alex, anti-hero of Burgess’s cult classic, was further amplified by 

his portrayal by Malcolm McDowell in Stanley Kubrick’s iconic film version of A Clockwork 

Orange (1971). Twenty years later the portrayal of Lecter by Anthony Hopkins in Jonathan 

Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs (1991) catapulted the psychopath into the foreground of 

public consciousness in the 1990s. The publication of Ellis’s American Psycho in the same year 

was the cause of public controversy while helping to cement a link between capitalism and the 

psychopath that had emerged in the wake of Oliver Stone’s film Wall Street (1987) featuring 

the Machiavellian corporate raider Gordon Gekko. Mary Harron’s adaptation of American 

Psycho (2000) was well-received critically and enjoyed modest success, but it did not threaten to 

eclipse the original in the way that the adaptations of Kubrick and Demme did. Most recently, 

Lecter has been both contemporised and remediated by Bryan Fuller in the TV series Hannibal, 

first aired on NBC between 2013 and 2015. 

The dispersal of the fictional psychopath across multiple forms is reflected by the 

terminological shifts in the critical literature about the figure in fiction. These shifts are 

accompanied by the presence of stable interpretive themes within the criticism. The psychopath 

approached as such is bound up with an interest in factuality. Typically written by authors 

working within psychology and psychiatry, this body of scholarship tends to exhibit an 

investment in the pedagogical value of fictional psychopaths. Given this interest in their 

illustrative potential, there is some tension over the degree of verisimilitude that the fictional 

psychopath ought to exhibit in order to qualify as properly psychopathic. Psychologist Wayne 

2 The name ‘serial killer’ is claimed by Robert Ressler of the FBI. M. Seltzer, Serial Killers: Death and Life in America’s 
Wound Culture, New York and London, Routledge, 1998, p.64. 
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Wilson suggests that psychopathy in fiction has licence to refract reality quite loosely; forensic 

psychiatrists Leistedt and Linkowski believe that psychopathy in fiction should reflect reality 

very closely. 

The psychopath approached as the psycho is often attended by concerns about 

masculinity. Usually authored from within English and Cultural Studies, examples of this mode 

of criticism often possess a distinct cultural-historical quality. Brian Baker and Berthold 

Schoene draw on male psychopathic figures from specific spans of cultural history to decipher 

the ideologies bound up with manhood. Baker is particularly interested in the relationship 

between the representation of masculinities in popular genres, including that of the psycho, and 

the imperatives of the American and British nation-state after the Second World War. Linking 

masculinity with the psychopathology of autism, Schoene adduces the characterisation of 

Patrick Bateman as site of the disintegration of the hegemony of manhood in postmodernity. 

Approached through the form of the serial killer, the standout interpretive focus 

accompanying the depiction of psychopathy in fiction is a concern with causality. Studies of 

serial killers as a cultural phenomenon are commonly attended by an insistence on scripting 

logics for their disturbed and disturbing behaviour. Partly the impetus for this is extra-textual, 

located with the critics. Mostly, however, the critics are responding to the habit of texts to 

incorporate explanations for serial killing in the course of representing it. While positing his 

own explanation for serial killing as a malady of agency mirroring postmodernity’s 

Baudrillardian obsession with reduplication, Mark Seltzer highlights the circulation of the 

script of childhood abuse. This is corroborated by Leonard Cassuto in his cultural history of 

American crime fiction, which adds the enclosed circuit of malevolent agency. Third is the 

script of maternal failure, noticed by Baker. This script is so close to that of childhood abuse 

that the two are sometimes conflated. It is not just failure of the mother but abuse by her that 

makes sense of why the serial killer does what he does. 

Labelled a monster, in fiction and in real life, the psychopath provides a cultural locus 

for the exploration of monstrosity. This line of inquiry sees the re-mobilisation of the term 

psychopath, as in the work of Stephen T. Asma. Read alongside that of Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 

Asma’s work facilitates the emergence of the picture of the psychopath as an amoral man- 

shaped monster. This in turn works to elucidate the possible significance of the constant threat 

of violence carried by the psychopath, a threat that often explodes into action in fictional 

contexts. The spectacular tendency of the psychopath in fiction to be serially violent stands in 

3

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



for the xenomorphism typical of monsters. Deviation in action substitutes for an absence of 

deviation in form. 

 

Psychopathy and factuality 

Sustained attention has been given to the cinematic psychopath by Wayne Wilson in The 

Psychopath in Film (1999). Other notable contributions interested in psychopathy as it is 

represented in film include ‘The Hannibal Lecter Myth’ by Matt DeLisi et al (2010) and 

‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’ by Leistedt and Linkowski (2014). A key offering of Wilson’s 

study is his fundamental observation that the psychopath in fictional settings bears a prismatic 

relationship to real-life psychopathy. The fictional psychopath can be seen to take the clinical 

prototype and bend it out of shape. This amounts to a refraction of psychopathy in culture rather 

than a neat reflection of it, but there remains a crucial resemblance.3 It is linked to this assertion 

that Wilson’s view of the fictional psychopath has the elasticity to accommodate the murderous 

computer HAL of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) as a sample of a psychopathic character. In 

contrast, DeLisi et al are crucially concerned with realism, registering an epistemological 

anxiety over the influence of psychopathy as it circulates in culture. The authors worry that 

fictional psychopaths, exemplified by Lecter, are likely to impart popular perception with a 

false impression of real-life psychopathy. This is especially acute around the issue of high 

intelligence and its facilitation of criminal sophistication.4 

Leistedt and Linkowksi examined four hundred films released between 1915 and 2010. 

They identified in that body of texts ‘126 fictional psychopathic characters (21 female and 105 

male)’.5 In addition to MacDowell’s Alex DeLarge and Christian Bale’s Patrick Bateman, also 

notable for the strength of their notoriety in the cultural landscape are such characters as 

Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins) from Psycho (1960), Vito Corleone (Marlon Brando) in The 

Godfather (1972), Tony Montana (Al Pacino) of Scarface (1983), Colonel Nathan Jessup (Jack 

Nicholson) from A Few Good Men (1992), and Anton Chigurh (Javier Bardem) in No Country 

for Old Men (2007). HAL, cited by Wilson, does not receive a mention. More curiously, Lecter 

is discounted too. Indeed, Lecter figures a conspicuous absence considering Jame Gumb (Ted 

3 W. Wilson, The Psychopath in Film, Lanham, University Press of America, 1999, see especially pp.69-84. 
4 M. DeLisi et al, ‘The Hannibal Lecter Myth: Psychopathy and Verbal Intelligence in the MacArthur Violence Risk 
Assessment Study’, Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, vol.32, no.2, 2010, see especially pp.170-171. 
Available from: Onesearch, (accessed 16 February 2020). 
5 S. J. Leistedt and P. Linkowski, ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema: Fact or Fiction?’ Journal of Forensic Sciences, vol. 59, 
no.1, 2014, p.167. Available from: Wiley Online Library, (accessed 17 October 2018). 
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Levine) and Francis Dolarhyde (Ralph Fiennes), the serial killers that Lecter helps the FBI to 

catch in The Silence of the Lambs and Red Dragon (2002) respectively, are both counted as 

psychopaths in ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’. For Leistedt and Linkowski, Lecter is too 

fantastic, ‘accumulat[ing]…characteristics that are not generally found in everyday clinical 

practice.’6 Even more so than by DeLisi et al, ‘clinical accuracy’ is centrally emphasised by 

Leistedt and Linkowski.7 In contrast to Wilson, prepared to accept resemblance, Leistedt and 

Linkowski insist on verisimilitude. This is tied to their explicit investment in the pedagogical 

value of psychopathy in fiction. The pair see the realistic fictional psychopath as ‘important for 

didactic purposes in Academic facilities’.8 Combined with Cleckley’s recourse to literary and 

dramatic characters, such an investment on the part of Leistedt and Linkowski indicates the 

possibility that psychopathy enjoys greater stability in its cultural instantiations than in medical 

and criminological discourse. 

In addition to a stake in the factuality of psychopathy, it is noteworthy that the authors 

of these studies that address the fictional psychopath as a psychopath all have in common a 

vantage point outside of English and Cultural Studies. Wilson is a psychologist; lead author 

DeLisi is a sociologist; and Leistedt and Linkowski are forensic psychiatrists. This bears 

mentioning because, while these studies are useful, there are interlocutors closer in kind to this 

re-examination of the fictional psychopath despite appearing further away for their use of 

different terminology. Such interlocutors are ultimately more productive in looking to add 

understanding to psychopathy as a cultural phenomenon. 

 

Psychopathy and masculinity 

In Masculinity in Fiction and Film (2006), Brian Baker discusses the figure of the psycho. 

Baker’s overarching interest is in revealing ‘how the cultural production of masculinities is 

central to the ideological structures of the contemporary nation-state.’9  While not all 

psychopathic characters are male, the relationship between psychopathy and masculinity is one 

of overrepresentation in fictional settings. Attesting to this is the ratio of 105:21 in favour of 

male characters produced by Leistedt and Linkowski in ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’. This 

6 Leistedt and Linkowski, ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’, 2014, p.173. 
7 Leistedt and Linkowski, ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’, 2014, p.167. 
8 Leistedt and Linkowski, ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’, 2014, 
p.167. 
9 B. Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film: Representing Men in Popular Genres 1945-2000, London, Continuum, 2008 
(2006), p.ix. 
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thesis also attests to this bias. With only a couple of exceptions, the characters given survey- 

style attention are male. Meanwhile, the three characters selected for close analysis as 

paradigmatic of the fictional psychopath are not only uniformly male but also conspicuously 

masculine. Depicted as a serial rapist, Alex practices a berserk male heterosexuality. Eldest son 

of a plutocratic family, Bateman is first inheritor of enormous wealth through a patriarchal line. 

And Lecter, in some versions clearly posited as a patriarch, is always a kind of Übermensch. 

On this point, psychopathy as it moves through culture notably reflects psychopathy as it is 

conceptualised as a psychopathological reality, which holds that the condition is more prevalent 

in men than women.10  In short, psychopathy is a distinctly masculine phenomenon, especially 

as circulated in popular culture by fictional narratives. Noticing this permits a reading of the 

fictional psychopath coherent with Baker’s focus. The figure represents a kind of culturally 

produced masculinity. 

In ‘The Psycho in the Grey Flannel Suit’, the fourth chapter of Masculinity in Fiction 

and Film, Baker concentrates on the figure of the businessman, and also adduces that of the 

anti-businessman. His discussion reads Harron’s American Psycho against Alfred Hitchcock’s 

Psycho before going on to consider David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999). This offers a series of 

violently unstable fictional men: Norman Bates; Patrick Bateman; and the Narrator/Tyler 

Durden. The last is the male corporate subject and his contra-capitalist alter ego all in one. For 

Baker, each of these figures is reliant on masquerade, defined as subjectivity constantly 

performed.11 Part of this performance is the sartorial neatness associated with the businessman, 

itself indicative that the mask of sanity can be literalised as a full-body costume. In the cases 

of Bates, Bateman and the Narrator, the clean-lined composure achieved through blazers and 

button-down collars disguises a male subject in a state of decomposition. While directly useful 

in Chapter 2, which examines Bateman’s characterisation in Ellis’s American Psycho, this 

insight is not readily applicable to either Alex or Lecter. However, what is of significance 

across all three paradigmatic characters is the connection between psychopathy and 

performativity adverted by Baker’s elucidation of the link between psychos and masquerade. 

The idea that the fictional psychopathic subjectivities of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter are 

variously performative surfaces in this thesis again and again. 

10 See for example: R. Wynn, M. H. Høiseth, and G. Pettersen, ‘Psychopathy in women: theoretical and clinical 
perspectives’, International Journal of Women’s Health, vol.4, 2012, pp.259-260. Available from: Dovepress, (accessed 15 
February 2019). 
11 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.70. 
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Looking ahead to Chapter 2, the major problem Bateman faces in American Psycho is 

his utter uselessness. The narrator-protagonist’s “job” as an investment banker at the bank 

owned by his family is a sinecure, completely empty of any actual work. Thus the character 

has no functional place in the economy of his world, a fictionalisation of the aggressive 

capitalism of Reagan-era America. Added to this, the elder Bateman has no stable place in 

society either. In sharp contrast with his younger brother, the character is not much wanted by 

his own haute milieu, members of which perceive him as deeply uncool and indeed profoundly 

inoffensive. Bateman is ‘a brown-nosing goody-goody [who] could barely pick up an escort 

girl’.12 These tandem alienations leave Bateman vulnerable to feelings of inferiority – indeed, 

the character is wracked by them – making his extreme violence legible as a very personal 

compensatory drama.13 This line of reasoning is allied with Baker’s observation of the 

businessman’s central problem: de-masculinisation precipitated by insertion into a corporate 

world which at once guarantees hegemonic masculinity while undermining it by ‘reduc[ing] 

the possibilities for heroic action.’14 Insofar as Baker’s observation also implicates intolerable 

redundancy, each of these readings offers the other validation. 

Baker circumscribes heroic action as ‘legitimated violence’.15 Looking ahead to 

Chapter 3, Lecter problematizes heroic action through the increasing legitimisation of his 

murders moving from The Silence of the Lambs to Hannibal (n.1999, f.2001) to Hannibal 

Rising (n.2006, f.2007). There is a sense in which the villainous Lecter incepts and sustains the 

possibility that figures like James Bond and Jason Bourne might be reconceived as 

psychopathic serial killers rather than action heroes. Or in reverse, Lecter is in some measure 

as heroic as Bond and Bourne, harnessing his murderousness for good in targeting overtly 

malevolent forces. Examples of such forces include the aggressive misogynist Paul Krendler 

and the incestuous pederast Mason Verger in Hannibal. 

Noticing the initially surprising consonance between Lecter and Bond/Bourne bears 

similarity to Baker’s sentiment in Masculinity in Fiction and Film that there are troubling 

correspondences between the psycho and the rogue cop. These character types are united not 

just by shared isolation but also by shared violence.16 Other notable affinities between Baker’s 

monograph and the present study include the fact that each spans the same period, looking at 

12 B. E. Ellis, American Psycho, London, Picador, 1991, pp.387-388. 
13 The phrase ‘compensatory drama’ appears in the discussion of torture by Elaine Scarry in The Body in Pain: The 
Making and Unmaking of the World, New York and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1987 (1985), p.28. 
14 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.x. 
15 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.x. 
16 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), pp.71-72. 
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the long twentieth century from the 1940s onward, and that each attempts to organise itself 

chronologically. These two affinities result in a third: while neither Baker’s monograph nor 

this thesis adverts to principally producing cultural history, cultural-historical pictures emerge 

through both nonetheless. 

The phenomenon of psychopathy in culture again intersects with that of masculinity in 

the work of Berthold Schoene, and again via the fictional embodiment of both that is Patrick 

Bateman. However, in Schoene’s ‘Serial Masculinity’ (2008) there is the clear mobilisation of 

a different category of psychopathology, albeit one of notable similarity. Schoene applies 

autism to the characterisation of Bateman in Ellis’s American Psycho as a means of 

understanding the attempts of straight, white masculinity to retain the supremacy it traditionally 

claims as it navigates postmodernity’s landscape of apparent fragmentation. ‘If hysteria lends 

itself to identification as a feminine falling apart of the self, then autism provides a perfect 

metaphor for the masculine self pulling itself together.’17 As distinct from the literal use made 

of psychopathy in this thesis, Schoene is careful to flag that his use of autism is meant to be 

entirely metaphorical. Calling Bateman autistic is not a diagnostic pronouncement but a 

hermeneutic one. Bateman represents hegemonic masculinity in posing as an investment 

banker, emergent as an iconic man of business in the 1980s. Thinking about hegemonic 

masculinity in terms of autism captures the demand it places on the male subjects it interpolates 

for hypo-emotionality and hyper-rationality. This is a potentially lethal combination, opening 

up the possibility for remorseless violence to be undertaken serially against perceived enemies. 

Threatened by blacks, gays, and women while enmeshed in the extremely consumptive context 

of capitalism, it is as logical for Bateman to consume the bodies of these threats – possess them; 

break them down; throw them away – as it is to consume expensive suits and lavish meals. 

Both modes of consumption are a show of power anxious about its lack. 

The cogency of such metaphorical use of autism is supplied by the literal deficiency of 

empathy definitive of it. Especially as theorised by Simon Baron-Cohen, this is one thing that 

unites the autistic and the psychopath. Understood both as mindreading and as fellow feeling 

– the abilities to theorise what someone else is thinking and to mirror their emotional state – 

the autistic subject lacks empathy. Furthering the similarity with psychopathy, Cohen adds that 

17 B. Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity: Psychopathology and Oedipal Violence in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho’, Modern 
Fiction Studies, vol.54, no.2, 2008, p.380. Available from: Project MUSE, (accessed 7 August 2017). 
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‘[a]utism is far more common in males than in females.’18 It could be added that Baron-Cohen’s 

Mindblindness (1995) is to autism what Cleckley’s The Mask of Sanity is to psychopathy: a 

moment of cultural invention located in accessible medical discourse. Arguably, both have 

contributed crucially to the fixation of a form of abnormal psychology into general 

consciousness. It is not uncommon to overhear in everyday conversation statements made 

about people judging them as “special” or “psycho”. The one connotes acute social 

awkwardness; the other connotes a disturbing degree of self-investment.19 Expressive of the 

zeitgeist, such parlance could be said to plagiarise the ideas of Baron-Cohen and Cleckley 

respectively, owing each an unacknowledged debt. 

Without being a psychoanalytic study per se, this thesis has a Freudian freight in 

utilising the explanatory force of the pleasure drive, especially in analysing Alex of A 

Clockwork Orange in Chapter 1. Schoene also utilises popularised elements of Freud’s libidinal 

economy, which whether accepted or rejected are more or less commonly understood. 

Specifically, Schoene makes recourse to the oedipal development of the subject.20 This affinity 

combines with the use of psychopathological categories to accent the alignment shared by 

‘Serial Masculinity’ and this thesis with the psychological study of the arts. Inclusive of 

cognitive cultural studies, this field has been described by Lisa Zunshine as an inherently 

interdisciplinary one in which critics are encouraged to proceed as bricoleurs, reaching for ‘the 

best mix of insights’ made available by psychological sciences.21 Zunshine is a prominent 

recent scholar working within this field, but it owes its genesis to the pioneering scholarship of 

the late Norman N. Holland. Holland was adept with psychoanalysis as an interpretive tool 

without being controlled by the strictness of its various orthodoxies. Thus his work opened up 

the possibility of making use of other domains of insight ranged within psychology at its 

broadest. To name only a few, Holland’s important contributions include: The Dynamics of 

Literary Response (1968); The Nature of Literary Response: Five Readers Reading (1975); and 

Literature and the Brain (2009). 

 

18 S. Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind, Cambridge MA and London, The MIT Press, 
1997 (1995), pp.135-136. 
19 Cf. ‘Of course, many people think of their boss as a psychopath…’ in S. T. Asma, On Monsters: An Unnatural History of 
Our Worst Fears, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, p.220. 
20 Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, especially from p.385. 
21 L. Zunshine, ‘What is Cognitive Cultural Studies?’ in L. Zunshine (ed.), Introduction to Cognitive Cultural Studies, 
Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010, pp.1-3. 
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Psychopathy and causality 

It is in the form of the serial killer that the psychopath as a fictional figure and a cultural 

phenomenon has received the most scholarly attention. A particularly impactful study is 

Seltzer’s Serial Killers: Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture (1998). The notion of a 

wound culture is glossed at the outset by Seltzer: ‘the public fascination with torn and open 

bodies and torn and opened persons, a collective gathering around shock, trauma, and the 

wound.’22 The serial killer (or lust-murderer or stranger-killer) is the preeminent “superstar” of 

wound culture.23 Seltzer ranges across the workings of the serial killer in both actual and 

fictional settings. While the close analyses that make up Chapters 1, 2, and 3 privilege fictional 

psychopathy, this thesis likewise stays alert to the real-life psychopath as the figure interacts 

with their fictional, filmic, and televisual instantiations. As Baker does in examining the psycho 

as a culturally produced masculinity, Seltzer elicits a picture of ideological investments through 

examination of the serial killer. The serial killer’s entanglement with ideology emphatically 

includes the appearance he makes – again there is the particular complicity of masculinity – at 

the intersection of sexuality and criminality. Seltzer observes that both of these underwent 

substantial renovation over the twentieth century.24 Notably, the history of these twinned 

renovations stands traced more thoroughly by Michel Foucault than anyone else. Especially in 

connection with the characters of Alex and Bateman, Foucault’s ideas about criminality and 

violence inform Chapters 1 and 2. 

Of especially abiding pertinence, Seltzer highlights that the emergence of the serial 

killer as a ‘species of person’ is inseparable from a cultural insistence on scripting logics for 

their behaviour – that is, solving for motive.25 Seltzer talks about ‘a radical shift in the 

understanding of crime’ centred on the relocation of focus ‘from the criminal act to the 

character of the actor.’26 In this regard he cites childhood abuse as a foundational logic. Seltzer 

aphorises this script thus: ‘wounded as a child, wounding as an adult’.27 Here it is worth 

returning to the discussion of psychopathic masculinity in Masculinity in Fiction and Film. 

Baker also recognises the habit of solving for motive in encounters with the psycho, and while 

not exactly a matter of abuse in childhood, the solution remains bound up with the formative 

years of the subject. For example, Norman Bates personifies ‘a masculinity undone by a failure 

22 M. Seltzer, Serial Killers: Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture, New York and London, Routledge, 1998, p.1. 
23 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.2. 
24 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.2. 
25 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.2. 
26 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.4. 
27 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.4. 
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of motherhood’.28 Implied is the disruption of the oedipal framework of development. 

Significantly, Bates is the psycho par excellence. For Carol J. Clover in Men, Women and 

Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film (1992), the character stands as the cultural sire 

of an enduring line of fictional men ‘propelled by psychosexual fury’ precipitated by 

momism.29 Hitchcock’s film has served to script one of the standard cultural logics of extremely 

violent behaviour. Combined with that expressed in Seltzer’s aphorism, there surfaces a third: 

the child not just failed by the mother but traumatised by her. 

With Psycho a case in point, it is of further significance that texts themselves typically 

install such structures of causality. Encounters with fictional psychopaths invite readers and 

viewers to think about why such characters carry out the violence they are depicted as 

perpetrating. This is also to say that the intra-textual installation of causal forces should not 

foreclose further assessment of characters’ behaviour. Indeed, Baker recognises that just 

because Psycho adverts to viewers that Bates can be understood with reference to momism 

does not mean that there are no other ways of understanding him.30 Moreover, speaking about 

‘the inadequacy of the psychological explanation proffered in [Hitchcock’s] film’, Baker 

suggests that the sufficiency of a text’s own explanations might even present as questionable, 

and so should be questioned.31 Consider the case of Bateman, in name preeminent amongst 

Bates’ successors, who claims in Ellis’s American Psycho: ‘It is hard for me to make sense on 

any given level.’32 The notion that an unreliable narrator can reliably decode himself is highly 

suspicious. That the character’s self-decipherment is made by claiming indecipherability only 

heightens suspicion further. Indeed, it becomes so suspicious that it presents as a challenge. 

Far from discouraging solving for motive, this installation of causality by way of its denial 

accents the urgency of the task. ‘It is hard for me to make sense on any given level’ seems 

tantamount to the narrator saying ‘I dare you to make sense of me.’ 

Following Seltzer in Serial Killers, the imbrication of motive by both textual and 

critical impetuses is something that this thesis takes seriously in its re-examination of the 

fictional psychopath. This is not least because the psychopaths collected here as paradigmatic 

problematize the scripts of early-life trauma, maternal failure, and traumatic mothering 

identified by Seltzer and also Baker. None stand out as relevant in an effort to make sense of 

28 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.65. 
29 Cited in Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.72. 
30 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.71. 
31 Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.71. 
32 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.377 
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the system of desire underlying Alex’s violent conduct as far as it is discernible in either 

Burgess’s novel or Kubrick’s film of A Clockwork Orange. In Ellis’s American Psycho it is a 

matter of fact that Bateman’s mother figures as an absence, and when she does briefly appear 

in ‘Sandstone’ she is a resident of a psychiatric institution. So a failure of motherhood is 

distantly implicated in the text. On balance, however, Bateman resists these scripts almost as 

thoroughly as Alex – though this is not to lend credence to the character’s self-analysis that 

why he does what he does is beyond comprehension. Third in the series, the problematization 

of the scripts of early life trauma, maternal failure, and traumatic mothering by Lecter is 

especially fascinating because it contains a striking inconsistency. Initially, the character 

explicitly resists these scripts, coming across as an enigma in Red Dragon and The Silence of 

the Lambs. But then his characterisation goes on to exemplify the script of early life trauma in 

Hannibal and Hannibal Rising. Undoing what was enigmatic about him – his resistance to 

explanation – Lecter ends up being portrayed like every other serial killer: ‘wounded as a child, 

wounding as an adult.’ That said, Fuller’s TV series works to reassert the Lecter-as-enigma 

version of the iconic cannibal, downplaying the traumatic past eventually assigned to the 

character by Harris. 

Notably, Seltzer submits his own script for the psychopathic violence of serial killing 

in Serial Killers. This is important for this thesis because it provides precedent for searching 

for alternative logics of behaviour. Although it absents childhood abuse, maternal failure, and 

abusive mothering, Seltzer’s alternative remains a contextual account. It stresses determinism 

of environment over determinism of character.33 In perverse harmony with the context of ‘mass 

technologies of…reduplication,’ serial killing collapses the distinction between functioning 

through pure reproducibility and being a function of it. This is to suggest that pure 

reproducibility is reproduction carried out simply because it is possible and not because it is 

necessarily valuable.34 The normal functioning of the system is internalised by the subject to 

form what Seltzer calls a ‘malady of agency’.35 Given expression, this psychopathically 

reconstitutes the subject specifically as a serial killer. There is a distinctly Baudrillardian 

undercurrent to this script (and indeed Baudrillard is referenced). Like the postmodern signifier 

so proliferate it loses meaning, bodies in postmodernity are so visible – in action in cities, in 

images in the media – that they become meaningless.36 What vanishes is any presumption of 

33 Cf. Terry Eagleton, who might be inclined to describe Seltzer’s account as a liberal, rather than a conservative, one. See: 
On Evil, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2010, p.4. 
34 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.3. 
35 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, see ‘Maladies of Agency’, pp.64-70. 
36 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.64. 
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embodied selves being sacredly inviolable. What appears instead is a realisation that bodies 

and selves are readily openable. 

If Seltzer’s logic is applicable to the system of desire of any of the paradigmatic 

fictional psychopaths adduced here it is American Psycho’s Bateman. Emphatically located in 

a capitalist context that is aggressively consumptive and remorselessly reifying, everything in 

Bateman’s life is a commodity, and commodities are for serial consumption. In this scheme, 

bodies are commodified and so available to be consumed. There is no regard for the 

subjectivities that bodies contain. To reiterate, however, the applicability of Seltzer’s logic is 

less important than the precedent it provides in exploring for alternative scripts. 

Indeed, the second phases of each of the case studies that comprise Chapters 1, 2, and 

3 are oriented around scripting logics for psychopathic violence, suggesting that such action is 

bound up with the performativity of psychopathy. Chapter 1 submits that the hedonic Alex 

remorselessly and serially commits acts of rape because the intense, sadistic pleasure of sexual 

violence can be seen to rebut the unpleasurable pressures of maturity and mortality, a rebuttal 

which the character’s exaggeration of his own psychopathy aims at achieving. Chapter 2 

presents the case that Bateman remorselessly and serially commits acts of torture guided by the 

notion of being ‘a fucking evil psychopath.’37 So acute is the sense of inferiority experienced 

by the banal and isolated narrator that such a fantasy of extremity offers the prospect of 

superiority. Chapter 3 argues that Lecter, the fullest psychopath of the three, gives a highly 

refined performance of normality to veil his psychopathy. The character of Bedelia Du Maurier 

(Gillian Anderson) in Fuller’s TV series conceives of Lecter as wearing ‘a person suit’, 

remarking: ‘I admire its meticulous construction.’38 Being a psychopath enables the character’s 

ruthless pursuit of potential. This is symbolised by Lecter’s remorseless and serial 

aestheticization of murder and cannibalism, the elevation of serial violence to sculptural and 

culinary arts. 

This thesis follows Seltzer in searching for other reasons for psychopathic action 

beyond the set of scripts most in circulation. It does so through sustained efforts to map the 

systems of desire of its three paradigmatic psychopaths against popularised elements of 

psychology. Although commonly understood and utilised as rationales for behaviour, these 

elements carry particular debts that ought to be acknowledged. Where they go back to sources 

37 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.20. 
38 ‘Sorbet’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]. 
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not well-known, at least within the scope of textual interpretation, there is also a need for 

abridgement. 

Comprehending Alex’s rapacious sexual violence with respect to the double-headed 

imperative of obtaining satisfaction and eschewing its opposite, the close study of the narrator- 

protagonist of A Clockwork Orange in Chapter 1 borrows explicitly from the libidinal economy 

of Freud.39 Freud did not invent pleasure as a driving force, but his systematic theorisation of 

the relationship of the pleasure principle to human psychology has done the most to defend the 

depth of its forcefulness in the life of the individual. Not without bias, Jacques Lacan linked 

Freud, desire, and the unconscious in stressing the pioneering nature of Freudian 

psychoanalysis.40 Ironically, the popular uptake of Freud’s ideas in postmodernity seems 

manifested most of all by the popularity of refuting them. In Is Oedipus Online? Jerry Aline 

Flieger notes that ‘the vitriolic attacks may in fact be considered in terms that Freud himself 

contributed to cultural discourse – as examples of classic denial (Freud is not my intellectual 

father), paranoid generalization (Freud is to blame for everything), or intellectual hysteria 

(Freud reduces everything to sex).’41 The susceptibility of Freud to the last charge is inevitable 

given his open emphasis on libido. As one of many possible examples of this, Freud remarked 

in a letter to Jung, before their split, that ‘[i]n the sexual processes we have the indispensable 

‘organic foundation’ without which a medical man can only feel ill at ease in the life of the 

psyche.’42 But the susceptibility of the Freudian view of the subject to a charge of sexual 

obsessiveness leaves unchanged the fact that the character of Alex is an overtly libidinal figure. 

An expression of Burgess’s own orientation as ‘a good Freudian’, this renders the psychopathic 

protagonist particularly amenable to analysis relative to the force of pleasure.443
 

Reading Bateman’s performance of psychopathy in relation to the imperative of power, 

the examination of Ellis’s self-dubbed ‘evil psychopath’ in Chapter 2 imbricates the work of 

Alfred Adler, who theorised a superiority drive.44 Like Jung, Adler was a heretic of Freud 

39 Cf. Anthony Storr: ‘It is characteristic of Freud’s predominantly pessimistic view of human nature that the so-called 
‘pleasure principle’, upon which so much of his thought depends, is much more concerned with the avoidance of pain than 
with the pursuit of pleasure.’ Freud: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001 (1989), p.61. 
40 For example: ‘Freud entered what was, in reality, the relations of desire to language and discovered the mechanisms of the 
unconscious.’ J. Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, A. Sheridan (trans.), London and New York, 
Karnac, 2004 (1973), p.12. 
41 J. A. Flieger, Is Oedipus Online? Siting Freud after Freud, Cambridge MA, The MIT Press, 2005, p.9. 
42 Cited in: Storr, Freud, 2001 (1989), p.25. 
43 H. Bloom, ‘Introduction’ in H. Bloom (ed.), Modern Critical Views: Anthony Burgess, New York, Chelsea House 
Publishers, 1987, p.4. 
44 Adler was cautious about associating his theory with power, and was at times frustrated by others associating his theory 
with it: ‘I don’t believe that outside our circle it is very well understood what we understand by striving for perfection…or as 
it manifests itself sometimes, the striving for superiority, or the striving for power…’ Superiority and Social Interest: A 
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whose contributions have proved persistent. Notable is the widely accepted idea that people 

have lifestyles. That is, every individual performs a style of living. Although it has surface 

components – choices in clothing, for example – this is by no means a superficial thing. Indeed, 

one’s lifestyle is connected to unconscious processes, especially the formation of one’s self- 

ideal. This is the uniquely personal measure of to what extent one is living well.45 Those who 

perceive themselves as mostly isomorphic with their self-ideal live with a sense of 

empowerment. Those who perceive themselves as far from isomorphic struggle with a sense 

of failure. For Adler, the main motive force in the life of the human being is a propulsion from 

a position of inferiority to one of superiority. That is, from low correspondence to high 

correspondence with the self-ideal.46 

Unlike Jung, Adler’s name has largely been elided.47 Despite his general anonymity, 

even more emphatic in the context of literary criticism, the appeal of Adler’s scheme in dealing 

with Bateman is strong. Characters such as Tim Price and Sean Bateman in Ellis’s novel, along 

with the regular intrusion of the real-life figure of Donald Trump, provide a gauge for the 

makeup of the narrator’s self-ideal. At the same time, they function to point out that Bateman’s 

correspondence to his self-ideal is very low. That is, the character is depicted as being in a 

position of subjective inferiority. As such, he is innately driven to moving himself to a position 

of subjective superiority. Pathological and horrific in its results, conducting himself as ‘a 

fucking evil psychopath’ can be read as Bateman’s means of attempting that upward 

movement. 

Submitting that Lecter’s psychopathy enables the character’s ruthless pursuit of 

potential, the mapping of the cannibal psychiatrist’s system of desire in Chapter 3 is indebted 

to the notion of self-actualisation. Self-actualisation has been a commonplace of thinking 

around motivation for some time, finding different forms of expression. The notion was 

invoked by the U.S. Army imperative ‘Be all you can be’, a tagline effective in recruitment 

advertising from 1980 to 2001, and its crucial push toward potential is detectable in the 

millennial slogan ‘Live your best life.’ The term itself is credited to Kurt Goldstein, but it was 

Collection of Later Writings, H. L. and R. R. Ansbacher (eds.), New York, The Viking Press, 1973 (1964), p.30. 
45 See, for example: ‘The style of life arises in the child out of his creative power, i.e. from the way he perceives the world 
and from what appears to him as success.’ Adler, Superiority and Social Interest, 1973 (1964), p.25. 
46 ‘[A]ll psychological movements…come under the dominance of the fictional final goal [or] Persönlichkeitsideal…The 
self-ideal [is] created as a guiding point…originally the means or device by which the child seeks to free himself from his 
inferiority feeling.’ H. L. and R. R. Ansbacher (eds.), The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler: A Systematic Presentation 
in Selections from His Writings, New York, Harper Colophon Books, 1964 (1956), pp.94-98. 
47 Acknowledging Adler’s influence while lamenting his general lack of acknowledgment, psychiatrist Joseph Wilder has 
aphoristically asserted: ‘The proper question is not whether one is Adlerian but how much of an Adlerian one is.’ Cited in: 
Adler, Superiority and Social Interest, 1973 (1964), p.13. 
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more notably recycled by Abraham Maslow.48 In 1943, Maslow published ‘A Theory of 

Human Motivation’ in which he conceptualised a scheme of needs in the form of ‘a hierarchy 

of relative prepotency’.49 That is, basic needs must be in a state of satisfaction before more 

elevated needs come to have influence on the individual. Somebody suffering from chronic 

hunger would be little concerned with achieving professional success until such time as the 

basic need is routinely met. Maslow’s hierarchy is typically summarised in the form of a five- 

tier pyramid.50 At the base of the pyramid sit the physiological needs; next are the safety needs; 

then the love needs; fourthly the esteem needs; and providing the top of the pyramid is the need 

for self-actualisation. Maslow wrote of the apex need: ‘It refers to the desire for self-fulfilment, 

namely, to the tendency for him to become actualized in what he is potentially.’51 Maslow’s 

accent on potential is especially pronounced in his succinct assertion: ‘What a man can be, he 

must be.’52 

Maslow was explicit about synthesising Freud and Adler, combining the first’s instinct- 

focused view of the subject as intrinsically selfish with the second’s apperception-focused 

standpoint that positions the subject as innately social.53 The scaling of motivational forces by 

Maslow into lower- and higher-order kinds is where his synthesis of Freud and Adler is 

particularly evident. In the drive for nourishment and for sex (the physiological needs) lies 

Maslow’s Freudian heritage. In the impetuses for feeling valuable within a community (the 

esteem needs) and within oneself (the need for self-actualisation) lies Maslow’s Adlerian 

heritage. 

An indictment of prevailing conditions, Maslow remarked in ‘A Theory of Human 

Motivation’: ‘Since, in our society, basically satisfied people are the exception, we do not know 

much about self-actualization, either experimentally or clinically.’54 Chapter 3 submits of 

Lecter that the character is anomalous not because he is inexplicable, but because he can be 

explained as basically satisfied. As a psychopath, Lecter is not bounded by morality. This 

means that no avenues of self-fulfilment are off-limits to Lecter. So it is that the character 

stands self-fulfilled indeed. As the eponymous hero admits per his portrayal in Fuller’s TV 

48 A. H. Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, Psychological Review, vol.50, no.4, 1943, p.382. Available from: 
ProQuest, (accessed 21 February 2020). 
49 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.375. 
50 For example: Saul McLeod, ‘Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs’, Simply Psychology, 21 May 2018, 
simplypsychology.org/maslow.html, (accessed 10 December 2019). 
51 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.382. 
52 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.382. 
53 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.371. 
54 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.383. 
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series, he cultivates urges as inspirations unbothered by considerations of deity or any other 

configuration of law. The character’s practice of the taboo of cannibalism, indulged specifically 

by turning human flesh into exquisite cuisine, does not express uncontrollable greed but rather 

registers uniquely developed self-mastery. A fictional psychopath of extreme refinement, the 

driver for Lecter’s actions is cognate with Maslow’s highest-order motive – paradoxically by 

carefully giving free-range to instinct. 

Returning to scholarly attention given to the fictional psychopath as serial killer, other 

notable studies besides Seltzer’s Serial Killers include Hard-Boiled Sentimentality: The Secret 

History of American Crime Stories (2009) and Murders and Acquisitions: Representations of 

the serial killer in popular culture (2013). The first, by Cassuto, is a genre study organised as 

a cultural history, germane not least for its final chapter, ‘The Rise of the Serial Killer’. The 

second is a collection of essays edited and introduced by Alzena MacDonald. In Hard-Boiled 

Sentimentality, Cassuto offers a critical account of the development of U.S. crime fiction in the 

twentieth century, ‘a story that tracks [America’s] most self-consciously masculine fiction back 

to a genre dominated by women and focused on the family household’ – namely, ‘the 

sentimental novels of the nineteenth century.’55 This cultural history is bound up with that of 

the ubiquitous psychopath, whose ubiquity is underscored as greatest in the form of the serial 

killer. Cassuto, like Seltzer and Baker, notes that encounters with this psychopathic figure are 

routinely inflected by solving for motive. Specifically, ‘[c]riminologists, psychiatrists, and 

novelists have all sought the killer’s motivation in his upbringing. And what they all find is an 

abused child grown up.’56 This echoes Seltzer’s aphorism ‘wounded as a child, wounding as 

an adult’, corroborating his identification of the script of childhood abuse as a commonly 

circulated logic for serial violence. 

Cassuto is explicitly and implicitly cognisant of the psychopathy of the serial killer. 

Highlighting the character’s ‘total self-sufficiency’, Cassuto labels Lecter a psychopath.57 

Likening them for the identification they both invite and sustain despite their sadism, Cassuto 

compares Lecter to Alex, ‘who is serially violent and a murderer, though not a serial 

murderer.’58 Cassuto also makes mention of Bateman in the same passage, noting that ‘Ellis’s 

novel goes inside the head of a serial killer and shows it to be as banal as Hannah Arendt would 

55 L. Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality: The Secret History of American Crime Stories, New York, Columbia University 
Press, 2009, p.2. 
56 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.259. 
57 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, pp.252-253. 
58 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
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expect.’59 While the serial killer is mostly located squarely within the generic confines of crime 

stories in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, this momentary disruption in citing American Psycho 

registers that the serial killer is more dispersed than the consistency of the monograph otherwise 

suggests. That said, both Ellis’s novel and Harron’s film tease readers and viewers with a 

potential crime-fictional arrangement by containing the figure of the detective, Kimball. But 

Kimball’s presence and his effectiveness are both so insubstantial in the texts that no pursuit 

of Bateman as criminal ever materialises as a meaningful part of his story. 

Cassuto’s coupling of masculine hard-boiled fiction of the twentieth century with the 

feminine sentimental fiction of the nineteenth makes way for an enduring sub-thesis: the 

surprising domesticity of crime fiction, and even of the serial killer himself. Cassuto notes that 

‘[f]ictional serial killers are drawn so closely from life – almost ethnographically – that the 

division between “true crime” and “fiction” can be hard to draw.’60 This ethnographic tendency 

in the depiction of serial killers does not typically carry over in fiction to include their victims. 

In real life, the marginal figure of the serial killer tends to hunt within the field of marginality. 

His victims are usually as far from normative as he is, including itinerants, the homeless, and 

sex workers.61 In fiction, where the serial killer is a mainstream figure, his victims are 

conspicuously drawn from the centre of society. As Cassuto asserts, ‘imaginary serial 

killers…target imaginary, idealized families.’62 This domestic motif in serial killer fiction, 

which constitutes much of the crime genre in the late twentieth century, reveals ‘that Americans 

continue to understand family consistently in terms of dated sentimental images, even when 

these stereotypes bear less and less relevance to domestic life as it is now lived in the United 

States.’63 While domesticity is foregrounded in Fuller’s Hannibal, the twinning of it with 

sentimentality to produce an anachronistic view of modern-day family is disrupted in the show. 

The adoption of Abigail Hobbs (Kacey Rohl) by Lecter (Mads Mikkelsen) and Will Graham 

(Hugh Dancy) in the pilot episode sets up a contemporised family structure in which paternity 

is doubled and maternity disappears. This is discussed in Chapter 3 with reference to the 

conceptualisation of melodrama by Laura Mulvey as a way in which the series updates the 

characterisation of Lecter in re-mediating him, significant not least because it domesticates the 

fictional psychopath. 

59 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
60 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.244. 
61 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.244. 
62 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.2. 
63 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.3. 
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The targeting of idealised families by imaginary serial killers is not the only way in 

which American crime fiction of the twentieth century is definitively marked by domesticity. 

Cassuto also highlights the characterisation of the detective as a family man. ‘[T]he detached, 

hard-boiled loner of genre stereotype gets gentler and gentler over time, and more and more 

home-centred.’64 In place of the histories of private trauma attached to the tough detectives 

mobilised in noir thrillers, family provides the “good guy” of later crime fiction with the source 

of his vulnerability.65 Family also acts as a marker of the detective’s goodness. In contrast, the 

serial killer’s proclivity for isolation positions him as invulnerable, an unemotional monad, 

marking out his badness. A robust example is lone hitman Anton Chigurh, depicted as the 

perfect embodiment of psychopathic invulnerability in No Country for Old Men. But, as 

dramatized by the portrayal of Lecter in Fuller’s Hannibal, internality relative to the domestic 

sphere is not the exclusive preserve of the detective. The show not only mobilises its 

eponymous hero as a father, it does so by wedding him figuratively to its principal detective. 

It is interpolated by the scheme of a homoerotic marriage forged through the adoption of an 

orphaned daughter that Lecter is overtly allocated a measure of compassion in the TV series at 

odds with his propensity for remorseless serial violence, which remains spectacularly intact. In 

this the show is clear about its incorporation of a reflexive subversiveness. It recognises that 

the stereotypical serial killer ought not to be a husband, a father, or a lover by fashioning him 

as all of those things. This in fact continues as well as renovates aspects of the character, 

controversially developed by Harris as lover-father to Starling in the third novel. Lecter’s 

domesticity is at its highest resolution in Fuller’s Hannibal, where the figure is imagined pre- 

incarceration. The literal effect of this is the situation of the cannibal psychiatrist at home, first 

in a Baltimore townhouse and then in an apartment in Florence. Submitted in Chapter 3 is that 

the highly curated luxury of Lecter’s residences gives architectural expression to the high-order 

motive of self-actualisation. Nevertheless, the domestication of the paradigmatic fictional 

psychopath began in Harris’s Hannibal. Cassuto is aware of this in recognising that Lecter, 

over the course of the first three novels, turns from being a ‘majestic, monstrous antihero into 

a domesticated aesthete.’66 Curiously, the character’s displacements are double. They occur not 

just in terms of social location but also diegetic function. As reported by Baker, Lecter is 

64 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.5. 
65 Cf. F. Krutnik, In A Lonely Street: film noir, genre, and masculinity, Abingdon, Routledge, 1991, especially Chapter 6: 
‘Masculinity and its discontents’, pp.75-91. 
66 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.254. 
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recruited into the role of detective.67 Not coterminous in Harris’s novels or the film adaptations, 

however, these two displacements are only strictly twinned in Fuller’s TV show. 

In Murders and Acquisitions, MacDonald describes the serial killer as ‘traversing a 

spectrum of character forms’.68 This thesis reinscribes MacDonald’s formulation in its 

insistence that the serial killer belongs to the spectrum of character forms traversed by the 

psychopath. Examples noted already include the arch-nemesis (e.g. The Joker), the con artist 

(e.g. Tom Ripley), and the gang leader (e.g. Pinkie Brown). Additional forms notable for the 

frequency of their instantiation include the hitman (e.g. Anton Chigurh) and the terrorist (e.g. 

Hans Gruber). The Joker is distinct from Tom Ripley, who differs from Pinkie Brown, and so 

on. But the underlying tropes that make such characters fitted for the roles of arch-nemesis, 

con artist, gang leader, et cetera are commonly those of psychopathy. The feature most 

conspicuous across the fictional psychopath’s forms is the propensity for serial violence 

perpetrated without remorse. 

Citing Elliot Leyton, MacDonald recognises that serial killers are men of their time 

‘whose individual histories are enmeshed with social histories.’69 This validates the link Seltzer 

draws between serial killers and machine culture, ‘murder by numbers’ the pathological act of 

a subject caught in a pathology-inducing matrix of prolific reduplication.70 It also tacitly 

corroborates the linking of psychopathology and masculinity emphasised by Baker and 

Schoene. The notion that fictional psychopaths are men of their time is consistently true of the 

paradigmatic characters gathered here. Describing them as such can be interpretively 

productive, though this is less consistent. 

A detour bears significance here. In addition to its accent on solving for motive in the 

cases of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter, this thesis also emphasises the intentions of the texts 

through which they are characterised. Indeed, each chapter provides for this by positing a 

contextual reading of each figure prior to honing in on scripting logics for their serial violence 

as crucial to their performance of psychopathy. The cue for this is Umberto Eco’s notion of 

intentio operis (the intention of the work). Calling on intentio operis invokes an ethic of reading 

which insists that setting the limits of interpretation should aim to privilege textual evidence 

67 B. Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in C. Spooner and E. McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Gothic, Taylor & 
Francis Group, 2007, p.169. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central, (accessed 30 April 2018). 
68 A. MacDonald, ‘Dissecting the “Dark Passenger”: Reading Representations of the Serial Killer’ in A. MacDonald (ed.), 
Murders and Acquisitions: Representations of the serial killer in popular culture, New York and London, Bloomsbury, 
2013, p.2. 
69 MacDonald, ‘Dissecting the “Dark Passenger”’ in Murders and Acquisitions, 2013, p.3. 
70 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.4. 
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over critical bias.71 Eco’s ethic appears to inform the standpoint of Marisa Bortolussi and Peter 

Dixon. They offer this caution: ‘Often, when literature becomes the object of sociological or 

psychological inquiry, it can become subordinated to the concerns of those fields and may not 

be studied with a view to furthering understanding of literature itself.’72 While elucidating the 

fictional psychopath and psychopathy as it works in culture, an aim that locates this inquiry 

within the field of the psychological study of the arts, there is here the concurrent aim of 

furthering textual understanding of A Clockwork Orange, American Psycho, and the multiple 

series of stories featuring Lecter. 

Returning to the historicisation of the paradigmatic characters studied closely in this 

thesis, Alex of Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange is seen by Neil Nehring as a fictionalisation of 

The Teddy Boy of the 1950s deployed by the author to carry out an ‘entirely contemptuous 

satire’ of youth subculture.73 This historicist account is problematic. Implying that Burgess held 

his psychopathic protagonist in contempt, which does not tally with the ebullience of the 

character, Nehring seems to misread the narrator and the novel in the course of situating them 

within the framework of social history. It is with the intention of the work in mind that Chapter 

1 locates the hermeneutic transactions of Alex not in relation to English society in the period 

of the character’s production, but relative to the theological underpinnings of A Clockwork 

Orange that are a motif in Burgess’s oeuvre as a whole. These underpinnings bear an intimate 

connection to the political insights that the study of Burgess’s original and Kubrick’s adaptation 

can make available. Both texts draw a link between totalitarianism and the Catholic insistence 

on the intrinsic sinfulness of humankind as defended particularly by Augustine of Hippo (354- 

430). These considerations, historical but not historicist, stay close to the central thematic 

imperative orienting both the novel and the film: to meditate on the value of free will. 

While the figure of The Teddy Boy arguably influenced the creation of Alex in A 

Clockwork Orange, recognising that influence is not especially productive in critiquing the 

text. In contrast, Bateman in Ellis’s American Psycho is very crucially an individual enmeshed 

in his socio-historical field. The narrator who adopts psychopathy is depicted as the scion of a 

plutocratic family going about his business – which is pretending to be busy – in the aggressive 

71 Intentio operis is a recurrent notion in Eco’s work as a semiotician. For example: The Limits of Interpretation, 
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1990; Interpretation and Overinterpretation, Cambridge and New York, Cambridge 
University Press, 1992; and On Literature, McLaughlin M. (trans.), London, Vintage Books, 2006, especially ‘Intertextual 
Irony and Levels of Reading’, pp.212-235. 
72 M. Bortolussi and P. Dixon, Psychonarratology: Foundations for the Empirical Study of Literary Response, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2003, p.22. 
73 N. Nehring, ‘The Shifting Relations of Literature and Popular Music in Postwar England’, Discourse, vol.12, no.1, 1990, 
p.89. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
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capitalist context of Reagan’s America. Chapter 2 takes this situational aspect seriously 

because it discerns the intention of American Psycho as a matter of critiquing a highly specific 

kind of masculinity. Namely, the twenty-something Wall Street professional of the 1980s for 

whom celebrity businessman Donald Trump posed a store of aspirational qualities.74 This 

critique is effected by subjectivising that masculinity in the form of Bateman and recruiting 

him as the organising – or indeed disorganising – centre of a text of careful ambivalence. Cued 

by Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground (1864), Bateman’s first-person narrative reads as a 

kaleidoscopic confession that is by turns Waugh-like comedy-of-manners, disrupted detective 

fiction, and extreme Gothic horror.75 

Situating Hannibal Lecter in socio-historical context is a challenging task given his 

characterisations span four decades, but it can be productive. Of the three paradigmatic 

characters, Lecter is the one who most destabilises the attempt to re-examine the fictional 

psychopath according to a chronological order. Lecter appeared a decade before Bateman yet 

became widely famous at the same time. The release of Jonathan Demme’s The Silence of the 

Lambs in 1991 was as big a cultural event as the contemporaneous publication of Ellis’s 

American Psycho, if not bigger.76 It is fascinating that the immediately enthusiastic acceptance 

of the one fictional psychopath, Lecter, played out against the immediately trenchant rejection 

of the other, Bateman. Reasons for this will be considered in Chapter 2. The focus of Chapter 

3, Lecter places third in the series as the character who has had the most recent reinvention. It 

is Lecter as played by Mads Mikkelsen in Fuller’s Hannibal that is analysed relative to the 

pursuit of potential. The contextual reading of the character leading up to this analysis surveys 

the twinned series of his iterations that precede the TV series. Looking at Lecter across the 

novels and their film versions sees the figure move gradually from a marginal to a central 

diegetic presence. It also sees the transformation of his system of desire from opaque to 

transparent, from anomalous to clichéd. Early in what Baker calls his ‘strange career’, Lecter 

is not a man of his time but instead an unsettling sort of anachronism.77 Lecter’s creation by 

Thomas Harris in Red Dragon (1981) coincided with the serial killer being badged as such by 

the FBI. Harris’s first Lecter novel marked out in fiction the nascence of profiling as a 

74 ‘Bret Easton Ellis interview: Donald Trump and American Psycho’ Channel 4 News, 6 February 2017, 
youtube.com/watch?v=WUH9UZILSzA, (accessed 15 April 2019). 
75 Cf. Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.72; cf. Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, p.394; and cf. 
MacDonald (summarising Christina Lee), ‘Dissecting the “Dark Passenger”’ in Murders and Acquisitions, 2013, p.9. 
76 Cf. MacDonald, ‘Dissecting the “Dark Passenger”’ in Murders and Acquisitions, 2013, p.2. 
77 B. Baker, ‘A Man of Wealth and Taste: The Strange Career of Hannibal Lecter’ in E. H. Christianson and H. C. Partridge 
(eds.), The Lure of the Dark Side: Satan and Western Demonology in Popular Culture, Abingdon, Routledge, 2014, pp.122- 
134. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
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criminological discourse. Referencing Cassuto, Red Dragon, and The Silence of the Lambs 

(1988) after it, borrowed from criminology the script of the serial killer as ‘an abused child 

grown up’ and inserted it into a fictional template – ‘the “Harris Formula”’ – that made it 

available for cultural mass-reproduction.78 Childhood abuse is how the texts explain the 

murderousness of antagonists Francis Dolarhyde and Jame Gumb respectively. Lecter himself, 

however, resists this logic for serial violence. In juxtaposition with the serial killers he helps to 

catch, the seminally opaque cannibal psychiatrist works as an agent of subversion. Before 

capitulating in Hannibal (1999) and Hannibal Rising (2006) to the same transparency borne 

by Dolarhyde and Gumb in Red Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter initially 

intervenes in the Harris-FBI dialogue such that the cultural appropriation of the criminology 

contains a challenge to the criminological perspective. 

 

Psychopathy and monstrosity 

In Monster Theory: Reading Culture (1996), Cohen submits seven theses through which he 

arranges his aim of supplying ‘a new modus legendi: a method of reading cultures from the 

monsters they engender.’79 It is Cohen’s third thesis that validates the placement of the 

psychopath within the field of monstrosity. For Cohen, one of the things that most distinguishes 

a monster is that it is ‘the harbinger of category crisis.’80 The figure’s mask of sanity concealing 

their perversity, the psychopath is monstrous insofar as he poses a site where the boundaries 

between normality and abnormality collapse. 

Somewhat paradoxically, the sharpest category crisis posed by the psychopath is the 

possible realisation of a lack of categorical difference. Suggesting the distinction is one of 

degree rather than one of category, in the psychopath there is a meeting of banality and 

extremity. Following Cassuto in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, the first term is used deliberately 

to connote Hannah Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil, together with its associations.81 The 

enduring scandal of Nazism is the disturbing everydayness with which the regime organised 

and carried out industrial slaughter. It is probable that the Nazi bureaucracy contained its share 

of psychopathic personalities, including that of the Führer. 82 But mostly it was comprised of 

78 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, pp.242-243 and p.259. 
79 J. J. Cohen, ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses)’ in J. J. Cohen (ed.), Monster Theory: Reading Culture, Minneapolis, 
University of Minnesota Press, 1996, p.3. 
80 Cohen, ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses)’ in Monster Theory, 1996, p.6. 
81 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
82 Cf. Richard Overy’s comment that Hitler and Stalin form ‘the twin demons of the twentieth century’ followed by his 
reference to one study convinced ‘that Stalin was a psychopath’. If they are equally demonic as twins then they are equally 
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unremarkable functionaries, exemplified by Adolf Eichmann, just doing their jobs. One of the 

twentieth century’s most enormous acts of serial violence was mostly perpetrated by everyday 

people with ordinary motives. 

In real-life and even more so in fiction, the psychopath is not an ordinary person. 

Beneath their appearance of ordinariness is an extraordinary capacity for cruelty and violence. 

But whether this moves them into a different category of humanity, or indeed encloses them in 

the sphere of inhumanity, is debatable. This is especially the case in connection with motive. 

The actions of the psychopath are undoubtedly extreme, particularly in the form of the serial 

killer, yet their reasons for action can be worked out as banal. The fictional psychopath’s 

system of desire is in fact prone to a doubling of mundanity, positioning psychopathic motive 

as remarkably unremarkable at the level of culture. Either the figure is explained through 

recourse to a narrow set of scripts recycled to the point of triteness, or the figure can be seen to 

conform to popular explanatory logics pulled from psychology into common sense. The 

rescripting of psychopathic motive in this thesis, which utilises the everyday imperatives of 

pleasure, power, and potential, is clearly lacking in an overriding sense of perversity. This lack 

crystallises what is scandalous about the fictional psychopath. While at the level of action the 

figure appears monstrously atypical, at the level of desire they are more similar than dissimilar 

to the ordinary subject. 

Cohen adduces xenomorphism to qualify his ‘harbinger of category crisis’ thesis, 

typified by the famous monster of Ridley Scott’s iconographic Alien (1979). Harvey Greenberg 

has described Scott’s creature as ‘a Linnean nightmare’, prompting Cohen to note that the 

‘externally incoherent bodies’ typical of monsters see them ‘resist attempts to include them in 

any systematic structuration.’83 From this perspective, the psychopath figures an atypical 

inclusion in the field of monstrosity. Rather than monstrously shaped, the psychopath is a man- 

shaped monster. Indeed, the body of the psychopath in fiction is typically one of emphatic 

external coherence. Heath Ledger’s Joker in The Dark Knight (2008) recurringly poses the 

rhetorical question: ‘You wanna know how I got these scars?’ While this interrogative motif 

references the character’s inner disfigurement, it most obviously relates to the fact that he is 

facially disfigured. But in this The Joker is exceptional. Most psychopathic characters are 

psychopathic too. See: The Dictators: Hitler’s Germany, Stalin’s Russia, New York and London, W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2004, p.xxxi and p.xxxiii. Also cf. Philip K. Dick, whose impetus for Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
(adapted for film as Blade Runner) was a suspicion, spurred by reflecting on Nazism, that psychopathy could be 
nationalised. That is, under certain circumstances it could become a national condition. See: S. T. Asma, On Monsters: An 
Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, pp.220-221. 
83 Cohen, ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses)’ in Monster Theory, 1996, p.6. 
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depicted as attractive in appearance, or at least neat and tidy. Norman Bates appears prim; Tom 

Ripley’s love of fine things includes a love of fine clothes; and Hans Gruber is a terrorist who 

wears a suit, such orderliness at odds with the chaos connoted by terrorism. 

External composure is also sustained by the paradigmatic characters closely analysed 

in this thesis. Wild as he often is, Alex hates untidiness; Bateman possesses encyclopaedic 

knowledge of men’s fashion and is fastidious about putting it into practice; and Lecter is always 

immaculate, even in a prison jumpsuit. So the monstrousness of the psychopath is acute in 

fiction without the standard signal of corporeal exoticness or ugliness. What, therefore, might 

be the visible portion of the psychopath’s monstrosity? Consider the shower scene in Psycho: 

the extreme close-up of the knife literally puts the weapon in the face of the viewer, who 

fleetingly but shockingly displaces Marion Crane as the victim. This memorable cinematic 

moment is emblematic of the fictional psychopath’s exaggerated proclivity for serial violence. 

As this is what most bends the psychopath out of shape from the outline of normal subjectivity 

so it can be considered a substitute for strange-shapedness. Where the alien of Alien is violent 

and xenomorphic, the fictional psychopath is violent instead of xenomorphic. Violence stands 

in for the absence of the grotesque, a seal of psychopathy and also the signal of its monstrosity. 

Cassuto touches on the overlap between psychopathy and monstrosity in dealing with 

the form of the serial killer in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality. ‘The simplest way to make sense of 

serial killers has been to label them as monsters. Even criminologists describe them that way.’84 

The simplicity to which Cassuto refers seems to be the notion that the label supplies the entire 

means of deconstruction. Calling someone or something a monster simultaneously provides its 

own explanation for their somehow deviant and usually violent actions. The monster acts 

monstrously because they are monstrous. An example is the shark in Steven Spielberg’s classic 

Jaws (1975). The monster of the film rips at bodies and consumes them because that is what it 

is designed to do. This is connoted by the title of the film. Of course the shark’s innate predatory 

drive for consumption figures as malevolence for the viewer, who identifies in horror with the 

victims. Although very different monstrous entities, when serial killers are labelled as monsters 

their system of desire is nonetheless circumscribed by the same highly enclosed circuit of 

malevolent agency. They kill because they are killers. Indeed, malevolent agency constitutes 

its own logic for their serial violence, a fourth script recycled at the level of culture in addition 

to those of childhood abuse, maternal failure, and abusive motherhood. Of the three fictional 

84 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.244. 
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psychopaths studied closely in this thesis, Lecter appears to fit the mould of malevolent agency 

most of all, at least early on. In Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter memorably resists 

the FBI’s attempts to work out some kind of contextual account for his murderous cannibalism 

when he claims: ‘Nothing happened to me, Agent Starling, I happened.’ This succinct denial 

of aetiology certainly charges Lecter with evil, observed by Terry Eagleton as typically 

‘thought to be uncaused, or to be its own cause.’85 

Stephen T. Asma explores the confluence of criminality, psychopathy, and monstrosity 

in ‘Criminal Monsters: Psychopathology, Aggression, and the Malignant Heart’, the thirteenth 

chapter of his cultural history, On Monsters (2009). Asma links accomplices Nathan Leopold 

and Richard Loeb with the picture of the prototypical real-life psychopath drawn by Hare, 

‘probably the foremost authority on psychopathology and crime…and the creator of the widely 

used Psychopathy Checklist, a diagnostic tool that measures a subject’s degree of 

psychopathology and tendency toward violent behaviour.’86 In 1924, nineteen-year-old 

Leopold and eighteen-year-old Loeb abducted a fourteen-year-old named Bobby Franks and 

murdered him with a chisel. Asma’s monograph contains numerous illustrations throughout. 

One is a sketch of Leopold and Loeb situated within the narrative about them.87 The effect is 

that On Monsters presents two psychopaths for consideration by literally outlining their 

banality while juxtaposing it with the extremity of their chillingly violent act. Asma offers up 

the historical pair as exemplary man-shaped monsters. 

Asma’s use of the notion of a malignant heart, an American legal term, is helpful in 

thinking about the figure of the psychopath in relation to morality.88 Contra the implication of 

wearing a mask of sanity, it is a malignant heart that lies at the core of the psychopathic subject 

rather than its opposite, insanity. Clear-cut madness might be preferable, because it would offer 

the comfort of a wider separation from the norm. But the psychopath typically appears too 

rational to be counted as completely insane. Nevertheless, it is possible to claim moral insanity 

for the figure. Returning to Cassuto, ‘they’re contemptuous to the most extreme degree of 

community.’89 Whether in the form of the arch-nemesis, the con artist, the gang leader, the 

hitman, the terrorist, or indeed the serial killer, the fictional psychopath opposes the conduct 

regarded as correct by society. In the Freudian scheme, the introjection of socially sanctioned 

85 Eagleton, On Evil, 2010, p.4. 
86 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, p.220. 
87 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, pp.205-208. 
88 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, pp.226-228. 
89 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.244. 
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conduct into the ordinary subject forms the superego. Freud in fact conceptualised the superego 

as ‘a precipitate’ of the external injunctions of parents, teachers, and other authority figures 

bundled into ‘a special agency… differentiated from the ego…which the ego must take into 

account.’90 Especially per their depiction as serially violent monsters in fiction, it is possible to 

think of the psychopath as the subject lacking this part of the standard mental apparatus. Their 

superego unformed if not entirely absent, it stands a matter of constitution that the psychopath 

is not obligated by the set of rules that the majority internalise to insure mutual cooperation. 

One result is that they are by default dangerously uncooperative. Another is that the psychopath 

emerges enviably free from neuroses. While cognisant of the badness of his conduct, Alex does 

not agonise over committing multiple counts of sexual violence but revels in doing so: ‘What 

I do I do because I like to do.’91 Freedom from neuroses also describes Lecter. The character 

claims of himself in the pilot episode of Fuller’s TV series that he has ‘nothing to feel bad 

about.’ This underscores the submission that psychopathy is the precondition for Lecter’s basic 

satisfaction, an exceptional state according to Maslow. This is an audacious statement coming 

from a serial-killing cannibal, but it is not mendacious. The viewer can sense that the 

eponymous hero believes the truth of it. Such moral insanity, or the authentic abdication of 

guilt, makes sense of G. K. Chesterton’s prescient claim that detective stories work to reveal 

that ‘morality is the most dark and daring of conspiracies.’92

Asma’s use of the notion of a malignant heart is also helpful in thinking about the figure 

of the psychopath in relation to motive, especially in conjunction with Cassuto and the script 

of malevolent agency. As a legal term, the invocation of a malignant heart is ‘used to help 

demarcate murder proper from manslaughter.’93 The notion is an identification of intention. 

Asma goes on to muse that ‘[p]erhaps a criminal monster is one who chronically acts from a 

malignant heart.’94 Taking it beyond a matter of intention, Asma makes a malignant heart a 

matter of constitution. ‘A malignant heart suggests that a person’s crimes are not so much 

situational as character-based.’95 In other words, the chronic criminal or serial offender is a 

malevolent agent, a subject who acts malevolently because of their constitutional malevolence. 

90 S. Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, J. Strachey (ed.), London, The 
Hogarth Press, 1953-1974, vol.XXIII, p.146. 
91 A. Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, London, Penguin, 2000 (1962), p.31. 
92 G. K. Chesterton, ‘A Defence of Detective Stories’ in G. K. Chesterton, The Defendant: Essays, Open Road Media, 2015, 
Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central, (accessed 27 September 2017). 
93 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, pp.227-228. 
94 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, p.228. 
95 Asma, On Monsters, 2009, p.228. 
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Discussing Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965), Cassuto notes that the famous 

reportage is part depiction of the devastating effects of the real-life murders of the Clutter 

family on their small-town community, and part exploration of the motives of perpetrators 

Perry Smith and Dick Hickock. Capote includes what the psychiatrist for the defence, Dr W. 

Mitchell Jones, would have said had he been permitted to testify. Capote’s reproduction of 

Jones’s analysis of Hickock never explicitly references psychopathy. But it is the picture of a 

psychopath that emerges in Jones’s description of Hickock: 

Richard Hickock is above average in intelligence, grasps new ideas easily and has a wide fund of 

information…His thinking is well organized and logical and he seems to be in good contact with 

reality…Hickock does show signs of emotional abnormality. That he knew what he was doing and still 

went ahead with it is possibly the most clear-cut demonstration of this fact.96 

The contradiction between intellectual normality and emotional abnormality resonates with 

Cleckley’s summary of the psychopath as a member of ‘a large body of people who, everyone 

will admit, are by no means adapted for normal life in the community and who, yet, have no 

official standing in the ranks of the insane.’97 The crucial thing for Capote, to which Cassuto 

draws attention, is that Hickock appeared as an incarnation of malevolence, a criminal monster 

bound to be chronically violent because of a malignant heart.98

Joining the perspectives of Asma and Cassuto underscores the yoking of psychopathy 

with intrinsic malignancy, especially acute in the construction of criminal subjectivities such 

as the multiple murderer and the serial killer. Consequently, use of the category of psychopathy 

can count as its own mobilisation of the script of malevolent agency. Labelling somebody a 

psychopath, whether they are a real person or a fictional character, can have the effect of 

supplying a constitutional account for their behaviour in place of a contextual one. Indeed, the 

label carries the potential to foreclose any need for further explanation. But the tautology 

embedded in such an enclosed circuit more accurately explains why serial violence is possible 

for the psychopath rather than why the figure perpetrates it. As dramatized in the 

characterisations of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter, psychopathy is an enabling factor, not a 

motivating one. The psychopath knows right from wrong but does not care about the 

distinction. This return to the issue of morality recalls the emotional abnormality Jones detected 

in the psychopathic Hickock. Being disturbingly immune from compunction is what makes the 

96 T. Capote, In Cold Blood: A True Account of a Multiple Murder and its Consequences, Camberwell, Penguin, 2008 
(1965), p.294 
97 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), p.19. 
98 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.250. 
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psychopath able to commit serial violence, but it does not extend to mapping out why they are 

serially violent. 

Notably, this is true also of the scripts of childhood abuse, maternal failure, or abusive 

motherhood. These logics for serial violence do not solve for motive as much as circumvent it. 

Cassuto points this out with reference to the serial killer: ‘the operative question in fact and 

fiction is not, “Why does he do this?” but rather, “How did he get this way?”99 Spurred by an 

impulse to solve for motive, what the scripts in fact do is install proxies for it. These are 

convincing, but also measurably false. Simultaneously apprehensions and misapprehensions of 

serial violence, the scripts attach to it a measure of rationalisation while eschewing motive per 

se, which is a matter of providing reason for action.100 This, as well as Seltzer’s precedent for 

considering causal forces for serial violence beyond the culturally recycled clichés, supports 

the attempts in this thesis to map psychopathic desire with reference to the imperatives of 

pleasure, power, and potential. These work to provide reason for action in the cases of Alex, 

Bateman, and Lecter. 

 

The preceding overview of the forms of the psychopath and the themes traversed by the figure 

is alert to the fact that what is essentially the same phenomenon can go by a variety of names 

as it travels through culture. It also highlights the fact that the very act of naming the 

phenomenon shapes how it can be understood. Terminological shifts make possible the 

arrangement of fresh emphases. One enduring emphasis in this thesis is that the fictional 

psychopath, whether instantiated as the gang leader, the serial killer, or some other popular 

form, always appears as a compulsive, serially violent criminal. Another emphasis carried 

forward is the relationship between psychopathy and causality. Intra-textually and extra- 

textually, the fictional psychopath is bound up with scripting logics for serial violence. This 

major point of traversal for the figure is nevertheless networked with those of factuality, 

masculinity, and monstrosity. These remain significant although they are not foregrounded to 

the same extent. 

 

99 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.259. 
100 Cf. R. S. Peters, for whom motive is more specifically a matter of reason relative to unusual actions: ‘we only ask after a 
man’s motives when we wish, in some way, to hold his conduct up for assessment.’ The implication is that the action in 
question does not ‘conform to any standard rule-following purposive pattern.’ The Concept of Motivation, London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969 (1958), pp.28-29. 
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The development of psychopathy over the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries 

Dating to the mid-nineteenth century, the history of psychopathy clinically and culturally is 

capacious.101 It could take up an entire volume of study on its own. The cultural-historical 

picture presented here is therefore an abridgement, and as such necessarily selective. The 

picture acknowledges that psychopathy as it is clinically understood informs psychopathy as it 

is culturally understood, and vice versa. This acknowledgement sees attention oscillate between 

crucial instances of clinical influence and key cultural moments in which the instantiation of 

the psychopath in fiction appears to mark the uptake of the figure into wider awareness. 

 

The psychopath conceptualised by Cleckley 

Freud published an essay entitled ‘Psychopathic Characters on the Stage’ circa 1905. The essay 

includes discussion of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, submitting of the eponymous hero that he 

‘becomes psychopathic in the course of the action of the play.’102 The point Freud is making is 

that the drama of Hamlet derives from the protagonist’s trajectory of psychic deterioration. It 

would be unreasonable to suppose instead that Freud was arguing for Hamlet’s transformation 

into a compulsive criminal who remorselessly perpetrates serial violence. At the start of the 

twentieth century, psychopathy was a term for mental illness, and a psychopath was someone 

mentally ill. 

Although Cleckley did not outline the figure as such, the current popular gloss of the 

psychopath as a compulsive and remorseless serially violent criminal owes its inception to The 

Mask of Sanity, first published in 1941. After completing a Rhodes Scholarship, Cleckley 

returned to the U.S. and studied Medicine. He earned his MD in 1929 and entered psychiatric 

practice in his native state of Georgia. It was as a psychiatrist that Cleckley came to encounter 

psychopathic personalities and become fascinated by them. Based on numerous case studies, 

Cleckley synthesised a sixteen-point profile: 

1. Superficial charm and good “intelligence.” 

2. Absence of delusions and other signs of irrational “thinking.” 

3. Absence of “nervousness” or psychoneurotic manifestations. 

101 According to the OED, mention of the word ‘psychopathy’ is found in medical literature from 1847, and mention of the 
word ‘psychopath’ from 1864. The Oxford English Dictionary Online Collection, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000. 
Available from: OneSearch, (accessed: 1 June 2016). 
102 S. Freud, ‘Psychopathic Characters on the Stage’ cited in R. Selden (ed.), The Theory of Criticism: From Plato to the 
Present, London and New York, Longman, 1988, p.226. 
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4. Unreliability. 

5. Untruthfulness and insincerity. 

6. Lack of remorse or shame. 

7. Inadequately motivated antisocial behaviour. 

8. Poor judgment and failure to learn by experience. 

9. Pathologic egocentricity and incapacity for love. 

10. General poverty in major affective reactions. 

11. Specific loss of insight. 

12. Unresponsiveness in general interpersonal relations. 

13. Fantastic and uninviting behaviour, with drink and sometimes without. 

14. Suicide rarely carried out. 

15. Sex life impersonal, trivial, and poorly integrated. 

16. Failure to follow any life plan.103 

 

Thinking about all of the fictional psychopaths mentioned so far, not just the paradigmatic 

figures of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter, at least half of these traits are readily descriptive of them. 

They are superficially charming and intelligent. They do not appear delusional, but, as per the 

description of the real-life Hickock by Jones, are in good contact with reality. Few bear signs 

of acute neuroses or psychoses – Bates and Bateman are exceptions. They are frequently 

deceitful. They are remorseless and shameless. Despite the extraordinary nature of their 

antisocial behaviour, they can be shown to be ordinarily motivated, if not exactly inadequately 

so. Though not strictly incapable of love, the fictional psychopath does present as 

pathologically egocentric. And they do appear to be under-empathic, bearing a general poverty 

in major affective reactions. The deadpan performance of Javier Bardem as Anton Chigurh 

dramatizes this impoverishment with particular emphasis. 

A few years after the Second World War, during which a large portion of humankind 

came to be confronted with its own capacity for monstrous violence, there appeared in the 

cultural landscape a spate of fictional man-shaped monsters notable for their coherence relative 

to the conceptualisation of the psychopath by Cleckley. In 1952, John Steinbeck published East 

103 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), pp.380-381. 
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of Eden. Set in Steinbeck’s native Salinas, a fertile Californian valley close to the Pacific coast, 

the novel is a multi-generational epic charting the interwoven lives of the Trask and Hamilton 

families. The narrator’s introduction of major antagonist Cathy Ames is convinced of her 

psychopathic constitution: 

I believe that there are monsters born in the world to human parents…physical monsters [and] psychic 

monsters…As a child may be born without an arm, so one may be born without kindness or the potential 

of conscience…It is my belief that Cathy Ames was born with the tendencies, or lack of them, which 

drove and forced her all of her life…Something looked out of her eyes, and was never there when one 

looked again…Men and women wanted to inspect her, to try to find out what caused the disturbance 

she distributed so subtly.104 

Cathy is constantly cunning and dissembling, and frequently violent without remorse. ‘As a 

very young child she had learned to win by using the momentum of her opponent.’105 Cathy 

escapes her parents as a teenager by burning down their house while they are asleep inside it. 

Later, Cathy moves to Salinas with her husband, Adam Trask, who is unaware that his wife is 

pregnant by his brother, Charles. Cathy tries to abort the pregnancy with a knitting needle, but 

is unsuccessful and eventually gives birth to twin boys. She abandons the twins unnamed, 

escaping her marriage to Adam by again resorting to violence: 

She shot him. The heavy slug struck him in the shoulder and flattened and tore out a piece of his shoulder 

blade…He stared up into her eyes, which inspected him impersonally. She tossed the pistol on the floor 

beside him and walked out of the house.106 

Cathy proceeds to recreate herself as Kate and charm her way into the life and business of a 

successful madam, Faye. After convincing Faye to appoint her as her heir and inheritor of the 

brothel, the duplicitous Cathy/Kate murders her benefactor by making Faye’s death look like 

an attack of botulism. The character’s lack of empathy is total. Cathy Ames invests emotionally 

in no one. Other people are to her either instruments or obstacles, and nothing more. 

Published in 1954, The Bad Seed was the final work of American novelist William 

March before his death in the same year. The narrative follows the disturbing exploits of eight- 

year-old Rhoda Penmark, and her mother’s increasingly desperate attempts to contain the threat 

posed by her daughter. Rhoda’s youth confirms the suggestion made by the title that her 

malevolence is constitutional, like that of Cathy Ames before her. This is made explicit by the 

104 J. Steinbeck, East of Eden, Penguin, London, 2012 (1952), pp.89-91. 
105 Steinbeck, East of Eden, 2012 (1952), p.194. 
106 Steinbeck, East of Eden, 2012 (1952), pp.246-247. 
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troubled musings of Rhoda’s mother: ‘What was the matter with Rhoda, anyway? Why 

couldn’t she behave like other girls of her age? What was the basis of her strange, unsocial 

conduct?’107 Rhoda is characterised as a figure of extraordinary composure. She keeps her room 

immaculately tidy without her parents’ insistence. Her personal appearance is invariably 

pristine, hair usually plaited sweetly into pigtails. But these outward signs of order conceal a 

dangerously disordered personality. Armed with a precocious intelligence, Rhoda is adept at 

identifying vulnerability: ‘her round, calculating eyes…see into…quivering mind[s]’.108 Twice 

she commits murder: she drowns Claude Daigle when he wins the Fern School medal for 

handwriting, a prize she coveted, making it look accidental; and she immolates Leroy Jessup, 

groundskeeper of the apartments in which she lives. Residents afterwards believe that the 

slovenly Leroy must have fallen asleep with a lit cigarette. Notably, Leroy is also depicted as 

distinctly psychopathic, though he lacks Rhoda’s cunning, and the characters’ adversarial 

relationship pivots on this likeness. Each has the measure of the other. ‘“Leroy is a very mean 

man,”’ Rhoda accurately tells her neighbour, Mrs. Breedlove.109 Equally accurate is Leroy’s 

assessment of Rhoda, muttered to himself: ‘That one would put a knife between your ribs and 

watch the blood spurt.’110 

Patricia Highsmith published twenty-nine novels between 1951 and 1995. Five of those 

comprise ‘The Ripliad’, chronicling the misadventures of her most famous creation, con artist 

Tom Ripley. Charming and manipulative with a particular talent for imitation, Tom is not 

especially memorable as a violent character. Yet the anti-hero is depicted as capable of 

compulsive and extreme violence nonetheless. In The Talented Mr Ripley, published in 1955, 

the character first kills Dickie Greenleaf and then Dickie’s close friend, Freddie Miles. He is 

also prepared to dispatch Marge Sherwood, Dickie’s lover, though the need to do so never 

eventuates. Bludgeoning his companion with an oar while they are out at sea together, Tom’s 

murder of Dickie allows Tom to steal Dickie’s identity. The protagonist’s murder of Freddie is 

necessary for Tom to keep concealed his audacious act of theft. The Greenleaf family possesses 

fabulous wealth, affording Dickie the opportunity of living as an American playboy in Italy, 

which he embraces unashamedly. Stealing Dickie’s identity is a matter of stealing his portion 

of the Greenleaf fortune and the leisurely lifestyle that it buys. But it is not merely covetousness 

that prompts Tom to murder Dickie. The depiction of Dickie as an object of desire and of Tom 

107 W. March, The Bad Seed, Vintage Books, New York, 2015 (1954), p.80. 
108 March, The Bad Seed, 2015 (1954), p.16. 
109 March, The Bad Seed, 2015 (1954), p.18. 
110 March, The Bad Seed, 2015 (1954), p.18. 
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as a desiring subject goes beyond the pull of wealth. Tom desires Dickie’s life, but also Dickie 

himself, with whom the protagonist is infatuated if not in love. Anticipating the portrayal of 

Lecter in Fuller’s Hannibal, Highsmith’s con artist is a fictional psychopath who disrupts 

Cleckley’s clinical model through his capacity for romantic investment. In this Tom Ripley 

stands in stark contrast to Cathy Ames and Rhoda Penmark, both of whom are utterly heartless. 

Of course, as the character of Will Graham discovers through his relationship with Lecter, to 

be loved by a psychopath can be lethal. It is possible that Tom would have partnered loyally 

with Dickie to share in his life but for the fact that Dickie, a character complicated by 

bisexuality and an easiness with infidelity, cannot be counted on for such a future to be reliably 

sustainable. Once Tom has murdered Dickie, the protagonist of The Talented Mr Ripley is 

portrayed as being as remorseless as he is assiduous in his assumption of Dickie’s identity. 

‘Dickie had never used the subjunctive as often as it should be used in Italian. Tom studiously 

kept himself from learning the proper uses of the subjunctive.’111 So meticulous is the 

character’s dissemblance, the psychopathic Tom Ripley is careful even to speak Italian as 

incorrectly as the ex-companion whose life he steals. 

Taken up conspicuously by fiction in the 1950s and sharpened with a capacity for 

extreme and habitual violence, it is compelling to interpret Cleckley’s psychopath as providing 

a cultural locus for the post-war realisation of the inhumanity within humanity. At the close of 

the decade appeared the character of Norman Bates with the publication of Psycho by Robert 

Bloch. Bloch’s sixth novel, published in 1959, was swiftly and famously adapted by Alfred 

Hitchcock in 1960. It is posited in Psycho that Bates suffers from multiple personality disorder. 

As well as The Mask of Sanity, Cleckley also co-authored The Three Faces of Eve, a portrait 

of multiple personality disorder. Published in 1957, the study was based on Cleckley’s 

treatment of Georgian housewife Chris Costner Sizemore along with fellow psychiatrist and 

co-author Corbett H. Thigpen. The Three Faces of Eve proved a bestseller and inspired the 

Oscar-winning film of the same name, also released in 1957. Likely aware of one version or 

another of The Three Faces of Eve, it is possible that Bloch and Hitchcock were also aware of 

The Mask of Sanity, by then in its third edition. Certainly the character of Bates is a concoction 

of recognisable psychopathologies, including psychopathy. Although expressed 

schizophrenically, the personality that stabs Marion Crane multiple times in the shower is 

psychopathically violent, the act patently extreme and remorseless. Indeed, Norman as Norman 

gives the impression of wearing a mask of sanity, insofar as that holds meaning in the context 

111 P. Highsmith, The Talented Mr Ripley, Vintage Books, London, 1999 (1955), p.119. 
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of so fragile and fractured a subject. Following Baker, one is aware of the masquerade: the 

character’s attempt to constantly perform normal subjectivity. 

 

Hare and the diagnosis of psychopathy 

The most influential proponent of psychopathy after Cleckley has been criminal psychologist 

Robert Hare, currently Professor Emeritus of the University of British Columbia. Discussed in 

Without Conscience (1993), Hare spent time early in his career working in the Canadian prison 

system. This exposed him to psychopathic personalities, overrepresented in prison populations, 

and prompted his interest in psychopathy. Since the 1970s, Hare has built directly on the work 

of Cleckley, considering it authoritative: ‘The major clinical description of the psychopath is 

found in Cleckley’s classic text, The Mask of Sanity’.112 Although Hare has consistently 

stressed and consequently cemented the link between criminality and psychopathy, his work 

has not substantially redefined the psychopath. Hare’s particular achievement instead, noted 

also by Asma in On Monsters, has been the construction of the Psychopathy Checklist or PCL, 

the diagnostic tool used to test for psychopathy. Indeed, in a version of the PCL published in 

1995 Hare offers a summary of the psychopath that accords closely with the sixteen-point 

profile provided by Cleckley: 

Interpersonally, psychopaths are grandiose, egocentric, manipulative, dominant, forceful, and cold-

hearted. Affectively, they display shallow and labile emotions, cannot form long- lasting bonds to people, 

principles, or goals, and lack empathy, anxiety, and genuine guilt or remorse. Behaviourally, 

psychopaths are impulsive and sensation-seeking and tend to violate social norms – the most obvious 

expressions of these predispositions involve criminality, substance abuse, and a failure to fulfil social 

obligations and responsibilities.113 

More recently, Hare co-authored Snakes in Suits (2006) with industrial psychologist Paul 

Babiak, an exploration of corporate psychopathy highlighting the overrepresentation of 

psychopaths amongst CEOs. Oxbridge psychologist Kevin Dutton corroborated this view when 

he conducted the Great British Psychopath Survey in 2011. Dutton produced a list of the ten 

occupations with the highest proportion of people with distinct psychopathic traits. The list was 

topped by CEOs, followed by lawyers.114 Clive R. Boddy published ‘The Corporate 

112 S. D. Hart, D. N. Cox, R. D. Hare, Hare Psychopathy Checklist Screening Version (PCL:SV), Toronto, Multi-Health 
Systems Inc., 2004 (1995), p.3. 
113 Hare, PCL:SV, 2004 (1995), p.1. 
114 Dutton’s list was reproduced by Discovery Channel. See: ‘The Top 10 Jobs for Psychopaths’, 6 June 2018, 
www.discovery.com, (accessed: 14 January 2019). 
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Psychopaths Theory of the Global Financial Crisis’ in the same year. Boddy’s submission is 

that psychopaths in ‘senior positions within modern financial corporations…largely caused the 

crisis’ by negatively influencing the moral climate of their organisations.115 It is notable that 

the psychological and sociological insistence popular so far in the twenty-first century on 

locating the psychopath conspicuously within the field of capitalism clearly stands preceded 

by the pairing of the phenomena in culture in the form of iconic fictional characters such as 

Gordon Gekko and Patrick Bateman. Part of this trend, it is curious too that the businessman 

idolised by Bateman in American Psycho, Donald Trump, was estimated by Dutton to be more 

psychopathic than Hitler but less so than Idi Amin or Saddam Hussein in the lead-up to his 

election as U.S. President in 2016.116 Most significant, however, is the fact that the ingredients 

of the psychopath again remain essentially unchanged despite the shift in location. Indeed the 

increased socioeconomic centrality of the figure only serves to reinforce the sense of their 

ability to blend in considered crucial by Cleckley and captured in his phrase the mask of sanity. 

If a particularly important addition to the understanding of psychopathy is identifiable 

after Hare’s development of the PCL, it is the establishment of a biological basis for 

psychopathy by the interdisciplinary project of neuro-criminology. Kent A. Kiehl has used 

magnetic resonance imaging to detect aberrations in the psychopathic brain.117 For Kiehl, 

making known the biology of psychopathy could prompt a revision in the comprehension of 

criminal responsibility: ‘if individuals with psychopathy lack the ability to understand moral 

wrongfulness, and if a criminal offender meets criteria for psychopathy, this could potentially 

be used to support an insanity defense.’118 For Adrian Raine, meanwhile, also a neuro- 

criminologist, discovery of a biological basis for psychopathy opens up the possibility of 

arriving at a treatment for it. In The Anatomy of Violence (2014), Raine envisions a future in 

which psychopathic crime is greatly reduced if not eradicated: 

I do believe that in tomorrow’s world we can rise above our feelings of retribution, reach out 

for rehabilitation, and engage in a more humane discourse on the causes of violence. After all, 

115 C. R. Boddy, ‘The Corporate Psychopaths Theory of the Global Financial Crisis’, Journal of Business Ethics, vol.102, 
2011, p.257. Available from: Springer, (accessed 19 April 2018). 
116 ‘Presidential candidates may be psychopaths – but that could be a good thing’, 23 August 2016, oxford.ac.uk/news, 
(accessed 7 November 2019). 
117 Kiehl is a co-author in E. Ermer et al, ‘Aberrant Paralimbic Gray Matter in Incarcerated Male Adolescents With 
Psychopathic Traits’, Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, vol.52, no.1, 2013, pp.94- 
103.e3. Available from: Elsevier, (accessed 19 April 2018). 
118 E. Aharoni, W. Sinnott-Armstrong, and K. A. Kiehl, ‘Can Psychopathic Offenders Discern Moral Wrongs? A New Look 
at the Moral/Conventional Distinction’, Journal of Abnormal Psychology, vol.121, no.2, 2012, p.484. Available from: 
American Psychological Association, (accessed 19 April 2018). 
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while we may disagree on the finer points, I believe we can all agree on the priority of 

preventing future violence.’119 

Raine appears to recognise the potential dangers of taking a curative approach to the criminality 

of the psychopath in calling for a democratic engagement with ‘the neuroethical nettles that 

entangle neurocriminology.’120 But this pose of moderation leaves unchanged the sense that 

what is meant to be a utopic vision of a world free at least from violent crimes perpetrated by 

psychopaths is also a disturbing one. Implying that the psychopath is just a sick person who 

needs to be made well, Raine’s appeal to rehabilitation in real life echoes the fictional logic of 

curing a subject’s tendency for serial violence put into practice by the government in A 

Clockwork Orange, a totalitarian praxis that both Burgess’s novel and Kubrick’s film work to 

warn against through their sympathetic characterisations of psychopathic protagonist Alex. 

After psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley described the psychopath in The Mask of Sanity, 

which went through six editions between 1941 and 1984, criminal psychologist Robert Hare 

contributed substantially to psychopathy by developing the psychometric test for it. Following 

the work of Hare, undertaken over the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, the most substantial contribution in 

recent times has been the submission by neuro-criminologists that there are measurable 

differences between psychopathic and neuro-typical brain function. Despite these 

developments, the real-life psychopath remains a fundamentally Cleckleyian figure. Neuro- 

criminologist Kiehl and his collaborators have summarised the condition as follows: 

…a predictor of persistence in criminal activity and violent behaviour…[p]sychopathy is a serious and 

enduring personality disorder marked by interpersonal, affective, and behavioural traits such as 

glibness, lack of moral emotions (e.g. remorse, empathy), irresponsibility and impulsivity.121 

Considering several cultural instantiations of the figure in post-millennial fiction, film, and TV, 

the fictional psychopath also continues to conform substantially to Cleckley’s model. In 

particular, depictions of the figure typically manifest points 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, and 10 of the 

sixteen-point profile found in The Mask of Sanity. Their characterisations include: superficial 

charm and good intelligence; absence of delusions and other signs of irrational thinking; 

absence of nervousness or psychoneurotic manifestations; untruthfulness and insincerity; lack 

of remorse or shame; inadequately motivated antisocial behaviour; pathological egocentricity 

and incapacity for love – though the latter can be disrupted; and general poverty in major 

119 A. Raine, The Anatomy of Violence: The Biological Roots of Crime, London, Penguin, 2014, p.372. 
120 Raine, The Anatomy of Violence, 2014, p.371. 
121 Ermer et al, ‘Aberrant Paralimbic Gray Matter’, 2013, p.94. 
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affective reactions. A crucial additional feature of the fictional version of the psychopath that 

is not part of Cleckley’s profile is the tendency carried by the figure across various forms to 

imbricate compulsive criminality and serial violence. This is consistent with the 

characterisation of the fictional psychopath as the figure erupted into the cultural landscape in 

the mid-twentieth century. Following Wilson, the resemblance of the fictional psychopath, past 

and present, to the psychopath outlined in The Mask of Sanity remains unmistakeable despite 

this apparent point of deviation. Examples are provided by hitman Anton Chigurh, arch- 

nemesis The Joker, and serial killer Paul Spector. 

Javier Bardem won Best Supporting Actor at the 2007 Academy Awards for his 

portrayal of Anton Chigurh in the Coen Brothers’ adaptation of Cormac McCarthy’s novel No 

Country for Old Men (2005). Chigurh is in pursuit of Llewelyn Moss (Josh Brolin). This is an 

ironic hunt since it is out hunting in the desert that Moss makes a quarry of himself when he 

chances upon a suitcase packed with two million dollars at the scene of a gang-related crime. 

Chigurh attends to his task with perfect dispassion and ruthless determination, and from start 

to finish no one survives him. Not even a freak car accident in the closing scenes of the film 

can vanquish the antagonist. His arm horribly broken, the character doggedly heaves himself 

out of the crumpled vehicle and limps off into the distance, an agent of indifference. Indeed, if 

Moss embodies the challenges of living well, Chigurh embodies the pitilessness intrinsic to 

survival. The one supposes that existence is a moral struggle, the other that existence has no 

moral structure at all. 

Reminiscent of Chigurh, The Joker as played by Heath Ledger in The Dark Knight 

claims to be ‘an agent of chaos.’ The iconic DC Comics villain is incessantly violent and 

absolutely untroubled by guilt. Given the success with which he manipulates the actions of 

those around him, the antagonist presents as perhaps the most intelligent character in the film. 

The Joker’s only point of vulnerability is Batman/Bruce Wayne (Christian Bale), to whom The 

Joker appears passionately attached. Otherwise completely murderous, the villain exclaims to 

the hero: ‘I don’t want to kill you! What would I do without you?!’ Batman is The Joker’s great 

adversary and also his great love – and vice versa, for in fact neither can bear to destroy the 

other. The Joker explicitly articulates that they are a perfect match when he describes their 

relationship as the meeting of an unstoppable force and an immoveable object, concluding: ‘I 

think you and I are destined to do this forever.’ Recalling the play of the character’s 

interrogative motif – ‘You wanna know how I got these scars?’ – The Joker accords with the 

script of malevolent agency while explicitly subverting those of childhood abuse and maternal 
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failure. Instead of confirming a possibly traumatic history, the recurrent question only ever 

highlights a propensity for mythomania. Opening up a rhetoric of false revelation, The Joker’s 

story always shifts: ‘My father was a drinker, and a fiend; one night, he went off crazier than 

usual…’; ‘I had a wife, and she was so beautiful; but she got in deep with the sharks…’ Such 

serial aetiological displacements create a sense that the character is as he has always been rather 

than the victim of anyone or anything.122 

The Fall (2013-2016) was an original production created and written by Allan Cubitt 

and made for the BBC. Sitting within the crime genre, the show owes a specific debt to what 

Cassuto has dubbed the Harris formula. The identity of the serial killer, Paul Spector (Jamie 

Dornan), is disclosed from the outset. The mystery is not driven by who he is but by why he 

perpetrates serial murder, strangling young women to death before ritually washing them and 

posing them in the nude. It is the task of DSI Stella Gibson (Gillian Anderson) to make sense 

of Spector’s modus operandi in order to catch the man law enforcement knows as the Belfast 

Strangler. The logic for Spector’s serial violence that is built into the narrative recycles both 

the script of maternal failure and the script of childhood abuse. It eventuates that Spector’s 

mother, left to raise him alone by his father, committed suicide by hanging herself when he 

was a boy. Spector consequently grew up in foster care during which time he was sexually 

abused. Where The Fall disrupts patterns conventional of much serial killer fiction is in its 

inversion of domestic belonging. Recalling Cassuto’s observation that the serial killer typically 

targets the sort of ideal family to which the detective appears to belong, DSI Gibson is 

portrayed as a promiscuous single woman with no family ties while Spector appears a 

committed husband and doting father of two children as well as a deadly sadist (Fig.1). 

 

 

 

Fig.1 (Source: ‘Dark Descent’, The Fall (Season 1), cr. A. Cubitt, Australia, Madman Entertainment, 2013 [DVD]) 

122 This contrasts sharply with the most recent portrayal of the figure by Joaquin Phoenix in Joker (2019), where the script of 
abuse combines with a study of social isolation to explain the character’s psychopathology and in fact provide the total 
substance of the narrative. 
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The compositional symmetry of these two close-ups in juxtaposition serves to highlight 

Spector’s embodiment of Cleckley’s notion of the mask of sanity. Looking down lovingly at 

the supine form of his daughter, the first frames Spector’s outward normality. This is accented 

formally by the fact that it is an exterior scene. Bearing down murderously on the supine form 

of a victim, the second frames his inward malignance. This is given formal embellishment both 

by the fact that it is an interior scene and by Spector’s costuming, which configures him as a 

dark shadow. It is of course ironic that the character is literally mask-less as he presents his 

mask of sanity in the first shot and masked as he reveals his malignant heart in the second. In 

fact, Spector’s embodiment of the mask of sanity is expressed throughout the show by the 

casting of Dornan, who became an international sex symbol at the same time The Fall was 

aired for his portrayal of Christian Grey in the adaptation of Fifty Shades of Grey (2015). As 

with Perkins playing Bates, Bale playing Bateman, and Bardem playing Chigurh, on-screen 

instantiations of the fictional psychopath often ironically embellish the capacity to go unnoticed 

definitive of psychopathy by portraying the figure not merely as one camouflaged by clean- 

lined composure but as one who is noticeably attractive. 

 

Looking ahead to the case studies 

The glance at TV serial killer Paul Spector returns attention to the link between psychopathy 

and performativity noticed in this re-examination of the fictional psychopath. This recognises 

the prominence of the link established from the inception of the modern-day psychopath by 

Cleckley. The title of Cleckley’s enduringly influential monograph, The Mask of Sanity, is the 

most concise and also the most immediate expression of the prominent connection between the 

psychopathic subject and performative conduct. In Chapter 59, ‘The Concept of Masked 

Personality Disorder’, Cleckley gives particular attention to unpacking what is concisely 

contained by the title. Emphasising the liminality of the figure, who is neither sane nor insane, 

Cleckley writes: ‘In the psychopath we confront an ego neither broken nor outwardly distorted 

but of a substance that lacks ingredients without which normal function in major life issues is 

impossible.’123 Cleckley also describes the psychopath as a ‘counterfeit’ subject ‘bleached of 

deep emotion’ but capable of faking it.124 Whatever the degree to which the dissemblance 

fundamental to psychopathy is consciously undertaken, being a psychopath is a matter of 

123 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), pp.441. 
124 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), p.433 and p.440. 
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performance. ‘[H]is outer functional aspect masks or disguises something quite different 

within, concealing behind a perfect mimicry of normal emotion, fine intelligence, and social 

responsibility a grossly disabled personality.’125 

Going forward, reading psychopathy as a matter of performance in fictional settings 

joins the case-study approach to control for the capaciousness of it as a cultural phenomenon. 

More significantly, recognising the performativity fundamental to psychopathy also combines 

with the notion of scripting logics for serial violence to help secure the latter as the preeminent 

hermeneutic anchor. Ahead of the issues of factuality, masculinity, and monstrosity, keeping 

in mind that the case-study characters are imbricated as performers by psychopathy enables a 

focus on the systems of desire beneath their performances. Indeed, three modes of performance 

emerge. Firstly, and most closely related to the conduct of the real-life psychopath, is 

dissembling abnormality on the part of the clearly psychopathic fictional subject. Secondly, 

there is the accommodation in fiction of the inversion of this scheme, where appearing to be a 

psychopath becomes the locus of dissemblance. Thirdly, there is the collapse of dissemblance, 

in which the psychopath exaggerates their own psychopathy. Alexander the Large manifests 

this third mode while the second and first are manifested by Patrick Bateman and Hannibal 

Lecter respectively. 

In Chapter 1, Alex of A Clockwork Orange is understood to be a psychopathic 

delinquent. The character is seen at the same time as exaggerating his psychopathy through 

anarchic hedonism. The protagonist of one of the twentieth century’s most notorious titles both 

is a psychopath and plays at being one. Wildly ultra-violent as well as serially so, Alex at times 

presents a mask of insanity. It is suggested that this exaggeration conceals an anxiety over the 

suspected mutability of his own remorseless capacity for rebellion, which is bound up 

particularly with the impermanence of youth. Although Alex does not exhibit the desperation 

to be found in the depiction of Bateman, there is a discernible urgency underlying his 

perpetration of serial violence. Actively embracing his psychopathy as a delinquent, Alex 

urgently holds onto youthfulness, and even resists mortality. In Burgess’s original, Alex in fact 

outgrows his psychopathy to become quite ordinary. By the end of the novel the character is a 

man who wants to find a wife and start a family, a decidedly un-psychopathic project. This 

variance places the protagonist of A Clockwork Orange between the psychopathic subject who 

performs normality to conceal dangerous abnormality and the ordinary subject who performs 

psychopathy to conceal tedious normality.  

125 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), p.440. 
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In Chapter 2, Patrick Bateman is seen to be depicted as shatteringly ordinary in Ellis’s 

American Psycho. This follows the assertion of Schoene that the first-person autodiegetic 

narrator is constantly trying to fight off disintegration. ‘In an era when masculinity’s 

exceptional strength and integrity can no longer be taken for granted, it seems as if only a 

relentless hardening of mind and body can save the hysterical male from falling apart.’126 

Bateman is perceived in Chapter 2 as economically redundant, because of his inherited wealth, 

and also as socially incompetent, doubling his redundancy. Homogenised by the very 

perfection of his looks, the character is so bland that Evelyn, his girlfriend, typically holds 

conversations with herself rather than with him. She also cheats on Bateman with his best 

friend, Tim Price. Struggling against inferiority, the fantasy of being ‘a fucking evil 

psychopath’ is better than the tragicomic reality of being ‘a dufus’.127 Thus Bateman performs 

psychopathy in a bid to ward off his utter banality. It is a point of irresolvable ambivalence as 

to whether this performance occurs in his diegetic actuality or only ever takes place in the 

character’s head. Either way, the protagonist of American Psycho is the ordinary subject who 

performs psychopathy to conceal his own tedious normality, most of all from himself. 

In Chapter 3, Lecter is seen to be the purest fictional psychopath in the series of three. 

Following a survey of the figure’s ten iterations, sustained attention settles on Lecter’s most 

contemporary characterisation in Fuller’s TV series, Hannibal. The eponymous hero is 

depicted as an exemplary member of society. He is a charming and exceedingly polite 

conversationalist celebrated for his fabulous dinner parties, and an esteemed psychiatrist who 

aids law enforcement by consulting as a profiler for the FBI. Of course, the character is also 

the FBI’s most elusive serial killer, the Chesapeake Ripper, who hunts down the discourteous 

and makes feasts of them. During a dinner party in ‘Antipasto’, Lecter quips with laconic irony: 

‘I have an excellent butcher.’ Given this audacious two-facedness, Lecter neatly embodies the 

psychopathic subject who performs normality. It is almost perfectly that Lecter echoes the 

summary of the real-life psychopath supplied by Cleckley: ‘his outer functional aspect masks 

or disguises something quite different within, concealing behind a perfect mimicry of normal 

emotion, fine intelligence, and social responsibility a grossly disabled personality.’128 The point 

of mismatch is that the character appears disturbingly enabled rather than grossly disabled by 

the difference he harbours within. It facilitates a productive unorthodoxy of action. For 

126 Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, p.384. 
127 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.20. 
128 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), p.440. 
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example, in his relationship with Will Graham, Lecter deploys cruelty and violence not 

exploitatively but therapeutically. The purity of Lecter’s psychopathy positions the figure not 

as irrational but hyper-rational, not mad but maddeningly sane. 

For Alex, playing up as a psychopath is keyed into pleasure. For Bateman, playing a 

psychopath is keyed into power. For Lecter, being a psychopath enables not only his mastery 

over others but also his mastery over himself. In contrast with Bateman, Lecter’s mastery over 

others pivots on his superiority as a theorist of mind rather than on the dominative aspect of 

sheer physical violence. The performativity intrinsic to psychopathy is what permits the 

pathological pursuits of pleasure and power unchecked by remorse in the cases of Alex and 

Bateman. In the case of Lecter, it is what allows the character to pathologically pursue his own 

grand potential unlimited by morality. 

These considerations are prefaced by contextual studies of each of the three 

paradigmatic fictional psychopaths. Chapter 1 begins by examining the characterisations of 

Alex in Burgess’s original and Kubrick’s adaptation. This examination is organised by focusing 

on the operations of anarchy, authority, and coming-of-age in the two versions of A Clockwork 

Orange while recognising that they share in common a principal thematic investment in 

meditating upon the value of individual liberty. Both culturally important texts in their own 

right, the novel and the film are compared and contrasted with reference to the Bildungsroman, 

and in relation to the conflicting theologies of Pelagius and Augustine. This theological 

dimension opens onto consideration of the violence of politics and the politics of violence 

guided by the work of Hannah Arendt and Slavoj Žižek. 

Chapter 2 starts with a survey of the reception of Ellis’s infamous novel, noting that the 

trenchancy typical of early responses is bound up with the text’s eschewal of the standard 

cultural logics for serial violence. There is no clear evidence in his first-person narrative that 

Bateman is an abused child grown up or the product of failed motherhood. A contextual study 

of the narrator continues the chapter by reading him as the centre of a text carefully structured 

by disorientating ambivalences and deferrals. Along with the nauseating acts of torture that it 

depicts, this contributes to the classification of American Psycho by Kathryn Hume as an 

‘aggressive fiction’. Inflections of the text’s ambivalence given particular consideration include 

the seriality of Bateman’s existence, which functions in place of a progressive plot, and the 

disruption of generic modes through the exploded use of several. Ellis’s critique of capitalist 

masculinity presents as a Dostoevskyian confession that is by turns Waugh-like comedy-of- 

manners, frustrated detective fiction, and Gothic horror. 
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Chapter 3 first navigates the textual multiplicity of Lecter by focusing on the figure’s 

gradual emergence as hero from one iteration to the next, a feature also recognised by Baker. 

The character’s re-inventive trajectory of serial enhancement is bound up with three other lines 

of reinvention. The first is the invigoration of modern detective fiction by Thomas Harris 

through the displacement of identity by aetiology as the dominant site of mystery. For Cassuto, 

this is what gives Red Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs special significance in the cultural 

history of the crime genre, recently borne out in Allan Cubitt’s The Fall. The second line of 

reinvention is Harris’s refreshing complication of a typically masculine genre by introducing a 

strong female hero. The incursion of Clarice Starling as gun-wielding detective in The Silence 

of the Lambs attracted much critical attention fascinated especially by the inverse play of 

gender in the text. The story is centrally driven by the contest between the masculine femininity 

of its protagonist and the feminine masculinity of its antagonist, the serial killer Buffalo Bill. 

The third line is the re-inventive process of adaptation. Each of Harris’s four Lecter novels 

have been turned into films. Red Dragon has been adapted twice – first by Michael Mann as 

Manhunter (1986) and second by Brett Ratner as Red Dragon (2002). The standing of Lecter 

as a cultural icon owes much to adaptation, especially Demme’s cinematic retelling of The 

Silence of the Lambs. Also noteworthy relative to the process is the charged discrepancy 

between the print and screen versions of Hannibal. In The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter is 

depicted as a father-figure to the orphaned Starling containing the taboo prospect of romance. 

This element of the characters’ relationship becomes uncontained with their sexual union at the 

close of the original Hannibal. Ridley Scott’s film version effects the re-containment of such 

perverse desire by having Lecter literally separate himself from Starling, to whom he is 

handcuffed, by cutting off his own hand with a cleaver. This discrepancy is provided a 

psychoanalytic explanation by Žižek as the disavowal of an unacceptable truth: the 

unconsciously libidinal nature of infantile attachment to the parent and parental attachment to 

the infant. The accent on aetiology, the complication of masculinity, and the sometimes fraught 

process of adaption are gathered up by Lecter’s steady progression from marginality to 

centrality in the literary and cinematic diegeses. This is accompanied by a transition from 

intradiegetic inertia to intradiegetic hyper-mobility. In Red Dragon, Lecter is an ancillary 

character incarcerated in the small cell of an asylum. By Hannibal Rising, he is a questing 

protagonist at the centre of a Bildungsroman arranged as a revenge narrative. The accent on 

aetiology specific to Lecter sees a contradictory shift in causality that accompanies his gradual 

expansion as a central textual presence. Lecter’s system of desire is initially constituted in terms 

of malevolent agency. It is eventually reconstituted in terms of childhood abuse. 
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Chapter 1 

Alexander the Large 

Delight and the un-limiting of the individual 

Overview 

This chapter makes a close study of Alexander the Large, the psychopathic protagonist of A 

Clockwork Orange. Redolent of earlier classics such as Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), A Clockwork Orange is a dramatic meditation on the 

value of the freedom of the individual in the form of dystopian fiction. This chapter first looks 

at the structural and thematic functions of Alex within the contexts of both Burgess’s novel and 

Kubrick’s film. It then reads Alex’s characterisation in the original with a focus on supplying 

reason for his serial violence. Specifically, this chapter seeks to understand the character’s 

system of desire in terms of the interplay between his performance of psychopathy and the 

imperative of pleasure. The contextual reading of Alex in the print and screen versions of A 

Clockwork Orange is organised by emphasis on the notions of anarchy, authority, and coming- 

of-age. Both culturally important texts in their own right, Burgess’s original and Kubrick’s 

adaptation are compared and contrasted with reference to the Bildungsroman, in relation to the 

conflicting theologies of Pelagius and Augustine, and through consideration of the politics of 

violence as well as the violence of politics. 

‘This vicious young hoodlum will be transformed out of all recognition’: anarchy, 

authority, and coming-of-age 

The two versions of A Clockwork Orange examined here can be divided into three. Burgess’s 

novel existed in two different editions for more than a quarter of a century after its initial 

publication in 1962. Until 1988, American publisher W. W. Norton truncated the British edition 

by excising its final chapter. This modest structural change from twenty-one chapters to twenty 

had a major impact on the trajectory of the protagonist’s development. Consequently, it altered 

the narrative’s hermeneutic possibilities. The excision introduced an ambivalence to the story’s 

coming-of-age logic in denying Alex his maturation. Prevented from progressing into 

adulthood, Alex was instead kept a delinquent at the conclusion of the American edition. The 
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original British text, now standard, has the feel of a Bildungsroman. In contrast, the American 

edition presents as an anti-Bildungsroman. This becomes apparent when the plotlines of the 

novel and the film are juxtaposed. Released in 1971, the adaptation was based on the truncated 

American edition. 

Common to the original and the adaptation, Alex is fifteen at the start of his own story. 

The psychopathic narrator-protagonist inhabits an unnamed metropolis of a decaying near 

future, and is the leader of three other teens: Pete, Georgie, and Dim. The gang converse in 

Nadsat, meaning ‘teen’ or ‘teenager’ in Russian, an argot infused with Slavic elements. The 

four teens frequent the Korova Milkbar, where they drink milk spiked with various 

psychotropic drugs, and at night they prowl the streets to indulge in what they call ‘ultra- 

violence’. This includes ‘crasting’ (armed robbery), ‘tolchocking’ (assault), ‘dratsing’ (fighting 

with rival gangs), and ‘plunging’, or ‘the old in-out’ (rape). When a robbery goes wrong, Alex 

accidentally kills an elderly lady, but not before she has the chance to call for the police. Alex’s 

attempt to escape his victim’s house is thwarted by an act of betrayal. Led by Georgie, this is 

the moment Alex’s gang mutiny. In the novel, Dim uses a length of chain to strike Alex, 

catching him ‘gentle and artistic like on the glazlids’.1 In the film, Dim, played by Warren 

Clarke, smashes a full glass bottle of milk across Alex’s face. Temporarily blinded, Alex is 

abandoned by his so-called ‘droogs’ (friends) and arrested by the police. Charged with murder, 

Alex is sentenced to prison. 

When Alex resumes his narration two years have elapsed. The character is a seventeen- 

year-old inmate of ‘Staja (State Jail, that is) Number 84F’, prisoner ‘6655321 and not…little 

droog Alex not no longer.’2 It is possible to infer that the movement forward in time contains 

in its elision a change of government, a shift to an authoritarian regime. A visit from ‘the new 

Minister of the Interior’, whose wish it is to deal with criminality ‘on a purely curative basis’, 

sees Alex become a test subject for an experimental therapy designed to expedite the reform 

and release of criminal prisoners.3 The Minister’s rationale for this expedition: ‘‘Soon we may 

be needing all of our prison space for political offenders.’’4 Confidently the Minister proclaims 

about Alex: ‘‘This vicious young hoodlum will be transformed out of all recognition.’’5 Only 

one character within the bureaucracy of the penal system is concerned about the ethics of the 
 
 

1  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.49. 
2  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.57. 
3  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.70 and p.69. 
4  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.69. 
5  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.69. 
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experimental therapy, variously called Ludovico’s Technique and Reclamation Treatment. The 

prison chaplain is dubious: ‘‘Does God want goodness or the choice of goodness? Is a man 

who chooses the bad perhaps in some way better than a man who has the good imposed upon 

him?’’6 

These questions are posed exactly in the middle of the novel’s diegesis. Esther Petix 

has noted that they provide Burgess’s text its ‘central thematic and structural interrogative,’ 

doing so with ‘the concision necessary to a reviewer [but] totally insufficient to the critic.’7 

Behind Petix’s claim of insufficiency is her sense that ‘there is something at once delightful 

and horrible, dogged and elusive in A Clockwork Orange that even so profound a rhetorical 

question cannot contain.’8 Petix’s assessment bears introjection. What follows in both the novel 

and the film certainly positions Alex’s story as a protest against medico-technologically 

enforced morality, but noting this only points out one crucial theme of A Clockwork Orange 

without making mention of its satellite ideas. Overlooked meanwhile is the fact that there are 

in every society always enforcements of morally acceptable conduct at play, though these, in 

democracies at least, are only psycho-social in the extent of their deployment. 

Over the course of a fortnight, Alex is subjected to Ludovico’s Technique. In the bland 

euphemism of the fiction’s totalitarian government, the character is “reclaimed.” Reclamation 

entails a combination of intravenous emetics and unremitting exposure to hours of cinematic 

ultra-violence. In the novel and film alike, Alex is strapped to a wheelchair and has his eyelids 

forced open (Fig.2). 
 

 
Fig.2 (Source: A Clockwork Orange, dir. S. Kubrick, Australia, Warner Bros. 2007 (1971) [DVD]) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

6  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.71. 
7 E. Petix, ‘Linguistics, Mechanics, and Metaphysics: A Clockwork Orange’ in Bloom (ed.), Modern Critical Views: 
Anthony Burgess, 1987, p.88. 
8 Petix, ‘Linguistics, Mechanics, and Metaphysics’ in Bloom (ed.), Modern Critical Views: Anthony Burgess, 1987, p.88. 
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It is in this position that Alex is made to watch numerous montages of ‘vecks with their 

gullivers smashed and torn krovvy-drippy ptitsas creeching for mercy…Then there was the 

prison-camps and the Jews and the grey like foreign streets full of tanks and uniforms and 

vecks going down in withering rifle fire…’9 By the end of the treatment Alex is conditioned to 

experience paralysing illness at the slightest inclination to do anybody any harm. Even the sight 

of harm being done makes him ill. The Government – Dr Brodsky in the novel; the Minister 

for the Interior in the film – triumphantly declare the psychopathic protagonist transformed into 

a true Christian. Alex is ‘ready to turn the other cheek, ready to be crucified rather than crucify, 

sick to the very heart at the thought of even killing a fly.’10 Psychically castrated, Alex is 

released back into the world, destined to be hopelessly victimised. His victimisation takes 

various forms and eventually pushes Alex to attempt suicide. He survives to find his 

psychopathy restored. Following the American edition of the novel, this is where the film ends. 

The film’s ending is loaded with the promise of a return to serially violent conduct, Alex 

portrayed as delighted at the prospect. However, the original proceeds to a final vision of Alex 

at eighteen. Officially an adult, Alex no longer wishes to act sadistically. He yearns instead to 

find a wife and have a son. This very un-psychopathic fantasy of family-building marks Alex’s 

choice to begin pursuing the path of sanctioned citizenship. Wishing to live civilly, the narrator- 

protagonist concludes: ‘Alex like groweth up, oh yes.’11 

Where one sets the limits of the Bildungsroman is contentious. Even the translation of 

the German term Bildung into English lacks unanimity. Mikhail Bakhtin preferred ‘education’; 

J. A. Cuddon speaks of ‘formation’; and Brigid Lowe chooses ‘self-development’.12 Then there 

is the vexed question of whether the novel of education / formation / self-development 

constitutes a genre or is instead a matter of ethos. Historically grounded, Lowe’s comments see 

her favour the latter: ‘the fact that most eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English novels are 

deeply concerned with self-development suggests that the term Bildungsroman should be 

considered as describing a central tendency of the English novel sui generis.’13 Bakhtin 

registered a similar scepticism with respect to the generic potential of the Bildungsroman. His 
 
 

9  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), pp.88-89. 
10  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.96. 
11  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
12 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a Historical Typology of the 
Novel)’ in M. M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, V. W. McGee, (trans.), Austin, University of Texas Press, 
1986, p.19 – note: this accepts not just a translation of German into English, but a translation of German into Russian into 
English; J. A. Cuddon, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th Ed.), London, Penguin, 1999, 
p.81; B. Lowe, ‘The Bildungsroman’ in R. L. Caserio and C. Hawes (eds.), The Cambridge History of the English Novel, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012, p.405. 
13 Lowe, ‘The Bidlungsroman’ in Caserio and Hawes (eds.), The Cambridge History of the English Novel, 2012, p.405. 
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brief survey of nominees for the category is so heterogeneous as to destabilise the whole 

thing.14 For Bakhtin, it was crucial to hone in on the progressive change in the psychology of 

the protagonist to work toward solving ‘the problem of the so-called Bildungsroman’: 

It is necessary, first of all, to single out specifically the aspect of man’s essential becoming. 

The vast majority of novels (and subcategories of novels) know only the image of the 

ready-made hero. All movement in the novel, all events and escapades depicted in it, shift 

the hero in space, up and down the rungs of the social ladder: from beggar to rich man, 

from homeless tramp to nobleman. The hero sometimes attains, sometimes only 

approaches his goal: the bride, the victory, wealth, and so on. Events change his destiny, 

change his position in life and society, but he himself remains unchanged and adequate to 

himself.15 

To qualify the narrative as such, the hero of a Bildungsroman cannot be ready-made. This 

implies that the central character of the coming-of-age story must exhibit an evolutionary 

mutability. 

Thinking about the literary and cinematic versions of A Clockwork Orange in relation 

to a coming-of-age logic can yield valuable insight into the texts and their psychopathic 

protagonists. This is partly because the trajectory of self-development can be read as 

antithetical to the state of psychopathy. Viewing psychopathy as biologically determined, the 

current neuro-criminological perspective understands the psychopath as fundamentally 

incapable of change. This addresses reality not fiction, but accepting for the moment an 

insistence on exacting verisimilitude from the fictional psychopath, in line with Leistedt and 

Linkowski, a conundrum emerges. Namely, the apparent mutual exclusivity of the fictional 

psychopath and the narrative of becoming. If a given text is asserted as a Bildungsroman, then 

submitting that its protagonist is psychopathic becomes tenuous. Vice versa, if a particular 

protagonist is understood to be a psychopath, then describing the text in which the character 

appears as a Bildungsroman becomes dubious. Of course, this tension is diminished if one 

aligns with Wilson’s view of the fictional psychopath. The figure must resemble the clinical 

model but need not replicate it. 

Basic conceptions of the Bildungsroman are accepted for present purposes. The 

Bloomsbury Dictionary of English Literature defines it as ‘[a] novel which describes the 
 

14 Bakhtin, ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance’ in Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, V. W. McGee, 
(trans.), 1986, p.20. 
15 Bakhtin, ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance’ in Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, V. W. McGee, 
(trans.), 1986, p.20. 
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youthful development of its central character.’16 Implying that the experience of some sort of 

alienation or exile is fundamental, Hannes Krehan adds nuance by claiming that ‘[i]n the 

Bildungsroman, the closure of a successful journey of self-formation is the [protagonist’s] 

reintegration into society.’17 Returning to Cuddon, the Bildungsroman ‘is an account of the 

youthful development of a hero or heroine (usually the former). It describes the processes by 

which maturity is achieved through the various ups and downs of life.’18 At the level of plot, 

Burgess’s original novel stands out as a strong candidate for classification as a Bildungsroman. 

It features the youthful development of its central character, the action charting the processes 

by which maturity is achieved through the various ups and downs of life. While Alex’s position 

at the end of his story may not be one in which integration back into society is fully realised, 

such is plainly what he desires. In contrast, the film resists the mutability of character pivotal 

to the Bildungsroman. On screen, Alex conforms to the notion of the ready-made hero posited 

by Bakhtin. ‘All his qualities are given from the very beginning, and during the course of the 

[narrative] they are only tested and verified.’19 In Alex’s case, his psychopathy is removed and 

restored. The film as a whole resembles Bakhtin’s description of the ‘novel of ordeal’, where 

the ready-made hero is typically to be found. The action is comprised of the protagonist’s 

endurance of testing circumstances. The protagonist’s movement in the narrative includes 

spatial and temporal shifts, but excludes lasting psychological ones. In Kubrick’s adaptation, 

Alex survives betrayal resulting in imprisonment, torture culminating in psychic castration, and 

even being driven to attempt suicide. But these tests do not lead to any evolution in his 

character. Ultimately he remains unchanged and adequate to himself. Given a hero’s 

progression is a hallmark of the Bildungsroman, it would be reasonable to think that their 

regression would signal the anti-Bildungsroman. However, the proper opposite of a character’s 

development is their stasis. Since Alex proves psychologically static in the film, it can be 

labelled an anti-Bildungsroman. At the same time, depending on viewpoint, the cinematic Alex 

presents as more fully psychopathic than the literary version who precedes him. 

In his preface to the 1988 American edition, which restored the twenty-first chapter, 

Burgess proposed a political explanation for W. W. Norton’s truncation. ‘My book was 

Kennedyan and accepted the notion of moral progress. What was really wanted was a Nixonian 
 

16 M. Wynne-Davies (ed.), The Bloomsbury Dictionary of English Literature, London, Bloomsbury, 1997. 
17 H. Krehan, ‘Trust Me – It’s Paradise’: The Escapist Motif in Into the Wild, The Beach, and Are You Experienced? 
Hamburg, Anchor Academic Publishing, 2014, p.12. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central, (accessed: 15 September 
2018). 
18 Cuddon, Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th Ed.), 1999, p.82. 
19 Bakhtin, ‘The Bildungsroman and Its Significance’ in Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, V. W. McGee, 
(trans.), 1986, p.12. 
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book with no shred of optimism in it.’20 A similar sentiment might hold for Kubrick’s 

adaptation. If Burgess’s retrospective assessment is right, then, as Blake Morrison jokes, he is 

‘[p]erhaps the first author ever…to suffer from an American need for pessimism.’21 Right or 

not in this regard, Burgess is correct to point out that moral progress is importantly present in 

A Clockwork Orange at twenty-one chapters where it is absent at twenty. But he appears to 

misjudge in hindsight the relative optimism or pessimism of the alternative endings. Burgess 

yokes moral progress with optimism, insisting of the former that it is a good thing. The original 

text itself forges no such link. The novel suggests that moral progress is necessary for the 

stability of society, but it is not entirely good. Making it bleaker than the film, the novel 

acknowledges some of the costs of moral progress. 

One cost is that the socialisation of the individual proceeds via intergenerational 

conflict. Revisited further on, this helps to explain the frequency with which critics mobilise 

the oedipal drama as a means of illuminating A Clockwork Orange. Meanwhile, Kevin Jackson 

notes that Burgess wished for his novel to include as an epigraph the following meditation from 

Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale: ‘I would there were no age between ten and three-and- 

twenty, or that youth would sleep out the rest; for there is nothing in the between but getting 

wenches with child, wronging the ancientry, stealing, fighting.’22 Such an inclusion only ever 

made its ways into print in the preface of the script for the play, also written by Burgess, though 

Alex’s closing monologue in the novel is explicit in its reproduction of the Shakespearian 

sentiment. 

…youth is only being in a way like it might be an animal… [I]t cannot help what it is 

doing…When I had my son I would explain all that to him when he was starry enough to 

like understand. But then I knew he would not understand or would not want to understand 

at all and would do all the veshches I had done, yes perhaps even killing some poor starry 

forella surrounded with mewing kots and koshkas…23 

Moral progress, a matter of embracing the civility of adulthood and shedding the wildness of 

youth, opens up a cyclical contest bound to be repeated over and over again. 

Another cost of moral progress is that spirited individuality cedes to a devitalisation of 

the self. When Alex’s reclamation is reversed and his psychopathic capacity for ultra-violence 

 
20 Cited in B. Morrison, ‘Introduction’ in Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.xvii. 
21 Morrison, ‘Introduction’ in Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.xvii. 
22 K. Jackson, ‘Real horrorshow: A short lexicon of Nadsat’, Sight and Sound, vol.9, 1999, p.25. Available from: ProQuest, 
(accessed 17 August 2015). The quote in question appears in Act III Scene 3. 
23  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.140. 
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is restored, the brutal imagery at the close of the twentieth chapter has the protagonist 

emphatically joyous: 

Oh, it was gorgeosity and yumyumyum. When [Beethoven’s Ninth] came to the Scherzo I 

could viddy myself very clear running and running on like very light and mysterious nogas, 

carving the whole litso of the creeching world with my cut-throat britva.24 

The film downplays the brutality of this fantasy, its finale installing instead a vision of 

Bacchanalian revelry, raucous but not violent. In either case, the hero of A Clockwork Orange 

is at this moment in his story full of Schillerian vitality according to Gail K. Hart.25 Beyond 

this moment, available only in the novel, the character passes from jubilant to moribund. This 

corresponds with a movement from being anti-social to pro-social. Alex’s final words are 

heavy with despondency: ‘Amen. And all that cal.’26 Indicating the mutability of psychopathy 

in fiction, the protagonist of the novel chooses morality over immorality in maturity. But Alex’s 

newfound view of things accompanying this progression is depressing: ‘[a] terrible grahzny 

vonny world, really, O my brothers.’27 The cumulative effect of the three negative adjectives 

is compounded by the lack of punctuation between them. This gloominess at the end of the 

original is also recognised by Robbie B. H. Goh. Goh sees the narrator’s loss of vitality 

manifest in a commingling of idioms that constitutes a dilution of Nadsat. ‘Alex’s turn toward 

a “conventional” life…sees him turning away from what is vitally inventive and interesting in 

his use of language, and embracing a borrowed and stilted discourse.’28 Goh continues: ‘Alex’s 

turn to maturity and responsibility in the twenty-first chapter of the novel must thus be seen as 

a profound loss.’29 Against the judgement of Burgess, the proper distribution of pessimism and 

optimism takes the longer British version as pessimistic and the shorter American ones – the 

twenty-chapter novel and also Kubrick’s adaptation – as optimistic. 

Both the original and the adaptation of A Clockwork Orange present a bilateral 

opposition: an anarchist against authority and authority against an anarchist. The bilateralism 

warrants stress because the dynamic is overtly one of competing agencies. It is not just that 

Alex is against the Government, the Government is also against Alex. The parties’ antagonism 

is reciprocal, signalled by Alex’s identification as an outlaw. This is established early, in the 
 

24  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.132. 
25 See: ‘Joy and Violence: Friedrich and Anthony and Stanley and Alex’ in G. K. Hart, Friedrich Schiller: Crime, Aesthetics, 
and the Poetics of Punishment, Newark, University of Delaware Press, 2005, pp.144-159. 
26  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
27  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
28 R. B. H. Goh, ‘“Clockwork” Language Reconsidered: Iconicity and Narrative in Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork 
Orange’, Journal of Narrative Theory, vol.30, no.2, 2000, p.276. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
29  Goh, ‘“Clockwork” Language Reconsidered’, 2000, p.275. 
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first phase of the story, when Alex is visited by the character of P. R. Deltoid. A ridiculous and 

rundown figure in the novel turned grotesque, crotch-grabbing pederast in the film, Deltoid is 

Alex’s Post-Corrective Adviser. Self-described as ‘the one man in this sore and sick 

community who wants to save [Alex] from [him]self’, Deltoid’s mandate is to guide the 

protagonist to goodness.30 Along with the fact that Alex is viewed to be in need of the guidance 

of a government agent, the clear implication of Deltoid’s job title is that the protagonist has 

already officially fallen foul of the law. Even before his imprisonment for murder, the hero of 

A Clockwork Orange is a bona fide opponent of the state. 

Significantly, Alex is the opponent of two successive regimes. The first is liberal, the 

second authoritarian. In the course of his serial victimisation, made possible by the effects of 

Reclamation Treatment, the once serially violent protagonist is also the pawn of a libertarian 

faction working against the second Orwellian regime. This network of antagonisms informs 

the central interrogative of where one ought to set the limits of morality’s enforcement. Carried 

across to Kubrick’s work, this ancient and unfinished debate has a theological dimension 

common to Burgess’s oeuvre. Various scholars have made mention of the Manichaeism that 

charges the fiction of Burgess. Examples include Harold Bloom, Jean E. Kennard, and John J. 

Stinson.31 In his critical biography of the English novelist, Geoffrey Aggeler describes 

Burgess’s Catholic dualism in terms of the Pelagian-Augustinian opposition: 

[S]o many of the conflicts in [Burgess’s] novels are between Pelagian liberals and Augustinian 

conservatives. By his use of these terms, Burgess intends to remind us of the ultimate origins of 

much of the so-called liberalism and conservatism in Western thinking. In Burgess’s view, the 

liberal’s optimism, his belief in the fundamental goodness and perfectability of man, derives from 

an ancient heresy – the Pelagian denial of original sin. Not surprisingly, he believes the doctrinal 

bases of much of the pessimism pervading Western conservative thinking can be traced to 

Augustine’s well-known refutations of Pelagian doctrine.32 

Burgess’s coupling of the theological and the political is such that the Pelagian individual can 

be recast as the prototypical liberal. Paraphrasing the synopsis of Eagleton in On Evil, this 

figure can be summarised as one who might appeal to social conditions in seeking to understand 

why people do bad things.33  In contrast, the Augustinian or conservative individual is inclined 

 
30  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.30. 
31 See: Bloom, ‘Introduction’, p.5; J. E. Kennard, ‘Anthony Burgess: Double Vision’, p.64; and J. J. Stinson, ‘The Manichee 
World of Anthony Burgess’s, p.54. All available in: Bloom (ed.), Anthony Burgess: Modern Critical Views, 1986. 
32 G. Aggeler, Anthony Burgess: The Artist as Novelist, University AL, The University of Alabama Press, 1979, p.158. 
Firsthand insight into the debate is available in: H. Bettenson (ed.), Documents of the Christian Church (2nd Ed.), London, 
Oxford University Press, 1963. See: ‘Section VI. Pelagianism. The Nature of Man, Sin, and Grace’, pp.73-87. 
33  Eagleton, On Evil, 2010, p.2. 
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to grip onto the innateness of things, badness included. Using Eagleton again, conservatism at 

its most extreme ‘throw[s] out a determinism of environment only to replace it with one of 

character.’34 As Eagleton notes, the result is that conservative explanations for a phenomenon 

such as serial violence tend to be reductive and tautological. Suggesting that conservatism 

inflects the script of malevolent agency identified by Cassuto and Asma in discussing the 

traversal of monstrosity by the psychopath, the conservative’s position is that the perpetrator 

of serial violence simply has the tendency to be serially violent in him. He does evil because 

he is evil. Not exempt from criticism, the problematic tendency of far-left liberalism is its 

exaggerated emphasis on the system. Perpetrators of serial violence are limited to being agents 

of their surroundings. Their reproduction of contextual malignancies can have the effect of 

freeing them from personal culpability. The perpetrator of serial violence cannot help being 

serially violent because he had an abusive or traumatic upbringing. The question of where the 

malignancies reproduced by malignant figures originate goes unanswered. 

Mary Midgley would argue that juxtaposing the Pelagian liberal and the Augustinian 

conservative as opposites enforces an unhelpful polarity. Such polarity limits an understanding 

of why people and indeed fictional characters do bad things. Midgley states in Wickedness that 

‘[n]othing has one sole cause…[T]he inside and outside causes of human behaviour – its 

individual and social aspects – supplement each other so closely that they make no sense apart. 

Both must always be considered.’35 The distinctness of the two viewpoints nevertheless gives 

rise to orientations regarding the organisation and running of society that are more or less 

discrete. Resting on faith in the basic potential for goodness in people, Pelagian or liberal 

governance favours a system of looser restrictions. Convinced that people are basically sinful 

and bound to keep sinning, Augustinian or conservative governance prefers a tighter set of 

controls. The first is more forgiving while the second more punitive, their interventions gentler 

and tougher respectively. Although eroded in the film by his characterisation as a sexual 

predator, P. R. Deltoid embodies Pelagian authority in A Clockwork Orange. The Minister of 

the Interior later dismisses Deltoid’s coaxing of Alex to goodness as ‘outmoded’.36 This is also 

a dismissal of the prison chaplain, who carries on Deltoid’s project following Alex’s 

incarceration. The suggestion that the Minister of the Interior embodies Augustinian authority 
 
 
 
 

34  Eagleton, On Evil, 2010, p.4. 
35 M. Midgley, Wickedness: A philosophical essay, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984, p.2. 
36  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.69. 
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is confirmed by the character’s uncompromising support for Reclamation Treatment: ‘Kill the 

criminal reflex, that’s all.’37 

In the final analysis, the film appears to defend the Pelagian position. The message of 

its coda, in which Alex fornicates energetically but not viciously with a young woman to the 

delighted applause of the gentry (Fig.3), is that the freedom of the individual is too precious to 

justify any measure to mitigate the harm they might cause exercising it. 
 

 
Fig.3 (Source: A Clockwork Orange, dir. S. Kubrick, Australia, Warner Bros. 2007 (1971) [DVD]) 

 
 
 

Problematically, the coda does this by itself mitigating the harm done by Alex, something 

undertaken consistently throughout the whole film. The final sex scene of the adaptation 

presents the viewer with a depiction of raucous lovemaking rather than rape, yet rape is the 

exclusive means by which Alex attains sexual gratification in the novel. This transformation is 

the furthest culmination of a trend. Even instances of actual sexual violence in the film 

foreground a disturbing playfulness. As Kevin Jackson puts it: ‘There’s not a frame in the film 

to compare with the ghastliness of the original.’38 Jackson’s comment forms part of a broader 

complaint that the adaptation is gratuitously pornographic, ‘jollifying, prettifying and generally 

render[ing] titillating its ultra-violence.’ What is objectionable about this development is not 

the gratuitousness per se, but its displacement of the brutality of the protagonist’s serial 

violence. Remorseless and sadistic though he is, the psychopathy of Alex on screen is 

characterised as more mischievous than destructive. The effect of this is to bloat the 

harmfulness of the government in its Augustinian formation. The viewer is manipulated to 

accept that the violence to which Alex is subjected – Reclamation Treatment followed 

consequently by serial victimisation – is worse than the violence the character perpetrates. 

Authority not the anarchist is the more monstrous of the antagonistic agencies in the narrative. 

 
37  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.69. 
38 Jackson, ‘Real Horrorshow: A short lexicon of Nadsat’, 1999, p.27. 
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Dubiously, downplaying Alex’s brutality and exaggerating his playfulness permits the film to 

answer the chaplain’s central interrogative in the affirmative. ‘Is a man who chooses the bad 

perhaps in some way better than a man who has the good imposed upon him?’ The Pelagian 

response of Kubrick’s version of A Clockwork Orange is yes. The film ultimately asserts that 

man must be allowed to make his own mistakes rather than being rigidly prevented from doing 

so in the name of assuring right conduct.39 

The novel is more ambivalent, not least for the ghastliness of its violence. Neither one 

of the contradictory viewpoints voiced by the Pelagian prison chaplain and the Augustinian 

Minister of the Interior can be selected incontestably as the viewpoint of the text. For the prison 

chaplain, goodness must be chosen because ‘[w]hen a man cannot choose he ceases to be a 

man.’40 The free will of the individual is everything for the chaplain, more important in the end 

than the conduct that results. For the Minister of the Interior, the goodness of the individual is 

to be enforced where necessary for the sake of the greater good. If certain expressions of 

authoritarian violence can bring about order, such as stripping an individual of their 

constitutional criminality, so be it. The castration of the psychopath is preferable to tolerating 

the force of their disruption. 

Compared to the film, there is in the novel a greater balance between the violence 

perpetrated by the anarchic protagonist and that returned against him by authority. After being 

gang-raped by the narrator and his friends, Alex describes the wife of the writer whose home 

the gang invades as ‘not really there, bloody and torn and making noises.’41 This is a disturbing 

image, rendering the woman as butchered meat. Some critics have argued that Nadsat functions 

as an apparatus of self-censorship, blunting the full force of the action being narrated. Peter 

Krämer considers the peculiarity of Alex’s slang capable of distracting the reader from what is 

being relayed with it.42 In an interview with fellow English novelist A. S. Byatt, Burgess 

himself referred to the made-up idiom as a curtain making obscene what is in fact on full 

display.43 This might be true on a first reading. But once familiar with Nadsat, the language 

ceases to block out the novel’s abundant horror. The lyrical vividness of the language arguably 

intensifies it instead. This is especially the case when the idiomatic mode gives way to moments 

39 This is congruous with Kubrick’s own viewpoint: ‘It is necessary for man to have the choice to be good or evil. To deprive 
him of this choice is to make him something less than human.’ Cited in P. Krämer, A Clockwork Orange: Controversies 
Series, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p.20. 

40  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.63. 
41  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.20. 
42  Krämer, A Clockwork Orange, 2011, p.xx. 
43 ‘Writers talk: Anthony Burgess with A. S. Byatt’, 1985. Available from: Lake Forest Library, (re-accessed 17 April 2020). 
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of plain speech, as above. The transition from opacity to transparency exacerbates the sense of 

havoc wreaked by Alex, magnifying the character’s destructiveness. Given Alex is a serial 

rapist, habitually bringing physical and psychological ruin to his victims, it is not unreasonable 

that the government should visit strong harm on him. Perhaps ultraviolence is the most just 

response to the ultraviolent psychopath. There is certainly poetic symmetry to the regime’s 

accomplishment of making a never-ending victim of an inveterate victimiser. 

The film manipulates the viewer to side with Alex by presenting what the government 

does to him as worse than anything he does to others. The psychopathic protagonist is 

ultimately depicted as more mischievous than malign. It is the other way round in the original, 

in which Alex’s malignity cannot be overlooked. This legitimates the attack upon him by the 

government, and gives the impression that the novel works more impartially. That said, the 

literary Alex enlists the reader’s sympathy in spite of his sadism. Cassuto’s explanation for this 

accomplishment is that Burgess ‘trick[s] the audience into staying identified with Alex by 

carefully rendering the people around him as less human than he is: they’re distorted 

caricatures, while Alex is real in his desire and his suffering’.44 Ironically, this authenticity 

rests on the vivaciousness of Alex’s idiomatic telling of events. The basis of what makes the 

character so identifiable, his realness, is itself based in a highly stylised and utterly fictional 

discourse. This is additionally ironic since the rhythms of Nadsat invigorate the appeal of the 

narrator while sharpening his sadistic violence. Crucially, sympathising with the psychopathic 

hero when the atrociousness of his behaviour is obvious confuses rather than clarifies whether 

the novel is finally more Pelagian or Augustinian in its orientation. 

If anything in Burgess’s text decides in favour of one or the other it is that ultimately 

the efforts of the government are futile. In the twenty-first chapter one recognises implicitly 

that staunch Augustinians such as the Minister of the Interior and Dr Brodsky need not have 

bothered with Reclamation Treatment. Exercised anarchically and hedonically, Alex’s serial 

violence – the tolchocking, the crasting, the dratsing, the old in-out – is written off as a 

manifestation of delinquency. ‘And all it was was that I was young.’45 Although a psychopathic 

subject in his youth, the character outgrows that serially violent version of himself. ‘But now 

as I end this story, brothers, I am not young, not no longer, oh no.’46 Maturity turns out to be 

its own process of reclamation. The efforts directed by the government first into removing 
 
 

44  Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
45  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
46  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
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Alex’s sadism and then restoring it prove wasted. At eighteen, a symbolic age of Bildung, Alex 

is not only a man because he can choose how he conducts himself, but a man who chooses to 

conduct himself in a good manner. That the strictures of authority and the government’s 

techniques of improvement finish as nothing against Alex’s own potential for progressive 

development has a distinctly Pelagian aspect. Yet this measure of Pelagianism cannot escape 

the simultaneous sense in which one can literally detect Augustine in Alex. For at this point 

the whole analeptic narrative resembles Augustine’s autobiographical Bildungsroman, 

Confessions. Confessions is a tale of improvement that also moves from the licentiousness of 

adolescence to the continence of adulthood. Recalling Midgley’s caution against polarity, the 

lesson of the novel seems to be that it is not possible to be neatly Pelagian or Augustinian but 

only ever some mix of both. 

Both Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange and that of Kubrick offer insight into the 

relationship between violence and the distribution of power in society. Such politicisation 

typically results in reading A Clockwork Orange as a critique of totalitarianism. This is 

reflected in Krämer’s review of politically-minded criticism of the text(s). With the theological 

dimension muted, Krämer concludes that the tendency is to see ‘Alex [emerge]…as an 

ultimately sympathetic character who resists totalitarian domination.’47 Thinking especially 

about the film, which closes with a euphoric vision of its ready-made hero, this is a sound 

interpretation. Yet it risks remaining limited when the politics of violence and the violence of 

politics reward more nuanced deconstruction. Through the presence of the story’s anarchic 

protagonist and authoritarian regime, A Clockwork Orange appears cognisant of ‘the enormous 

role violence has always played in human affairs.’48 This phrase is from Hannah Arendt’s On 

Violence (1969). It appears in her essay when she expresses surprise that violence per se ‘has 

been singled out so seldom for special consideration.’49 Special consideration of violence in 

and of itself seems not only justified but demanded by its very enormity. Yet the large literature 

that exists in political discourse tends to place blinkered attention on war and warfare, specific 

and particularly noticeable arrangements of violent action.50

Arendt suggests that the chief reason violence is still with us is neither a secret death 

wish of the human species, nor an irrepressible instinct of aggression, but the fact that no 

47  Krämer, A Clockwork Orange, 2011, p.61. 
48  H. Arendt, On Violence, London and New York, Harcourt, 1969, p.8. 
49  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.8. 
50  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, pp.8-10. 
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substitute for this final arbiter in power relations has yet appeared.51 Understood in this way 

there is the likelihood of conflating violence and power. Indeed, as Arendt notes, ‘there exists 

a consensus…that violence is nothing more than the most flagrant manifestation of power.’52

But Arendt is careful to work out that the two are not equivalent. He who is the most violent is 

not the most powerful: ‘tyranny…is…the most violent and least powerful of forms of 

government.’53 An inverse relationship exists between the two. Where violence is greatest there 

is power weakest. Arendt expresses this inversion as follows: ‘[t]he extreme form of power is 

All against One, the extreme form of violence is One against All.’54 Rather than a guarantor of 

powerfulness, violence can be symptomatic of powerlessness. ‘Rule by sheer violence comes 

into play where power is being lost.’55 Arendt recognises that this is true psychologically as 

well as politically, pertinent both to individual and global levels of operation.56 Faced with 

either a lack or a loss of power, there arises a temptation to substitute violence for it.57 This is 

to be kept in mind when looking to explain the violence committed by maniacs of mass culture, 

especially that of Patrick Bateman in American Psycho. For some it is also applicable to Alex; 

for example, Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack perceive the protagonist’s violence as a 

fight against impotence.58 

It is interesting that Arendt sets out decoupling violence and power by directly refuting 

Freud and inadvertently taking issue with Adler in dismissing Konrad Lorenz. Adler postulated 

an instinct of aggression as a force superordinating a confluence of major drives in the human 

animal – including the sex drive – prior to Freud’s incorporation of it into psychoanalysis, and 

long before Lorenz emphasised it in his ethology. Heinz and Rowena Ansbacher have even 

argued that Freud’s formulation of the death wish as a major motivator of human behaviour 

together with the sex drive was a late concession to the plausibility of Adler’s view.59 Whether 

or not Arendt is right to refute the Freudian death wish and an Adlerian instinct of aggression 

in favour  of the instrumentality of violence  –  its capacity for arbitration  – at the core of her 

51  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, paraphrasing p.5. 
52  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, 35. 
53 Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.41. Cf.: ‘Terror is not the same as violence; it is, rather, the form of government that comes 
into being when violence, having destroyed all power, does not abdicate, but, on the contrary, remains in full control’, p.55. 
54  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.42. 
55  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.53. 
56  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.54. 
57  Arendt, On Violence, 1969, p.54. 
58 See: T. F. Davis and K. Womack, ‘“O my brothers”: Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family in Anthony Burgess’s 
A Clockwork Orange’, College Literature, vol.29, no.2, 2002, pp.19-36. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
59 Ansbachers (eds.), The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler, 1964 (1956), p.37. 
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rhetoric is the realisation that some level of violence is ubiquitous in life. The implication is 

that to see violence as an aberration and its subjects as aberrant is a misperception. 

There is good reason for this misperception not only to be present but to abound. Much 

of the violence that goes on day to day, indeed the greater portion, is arguably imperceptible. 

This is the position of Slavoj Žižek in Violence: Six Sideways Reflections (2009). Sustaining 

his customary approach of looking at things awry, what unifies the six essays that make up 

Žižek’s study is the premise that ‘there is something inherently mystifying about a direct 

confrontation with [violence].’60 This serves to justify the approach Žižek recommends: one 

better sees violence – makes sense of it – less by looking intently at it and more by casting it 

glances. 

A detour is worth pursuit here because it is germane to the specific emphasis placed in 

this thesis on the relationship between the performance of psychopathy and psychopathic 

systems of desire, and indeed to the matter of characterising the psychopath in fiction, film, 

and TV more broadly. Žižek’s recommendation is not easily applied to the fictional 

psychopath, distinguished by extremely and serially violent conduct. The violence enacted by 

Alex in A Clockwork Orange is not obscene in the classical sense. It is not dealt with 

diegetically as something off-limits. On the contrary, Alex’s violence is displayed 

conspicuously and graphically. Particularly in the novel, none of the violence is implied. The 

reader is ever privy to Alex repeatedly slicing people open with his cut-throat razor and 

delighting at the sight of blood, ‘real beautiful’, and serially raping girls and women, ‘plunging 

like a shlaga’. 

Being fictional, Alex’s brutality is not actual violence but a representation of it. But this 

does not preclude it from having a stake in reality. Leaving the writer’s wife ‘bloodied and torn 

and making noises’ may not be real, but what is real is the feeling of being sickened by Alex’s 

actions experienced by the reader. This dynamic is corroborated by Kathryn Hume. In her 

monograph Aggressive Fictions: Reading the Contemporary American Novel (2012), Hume 

surveys various tactics of aggression in predominantly postmodernist literature. Her view is 

that the literary work is capable of literally enacting an attack on readers. According to Will 

Self in ‘The American Vice’ (1996), the same can be said of cinematic works in relation to 

viewers. In the case of horrifically descriptive prose or an excruciatingly explicit gaze, Hume 

and Self agree that texts can psychologically violate readers/viewers, and that this violation can 

60  S. Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, London, Profile Books, 2009, p.3. 
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have physical effects such as nausea.61 Violent action imagined or screened with little or no 

measure of obscenity can do real harm. This is the kind of violence perpetrated in and also by 

fictions such as A Clockwork Orange (not to mention American Psycho, Hannibal, and 

Hannibal Rising) that use psychopathic protagonists as focalisers. 

The excessiveness of psychopathic violence in fiction is confrontingly confrontational. 

The tautology indicates its compound nature. The thing most conspicuous about the conduct 

of Alex and his ilk bears the power to mystify because it carries a traumatic charge. Defying 

conscious processing by the psyche, the traumatic cannot readily be contained within an 

ordered framework of understanding. Žižek captures this by postulating a distinction between 

truth and truthfulness relative to real-life narratives of trauma. ‘[W]hat renders a report of a 

raped woman…truthful is its very factual unreliability, its confusion, its inconsistency.’62 Žižek 

explains: ‘If the victim were able to report on her painful and humiliating experience in a clear 

manner, with all the data arranged in a consistent order, this very quality would make us 

suspicious of its truth.’63 

While violence appears to have a single site of transaction between perpetrator and 

victim, in fact it has radial properties. It moves multi-directionally amongst nodes in a network. 

The additional entities that establish this network might be labelled the witness and the analyst. 

The analyst is also a witness, but active rather than passive. In fictional encounters with 

violence, the witness is the reader or viewer who is simply reading or viewing. They interact 

with the text more or less passively for the sake of entertainment. In contrast, the analyst has a 

hermeneutic agenda. They witness the text, including whatever violence it contains, to make 

sense of it and learn something from it.64 A significant displacement comes into effect either 

way. Despite the fact that they are the object of violence, the victim in a fictional setting is not 

really traumatised because they are not real. But they do act as a conduit of trauma, funnelling 

it to the reader or viewer. This occurs irrespective of whether the reader or viewer is better 

described as a witness or an analyst. Disorientation follows: one identifies with the perpetrator- 

protagonist as principal focaliser, especially when the character is also the first-person narrator 

as in A Clockwork Orange, while empathising with the suffering of the victim, presuming one 

61 K. Hume, Aggressive Fictions: Reading the Contemporary American Novel, Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 
2012, see: ‘Introduction: The Author-Reader Contract’, especially pp. 7-8. W. Self, ‘The American Vice’ in K. French (ed.), 
Screen Violence, London, Bloomsbury, 1996, p.76. 
62  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
63  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
64 Cf. Hume’s configuration, which distinguishes between professional readers (approximate to analysts) and 
nonprofessional ones (approximate to witnesses). Hume, Aggressive Fictions, 2012, p.x. 
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is not oneself psychopathic. The reader or viewer, therefore, is at once a deferred victim and 

also an accomplice of sorts, both a quasi-object and a quasi-subject of the violence transacted. 

Not to find the numerous encounters with the vicious serial violence of Alex 

confronting would signal an alarming detachment that ‘somehow reproduces and participates 

in the horror.’65 This is the risk of analysis recognised by Žižek. Analytical readings of A 

Clockwork Orange, and indeed Ellis’s infamous novel as well as the later Hannibal Lecter 

stories, must be cautious about complicity. Having a more subjective than objective 

relationship to the violence being witnessed is a peril most especially for those analyses centred 

on violence. This is liable to be many if not most given the centrality of violence to such texts. 

Yet without sufficient detachment, which is a measure of complicity if not psychopathy, it is 

possible that much of what Alex, Bateman, and Lecter do will not only resists sense-making 

but will be permitted to do so. To attempt to supply more meaningful logics for the serial 

violence of the fictional psychopath, as opposed to accepting recycled scripts such as childhood 

abuse, maternal failure, or malevolent agency, it seems necessary to accept some participation 

in the horror of the figure’s serially violent conduct. 

Žižek outlines a helpful typology of violence. ‘[V]iolence performed by a clearly 

identifiable agent’ – such as Alex – he terms ‘subjective violence’: 

Subjective violence is just the most visible portion of a triumvirate that also includes two 

objective kinds of violence. First, there is a ‘symbolic’ violence embodied in language and 

its forms, what Heidegger would call ‘our house of being’ [including the] imposition of a 

certain universe of meaning. Second, there is what I call ‘systemic’ violence, or the often 

catastrophic consequences of the smooth functioning of our economic and political 

systems…[S]ubjective and objective violence cannot be perceived from the same 

standpoint: subjective violence is experienced as such against the background of a non- 

violent zero level. It is seen as a perturbation of the ‘normal’, peaceful state of things. 

However, objective violence is precisely the violence inherent to this ‘normal’ state of 

things. Objective violence is invisible since it sustains the very zero-level standard against 

which we perceive something as subjectively violent. Systemic violence is thus something 

like the notorious ‘dark matter’ of physics, the counterpart to an all-too-visible subjective 

violence. It may be invisible, but it has to be taken into account if one is to make sense of 

what otherwise seem to be ‘irrational’ explosions of subjective violence.66 

 
 

65  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
66  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, pp.1-2. 
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The twenty-one-chapter division of Burgess’s original novel is additionally divided by the 

equal grouping of chapters into three parts, each part comprised of seven chapters. Although 

the diegesis of the film is not so obviously partitioned, it nonetheless proceeds noticeably 

through multiple stages. In ‘Deviant subjects in Foucault and A Clockwork Orange’ (2001), 

Pat Gehrke submits that Kubrick’s characterisation of Alex ‘transits through at least four 

subject-positions’: criminal; convict; patient; and citizen.67 The correspondences of these 

positions to the partitioning of the novel is as follows: 

Part One – Alex as Criminal 

Part Two – Alex as Convict; and then Alex as Patient 

Part Three – Alex as Citizen 

Gehrke sees citizenship in this context as an instance of extreme Foucaultian docility. What 

makes the protagonist ‘the ideal citizen’ is his absolute susceptibility to victimisation as a result 

of Reclamation Treatment.68 The government’s psycho-medical procedure renders the 

character totally docile. ‘He still has some space for action, but he cannot…locate any means 

by which to make it an effective resistance. Alex is unable to defend either body or mind as 

points of politics.’69 Given Kubrick’s adaptation provides the primary focus of Gehrke’s 

analysis, Gehrke is right to narrowly frame Alex’s citizenship as a highly pessimistic 

dramatization of power relations. 

The depiction of citizenship in the novel reaches further than it does in the film. Alex 

spends the majority of Part Three impotent – six of the seven chapters in fact. So in the novel 

too there exists an equation of individuality with powerlessness and authority with 

powerfulness. As in the film, government forces even have the power to restore the 

protagonist’s psychopathy. The state’s level of control is such that it can tolerate Alex’s 

destructive enjoyment of serial violence. Crucially, however, it eventuates that all the state 

need tolerate is the character’s potential to be destructive. Alex ends up policing the 

actualisation of violence himself. Come the close of his story, the character chooses in maturity 

not to access his capacity for sadism. Bound up with the mutability of the original Alex, and 

therefore the spirit of Bildung that determines the trajectory of his characterisation and the 

shape of Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange, is an account of citizenship as an assumption of 

 
67 P. Gehrke, ‘Deviant subjects in Foucault and A Clockwork Orange: congruent critiques of criminological constructions of 
subjectivity’, Critical Studies in Media Communication, vol.18, no.3, 2001, p.274. Available from: Taylor and Francis 
Online, (accessed 28 March 2019). 
68 Gehrke, ‘Deviant subjects in Foucault and A Clockwork Orange’, 2001, p.279. 
69 Gehrke, ‘Deviant subjects in Foucault and A Clockwork Orange’, 2001, p.279. 

63

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



civility. Embedded in this choice as inevitable is a certain acceptance of docility. But this 

negative dimension of citizenship no longer stands as its horizon. 

Žižek develops the point that ‘subjective and objective violence cannot be perceived 

from the same standpoint’. In fact it is difficult to see the violence of the system at all since it 

constitutes the field of the ordinary. Its systematicity makes it disappear. So whence does the 

invisible become observable? The requisite shift in standpoint in A Clockwork Orange 

coincides most conspicuously not with the protagonist’s transition to citizenship, as might be 

expected, but his passage from criminal to convict and patient. Particular to the novel, this is 

marked out structurally by the movement of the narrative from Part One to Part Two. However, 

when the violence of the system does emerge, it does not do so as systemic. It is reconfigured 

as subjective to become observable, a paradoxical testament to its invisibility in the first place. 

Personified particularly by the Minister of the Interior and Dr Brodsky, apologist for 

Reclamation Treatment and executor of it respectively, the violence of authority is ascribed to 

‘clearly identifiable agent[s]’. That the exposure of the system’s violence entails the reversal 

of the subjective type in the displacement of Alex as victimiser to Alex as victim sees A 

Clockwork Orange suggest that in fact there is no standpoint whence systemic violence can be 

perceived per se. 

While it does not present as systemic, because it seemingly cannot, the violence of the 

authoritarian government in A Clockwork Orange does as Žižek supposes. Positioning the 

conduct of the psychopathic protagonist as anarchic, it helps to make sense of Alex’s subjective 

violence. Read ‘as an ultimately sympathetic character who resists totalitarian domination’ 

following Krämer, ‘what otherwise seem to be ‘irrational’ explosions of subjective violence’ 

on the part of Alex can be understood as acts of rebellion. The confluence of Krämer’s 

politicisation of A Clockwork Orange with Žižek’s typological deconstruction of violence 

supports the use of contextual accounts to elucidate the behaviour of the serially violent figure 

of the fictional psychopath. Such interlocution nonetheless overlooks the fact that Alex’s 

violence at its most visible is rendered so by a ‘zero-level standard’ that is not totalitarian. 

‘[T]he contours of the background which generates such outbursts’ as Alex’s ‘tolchocking’, 

‘crasting’, ‘dratsing’, and ‘plunging’ are Pelagian.70 The character’s serially sustained acts of 

subjective violence are a perturbation of a liberal state of things. What then is the violence 

intrinsic to the smooth running of the system surrounding Alex, the catastrophic consequences 

70  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.1. 
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of which are his violent anarchy? Suffice to say in anticipation of the next phase of this chapter 

that the violence is more social than political, and also more universal than peculiar. In A 

Clockwork Orange it happens to coincide distractingly with a depiction of tyrannical 

government forces. But the more pressing tyranny can be located at the nexus of the individual 

and society. The violence of the seemingly non-violent zero level is the forces operative in the 

course of the subject’s formation and social integration. These entail the conflict that arise 

between desire and duty, imbricating the imperative of pleasure. 

 
 
‘What I do I do because I like to do’: pleasure, unpleasure, and sexual violence 

 
Analyses of Burgess’s novel frequently provide the protagonist of A Clockwork Orange some 

version of a motivational framework. A number of critics have worked particularly to make 

sense of why Alex commits the violence that he does in the course of his narrative. This further 

confirms the observations of Seltzer, Baker, and Cassuto that encounters with psychos and 

serial killers foreground the issue of causality. The selection of criticism that follows also 

underlines the fact that Alex resists the logics popularly recycled in culture because these 

constitute an absence in the various accounts. This is reflective of the fact that, with the 

exception of malevolent agency, they are absent in the text. The teenage Alex who embellishes 

the psychopathy of delinquency is less the abused child grown up than an abusive child. In 

close connection with this, both of Alex’s parents are depicted as afraid of their son, who 

threatens to smash his mother’s teeth: ‘‘Ah, shut it,’ I said, ‘or I’ll give you something proper 

to yowl and creech about. Kick your zoobies in I will.’’71 Maternal failure understood in terms 

of momism, as in Masculinity in Fiction and Film, is a matter of domineering motherhood. 

Based on his unchecked aggression, Alex is clearly the dominant force in the family household. 

Rubin Rabinovitz invokes the ethos of Bildung in apprehending the violence of Alex as 

something quite natural. As such Rabinovitz also repeats the normativity of violence pointed 

out by Arendt. The character’s violent conduct is part of the scheme of things: ‘Alex sees 

himself as a participant in the historical cycle and his life as a microcosmic version of the cycle. 

He has understood [by the end of the novel] that history grows out of the struggle of opposing 

forces and has accepted a similar clash of contradictory urges in his own personality.’72 The 

combined  development  of  insight  and  acceptance  described  by  Rabinovitz  marks  the 
 

71  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.128. 
72 R. Rabinovitz, ‘Mechanism vs. Organism: Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange’, Modern Fiction Studies, vol.24, 
no.1, 1978-1979, p.540. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 28 March 2019). 
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protagonist’s maturation. What the character accepts in growing up – the inevitability of choice 

– is signalled in the novel by the interrogative motif ‘What’s it going to be then, eh?’ This

question recurs eleven times by Rabinovitz’s count. Most conspicuously, it opens each of the

novel’s three parts. When it first appears at the start of the novel, posed by Alex in the Korova

Milkbar, it seems basic enough. He and his gang are merely ‘making up their rassoodocks what

to do with the evening’.73 But with each iteration the question increasingly ‘acquires existential

overtones’.74 It becomes about how to live, a matter of choosing whether to be bad or good,

more savage or more civil, and a realisation that these apparently mutually exclusive modes of

being are equally instinctual.

Rabinovitz does not overtly link Alex to the imperative of pleasure and makes no 

explicit use of a Freudian vocabulary. Yet his psychologisation of the novel’s hero in terms of 

an intrinsically conflicted system of urges closely resembles the libidinal economy of Freud, 

dispersed through the domains of ego, superego and id. Earl Ingersoll is more explicitly 

Freudian: 

The ‘“fatherly” F. Alexander – who has no full given name, just as “orphaned” Alex has 

no last name – takes in the homeless and persecuted narrator for what he deceives himself 

into believing are humane motives and in the end nearly destroys this “son” whose oedipal 

violence is in large part reaction against a world, at best indifferent and at worst lethally 

manipulative.75 

Ingersoll’s explanation for the serially violent conduct of Alex is both compelling and 

problematic. To see the violence of the protagonist as oedipal is supported by the text. 

Murderousness toward the fatherly F. Alexander is not just fantasised but actualised in A 

Clockwork Orange, barely displaced as a brutal assault. The same episode in Chapter 2 of the 

novel literalises Alex’s covetous possession of the “mother” – F. Alexander’s wife – through 

its depiction of the protagonist raping her. But the main source of such violence are inner, 

libidinal forces as opposed to outer, socio-political ones. So it seems paradoxical to claim that 

Alex’s violence is at once oedipal and reflective of a context of indifference or lethal 

manipulation. Further problematizing Ingersoll’s explanation is the fact that when Alex’s serial 

violence is at its greatest, in Part One, it is contextualised by neither conditions of indifference 

nor  lethal  manipulation.  Noted  already,  the  frenetic  tolchocking,  crasting,  dratsing,  and 

73  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.3. 
74  Rabinovitz, ‘Mechanism vs. Organism’, 1978-1979, p.540. 
75 E. Ingersoll, ‘Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange’, The Explicator, vol.45, no.1, 1986, p.61. Available from: Taylor and 
Francis Online, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
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plunging of the protagonist all take place under a liberal regime invested in gently correcting 

Alex’s psychopathy. This is the mandate of the character’s Post-Corrective Adviser, P. R. 

Deltoid. It is certainly true that later, in Part Two, Alex is subjected to lethal manipulation by 

the totalitarian government that comes to power. But it is anachronistic to see his remorseless 

aggression as a reaction to something that is yet to occur, not to mention that the lethally 

manipulative Reclamation Treatment renders the psychopathic protagonist incapable of either 

acting or reacting violently. 

Julian Coleman modifies the script of malevolent agency by offering an explanation of 

Alex’s conduct as constitutionally driven while also turning problematically on reactivity like 

that of Ingersoll. 

Alex’s inherent capacity for evil has been intensified into acts of destructive violence by 

the severity of the repressive conditions imposed upon him. The social conditions that 

Burgess depicts are but satirically heightened versions of those actual repressive conditions 

that force man’s capacity for evil to break out in monstrously perverse ways.76 

For Coleman, there is a universal potential for malevolence. Alex realises this potential and 

becomes a malevolent agent because of adverse socio-political conditions. Again there is in 

this account a disregard for shifting politics within A Clockwork Orange. Coleman seems to 

assume the operation of totalitarianism is continuous within the world of the novel. Like 

Ingersoll, Coleman misrecognises that Alex at his most violent is Alex living under liberal or 

Pelagian conditions. Consider the first encounter with the police at the end of Chapter 1 

following their violent robbery of the Slouse’s shop. Far from appearing instruments of a brutal 

regime, the ‘two very young rozzes’ who question the gang as they drink in the Duke of New 

York appear an ineffectual crime-fighting force.77 After questioning Alex and his friends, the 

police simply retreat, leaving them be. The protagonist himself is dismayed by their lack of 

forcefulness, highly ironic in retrospect: 

I couldn’t help a bit of disappointment at things as they were those days. Nothing to fight 

against really. Everything as easy as kiss-my-sharries.78 

The character of P. R. Deltoid, aforementioned agent of a tolerant government, confirms the 

laxity  of Alex’s situation during his appearance in Chapter 4. Deltoid visits Alex at home the 

76 J. Coleman, ‘Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange’, The Explicator, vol.42, no.1, 1983, p.62. Available from: Taylor and 
Francis Online, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
77  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.11. 
78  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.12. 
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morning after the narrator’s first night of rampant ultra-violence. Deltoid’s movements at this 

juncture closely resemble those of the police. Deltoid questions Alex and then retreats from 

him, without even the power to insist that the protagonist get himself to school, which is where 

he is supposed to be. Agents of tolerance such as Deltoid and the ‘young rozzes’ give way in 

Part 2 to distinctly Orwellian figures, notably the Minister of the Interior and his chief 

technician, Dr Brodsky, both sinister distillations of the totalitarian spirit. Juxtaposed, these 

characters embody the shift in the political mood from liberalism to totalitarianism. 

Philip E. Ray combines the instinct psychology implicated by Rabinovitz with the 

explicit Freudianism found in Ingersoll. Also like Rabinovitz, Ray sees the narrative as 

informed by a coming-of-age dynamic. Ray’s thesis is that ‘Burgess has the owner of HOME 

[F. Alexander] represent the person Alex will become, his future self, and the boy who does 

not yet exist [Alex’s fantasied son] represent the person he has already been, his past self, in 

order to express the view that human growth is inevitable.’79 In this oedipal scheme, Alex 

effectively attacks what he is going to become in brutalising F. Alexander. While he himself 

recognises his psychopathic action as hedonic, ‘What I do I do because I like to do’, this 

supports the notion that the character’s anarchy is doubly a resistance to maturation and 

mortality. 

Featuring several inconsistencies yet remaining insightful, Davis and Womack provide 

a reading of Alex considerate of social conditions. This accent aligns them with Ingersoll and 

Ray, with whom they share a particular interest in domesticity. Curiously, Davis and Womack 

appear to deny the similarity. ‘In spite of what appear to be Alex’s obvious attempts to establish 

and participate in various family structures throughout the novel – indeed, to search for some 

form of “HOME” – critics continue to ignore the role of family as a substantial narrative force 

in Burgess’s text.’80 Separating them from Ingersoll and Ray, and also from Rabinovitz, Davis 

and Womack explicitly resist the serviceability of an explanation textured by the psychology 

of Freud. They insist that ‘[i]nterpretive paradigms that rely on Freudian and other forms of 

psychoanalysis…simply neglect to consider the interpersonal family dynamics that impact a 

given literary character’s evolution toward selfhood.’81 This is contestable given the oedipal 

drama in Freud’s theory of maturation is overtly reliant on the interpersonal matrix of the 

nuclear   family.   Moreover,  despite  their  avowed  resistance   to  the  insights  of  Freudian 
 

79 P. E. Ray, ‘Alex Before and After: A New Approach to Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange’, Modern Fiction Studies, vol.27, 
no.3, Special Issue: Anthony Burgess, 1981, p.480. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 28 March 2019). 
80 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.20. 
81 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.22. 
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psychoanalysis, Davis and Womack tacitly reproduce ideas central to the thinking of Freud. 

Freud described the id as ‘a cauldron full of seething excitations…striving [only] to bring about 

the satisfaction of instinctive needs subject to the observance of the pleasure principle.’82 

Without making explicit mention of this portion of the psyche, Davis and Womack understand 

Alex as dominated by the id. ‘Alex sports a spider-shaped jelly mould that protrudes 

menacingly around his crotch and that signifies the pent-up sexual violence that he sporadically 

releases in scenes of horrifying misogyny.’83 This is itself problematic. It is debatable that the 

sexual violence of Alex is either pent-up or sporadic. The character neither withholds nor 

redistributes his sexual energy until the very end of the novel. Early on his libido directly and 

serially manifests as rape. Nonetheless, the central thesis of Davis and Womack is interesting. 

They argue that ‘Alex’s lack of any functional family system in which he can interact with 

mature and fully realized adult selves manifests itself in his own hyper-exaggerated sense of 

pseudo-self, the persona that he invents in order to fulfil his desires to belong…and be 

accepted.’84 This posits a compensatory pattern to the psychology of the protagonist. Alex’s 

violence is highly strategic, part of a performance that seeks to stabilise his sense of self. The 

present chapter agrees that Alex’s violence is both strategic and performative. However it does 

not share the view of Davis and Womack that the character’s act of extreme aggression is about 

his uncertainty over who he is. The character’s embellishment of psychopathic conduct is 

instead about wanting to stay who he is. Alex’s embrace of sadism is both a matter of obtaining 

satisfaction and a means of displacing the dissatisfaction of the prospect of growing into 

somebody in the future who the present version of himself cannot stand to become. 

Pat Gehrke draws on Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975) to frame A 

Clockwork Orange as a fictional critique of criminological constructions of subjectivity. 

Focusing on the film adaptation, Gehrke offers an explanation of Alex’s violence in line with 

the reactive school. ‘[V]iolence is not allocated randomly in [A Clockwork Orange]. Alex, as 

the leader of the gang, is key to choosing their targets [his victims having] somehow struck 

Alex as appropriate targets for the violence they receive.’85 The protagonist’s deliberate 

violence is construed by Gehrke as retributive, punishment for offenses perceptible to the 

protagonist. Alex certainly takes offense at a variety of things throughout his narrative, and his 

reportage of this is typically coincidental with violent acts. Tied to his sense of sartorial 
 

82 S. Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, J. Strachey (ed.), London, The 
Hogarth Press, 1953-1974, vol.XXII, p.73. 
83 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.24. 
84 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.23. 
85 Gehrke, ‘Deviant subjects in Foucault and A Clockwork Orange’, 2001, p.274. 
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etiquette and paradoxical insistence on proper comportment, dirtiness offends the narrator: ‘I 

didn’t like the look of Dim; he looked dirty and untidy, like a veck who’d been in a fight, which 

he had been, of course, but you should never look as though you have been.’86 Alex is bothered 

by drunkenness: ‘I could never stand to see a moodge all dirty and rolling and burping drunk.’87 

The character also reacts strongly to ugliness: ‘Billyboy was something that made me want to 

sick just to viddy his fat grinning litso.’88 Alex perceives old age as its own kind of ugliness. 

Indicative of his fear of aging, the narrator describes the elderly as monstrous. ‘There was now 

a sea of vonny runny dirty old men trying to get at me with their feeble rookers and horny old 

claws.’89 The root of ‘monster’ is the Latin verb ‘to warn’, ‘monere’. The elderly appear to 

Alex a warning of impermanence. Serial in their frequency, each of these reports of offense 

taken is accompanied by violence. Alex twice lashes out at Dim for his poor comportment; he 

savages a drunk until the man vomits up blood; he slashes Billyboy’s ‘fat grinning litso’ with 

a cutthroat razor during the fight between their two gangs; and he assaults an old man returning 

home from the library, destroying his books, knocking out his false teeth, and stripping him of 

his clothes on a winter’s night. While these correspondences support Gehrke’s submission that 

Alex’s violence is driven by an impulse for retribution, they also articulate an insistence on 

maintaining composure. Alex demands of himself and of those around him sobriety and 

neatness of appearance with the inevitable un-maintainability of the latter reason to attack the 

elderly. Aging manifest bodily is the sign of decomposition, a literal subversion of keeping 

oneself together. Such an investment in performing togetherness connects Alex with the notion 

of masquerade raised by Baker in relation to the culturally produced masculinity of the psycho. 

Notably, the psychopathic protagonist of A Clockwork Orange is depicted as a young man 

whose performance of subjectivity features a tension between the hedonic incontinence posed 

by the exaggeration of his psychopathy, which serves to anarchically explode political and 

social controls, and an underlying predilection for orderliness. 

The rationales for Alex’s violence in the criticism highlight the popularity of the 

Freudian paradigm as an explanatory strategy. Most incorporate aspects of it openly or 

otherwise. These include the pressures of instinct (Rabinovitz); the counter-pressures of 

repression and sublimation (Rabinovitz; Coleman; Davis and Womack); and the influence of 

oedipal dynamics on the development of the individual (Ingersoll; Ray; Davis and  Womack). 
 
 

86  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), pp.10-11. 
87  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.12. 
88  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.13. 
89  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.108. 
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Common too is that the criticism tends not to hone in the granularity of the violent action 

represented in A Clockwork Orange. The possible exception is the critique of Davis and 

Womack, who elliptically reference rape through the phrase ‘scenes of horrifying misogyny.’ 

The tendency of the critical perspectives instead is to take a rather amorphous look at Alex’s 

serial violence. This recalls Žižek’s point that to confront violence directly is to be mystified 

by it. Perhaps graphic violence is so much a part of the hero in Burgess’s novel that readers are 

blinded to the specifics of it. 

Alex is distinct from Bateman and Lecter, both of whom can be labelled serial killers. 

Cassuto points this out in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality. Comparing Alex to Lecter, Cassuto 

writes that Alex ‘is serially violent and a murderer, though not a serial murderer.’90 It is a matter 

of fact that Alex kills two people in the novel. The first is the old lady whose house he attempts 

to burgle in Part One. The second is the prison cellmate who sexually assaults him in Part Two. 

The characters deaths are unintended in both cases. The protagonist wished each harm without 

doubt, and caused it without remorse, but their deaths were not premeditated. In terms of 

premeditation, Alex’s signature act of violence is rape. Recurrent in his actions and his 

fantasies, rape is the specific act that most informs Alex as a violent subject. 

Victor Vitanza has noted the disturbing fundamentality and ubiquity of sexual violence 

in the symbolism of Western civilisation. In Sexual Violence in Western Thought and Writing: 

Chaste Rape (2011), Vitanza begins by submitting that ‘rape (sexual violence) [is] a, if not the, 

hidden founding principle for the construction of Western cultures.’91 Vitanza lists a number 

of famous rape narratives in support of this. These include the violations of the Vestal Rhea 

Silvia and the Virgin Mary.92 Rhea Silvia’s forced impregnation by Mars, Roman god of war, 

resulted in the birth of Romulus and Remus, legendary founders of Rome. Mary’s conception 

of Christ by the sole deity of Judaism gave rise to Christianity. The foundational functions of 

rape are also highlighted by Lynn A. Higgins and Brenda R. Silver in Rape and Representation 

(1991): 

literary and artistic representations not only depict (or fail to depict) instances of 

rape…they also contribute to the social positioning of women and men and shape the 

cognitive systems that make rape thinkable…[R]ape and rapability are central to the very 
 
 
 
 

90  Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
91 V. Vitanza, Sexual Violence in Western Thought and Writing: Chaste Rape, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p.xiii. 
92 Vitanza, Sexual Violence in Western Thought and Writing, 2011, pp.xiii-xiv. 
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construction of gender identity and…our subjectivity and sense of ourselves as sexual 

beings are inextricably enmeshed in representations.93 

Looking specifically at the American context, where ‘rape narratives are overdetermined by a 

distinct history of racial conflict,’ Sabine Sielke also recognises rape as a site of conflict 

between masculinity and femininity in Reading Rape (2002).94 One of the most nefarious 

dynamics of rape is its affirmation of gendered subject positions. This is both rhetorical and 

actual. A woman’s womanhood is egregiously and perversely verifiable by her very 

susceptibility to violation. Meanwhile a man is emasculated if he is made a victim of rape.95 

Asserting that ‘female sexuality is constituted as a kind of vulnerability,’ John J. Winkler adds 

to this consensus.96  More polemically, so does Susan Brownmiller: 

Man’s discovery that his genitalia could serve as a weapon to generate fear must rank as 

one of the most important discoveries of prehistoric times…[R]ape has [since] played a 

critical function. It is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by 

which all men keep all women in a state of fear.97 

The insistence that sexual violence is invariably inherent both to masculine and feminine 

subject positions establishes twinned tropes in the theorisation of rape. First, the equation of 

womanhood with victimhood. Second, the notion that men are bound to be perpetrators of 

sexual violence, or even that they are always perpetrators of it. That is, a man need not commit 

rape to be counted as a rapist. This is the extreme feminist construction of masculinity. 

Returning to Sielke, the tendency to ‘construct female sexuality as victimization’ and male 

sexuality as intrinsically aggressive originates in ‘[f]eminism of the Dworkin/MacKinnon kind 

[which] identified all heterosexuality as rape’ and mobilised rape as the metaphor for ‘the 

violation of woman by patriarchy.’98 However, seeing all sex as violent and all sexual violence 

as a matter of subjugation restricts rape itself to a manifestation of an instinct for domination. 

The exclusive emphasis on power evacuates any sense of the involvement of pleasure. Yet 

rape, which is Alex’s only mode of intercourse in Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange, poses the 

sphere of interaction where violence and pleasure are most immediately bound up with one 

another. Without dismissing the possibility that the narrator is expressing a wish to dominate 

 
93 L. A. Higgins and B. R. Silver, ‘Introduction: Rereading Rape’ in L. A. Higgins and B. R. Silver (eds.), Rape and 
Representation, New York, Columbia University Press, 1991, p.3. 
94 S. Sielke, Reading Rape: The Rhetoric of Sexual Violence in American Literature and Culture, 1790-1990, Princeton and 
Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2002, p.2. 
95  Cf. Sielke, Reading Rape, 2002, p.171. 
96 Cited in Higgins and Silver, ‘Introduction: Rereading Rape’ in Higgins and Silver (eds.), Rape and Representation, 1991. 
97 Cited in Vitanza, Sexual Violence in Western Thought and Writing, 2011, p.35. 
98  Sielke, Reading Rape, 2002, pp.2-3. 
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others when he commits rape or fantasises it, it is closer to the crux of his signature act and 

also the evidence of the text to explore Alex’s own idea that he does what he does because he 

likes to do it. 

Scripting a logic for the serial violence of Alex through recourse to the imperative of 

pleasure gives the character’s system of desire a Freudian complexion since Freud is most 

notorious for inculpating pleasure as a driving force in human action. The canalisation of libido 

away from reproduction toward production is essential for social stability in the Freudian view 

because society ‘does not possess enough provisions to keep its members alive unless they 

work.’99 Much of life, and crucial to maturation, is a contest between the pleasure principle and 

the reality principle. There is what one wants to do and what one has to do, and sometimes the 

pressures exerted by the tension between the two are intolerable. Driven by the imperative of 

pleasure, the subject strives to live within tolerances. To be libidinally charged is not purely to 

pursue pleasure but also to seek the dissipation of its opposite. 

The process of growing up is the transition from being a subject beholden to the 

pleasure principle to being one mostly observant to the reality principle. Whether viewed 

particularly as a story type or more generally as a narrative ethos, the Bildungsroman 

reproduces what is Freudian about the trajectory of maturation. Recalling Krehan, the 

successful integration of the protagonist into society typically concludes coming-of-age stories. 

The final shape of Burgess’s novel bears this out, maturity for the protagonist of A Clockwork 

Orange distinctly Freudian. The transformation of the narrator in the novel from psychopathic 

delinquent to normal adult is one in favour of civilisation. Alex moves from being anti-social 

or radically self-interested to being pro-social or squarely family- and community-oriented. 

The character evolves from a dangerously libidinal past self to a safely civilised present one. 

Alex expresses his acceptance of the reality principle by drawing attention to his coming-of- 

age: ‘now as I end this story, brothers, I am not young, not no longer…Alex like groweth up, 

oh yes.’100 Yet the Alex of A Clockwork Orange remembered in popular perception is not the 

evolved non-violent version of the novel’s end but the anarchic and hedonic psychopath of its 

beginning. Ironically, it is the pre-Bildung Alex that the narrator himself would have the reader 

keep in mind: ‘But you, O my brothers, remember sometimes thy little Alex that was.’101 

Influenced by the adaptation, this final exhortation of the original has been observed at the 
 
 

99 Freud, Standard Edition, J. Strachey (ed.), 1953-1974, vol.XVI, p.312. 
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cultural level. Notably, Kubrick offered some useful descriptions of Alex as serially violent 

criminal – the only authentic form of the character in the film – in interviews given around the 

cinematic release of A Clockwork Orange. 

Alex symbolizes man in his natural state, the way he would be if society did not impose 

its ‘civilizing’ process upon him. What we respond to subconsciously is Alex’s guiltless 

sense of freedom to kill and rape, and to be our savage natural selves.102 

Explicitly invoking the three-part structure of the mental apparatus in the Freudian scheme, the 

auteur also submitted that ‘you can regard Alex as a creature of the id.’103 Kubrick’s 

assessments support reading the character’s system of desire in relation to the imperative of 

pleasure. Not to detract from this support, but mapping Alex as a personification of the 

libidinal, non-rational part of the psyche is not without difficulty. ‘The id is primitive, 

unorganized, and emotional’ according to Storr.104 Alex is neither unorganised nor excessively 

emotional, but exhibits the composure of psychopathy insofar as he is orderly about violent 

disorder. Freud talks about the ego performing the task of controlling the demands of the 

instincts, ‘deciding whether they are to be allowed satisfaction.’105 The protagonist at his most 

exaggeratedly psychopathic in Part One is depicted as capable of such decisiveness: 

So we had [Mother Slouse] down on the floor and a rip of her platties for fun and a gentle 

bit of the boot to stop her moaning. And, viddying her lying there with her groodies on 

show, I wondered should I or not, but that was for later on in the evening…106 

Here Alex notes an opportunity to commit rape during his gang’s violent robbery of the 

Slouse’s shop. Opting not to do so, Alex makes it clear that he is capable of deferring pleasure. 

The self-restraint of the character is made all the more emphatic considering it is exercised 

precisely when it is most likely to fail. The rapist in fact and in fiction is especially susceptible 

to the charge of an out-of-control libido since the act of rape most marks the explosion of 

continence by base desire in its patent bonding of sexual pleasure with violence. Disrupting 

this conception, Alex appears as much a creature of the ego as the id. 

Kubrick’s description of the protagonist struggles to account for his ability to regulate 

his desire. That of Davis and Womack, which covertly conceptualises Alex as a creature of the 

id, overlooks the character’s capacity for thoughtful action. Davis and Womack talk about 
 

102  Cited in Krämer, A Clockwork Orange, 2011, p.6. 
103  Krämer, A Clockwork Orange, 2011, p.6. 
104  Storr, Freud: A Very Short Introduction, 2001 (1989), p.60. 
105  Freud, Standard Edition, J. Strachey (ed.), 1953-1974, vol.XXIII, p.145. 
106  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.10. 
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Alex’s ‘refusal to engage in ethical deliberation.’107 Alex does not refuse to engage in ethical 

deliberation; he refuses to engage in ethical action following deliberation: 

If lewdies are good that’s because they like it, and I wouldn’t ever interfere with their 

pleasures, and so of the other shop. And I was patronizing the other shop. More, badness 

is of the self, the one, the you or me on our oddy knockies, and that self is made by old 

Bog or God and is his great pride and radosty…I am serious with you, brothers, over this. 

But what I do I do because I like to do…108 

This sees Alex reproduce the trope of the fictional psychopath as a figure who stands outside 

of morality and in so doing supports the Chestertonian notion that morality is a sort of 

conspiracy. The exposure of the constructedness of the injunctions by which the majority live 

is arguably doubly pronounced in the case of the paradigmatic character at the centre of 

Burgess’s novel since his exteriority to that conspiratorial framework is not only a function of 

his psychopathic lack of compunction but also a rationalised decision to embrace the dismissal 

of the standard moral framework. 

Underscoring the character’s deliberate pursuit of unethical behaviour, Alex is cognisant 

that in playing up his psychopathy he is simultaneously claiming criminality. Highlighting 

absence of delusion, or the good contact with reality typical of the psychopath, the character is 

also aware of the consequences and prepared to accept them: 

All right, I do bad, what with crasting and tolchocks and carves with the britva and the old 

in-out-in-out, and if I get loveted, well, too bad for me, O my little brothers, and you can’t 

run a country with every chelloveck comporting himself in my manner of the night. So if 

I get loveted and it’s three months in this mesto and another six in that, and then, as P. R. 

Deltoid so kindly warns, next time, in spite of the great tenderness of my summers, 

brothers, it’s the great unearthly zoo itself, well, I say: ‘Fair, but a pity, my lords, because 

I just cannot bear to be shut in…’109 

The convergence of enjoyment and illegality by Alex positions morality not only as a sort of 

conspiracy but also as a kind of tyranny. This lends his hedonic anarchy a certain nobility. The 

narrator of A Clockwork Orange is not merely a ‘malchick’ or a bad egg. He is also a freedom 

fighter standing for the rights of the individual, albeit through selfishly and sadistically 

performing psychopathy to his own libidinal satisfaction. This reach for nobility might be self- 
 
 

107 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.23. 
108  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.31. 
109  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.31. 
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aggrandising on the character’s part, pathological egocentricity another mark of the 

psychopath, but it is not unreasonable. Certainly Alex is both mouthpiece and locus of the 

novel’s ambivalent apology for personal liberty. Moreover, Alex’s anarchic and criminal 

pleasure-seeking might approximate madness at times, but appreciable through him is that 

madness can also be the price of pleasure’s renunciation. Alex admits that he so ‘cannot bear 

to be shut in’ that he is prepared to risk exactly that in the form of incarceration. Thus he implies 

that the repression demanded by society for its own sake – ‘you can’t run a country with every 

chelloveck comporting himself in my manner of the night’ – constitutes a psychological prison 

capable of damaging the subject. This implicit parsing of the psyche, using his own as a case 

in point, sides Alex with a Pelagian or liberal arrangement of community as opposed to an 

Augustinian or authoritarian one. It also reproduces the Freudian notion that excessively 

resisting the imperative of pleasure can be so unbearable as to result in acquired 

psychopathologies.110 

A Clockwork Orange is a novel about choice, and about having the freedom to choose. 

Parts One, Two, and Three feature the same opening line: ‘What’s it going to be then, eh?’111 

The literal function of the question in each instance is accompanied by existential freight, as 

pointed out by Rabinovitz. Before the hero is subjected to Reclamation Treatment, the prison 

chaplain tells Alex: ‘When a man cannot choose he ceases to be a man.’112 Choice is 

foregrounded in the first piece of monologue, where it is bound up with the issue of causality 

and the performativity of psychopathy. Featured is the intradiegetic scripting of logic for the 

behaviour of the psychopathic protagonist. Following Baker’s caution in discussing Norman 

Bates, criticism must take special care when encountering explanations for the behaviour of 

serially violent characters embedded within texts not to accept them as adequate without 

deconstruction. Philosophising about good and bad, Alex recognises both intrinsic benevolence 

and intrinsic malevolence. The character also explicitly links both to pleasure. ‘If lewdies are 

good that’s because they like it…’ Deferring for the moment the issue of the adequacy of the 

narrator’s self-explanation, Alex is honest about enjoying being bad, and for that hedonic 

reason chooses to perform malevolent agency. This conscious accentuation of his psychopathic 

makeup problematizes the script of malevolent agency posited by Cassuto and Asma as a 

tautological way of coping with monstrous desire. Specifically, Alex’s choice disrupts the 
 

110 Cf. T. Eagleton: ‘Every human being has to undergo this repression of what Freud named the ‘pleasure principle’ by the 
‘reality principle’, but for some of us, and arguably for whole societies, the repression may become excessive and make us 
ill.’ Literary Theory: An Introduction (2nd Ed.), Malden MA, Blackwell Publishing, 2005 (1996), p.131. 
111 Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.3, p.57, and p.97. 
112  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.63. 
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comprehension of malevolent agency as an enclosed circuit. According to his own assessment, 

the narrator does not act badly because he is bad. Rather, Alex acts badly because he enjoys 

badness. Revelling in remorseless serial violence, most often rape, Alex consciously accents 

psychopathy as his mode of being because it is pleasurable. 

Insofar as the imperative of pleasure is about pleasure – a matter of obtaining it or a 

pursuit of gratification – the protagonist’s measure of himself as its embodiment unpacks as 

substantially adequate. ‘What I do I do because I like to do…’ is a confession without 

contrition. In the process of summing up his own system of desire, Alex also draws attention 

to his psychopathy by articulating his remorselessness. The character further draws attention 

to his psychopathy by simultaneously expressing his egotism, pathological in combination with 

a lack of remorse. The punctuation of the phrase by the first person pronoun repeated three 

times gives it a hypnotic rhythm that conveys a sense of an ego in thrall to itself. Narcissism 

circularly upholds the view that the disproportionately self-loving Alex personifies the pleasure 

principle, or at least the hedonic portion of it. Moments of egotism in the novel, most abundant 

and most acute in Part 1, coincide with eroticism. After raping two ten-year-old girls picked up 

at MELODIA, the narrator refers to himself as ‘Alexander the Large’.113 An inflation of his 

masculinity, this grand estimation of his tumescence approximates the epithet of the 

protagonist’s namesake, Alexander the Great. The onomastic invitation to comparison 

disturbingly glorifies the predatory sexuality of Alex as conquering heroism. The manifestation 

of narcissism jointly with gratification provides a subtle verification of Alex’s configuration as 

a principally libidinal force. 

This is one of a number of elements within the text beyond the character’s self- 

assessment that supports the consistency of the script proffered by him relative to the whole of 

his characterisation in A Clockwork Orange. Alex does do what he does because he likes to do 

it. The character’s pursuit of libidinal rampancy is manifest in his vivid fantasying of rape. 

Patent and latent, this is encoded very thoroughly in the text. 

Now what I fancied first tonight was this new violin concerto by the American Geoffrey 

Plautus, played by Odysseus Choerilos with the Macon (Georgia) Philharmonic, so I slid 

it from where it was neatly filed and switched on and waited. Then, brothers, it came. Oh, 

bliss, bliss and heaven. I lay nagoy to the ceiling, my gulliver on my rookers on the pillow, 

glazzies   closed,  rot   open  in   bliss,   slooshying  the  sluice   of  lovely  sounds…As  I 
 
 

113  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.36. 
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slooshied…I knew such lovely pictures. There were vecks and ptitsas, both young and 

starry, lying on the ground screaming for mercy, and I was smecking all over my rot and 

grinding my boot in their litsos. And there were devotchkas ripped and creeching against 

walls and I plunging like a shlaga into them, and indeed when the music, which was one 

movement only, rose to the top of its big highest tower, then, lying there on my bed with 

glazzies tight shut and rookers behind my gulliver, I broke and spattered and cried aaaaaaah 

with the bliss of it.114 

The accompaniment of the narrator’s fantasy by classical music is so arousing that he climaxes 

without manual stimulation – Alex tells the reader repeatedly that his hands are propping up 

his head. This response registers the character’s particular erotic investment in the art form, 

and alludes to the seething eroticism that drives him in general. Notably, the fusion of an 

autoerotic experience with high art, a base activity joined with a marker of civility, exposes the 

romantic heresy, a recurring issue for Burgess philosophically and fictionally. Although the 

author revised his view in the last years of his life, Burgess was for a long time dismissive of 

‘the assumption that a work of art has some kind of moral content.’115 That a violin concerto 

should combine with thoughts of violent action to have an orgasmic effect on Alex undermines 

the notion that high culture might bear ennobling properties. Sharpening this subversion, the 

music is itself provided a phallic form, its crescendo figured as the ‘big highest tower’. 

Recalling Brownmiller, rape turns the erect penis into a weapon and makes its penetrative 

capacity grotesquely redolent of the violent act of stabbing. The configuration of a piece of 

music as an erection by Alex within the context of a rape fantasy positions it as inseparable 

from his brutality. The complicity of high culture in connection with his aggression is suggested 

by extension. Typically deployed as an agent of refinement it is at the same time one of 

repression. Noted previously, the potential unbearableness of repressive force can erupt 

horrifically as harm. This might be against the self or done unto others. The latter is the case 

here, sexual violence framed in nauseatingly misogynistic terms. Women are envisioned 

‘ripped and creeching against walls’ as the psychopathic protagonist plunges into them ‘like a 

shlaga’. ‘Shlaga’ is an ugly word, and it combines with the harsh onomatopoeia of ‘ripped and 

creeching’ to make Alex’s delight at the idea of tearing at female genitalia horrendous in the 

extreme. The diction does not restrict the character’s pleasure to an allusive wounding of his 

victims  but  extends it  vividly to  be  constituted by a  targeted  mutilation of  them. With the 
 
 

114  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), pp.26-27. 
115 S. Coale, ‘An Interview with Anthony Burgess’s, Modern Fiction Studies, vol.27, no.3, 1981, p.440. Available from: 
ProQuest, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
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sounds of civility the soundtrack to the exaggerated savagery of the protagonist, civilisation’s 

supposed mitigation of excessive libidinal forces is recast as the exacerbation of them. 

The somatic enjoyment of fantasied violence by Alex patently supports his self- 

assessment as a subject fundamentally driven by the imperative of pleasure. This aspect of his 

depiction is supplemented latently by the aggregation of nuanced proper nouns that preface the 

protagonist’s dream of savage sexual violence. These simultaneously work to underline his 

position as the centre of a meditation on free will and also to elucidate his mutability. It is not 

surprising that ridiculous and apparently nonsensical pieces of the diegesis are in fact so 

meaningful considering Burgess made the Freudian claim that the imposition of the author’s 

unconscious minimised ‘arbitrary elements in fiction.’116 Moreover, Burgess’s fascination with 

the ludic as a structuring principle of fiction is well-documented.117 The name of the fictional 

composer, Geoffrey Plautus, seems a playful amalgam of the medieval and ancient notables 

Geoffrey Chaucer and Titus Maccius Plautus. Chaucer profoundly altered English literature by 

helping to legitimise Middle English vernacular as a literary language when French and Latin 

predominated in England. Like Burgess’s narrator, who revels in his own idiom and whose 

anarchic embellishment of psychopathy is charged by it, there is an apt rebelliousness connoted 

by the invocation of Chaucer. Purposeful verbal gameplay also appears to attend the 

incorporation of Plautus. Plautus ranks as one of the best-known Roman playwrights, and 

among his most famous extant works is Bacchides. The title comes from the name of the 

meretricious twins central to the plot, Bacchis and Bacchis. Their name means worshipper of 

Bacchus, the god of revelry. Throughout Part One of A Clockwork Orange, Alex is a 

bacchanalian figure, his serial violence always inflected by a revelrous quality. 

The amalgam Odysseus Choerilos codes for the protagonist’s journey of self- 

development as well as his measure of nobility as a defender of individual freedom. Odysseus 

is well-known as a hero of Homeric epic, The Odyssey the story of his homecoming. The 

Odyssey is an exemplar of the Western narrative type of nostos. Nostos is the ancient Greek 

word for ‘return’ from which is derived the English ‘nostalgia’. As a structural and thematic 

trope in Athenian tragedy, nostos features a homecoming that is also a journey towards 

identity.118 Its similarity to the Bildungsroman and its relevance to A Clockwork Orange are 
 
 

116 S. Coale, ‘The Ludic Loves of Anthony Burgess’s, Modern Fiction Studies, vol.27, no.3, 1981, p.455. Available from: 
ProQuest, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
117 See for example: Coale, ‘The Ludic Loves of Anthony Burgess’s, 1981, pp.453-463. 
118 See for example: S. Hornblower and G. Biffis, The Returning Hero: Nostoi and the Traditions of Mediterranean 
Settlement, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2018. 
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notable. The protagonist returns HOME as part of his journey to a civilised self. In fact, Alex 

has two homecomings. The first is his return to his actual home following his release from 

prison when he suffers his parents’ rejection. The second is his return to the cottage of F. 

Alexander. F. Alexander makes a captive of Alex upon recognising him as the rapist of his 

wife, and subsequently drives Alex to attempt suicide. The character’s near-death is the thing 

that allows his rebirth. Meanwhile, Choerilos was a Greek epic poet from Samos who wrote of 

the Persian War. The Greeks saw themselves as at once resisting Persian tyranny and defending 

their own autonomy.119 Alex is ineffectual in resisting the tyranny of the authoritarian 

government that subjects him to Reclamation Treatment. Nonetheless it is through him that A 

Clockwork Orange develops its apology for the value of personal liberty. 

The name of the orchestra, ‘the Macon (Georgia) Philharmonic’, is also significant. 

Macon played a pivotal role for the Confederates in the American Civil War.120 Its relevance 

is in the reference to internal conflict. Throughout Part One of the novel Alex wages a civil war 

of sorts as a self-reflective psychopath who anarchically embraces criminality. As a rebellious 

fifteen-year-old, Alex battles the status quo through the perpetration of serial violence even 

though there is ‘[n]othing to fight against really.’ With the passage of time, Alex accepts the 

status quo as a conformist but also devitalised eighteen-year-old in articulating a longing to 

become a family man. This transformation away from psychopathic subjectivity is attended by 

a sense of lament at leaving behind the energetic and unchecked agent of serial violence that 

he used to be. Appropriately for a formation story that is also a narrative of returns, of nostoi, 

the first-person narration, analeptic until the very end when the reader at last meets the narrator 

in his present, is deeply nostalgic. ‘But you, O my brothers, remember sometimes thy little 

Alex that was.’121 

The predominance of pleasure in the organisation of Alex’s system of desire is 

sustained in action as well as fantasy. Sharing the language of the oneiric episode, the 

forcefulness of libido needs little elicitation in his narration of the horrifying gang rape of F. 

Alexander’s wife during the invasion of the couple’s cottage in the country: 

[Dim] fillied with the author of A Clockwork Orange, making his litso all purple and 

dripping away like some very special sort of juicy fruit. ‘All right, Dim,’ I said. ‘Now for 
 
 

119 See for example: T. Buckley, Aspects of Greek History 750-323 BC: A Source-Based Approach, London and New York, 
Routledge, 1996, Chapter 9: ‘The Persian War: Greek Strategy and the Leadership of Sparta in 480-479’. 
120 See for example: J. C. Inscoe, The Civil War in Georgia, Athens, University of Georgia Press, 2011, notably: ‘Overview: 
The Civil War in Georgia’, pp.5-12. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central, (accessed 12 April 2019). 
121  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.141. 
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the other veshch, Bog help us all.’ So he did the strong-man on the devotchka, who was 

still creech creech creeching away in very horrorshow four-in-a-bar, locking her rookers 

from the back, while I ripped away at this and that and the other, the others going haw haw 

haw still, and real good horrorshow groodies they were that then exhibited their pink 

glazzies, O my brothers, while I untrussed and got ready for the plunge. Plunging, I could 

slooshy cries of agony and this writer bleeding veck that Georgie and Pete held on to nearly 

got loose howling bezoomny with the filthiest of slovos that I already knew and others he 

was making up. Then after me it was right old Dim should have his turn, which he did in 

a beasty snorty howly sort of way with his Peebee Shelley maskie taking no notice, while 

I held on to her. Then there was a changeover, Dim and me grabbing the slobbering writer 

veck who was past struggling really, only just coming out with slack sort of slovos like he 

was in the land in a milk-plus bar, and Pete and Georgie had theirs. Then there was like 

quiet and we were full of hate, so smashed what was left to be smashed – typewriter, lamp, 

chairs – and Dim, it was typical of old Dim, watered the fire out and was going to dung on 

the carpet, there being plenty of paper, but I said no. ‘Out, out, out,’ I howled. The writer 

veck and his zheena were not really there, bloody and torn and making noises. But they’d 

live.122 

This passage forms the final quarter of what Alex euphemistically calls ‘the old surprise 

visit.’123 Notably, it dramatizes the rhetorical tropes of rape identified by Higgins and Silver, 

Sielke, and Winkler. Masculinity is constructed as predatory and femininity as vulnerability. 

This informs the assumption of the male privilege to access the female body: ‘Then after me it 

was right old Dim should have his turn, which he did in a beasty snorty howly sort of a way…’ 

Alex judges and condemns his fellow’s lack of sexual dexterity while upholding their shared 

masculine hegemony. The narrator’s derogatory assessment of Dim’s performance implies the 

superiority of his own. This is disturbing to contemplate in the context of a hyper-aggressive 

non-consensual sex act. Not only is Alex a rapist, but he posits himself as an accomplished 

one. A wish of every man is that he acquit himself as sexually competent. An anxiety of every 

man is that he should fail to do so. Masculine prowess manifest ordinarily orients itself around 

ably giving pleasure. Manifest psychopathically it becomes a sadistic matter of taking pleasure. 

Both scenarios incorporate the unspoken import of achieving tumescence and then sustaining 

it beyond any emasculating charge of dysfunction. The indirect assertion of the greater prowess 

by Alex is simultaneously a claim to greater manliness. 
 
 
 

122  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), pp.19-20. 
123  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.17. 
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The presumed accessibility of the female body stands underscored from the outset by 

the displacement of culpability onto the victim. Earlier in the episode, Alex knocks on the door 

of the cottage and politely pretends to need to phone for an ambulance. He boasts about the 

success of his ploy in saying ‘me having softened up this devotchka with my gent’s goloss…she 

hadn’t shut the door like she should have done, us being strangers of the night.’124 Alex in some 

measure excuses his actions with this boast, suggesting that the incautious and the too-trusting 

deserve to be exploited. There is also a troubling suggestion of seduction. Alex softens the lady 

up and she in turn leaves the door open. The processes of softening and opening are cognate 

with female arousal. The narrator’s estimation of the lady’s emotional transformation together 

with the opportunity for ingress expressed architecturally imposes an unconscious admission 

of availability on her part. The tacit assertion is that Alex does not wholly victimise the wife 

of F. Alexander since her very femininity contains a secret desire to be victimised. This twins 

masculinity and psychopathy insofar as Alex can be read as an everyman. The language of the 

novel, which is that of Alex and also that of Burgess, unencumbers the protagonist of some of 

the potential for violation intrinsic to his heterosexuality. The shamelessness in this dynamic 

positions all masculine subjects as psychopathic in some degree. 

When Alex rapes the pair of ten-year-olds in his bedroom he describes himself as 

‘nagoy and pan-handled’.125 That is, naked and erect. The comedic quality of this image 

disturbingly downplays the seriousness of the violence perpetrated by the protagonist, but it 

also goes some way to undermining him. By comparison, there is nothing even remotely 

humorous about the sexual violence carried out against the wife of F. Alexander. The difference 

coalesces around the representation of male nudity. Alex overtly draws attention to his penis 

in using the amusing analogy of a pan handle to describe his masculine arousal. The narrator 

only alludes to the organ that denotes his manhood during ‘the old surprise visit.’ ‘I untrussed 

and got ready for the plunge. Plunging, I could slooshy cries of agony…’ Sielke posits a 

distinction between the penis and the phallus in Reading Rape. Referencing Susan Bordo, the 

transcendancy of the phallus is challenged by its very embodiment. The first operates 

continually as a symbol of power while the second is ‘perhaps the most visibly mutable of body 

parts…evok[ing] the temporal not the eternal.’126 Tumescence carries with it the inevitability 

of flaccidity, connoting the instability of male potency. The narrator’s description of his nude 

form as ‘pan-handled’ is not just subversive because it is comedic, but also because it exposes 
 

124  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.18. 
125  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.35. 
126  Sielke, Reading Rape, 2002, p.165. 
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the weakness smuggled within the prime corporeal sign of manhood, supposedly the gender 

position of greater strength. In distinction, the mobilisation of obscenity during the rape of F. 

Alexander’s wife articulates Alex’s manhood as phallic rather than penile. Only alluding to his 

arousal imbues the character with a sense of uncompromised potency. The invocation of the 

phallus adds to what is so disturbing about the scene because attached to its endurance is the 

promise of the prolongation of the victim’s suffering. The sense of this is made more 

excruciating by the noun and the verb central to the depiction of the penetrative act. The 

immediate juxtaposition of ‘plunge’ and ‘Plunging’ highlights the repetitiveness of the action 

while the plosive alliteration captures its brutishness. 

Alex links pleasure and psychopathy through his gleeful and remorseless perpetration 

of serial rape, the overt sadism of which is indicative of an exaggerated expression of his 

identity as a psychopath. The character does indeed do what he does because he likes to do it. 

Alex solves for his own motive adequately if not quite comprehensively. Enabling his pleasure- 

centric motivational framework is that he is unbounded by morality as a psychopathic subject. 

The reproduction of this motif of the fictional psychopath, identified by Asma and Cassuto, 

itself enables the reproduction of the trope of masculine sexuality as predatory, emphasised 

particularly by Brownmiller. Furthermore, Alex appears to recognise the imperative of pleasure 

only as being about experiencing what is pleasurable. Although elements of the novel register 

the compensatory aspect of pleasure-seeking, the hedonic narrator is unconscious of this 

dimension within his system of desire. Alex does not seem to be aware that gratification is not 

just an end in itself but doubly a means to an end. As a psychopathic delinquent, the protagonist 

of A Clockwork Orange presumes that embracing his government by the imperative of pleasure 

is all about feeling good. ‘What I do I do because I like to do.’ He overlooks the correlative 

that his active pursuit of pleasure might also be about not feeling bad. Yet the language he uses 

suggests that this Freudian inflection of hedonism is also at play. During his account of the 

rape of F. Alexander’s wife, Alex deploys an atypical conjugation of ‘to truss’. ‘I untrussed’ 

stands out as doubly atypical due to the rarity of its intransitive usage. To truss something is to 

bind it up, and to be bound up connotes inhibition. In untrussing, Alex uninhibits himself. The 

unusual diction draws attention to the framing of rape in A Clockwork Orange as not only a 

criminal expression of hedonic energy but also an extreme refusal of the control of individual 

desire demanded by society to ensure productive conduct. Alex is unaware of the dynamism of 

pleasure’s opposite in the libidinal economy, called ‘unpleasure’ by Freud, which drives the 

subject to eschew dissatisfaction. Yet the narrator’s very explosion of the strictures imposed 
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against the potential rampancy of the libido gestures toward this intra-subjective dynamic. 

Bound up with the structuring influence of Bildung, there are two sites of unpleasure evident 

in the text that are particularly relevant to the characterisation of Alex: maturity and mortality. 

The first is mundane but no less substantive, a matter of reconciling the psychical and the 

social. The second is a matter of reconciling the self with impermanence. This nebulous yet 

universal human problem has been summed up as the ‘trouble with being born’ by Emile 

Cioran.127 These existential considerations present modes of dissatisfaction to be eschewed 

through the sadistic perpetration of serial violence, especially rape, while the perpetrator 

himself is mostly unaware of this facet of his performance of psychopathy. 

Alex appreciably resents the process of maturity that shapes Burgess’s A Clockwork 

Orange in foreclosing the prospective dissatisfaction of conformity with the immediate and 

psychopathic satisfaction of self-interest. The serial violence of the protagonist is a coordinated 

effort to obtain gratification. But it precedes his maturation, which checks his rapacity by 

inclining him away from egotism and toward conformism. Rabinovitz sees this movement as 

a reconciliation of self with self when he submits that Alex accepts the ‘clash of contradictory 

urges in his own personality.’128 This reconciliation coincides with another, that of self with 

society. Conformity is comprised substantially of the regulation of desire (repression) or its 

canalisation into valuable expressions (sublimation). Additionally, conformity is achieved 

through maturity and a marker of it. The initial choice of Alex to live joyously in savagery 

obviously signals a refutation of living dully in civility in the present. The undercurrent of this 

choice is the rebuttal of compromising enjoyment in the future. Alex tells the reader that he 

‘cannot bear to be shut in.’ Thus he explains his immediate substitution of unpleasure by 

pleasure in imagining and acting out rape on a serial basis. Meanwhile, being ‘shut in’ – 

repressed or sublimated – is one measure of the makeup of adult life. Within the character’s 

rationalisation of his aberrant mode of being in adolescence is his attitude toward both a normal 

mode of being in adulthood and the maturational passage to such a state of normality. Namely, 

a resentment of growing up and coming of age. 

It is also possible to appreciate that Alex’s psychopathic exaggeration of hedonism 

through violence serves not just to compensate for the unpleasure of conformism in maturity 

but also that of the fullest extent of aging: mortality. Rabinovitz observes that ‘Alex sees 

himself as a participant in the historical cycle and his life as a microcosmic version of the 
 

127 E. Cioran, The Trouble with Being Born, R. Howard (trans.), New York, Arcade, 1998 (1973). 
128  Rabinovitz, ‘Mechanism vs. Organism’, 1978-1979, p.540. 
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cycle’.129 The narrator is explicit about this in Parts One and Three of his story. Reflecting on 

choosing badness and playing it up the morning after the rape of F. Alexander’s wife, Alex 

poses the question: ‘is not our modern history, my brothers, the story of brave malenky selves 

fighting these big machines [i.e. ‘the government and the judges and the schools…’]?’130 

Ruminating on his transition to goodness at the close of the novel, which sees the fiction 

rescript the immutability of real-life psychopathy by conflating it with delinquency, Alex 

muses: 

When I had my son I would explain all…to him when he was starry enough to like 

understand. But then I knew he would not understand or would not want to understand at 

all and would do all the veshches I had done, yes perhaps even killing some poor starry 

forella surrounded with mewing kots and koshkas, and I would not be able to really stop 

him. And nor would he be able to stop his own son, brothers. And so it would itty on to 

like the end of the world, round and round and round…131 

It is indisputable that Alex comprehends life as cyclical, and also that the character is cognisant 

of an individual’s capacity for change over the course of the lifecycle. These raise awareness 

of the passage of time. The guilt-free pursuit of violent pleasures by the adolescent Alex, 

notably the sexual gratification achieved through nauseating episodes of rape, is at the same 

time a pursuit of presence. As the tense of the verb suggests, ‘plunging like a shlaga’ has the 

effect of fixing Alex in the present. While horrifically perverse, rape affords the protagonist 

access to intense vitality. This is temporary, to be sure, but oppositional to temporality all the 

same. Depicted as a psychopathic rapist, Alex merges immediate somatic pleasure with the 

elision of the psychic discomfort posed by the knowledge of death. 

Cassuto highlights in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality that the fictional psychopath as serial 

killer coincides with domesticity. Alex in A Clockwork Orange, published before the 

criminological and cultural invention of the serial killer, instantiates the fictional psychopath 

as serial rapist. Notably, the character and the violence perpetrated by him is anticipatorily 

coincidental with family and the home. This coincidence is bound up with Alex’s pleasure- 

centric system of desire in terms of his eschewal of the promised dissatisfactions of both 

maturity and mortality. The fantasying by Alex of ‘devotchkas ripped and creeching against 

walls’ takes  place in  the apartment  that he  shares  with his parents. Specifically, the fantasy 
 
 

129  Rabinovitz, ‘Mechanism vs. Organism’, 1978-1979, p.540. 
130  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.31. 
131  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), pp.140-141. 
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takes place in the personal sphere of the character’s bedroom. Alex sees this space as a home 

within a home. He refers to it as his ‘den’ immediately prior to the oneiric episode, while the 

depiction of his emotional attachment to it is rendered vividly when he reacts with poetic 

intensity to finding his place taken by the lodger Joe following his release from prison: ‘my 

heart cracked to the carpet’.132 In acting out rape, the apotheosis of the ‘HOME’ invasion is 

leaving the lady of the house ‘bloody and torn and making noises.’ Such accentuation of the 

domestic recollects Davis and Womack, primarily concerned with ‘Alex’s obvious attempts to 

establish and participate in various family structures throughout the novel.’133 Meanwhile, it is 

the intra-domestic play of intergenerational tension that is the focus for Ingersoll and also for 

Ray, both of whom emphasise the novel’s oedipal dynamic. Moreover, home is not far from 

Coleman’s emphasis on the violent conduct of Alex as reactionary. Although misattributed to 

totalitarian repression, this is otherwise astute. The psychopathic hedonism of the protagonist 

can be read as a reaction to repressive social conditions, which cohere within the nuclear 

family. The following report of a typical morning depicts Alex perceiving his parents as 

weighed down by the mundane. ‘I heard my papapa grumbling and trampling and ittying off 

to the dyeworks where he rabbited’.134 The narrator’s mother ‘go[es] out rabbiting…at one of 

the Statemarts…filling up the shelves with tinned soup and beans and all that cal.’135 His 

parents’ is represented as a tedious existence indeed. This makes it possible to sympathise with 

that part of Alex’s desire that rebels against the living death of ordinary life even though the 

brutal criminality of his pleasure-seeking cannot be condoned. 

Focusing on what Davis and Womack call one of the protagonist’s pseudo-families, 

Ingersoll stresses the oedipal dynamic in discussing the destructive adoption of Alex by F. 

Alexander in Part Three of the novel. Ingersoll attends to the elliptical nature of the initial, 

pointing out that F. Alexander ‘has no full given name, just as “orphaned” Alex has no last 

name’.136 Ingersoll suggests that the F might stand for “Father”. This interpretation is seconded 

implicitly by Ray’s insistence on the tripartite intergenerational network organising the 

narrative. ‘Burgess has the owner of HOME represent the person Alex will become, his future 

self, and the boy who does not yet exist [i.e. Alex’s fantasied son] represent the person he has 

already been, his past self’.137  Combining Ingersoll and Ray, Alex effectively attacks what he 
 
 

132  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.26 and p.101. 
133 Davis and Womack, ‘Reading the Anti-Ethics of the Pseudo-Family’, 2002, p.20. 
134  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.28. 
135  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.28. 
136  Ingersoll, ‘Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange’, 1986, p.57. 
137  Ray, ‘Alex Before and After’ A Clockwork Orange’, 1981, p.480. 
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is going to become when he invades the domestic space presided over by the patriarchal F. 

Alexander – that is, Alexander the father. Not merely hedonic, the violence perpetrated by the 

character is simultaneously a resistance to growing up and getting older while the fullest 

performance of his psychopathic subjectivity. 

Crediting the submission of Žižek that there is something inherently mystifying in a 

direct confrontation with violence, the brutality of the rape that concludes the invasion of 

‘HOME’ is so confronting that it is possible to lose sight of the fact that there are two victims 

within the episode. F. Alexander, ‘the author of A Clockwork Orange’, is beaten to the point 

of disfigurement: ‘his litso all purple and dripping away like some very special sort of juicy 

fruit.’ Yet the physical savagery with which the character is ‘tolchocked’ is exceeded by the 

psychological attack inflicted upon him when he is forced to witness the assault on his wife. 

This is so devastating that it reduces F. Alexander to inarticulacy. Alex describes the writer as 

‘coming out with slack sort of slovos.’ To render speechless somebody whose identity is 

defined by linguistic proficiency is to break them down completely. But it is not just for the 

fact that one Alex attacks another and pointedly leaves his counterpart alexic – in a loose sense 

of being without the use of language – that it is possible to apprehend the logic of self-attack. 

Alex not only becomes fatherly like F. Alexander, but also a writer like him. In fact this 

circumscribes the position of Alex as the first-person narrator of the novel. Relating his suicide 

attempt at the start of Chapter 6 in Part Three, Alex states: ‘I jumped, O my brothers, and I fell 

on the sidewalk hard, but I did not snuff it, oh no. If I had snuffed it I would not be here to 

write what I written have.’138 Nadsat gives the impression of a story told orally because of its 

sonic richness. It is with an ironic muddle of reflexivity that the author of A Clockwork Orange, 

besides the real-life Burgess and the fictional F. Alexander, who also writes a book called A 

Clockwork Orange, turns out to be Alex. 

F. Alexander represents the stabilisation of sexual desire in being depicted as a husband. 

Presuming that his erotic impulses are directed acceptably toward the figure of his wife, at least 

in practice, the libidinal infrastructure of the character stands domesticated. In attacking F. 

Alexander, Alex attacks the domestication of libido. It is with psychopathic rapacity that Alex 

asserts the liberty of his own libido in raping F. Alexander’s wife. The protagonist commits 

violence against society by extension. Alex damages social protocols that impinge on pleasure 

and so resists its anticipated lack. Embellishing the sense that the character’s actions are a 
 
 

138  Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.125. 
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struggle against the promised unpleasure of internalising repressive social conditions is the fact 

that F. Alexander also poses a glyph for middle-class civility through his depiction as an 

intellectual. Sharing both a name and a vocation with the protagonist, F. Alexander the writer 

clearly stands for the person Alex will become, as asserted by Ray. Such symbolic subversion 

of civility and conformity is literalised by Alex’s obliteration of F. Alexander’s face. In so 

doing Alex avoids facing his own future. This manoeuvre not to countenance what he will 

become by disfiguring the older, fatherly man extends to a disavowal of futurity itself. However 

hopeless the challenge of beating inevitability, pummelling F. Alexander (‘F’ for future?) is an 

effort to hold off adulthood. Young Alex cannot avoid becoming older Alex; cannot avoid 

becoming F. Alexander (Alex the father); cannot avoid becoming a writer (civilised and a seal 

of civility). He cannot avoid these coordinates of his progression because, at the vantage point 

from which he tells his story, he is already those things – or, as in the case of fatherhood, 

embraces their prospect. This retrospective realisation accentuates the sense that Alex’s 

psychopathic hedonism in adolescence, celebrated by him in his recollection of it, is in some 

measure a challenge to the impermanence of things. Remembrance of youth serves as a refuge 

from the shortening of time while acting to signpost that very thing. 

Alexander the Large, narrator and protagonist of A Clockwork Orange, leverages the 

freedom from morality granted to him by the remorselessness natural to his psychopathy to 

fuse hedonism with serial violence. Playing up his adolescent constitution as a psychopath, 

Alex delights in ‘tolchocking’, ‘crasting’, ‘dratsing’, and ‘the old in-out’ throughout Part One 

of Burgess’s novel. The last of these violent acts is the one that is the most definitive of the 

character. Since rape poses a locus where the gratification of the perpetrator overtly intersects 

with the violation of the victim, the preeminent configuration of Alex as a rapist is a clear 

substantiation that the imperative of pleasure organises his system of desire. Thus his 

assessment of himself as a subject who does what he does because he likes to do it carries 

considerable adequacy. But this explanation for the behaviour of the protagonist proffered by 

the text is incomplete. Unlike his cinematic counterpart, Alex as he is characterised in the 

original is not a ready-made hero who remains psychopathic but a mutable one who outgrows 

his psychopathy. The character is a fictional psychopath within a framework shaped by Bildung 

cognisant of historical forces and so of the movement of time. Alex is aware that he is subject 

to maturation and mortality, the one a devitalising process and the other its terminal endpoint. 

Without his explicit recognition, the language of his narration together with the victims he 

chooses reveal that Alex’s brutal pursuit of pleasure is also an urgent deferral of its opposite 
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perceptible within the modes of impermanence constituted by coming-of-age and moving 

toward death. Alex-the-psychopath, the version of the character remembered in popular 

perception, is a creature of the ego as well as the id who monstrously complicates the division 

between banality and extremity. A figure of deliberate libidinal abandonment, the violence 

perpetrated by the protagonist is extreme not least for its seriality. Yet the main driver of his 

serially violent action is banal, legible as part of the order of common-sense psychology. 

Scripted with recourse to the imperative of pleasure, Alexander the Large upholds the scandal 

of psychopathic desire. Namely, that it can sustain a sense of the ordinary within a 

manifestation of aberrance. 
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Chapter 2 

Patrick Bateman 

Inadequacy and the horrors of satirical compensation 

Overview 

This chapter examines Patrick Bateman, the unreliable narrator at the centre of American Psycho. 

Beginning with an epigraph from Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, American Psycho 

poses a satirical critique of hegemonic masculinity prominent in the U.S. of the 1980s together 

with the conditions of its production. The satire is in the form of the confessional narration of a 

supposedly serial-killing plutocrat who, like his intertextual forerunner, struggles with self-

assertion.1 This is in sharp contrast to Alex in A Clockwork Orange, who is delightedly self-

assertive. Also especially noticeable as a point of difference is that Ellis’s narrator-protagonist is 

experienced by the reader as much more odious than that of Burgess, despite the fact that more 

space is devoted to describing violent action in A Clockwork Orange than American Psycho. A 

third of Burgess’s novel is made up of violent episodes compared to a twentieth in that of Ellis.2 

The odiousness of Bateman is tied to the fact that the American novelist is unrelentingly prosaic 

in his writing, invested in a direct style of expression similar to Hemingway. The writing of the 

English novelist, meanwhile, was governed by the sound of language and so entailed finding the 

poetry in prose following Joyce.3 Juxtaposing American Psycho and A Clockwork Orange, 

Bateman narrates events in the plainest English where Alex narrates them in the idiom of Nadsat. 

The self-censoring property of Nadsat was discussed in Chapter 1. Krämer submitted that Nadsat 

lessened the brutality of the violence by rendering it opaquely, as did Burgess himself. The 

counter submission was that Nadsat functioned as such only on a first reading or until the reader 

is accustomed to the idiom. Thereafter the violence is not only transparently available but vivified 

by Nadsat. So the idiomatic construction of the narrative is not what makes the narrator of A 

Clockwork Orange less repulsive than the narrator 

1 Cf. ‘…the man from underground…cannot contain himself…’ R. Pevear, ‘Foreword’ in F. Dostoevsky, Notes from 
Underground, R. Pevear and L. Volokhonsky (trans.), New York, Vintage Books, 1994, p.viii. 
2 Sustained descriptions of violence account for approximately 45 pages of 141 in A Clockwork Orange; they account for 
approximately 20 pages of 399 in American Psycho. 
3 ‘The Joyce-presence in Burgess is mostly linguistic, and perhaps beyond that musical; like Joyce, and like no other novelist in 
English, Burgess is fond of using language harmonically or impressionistically, and not just in nostalgic moods – he likes to 
strip words of their representational values and use them for their tonal values.’ R. M. Adams, ‘Joycean Burgess’ in Bloom 
(ed.), Modern Critical Views: Anthony Burgess, 1987, p.97. 
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of American Psycho. The more impactful distinction is that Bateman is hyper-pedantic where 

Alex is impressionistic. Manifest in the diction of American Psycho is Bateman’s obsession with 

minutiae. Following is an excerpt from the character’s attack on a beggar, his first explicit act of 

violence: 

His eye, burst open, hangs out of its socket and runs down his face and he keeps blinking which causes 

what’s left of it inside the wound to pour out like red, veiny egg yolk. I grab his head with one hand and 

push it back and then with my thumb and forefinger hold the other eye open and bring the knife up and 

push the tip of it into the socket, first breaking its protective film so the socket fills with blood, then slitting 

the eyeball open sideways, and he finally starts screaming…4 

The lengthy syntax effected by the repetitive use of conjunctions enhances the torturous quality of 

the experience for the victim and also for the reader, who is victimised by the description while 

complicit in the victimisation of the beggar. The high level of detail is made doubly unremitting 

by the relentless accumulation of it. The use of the present tense is another intensifying factor. In 

comparison, the impressionism of Alex – his ‘boot-crushing’, his ‘carving’ with a ‘cutthroat 

britva’, even his ‘plunging like a shlaga’ – are experienced as less excruciating. The violence 

perpetrated by Alex typically feels momentary. The violence perpetrated by Bateman always feels 

never-ending. This is explicable counter to the fact that violence is more frequent in A Clockwork 

Orange, a more serial presence in the diegesis. Bound up with his bacchanalian embellishment of 

psychopathy, violence is carried out frenetically by Alex. Bound up with performing psychopathy 

to find a sense of potency, Bateman never hurries through violence but dwells within it. 

Before further exploring the compensatory mobilisation of psychopathic violence by 

Bateman, this chapter addresses American Psycho as a profoundly ambivalent text structurally 

and typologically. Addressed particularly are the text’s substitution of plot with a logic of 

seriality, and its use and misuse of tropes belonging to crime fiction and Gothic horror. This is 

prefaced by a consideration of the early reception of Ellis’s novel, summed up by Elizabeth 

Young as a ‘furious psychodrama’.5 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.131. 
5 E. Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle, the Figure in the Carpet’ in E. Young and G. Caveney (eds.), Shopping in Space: Essays 
on America’s Blank Generation Fiction, New York, Atlantic Monthly Press, 1993, p.86. 
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‘The real inner life of the murderer’: early reception and the opacity of the protagonist 
 
The majority of responses to American Psycho around its publication exhibited difficulty coping 

with the novel and its sole focaliser. The manifestation of this difficulty ranged from dismissive 

derogation to aggressive outrage. Several components combine to make Bateman an instantiation 

of the fictional psychopath with such a surplus of transgression as to earn him trenchant 

resentment. The opacity of his system of desire is chief amongst these along with the oxymoronic 

expression of his violence, which is blandly extreme, frequently targeted at female characters. 

The denouncement of American Psycho by Roger Rosenblatt published in the December 

16th 1990 issue of The New York Times inaugurated the competing statements of indignation, 

aesthetic and moral, that accrued around the release of Ellis’s third novel. Reviewing it pre- 

publication, Rosenblatt urged that American Psycho not be published. He considered the work the 

product of a ‘lame and unhealthy imagination’ that lacked technique and purpose.6 The following 

sample typifies the scathing quality of the review, serious about “snuffing” the book while 

humorous in recommending its complete dismissal. 

What American Psycho has is the most comprehensive lists of baffling luxury items to be found outside 

airplane gift catalogues. I do not exaggerate when I say that in his way Mr. Ellis may be the most 

knowledgeable author in all of American literature. Whatever Melville knew about whaling, whatever 

Mark Twain knew about rivers are mere amateur stammerings compared with what Mr. Ellis knows about 

shampoo alone.7 

Terry Teachout seconded the presumptions of authorial incompetence and textual 

meaninglessness that underpinned Rosenblatt’s review. ‘Every bad thing you’ve read about 

American Psycho is an understatement…It would take more space than the task deserves to 

catalogue all of Ellis’s myriad ineptnesses, but I’m especially struck by the utter incredibility of 

the events he describes.’8 Mark Storey has since critiqued such critiques for overlooking the 

possibility that narrative elements such as excessive pedantry and incredible events might be 

satirical signals of the absurdity and unreliability of the narrator. Returning some of the early 

trenchancy, Storey remarks: ‘We may reasonably conclude that literary critics are happy to 
 
 
6 R. Rosenblatt, ‘Snuff This Book! Will Bret Easton Ellis Get Away with Murder?’ The New York Times, 16 December 1990, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1990/12/16/books/snuff-this-book-will-bret-easton-ellis-get-away-with-murder.html, 
(accessed 17 May 2017). 
7 Rosenblatt, ‘Snuff This Book!’ 1990. 

8 T. Teachout, ‘Applied Deconstruction’, National Review, 24 June 1991, pp.45-46. 
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place their trust in psychopaths.’9 But whatever the extent to which Rosenblatt and Teachout were 

justified in condemning American Psycho, it is important to note that their condemnation drew 

attention to the novel as troublesome. Neither explicitly linked this aspect of the text to the 

transgressive components of Bateman’s characterisation, but it is reasonable to draw this 

connection insofar as the psychopathic protagonist breached their shared expectation of realism. 

Davis and Womack describe the recurring representation of sexual violence in A 

Clockwork Orange as scenes of horrifying misogyny. Some of the violence perpetrated by 

Bateman in American Psycho is also horrifyingly misogynistic. This note of transgression earned 

the novel retaliatory responses. An example is ‘There Are Better Ways of Taking Care of Bret 

Easton Ellis Than Just Censoring Him…’ (1992) by Tara Baxter and Nikki Craft. Baxter and 

Craft accused the novelist of ‘[l]iving and killing vicariously through [his] protagonist’.10 Their 

suggestions for “taking care” of Ellis included flaying the author, penetrating him rectally with a 

rat, and castrating him.11 The punitive methods suggested mirror some of the atrocities that 

Bateman claims to commit. In directing a wish for harm against Ellis, Baxter and Craft refuse to 

recognise the fictionality of American Psycho, denying any separation between author and 

narrator. They also misrepresent the serial violence in the novel as purely misogynistic. As Young 

counters in ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ (1993), ‘in fact Patrick is a thoroughly democratic killer’.12 

Indeed, Bateman also victimises homeless men, homosexual men, men of colour, and even those 

from his own order of masculinity – straight, white, and rich. 

Other objections likewise struggled with the ontological status of the violent action in the 

novel. The Los Angeles Chapter of the National Organization for Women (NOW) construed it as 

an act of incitement. Thus they saw American Psycho not as depicting misogynistic violence but 

committing it. When they called for a boycott of Random House, Ellis’s publisher after Simon 

and Schuster breached contract in dropping the book, NOW released a statement asserting that 

‘the publication of American Psycho is socially irresponsible 
 
 
 
 

9 M. Storey, ‘“And as things fell apart”: The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho and 
Dennis Cooper’s Frisk’, Critique, vol.47, no.1, 2005, p.58. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed 7 August 2017). 
10 T. Baxter and N. Craft, ‘There Are Better Ways of Taking Care of Bret Easton Ellis Than Just Censoring Him…’ (1992) 
reprinted in D. E. H. Russell (ed.), Making Violence Sexy: Feminist Views of Pornography, New York and London, Teachers 
College Press, 1993, p.247. 
11 Baxter and Craft, ‘There Are Better Ways’ in Russell (ed.), Making Violence Sexy, 1993, p.249. 
12 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.113. 
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and legitimizes inhuman and savage violence masquerading as sexuality.’13 Carla Freccero has 

since critiqued the fact that ‘NOW’s hotline phone message included a recording – in a woman’s 

voice – of one of the passages of rape and dismemberment’.14 Freccero is explicitly aware of 

aesthetic and rhetorical aggression. She echoes Hume in Aggressive Fictions and Self in ‘The 

American Vice’ in affirming the potential for ‘injury produced by utterances.’15 Nevertheless she 

notes her temptation ‘to ridicule [NOW’s] exercise…for refusing the possibility that, just as its 

own gesture of citation is not to be construed as a misogynist act of violence, so too the passage 

quoted may bear a complicated – and wilfully citational – relation to the violence it depicts.’16 

Also critical of the phone message created by NOW, Sielke is blunter than Freccero in stressing 

the importance of textual intention. ‘American Psycho is not about violence against women, even 

if it deploys its depiction.’17 In fact, Sielke is so adamant that the novel satirically condemns ‘the 

insane violence of our time’ that she contentiously suggests that ‘Ellis’s ethics…come closer to 

feminist morality than feminism would dare to acknowledge.’18 

The issue of misperception recalls the theorisation of violence by Žižek. For Žižek, 

looking at violence directly is not conducive to seeing it clearly but is in fact actively disruptive of 

perceptual clarity. ‘[T]he overpowering horror of violent acts and empathy with the victims 

inexorably function as a lure which prevents us from thinking.’19 Encountering the psychopathic 

brutality of Bateman in American Psycho elucidates that this is true whether the violent acts in 

question are real or fictional. The crucial issue is the explicitness of them, and they are 

unquestionably explicit in Ellis’s novel. When a reader comes across a passage such as the one 

above it is impossible to look sideways at the violent action since the reading process cannot 

immediately accommodate that tactic. Looking at violence awry is what Žižek recommends in 

order to avoid being overwhelmed by it and so gain an objective view of it. ‘A dispassionate 

conceptual development of the typology of violence must by definition ignore its traumatic 

impact.’20 Palpable in the vitriol and outrage of the early responses is a sense that their criticisms 

come from a more emotional than intellectual place. They have been lured by 
 
 

13 Cited in: C. Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, Censorship, and the Serial Killer: The Case of American Psycho’, Diacritics 
vol.27, no.2, 1997, p.50. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
14 Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, Censorship, and the Serial Killer’, 1997, p.50. 
15 Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, Censorship, and the Serial Killer’, 1997, p.49 and p.50. 16 Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, 
Censorship, and the Serial Killer’, 1997, p.49 and p.50. 17 Sielke, Reading Rape, 2002, p.182. 
18  Sielke, Reading Rape, 2002, p.182. 
19  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
20  Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
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the violence perpetrated by Bateman – elitist, homophobic, and racist as well as misogynistic 

– into positions of not thinking clearly about the character and the text. That is, they have fallen 

victim to the traumatic impact of the narrative constructed out of a prose style the extremity of 

which is heightened by its blandness. As metafictional victims of the psychopathic protagonist, it 

is rather ambiguously that their condemnations of him, and his author, should themselves incur 

condemnation. 

The ambiguity of condemning the novel’s early responders for being traumatised by it, 

which locates the problem with them rather than the violence of the text, is accented by again 

pursuing the cost of acuity recognised by Žižek in the context of attempting to think through 

violent action: ‘a cold analysis of violence somehow reproduces and participates in its horror.’21 

This serves as a reminder that the aim of this thesis poses an ironic ethical challenge. To re-

examine the fictional psychopath, in any of the figure’s various forms, is to attempt to think 

clearly about the representation of extreme and serial violence. The focus here on solving for 

motive in the paradigmatic cases of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter recognises that their 

characterisations resist conforming to the scripts popularly recycled within culture around 

instantiations of psychos and serial killers. To obtain clarity in this regard is to reproduce and 

participate in the horror of that type of violent action labelled as subjective violence within the 

typology developed by Žižek – violence carried out by a clearly identifiable agent. The irony in 

the challenge of scripting logics for psychopathic conduct without appearing to condone it is that 

it has to mobilise a detachment remarkably similar to the emotional poverty typical of 

psychopathy. 

Even the early response to American Psycho by Norman Mailer, which was not entirely 

condemnatory, exhibited difficulty coping with the novel and its sole focaliser. Notably, Mailer 

anticipated the caution of Žižek around the traumatic impact of encountering violent action. 

We pay a terrible price for reading about intimate violence – our fears are stirred, and buried savageries 

we do not wish to meet again in ourselves stir uneasily in the tombs to which we have consigned them. 

We cannot go out on such a trip unless we believe we will end up knowing more about extreme acts of 

violence, know a little more that is, of the real inner life of the murderer…Bateman, as presented, is 

soulless, and because we cannot begin to feel some instant of pity for him, so the writing about his acts of 

violence is obliged to become more hideous externally and more affectless within until we cease believing 

that Ellis is taking any brave leap into truths that are not his own – which happens to be 
 

21 Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, 2009, p.3. 
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one of the transcendent demands of great fiction. No, he is merely working out some ugly little corners 

of himself.22 

The problem with American Psycho registered by Mailer was that the violence is too realistic 

while the perpetrator is not realistic enough. ‘We cannot go out on such a trip unless we believe we 

will end up knowing more about extreme acts of violence, know a little more that is, of the real 

inner life of the murderer.’ In other words, in order to obviously represent violence, a work of 

fiction must make an obvious attempt to make sense of it. Per the assessment of Young, Mailer 

ultimately appeared governed by a nostalgia for classic realism, like Rosenblatt and Teachout.23 

Meanwhile, his insistence that texts featuring violent characters ought to script a logic for their 

behaviour further substantiates the prominence of causality as perhaps the key interpretive issue 

traversed by the figure of the fictional psychopath. It also provides a reason for the outraged 

responses to American Psycho additional to the pedantic language of its brutal narrator. Namely, 

the apparent absence of any aetiological structure elucidatory of Bateman’s serially violent 

subjectivity within the course of his narrative. Corroborating the particular activity of two of the 

scripts identified by Baker, Cassuto, and Seltzer, Freccero has likewise observed that ‘[w]hat 

critics reproach Ellis for is that he precisely does not provide a psychologized narrative of 

origins…[W]e do not hear that [Bateman] was a sexually abused child or that he had a 

domineering mother.’24 The outrage generated by Bateman around the publication of American 

Psycho, a marker of his surplus transgression and a symptom of confusion, is linked to the opacity 

of the character’s system of desire. Because the narrator’s reasons for violent action are not 

transparent, there followed the angered misapprehension early on that they were entirely missing. 

This is attended by a disturbing implication. Had the narrative mobilised one of the culturally 

commonplace explanations for serial violence, then its psychopathic protagonist would have been 

suddenly acceptable while being no less violent. It is both absurd and grotesque to think that if 

only Patrick Bateman was depicted as having a traumatic childhood, it would be okay for him to 

go around blinding beggars and dismembering prostitutes in adulthood. Irrespective of its 

applicability, the dynamic of ‘wounded as a child, wounding as an adult’ should not be permitted 

to excuse serial violence, even when perpetrated by a fictional figure. 
 
 
 
 
22 Norman Mailer, ‘Children of the Pied Piper: Mailer on American Psycho’, Vanity Fair, March 1991, p.220. 
23 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.86. 
24 Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, Censorship, and the Serial Killer’, 1997, p.51. 
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‘It is hard for me to make sense on any given level’: textual valences of monstrosity 
 
The central thesis of Hume in Aggressive Fictions is that a fictional work counts as aggressive 

when it abrogates the traditional author-reader contract.25 Hume provides this relationship a 

Horatian basis that privileges pleasure in particular.26 The poetic theory of Horace contended that 

writing should be ‘dulce’ (‘sweet’) and ‘utile’ (‘useful’).27 A reader must be entertained and ought 

to be edified. An aggressive fiction is one that deliberately disrupts either of those things or both 

of them. This disruption could be effected by bewildering a reader, boring them, even by 

nauseating them.28 American Psycho bewilders, bores and nauseates its reader, and even without 

forensic substantiation of these aggressions it is dubious to claim that it is a pleasure to read 

American Psycho. Such a claim would imply a masochistic or sadistic reader. 

The violence of the novel, excruciatingly pedantic in its accumulation of detail, is 

sickening. Rosenblatt was baffled by the itemisation of luxury goods that fill up the emptiness 

that poses much of the narrator’s life, and these lists are certainly boring. Bateman’s description of 

his morning routine takes up the whole of the second chapter and is mind-numbing reading. The 

power of the novel to bewilder is borne out by the responses of Rosenblatt and the other early 

commentators. Not knowing what to make of American Psycho, they got angry with it instead. 

This is attributable to the opacity of Bateman’s system of desire and to the shock of his serial 

violence. But it is also attributable to the bizarre juxtaposition in the oscillation of the narrative 

between emphases on shampoo and torture. The fictional psychopath is a figure in whom there 

exists extreme expressions of banal desires. In American Psycho, the range from banality to 

extremity not only constitutes its psychopathic narrator but functions as a bewildering constituent 

of the diegesis. 

This is one instance of the structural ambivalence explored in this chapter as fundamental 

to the text and accordingly to its comprehension. Paradoxically, American Psycho achieves 

stability via the accumulation of instabilities, arriving at meaning by encompassing an array of 

deferrals. For this the novel can be understood as not only an aggressive text, following Hume, 

but also as a monstrous one. In fact, Ellis’s novel achieves its status as an aggressive fiction 

through its monstrosity.29 Like the monster according to Cohen, the novel is a harbinger of 

category crisis, defiant of systematic structuration. Borrowing Bateman’s 

 
25  Hume, Aggressive Fictions, 2012, p.2. 
26  Hume, Aggressive Fictions, 2012, p.2. 
27  Hume, Aggressive Fictions, 2012, p.1. 
28  Hume, Aggressive Fictions, 2012, p.3. 
29 For Hume’s own reading of American Psycho, see: Aggressive Fictions, 2012, ‘Chapter 4: Violence’, pp.115-140. 
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assessment of himself, it is hard for the text to make sense on any given level. This very 

observation becomes the level along which sense can be made of the text. Cohen provides a 

modus legendi for culture by adducing the figure of the monster.30 Calling American Psycho a 

monstrous text is a way of reading it. Seen as a sort of monstrous body, the narrative of serial 

killer Patrick Bateman stands out as a text of perverse unity.31 

Comparing American Psycho and A Clockwork Orange at the macroscopic level of 

schema reveals a relationship of inversion. This is itself revealing of the structural ambivalence of 

the former while contributing to an understanding of the characterisation of its narrator. 

Schematically, the two works of fiction are almost opposites. The exception that proves the rule 

is that both texts are focalised by first-person narrators who, in line with the pathological 

egocentricity of psychopathy, are also the heroes of their own narratives. Neither Alex nor 

Bateman is a young man with sufficient social interest to tell anybody else’s story. Novel for 

novel, American Psycho clearly lacks the neatness of A Clockwork Orange, which is not only 

conspicuously ordered but highly significant in its organisation. Burgess’s text is comprised of 

three parts. Each part contains seven chapters for a total of twenty-one. From the Holy Trinity to 

tricolon, mindful of both Burgess’s lapsed Catholicism and his linguaphilia, three is religiously 

and rhetorically eloquent of completeness. Seven in Catholicism is associated with the age of 

reason, the point in life when a person is assumed to be morally responsible, capable of 

distinguishing between right and wrong. Twenty-one connotes maturation, underlining the 

configuration of A Clockwork Orange as a Bildungsroman. By comparison, Ellis’s text is more 

free-form, and, being over twice as long, more sprawling. It is comprised of sixty chapters – a 

round figure but not a readily meaningful one – which are titled but not numbered. The lack of 

enumeration contributes to the absence of any sense of narrative progression. This is amplified by 

the aggregation of chapters to form a barrage of episodes, often with no obvious relation to those 

preceding or succeeding them. This assault on telos, and so on any straightforward sense- making, 

receives parenthetic accentuation. The episodes of the novel as a whole are contained between 

two points that destabilise the originary charge customary of beginnings and the conclusory tone 

typical of endings. American Psycho features a start that is not its own, being built out of 

borrowed language, and a finish that paradoxically refutes any claim to closure by installing an 

impression of enclosure. Dante’s portentous line ‘ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER’ 

provides the opening words of Bateman’s first-person narrative.32 His closing 
 

30 Cohen, ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses)’, 1993, p.1. 
31 Cf. J. Murphet, Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho: A Reader’s Guide, New York and London, Continuum, 2002, p. 24. 
32 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.3. 
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words are provided by the mundane citation of a sign above a door: ‘THIS IS NOT AN EXIT.’33 

The American psycho who emerges from beneath the pileup of chapters he himself articulates, 

like the underground man of Dostoevsky, is one stuck immutably between these parentheses. In 

contrast to that of Burgess, Ellis’s novel is a portrait of stasis that disrupts a prototype of Bakhtin. 

Where Alexander the Large is a mutable hero who undergoes positive transformation, outgrowing 

his psychopathy, Patrick Bateman is a ready-made hero, but not one adequate to himself. Indeed, 

it is the character’s inadequacy that prompts him to adopt psychopathy, a submission to be worked 

out in detail later. 

The relationship of inversion between American Psycho and A Clockwork Orange extends 

to theme. This point is particularly crucial with regard to the play of stability and instability in 

the first. American Psycho is thematically monovalent compared to the ambivalence of A 

Clockwork Orange. The later novel is assertively observational where the earlier one is 

uncertainly interrogative. Is there a greater evil in enforcing goodness than in permitting badness? 

The central question of Alex’s story is not amenable to a single answer. The result is thematic 

ambiguity. A Clockwork Orange is a moralistic text, but it is unsure about what judgement to pass. 

The story of ‘thy little Alex that was’ told by the older, reflective version of the character is sure 

about the boundaries of the fictional subjectivity at its centre. He is a serially violent delinquent 

turned civil adult. But the story is not sure about what that imagined subject means politically and 

theologically. Should society permit the psychopath in the Pelagian hope that his psychopathy 

prove impermanent, or should Augustinian measures be implemented to cure the violent 

tendencies of the figure? This is unresolved. 

In contrast, the authorial and moral presence of Ellis behind the voice of Bateman is in 

passing judgement over the apathetic and self-obsessed young plutocrat as an objectionable figure 

‘bound to appear in [the] midst’ of objectionably callous and voracious socioeconomic 

conditions. Thoroughly ambivalent at the level of structure, it is at the thematic level that the 

unreliable narrative of Patrick Bateman becomes reliable. The portrait of Bateman by Bateman is 

unsure about the boundaries of its central fictional subject. Unresolved in American Psycho is 

whether the narrator is an actual serial killer or only ever someone who fantasises about being 

one. Yet the text ceases its fundamental disruptions and deferrals of meaning as a satire of 

capitalist masculinity. There, anomalously, the monstrous novel holds still. 
 
 
 
 

33 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.399. 
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The thematic coherence of American Psycho is borne out by the coalescence of 

evaluations of it around its satirical intent whatever else the evaluations are weighing up. 

Demonstrative of this is a brief survey of postmillennial criticism, starting with a return to 

Schoene. His article, ‘Serial Masculinity’, was prominent in the Introduction relative to the 

interconnectedness of male subjectivity and psychopathy in culture, the fictional psychopath a 

figure diverse in form but not, typically, in gender. Schoene asserts in ‘Serial Masculinity’ that 

‘Ellis provides us with a case study of postmodern male hysteria, intricately recording his 

protagonist’s increasing nervous implosion as he wards off imminent self-disintegration by 

violently pulling himself together and repeatedly – that is, serially – asserting himself over and 

against the other.’34 Prior to the merging of male subjectivity and psychopathology by Schoene, 

Storey summarised American Psycho as follows: ‘[t]he narrative is deeply mired in the “crisis of 

masculinity,” exploring the creation of an identity in a postmodern world in which the concept of 

identity has changed. In the impossibility of that postmodern creation, Ellis shows us the 

monstrous heart of masculinity at the outer limits’.35 After Schoene, Georgina Colby has argued 

that American Psycho is exemplary within Ellis’s oeuvre for its resistance to the processes of 

commercialisation and objectification ‘precisely because [it does] not attempt to resist being 

absorbed into commodity culture.’36 Colby continues: 

[American Psycho] function[s] in the public literary sphere as the Marxist commodity object, exerting an 

uncomfortable power over the consumer…Ellis not only represents the forces of advanced capitalism at 

work today, but, through his satire of the individual in contemporary ‘affluent society’, effectively creates 

a dialectical discourse between domination and liberation, between repressive desublimation in 

contemporary society and the critical thinking of the 1960s.37 

The assessment of Schoene is part of a critique that synthesises psychoanalytic and cognitive 

lines of interpretation. Schoene moderates Freudian oedipality with the decentralisation of the 

phallus as site of formative trauma proposed by Elisabeth Bronfen.38 Meanwhile, he adduces 

autism as masculinity’s counterpart to femininity’s hysteria, a mobilisation of a 

psychopathological category that, like recourse to psychopathy in this thesis, bears alignment 

with the latitudinous field of the psychological study of the arts. This synthesis yields a rigorous 
 
 

34 Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, p.394. 
35 Storey, ‘The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity’, 2005, p.58. 
36 G. Colby, ‘Repressive desublimation and the great refusal in Bret Easton Ellis’s fiction’, Textual Practice, vol.26, no.2, 2012, 
pp.322-323. Available from: Taylor and Francis Online, (accessed 20 April 2015). 
37 Colby, ‘Repressive desublimation’, 2012, p.322-323. 
38 See: E. Bronfen, The Knotted Subject: Hysteria and Its Discontents, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998. 
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gender study. The assessment of Storey is also a gender study, but with a comparative outlook. 

Storey reads American Psycho alongside Dennis Cooper’s Frisk, also published in 1991. Notably, 

Frisk is more violent than American Psycho, but has not attracted the same level of infamy as a 

transgressive text. One explanation for this, proposed by Young, is that Cooper’s novel depicts 

same-sex violence between homosexual men.39 For Storey, Bateman’s first- person depiction of 

himself in Ellis’s novel is expressive of the notion of pomophobia coined by Thomas Byers. 

Storey explains that pomophobia is the fear attendant upon ‘[p]ostmodernity’s relentless 

dismantling of established orders and its deconstruction of the old hegemonic discourses.’40 This 

fear is experienced most acutely by the dominant order, white heterosexual masculinity, which 

has the most to lose as a result of the breakdown. The narrator of American Psycho poses a 

personification of that identity under critical pressure. Insofar as she does not provide an 

interpretation invested in gender, Colby appears the odd one out. Following Žižek in combining 

Marxism and psychoanalysis, her focus is on commodification. Colby argues that Ellis achieves 

through his characterisation of a young man enthralled by the capitalist imperative of 

consumption a denial of the exploitative power of capitalism theorised but not realised by Herbert 

Marcuse of the Frankfurt School under the name of the Great Refusal. 

What variance there is between these evaluations is reflective of the heteroglossia of 

American Psycho, the competing voices of the novel produced by the disruptions and deferrals 

gathered here under the notion of monstrous structural ambivalence. The fact that such plurality 

emerges from within an apparently singular voice is itself an instantiation of ambivalence. Yet the 

text is not at odds with itself in its satirical intent. This is reflected by what the evaluations have 

in common. Although sometimes occluded by their own extra-textual considerations in analysing 

American Psycho, Schoene, Storey, and Colby all pinpoint the same intra-textual core out of 

which their various analyses radiate. Requoting Colby, the novel offers a ‘satire of the individual 

in contemporary ‘affluent society’’. The accent for Colby is on adducing American Psycho to 

parse ‘the forces of advanced capitalism’. The accent for Schoene and Storey is on adducing it to 

parse masculinity in postmodernity, a period congruent with advanced capitalism in which the 

impossibility of coherent subjectivity is indexed by the appearance of incoherent subjects in 

fictional if not also real-life contexts. This is understood in terms of psychopathology by Schoene, 

and in terms of monstrosity by Storey. Underlying 
 
 

39 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, pp.89-90. 
40 Storey, ‘The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity’, 2005, pp.57-58. 
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these accents is the viewpoint shared in this chapter that the monologue of Patrick Bateman that 

is by turns bewildering, boring, and nauseating is essentially a parody of a historically located 

(masculine) identity – the Wall Street banker in Reagan’s America – who is representative of the 

salient features of a psychopathic system. Embodied by Bateman in American Psycho is the nexus 

of consumerism and narcissism, not to mention corollaries such as remorseless exploitation and 

rapacious impulsivity, the twin psychoses not just of America but of a world that models itself on 

the American ideal. 

Considering the presence of plot, or indeed the absence of one, together with a sense of 

time in American Psycho advances exploration of the structural ambivalence of the novel. 

Formalism distinguishes between plot and story. The plot is the order in which events are 

presented in the narrative. The story is the chronological sequence of those events.41 Plot and 

story are indistinguishable in A Clockwork Orange. The presentation of events is chronological. 

The conflation of plot and story lend the narrative of Alexander the Large a rigidity that makes it 

readily graspable. By comparison, the structure of Patrick Bateman’s narrative is much less rigid 

and accordingly much less amenable to ready handling. This is not to say that the character’s 

story is provided an arrangement that temporally disorders events. In fact there are a number of 

recurring features that give an impression of forward movement in time. These include the 

disintegration of Bateman’s relationship with his fiancée, Evelyn; the development of his 

relationship with his secretary, Jean; the increasingly desperate advances of his closeted co-

worker, Luis Carruthers; the irony of Carruthers’s own fiancée, Courtney, having an ongoing 

affair with Bateman; and the investigation into the disappearance of Paul Owen by Detective 

Donald Kimball. But what these quasi-subplots make apparent through their bitty accumulation 

is that there is no plot per se, no unifying narrative arc. Everything is fragmentary, the structure of 

the narrative reflective of its narrator’s lack of cohesion. 

Nothing much happens in American Psycho, contradictory as this sounds considering the 

traumatic eruptions of graphic violence. The absence of a plot substantiates the inertness of the 

text. This absence is itself informed by the unrelatedness of chapters mentioned earlier. Passage 

from one chapter to the next not uncommonly poses a blatant non sequitur. The thirty- ninth 

chapter, ‘Girls’, ends midsentence with a conspicuously missing image and without any form of 

punctuation, not even an ellipsis: 
 
 
 
 

41 Cuddon offers a concise overview of Formalism in: Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th Ed.), 1999, pp.327-328. 
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With the blood from one of the corpses’ stomachs that I dip my hand into, I scrawl, in dripping red letters 

above the faux-cowhide panelling in the living room, the words I AM BACK and below it a scary drawing 

which looks like this42 

A scary drawing which looks like what? The reader cannot know for sure. Illustrative description 

never materialises, unless the blank space that follows is in fact an illustration of nothingness. 

The resumption of the narrative in the fortieth chapter, ‘Rat’, consists mostly of a long list of 

appliances Bateman has ‘delivered mid-October.’43 No clear link exists between these two 

episodes. Indeed, these diegetic units might alternatively be called motifs, referencing Formalism 

again. ‘The ‘bound’ motif is one which the story absolutely requires, while the ‘free’ is 

inessential.’44 American Psycho is a novel built almost entirely out of free motifs. So many of the 

units of the diegesis bear no clear essentiality, their aggregation not adding up to form a story 

with a recognisable plot. 

Another case in point is the juxtaposition of ‘Chase, Manhattan’ and ‘Huey Lewis and the 

News’. The pun in the titling of the first hints at a comic sensibility that erupts fully in the 

ridiculousness of the action. Bateman claims to shoot a saxophonist ‘who was probably a mime 

too’ before blowing up a police car and evading police helicopters.45 This naked enactment of 

parody is equivalent to the blatantly parodic naming of characters in the comedies-of-manners of 

Waugh, such as ‘Miles Malpractice’, ‘Walter Outrage’, and ‘Fanny Throbbing’.46 Also important 

to note is that Bateman refers to himself in the third person during ‘Chase, Manhattan’: ‘Patrick’s 

finger pulls the trigger…Patrick shoots him in the face…this makes Patrick realize he’s involved 

in an actual gunfight’.47 Such slippage out of the first-person position warrants suspicion about 

what is and is not ‘actual’ in Patrick’s world. It also symptomatizes psychic crisis, specifically 

the inability of the capitalist-postmodern male subject to achieve coherence recognised 

particularly by Schoene and Storey. The disruption posed by the nonsensical transition to ‘Huey 

Lewis and the News’, in which the narrator provides a glib commentary on a favourite musical 

act, intensifies the sense of his incoherence. This is underscored by the patent incongruity between 

utterance and utterer: ‘Side two opens smashingly with “Walking with the Kid,” the first Huey 

song to acknowledge the 
 
 
 
42  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.306. 
43  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.306. 
44 Cuddon, Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th Ed.), 1999, p.328. 
45 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.350. 
46 E. Waugh, Vile Bodies, London, Chapman & Hall, 1965 (1930). 
47 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.349. 

103

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



responsibilities of fatherhood.’48 Here is a serial killer who has just claimed to have been in a 

gunfight with police after shooting a saxophonist enthusing mawkishly over a pop song extolling 

conscientious parenting. What resolves such a non sequitur is the coherency of the satirical 

register. This reiterates that it is as a comedy-of-manners that American Psycho achieves its 

perverse unity, the novel a monstrous body of prose fashioned from narrative units that frequently 

bear no obvious continuity told by a disintegrating narrator. 

The directionless quality of Bateman’s monologue is not just a function of the narrative 

disconnection between chapters but also a function of the effect of its grammar on temporality. 

Plot is dependent on the passing of time. Time does pass in American Psycho, but not with same 

obviousness that it passes in the tripartite A Clockwork Orange. Though the first-person narrative 

occasionally dislocates into a third-person perspective, it never departs from the present tense. 

Everything is immediate in the novel, which collapses perspective. In contrast, the analeptic 

narration of Alex operates always through the perfect tense: ‘There was me…’49 The action is 

provided a distance from the outset that promotes confidence in the order of things. No such 

distance and no such confidence are available in American Psycho. Instead there is a paradoxical 

sense in which its psychopathic hero has not done anything because he is constantly doing things. 

A logic of seriality replaces plot in American Psycho. An integration of repetition that 

never arrives at any satisfaction into the diegesis, seriality contributes fundamentally to the 

novel’s parodic critique of postmodernity’s consumerist existence. In the immediate aftermath of 

torturing to death two prostitutes, Bateman declares that ‘there are things to be done today: return 

videotapes, work out at the gym, a new British musical on Broadway I promised Jeanette I’d take 

her to, a dinner reservation to be made somewhere.’50 This is an accurate summary of the pattern 

of his existence, and so of the novel. Bateman loops acts of extreme serial violence with the 

renting and returning of videotapes: ‘I reach for Body Double – a movie I have rented thirty-seven 

times’.51 He exercises obsessively: ‘Two thousand abdominal crunches and thirty minutes of 

rope-jumping in the living room…even though I worked out in the gym today for close to two 

hours.’52 He makes reservations at trendy restaurants, or tries to, and dines out constantly: ‘I’m 

sitting in DuPlex, the new Tony McManus restaurant in Tribeca, with 
 
 
48 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.359. 
49 Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.3. 
50  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.305. 
51  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.112. 
52  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.161. 
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Christopher Armstrong, who also works at P & P…We, inexplicably, could not get reservations at 

Subjects, so Armstrong suggested this place.’53 Given the impossibility of coherent subjectivity 

in postmodernity, it is ironically entirely explicable that a pair of postmodern subjects should fail 

to gain places at a restaurant so called. 

The logic of seriality that shapes American Psycho in the absence of plot is marked out 

especially explicitly by the leitmotif posed by mention of a morning talk show that the narrator is 

religious about watching. If he is unable to view it when broadcast, he will record it to view it 

later: 

While I’m dressing the TV is kept on to The Patty Winters Show. Today’s guests are women with multiple 

personalities…The Patty Winters Show this morning was about Nazis, and, inexplicably, I got a real charge 

out of watching it. Though I wasn’t exactly charmed by their deeds, I didn’t find them unsympathetic 

either, nor I might add did most of the members of the audience. One of the Nazis, in a rare display of 

humor, even juggled grapefruits and, delighted, I sat up in bed and clapped…Bigfoot was interviewed on 

The Patty Winters Show this morning and to my shock I found him surprisingly articulate and 

charming…54 

It is of course absurd that Bateman is less surprised by the incredible appearance of a Sasquatch 

than he is by the creature’s articulacy and charisma. Stretching to the fantastical, the leitmotif can 

be read as a measure of the narrator’s divorcement from reality. Yet it is equally plausible to read 

it as a sign that there is madness in reality itself. The psychopathology of the everyday surfaces 

in the comically inane image of a grapefruit-juggling Nazi. This is a credible representation of 

TV programming in an age in which there is a greater demand for quantity than quality, but no 

less disturbed and disturbing for its credibility. As Young asks of the leitmotif: ‘At which point 

does Patrick’s sanity diverge from the general insanity of the show?’55 This rhetorical question 

brings to attention a central irresolvable ambiguity of the text 

– the soundness of Bateman’s state of mind. The references made to The Patty Winters Show by 

Bateman total forty-five, an average of one every nine pages. Joined to the regularity with which 

mention of the show highlights the unreliability of the narrator, its pointed recurrence 

simultaneously highlights the serial construction of the novel. Nothing much happens in 

American Psycho, or rather the same things happen over and over again. 
 
 
53 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.137. 
54 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.29, p.156, p.381. 
55 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.106. 
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Another inflection of ambivalence in American Psycho is the indistinguishability of the 

characters who populate Bateman’s world. This is not surprising given the novel’s commentary on 

the impossibility of being a coherent subject in postmodernity, emphasised by Schoene and 

Storey. In fact the feature is consistent with it. If coherence is not possible then uniqueness is 

foreclosed. Indistinguishability manifests equally in the depiction of male and female characters 

in the text. Following is dialogue between Bateman and Evelyn from the first chapter. The 

narrator is suspicious that his girlfriend is having an affair with his best friend, Timothy Price. 

“Why don’t you just go for Price?” 

“Oh god, Patrick,” she says, her eyes shut. “Why Price? Price?” And she says this in a way that makes me 
think she has had sex with him. 

“He’s rich,” I say. 

“Everybody’s rich,” she says, concentrating on the TV screen. “He’s good-looking,” I tell her. 

“Everybody’s good-looking, Patrick,” she says remotely. “He has a great body,” I say. 

“Everybody has a great body now,” she says.56 

 
 
 
This dialogue explicitly establishes from the outset the circumscription of ‘Everybody’ by a rigid 

homogeneity. Notably, rigidity is at odds with subjective incoherence. The paradox is yet another 

instance of disruption, an inflection of ambivalence within an inflection of ambivalence. Shortly 

after this conversation, indistinguishability finds expression as interchangeability. Bateman 

leaves Evelyn’s apartment and returns to his own. In bed, he reports: ‘I masturbate, thinking about 

first Evelyn, then Courtney, then Vanden and then Evelyn again, but right before I come – a weak 

orgasm – about a near-naked model in a halter top I saw today in a Calvin Klein advertisement.’57 

Finally underscoring the play of indistinguishability is anonymity. Bateman climaxes not 

fantasising about any woman he knows but about a nameless model in an advert for a powerful 

brand. The clear fusion of eroticism with consumption also provides comment on the emptiness 

of Bateman’s 
 
 
 
 
56  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.23. 
57  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.24. 
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consumerist lifestyle, ‘a weak orgasm’ a succinct metaphor for the collapse of satisfaction into 

dissatisfaction. 

Young observes that ‘[t]he opening chapter of American Psycho is a tour-de-force during 

which all the ground rules for the rest of the book…are laid out.’58 Indistinguishability in 

particular is extended throughout the novel most of all by the misidentification of Bateman 

himself. Frederick Dibble mistakes the narrator for Marcus Halberstam during an exchange in an 

office elevator.59 A doorman outside Tunnel nightclub addresses the protagonist as a ‘Mr. 

McCullough’.60 Harold Carnes, Bateman’s lawyer, refers to the narrator first as Davis and then as 

Donaldson in the course of the same conversation.61 Paul Owen, the colleague Bateman maybe 

murders, doubles Dibble’s mistake: 

Owen has mistaken me for Marcus Halberstam (even though Marcus is dating Cecilia Wagner) but for 

some reason it really doesn’t matter and it seems a logical faux pas since Marcus works at P & P also, in 

fact does the exact same thing I do, and he also has a penchant for Valentino suits and clear prescription 

glasses and we share the same barber at the same place, the Pierre Hotel, so it seems understandable; it 

doesn’t irk me.62 

For Young, ‘deindividualization…functions as the primary plot device.’63 It can also be read as 

another serial element in a narrative plotted by seriality. 

Ambivalence manifests in American Psycho in the disruption of generic modes through the 

exploded use of several. The novel toys with crime fiction by toying with some of its elements. 

This is bound up with the apathy of the world that Bateman inhabits, the presence of which serves 

the critique of capitalism by positioning it as a psychopathic system. This in turn somewhat 

absolves the narrator of his own psychopathy. Returning to the opening epigraph of the novel 

from Dostoevsky and paraphrasing it, a psychopath is bound to appear in the midst of a 

psychopathic system. Crime fiction typically depicts the law and its enforcers as caring about 

wrongdoing. The aim is to prevent or prosecute criminal action. If a reader accepts that Bateman 

is indeed criminally active, then they must also accept that no agency within the diegesis cares, 

whether organisational or individual. If this is not apathetic, it is at least 
 
 
 
 
58 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.94. 
59  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.63. 
60  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.78. 
61 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.387-388. 
62 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.89. 
63 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.96. 
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inattentive. It is not for nothing that the third epigraph at the beginning of the novel is from 

Talking Heads’ lyrics: ‘And as things fell apart | Nobody paid much attention.’64 

Cassuto suggests in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality that the creator of Hannibal Lecter, 

Thomas Harris, provided a blueprint for a subgenre of crime fiction. That is, the serial killer story. 

The “Harris Formula” features a serial killer whose identity is known to the reader, and a detective 

figure who must come to identify the serial killer by solving for motive. The figure of the detective 

must script a logic for the violent behaviour of the serial killer. This psychologisation of the 

fictional psychopath is typically achieved by the construction of a history of childhood abuse or 

maternal failure as observed by Baker, Seltzer, and Cassuto himself. Backed by Freccero, 

American Psycho lacks such psychologisation. This lack poses one of the narrative’s disruptions 

of crime fiction as a possible generic category within which it might sit. Another is that the novel 

instantiates two of the key ingredients of serial killer fiction without fully materialising the 

oppositional relationship proper to them from a generic standpoint. Not only does American 

Psycho feature a serial killer whose identity is known to the reader, the text mobilises him 

monolithically as its focaliser. Potentially opposing the narrator is Detective Donald Kimball, 

who is investigating the disappearance of Paul Owen, a colleague of Bateman, and, if Bateman 

is to be believed, one of his victims. When Kimball appears in the narrative, visiting Bateman in 

his office to interview him about Owen, there is a sense in which the crime-fictional aspect might 

evolve in American Psycho. But it eventuates as a non-starter with Kimball claiming to discover 

Owen’s whereabouts. He is not missing, but has moved to London. At that point the question 

becomes which of the two potential opponents is the more compromised character, the serial killer 

(alleged) or the detective figure. Is Kimball a woefully ineffective investigator or is Bateman the 

victim of his own unreliability? Either way, the promise of a cat-and-mouse game between 

criminal and criminal catcher amounts to nothing. 

Pursuing the possibility that the character of Kimball is an ineffective detective the issue 

of apathy moves into view. Kimball included, there is no intradiegetic check to Bateman’s 

psychopathic rapacity. Not a single character opposes what he does, either accidentally or 

deliberately, a comment on the problematic latitude of a rapacious system. For Fay Weldon, 

apathy is one of the things that is so uncomfortable about American Psycho. In other stories 

involving serial killers: 
 
 
64 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.1. 
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The serial killer gets discovered, punished, stopped. There are people around to throw up their hands in 

horror, who can still distinguish between what is psychotic and what is not. Justice is done…Not in 

American Psycho…Slaughtered bodies lie undiscovered…The police have other things to do. Those who 

are killed don’t rate – they are the powerless, the poor, the wretched…The tides of the city wash over 

them, erase their traces.65 

Weldon is right that the internal absence of antagonism is deeply troubling. In fact it informs what 

is intolerable about Bateman, contributing to the character’s apparent surplus of transgression. In 

A Clockwork Orange, the serially violent Alex is opposed by a totalitarian government, and with 

devastating effectiveness. This works to make him a more sympathetic character. Likewise 

Lecter, who is opposed by the detective figures of Will Graham and Clarice Starling – although it 

is a matter of fact that neither is victorious against him, so their effectiveness is questionable. 

More effective is the character of Jack Crawford, certainly in the TV series, the boss of FBI agents 

Graham and Starling. It is interesting that Lecter recognises Crawford as wily and ruthless, much 

like himself, rendering an enforcer of the law psychopathic. Coupled with the psychopathic 

features of capitalism pointed out in American Psycho, the resemblance between Lecter and 

Crawford suggests that the fictional psychopath is accompanied in his instantiations by some 

externalisation of psychopathy. It is interesting too that the likeness between the breaker of the 

law and the upholder of it is extended in the Hannibal Lecter universe by the positioning of Lecter 

himself as both criminal and criminal catcher. Lecter opposes other serial killers, notably Red 

Dragon and Buffalo Bill, in concert with the detective figures of Graham and Starling. Such 

oxymoronic opposition to criminality succeeds in making Lecter sympathetic. But it is hard for a 

reader to arrive at sympathy for the ultimately unopposed Bateman. The psychopathic protagonist 

of American Psycho is laughable, since the comedy-of-manners attendant upon him invites his 

ridicule. The character is also pitiable, because the lack of antagonism reveals the world he 

inhabits to be dreadfully affectless. Indeed, he is so laughable and so pitiable, not to mention at 

times so disgusting, that he is never likeable enough to muster sympathy. This is part of the great 

transgressiveness of Patrick Bateman, in excess of that of either Alexander the Large or Hannibal 

Lecter, itself a central portion of the aggressiveness of the text recognised by Hume. 

Several critics have approached American Psycho as Gothic horror, or have suggested 

that Ellis’s novel conforms to that modality. For David Punter, it is fundamental that what is 

encountered and explored in Gothic texts is the monstrous portion of desire. Quintessential to 
 

65 Cited in: Freccero, ‘Historical Violence, Censorship, and the Serial Killer’, 1997, pp.52-53. 
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Gothic texts is the derangement of interiority by desire, and the consequent need for an effort at 

rearrangement. In Gothic Pathologies (1998), Punter calls the monstrous portion of desire ‘the 

addicted parts of the self…where no law can run’.66 In The Gothic (2008), the monstrous portion 

of desire is subsequently implicated by Punter in the suggestion that ‘the Gothic is an entirely 

serious attempt to get to grips with difficulties…in the organization of the psyche’.67 Both studies 

understandably adduce American Psycho. Its narrator is certainly a creature of addiction. Indeed, 

Bateman’s compulsive consumption extends to lawlessness as it manifests in the dismemberment 

and cannibalism of bodies. Adducing the character is fitting also because he is a fictional subject 

for whom the organisation of psyche is foregrounded as the principal challenge of his fictional 

existence: ‘It is hard for me to make sense on any given level.’ This sentence distils the implicit 

charge underlying the whole narrative that Bateman’s monologue is the attempt of a subject 

deranged by desire to effect rearrangement. 

Attendant upon the facts that Bateman is paradigmatic of fictional psychopathy and that he 

embodies the Gothic subject is the suggestion that all fictional psychopaths pose Gothic subjects. 

Adhering to the conceptualisation of Gothicism by Punter, in which the Gothic is a matter of 

imagining agency featuring addiction in the extreme, this appears supported in reiterating the 

essence of psychopathy in fiction. Psychopathic characters are invariably instantiated as 

compulsive criminals whose criminality manifests in acts of serial violence. This is the case 

whatever form they take – the arch-nemesis, the gang leader, the hitman. Compulsivity and 

seriality associate strongly with addiction. The twinning of them in the fictional psychopath thus 

supports seeing the figure as Gothic. The serial killer is arguably the form in which this is keenest. 

Indeed, Jennifer Brown suggests that serial killers in popular fiction function as ‘modernized 

Gothic villains’ in the course of discussing Bateman and American Psycho in Cannibalism in 

Literature and Film (2013).68 Problematically, addiction connotes a struggle with the self that the 

self is losing. This destabilises the apparent commensurability between fictional psychopathy and 

Gothic subjectivity per Punter because it implies that the fictional psychopath is condemnatory of 

his own compulsive violence and harbours a wish to check the seriality of it. It implies, in other 

words, that the figure attempts to contain their monstrous desire but fails to do so. This reconciles 

only inconsistently. The violence perpetrated serially by Alex in A Clockwork Orange is in no way 

a failure of attempted 
 
 

66 D. Punter, Gothic Pathologies: The Text, The Body and the Law, Basingstoke and London, Macmillan, 1998, p.12. 
67 D. Punter and G. Byron, The Gothic, Oxford, Blackwell, 2008 (2004), p.xix. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed: 25 May 
2017). 
68 J. Brown, Cannibalism in Literature and Film, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, p.174. 
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self-control. Rather it is a deliberate explosion of continence. Likewise Lecter embraces violent 

action, mobilising it with careful precision for self-enhancement. In fact, even Bateman 

deliberately does what he does. The character performs psychopathy to counter his inadequacy. 

But it is also true that Bateman seems addicted to what he is doing, the escalation of his violence 

even presenting to him as a loss of control. Indeed, it is when the first-person narrator realises in 

the third-person that ‘Patrick’s mind is out of sync’ that he proceeds summarily to confess all of 

his crimes to his lawyer, Carnes.69 Not only does the character wish to check his seriality, he takes 

action to do so. Of course, Bateman’s attempt to have himself shut down amounts to nothing. 

Instead of believing the confession, Carnes takes it as a joke: ‘Yes, that was hilarious.’70 

The Gothic is the genre of monstrous desire and the struggle to contain it. This is the view 

of Punter and also of Byron, and it finds tacit corroboration in Brown. Centred by a psychopathic 

protagonist who is indubitably monstrous in acting out his desires while discernibly engaged in 

an effort to control them, American Psycho is exemplary of Gothicism. The Gothic is also the 

genre of famous man-shaped monsters. Immediately appreciable is the sense in which not just 

Bateman but all fictional psychopaths lend themselves to the genre by conforming to the trope of 

monstrous anthropomorphism. Indeed, Asma in particular elucidates that the fictional psychopath 

is the man-shaped monster par excellence. Combined with Cassuto, this corporeal consideration 

is not without a psychical component – the notion of intrinsic malignance, or malevolent agency. 

This provides one of the recycled logics for the serial violence enacted by instantiations of the 

psychopath in fiction, film, and TV. Namely, the tautological explanation that they act 

psychopathically because they are psychopaths. Perceived relative to Gothicism, however, 

malevolence is displaced by libido. That is to say that there is not an absolute insistence that they 

are evil. They are simply desiring subjects, though what they are driven by deep urges to do gives 

them an evil aspect. This supports the submission in this thesis that the fictional psychopath is 

quite banal at the level of desire. Their extremity, or indeed monstrosity, appears at the level of 

action. A problem with the fictional psychopath, and indeed with the monstrous men and women 

imagined in Gothic texts, is that they move their desire into the world, or that they move through 

the world in thrall to their desire. 
 
 
 
 

69  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.351. 
70  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.387. 
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Bateman presents obviously as a man-shaped monster and as Gothic for it. This is textured 

productively by surveying the narrator of American Psycho in comparison with some of his 

famous forebears from classics of the genre. A pastiche of corpses’ parts, the monster in Shelley’s 

Frankenstein (1818) is hideous to behold. But initially upon being brought (back) into the world, 

his is a subjectivity as innocent as a newborn’s. ‘I started up and beheld a radiant form rise from 

among the trees. I gazed with a kind of wonder.’71 This report of his first encounter with the moon 

highlights the monster’s innocence. Bateman is an inversion of the monster in Frankenstein, 

perfectly formed on the outside but horribly malformed on the inside. Shelley’s monster is also a 

direct representation of the monstrosity potential within ambition, being the product of 

Frankenstein’s pathological desire for achievement. Ruinous ambition is common to Bateman 

too, contributing to what is monstrous about him. The character so desperately wants to be 

somebody that he ends up dismantling the bodies of others in a bid to put himself together. The 

likeness to Frankenstein also is striking, the man who dismantles the bodies of the dead to create 

life and so supplant God as creator. 

Notably, Ellis has Bateman articulate a defence of the reach of his ambition in a distinctly 

Dostoesvkian fashion. Consider the following passages, the first from Notes from Underground 

and the second from American Psycho: 

As far as I myself am concerned, I have merely carried to an extreme in my life what you have not dared 

to carry even halfway, and, what’s more, you’ve taken your cowardice for good sense, and found comfort 

in thus deceiving yourselves.72 

My conscience, my pity, my hopes disappeared a long time ago (probably at Harvard) if they ever did 

exist. There are no more barriers to cross. All I have in common with the uncontrollable and the insane, 

the vicious and the evil, all the mayhem I have caused and my utter indifference toward it, I have now 

surpassed. I still, though, hold on to one single bleak truth: no one is safe, nothing is redeemed.73 

Bateman conveys here that he has embraced extremity of action in an effort to be more than most, 

unconcerned by the immorality of the strategy. Thus he implicitly reproduces the explicit apology 

of his Dostoevskian forebear. This cements the intertextual relationship between American 

Psycho and Notes from Underground. Because Bateman’s ambition resembles that 
 
 
 

71 M. Shelley, Frankenstein, New York, Signet Classics, 2001 (1818), p.103. Note: part of an omnibus edition including 
Dracula and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde introduced by Stephen King. 
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of Frankenstein, it also suggests that there is something Gothic about the nameless narrator of 

Dostoevsky’s novel. 

Bateman bears the duplicity that is the hallmark of Robert Louis Stevenson’s famous 

schizoid character, Dr Jekyll and his dark passenger, Mr Hyde. The narrator of American Psycho 

is both ‘a fucking evil psychopath’ and ‘a brown-nosing goody-goody’.74 Bateman perceives 

himself as wildly dangerous – and possibly he is – while everybody else perceives him as 

monumentally unthreatening. As in the naming of Stevenson’s protagonist(s), this duplicity and 

measure of Gothic villainousness also has onomastic markers in Bateman’s case. Specifically in 

the divisibility of his names. It is perhaps not accidental that Patrick can become Pat and Rick while 

Bateman can become bate and man. A bate is an angry mood, and the text’s narrator is 

unquestionably a raging man, most pronounced in his horrific murderousness. Bateman murders 

ex-girlfriend Bethany because she angers him. Her character does so by drawing the narrator’s 

attention to his inadequacy. She points out that he has done nothing to earn the privilege of his 

lucrative position in life and indeed in business: 

“And you’re at…P & P?” she asks. “Yes,” I say. 

She nods, pauses, wants to say something, debates whether she should, then asks, all in a matter of 
seconds: “But doesn’t your family own –” 

“I don’t want to talk about this,” I say, cutting her off. “But yes, Bethany. Yes.”75 

 
 
 
During the same encounter over lunch, Bethany also challenges Bateman’s masculinity as a 

woman who also happens to have a platinum American Express card, with which she pays their 

restaurant bill. Her final unwitting act of incitement occurs when they return to Bateman’s 

apartment after lunch. There she highlights his gaucheness in noticing that his Onica is upside 

down. Bethany summarily becomes the victim of a violent bate: 

Later, when she briefly regains consciousness, I put on a porkpie hat I was given by one of my 
girlfriends freshman year at Harvard. 

“Remember this?” I shout, towering over her. “And look at this!” I scream triumphantly, holding 
up a cigar. “I still smoke cigars. Ha. See? A cigar.” I light it with steady, bloodstained fingers…“And 
another thing,” I yell, pacing. “It’s not Garrick Anderson either. The suit is by Armani! Giorgio Armani.” 
I pause spitefully and, leaning 
 
 
74 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.20 and p.387. 
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into her, sneer, “And you thought it was Henry Stuart. Jesus.” I slap her hard across the face and hiss the 
words “Dumb bitch…”76 
 
 
The fury of the character is patent, as is his monstrous desire to validate himself, and his misogyny 

in overpowering a woman to attempt such validation. Here it is particularly pointed that the 

narrator’s efforts at warding off disintegration pivot on the endangerment of patriarchy. As 

Schoene suggests, Patrick is also the patriarchal psycho.77 Of course, the name of Bateman clearly 

links to that of Bates, Ellis’s American psycho the progeny of the Psycho of Bloch and Hitchcock. 

Notably, Norman Bates, sire of a patrilineal succession of cultural psychos, is himself 

apprehensible as a re-instantiation of Jekyll and Hyde inflected by the psychiatric discourse of 

the mid-twentieth century. That is, the most immediate prototype of the Gothic Patrick Bateman 

is himself a Gothic figure. 

The final canonical forebear against which Bateman can be compared to texture his 

Gothicism is the character of Dracula. The eponymous antagonist of Stoker’s classic Gothic novel 

suffers from an unquenchable thirst for blood. The Count is a cipher for greed that is both pitiless 

and relentless. Not only is Bateman in the grip of such greed but he is cognisant of it in vampiric 

terms. During ‘a major-league anxiety attack’ that sends him on an indiscriminate shopping and 

shoplifting spree, which includes grabbing ‘a canned ham’ from a supermarket, Bateman depicts 

himself as having ‘greenish bile dripping in strings from…bared fangs’.78 Later the character 

confesses: ‘My nightly bloodlust overflowed into my days…’79 The narrator even makes a 

sartorial reference to Stoker’s vampire: ‘I’m running down Broadway…my coat open, flying out 

behind me like some kind of cape.’80 This brings to mind the figure of the Count as described by 

the character of Jonathan Harker: ‘my very feelings changed to repulsion and terror when I saw 

the whole man slowly emerge from the window and begin to crawl down the castle wall…with 

his cloak spreading out around him like great wings.’81 

It is significant that the imagery in American Psycho, while allusive of Dracula, lacks the 

uncanniness that attends the character in Stoker’s novel. In fact in place of the uncanny is 
 

76 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.246-247. 
77 Cf. Schoene: ‘Patrick is a dangerous anachronism, the impersonation of an old order, and, in this respect, his name may in 
itself be a telling cipher: Patrick representing “patriarchy.”’ ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, p.381. 
78 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.149-151. 
79  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.279. 
80  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.166. 
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a sense of the ridiculous. Bateman conjures the Count immediately after the double murder of a 

sharpei and his lisping gay owner. His killing of them is brutal, but so is the absurdity in the 

duality of his pair of victims – an excessively wrinkly dog named Richard and a conspicuously 

smooth-skinned man without a name.82 The black humour in this scenario juxtaposed with an 

allusion to a canonical character of Gothicism indicates that the mobilisation of Gothic elements 

in American Psycho is in some measure parodic. This view is shared by Ruth Helyer in ‘Parodied 

to Death: The Postmodern Gothic of American Psycho’ (2000). But for Helyer the text is not 

parodic of the Gothic genre. Rather it substantiates the genre’s project of parody. Helyer submits 

that Ellis’s novel ‘points towards a definition of the Gothic genre as a hybrid, a self-conscious 

and parodic mixing of multiple genres and strands.’83 This might hold for the postmodern Gothic 

to which Helyer makes reference, but it seems difficult to reconcile with classic Gothicism. 

Canonical Gothic texts – such as Frankenstein, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), and Dracula 

(1897) – do not obviously mix multiple genres but instead stably constitute a distinct mode. The 

interpretation here is that American Psycho is partially parodic of the Gothic rather than parodic 

because it is partially Gothic. Helyer observes that Bateman’s narrative ‘leaks into differing 

categories’.84 The Gothic is one of those categories, its incorporation part of the text’s satirical 

project. American Psycho takes the monstrous desire crucial to Gothicism and its population by 

man-shaped monsters seriously. At the same time the novel uses these elements as part of its 

satire. It is apt that satire is a classification that problematizes classificatory enterprise. According 

to James F. English, satire is the mode built on muddling ‘modalities of affect’.85 Satire is the self-

conscious mixer of multiple strands, or the genre of generic explosion. This returns contextual 

discussion of Bateman in American Psycho to the submission with which it began. The novel 

ambivalently and indeed paradoxically acquires stability by the aggregation of instabilities. Not 

only is it focalised by a narrator who is a man-shaped monster, it is itself a monstrous text in being 

structured by structural defiance. 
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‘Towering over her’: inferiority, superiority, and the dominative drama of torture 
 
Critical discussion of American Psycho regularly concerns itself with the motivational framework 

of Ellis’s narrator-protagonist. This is true even when solving for motive is not the primary 

concern of a particular critique. The same was observed to be the case in the scholarship 

concerned with Alex and A Clockwork Orange. That there is consistency moving from one 

instantiation of the fictional psychopath to another, each instantiated in discrete forms three 

decades apart, brings attention once again to the accentuation of causality as a key issue attendant 

upon psychopathy as it circulates in culture. The scripting of logic for Bateman’s behaviour in 

the critical literature coalesces into three viewpoints. The first, the instrumental perspective, is 

that the unreliable narrator of American Psycho is explicable as a personification of his context. In 

this view Bateman is less a character than a caricature, canalising the systemic forces of capitalism 

and patriarchal masculinity while having none that originate within himself. This viewpoint is 

contrasted by the second, the subjective perspective. This takes Bateman to be a fictional subject 

complete with his own system of desire. Of course his internal impetuses are impacted by the 

internalisation of those of the system. But the character is not merely a conduit in a circuit. The 

third viewpoint conflates the first two, undecided around whether the system’s desires move 

through Bateman or his movements are propelled by his system of desire. Favoured in this chapter 

is the subjective perspective – necessarily, since the aim is to make sense of Bateman’s serial 

violence with reference to the play of power indebted to the Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler. 

Specifically, Bateman serially perpetrates violent action as part of a performance of psychopathy 

that compensates, poorly, for the inferiority the character experiences as an economically 

redundant and socially alienated subject. 

Young provides a wide-ranging reading of American Psycho in ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ 

that ultimately asserts the textuality of the novel, the first response to do so with the possible 

exception of Mailer’s ‘Children of the Pied Piper’. Young oscillates between instrumentality and 

subjectivity in parsing Bateman. This is a function of her view of him as a disastrously muddled 

character. 

We might as well consider [Bateman] a spirit; the Zeitgeist, all-yuppie, all-corrupt…His agony consists 

of the way his interior life keeps leaking into the public arena only to be inauthenticated, so that he has to 

reinforce his “self”, his “identity”, in ever more extreme and violent ways…Ellis manages to take his 

obsession with deindividualization in consumer society to its extreme and demonstrate that Patrick, in his 

role of ultimate 
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consumer, someone who is composed of entirely inauthentic commodity-related desires, 

cannot exist as a person. He is doomed to fragmentation and disintegration.86 
 
Bateman is first conceptualised as a subject by Young, a capacity for agony indicative of 

subjectivity. Then he is described as an instrument. As a personification of consumerism, he is 

reduced to a conduit in the circuit of capitalism. Notably, the idea that the character is aware of a 

need to reinforce himself is consistent with the Adlerian notion of upward striving – moving from 

a position of inferiority to superiority – and indeed implies that the character is sufficiently 

psychologised to contain a self-ideal. 

In reading American Psycho as nexus of the postmodern and the Gothic, Helyer views the 

narrator-protagonist as subject rather than an instrument in ‘Parodied to Death.’ The way in which 

this is framed by Helyer opens up several significant corollaries. 

Patrick Bateman’s behaviour, his submission to bestial urges, is viewed as abhorrent, the exact model of 

what is to be avoided. However, the very acknowledgement that he has apparently succumbed to these 

urges, and not invented them, makes the unpleasant suggestion that they are lying dormant in all of us, and 

the only difference between us and Patrick is that he has indulged them.87 

This unpacking of Bateman, with its emphasis on instinct, construes him explicitly as moved 

from within rather than moved from without. Filled with ‘bestial urges’ to which he submits, the 

character is not the embodiment of a rapacious system but a rapacious body in and of himself. 

Interesting too is Helyer’s submission that ‘the only difference between us and Patrick is that he 

has indulged’ his bestial urges. This highlights a process of negative identification. The reader 

identifies against Bateman as Other. This corroborates earlier discussion observing how 

unsympathetic is the psychopathic protagonist of Ellis’s novel, noticeable especially in 

comparison with his paradigmatic counterparts, Alex and Lecter. It is also remarkable that the 

novel should achieve negative identification. In an encounter with a singular first-person narrative 

in which the sole narrator is also the protagonist there is an expectation on the part of the reader 

that they will side with the fictional subject whose perspective effectively provides their own. 

This is the case in Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange. Accordingly there is a sense in which 

identifying against the narrator-protagonist is an almost paradoxical textual achievement. This 

is a sign of Ellis’s authorial control. It is also another valence in the 
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117

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



monstrous scheme of the text. The final significant corollary opened up by Helyer’s 

understanding of Bateman, particularly her submission that ‘the only difference between us and 

Patrick is that he has indulged’ his bestial urges, is that it is consonant with the argument advanced 

in this thesis that the extremity of the psychopath is not manifest at the level of desire but at the 

level of action. Psychopathic desire is much the same as so-called normal desire. The difference 

is that it is unchecked – because the psychopath stands outside of the boundaries of morality – 

and it is therefore, as Helyer puts it, indulged. 

Storey, who emphasises like Schoene that American Psycho depicts a crisis of 

masculinity, finds on the side of instrumentality in his apprehension of Bateman. In this Storey is 

concise: ‘Ellis gives us a central identity created by external forces’.88 This finding tacitly 

emphasises the Dostoevskian complexion of the novel, specifically the notion that the ‘personage 

described…was bound to appear’.89 Storey continues: ‘“Patrick Bateman” is not a single coherent 

identity that comes from within, but a pliable, artificial identity that is formed entirely by the 

culture that surrounds him. In almost all aspects of the novel, Ellis constantly undermines 

Bateman’s subjectivity by having his account of the world be an uneasy collage of the different 

spheres of masculine language that create him.’90 For Storey, Bateman is neither responsive to 

inferiority nor driven by instinct, per the assessments of Young and Helyer respectively. Instead 

the character is an anthropomorphisation of a particular anxiety. Bateman is a device by which the 

perceived collapse of white, heterosexual masculinity is dramatized. 

Punter and Byron explore the Gothicism of American Psycho in The Gothic. Notably, 

they take the novel as an exemplar of the genre. In the timeline of canonical Gothic texts at the 

beginning of the monograph, dating from 1757 to 2000, Punter and Byron cite Ellis’s work 

alongside Demme’s adaptation of The Silence of the Lambs as key entries for 1991. In fact, Punter 

and Byron identify a Gothic pattern in Ellis’s oeuvre: ‘What Ellis is recapitulating is at least partly 

the Gothic anxiety about the draining of subjectivity, about the ways in which people can become 

monstrous.’91 Punter and Byron point out also that ‘Ellis’s novels posit deranged or psychopathic 

heroes whose activities go entirely unnoticed because they are so indistinguishable from the 

general texture of contemporary urban life.’92 Referencing American Psycho in particular, Punter 

and Byron are more open than Storey in emphasising 
 
 
88 Storey, ‘The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity’, 2005, p.58. 
89 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.1 
90 Storey, ‘The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity’, 2005, p.59. 
91  Punter and Byron, The Gothic, 2008 (2004), p.116. 
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the Dostoevskian complexion of the novel. They see the epigraphic use of Notes from 

Underground as ‘an extraordinarily exact gloss on the novel’s terrain.’93 

[Bateman] is a wealthy and successful Wall Street investment banker; he is also a psychopath who rapes, 

mutilates and kills, leaving a trail of atrocity behind him. [Considering] the note of necessity to which 

Dostoevsky alludes…American Psycho is…above all a work of social critique, a devastating indictment 

of a society that allows characters like Bateman’s to develop, indeed requires their development.94 

This emphasis appears to align the view of the co-authors with the instrumental perspective. 

Bateman is the embodiment of social forces, the channel through which flows their lethal 

perversity. Yet Punter and Byron also consider Bateman to be exemplary of the Gothic anxiety of 

becoming monstrous. The onset of monstrousness for the co-authors is contingent on the draining 

of subjectivity. To be drained of subjectivity, one has first to be a subject. Reinspection thus shows 

that, like Young, Punter and Byron belong to the viewpoint that conflates the instrumental and 

subjective perspectives, accommodating both possibilities simultaneously. 

In ‘Serial Masculinity’, Schoene interprets American Psycho in terms of the crumbling of 

masculinity’s hegemony and the hysterical response that it elicits from its scions – Bateman, of 

course, but to some extent also his peers. Like Storey, the key interest of Schoene in the novel is 

that it indexes a postmodern crisis of masculinity. Unlike Storey, Schoene does not read Bateman 

as purely conductive of external forces, most notably capitalism – the American psychosis, or 

perhaps a nationalised psychopathy. He reads the parodic representation of the Wall Street banker 

as also bringing to bear forces of his own. In developing a view of Bateman as an instrumental 

subject, one who canalises the desires of the system while also acting upon internally configured 

impetuses, Schoene shares the same perspective as Young and also Punter and Byron. The 

following pair of statements capture the accommodation of the instrumental and subjective 

perspectives in ‘Serial Masculinity’, and indeed the oscillation between them: 

In order to grasp the ambitious psychological complexity of Ellis’s novel it is important to see it not as the 

portrayal of an individual person in extremis, but as a case study of the predicament of a particular type of 

man within a specific socio-historical context. Patrick is a specimen of the Young Urban Professional, or 

“yuppie,” the soon-to-be-extinct scion of modernity in an increasingly postmodern world.95 
 
 

93 Punter and Byron, The Gothic, 2008 (2004), p.253. 
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[E]xistential insecurity and nervous agitation, caused by a massive epistemological paradigm shift, result 

in the lethal death throes of a formerly hegemonic order of gender- specific subjectivity.96 

The loss of the subject’s substantive status described by Schoene is similar to the draining of 

subjectivity described by Punter and Byron. For Schoene, the diminishment of Bateman-as- 

subject results in the formation of a hysteric. For Punter and Byron, it results in the formation of 

a man-shaped monster. The ultimate consequence in both cases is lethality. Insofar as Schoene 

considers the characterisation of Bateman in terms of subjectivity, it is important to note that his 

comprehension of the character’s system of desire is very close to the understanding developed 

in this chapter. ‘Patrick’s ultraviolent outbursts, or fantasizing about such outbursts, [present] as 

acts of manly self-assertion compensating for a perceived lack in masculine stature.’97 This 

chapter agrees with Schoene’s insight, also submitting that the serial violence perpetrated by 

Bateman can be understood as a compensatory drama, a performance aimed at obtaining power, 

or at least a passing sense of it. It is ironic that although Schoene makes use of Freudian 

psychoanalysis in ‘Serial Masculinity’ there is a distinct Adlerian aspect to his comprehension of 

Bateman. In order to perceive any lack in stature, a subject must have internalised a point of 

reference against which they find themselves lacking. This is the self- ideal of Adler, who himself 

glossed the interplay of inferiority and superiority anchored by this psychic structure as ‘man’s 

dark longing to reach perfection.’98 

The interest of Bran Nicol in American Psycho centres on its exemplarity, like Punter and 

Byron. Where they adduce it for its Gothicism, Nicol does so for its postmodernism. In The 

Cambridge Introduction to Postmodern Fiction (2009), Nicol counts Ellis amongst two dozen 

novelists that he suggests ‘are not only twenty-four of the most important postmodern writers but 

twenty-four of the most remarkable novelists in twentieth-century writing as a whole.’99 Nicol 

notes that the philosophical capital of postmodernism seems on the wane. This is tied to its passage 

into history, the postmodern period identified loosely as the latter half of the twentieth century. 

Nicol maintains nevertheless that ‘the conditions of “postmodernity”’ have not suddenly 

discontinued, and so ‘postmodernism…remains one of the most valuable ways of making sense 

of contemporary writing.’100 Whatever the historical parameters of 
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postmodernity, American Psycho is certainly exemplary of the conditions of postmodernity 

granting one conspicuous condition is the apparent decomposition of hegemonic structures, 

masculinity included. For Baker in Masculinity in Fiction and Film, the decomposition in 

postmodernity of traditional manliness, defined partly by its ideological monopoly on heroism, 

links to the loss of the possibility for heroic action.101 This general pressure on manhood, a matter 

of the diminishment of the acceptability of violence, is especially germane relative to American 

Psycho. When Bateman is depicted at his craziest, in ‘Chase, Manhattan’, he is simultaneously 

depicted as an action hero – blowing up cars and evading those in pursuit of him. The text 

positions the possibility for heroic action as a possibility only in the hyper-reality of fantasy. For 

Storey and Schoene, American Psycho is in essence a portrait of the decomposition of a masculine 

protagonist, the unheroic hero of the novel taken variously as a decomposing phobic male entity 

(Storey) and a hysterically decomposing man (Schoene). Nicol puts less emphasis on gender in 

parsing the serially violent Bateman. The accent for him is predominantly on capitalism, itself a 

condition of postmodernity: 

…the murderous sections are reactions to, perhaps even the ultimate expressions of the consumerist 

lifestyle which dictates Bateman’s and his associates’ existence. In a world where commodification is all, 

it follows that human beings become interchangeable commodities. This would explain Bateman’s 

practice of chopping up his victim’s bodies and exploring how they work and feel to the touch with detached 

fascination. He consumes the bodies of those he tortures and murders.102 

In positioning the violence perpetrated by Bateman as the ultimate expression of consumerism, 

Nicol conceives of the character as a conduit for the depersonalising greed of the system. Along 

with Storey, Nicol finds on the side of instrumentality in his apprehension of Bateman. 

Brown adduces the psychopathic protagonist of American Psycho for his cannibalism, 

depictions of which are memorable for their marriage of bizarreness and gruesomeness: ‘I’m 

wearing a Joseph Abboud suit, a tie by Paul Stuart, shoes by J. Crew, a vest by someone Italian 

and I’m kneeling on the floor beside a corpse, eating the girl’s brain, gobbling it down…’103 

Prefaced by matters of dress, there is a casual abruptness to the appearance of anthropophagy in 

this scene, contributing to its sense of black comedy. The juxtaposition of sartorial composure 

and deranged appetite also captures the satiric duplicity of Bateman. The character 
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is at once absurdly civil and ridiculously savage. Meanwhile the specific target of his rapacity, the 

brain – somatic locus of the self, acts as an abject and ironic indicator of the wild instability of his 

own ego. Brown adduces American Psycho in the context of a survey of the twentieth century 

examining the shifting cultural significance of the man-eating man. The figure of the cannibal in 

colonial discourse functioned as an antithesis to the civilised man while masking the anxiety that 

the imperialist ideal was cannibalistic and the supposed harbingers of civilisation were in fact 

voracious aggressors. The figure next emerged relative to the poor whites of the U.S. Informed 

by the savagery allocated by the English to their Celtic fringes, the redneck Other became 

synonymous with cannibalism. Finally, the cannibal moved out of the country and into the city. 

No longer a marginalised figure of wildernesses, he became urbanised and so central within 

civilisation. ‘If real-life serial killer and cannibal Ed Gein helped fuel the cult of the hillbilly 

cannibal in the mid-twentieth century, then Jeffrey Dahmer is the late twentieth century’s 

cannibal: white, middle class, male, and this is reflected in fictitious cannibals Hannibal Lecter 

and American Psycho’s Patrick Bateman.’104 Given the crucial emphasis on deranged appetite, it 

is unsurprising that Brown solves for motive in the latter case with reference to the greed of 

capitalism, much like Nicol. 

Instead of society’s evil outcast Bateman is its most logical product: rather than reject consumerism or the 

superiority of the white middle-class man, he accepts wholeheartedly his role as top feeder, and follows it 

to its natural, horrific extreme.105 

Yet Brown does not reduce the character to instrumentality. Brown also credits Bateman’s 

characterisation as featuring a considerable degree of subjectivity. 

The monstrous appetite of Bret Easton Ellis’s notorious protagonist is a horrific projection of his inner 

emptiness and the fantasy of omnipotence. Underlying all his crimes is Bateman’s yearning for an elusive 

state of wholeness and connection with his environment.106 

Not only does this description posit Bateman as a subject, it does so in terms consonant with 

Schoene’s understanding of the character’s system of desire. By association the view of Brown is 

consonant also with the way in which he is understood in this chapter. Bateman is empowered, 

to some extent, by performing psychopathy. The character simulates a psychopath 

– an ironic simulation since it is typically the role of the psychopath to simulate normalcy. 
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Whether this is actual or fantastic is uncertain, but it is also unimportant. Bateman’s system of 

desire remains the same either way. The simulation of psychopathy permits him the scope to carry 

out dominative acts of violence on a serial basis, or imagine doing so in affectless detail. 

Psychopathy serves what Brown calls the character’s ‘fantasy of omnipotence’, a phrase that 

directly corroborates scripting a logic for Bateman’s behaviour based on the imperative of power. 

Harbouring this fantasy of omnipotence is what fills the ‘inner emptiness’ of the character. 

Schoene terms inner emptiness a lack in stature in ‘Serial Masculinity’. In this chapter it is termed 

suffering inferiority, following Adler. Indeed, the assertion that ‘[u]nderlying all his crimes is 

Bateman’s yearning for an elusive state of wholeness’ approximates the Adlerian suggestion that 

man is driven by a dark longing to reach perfection. The psychological insight organising Brown’s 

phrase derives from the psychology of Adler, operative covertly in common sense. For Bateman 

to yearn for a state of wholeness, and to act on that yearning, is tantamount for him to be driven 

by a desire for greater isomorphism with his self-ideal. 

The rationales for Bateman’s violence in the criticism coalesce into three viewpoints. The 

instrumental perspective decodes the unreliable narrator of American Psycho as a personification 

of his context. In this view, represented by Storey and Nicol, Bateman is a caricature canalising 

the systemic forces of capitalism and patriarchal masculinity while having none that originate 

within himself. The subjective perspective, in contrast, resists the idea that the character is merely 

a conduit in a circuit. It sees him instead as a fictional subject complete with his own system of 

desire. Helyer is the clearest proponent of the subjective perspective in reading Bateman as filled 

with bestial urges that he allows to be uncontained. With respect to clarity of emphasis, but 

without remobilising the same accent on instinct, the present chapter follows Helyer’s lead. The 

third viewpoint conflates the first two. Encompassing the analyses of Young, Punter and Byron, 

Schoene, and Brown, it is the majority position. These analyses interpret Ellis’s narrator-

protagonist as moved by internal impetuses, but these are so impacted by the internalisation of 

those of the system that neither set is identified as predominant. Common to the criticism across 

the three perspectives is the tendency to emphasise that Bateman is a serial killer – patently the 

form of fictional psychopath that he is. Brown is the exception, approaching the character 

foremost as a cannibal. Attendant upon this tendency is that the criticism does not often 

concertedly confront the granularity of the violent action represented in American Psycho. This 

was observed in the case of A Clockwork Orange too. There is acknowledgement of serial 

violence and its patterns of perpetration, yet any definitive 
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engagement with specificity tends to be eschewed. Again the exception is Brown, whose 

monograph, Cannibalism in Literature and Film, makes a study of a particular kind of violence. As 

Chapter 1 engaged with Alex as a rapist, this chapter engages with Bateman as a torturer. The 

narrator of American Psycho confesses to torturing more people than he kills, and almost 

invariably it is torture that proves fatal in most of his homicides.107 The definitive aspect to this 

locus of action is its contribution to substantiating the argument that the motivational framework 

of the character can be understood with reference to the imperative of power. Following Arendt, 

Foucault, and Elaine Scarry, torture is an act of dominance – at least in the view of the torturer, 

for whom it provides what Brown might call a fantasy of omnipotence. 

While Arendt, Foucault, and Scarry each provide distinctive studies of torture, all three 

perceive it as an institutionalised nexus of death and power. Torture literally disempowers its 

victims via the infliction of pain, destructive of the body and implosive of the self in its effects, 

and the realisable threat of permanent oblivion. However the extent to which it empowers its 

perpetrators is a matter of contention. In Chapter 1 it was noted that Arendt holds power and 

violence as inversely proportional. One thesis running through On Violence is that an abundance 

of aggression symptomatizes a shortage of legitimacy, or stable potency. Arendt perceives such 

aggression as a distinguishing feature of totalitarian regimes. She remarks in ‘Mankind and 

Terror’ (1953): 

Totalitarian terror is so often confused with the intimidation measures of tyranny… Genuinely totalitarian 

terror, however, sets in only when the regime has no more enemies who can be arrested and tortured to 

death and when even the different classes of suspects are eliminated and can no longer be taken into 

“protective custody”.108 

Apparent here is the view of torture as an instrument of institutional tyranny that uses the promise 

of pain and death as a foundation upon which to build a semblance of power. Also apparent is the 

distinction between tyrannical control and totalitarian control. The one is the precursor to the 

other, and the exerciser of torture. This distinction is not raised in On Violence, the later work, and 

it is put aside here. The inverse proportionality of power and violence is illuminating relative to 

Bateman looking at him from the subjective perspective. The character becomes legible as a 

totalitarian subject, reliant on terror because he commands no respect. 
 

107 For a more sustained discussion of the violence in American Psycho as categorically torturous based on legal and 
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Orange and American Psycho’ in L. Olson and S. Molloy (eds.), Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Torture, Leiden and Boston, 
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Serially perpetrating the violence of torture, the narrator-protagonist of American Psycho 

repeatedly attempts to compensate for his impotence – his ‘inner emptiness’ (Brown), his lack in 

stature (Schoene), his inferiority (the Adlerian term used here). 

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault is also explicit in linking torture with death and power 

while taking an institutional view of it. When torture was a standard rather than a renegade part of 

penological practice, it was incorporated into capital punishment as the means to its end. Indeed, 

Foucault describes torture as the process ‘in which death was both retarded by calculated 

interruptions and multiplied by a series of successive attacks.’109 The fatal property of torture 

accentuated by Foucault is frequently reproduced in American Psycho. Its serial- killer narrator 

kills by torturing his victims to death, and is deliberate about keeping them alive as long as 

possible. In the infamous scene in which Bateman inserts a rat into the vagina of one his victims, 

he follows this act of profound violation by cutting the woman quickly in two with a chainsaw: 

The whirring teeth go through skin and muscle and sinew and bone so fast that she stays alive long enough 

to watch me pull her legs away from her body…finally, before she dies, I force a knife uselessly up her 

nose…110 

This excerpt is enough to indicate that the violence perpetrated by Bateman is comprised of a 

series of successive attacks, a hallmark of torture in the view of Foucault. This of course extends 

the agony of the victim, but also lends durability to Bateman’s sense of control. 

Indeed, in contrast to Arendt, power is not an inauthentic component of torture for 

Foucault. ‘In the ‘excesses’ of torture’ – abundant in the excerpt above – ‘a whole economy of 

power is invested.’111 The economy of power in American Psycho is personal more than 

institutional, being the account of one man whose perspective constitutes the field of distribution. 

Populating the economy of power in this personalised setting are anatomical bodies rather than 

political ones, although appearing in the context of a satire they are not divested of political 

significance. Bateman’s narrative exhibits a corporeal claustrophobia insofar as bodies are a 

matter of obsession for everyone in Bateman’s world. An overt expression of this is the 

confinement of the psychopathic protagonist’s victims to corporeality. With the exceptions of 

Owen and Bethany, those victimised by Bateman do not possess 
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psyches but appear merely as anatomies. This is connected to their anonymity. The woman cut in 

two by Bateman is introduced at the beginning of the episode as ‘another girl, who I meet at 

M.K. and I plan to torture and film.’112 The recurrence of the first-person pronoun is noteworthy 

because it belabours the fact that Bateman is the locus of control. What the narrator proceeds to 

do as the locus of control is emphasise in horrific fashion the woman’s anatomic one- 

dimensionality by breaking her body down into meat. This is typical for Bateman, who not only 

accumulates corpses but dismantles them into smaller and smaller pieces. Nicol highlighted the 

operation of objectification in identifying the consumptive aspect of Bateman’s crimes. This goes 

beyond objectification to stand out as abjectification. Bateman does not stop at objectifying his 

victims but proceeds to reduce them to refuse. Laying their bodies waste, Bateman inversely 

asserts his own wholeness. 

Organised by reciprocities freighted with symbolism, Foucault asserts that ‘[t]orture is a 

technique’: 

…it must produce a certain degree of pain, which may be measured exactly, or at least calculated, 

compared and hierarchized; death is a torture in so far as it is not simply a withdrawal of the right to live, 

but is the occasion and the culmination of a calculated gradation of pain…[T]orture…does not fall upon 

the body indiscriminately or equally; it is calculated according to detailed rules [considerate even of] the 

type of mutilation to be used (hand cut off, lips or tongue pierced)…It must mark the victim [and] must 

be spectacular…113 

As it is spectacularly portrayed in American Psycho, the torture serially perpetrated by the 

narrator-protagonist is commensurate with the notion of technique insofar as it bears symbolic 

reciprocities. The physical wounds that the character inflicts betray his own psychical 

vulnerabilities. Recalling the case of the beggar, intrusive for the young plutocrat as the 

correlative to his own massive wealth, Bateman blinds a man he has no wish to see. Recalling the 

case of Bethany, Bateman reciprocates the psychic attacks Bethany does unto him by performing 

physical violence against her. His ex-girlfriend figuratively assails the protagonist with what is 

insufferable about himself. Bethany points out that Bateman’s family owns the company for 

which he “works” thereby exposing his excruciating economic redundancy. The protagonist’s 

response is to assault his ex-girlfriend quite literally with pieces of herself: 
 
 
 
112 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.326. 
113 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1991 (1975), pp.33-34. 

126

Patrick Bateman: Inadequacy and the horrors of satirical compensation



Earlier in the day I had sawed off her left arm, which is what finally killed her, and right now I pick it up, 

holding it by the bone that protrudes from where her hand used to be (I have no idea where it is now: the 

freezer? the closet?), clenching it in my fist like a pipe, flesh and muscle still clinging to it though a lot has 

been hacked or gnawed off, and I bring it down on her head. It takes very few blows, five or six at most, 

to smash her jaw open completely, and only two more for her face to cave in on itself.114 

Further upholding the logic of reciprocity, Bateman earlier claims to cut out Bethany’s tongue. 

The gruesome aptness of this particular attack is in the fact that her perceived attacks against him 

are landed upon his fragile ego by way of utterance. 

Consistent with both Arendt and Foucault, Scarry also foregrounds the institutional aspect 

of torture in The Body in Pain (1985): 

It is not accidental that in the [historic] torturers’ idiom the room in which the brutality occurs was called 

the “production room” in the Philippines, the “cinema room” in South Vietnam, and the “blue lit stage” in 

Chile: built on these repeated acts of display and having as its purpose the production of a fantastic illusion 

of power, torture is a grotesque piece of compensatory drama…Torture is in its largest outlines the 

invariable and simultaneous occurrence of three phenomena which, if isolated into separate and sequential 

steps, would occur in the following order. First, pain is inflicted on a person in ever-intensifying ways. 

Secondly, the pain, continually amplified in the person’s body, is also amplified in the sense that it is 

objectified, made visible to those outside the person’s body. Third, the objectified pain is denied as pain 

and read as power, a translation made possible by the obsessive mediation of agency.115 

Note the opening emphasis on nations. Although the act of torture has individual players, the 

perpetrator and the victim, the encounter between them is typically governed by political forces. 

The torture perpetrated in American Psycho is atypical insofar as Bateman is acting on his own 

behalf. At least this is the case if the character is comprehended principally as a subject rather than 

an instrument. Taking the contrasting view, the instrumental perspective, the torture perpetrated 

by Bateman is legible as typical in its configuration. Bateman is depicted as a member of the 

hegemonic order. He is a rich heterosexual white man in a fictionalised representation of 

Reagan’s America. Limited to a materialisation of the forces of this system and conductive of 

them, there is a sense in which the protagonist, or central male identity 
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(Storey), is sanctioned to commit torture by the regimes of capitalism and patriarchy. This is 

upheld in again referencing the blinding of the beggar and the dismemberment of Bethany. Both 

are conceivable as the enemies of the twinned regimes canalised by Bateman. The homeless man 

confronts the system with the consequences of the greed constitutive of it. At the same time he 

confronts the system with its racist orientation. Not only is the character poor, he is poor and black. 

Cutting out the eyes of the man who ought to be obscene, Bateman ironically perpetrates torture 

as an act of disavowal on behalf of the regime of capitalism. The dismemberment of Bethany is 

the destruction of the female body. The destruction of female bodies surpasses only that of non-

white bodies in American Psycho. Looking at Bateman from the instrumental perspective, it is 

easy to see this as the sanctioned misogyny of the regime of patriarchy. 

Next to an emphasis on the institutional aspect of torture is one on its theatricality. This is 

an emphasis that Scarry shares with Foucault. Indeed, the organisation of torture as ‘a series of 

successive attacks’ (Foucault) is designed to form ‘repeated acts of display’ (Scarry). Torture as it 

appears in American Psycho is often doubly spectacular. There is the pedantry with which it is 

described by the narrator, excruciatingly explicit, and there is his habit of videoing his atrocities. 

‘As usual, in an attempt to understand these girls I’m filming their deaths.’116 It is curious that 

Bateman should excuse his ‘obsessive mediation of agency’ (Scarry) as an attempt to understand 

his victims. In fact the efforts of the psychopathic protagonist to archive his serial violence promise 

not just the means of comparing and hierarchizing his own performances (cf. Foucault) but also 

of capturing and stabilising his own subjectivity. The gaze of the camera, which is also his own, 

is not directed predominantly at the victims but at himself. He is the producer, the star, and the 

audience of his own theatre of violence. Recording the horrific one- sidedness of torture, Bateman 

is able to watch himself in a dominative role. He can replay himself ad infinitum as a locus of 

control. 

Scarry also emphasises that torture involves power in The Body in Pain. Scarry clearly 

doubts its substance in talking about the production of a fantastic illusion of it. This puts her at 

odds with Foucault, for whom torture can be constitutive of power, and aligns her with Arendt, for 

whom it is also insubstantial – indeed completely so. Power proper is absent where torture is 

present. But it figures nevertheless, considerable even as an absence. And whether the dominative 

violence of torture actually confers power upon the perpetrator or merely creates it 
 
 
116 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.304. 
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temporarily as an illusion is moot relative to their desire for it. Power remains the thing at stake. 

Adopting the position of Arendt and Scarry, when the unreliable narrator of America Psycho 

claims to commit torture he betrays simultaneously that he is powerless and wishes to be 

powerful. The character tacitly confesses to being driven by the imperative of power. 

Reinscribing this in Adlerian terms, the character suffers inferiority and consequently 

desires the experience of superiority. The point was made in discussing the deconstruction of 

Bateman’s system of desire in ‘Serial Masculinity’ that there is need for a point of reference in 

order for inferiority – termed a lack in stature by Schoene – to be perceptible. This point of 

reference is Adler’s Persönlichkeitsideal or self-ideal: 

[A] ll psychological movements…come under the dominance of the fictional final goal [or] 

Persönlichkeitsideal…The self-ideal…is made the guiding point of all wishes, phantasies and 

tendencies…In each mind there is the conception of a goal or ideal to get beyond the present state and to 

overcome the present deficiencies and difficulties by postulating a concrete goal for the future…Thus the 

individual mitigates his sense of weakness in the anticipation of his redemption.117 

The self-ideal is the superstructure that informs the entirety of an individual’s behaviour. It is an 

imaginary ego construct against which the individual measures their actual ego. While it is 

probably impossible for the one and the other ever to be isomorphic, the individual nevertheless 

takes action to minimise what inconsistencies there are between the two impelled by the prospect 

of superiority. The demand for perfectionism exerted by the self-ideal is not exempt from 

dysfunction, and is indeed dysfunctional in the case of Bateman. The narrator-protagonist of 

American Psycho represents the perversion of the perfectionist teleology into a desperate 

megalomania that manifests lethally as the dominative violence of torture, the serial enactment of 

which is made possible by the assumption of psychopathy. 

There are three characters in particular who can be read as providing indices for the likely 

composition of Bateman’s self-ideal. These are Tim Price, Paul Owen, and Sean Bateman. Also 

noteworthy is a metafictional fourth entity frequently mentioned throughout the narrative, 

celebrity businessman Donald Trump. All four have the appearance of self- possession in 

common. Trump and empowerment are merged in the mind of the narrator- protagonist of 

American Psycho. ‘Faded posters of Donald Trump on the cover of Time magazine cover the 

windows of another abandoned restaurant, what used to be Palaze, and this 

 
117 Ansbachers (eds.), The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler, 1964 (1956), pp.94-100. 
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fills me with a newfound confidence.’118 The mere sight of Trump is sufficient to buoy Bateman. 

The multiplicity of the man’s image in this scene, monopolising the façade of a building, 

concentrates the ubiquity with which his name appears. Luis Carruthers ‘drags’ the group to a U2 

concert, placating the men in particular ‘by telling us that Donald Trump is a big U2 fan.’119 When 

Bateman is first visited by Kimball in his office in connection with the disappearance of Paul 

Owen, the narrator is reading a copy of Trump’s The Art of the Deal.120 In the fifty-fifth chapter, 

‘Aspen’, preceded immediately by ‘End of the 1980s’, Bateman is sitting in a limousine ‘trying 

to read an article about Donald Trump in the new issue of Fame magazine.’121 The ubiquity of 

Trump in American Psycho is bound up with allusiveness and elusiveness. Despite inhabiting the 

same New York upper-class scene as Bateman and his peers, indeed standing as its paradigmatic 

inhabitant, Trump never actually materialises in the fiction unlike other celebrities, notably Bono 

and Tom Cruise. Nevertheless the icon of American capitalism functions constantly as an allusion 

of success, a metonym specifically for the ideal of hegemonic capitalist masculinity. Indeed, Ellis 

noted in an interview in 2017, not long after Trump assumed the presidency, that these properties 

were the reason for the figure’s inclusion as a leitmotif. He was ‘someone to aspire to for an entire 

generation of men, who I based Bateman on during the 80s – Trump was someone they looked 

up to.’122 

Although Bateman shares his enormous family wealth with his younger brother, Sean 

exceeds him in social capital. Simply put, Sean is cool while Patrick is not. Sean can get the best 

seats at Dorsia with only a few hours’ notice because he has the right contacts. One of the myriad 

serial processes that define the protagonist’s existence is that he is locked into trying futilely to 

get a reservation at Dorsia, always speaking with an anonymous maître d’ to whom he is himself 

just as anonymous. Sean’s appearance in the novel is brief, spanning only a single chapter, 

‘Birthday, Brothers’. Yet the character substantially illuminates the inner workings of his older 

sibling. 

…I tell him that I have to meet Andrea Rothmere at Nell’s and if he wants espresso or dessert, he should 
order it now since I have to be downtown by midnight. 

“Why rush?” he asks. “Nell’s isn’t that hip anymore.” 
 
 
 
 
118  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.163. 
119  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.142. 
120  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.276. 
121  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.380. 
122 ‘Bret Easton Ellis interview: Donald Trump and American Psycho’ Channel 4 News, 6 February 2017, 
youtube.com/watch?v=WUH9UZILSzA, (accessed 15 April 2019). 
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“Well,” I falter, quickly regain composure. “We’re just going to meet there. We’re really going to” – my 
mind races, lands on something – “Chernoble.” I take another sip of champagne from the tumbler. 

“Big yawn. Really big yawn,” he says, scanning the room. “Or Contraclub East. I can’t remember.” 

“Out. Stone Age. Prehistory.” He laughs cynically. Tense pause. “How would you know?” 

“Rock’n’roll.” He shrugs. “Deal with it.” 

“Well, Sean, where do you go?” Immediate answer. “Petty’s.” 

“Oh yes,” I murmur, having forgotten that it was already open…Sean knows I know he can probably get 
us into Petty’s, which is the new Norman Prager club on Fifty-ninth, but I’m not going to ask him and 
he’s not going to offer.123 

 
 

The narrator is explicit in his awareness that he loses his composure in the presence of his younger 

sibling. The tension between the brothers is additionally a function of the elder’s envy, palpable 

however much he attempts condescension. The reader senses that Sean is enviable to Patrick for 

more than just his trendiness. Sean is also depicted as reconciled to the family’s possession of 

fortune and the carefree pleasures it can provide for him. The character is content to be a spoilt 

playboy. While Patrick worries about the redundancy that is a corollary of their privilege, 

‘I…want…to…fit…in’, Sean appears to embrace rather than resist it.124 When the two speak on 

the phone earlier in the day before their dinner together, Patrick notes that Sean’s ‘staying in our 

father’s suite at the Carlyle. MTV is blasting in the background, other voices shout over its din.’125 

Patrick overhears Sean telling someone called Dominique to ‘cool it’.126 The image of a half-

naked escort, feasibly one of several, hanging off the narrator’s invisible interlocutor comes to 

mind. It is evident that Sean Bateman enjoys the family’s wealth by indulging hedonically in 

continuous partying. In the Adlerian and the everyday senses of the term, the lifestyle of the 

character is that of the socialite. It is not that Patrick also seeks to be a socialite, which he more 

or less is by default beneath the semblance of simulated professionalism. Rather, perceptive of 

his brother’s superior contentment with his way of 
 
 
123 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.228-229. 
124  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.237. 
125  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.225. 
126  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.225. 
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living, the protagonist of American Psycho tacitly registers a wish that he too better fitted in with 

himself, that he was closer to his own Persönlichkeitsideal. 

Paul Owen, the character Bateman possibly murders or who possibly relocates to London, 

acts as an index of authentic business acumen. Owen is the investment banker at Pierce and Pierce, 

Bateman’s family’s company, who handles the oft-cited Fisher account. First mention of the 

account is early in the opening chapter: ‘Price began his spiel today over lunch and then brought 

it up again during the squash game and continued ranting over drinks at Harry’s where he had 

gone on, over three J&Bs and water, much more interestingly about the Fisher account that Paul 

Owen is handling.’127 Mimicking the opacity of high finance, or perhaps reflecting the narrator’s 

inability to penetrate the substance of his nominated profession and engage meaningfully with it, 

what the Fisher account is exactly is never explained. Its function as it floats through the diegesis 

is to concentrate the homosocial rivalry rampant in the novel.128 It also serves to highlight the 

absurdity of capitalist masculinity in its hypertrophied version personified by the narrator and his 

milieu as an effectively empty locus of that rivalry. The rivalry is especially explicit when the 

Fisher account is raised again in the third chapter linked to casual anti-Semitism: 

Owen stands at the bar wearing a double-breasted wool suit. “He’s handling the Fisher account,” 

someone says. 

“Lucky bastard,” someone else murmurs. “Lucky Jew bastard,” Preston says. 

“Oh Jesus, Preston,” I say. “What does that have to do with anything?”129 

 
 
 
The impression gleaned from the jealousy it elicits is that the real value of the Fisher account is 

its prestige rather than its monetary worth. It conveys upon its handler an obvious and indeed 

enviable measure of capability. The covetousness of Bateman eventually manifests as homicidal 

rage, his (fantasy of) taking an axe to Owen’s face undermining in retrospect his rebuke of 

Preston. It is not the Fisher account per se that Bateman covets but the expertise for which it is an 

emblem. It is as an expert (like Paul Owen), as successful (symbolised by Donald Trump), and as 

socially adept (represented by Sean Bateman) that the protagonist of American 
 
 
127 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.5. 
128 Cf. Baker, Masculinity in Fiction and Film, 2008 (2006), p.73. 
129 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.36-37. 

132

Patrick Bateman: Inadequacy and the horrors of satirical compensation



Psycho would like to be seen. The character would like others to see him as those things, and he 

would like to see himself as those things. 

The plausibility of this submission is supported by the relationship that Bateman has with 

the character of Tim Price, identified by the narrator as ‘the only interesting person I know.’130 In 

the opening chapter, as the pair sit together in a cab, Price confidently asserts his status as a 

paragon. This is not only the first thing articulated by the character, but the inaugural piece of 

dialogue narrated by Bateman: ‘“I’m resourceful,” Price is saying. “I’m creative, I’m young, 

unscrupulous, highly motivated, highly skilled. In essence what I’m saying is that society cannot 

afford to lose me. I’m an asset.”’131 Ironically, the character is promptly lost to the narrative. 

When the characters are at Tunnel, a nightclub named after its main architectural feature, Price 

literally vanishes in an episode at once comical and surreal: 

As in a movie, I turn around with some difficulty, standing on my toes to see Price perched on the rails, 

trying to balance himself, and someone has handed him a champagne glass and drunk or wired he holds 

both arms out and closes his eyes, as if blessing the crowd…I’m stuck in the crowd, unable to reach him, 

to save him from almost certain humiliation, and during a perfectly timed byte of silence I can hear Price 

shout, “Goodbye!” and then, the crowd finally paying attention, “Fuckheads!” Gracefully he twists his 

body around and hops over the railing and leaps onto the tracks and starts running, the champagne flute 

bobbing as he holds it out to his side. He stumbles once, twice, with the strobe light flashing, in what looks 

like slow motion, but he regains his composure before disappearing into blackness…132 

For Young, this bizarre cancellation of ‘the only character with some pretension to 

personality…re-locates Patrick in a joyless, tedious world.’133 More immediately, the cancellation 

of Price calls into question his feasibility as a flesh-and-blood character within the fiction while 

underscoring Bateman’s unreliability as a narrator. These points are compounded when Price 

inexplicably rematerializes in the fifty-sixth chapter with ‘a smudge on his forehead.’134 Noticing 

the oddity a second time, Bateman reports: ‘I get the feeling that if I asked someone else if it was 

truly there, he (or she) would just say no.’135 Is it the mark or the man that the narrator 

hallucinates? 
 
 

130 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.22. 
131 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.3. 
132 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.62. 
133 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.107. 
134  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.384. 
135  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.384. 
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Citing Price in particular, Schoene suggests that there is something hallucinatory about 

almost every character in American Psycho. The inhabitants of the diegesis are not selves of their 

own but projections of Bateman’s ego. 

With only a few exceptions…there are no characters in American Psycho who are not primarily reflections 

or imaginary extensions of Patrick’s self. Tim Price, whom we encounter in the opening scene, is not 

Patrick’s friend or rival, but the first in a long series of doppelgängers.136 

Naomi Mandel offers some measure of agreement, but stresses the alterity of the character over his 

duplicity in referring to Price as ‘Patrick’s alter-ego.’137 Mandel’s modulation in emphasis is 

helpful. Posited as Bateman’s double, Price is limited to being a reproduction of him, virtually 

identical. As Bateman’s alter-ego, Price stands as a production of him, identical yet different. 

Thus the character presents as redolent of Adler’s Persönlichkeitsideal, the model ego created by 

the ego proper as the latter’s benchmark of superiority. Indeed, Price can be read as Bateman but 

better. He is the protagonist’s perfected image of himself. Bateman’s self- ideal is an asset – a 

resourceful, creative, highly motivated, highly skilled individual that society cannot afford to 

lose. 

If Price is understood to figure Bateman’s self-ideal, the character’s disappearance from the 

narrative compounds as the loss of the narrator-protagonist’s perfect ‘I’. What would it be for a 

subject to lose their model ego? Such a loss would constitute an existential crisis conceivable, 

from an Adlerian standpoint, in spatial terms. Without the coordinate indispensable to the 

individual in mapping their upward striving, the progressive teleology from inferiority to 

superiority, they are rendered unmoored upon a featureless topography. In losing his self-ideal 

when Price disappears in the fifth chapter, Bateman is not just re-located to a joyless world, as 

Young puts it, but a directionless one. Curiously, Bateman does not describe committing any 

violence before Price’s disappearance or after his return. The protagonist’s acts of torture all take 

place during the absence of Price. That is, while Bateman is enduring the loss of his self-ideal. 

This suggests that Bateman’s violent outbursts are a desperate attempt at re-orientation. 

American Psycho is an ambivalent text, resolutely resisting resolutions. The character of 

Price is another instance of its ambivalence. While it is plausible and productive to see Price 
 
136 Schoene, ‘Serial Masculinity’, 2008, p.382. 
137 N. Mandel, ‘“Right Here in Nowheres”: American Psycho and Violence’s Critique’ in A-P. Durand and N. Mandel (eds.), 
Novels of the Contemporary Extreme, London and New York, Continuum, 2006, p.15. 
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as a hallucination of Bateman’s Persönlichkeitsideal, he also contradicts the charge of being 

hallucinatory in his interactions with other characters – unless they too are hallucinating him. 

This is not beyond possibility following to its end the line that everyone and everything in the 

narrative is a figment of the narrator’s troubled imagination. Accepting the ambiguity that Price is 

as real as he is unreal, the extent to which he highlights Bateman’s sense of inferiority is 

remarkable. This is especially pronounced in the opening chapter, where the character 

commandeers diegetic space. Price talks over Bateman and drowns him out. He marginalises the 

narrator in the context of his own narrative. The first five pages of American Psycho belong 

monologically to Price. The character rants about not making enough money; about how filthy the 

city is; he counts the homeless; contends with the possibility that everything might be sexually 

transmissible – that ‘you can get dyslexia from pussy’; complains that steroid use is making him 

ill-tempered, but remarks that he is also ‘[c]ompletely buffed out’ as a result.138 Bateman says 

practically nothing in response, and it is not until they arrive at Evelyn’s brownstone that the 

protagonist even refers to himself in the first person, at long last establishing that he is in fact the 

narrator of the story. 

As the evening at Evelyn’s unfolds, Price flirts so flagrantly with the hostess – Bateman’s 

girlfriend, not his – that the reader knows that they are having an affair before Bateman registers his 

suspicion of it: 

Four of us sit around the table waiting for Evelyn and Timothy to return from getting Price a lint 

brush…Evelyn and Timothy come back perhaps twenty minutes after we’ve seated ourselves and Evelyn 

looks only slightly flushed. Tim glares at me as he takes his seat next to mine…139 

The length of the characters’ absence is innuendo enough, mention of Evelyn looking flushed in 

effect tautological. Yet it is not until everyone else has left and Bateman is observing the pair as 

the three of them hang out in Evelyn’s bedroom that he finally ventures to admit that he may be a 

cuckold: 

I lie on the bed watching the two of them. Timothy is in her lap trying to push his head under the Ralph 

Lauren robe. Evelyn’s head is thrown back with pleasure and she is trying to push him away, but playfully, 

and hitting him only lightly on his back with her Jan Hové brush. I am fairly sure that Timothy and Evelyn 

are having an affair.140 (22) 
 
 

138 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.5 and p.7. 
139  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.12. 
140  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.22. 
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Mitigating his relegation to the status of second-rate lover somewhat is the fact that Bateman is 

himself having an affair with Courtney, Evelyn’s best friend. Thus he is also a participant in the 

clique’s vaguely incestuous promiscuity. But this does little to blunt Evelyn’s overt disinterest in 

him once Price has left the couple alone: ‘After attempting to have sex with her for around fifteen 

minutes, I decide not to continue trying.’141 As is inferable, Price initiates and executes in under 

twenty minutes. Bateman summarily retreats to his own place. He says good night to a doorman 

he does not recognise – ‘he could be anybody.’142 Then he ‘dissolve[s] into [his] living room high 

above the city.’143 The protagonist starts the chapter obscured and he ends it fading from view. 

Bateman is an underpowered subject indeed, alienated from any meaningful sense of self-worth. 

Arrestingly, it is when he is failing to participate in the interactions of Price and Evelyn 

– ‘trying to integrate myself into the conversation’ – that the character asserts himself to 

himself.144 

“See, Bateman agrees with me,” Price says smugly. 

“Oh he does not.” With a Kleenex Evelyn wipes off whatever she rubbed on. “Patrick is 
not a cynic, Timothy. He’s the boy next door, aren’t you honey” 

“No I’m not,” I whisper to myself. “I’m a fucking evil psychopath.” “Oh so what,” Evelyn sighs. “She’s 

not the brightest girl in the world.” “Hah! Understatement of the century!” Price cries out.145 

 
 
Bateman is addressed but never really engaged, and robbed of voice by condescension and 

presumption. His inferiority is overtly available for him to notice. It is exactly at this juncture that 

he makes a claim to a very specific kind of forcefulness: ‘I’m a fucking evil psychopath.’ This 

statement is construable as subjunctive rather than indicative despite its conjugation. It is the wish 

of a bland and pliable man for impact in the world. Psychopathy, defined in fiction as a 

remorseless propensity to commit serial violence, is something the character increasingly 

assumes because it allows him to perform dominance. Becoming ‘a fucking evil psychopath’, 
 
 
 
 
 

141  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.24. 
142  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.24. 
143  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.24. 
144  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.19. 
145  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.20. 
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especially subsequent to Price’s disappearance from Bateman’s narrative, can be apprehended as 

a surrogate self-ideal. Albeit perverse and destructive, it gives the protagonist direction. 

Torture is the signature part of Bateman’s performance of psychopathy, a compensatory 

drama within a compensatory drama. The character equates violence and power, not realising that 

the one is a poor substitute for the other. In the forty-fifth chapter, ‘Taking an Uzi to the Gym’, 

Bateman remarks that the gun ‘is a symbol of order to me.’146 In every detailed scene of torture is 

some recognition of dominance. Often this takes the form of an explosive utterance, insulting and 

cathartic: 

He falls to the floor in agony, his face just gray and bloody, except for one of his eyes, which is blinking 

uncontrollably; his mouth is a twisted red-pink jumble of teeth and meat and jawbone, his tongue hangs 

out of an open gash on the side of his cheek, connected only by what looks like a thick purple string. I 

scream at him only once: “Fucking stupid bastard”…It takes Paul [Owen] five minutes to finally die.147 

During the violent demise of Bethany, Bateman is even more explicit in marking out his lethal 

sense of control, not to mention grotesquely absurd: 

Later, when she briefly regains consciousness, I put on a porkpie hat I was given by one of my 
girlfriends freshman year at Harvard. 

“Remember this?” I shout, towering over her. “And look at this!” I scream triumphantly, holding up a 
cigar. “I still smoke cigars. Ha.”148 

 
 

The last monosyllable is full of perverse self-satisfaction. Finally, recalling the torture of the 

anonymous woman with the use of the rat, Bateman’s sense of superiority – literalised and 

pathologised – escalates almost to godlikeness. The narrator exhibits a horrific sense of 

omnipotence, emphatic in positing himself as a locus of control not just within the context of the 

violent exchange but, delusionally, within the scheme of the world. 

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

up lying here, on the floor in my apartment, hands nailed to posts, cheese and broken glass pushed up into 

her cunt, her head cracked and bleeding purple, no matter what other choice she might have made; that if 

she had gone to Nell’s or Indochine or Mars 
 
 
 
146  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.346. 
147  Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.218. 
148 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, pp.246-247. 
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or Au Bar instead of M.K….this all would have happened anyway. I would have found her.149 

 
 

Adler wrote about deity that ‘[t]here is no question but that the concept of God actually includes 

this movement toward perfection in the form of a goal, and that as concrete goal of perfection it 

corresponds best to man’s dark longing to reach perfection.’150 Adler also noted that sometimes 

‘someone attempts to concretize this goal by wanting to dominate over others.’151 Simulating ‘a 

fucking evil psychopath’, Bateman compensates in totalitarian fashion for being an under-

powered subject by overpowering his victims. Through his dysfunctional upward striving the 

protagonist of American Psycho never attains power. What he achieves instead through the 

dominative act of torture is closer to tyranny. Lasting only as long as the violent action, the control 

gained by the character is limited to being impermanent. 

The narrator-protagonist of American Psycho concedes: ‘my need to engage 

in…homicidal behaviour on a massive scale cannot be, um, corrected.’152 This chapter submits 

that his homicidal behaviour is per se an effort at self-correction. This is how the violence of the 

fictional psychopath at the centre of one of postmodernity’s most difficult novels can be redeemed 

from a charge of nonrationality – ‘It is hard for me to make sense on any given level’ 

– even while there is no redemption for his psychopathic amorality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

149 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.328. 
150  Adler, Superiority and Social Interest, 1973 (1964), p.33. 
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Chapter 3 

Hannibal Lecter 

Advancement and the developmental possibilities of serial violence 

Overview 

This chapter examines Hannibal Lecter, the alluring cannibal psychiatrist created by American 

novelist Thomas Harris and made famous by Anthony Hopkins in Demme’s adaptation of The 

Silence of the Lambs. The accent in this thesis on solving for motive in the cases of Alex, 

Bateman, and Lecter is balanced by an emphasis on the intentions of the texts through which they 

are characterised. Chapters 1 and 2 provided for this by positing a contextual reading of each 

figure prior to honing in on scripting logics for their serial violence. Such an endeavour presents 

a challenge in the case of Lecter because he has been instantiated multiple times in fiction, film, 

and TV. Baker has identified a trajectory of serial enhancement in ‘Gothic Masculinities’ (2007) 

and ‘The Strange Career of Hannibal Lecter’ (2014). Cued by this, the navigation of the textual 

multiplicity of Lecter in this chapter is guided by a focus on his gradual emergence as hero from 

one iteration to the next. The character’s re-inventive development is bound up with three other 

lines of reinvention. The first is the invigoration of modern detective fiction by Harris through 

the displacement of identity by aetiology as the dominant site of mystery. For Cassuto, this is 

what gives Red Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs special significance in the cultural history 

of the crime genre. The second line of reinvention is Harris’s refreshing complication of a 

typically masculine genre by introducing a strong female hero. The incursion of Clarice Starling 

as gun-wielding detective in The Silence of the Lambs attracted much critical attention fascinated 

especially by the inverse play of gender in the text. The story is centrally driven by the contest 

between the masculine femininity of its protagonist and the feminine masculinity of its antagonist, 

the serial killer Buffalo Bill. The third line is the re-inventive process of adaptation. Harris’s four 

Lecter novels have all been turned into films. The standing of Lecter as a cultural icon owes much 

to adaptation, especially Demme’s cinematic retelling of The Silence of the Lambs. Also 

noteworthy relative to the process is the charged discrepancy between the print and screen 

versions of Hannibal. In The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter is depicted as a father-figure to the 

orphaned Starling containing the taboo prospect of romance. This element of the characters’ 

relationship becomes uncontained with their sexual union at the close of the original Hannibal. 

Ridley Scott’s film version effects the re-containment of such perverse desire by having Lecter 

literally separate himself from Starling, to whom he is handcuffed, by cutting off his own hand 
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with a cleaver. This discrepancy is provided a psychoanalytic explanation by Žižek as the 

disavowal of an unacceptable truth: the unconsciously libidinal nature of infantile attachment to 

the parent and parental attachment to the infant. The accent on aetiology, the complication of 

masculinity, and the sometimes fraught process of adaption are gathered up by Lecter’s steady 

progression from marginality to centrality in the literary and cinematic diegeses. This is 

accompanied by a transition from intradiegetic inertia to intradiegetic hyper-mobility. In Red 

Dragon, Lecter is an ancillary character incarcerated in the small cell of an asylum. By Hannibal 

Rising, he is a questing protagonist at the centre of a Bildungsroman arranged as a revenge 

narrative. The accent on aetiology specific to Lecter sees a contradictory shift in causality that 

accompanies his gradual expansion as a central textual presence along with the acquisition of 

mobility. Lecter’s system of desire is initially constituted in terms of malevolent agency. It is 

eventually reconstituted in terms of childhood abuse. Based on the scripts proffered by the novels 

and the films, Lecter turns out to be wounding as an adult because he was wounded as a child. 

The turn to Lecter’s system of desire settles on the figure’s most contemporary 

characterisation. Played by Mads Mikkelsen, the eponymous hero is depicted as an exemplary 

member of society in Fuller’s TV series, Hannibal. He is a charming and exceedingly polite 

conversationalist celebrated for his fabulous dinner parties, and an esteemed psychiatrist who aids 

law enforcement by consulting as a profiler for the FBI. Of course, the character is also the FBI’s 

most elusive serial killer, the Chesapeake Ripper, who hunts down the discourteous and makes 

feasts of them. During a dinner party in ‘Antipasto’, Lecter quips with laconic irony: ‘I have an 

excellent butcher.’ Given this audacious two-facedness, Lecter neatly embodies the psychopathic 

subject who performs normality. It is almost perfectly that Lecter echoes the summary of the real-

life psychopath supplied by Cleckley: ‘his outer functional aspect masks or disguises something 

quite different within, concealing behind a perfect mimicry of normal emotion, fine intelligence, 

and social responsibility a grossly disabled personality.’1 The point of mismatch is that the 

character appears disturbingly enabled rather than grossly disabled by the difference he harbours 

within. It facilitates a productive unorthodoxy of action. For example, in his relationship with 

Will Graham, Lecter deploys cruelty and violence not exploitatively but therapeutically. The 

purity of Lecter’s psychopathy positions the figure not 
 

1 Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity, 1955 (1941), p.440. 
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as irrational but hyper-rational, not mad but maddeningly sane. Being a psychopath enables not 

only Lecter’s mastery over others but also his mastery over himself. In contrast with Bateman, 

Lecter’s mastery over others pivots on his superiority as a theorist of mind rather than on the 

dominative aspect of sheer physical violence. The performativity intrinsic to psychopathy permits 

Lecter to pathologically pursue his own grand potential unlimited by morality. 

Prefacing these considerations is a more sustained comparative look at Lecter relative to 

Alex and especially Bateman, who appeared on the cultural scene at the same time, but elicited a 

very different reaction. This permits a glance at Lecter’s dispersal through popular culture, 

helping to substantiate in turn the challenge in handling the figure posed by his multiplicity. 

 
 
‘I silence the lambs’: the reception and multiplicity of Lecter 
 
Chapter 2 incorporated a review of the early responses to American Psycho around its publication 

in 1991. Derogation to outrage were symptomatic of the difficulty experienced by responders in 

coping with the novel and its first-person narrator. The same year saw the cinematic release of 

The Silence of the Lambs. Demme’s film received the opposite response to the contemporary text 

by Ellis. While American Psycho was condemned, The Silence of the Lambs was acclaimed, 

winning five Academy Awards. The serial-killing Wall Street banker of the one was immediately 

despised. The serial-killing cannibal of the other was immediately adored. The adoration of Lecter 

has endured and grown. A year after the release of The Silence of the Lambs, The Simpsons 

incorporated Lecter as a character for the first time. In ‘Stark Raving Dad’, Homer is committed 

to the New Bedlam Rest Home for the Emotionally Interesting – a play on the Baltimore State 

Hospital for the Criminally Insane. Lecter is one of the other residents. The show has also made 

conspicuous use of the iconography of the film. When Mr Burns appears in court on charges of 

environmental contamination in ‘Marge vs the Monorail’, the tycoon is wheeled out on a gurney 

wearing a muzzle (Fig.4). 
 

 
Fig.4 (Source: ‘The Simpsons Gallery’, duffzone.org (accessed 16 July 2019)) 
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In 2003 the American Film Institute declared Lecter, as instantiated in The Silence of the Lambs, 

to be the primate villain in Hollywood history, ahead of forty-nine others. Norman Bates from 

Hitchcock’s Psycho was second. Third was Darth Vader as depicted in The Empire Strikes Back 

(1980). Alex DeLarge from Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange ranked twelfth. The Harron-Bale 

version of Patrick Bateman, perhaps too recent at the time, did not earn a place on the list. Notably, 

however, corporate psychopath Gordon Gekko ranked twenty-fourth. The AFI considered Lecter 

the villain who had most marked American society and who had elicited the strongest reactions 

across time.2 Recurrent reference to him in The Simpsons bears this out. The primacy of Lecter 

relative to other villainous characters of popular culture has continued subsequent to the AFI’s 

declaration. Jay-Z adopted Lecter as a persona in the lyrics of ‘Murder to Excellence’: 

I dress in Dries and other boutique stores in Paris In sheepskin coats I silence the lambs 

Do you know who I am, Clarice?3 

 
The song featured on Watch the Throne (2011), a collaborative album with Kanye West. This is 

not to mention perhaps the most significant barometer of the character’s sustained popularity. 

Namely, the seriality with which he has been reinvented – both before and after the AFI installed 

him as popular culture’s villain-in-chief. It is unsurprising that these cultural expressions of 

Lecter’s primacy are matched by explicit articulations of it in criticism. Baker adduces Lecter as 

‘one of the most memorable monsters from late twentieth-century horror’ in ‘Gothic 

Masculinities’.4 In Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, Cassuto considers Lecter ‘the most famous 

fictional serial killer in literary history.’5 Brown asserts that Lecter is ‘arguably the most 

publicized and recognized personality in America’ in Cannibalism in Literature and Film.6 The 

same superlative recurs across a range of concerns. Lecter is the most famous, the most 

memorable, and the most recognisable of fictional psychopaths. 

It is striking that two serial killers of fiction, Bateman and Lecter, perfect contemporaries 

insofar as they came to prominence in the same year, should have received such opposing 

responses. The reasons for this are multiple. Recalling Weldon, American Psycho is deeply 
 
 
2 ‘AFI’s 100 Years…100 Heroes & Villains’, http://www.afi.com/100Years/handv.aspx, (accessed 7 March 2018). 
3 K. West and S. Carter, ‘Murder to Excellence’ on Watch the Throne, Roc-A-Fella Records, LLC 2765057, 2011, [CD]. 4 B. 
Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to the Gothic, 2007, p.168. 5 Cassuto, 
Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.239. 
6 Brown, Cannibalism in Literature and Film, 2013, p.202. 
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problematic because so criminal a character as Bateman is never caught. In fact he is never really 

positioned as a criminal. By comparison, Lecter starts caught in The Silence of the Lambs. He is 

overtly positioned as a criminal in being located in a subterranean cell in an institution dedicated 

to the incarceration of the criminally insane. A corollary is that Lecter is not as easily able to 

perpetrate serial violence as Bateman. Of course Lecter does eventually succeed in killing three 

people, and promises to kill a fourth. But these are all men: Miggs, two police officers, and 

Fredrick Chilton. Typically men are not victims whose demise is offensive to viewers. Recall that 

Young made the same point in juxtaposing the response and non- response prompted by American 

Psycho and Frisk respectively. It seems people are not inclined to be bothered by homosocial 

violence. Problematically, the fact that Lecter’s violence is not perpetrated against women, in 

contrast to Bateman and also Alex, obscures the misogynistic structuration of The Silence of the 

Lambs. This will be revisited in looking at the complication of a masculine genre by the heroism 

of Starling. Also helping to account for the disgust that met Bateman and the attraction that greeted 

Lecter is that the violence of the former is explicit while the violence of the latter is obscene. The 

viewer knows when Lecter is bludgeoning a police officer to death, but never directly witnesses 

it. The assault on the body of the victim is kept from the gaze. The camera cuts to a close-up of 

Lecter landing the blows, blood spattering his face. 

The review of the early responses to American Psycho in Chapter 2 submitted the absence 

of an acceptable explanation for Bateman’s psychopathic conduct as another reason for the 

difficulty he posed. Mailer complained that Bateman was not sufficiently equipped with an inner 

life, and Freccero corroborated the observation that Ellis’s narrator is impervious to the clichéd 

logics of childhood abuse or maternal failure. In The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter is also 

impervious to these logics, stating ‘Nothing happened to me, Agent Starling, I happened.’ But 

this refusal of aetiology is mitigated by the admission of both clichéd logics relative to Buffalo 

Bill, whose serial killing is underpinned by maternal abuse. Alexander the Large, the third point 

of comparison, is as incommensurate as Bateman and Lecter in relation to childhood abuse and 

maternal failure. The character forecloses the validity of either in being somebody from ‘a good 

home’ with ‘good loving parents’.7 Yet Alex is an appealing fictional psychopath despite any 

ready excuse for his serial violence. In this he and Lecter are alike, underscoring the marginality 

of Bateman. For Cassuto, one of the mitigating factors for the 
 
 
 

7 Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.30. 
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protagonist of A Clockwork Orange is that he ‘is real in his desire and his suffering’.8 Indeed, 

Alex suffers incarceration. This overtly positions the character as a criminal, as it does Lecter in 

The Silence of the Lambs, itself a factor that mitigates the problem of his serial violence. The 

implication attendant upon his clear criminality is that Alex is properly opposed. There are 

intradiegetic forces at work against him. Notably, personified by the Minister of the Interior and 

Dr Brodsky, these forces are almost as psychopathic as Alex himself. There is also the fact that 

Alex outgrows his violence, leaving psychopathy behind him bound up with delinquency. 

There are three salient challenges in honing in on Lecter that are not present, or at least not 

as pronounced, in the cases of Alex and Bateman. Situating Lecter in socio-historical context is 

one, a function of the fact that his characterisations span four decades. Noted already, Lecter 

appeared a decade before Bateman yet became widely famous at the same time. Lecter is the 

paradigmatic character of the three who most destabilises the attempt to re-examine the fictional 

psychopath according to a chronological order. He is placed third in the series because he is the 

character who has had the most recent instantiation in Hannibal, and because it is instantiated in 

Fuller’s TV series that Lecter is studied relative to the imperative of potential. 

In close connection with the character’s expansive timeline is the multiplicity of his 

instantiations. Alex and Bateman both have three versions – fictional, cinematic, and theatrical. 

Lecter has ten – four novels, five films, and a TV series. Although Lecter is best known through 

Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs, he is not as textually isolable as Alex and Bateman. Since the 

early noughties, Lecter has been an aggregate figure who exceeds the works that have produced 

him. Brown recognises and utilises this aspect of the character in Cannibalism in Literature and 

Film. Brown is explicit about her method of not citing specific formations of the cannibal 

psychiatrist in approaching him for analysis, instead ‘referring to both the novels and the films 

without much differentiation.’9 This methodological decision makes sense given the generally 

close correspondence between the content of the novels and that of the films. 

Claude Rawson also adduces a cumulative characterisation of Lecter in God, Gulliver and 

Genocide (2001). Rawson’s monograph explores the relationship between barbarism and the 

European imagination, a literary history alert to the ways in which fantasy structures can find 

manifestation in reality. Rawson sees in Lecter’s cannibalism the same ‘jokey frisson of 

discomfort’ which attends Gulliver’s use of Yahoo skins to make sails. Together with ‘the other 
 
 
8 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.256. 
9 Brown, Cannibalism in Literature and Film, 2013, p.203. 
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psychopaths among whom he acts as a presiding deity’, Rawson suggests that Lecter is ‘offered as 

[a] more or less playful disturbance[ ] of our healthy sensibilities in the credible expectation that 

the experience will be found entertaining’.10 Other critics who take Lecter as the sum of his 

iterations following the turn of the millennium include W. A. Senior and Thomas Doherty, not to 

mention DeLisi et al, who registered concern that the figure might skew the popular 

comprehension of psychopaths, and Leistedt and Linkowski, who dismissed Lecter outright as 

credibly psychopathic.11 This chapter proceeds interchangeably between print texts and screen 

texts. But it is attentive to particular moments of deviation, and it tries to avoid collapsing the 

formal boundaries between the literary and the cinematic. 

The third salient challenge in honing in on Lecter is bound up with the fact that his 

character has very different structural and functional properties compared with Alex and 

Bateman. Alex and Bateman are both the sole focalisers of the diegeses to which they belong as 

monolithic first-person autodiegetic narrators of their texts. The characters take up the whole of 

the novels A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho respectively. This is not to say that Alex 

and Bateman, unlike Lecter, are not characterised in relation to other characters within their 

worlds. Chapters 1 and 2 have shown that their characterisations are intimately contingent on 

interplay with other characters. The characterisation of Alex is informed most of all by the 

character of F. Alexander – “Father” Alex or “Future” Alex. F. Alexander is a depiction of the 

character Alex will become. Thus he is symbolic of maturity and mortality, the unpleasures 

against which the narrator-protagonist of A Clockwork Orange recruits and inflates his 

psychopathy. Most informative of the characterisation of Bateman is the figure of Tim Price. 

Price can be read as Bateman’s self-ideal. When Price is lost to the narrative and so to the narrator, 

Bateman lethally commits to adopting the notion of ‘a fucking evil psychopath’ as a substitute. 

Not only is Bateman normal but he is adrift in normality. Performing psychopathy perversely 

provides the character some direction. 

Nevertheless, the characterisation of Lecter is more dependent upon the characters around 

him than are the characterisations of Alex and Bateman. This is effective across all of the texts in 

which he appears. Even in the later texts when Lecter is depicted as a main character, the figure 

is not singular in his protagonism, nor is he ever the sole focaliser. And in 
 
10 C. Rawson, God, Gulliver, and Genocide: Barbarism and the European Imagination, 1492-1945, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2001, pp.283-284. 
11 W. A. Senior, ‘Where Have All the Monsters Gone?’ Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, vol.14, no.2, 2003, pp.214-216. 
Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 10 July 2015). T. Doherty, ‘Aileen Wuornos Superstar’, Cineaste, vol.29, no.3, 2004, pp.3-
5. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 10 July 2015). DeLisi et al, ‘The Hannibal Lecter Myth’, 2009, pp.169-177. 
Leistedt and Linkowski, ‘Psychopathy and the Cinema’, 2014, pp.167-174. 
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the early texts when Lecter appears as an ancillary character, his characterisation is almost 

entirely dependent on the construction of the characters who populate the same story. This 

necessitates talking around Lecter, speaking to him via protagonists Will Graham and Clarice 

Starling, sometimes at length. Analysis is admitted that can seem remote, but it does come to 

inform the focus on Lecter. 

 
 
‘Nothing happened to me, Agent Starling, I happened’: lines of reinvention in the movement 

from marginality to centrality 

The first of Harris’s four novels to feature Lecter was Red Dragon, published in 1981. Harris had 

published one novel previously, Black Sunday (1975). This debut was a thriller about a terrorist 

attack on the Super Bowl. The sale of the film rights to Black Sunday allowed Harris to turn to 

creative writing on a fulltime basis. Previously Harris had worked as a crime reporter for the 

Associated Press, a background that substantially influenced the writing of the Lecter novels.12 

Red Dragon is plotted on the pursuit of a serial killer. The antagonist slaughters sleeping families 

in sync with the phases of the moon. Law enforcement have nicknamed him the Tooth Fairy 

because of his tendency to bite his victims. The main focaliser of the narrative is former FBI 

profiler Will Graham, called back into action by Jack Crawford, head of the Behavioural Science 

Unit. Graham retired from the FBI following a near-fatal encounter with ‘the second psychopath 

[he] had caught’ – Hannibal Lecter.13 It is as a memory of Graham that Lecter is introduced. Such 

spectrality aligns Lecter early on with the figure of the ghost, trope of horror. It is also notable 

that Lecter is labelled a psychopath. This would suggest that in Harris’s mind psychopathy and 

serial killing were merged. Whether or not this is indicative of the general consensus of the time 

is hard to say for sure. If the opinion of Harris was broadly representative, it is ironic that Lecter 

has been accused of being an impediment to factuality as recently as 2010 by DeLisi et al in ‘The 

Hannibal Lecter Myth’. 

The revelation of the serial killer’s identity does not supply the denouement for the reader, 

made aware from the outset that the Tooth Fairy is Francis Dolarhyde. Dolarhyde is characterised 

as a delusional narcissist. The character identifies with the Red Dragon, a figure of seething 

potency depicted in a series of watercolours by William Blake, and is determined to become as 

godlike as the Red Dragon appears. It transpires that Dolarhyde is propelled in 
 

12 A short biography of Harris, an intensely private man, was released in 2001: D. Sexton, The Strange World of Thomas Harris, 
London, Faber and Faber, 2001. 
13 T. Harris, Red Dragon, London, Arrow, 1993 (1981), p.7. 
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his quest for apotheosis by psychosexual fury, recalling that the cultural ground-zero for which is 

Norman Bates according to Carol Clover. Dolarhyde is depicted masturbating as he watches video 

footage of his slaughter of the Leeds family, including the post-mortem rape of Mrs. Leeds. This 

scene is inflected by evidence of arrested development if not childhood abuse. He lives in an old 

house left to him by his grandparents, sleeps in the bedroom of his boyhood, and is surrounded 

particularly by the possessions of his grandmother. These include her false teeth, which Dolarhyde 

sometimes wears. The sense is that oedipal calamity precipitated by momism has pathologised the 

character. Dolarhyde is a brutal maker of victims, but this is tempered by the fact that he too is a 

victim of sorts, ruined by the deranged love of a maternal figure. 

The deconstruction of these elements moves the narrative along. Introduced as a serial 

killer, the reader appreciates that Dolarhyde is bound to kill again. This amplifies the tension. 

Graham must urgently solve the problem of the antagonist’s psychology in order to identify him 

and apprehend him before he claims more lives. The climax of the novel is a violent confrontation 

in which Graham is again horribly wounded by a psychopath. Dolarhyde takes a knife to him 

before being fatally shot multiple times by Molly, Graham’s wife. Molly’s intervention is poetic: 

a necrophilic rapist put to death by a figure emblematic of his victims. Red Dragon ends with a 

bad son punished by a good mother. 

The identification of the perpetrator of a crime by the figure of the detective for a long 

time supplied the story of detection with its climax, hence the colloquial name ‘whodunit’. The 

view of Martin Priestman is that this pattern was both established and exemplified by Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle with his Sherlock Holmes mysteries.14 Harris disrupted the conventional structure of 

the ‘whodunit’ in Red Dragon. Its site of mystery is not the identity of the criminal but his 

interiority. It is true that Graham works to identify Dolarhyde, but he does so by parsing the 

character’s violence, revealing to the reader the troubled psychology of the antagonist. This 

exploded emphasis on motive is not unique. Harris did not invent the anti-mystery, or ‘whydunit’. 

Stephen Kern examines the indexical relationship between murder novels and popular solutions 

for motive in A Cultural History of Causality (2004). Kern’s monograph spans the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Kern adduces Lafcadio’s Adventures (1914) by André Gide as an early 

exemplar of the ‘whydunit’. In the course of Gide’s early twentieth- century novel the 

eponymous hero ‘attempts to break the conventional path to murder by 
 
 
 
14 M. Priestman, ‘Introduction: Crime Fiction and Detective Fiction’ in M. Priestman (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Crime Fiction, 2003, p.4. 
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intentionally killing without a motive.’15 The obvious irony is that when one intends to perpetrate 

an apparently motiveless crime then motivelessness becomes one’s motive. The revelation is that 

it is impossible to be unmotivated. The originality of Harris in Red Dragon was his absorption 

into fiction of the FBI’s invention of serial killing as a new form of criminological discourse in 

the mid-1970s. This was made possible by Harris’s awareness of the work of the FBI’s fledgling 

Behavioural Science Unit having been a crime reporter.16 Harris reorganised the ‘whydunit’ 

around the newly minted figure of the serial killer to create a persistent subgenre. Cassuto writes 

in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality: 

The durability and influence of the “Harris formula” suggests that we should acknowledge the author as 

perhaps the most influential American crime writer since Dashiell Hammett. Harris has done so much to 

shape the way that the modern serial killer story is told, in fact, that he’s boxed everyone into a narrow space 

(including himself, as anyone who’s read his last two [Lecter] books can attest). Though he clearly did not 

invent the serial killer story, Harris thus stands as the Henry Ford of the genre, the man who enabled its 

mass production.17 

This reinvigoration of crime fiction was not achieved through Red Dragon alone. The template 

created by Harris, the “Harris formula”, was established in conjunction with The Silence of the 

Lambs, published seven years later in 1988. Indeed, the organisation of Red Dragon and The 

Silence of the Lambs is nearly identical. The second Lecter novel is also an inverted detective 

story. Concern for deciphering the identity of the perpetrator is displaced by a focus on decoding 

their psychopathology. Graham’s efforts to catch Dolarhyde in Red Dragon become the efforts 

of FBI trainee Clarice Starling to catch Jame Gumb in The Silence of the Lambs. And in each 

case the script providing the logic for their serial violence is the same. Quoting Cassuto again, 

‘the serial killer is an abused child grown up.’18 An ally of Graham in Red Dragon is the character 

of Dr Alan Bloom, an academic psychiatrist at the University of Chicago who consults for the 

FBI. Bloom extrapolates from the crimes of Dolarhyde that he is ‘the child of a nightmare.’19 

Dolarhyde is one character in Red Dragon particularly significant in relation to the 

characterisation of Lecter in the novel, who appears only infrequently and briefly. The two 
 
 
15 S. Kern, A Cultural History of Causality, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004, p.3. 
16 Cf. Seltzer, Serial Killers, 1998, p.16. 
17  Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.242. 
18  Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.259. 
19 Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.186. 
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serial killers of the text are in perfect contrast, especially with regard to their systems of desire. 

The transparency with which Dolarhyde is constructed is matched by the opacity constructive of 

Lecter. There is no indication that Lecter is the child of a nightmare. Rather the impression is that 

he is himself nightmarish. Certainly Lecter figures in the nightmares of Graham as the central 

locus of the protagonist’s past trauma. When Graham visits Lecter in Chapter 7, Dr Chilton, the 

psychiatrist in charge of the sanatorium, describes his prize inmate as ‘impenetrable’ and ‘an 

enigma’.20 This is a rare moment of clarity for Chilton, otherwise depicted as a character of notable 

incompetence. Lecter’s assessment of his captor-in-chief and fellow psychiatrist is scathing. 

During the detective’s visit Lecter asks Graham rhetorically: ‘he fumbles at your head like a 

freshman pulling at a panty girdle, doesn’t he?’21 The same line is used verbatim in Demme’s 

adaptation of The Silence of the Lambs when Starling visits Lecter. In contrast, Lecter is depicted 

as a masterful theorist of mind. His insight is piercing: ‘Graham felt that Lecter was looking 

through to the back of his skull.’22 The surname of the cannibal psychiatrist closely resembles 

‘lector’, the nominative singular for ‘reader’ in Latin. Lecter is introduced in Red Dragon as adept 

at reading the makeup of other characters while his own makeup appears illegible. 

Graham is the other character in Red Dragon particularly significant in relation to the 

construction and deconstruction of Lecter in the novel. The characterisation of Graham as a 

detective figure owes more to the archetype of Edgar Allan Poe than that of Conan Doyle. Adam 

Augustyn et al suggest that C. Auguste Dupin provides the ‘original model for the detective in 

literature.’23 But Dupin has been eclipsed in the cultural imaginary by Sherlock Holmes, whose 

creation made detective fiction ‘an indubitably popular and repeatable genre format.’24 The return 

to the ‘original model’ in Red Dragon is another measure of its reinvigoration of crime fiction. 

Common to Dupin and Holmes, and indeed to effective detection, is the ability to see what others 

overlook. In ‘The Purloined Letter’, Dupin is alert to what his unnamed companion and the Prefect 

of the Parisian Police are not. That is, the possibility of hiding a stolen item in plain sight. In ‘A 

Case of Identity’, Holmes is likewise alert to what Watson and Miss Mary Sutherland are not – 

the factor of fraudulent identity. Holmes apprehends that Miss Sutherland’s betrothed, Mr 

Hosmer Angel, is not a person in his 
 
20  Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.72. 
21  Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.76. 
22  Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.75. 
23 A. Augustyn et al (eds.), ‘C. Auguste Dupin’, Encyclopaedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/C-Auguste- 
Dupin, (accessed 11 January 2019). 
24 Priestman, ‘Crime Fiction and Detective Fiction’ in Priestman (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction, 2003, p.4. 
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own right but the fabrication of Mr Windibank. Windibank is Miss Sutherland’s conniving 

stepfather. He is bent on keeping control of his stepdaughter in order to continue living off the 

income bequeathed to her by her uncle. Distinguishing Dupin and Holmes are their methods of 

detection. Holmes is an empiricist, observing elements of a given mystery and objectively 

organising his observations to reach a solution. The character is constantly berating his 

companion Watson for ‘miss[ing] everything of importance.’25 Holmes’ way of knowing is a 

stringent rationalism. In contrast, Dupin absorbs the elements of a given mystery – it is his habit 

to take in details in the dark – and subjectively reconstructs what he has absorbed to solve a case. 

The epistemological mode of Dupin is identification. Poe’s archetype thinks outside of himself 

by adopting the subject position of the culprit. Rather than ask ‘What has the culprit done?’ Dupin 

asks ‘What would I do if I were the culprit?’ Where Holmes is reliant on perfect detachment, 

Dupin practices subjective immersion. Graham’s method of detection in Red Dragon, and again 

in Fuller’s TV series, Hannibal, is that of Dupin. The FBI Special Agent sees what others 

overlook by looking through the eyes of the perpetrator. 

Crucially, Graham’s capacity to view the world from the perspective of the Red Dragon is 

not sufficient to bring about Dolarhyde’s defeat. This calls into question the efficacy of the 

epistemological mode of identification as a method of detection. The details Graham cannot quite 

see are supplied by Lecter, who has an extraordinary ability to observe every detail presented 

before him and correctly interpret those that are meaningful. It is Lecter who pinpoints that 

Dolarhyde is driven by a longing for transformation, and that the serial killer does not slay but 

“change” perfect families to effect his passage to a higher self. These powers of observation and 

deduction align Lecter with Holmes. Against the Dupin-esque hyper- subjectivity of Graham, 

Lecter is hyper-objective like the archetypal detective of Conan Doyle. Taking Graham and Lecter 

as versions of the paragons of Poe and Doyle respectively encourages a reading of the two 

characters as ciphers of the two paths to knowledge personified by Dupin and Holmes, 

identification and rationalism. The narrative’s insistence that Graham’s viewpoint is incomplete 

without Lecter’s joins together these two epistemological modes. This subtext is significant with 

respect to the characterisation of Lecter in Red Dragon and also beyond. Holmes channels his 

cognitive energy into solving crime, and so too Lecter. As Baker notes of Red Dragon and The 

Silence of the Lambs, the texts work ‘to recruit Lecter into the role of investigator rather than 

investigated.’26 The arch-psychopath created by Harris is party 
 
 

25 A. C. Doyle, ‘A Case of Identity’ (1892) in The Complete Sherlock Holmes, New Lanark, Geddes & Grosset, 2001, p.85. 
26 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’, 2007, 169. 
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to the pursuit of other psychopaths. In a monstrous collapse of categories, Lecter is 

simultaneously criminal and crime-fighter. The productive convergence of identification and 

rationalism also highlights the symbiotic relationship shared by Graham and Lecter, the detailed 

exploration of which provides Fuller’s TV show much of its substance. 

It is not only implicitly that the symbiosis of the two characters is articulated in Red 

Dragon. ‘Do you know how you caught me, Will?’ Lecter asks Graham during the visit from the 

protagonist in Chapter 7. ‘The reason you caught me is that WE’RE JUST ALIKE’.27 This 

explicitly posits the characters as twinned while containing cryptic connotations. The observation 

could be a reference to their shared position as expert theorists of mind, Graham a maverick 

profiler and Lecter a respected former psychiatrist. But it is also more nuanced and more barbed 

than that. One suggestion is that Graham has a murderous constitution, something the character 

fears. The detective is quick to protest when wife Molly carelessly teases that he has a criminal 

mind.28 Another suggestion is that there might be no categorical difference between a murderous 

constitution and any other. Murderousness is a part of the human animal, violent criminality not 

sourced in extreme desires even though its eruption into action presents as extreme. The 

observation also marks an emphasis on constitutionality on the part of Lecter. The character 

carries this forward into The Silence of the Lambs, certainly with respect to his own system of 

desire. Indeed, it is this emphasis that predicates Lecter’s claim to malevolent agency in 

conversation with Starling, with whom Lecter is also symbiotic. 

It is in The Silence of the Lambs that Harris refreshingly disrupted the androcentrism 

typical of crime fiction, one of the ‘most self-consciously masculine’ of fictional genres according 

to Cassuto in Hard-Boiled Sentimentality.29 In fact this is exemplified in moving between the first 

and the second Lecter novels. The dramatis personae of Red Dragon is an unbroken list of male 

characters: Will Graham; Jack Crawford; Dr Hannibal Lecter; Francis Dolarhyde; Dr Fredrick 

Chilton; obnoxious tabloid reporter Freddie Lounds; and on it goes. The installation of Starling 

as the main focaliser of the narrative in The Silence of the Lambs is a move from a totally 

masculine fictional world to one in which total masculinity is centrally complicated by a female 

protagonist. 

The incursion of Starling as hero is freighted with erotic problems. The protagonist 

Starling supplants, Graham, is tacitly a stalwart of married, middle-aged propriety. Starling is 

 
27  Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.80. 
28  Harris, Red Dragon, 1993 (1981), p.53. 
29 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.2. 
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depicted as a young, single woman. Her apparent romantic availability infiltrates the character’s 

relationships with Crawford and Lecter, lawful and unlawful patriarchs respectively, whose 

reappearance also marks out the continuity between the first and second Lecter stories. In both 

the literary and cinematic forms of The Silence of the Lambs, the reader 

/ viewer learns that Starling is an orphan who idolised her father, a marshal in a small West 

Virginian town fatally wounded on duty. Starling’s widowed mother was unable to provide for her 

and sent her to live with an uncle in Montana. Her uncle was a rancher who reared horses and 

sheep. The screaming of lambs being slaughtered roused Starling from sleep one night. Starling 

attempted a rescue of the animals, an agent of protective action even in childhood. Enraged by 

the rescue attempt, Starling’s uncle banished her to a Lutheran orphanage. This childhood trauma 

is paralleled in Red Dragon by Graham’s traumatic memory of apprehending Lecter, who 

disembowelled Graham in the encounter with a linoleum knife. It also works to account for 

Starling’s gravitation to Crawford and Lecter. They not only offer mentorship in criminal 

psychology but the promise of surrogate fatherhood. The addition of an ambiguous romantic 

dimension between Starling and either Crawford or Lecter consequently entangles the protagonist 

symbolically in the erotics of incest. This textual engagement with a taboo form of love is weighted 

with masochistic properties with Lecter as its locus. Attraction to those known to be violent 

precisely for their violence is outlined in Richard Von Krafft-Ebing’s famous study of deviant 

sexuality: ‘strange as it may seem, [lust-murder] is not without its counterpart in masochism. In 

its extreme consequences, masochism must lead to the desire to be killed by a person of the 

opposite sex, in the same way that sadism must have its acme in active lust-murder.’30 The 

insinuation of an incestuous hybristophilia on Starling’s part becomes especially problematic in 

Hannibal, marked out by the troublesome deviation between Harris’s novel and Scott’s film.31 

The complication of male dominance by Starling in The Silence of the Lambs is textured by 

the irony that in order to be a strong female character the protagonist accrues a degree of 

manliness and loses a degree of womanliness. This is bound up with Starling’s central conflict 

with the antagonist, serial killer Jame Gumb, known to law enforcement as Buffalo Bill. The 

contest between serial killer and detective figure in the second Lecter story is ultimately resolved 

when a man who wishes to displace his own masculinity is killed by a woman who 
 
 

30 R. Von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, F. S. Klaf (trans.), New York, Arcade Publishing, 2011 (1886), p.105. 
31 Cf. B. Robbins, alert to the dynamic of deviance in the characterisation of Starling: ‘Murder and Mentorship: Advancement in 
The Silence of the Lambs’, boundary 2, vol.23, no.1, 1996, pp.74-75. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 6 September 2018). 
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displaces traditional masculinity. The antagonist is nicknamed Buffalo Bill because he flays his 

female victims. It eventuates that the reason for this is that Gumb is making a woman-suit from 

their skins. Judith Halberstam observes that Buffalo Bill stands ‘persecuted by his gender 

markings’, ‘symboliz[ing] the problem of…skin dis-ease’.32 Grotesquely literalising his desire for 

transformation, the murderousness of Gumb pivots on gender dysphoria. The antagonist is a man 

who wants to be a woman. There is a sense that Starling is inversely dysphoric as a female 

detective. Though the character does not wish to be a man, she occupies a conventionally manly 

role. Simultaneously she acquires the possibility for heroic action. Heroic action is coveted by 

men and positively definitive of them in the estimation of Baker in Masculinity in Fiction and 

Film. Thus Starling seals her measure of manliness in her violent removal of Gumb, her shooting 

of the antagonist not only the climax of the story but also a clear instance of heroic action 

successfully undertaken. This makes it additionally noteworthy that Graham fails to vanquish 

Dolarhyde in Red Dragon, which is the achievement of his wife. While Red Dragon posits a male-

dominated fictional world, the masculinity of the protagonist appears incomplete. A corollary of 

the heroism guaranteed by the killing of Gumb is the insinuation of the incompleteness of 

Starling’s femininity. The accrual of manliness and the loss of womanliness in the figure of 

Starling suggests that it is not tenable to complicate masculinity without also complicating 

femininity as its main correlative. The disruption to gender in The Silence of the Lambs is 

bilateral. 

The antagonist of Red Dragon has a fantastic wish to morph into a creature of myth. Gumb 

appears less delusional than Dolarhyde, but the antagonist of The Silence of the Lambs shares the 

logic of becoming characteristic of his predecessor. Another point in common is that the 

characterisation of Gumb also forges a link in the cultural imaginary with Norman Bates. This 

pedigree arguably presents as more emphatic in Buffalo Bill than in the Red Dragon. Recalling 

Clover again, ‘[t]he notion of a killer propelled by psychosexual fury, more particularly of a male 

in gender distress, has proved a durable one, and the progeny of Norman Bates stalk the [horror] 

genre up to the present day.’33 Analeptic sequences in which the reader is privy to the threats of 

the character’s grandmother to castrate him in punishment for his bedwetting frame Dolarhyde’s 

gender distress as a fear of emasculation. In contrast, Gumb is shown to desire his own 

emasculation. This is captured in Demme’s cinematic version through 
 
 

32 J. Halberstam, ‘Skinflick: Posthuman Gender in Jonathan Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs’, Camera Obscura, vol.9, no.3, 
1991, p.40 and p.39. Available from: Duke University Press, (accessed 6 September 2018). 
33 C. J. Clover, Men, Women and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1992, 
p.27. 
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the memorable scene in which Buffalo Bill (Ted Levine) parades in front of a camera with his 

genitals tucked away between his legs (Fig.5). 
 

 
Fig.5 (Source: The Silence of the Lambs, dir. J. Demme, Australia, MGM Home Entertainment, 2004 (1990) [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Diane Negra moves the line of descent further back. Negra argues that Gumb not only 

shares his pathology with Norman Bates but that theirs is one rooted in Victor Frankenstein. 

Influenced by Lacan, Negra’s position is that the fundamental crisis passed down from 

Frankenstein to Bates to Gumb is ‘the condition of split subjectivity [brought] about by the 

imposition of gender categories.’34 The actions of each are attempts to recuperate wholeness: 

Frankenstein’s creation of the monster; Bates’ matricide and subsequent impersonation of his 

mother; and Gumb’s attempt at translocation from manhood to womanhood. 

The script of psychosexual fury is legible in the case of Gumb as a male character openly 

suffering gender distress. But his characterisation does not bear the same component of sexual 

predation that stamps Bates and Dolarhyde before him. Bates is given to voyeurism and Dolarhyde 

to necrophilia. Both work to stabilise their precarious masculinity by the domination of the female 

form through violence, not unlike Bateman in American Psycho. Recalling that for Arendt and 

Scarry force is greatest where real power is weakest, impotence patterns the behaviour of the 

fictional psychopaths in these narratives. This is in addition to the causal clichés of childhood 

abuse and maternal failure. Gumb reproduces the causal cliché of psychosexual fury predicated 

on maternal failure, but disrupts the trope of misogynistic dominance. The antagonist of The 

Silence of the Lambs does not kill women in an attempt to recuperate his masculinity, but in order 

to stake a claim to their femininity. This point of 
 
 
 
 
 
34 D. Negra, ‘Coveting the Feminine: Victor Frankenstein, Norman Bates, and Buffalo Bill’, Literature/Film Quarterly, vol.24, 
no.2, 1996, p.194. 
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difference is noted by Julie Tharp: ‘Unlike [most] serial sex killers, Buffalo Bill kills because 

he wants to be a woman, not to have a woman nor as an alternative to having women.’35 

This distinction goes some way to aligning Gumb with Lecter, who also disrupts the 

stereotype. This too is noted by Tharp, who links the two characters for their shared disruption of 

the impotence axiom: ‘Lecter kills out of revenge, self-preservation, and sometimes just for 

amusement.’36 Lecter’s apparently asexual motivational framework combines with Gumb’s 

atypical sexuality to position The Silence of the Lambs as resistant to a charge of misogyny. It is 

not unreasonable that such a charge should often be levelled against fiction featuring serial killers. 

Chapter 2 noted that Bateman does not exclusively target women. But when he does so the 

narrator-protagonist is memorable for portraying himself as especially brutal. The result is that 

Ellis’s American Psycho has been heavily criticised as a misogynistic text. While destabilised 

somewhat by his romance with the blind woman Reba McClane, Dolarhyde also presents as a 

misogynist. Once he has murdered Mrs Leeds and Mrs Jacobi, the antagonist interferes with their 

corpses. Gumb engages in no such transgressive act of heterosexual aggression. Moreover, by the 

end of The Silence of the Lambs the victims are male and female in equal number. Tharp notes 

that ‘the total body count stands at five women and five men’.37 The implication is that The 

Silence of the Lambs is at least less misogynistic than most other serial killer fiction, including 

Red Dragon. 

The ambiguity of gender in The Silence of the Lambs is also discussed by Elizabeth 

Young. Speaking specifically of the film adaptation, Young argues that the story is in fact 

fundamentally structured by a misogynistic impetus, stressing that women are prominently and 

serially victimised as the targets of Buffalo Bill. However, Young also points out that the 

character is not a rapist. ‘[I]t is significant that rape, usually the paradigmatic form of male 

violence against women, appears nowhere in the text.’38 The fact remains though that Gumb’s 

covetousness of femininity manifests in the destruction of women’s bodies, and without the 

antagonist’s remorseless reification of the female form there would be no story at all. Yet the 

disorderly trajectory of Gumb is twinned with the maturation of Starling. Indeed, Young submits 

that The Silence of the Lambs reads as a female Bildungsroman.39 The protagonist’s 
 
 
 

35 J. Tharp, ‘The Transvestite as Monster: Gender Horror in The Silence of the Lambs and Psycho’, Journal of Popular Film and 
Television, vol.19, no.3, 1991, p.109. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed 6 September 2018). 
36  Tharp, ‘The Transvestite as Monster’, 1991, p.109. 
37  Tharp, ‘The Transvestite as Monster’, 1991, p.109. 
38 E. Young, ‘The Silence of the Lambs and the Flaying of Feminist Theory’, Camera Obscura, vol.27, 1991, p.7. 
39 Young, ‘The Flaying of Feminist Theory’, 1991, p.8. 
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coming-of-age is marked by her professional passage from FBI trainee to FBI agent.40 Young 

states: 

The Silence of the Lambs focuses explicitly on naked, mutilated, and murdered female bodies, an emphasis 

that might seem the quintessence of misogyny…[Yet] rather than merely reinscribing misogyny, [the film] 

affords a complex example of one way in which a mode of representation may significantly transform and 

critique its gender content [by] self-consciously…interrogat[ing] the asymmetrical social relation between 

gender and power.41 

In the final analysis, the ambivalent representation of the roles of women and permissible forms 

of sexuality in The Silence of the Lambs at least manifests an anxiety about misogyny. 

Lecter is portrayed as the preeminent serial killer in Red Dragon without his pre- 

eminence undermined either by his marginality in the text or by the fact that the character is not 

depicted committing any violence. In The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter explicitly kills three male 

characters, and also promises to kill and cannibalise a fourth. The targeting of these characters 

tallies with Tharp’s assessment that Lecter’s serially violent actions are variously vengeful, self-

preservative, and ludic. The cannibal psychiatrist first kills Miggs, the schizophrenic in the cell 

next to his, for the discourtesy of flinging ejaculate onto Starling when she first visits the 

sanatorium. Lecter then kills police officers Boyle and Pembry to effect his escape from custody 

and regain his freedom. The fugitive Lecter makes a call to Starling from the Bahamas on the 

occasion of her graduation from the FBI academy. This episode provides the coda of Demme’s 

film. Lecter assures Starling that he has no plans to call on her, and asks that she extend him the 

same courtesy. Lecter excuses himself from continued conversation by telling Starling: ‘I’m 

having an old friend for dinner.’ The pun indicates a playful dimension to the character as the 

film cuts to a shot of Chilton disembarking from a plane. Notably, the characterisation of Lecter 

again refutes the scripts of abuse or maternal failure, as in Red Dragon. This refutation is 

conspicuous enough given these scripts are conflated in Gumb, like they were in Dolarhyde. It is 

made unmissable by the comments made by Lecter in his first encounter with Starling. The 

cannibal psychiatrist tells the FBI trainee: ‘You can’t reduce me to a set of influences.’ While 

Lecter’s killings in The Silence of the Lambs can be read in terms 
 
40 Cf. the implicit identification of Starling’s movement in the narrative as formational by Cary Wolfe and Jonathan Elmer, who 
see the ethos of Bildungsroman in The Silence of the Lambs problematized by the final surfacing of ‘a sort of counterknowledge 
of human society as unremittingly feral.’ ‘Subject to Sacrifice: Ideology, Psychoanalysis, and the Discourse of Species in 
Jonathan Demme’s Silence of the Lambs’, boundary 2, vol.22, no.3, 1995, p.145. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 
2015). 
41 Young, ‘The Flaying of Feminist Theory’, 1991, pp.8-9. 
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of vengeance, self-preservation, and amusement, the character himself proffers malevolent 

agency. The character claims that he is his own cause: ‘Nothing happened to me, Agent Starling, 

I happened.’ 

Published in 1999, Hannibal is the third novel in Harris’s tetralogy. Hannibal maintains the 

transitional and internal continuities established by its predecessors. The action of the novel is 

contemporary with its present, the mid- to late nineties, a forward movement in time of about a 

decade. This chronological progression, which corresponds with the eleven years it took Harris 

to write the third instalment, deliberately fails to tally with the progress made by Starling in the 

FBI. Although the character has risen in the agency, her rise does not appear commensurate with 

her ambition and competence. Rather she is clearly bound by the patriarchy, concentrated in the 

egregiously misogynistic character of Paul Krendler. The antagonism between the two forms an 

important subplot. The detestable Krendler is corruptly in the pay of the novel’s main villain, 

Mason Verger, who is bent on a personal vendetta against the at-large cannibal. Verger is the heir 

to a fortune ironically amassed through meat production. Crippled and horribly disfigured, Verger 

was once a sadistic pederast and incestuously abusive brother to Margot. He was also formerly a 

patient of Lecter. After loading Verger with hallucinogens, Lecter convinced his patient to cut off 

his own face and feed it in strips to his dogs. This could be read as punishment for his sexual 

deviance. Or as an unorthodox form of therapy designed to cure the character’s malignant 

narcissism. Or a function of Lecter’s murderous intolerance for discourtesy. Whichever way it is 

read, the horrific elegance of Lecter making Verger as ugly on the outside as he perceived him to 

be on the inside is an instance of Lecter’s violence being framed as both reasonable and 

purposeful. There is a sense of justice in Lecter’s past disfigurement of the villain in Hannibal. 

The sense of Starling’s masculinity is extended in Hannibal. Along with the character’s 

choice of car, a high-powered Mustang, her skill with a gun problematically underscores her 

manly status as an action hero. Starling receives a letter from Guinness World Records 

congratulating her for being the female officer to have shot and killed the most people. This both 

highlights and taints Starling’s competence as a law enforcer. It characterises her as a deadly 

force, which aligns her with Lecter and so with violent criminality. This alignment calls into 

question the troubled distinction between lawful and unlawful killing, execution versus murder, 

with Lecter himself increasingly positioned as executioner in the tetralogy. 
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Starling ultimately abandons the service of the law in the novel when she accepts Lecter as 

a lover – or takes him as one, noting the ambiguity of the episode. This concludes an intimate and 

grotesque dinner party during which Lecter feeds the avaricious and misogynistic Krendler pieces 

of his own brain before executing him with a crossbow. 

For an instant many windows in [Starling’s] mind aligned and she saw far across her own experience. 

She said, “Hannibal Lecter, did your mother feed you at her breast?” 

“Yes.” 
 

“Did you ever feel that you had to relinquish the breast to [your sister]? Did you ever feel you were 

required to give it up for her?” 

A beat. “I don’t recall that, Clarice. If I gave it up, I did it gladly.” 
 

Clarice Starling reached her cupped hand into the deep neckline of her gown and freed her breast, 

quickly peaky in the open air. “You don’t have to give up this one,” she said. Looking always into his 

eyes, with her trigger finger she took warm Château d’Yquem from her mouth and a thick sweet drop 

suspended from her nipple like a golden cabochon and trembled with her breathing. 

He came swiftly from his chair to her, went on a knee before her chair, and bent to her coral and 

cream in the firelight his dark sleek head.42 

Starling’s taboo sexuality, incestuous and masochistic, finds full expression here. It is difficult to 

resolve whether she seduces Lecter in this moment or he has seduced her. On the one hand, in 

offering her breast to the cannibalistic protagonist, Starling appears to acquiesce symbolically to 

his consumption of her. On the other hand, in suckling Lecter, she also appears to defuse his 

monstrosity by infantilising him. Additionally problematic is the latter possibility’s re-inscription 

of the underlying dynamic of the Lecter-Starling relationship as maternal rather than paternal, or 

its paradoxical admission of both possibilities. Equally irresolvable is another question: through 

union with Lecter has Starling freed herself of constraint altogether or exchanged one constraint 

for another? Is the character better read as having wholly connected with an urgent channel of 

desire and now like Lecter unencumbered by morality, or has she escaped direct subjugation by 

an institutional manifestation of patriarchy only by entering a covenant with that of an individual? 

Ambiguity defines both the libidinal and political economies dramatically at play in this 

transaction. 
 
 
42 T. Harris, Hannibal, London, Arrow Books, 2009 (1999), p.750. 
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This raises the third line of reinvention bound up with Lecter’s trajectory of serial 

enhancement, the re-inventive process of adaptation. The process of adaptation is raised because 

the coupling of the patriarchal serial killer and the female law enforcer constitutes a locus of upset 

and resistance in the cultural history of the Hannibal Lecter universe. Each of the titles in the 

tetralogy by Harris have been adapted for the screen. Red Dragon has two cinematic versions: 

Michael Mann’s Manhunter (1986) and Brett Ratner’s Red Dragon (2002). Produced sixteen years 

apart, and although very different aesthetically, both are more or less faithful to their shared 

source text. Notably, Mann’s film has attracted more critical attention than that of Ratner.43 Three 

years after the publication of the novel, Jonathan Demme released the film version of The Silence 

of the Lambs. With Starling played by Jodie Foster and Lecter played for the first of three times 

by Anthony Hopkins, The Silence of the Lambs went on to become only the third film to win five 

Academy Awards across each of the top categories: Best Picture; Best Director; Best Actor; Best 

Actress; and Best Adapted Screenplay. The screenplay was written by Ted Tally, and corresponds 

closely with the novel. A result of the extraordinary cultural weight of the adaptation, The Silence 

of the Lambs is the Lecter story that has so far dominated scholarship around the figure. Indeed, 

2017 saw the publication of a collection of essays devoted specifically to the film.44 Continuing 

the trend of the involvement of big-name directors, the adaptation of Hannibal was overseen by 

Ridley Scott, the film released in 2001. Finally, Hannibal Rising, published in 2006, was almost 

immediately adapted in 2007. Notably, Harris wrote both the novel and the screenplay. 

Hannibal Rising breaks the chronotope maintained between Red Dragon, The Silence of 

the Lambs, and Hannibal. The reader / viewer is taken back in time and out of America to the 

eponymous hero’s childhood and adolescence in Lithuania and France. Hannibal Rising presents 

as Lecter’s Bildungsroman, and central to the character’s formation is the story’s location of his 

pathology in wartime atrocity and subsequent orphanhood. This is problematic because it 

contradicts his own claim to autogenesis so memorable in The Silence of the Lambs. Cassuto 

comments: 

Lecter changes from a killer without a past (“Nothing happened to me, Officer Starling [sic]. I 

happened.”) to a sensitive, haunted man in terrible pain from the destruction of his 
 
 
 
43 For example the edited collection of essays: S. Sanders, A. J. Skoble, and R. B. Palmer (eds.), The Philosophy of Michael 
Mann, Lexington, University Press of Kentucky, 2014. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
44 C. J. Miller, (ed.), The Silence of the Lambs: Essays on a Cannibal, Clarice, and a Nice Chianti, Lanham, Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2017. 
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own family, especially his sister. The Lecter of…Hannibal Rising is a tragic hero to whom something 

terrible did happen.45 

Following his adoption and emotional rehabilitation by Lady Murasaki, his uncle’s widow, which 

includes receiving her tutelage in Japanese swordsmanship, Lecter’s coming-of-age is plotted 

within the framework of a revenge narrative. The character systematically hunts down those who 

cannibalised his younger sister on the Eastern Front while he excels as a gifted medical student 

in Paris, establishing his dexterous duplicity. 

An important subplot in Hannibal Rising is the rivalry that develops between the young 

Lecter and Inspector Popil. Popil has the insight to see the monstrous hybridity most cannot. That 

is, as Lecter is evolving as a valuable member of society he is also becoming a serial killer and a 

cannibal. The rivalry between the two characters features a mutual admiration of each other’s 

intelligence. This retrospectively establishes a pattern already in effect. Admiring talent is a 

constant in Lecter’s characterisation, part of his appreciation for sophistication. The figure is 

likewise drawn to Graham and Starling for their intelligence. This is accentuated in Fuller’s TV 

series in which Lecter is not only rigorous about keeping intelligent company but befriends other 

characters who are themselves deft theorists of mind. Particularly notable examples include: Will 

Graham; Alana Bloom (Caroline Dhavernas); Bedelia Du Maurier; Jack Crawford (Laurence 

Fishburne); and Abigail Hobbs. There is a self-assessing and self- congratulatory aspect to this 

that is relevant later in discussion of the imperative of potential. It raises the stakes of the game 

he is playing in consulting for the FBI as a serial killer. Lecter’s calculations and manipulations 

are not deployed against laypeople. The character is engaged in outsmarting the smart. 

All of the cinematic adaptations correspond respectfully with the source material written 

by Harris, true also of Fuller’s remediation of the story cycle as long-form television. The 

exception, as noted, is Hannibal. Not only is the union of Lecter and Starling in the novel resisted 

in the film, it is spectacularly undone. Starling, played not by Foster but Julianne Moore, 

pointedly unites the two leads by handcuffing them together. The FBI and police are on the way 

to Krendler’s lake house, and Starling, remaining a faithful servant of the law, wants to prevent 

Lecter’s escape. Lecter then just as pointedly severs the link between them. He picks up a meat 

cleaver and remarks laconically: ‘This is really going to hurt.’ Lecter chops down as the viewer 

gets a close-up of Starling’s anguished expression. Cut to Starling stumbling down 

 
45 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, p.254. 
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to the lakeside in pursuit of the vanished anti-hero and she has both of her hands. The viewer 

realises that Lecter has cut off his own hand to decouple them, his laconic remark an allusion also 

to emotional pain at the prospect of the characters’ separation. Lecter’s selfless act of self- 

mutilation, contradictory of his psychopathy, is confirmed in the next scene. The cannibal 

psychiatrist is aboard a plane heading to an unknown destination. Those familiar with the novel 

might suspect Argentina, for it is in Buenos Aires that Lecter and Starling, united as husband and 

wife, are last to be seen. Ever the exacting diner, Lecter has packed his own meal. But he must 

open it one-handed, his other arm heavily bandaged and in a sling. Perhaps there is some 

consolation for the character in having as part of his meal some of Krendler’s brain, a portion of 

the enemy of Starling vanquished by Lecter on her behalf. 

David Schmid argues for the superiority of the adaptation over the original in ‘The 

Kindest Cut of All’ (2007). Schmid submits that the film is a subversive adaptation that critiques 

its source while recreating it.46 In particular, the film does not grant access to Lecter’s subjectivity 

as happens in the novel. For Schmid, this keeps the character compellingly enigmatic.47 Schmid 

also favours the film’s alternative ending, suggesting that the conclusion of the novel ‘contains 

an excessive degree of closure.’48 Notably, Foster refused to reprise the role of Starling, feeling 

the heroine betrayed by her creator in accepting / taking Lecter as a lover. Similarly, Demme 

turned down directing the film and Tally refused to write the screenplay. Speaking at the 1999 

Austin Film Festival, Tally stated that he and Demme ‘read it and were horrified. We didn’t see 

how we could make a movie from it that we could be proud of and not feel sleazy about…It was 

upsetting because we had a friendship with Tom Harris and felt we owed him a lot. But he was 

defensive and didn’t want anything changed.’49 

Yet the ending of the novel, with its ostensible romantic union, is not without its 

ambiguities, as Žižek has argued. If Starling stands as a cipher for womanhood, then her giving in 

to the figure of the monstrous male perpetuates the subjugation of women by men. By extension, 

it casts the novel as a text that not only mobilises but apparently endorses the right of masculinity 

to possess the female body. Fascinated by the deviation from page to screen, Žižek suggests that 

the source of the intolerance behind this refusal, which is politically correct 
 
 
 

46 D. Schmid, ‘The Kindest Cut of All: Adapting Thomas Harris’s Hannibal’, Literature/Film Quarterly, vol.35, no.1, 2007, 
p.393. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
47  Schmid, ‘The Kindest Cut of All’, 2007, p.394. 
48  Schmid, ‘The Kindest Cut of All’, 2007, p.392. 
49 S. Royal, ‘Austin Heart of Film Screenwriters Conference Draws Top Talent’, Inside Film Magazine Online, 
http://www.insidefilm.com/aff99.html (accessed 13 December 2018). 
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and operative within the sphere of consciousness, runs deeper than the choice to uphold an anti- 

misogynistic stance. 

[I]n [the novel] we are served a direct realization of what Freud called the “fundamental fantasy”: the 

subject’s innermost scene of desire which cannot be directly admitted. Of course Hannibal is an object of 

intense libidinal investment, of true passionate attachment: in The Silence of the Lambs, we (and, in the 

couple of Hannibal and Clarice, Clarice stands for this “we,” the common spectator, the point of 

identification) love him; he is an absolute charmer. Hannibal fails precisely because, at the novel’s end, it 

directly realizes this fantasy which must remain implicit; the result is thus “psychologically unconvincing” 

not because it is fake, but because it gets too close to our fantasmatic kernel.50 

The upset articulated by Tally and shared by Demme and Foster indicates that, more than merely 

unconvinced by it, many were offended by the coming together of Lecter and Starling. Following 

Žižek, the explanation for this is that the characters’ erotic embrace openly imagines libido without 

restraint, capturing what is profoundly uncontrollable about desire – both male and female – with 

an unbearable authenticity that must be disavowed. 

The three lines of reinvention posed by the inversion of the detective story around the 

criminological and cultural invention of the serial killer, the complication of masculinity and 

indeed femininity exerted by Starling, and the notably problematic process of adaptation are 

bound up with the movement of Lecter from marginality to centrality. This feature of the figure’s 

multiplication across texts is unique relative to the fictional psychopaths adduced alongside him. 

Alex and Bateman are first-person autodiegetic narrators. They not only narrate the action of A 

Clockwork Orange and American Psycho respectively, but are central to it. Their view of their 

worlds is the only perspective that exists. They monopolise the texts of their creation. Lecter does 

not. Lecter is one focaliser of many in the third-person narratives of Harris’s tetralogy. The 

character is always crucial, but he is not always central. Lecter expands more and more from one 

iteration to the next. 

Baker notices that Lecter ‘is, perversely, increasingly placed in the role of hero, 

particularly in Hannibal…by Harris’s use of point of view.’51 Similarly, Daniel Shaw observes: 

‘Lecter is transformed from ruthless serial killer to beloved protagonist by the third entry in the 
 
 
 
50 S. Žižek, ‘Our Daily Fantasies and Fetishes’, JAC, vol.21, no.3, 2001, p.649. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 July 
2015). 
51 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to the Gothic, 2007, p.169. 
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series.’52 Lecter does not cease to be a ruthless serial killer in Hannibal and Hannibal Rising in 

becoming a beloved protagonist. The one state and the other are not mutually exclusive. Rather, 

Lecter remarkably succeeds in being a beloved protagonist while going about ruthlessly killing 

other characters. This corroborates the perversity to which Baker draws attention, isolating some 

of what is so ‘strange’ about Lecter’s ‘career’ as a fictional entity. Such an organisational 

trajectory in the tetralogy, to which Lecter is subjected and through which the character is 

subjectified, raises some tension between the perspectives of Cassuto and Shaw. Cassuto suggests 

that Harris becomes ensnared in his own formula in the later novels.53 For Shaw, Lecter’s re-

figuration as anti-hero in fact radically changes the structure of Harris’s storytelling, marking the 

author’s abandonment of his previous narrative template.54 

Baker observes that ‘our access to Lecter’s interiority’ in Hannibal works to increase our 

identification with him.55 Baker goes on to suggest that this is ‘a vital means by which Harris is 

able to realign Lecter from the position of monstrous Other to Romantic Self.’56 In more general 

terms, this narrative strategy re-characterises Lecter as more heroic than villainous. In Red 

Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter is depicted as categorically criminal. In Hannibal 

and Hannibal Rising, he is portrayed more ambiguously as noble fugitive and righteous vigilante 

respectively. The character still does bad things in the latter texts. But while his actions are 

ethically questionable, they are rendered transparently reasonable. Dexter Morgan (Michael C. 

Hall), the title character of the TV series based on the novels of Jeff Lindsay, is comparable in 

this regard. Reproducing Shaw’s descriptor of Lecter, Morgan is on the whole a ‘beloved’ 

character. But the weirdness of the premise of Dexter – a serial killer who only kills other serial 

killers – is managed by and leveraged to produce the pronounced presence of its black humour. 

A motif of the show is its depiction of Dexter getting a phone call concerning absence or lateness 

while dismembering a victim. The character must then excuse himself on the basis that he had to 

sub in for another bowling team, or something else equally banal. No such dark comic register 

clearly marks and mitigates the serial violence of Lecter. 
 
 
 
 
 
52 D. Shaw, ‘The Mastery of Hannibal Lecter’ in S. J. Schneider and D. Shaw (eds.), Dark Thoughts: Philosophic Reflections on 
Cinematic Horror, Lanham MD and Oxford, The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2003, p.10. 
53 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.242. 
54 Shaw, ‘The Mastery of Hannibal Lecter’ in Schneider and Shaw (eds.), Dark Thoughts, 2003, p.17. 
55 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to the Gothic, 2007, p.169. 
56 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to the Gothic, 2007, p.169. 

163

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



Baker notes of Graham and Starling that Lecter is positioned as ‘their source of 

knowledge.’57 A corollary of this is the character’s triangulation of the central opposition in Red 

Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs. Lecter connects Graham and Dolarhyde in the former, and 

Starling and Gumb in the latter, making possible the detectives’ establishment of the killers’ 

identities. In Red Dragon, Lecter also serves to multiply antagonism. Not only does he set Graham 

after Dolarhyde, he sets Dolarhyde after Graham, communicating the home address of the 

detective to the killer through a coded message. Lecter does not operate this way in The Silence of 

the Lambs, never acting to endanger Starling, but again multiplies antagonism in Hannibal. His 

central enmity with Mason Verger pits him against Detective Ronaldo Pazzi, who covets the 

bounty offered by Verger for Lecter’s capture. This brings Starling into opposition with Verger, 

and it brings Lecter to assume an interventional role in Starling’s conflict with Verger’s man, 

Krendler. This last facet of antagonism posits Lecter as an agent of salvation. This is reproduced 

in Fuller’s Hannibal in Lecter’s efforts to stabilise Graham’s subjectivity through therapeutic 

methods most unorthodox. 

 
 
‘Cultivate your urges as the inspirations they are’: controlling the self / developing the self 

and the aestheticization of life and death in Bryan Fuller’s Hannibal 

Chapter 1 noted that the scholarship concerned with understanding the motivations of the 

protagonist of A Clockwork Orange regularly reaches for explanations that owe much to Freud, 

implicitly if not explicitly. Alex is a figure who canalises instinct with little restraint, and stands as 

the murderously resentful son destined to become the murderously resented father. Chapter 2 

observed that the critical attention paid to Patrick Bateman most often reads him as an agent of 

contextual factors, notably the potential rapacity of capitalism and the brutality of the hegemonic 

masculine order, which is racist, sexist, and homophobic. Lecter has been subject to greater 

change than either Alex or Bateman as a coordinate of ten iterations, formerly marginal and 

latterly central, over four decades. The critical literature on Lecter is thus similarly more diverse. 

Like the work on A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho, though, criticism has concentrated 

on the motivation of the fictional psychopath created by Harris, and taken differing views on the 

susceptibility of his extreme behaviour to psychological or psychoanalytic explanations. 
 
 
 
57 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy (eds.), The Routledge Companion to the Gothic, 2007, p.168. 
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David Sterritt doubts that a psychoanalytic framework can account for Lecter: 
 
The secret to [Lecter’s] remarkable success on page and screen lies in the way his mental functioning 

confounds traditional paradigms set forth by Sigmund Freud and further expanded and revised by later 

psychoanalytic theorists, of whom Slavoj Žižek and his mentor Jacques Lacan are among the most 

influential today. It is easy to say that [Lecter], like Dolarhyde and Jame Gumb (Buffalo Bill), is 

perpetually stuck in the oral stage of infantile development, actualising primordial fantasies of devouring 

the coveted mother, the dreaded father, and the resented sibling via spectacular acts of anthropophagy. 

What flummoxes this id-driven model is the astonishing self-control that [Lecter] displays in every aspect 

of his comportment and behaviour.58 

This chapter itself puts an accent on self-control, yet Sterritt’s rebuttal of Freudian positions is not 

without difficulties. For one thing, it does not recognise a favourite reversal of Žižek: the 

renunciation of pleasure can become the pleasure of renunciation. There can be enjoyment in 

discipline, which could be mobilised to account for Lecter’s self-mastery. It can be added that it 

is incomplete to cite the Freudian subject as id-driven. Driving the Freudian subject is the tension 

that arises from the internal competition between the ego, the id, and the superego. In fact Lecter 

in some measure stands as the fictional personification of the impossibly perfect Freudian subject: 

the totally non-neurotic individual in whom the components of the psychic apparatus are in 

harmony. Lecter himself suggests as much in an exchange with Graham in ‘Apéritif’, the pilot 

episode of Fuller’s TV series. Discussing their pursuit of the Minnesota Shrike, Lecter asks his 

interlocutor if he ever has any “problems.” Graham ironically replies in the negative. ‘Of course 

you don’t,’ comes Lecter’s rejoinder. ‘We’re just alike: “problem” free. Nothing about us to feel 

horrible about.’ This is a polyphonic utterance, Lecter speaking sarcastically about Graham yet 

honestly about himself. The psychopathic psychiatrist knows that Graham is a man tortured by his 

ability to identify with killers while Lecter, though himself a killer, feels untroubled by anything. 

It is rare to observe Lecter construed as an embodiment of economic and political forces, 

as is common with the narrator-protagonist of American Psycho. That said, such a rationale is not 

entirely absent from commentary about the character. Amanda Craig has submitted that ‘Lecter 

poses the ultimate expression’ of the rage of the intellectual male elite precipitated by what she 

perceives to be that portion of society’s perception of its own 
 
 

58 D. Sterritt, ‘Man and Übermensch: Evil and Power in Manhunter’ in Sander, Skoble, and Palmer (eds.), The Philosophy of 
Michael Mann, 2014, pp.77-78. 
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embattlement.59 Craig makes this submission without doing much to substantiate it. The spectre of 

‘the intellectual male elite’ seems mobilised for polemic effect, aiding Craig’s invective against 

the emergence of the marginal villain as central anti-hero. If Lecter was as emphatic a scion of 

patriarchy as Craig supposes, violent in response to the diminishment of masculinity’s hegemony, 

would the character not be expected to target women as frequently done by the misogynistic 

Bateman? Lecter murders three people in The Silence of the Lambs, all of them men. Lecter again 

murders three people in Hannibal, and again all of them are men. In Hannibal Rising, the 

character murders six people. All six are men. What Lecter channels with more certainty than the 

dangerous death throes of an order supposed to be increasingly moribund is the incorporation of 

serial violence into the composition of the ideal man. Lecter, like figures such as Bond and 

Bourne, who are typically taken as unequivocally heroic, engages consistently and almost 

constantly in violently vanquishing other men. This suggests that the greatest threat to any given 

man, and therefore the greatest focus of his anxieties around self- assertion, is the complex of 

capabilities and intentions of every other man, whether actually encountered or merely imagined. 

From this perspective, Lecter’s psychopathic violence realises the need of masculine agency for 

a measure of superiority in a Nietzschean sense as opposed to an Adlerian one. It is not just a 

matter of power over the self, but also of power over others. 

Tharp discusses Lecter’s motives tangentially by focusing on those of Buffalo Bill in 

Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs. As noted previously, Tharp emphasises that ‘Buffalo Bill 

kills because he wants to be a woman, not to have a woman.’60 This goes some way to aligning 

Buffalo Bill with Lecter, insofar as the latter also disrupts the stereotype. Indeed, Tharp links the 

two characters for their shared disruption of the standard pattern, clarifying that ‘Lecter kills out 

of revenge, self-preservation, and sometimes just for amusement.’61 Within the context of The 

Silence of the Lambs, this list of motives withstands scrutiny. Lecter’s murder of Miggs is 

vengeful, a response to the disgusting discourtesy perpetrated against Starling. Not strictly self-

preservative, Lecter’s double murder of Tate and Pembry is instrumental in effecting his escape. 

And the promise to cannibalise Chilton in the film’s coda is partly a matter of amusement, and 

partly punishment for what Lecter perceives to be Chilton’s gruesomeness. This gruesomeness 

is also perceived by the viewer through Chilton’s barely veiled sexual 
 
 

59 A. Craig, ‘Why I Hate Hannibal Lecter: Amanda Craig deplores the cult of the snobbish cannibal’, New Statesman, 19 
February 2001, p.57. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
60  Tharp, ‘The Transvestite as Monster’, 1991, p.109. 
61  Tharp, ‘The Transvestite as Monster’, 1991, p.109. 
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harassment of Starling. In this way, Tharp’s assessment persuasively rationalises the violence 

committed by Lecter. 

In ‘The Violence of the Event: Hannibal Lecter in the Lyotardian Sublime’ (1994), 

Barry Taylor argues that the psychopathic icon emblematises non-rationality: 

Lecter comes to represent – as against the explicable and containable murderers of the foreground 

narratives – the serial killer as that which defeats knowledge, a subject who demands and elicits 

interpretation, while being situated at a point of aporia where all established frameworks of interpretation 

cancel themselves.62 

Taylor is addressing the first two Lecter stories, Red Dragon and The Silence of the Lambs, in 

which efforts are made by Harris, and repeated by Mann and Demme, to have the character defeat 

knowledge. Taylor is correct to observe that Lecter is characterised so as to frustrate 

deconstruction even though his behaviour begs explanation. Peter Messent makes a similar point 

in suggesting that Lecter’s early appeal lies in his monstrosity, which is another way of expressing 

his unknowability.63 In The Silence of the Lambs, Lecter in fact attests that he is unknowable. 

When first she visits him, Starling is carrying with her some kind of psychometric test. This is 

dismissed by Lecter: ‘Oh Agent Starling, you think you can dissect me with that blunt little tool?’ 

This interrogative sustains the sentiment in ‘Nothing happened to me…I happened.’ At the same 

time that Taylor and Messent are right to say that Lecter in his former iterations presents as 

epistemologically unconventional, Tharp is also right to enumerate motives for the same 

iterations of the character that include common-sense notions such as vengeance and survival. 

Lecter is ultimately shifted in Hannibal and Hannibal Rising to occupy a trauma narrative. A 

subject pathologised by the psychic violence of witnessing the cannibalisation of his younger 

sister, Lecter conforms to the trite trajectory identified by Cassuto: ‘the serial killer is an abused 

child grown up.’64 Singularly uncontainable, the possible explanations of Lecter’s character are 

indeed caught up in a process of mutual cancellation, as Taylor argues. 

Referencing Žižek, Bran Nicol submits: 
 
Our fascination with Lecter…lies in his combination of unimaginable horror and boundless reason. As 

such he is the product of our simultaneous deep longing for a 
 

62 B. Taylor, ‘The Violence of the Event: Hannibal Lecter in the Lyotardian Sublime’ in S. Earnshaw (ed.), Postmodern 
Surroundings, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1994, p.220. 
63 P. Messent, ‘American Gothic: Liminality in Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lecter Novels’, Journal of American and 
Comparative Cultures, vol.23, no.4, 2000, p.24. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed 17 July 2015). 
64 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.259. 

167

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



Lacanian analyst and inability to apprehend the powerful way Lacanian analysis will tear into our flimsy 

sense of individuality.65 

Nicol’s assessment provides a counterpoint to the position shared by Taylor and Messent, in 

which Lecter represents the collapse of all reason. For Nicol, Lecter’s derangement is based in 

reason, not in its collapse. Lecter is so excessively rational and so devoid of internal tensions that 

he gives the impression of being non-rational. This split in critical opinion reveals Lecter as a 

locus of competing interpretive possibilities. 

The excessive rationality of Lecter is also emphasised by Shaw, who highlights Lecter’s 

acumen and capacity to outthink and outplay the other characters around him. These are features 

crucial to what Shaw sums up in his phrase ‘the mastery of Hannibal Lecter.’ Like others, Shaw 

finds problems in Harris’s third novel. 

Part of the problem with Hannibal is the one-sidedness of the contest. Other than Agent Starling, Lecter 

makes fools out of all who chase him…Lecter gets tripped up [only] when he gets whimsical.66 

The latter part of this observation is corroborated explicitly by the characterisation of Lecter in 

Fuller’s Hannibal. One innovation of the TV series is to pair Lecter with a psychiatrist of his 

own, Bedelia du Maurier, who becomes his wife in the third season. Du Maurier diagnoses Lecter 

as prone to whimsy, of marvelling occasionally at ‘his own exquisite taste and cunning.’67 She 

reports this to the FBI to aid in Lecter’s capture. The lesson of her insight is that in order to best 

Lecter his opponents would do well to exploit a moment of self- congratulation. That Lecter is 

given to such moments implies that his actions are structured by a ludic impetus. This is what is 

explored by Shaw in terms of Lecter’s ‘mastery’ of the game, and by Tharp in terms of 

‘amusement.’ 

Another line of analysis focuses on Lecter’s cannibalism, and involves a deconstruction of 

his motivations anchored specifically in his ritualised anthropophagy as his signature act of 

violence. In ‘To Amuse the Mouth: Anthropophagy in Thomas Harris’s Tetralogy of Hannibal 

Lecter Novels’ (2012), Tony Ullyatt identifies several forms of cannibalism. Survival 

cannibalism is of course the consumption of human flesh driven by necessity. There is also 

sadistic cannibalism, ‘the killing and eating of individuals out of sadistic or psychopathological 

 
65 B. Nicol, ‘As If: Traversing the Fantasy in Žižek’, Paragraph, vol.24, no.2, 2001, p.141. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 
17 December 2017). 
66 Shaw, ‘The Mastery of Hannibal Lecter’ in Schneider and Shaw (eds.), Dark Thoughts, 2003, p.18. 
67 ‘Tome-Wan’, Hannibal (Season 2), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2014 [DVD]. 
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motives.’68 Ullyatt submits that Lecter practices exo-cannibalism, unpacked as ‘an act to gain 

strength or demonstrate power.’69 

In ‘Freud’s Worst Nightmare: Dining with Dr Hannibal Lecter’, Barbara Creed approaches 

cannibalism through a psychoanalytic lens. Notably, Ernest Jones reported that Freud himself 

joked about the cannibalistic undercurrent intrinsic to the figurative consumption of minds by a 

psychoanalyst.70 Creed considers cannibalism an acting out of the basic psychic process of 

identification with the other. ‘The subject desires to incorporate, to consume, those with whom 

he identifies.’71 Linked to the oral phase of the organisation of the libido by Freud, there is a 

discernible greediness underlying this metaphorical understanding of cannibalism. But Creed, for 

whom it is no accident that ‘[t]he monster of Hannibal is named after Freud’s hero…the famous 

Semitic conqueror who crossed the Alps and took Rome,’ moves beyond a strictly Freudian 

libidinal economy and into a political and Lacanian domain. 72 

Freud was fascinated by the cannibal feast in which the sons of the primal horde rebel and devour the 

father. The twist in Hannibal seems to be that the father, so enraged by the century’s lack of manners, has 

returned; Lecter, self-appointed guardian of the Symbolic order (signified by his insistence that codes of 

civil society, good manners, should always be observed), has taken it upon himself to eat up the unruly, 

impolite offspring, sending them hurtling back into the semiotic realm.73 

Interpreted as the devoured father returned, Lecter’s cannibalism is a punitive reassertion of 

authority. Not just regulated but also regulating, the connection between the character’s careful 

anthropophagy and mastery is also drawn out by Mark Jancovich: 

[Lecter’s] appetite is not born out of base hunger. He makes human flesh the centre of elaborate 

gastronomic feasts; and, in the process, his consumption of other human beings celebrates his superiority, 

and control, over them.74 

Regardless of differences of nuance, Ullyatt, Creed, and Jancovich all recognise and together 

validate that Lecter’s habit of consuming those around him, figuratively as a psychoanalyst and 

literally as a cannibal, is an act of dominance. Furthermore, they suggest that Lecter’s 
 
68 T. Ullyatt, ‘To Amuse the Mouth: Anthropophagy in Thomas Harris’s Tetralogy of Hannibal Lecter Novels’, Journal of 
Literary Studies, vol.28, no.1, 2012, p.9. Available from: Taylor and Francis Online, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
69 Ullyatt, ‘To Amuse the Mouth’, 2012, p.9. 
70 E. Jones, Sigmund Freud: Life and Work: The Last Phase 1919-1939, London: The Hogarth Press, 1957. 
71 B. Creed, ‘Freud’s Worst Nightmare: Dining with Dr Hannibal Lecter’ in S. J. Schneider (ed.), Horror Film and 
Psychoanalysis, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, p.200. 
72 Creed, ‘Freud’s Worst Nightmare’ in Schneider (ed.), Horror Film and Psychoanalysis, 2004, p.200. 73 Creed, ‘Freud’s Worst 
Nightmare’ in Schneider (ed.), Horror Film and Psychoanalysis, 2004, p.200. 74 M. Jancovich, ‘Foreword’ in Brown, Cannibalism 
in Literature and Film, 2013, p.ix. 
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cannibalism is not limited to mastery over others, but also imbricated in the character’s self- 

mastery. 

Baker talks about Lecter’s ‘Satanic stylings’ in ‘Gothic Masculinities’, and is not alone in 

aligning Lecter with the Devil and the demonic.75 Kathleen Murphy describes the character as 

Mabusian.76 David Sundelson thinks of him as a ‘demon therapist’.77 And Sorcha Ní Fhlainn likens 

Lecter to Dracula, a diabolical antecedent.78 Baker elaborates his own view of Lecter’s diabolism 

in ‘A Man of Wealth and Taste’, building the case that the character is ‘a late avatar of Romantic 

Satanism.’79 Baker means that Lecter can be read as ‘a figure of grand rebellion against a God 

who boundlessly outmatches [his] own appetite for consumption.’80 Baker goes on to note, not 

unlike Tharp, that a corollary of the character’s Satanic stylings is that they distinguish him as a 

fictional serial killer. ‘Lecter is…distinct from the fractured, unstable, transformative, or masked 

subjectivities of other fictions (and other serial killers within Harris’s fictions).’81 Eagleton has 

pointed out that one understanding of evil is that it ‘is thought to be uncaused, or to be its own 

cause.’82 Yet it is nevertheless possible to choose evil.83 The latter is implicit in Baker’s 

description of Lecter as a Luciferian figure of grand rebellion. Reminiscent of Shakespeare’s 

Richard III, ‘determined to prove a villain’, Lecter assumes malevolence by choice.84 The 

character’s violence, underscored by the theatricality of his murders and the gastronomy of his 

cannibalism, the performativity of which connotes deliberation, accordingly makes sense as a 

means of diligently acting out the state of being he has chosen to represent. 

The nickname of the psychopathic protagonist, ‘Hannibal the Cannibal’, advertises his 

signature act of violence. The act of cannibalism, underpinned by murder, is prone to ambiguity. 

J. R. R. Tolkien described the appetite of the cannibalistic Grendel of Beowulf as 
 
 
 

75 Baker, ‘Gothic Masculinities’ in Spooner and McEvoy, The Routledge Companion to Gothic, 2007, p.170. 
76 K. Murphy, ‘Communion’, Film Comment, vol.27, no.1, 1991, p.31. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
77 D. Sundelson, ‘The Demon Therapist and Other Dangers: Jonathan Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs’, Journal of Popular 
Film and Television, vol.21, no.1, 1993, pp.12-17. Available from: ProQuest, (accessed 17 December 2017). 78 S. N. Fhlainn, 
‘Screening the American Gothic: Celluloid Serial Killers’ in J. Faflak and J. Haslam (eds.), American Gothic Culture: An 
Edinburgh Companion, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2016, p.196. 
79 Baker, ‘The Strange Career of Hannibal Lecter’ in Christianson and Partridge (eds.), The Lure of the Dark Side, 2014, p.127. 
80 Baker, ‘The Strange Career of Hannibal Lecter’ in Christianson and Partridge (eds.), The Lure of the Dark Side, 2014, p.127. 
81 Baker, ‘The Strange Career of Hannibal Lecter’ in Christianson and Partridge (eds.), The Lure of the Dark Side, 2014, p.130. 
82  Eagleton, On Evil, 2010, p.4. 
83  Eagleton, On Evil, 2010, p.6. 
84 W. Shakespeare, King Richard III, A. Hammond (ed.), London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2000 (1593), I.i.30. 

170

Hannibal Lecter: Advancement and the developmental possibilities of serial violence



having no sense of proportion.85 The eighth-century man-eater merges cannibalism with the 

dangerous rampancy of greed, a nexus that remains in effect. The idea that cannibals are creatures 

overcome by a limitless hunger is legible in American Psycho. As the inheritor of a Wall Street 

investment bank who eats the dismembered remains of the victims he tortures to death, Patrick 

Bateman appears a compelling cipher for late capitalism’s capacity for unchecked rapacity, which 

stands to become all-devouring. However, with the possible exception of Hannibal Rising, where 

man-eating plausibly literalises the character’s desperate hunger for vengeance, Lecter breaks 

rather than sustains the link between cannibalism and greed that characterises both Grendel and 

Bateman. For Lecter, cannibalism is an assertion of control rather than a marker of its loss. 

Meanwhile, a number of commentators focused on murder are united by the attitude that 

the act is aesthetically loaded. George Orwell made this point in ‘Decline of the English Murder’, 

published in 1946. Orwell satirically lamented the transition out of a ‘great period in murder, [an] 

Elizabethan period, so to speak…between roughly 1850 and 1925’.86 During this time, ‘the 

murders which [gave] the greatest amount of pleasure to the British public’ were thoughtfully 

undertaken by respectable people – indeed the more respectable the better: 

The murderer should be a little man of the professional class – a dentist or a solicitor, say 

– living an intensely respectable life somewhere in the suburbs…Having decided on murder, he should 

plan it with all the utmost cunning…With this kind of background, a crime can have dramatic and even 

tragic qualities…87 

Orwell might well have approved of crucial aspects of Lecter’s characterisation. Despite the 

figure’s aristocratic origins, Lecter works in a respectable medical profession, and is certainly 

cunning and meticulous. 

A century before Orwell, Thomas De Quincey notably produced a series of three Swiftian 

treatises exalting the aesthetics of murder: ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ 

(1827); ‘Second Paper on Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ (1839); and ‘Postscript [to 

On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts]’ (1854). As Robert Morrison has noted, De 

Quincey effectively anticipated the commodification of violence as 
 
 
85 J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’ (1936) available in A. S. Mittman and M. Hensel (eds.), Classic 
Readings on Monster Theory, Amsterdam, Amsterdam University Press, 2019. Available from: JSTOR, (accessed 2 January 
2020). 
86 G. Orwell, ‘Decline of the English Murder’ in S. Orwell and I. Angus (eds.), The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of 
George Orwell: Volume IV In Front of Your Nose 1945-1950, London, Secker and Warburg, 1968, p.98. 
87 Orwell, ‘Decline of the English Murder’ in Orwell and Angus (eds.), Collected Essays Volume IV, 1968, p.98 and p.100. 
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entertainment by popular literature and later cinema.88 Following is a passage juxtaposing murder 

with portraiture: 

Awkward disturbances will arise; people will not submit to have their throats cut quietly; they will run, 

they will kick, they will bite; and, whilst the portrait painter often has to complain of too much torpor in 

his subject, the artist, in our line, is generally embarrassed by too much animation.89 

The rhetorical game of conceptualising a murderer as an artist became an entirely serious matter 

of law enforcement in the late twentieth century. Divested of black comedy, the scandalous 

perspective of De Quincey came to be replicated in criminology. Mindhunter is a memoir written 

by John Douglas, and the inspiration for the Netflix series of the same name (2017-2019). From 

the late 1970s onward, building up the FBI’s Behavioural Science Unit, Douglas did much to 

advance the psychological deconstruction of repeat violent offenders, especially serial killers and 

mass murderers, as a method to aid in their identification and capture. In the second chapter of 

his memoir, Douglas writes: 

While a local midwestern police department faced with a serial-murder investigation might be seeing [such] 

horrors for the first time, my unit has probably handled hundreds, if not thousands, of similar crimes. I 

always tell my agents, “If you want to understand the artist, you have to look at the painting.” We’ve 

looked at many “paintings” over the years and talked extensively to the most “accomplished” “artists.”90 

The suggestion in this passage is that serial killers develop oeuvres. In the warped sphere of serial 

killing, the accumulation of corpses can comprise the creation of corpuses. For Douglas, the 

bodies of victims become legible as a killer’s body of work, grimly bearing the signature of their 

author. As a grotesque manifestation of creativity, both explorative and expressive of identity, 

serial killing can be imbricated with the development of the self. 

The scripting of logic for the serial violence of Lecter in this chapter pivots on recognising 

the aesthetic potential of murder, and indeed cannibalism, and the attendant possibility that these 

types of violent action twinned by the cannibal psychiatrist have a self- developmental dimension. 

Lecter transforms life into death through murder, and death back into life through cannibalism. 

These transformations of the material of his art, the corpse, are 
 
 

88 R. Morrison, ‘Introduction’ in T. De Quincey, On Murder, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, p.vii. 
89 De Quincey, ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ in On Murder, 2009, p.26. 
90 J. Douglas and M. Olshaker, Mindhunter, New York, Simon & Schuster, 1995, pp.31-32. 
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transformative of him as the artist. When Lecter artistically mutilates bodies and turns human 

flesh into haute cuisine he is propelling himself toward the fullest version of his own essential 

identity. Lecter can be read as driven by the imperative of potential, the highest of the human 

needs in the view of Abraham Maslow. Indeed, this chapter is indebted to Maslow’s notion of 

self-actualisation in submitting this script. ‘What a man can be, he must be,’ declared Maslow, 

summarising self-actualisation as 

 
…the desire for self-fulfilment, namely, the tendency for him to become actualized in what he is potentially. 

This tendency might be phrased as the desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything 

that one is capable of becoming.91 

 
 
Applied to the depiction of Lecter in Fuller’s Hannibal, the most recent instantiation of the 

paradigmatic fictional psychopath, Maslow’s notion of self-actualisation provides a persuasive 

explanation for why Lecter does what he does. Indeed, the eponymous hero not only operates 

according to ‘the desire to become more and more what one is,’ he also encourages others to do 

so. The logic of becoming ‘everything that one is capable of becoming’ informs Lecter’s practice 

as a psychotherapist, most notably in the therapy he provides his counterpart in protagonism, Will 

Graham. 

Hannibal aired on the NBC network over three seasons between 2013 and 2015. Together 

with his production team and writers, Fuller was very careful to take stock of the novels and the 

adaptations that preceded their remediation of the psychopathic icon for television. The result is 

a genuinely summative re-characterisation of Lecter. The show brings the story into the present 

– that is, the early 2010s. Markers of this are conspicuously updated representations of race, 

gender, sexuality, and also family. The predominantly white, distinctly patriarchal, and implicitly 

heteronormative landscape of the novels and the films is reconfigured. Jack Crawford, the FBI’s 

Head of Behavioural Science, is played by Laurence Fishburne. This reinvents the strongest 

embodiment of authority in the series as a black man. Tabloid journalist Freddie Lounds is 

rescripted as a woman, played by Lara Jean Chorostecki. Lounds edits TattleCrime.com, formerly 

the hardcopy The Tattler, a website Lecter is regularly seen reading on a tablet. And Dr Alan 

Bloom of the University of Chicago from Red Dragon becomes Dr Alana Bloom of Georgetown 

University. Played by Caroline Dhavernas, Alana 
 
 

91 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.383. 
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Bloom enters into a same-sex marriage with Margot Verger (Katharine Isabelle) in Season 3. 

Margot is the sister of Mason Verger (Michael Pitt in Season 2 and Joe Anderson in Season 3), the 

sadistic pederast who disfigures himself at Lecter’s behest in ‘Tome-Wan’, the penultimate 

episode of the second season. 

The traditional structure of the family unit is immediately challenged in Season 1 through 

the adoption of Abigail Hobbs shared by Lecter and Graham. The events by which this comes 

about shape the pilot episode, ‘Apéritif’, and see the conventional complex of father- mother-

child violently dismantled and put back together through the duplication of paternity. Crawford 

is in pursuit of a cannibalistic serial killer dubbed the Minnesota Shrike. Crawford enlists the 

services first of Graham and then of Lecter. Lecter is enlisted ostensibly to help with the case, but 

also to keep watch over Graham, known to be unstable and typically restricted to a teaching role 

at the FBI as a result. Together Graham and Lecter establish the possible identity of the serial killer 

as Garret Jacob Hobbs (Vladimir Jon Cubrt). Before going to visit Hobbs at home, Lecter covertly 

calls through to the house and speaks to Hobbs. Lecter says very simply: ‘They know.’ Warned of 

his impending arrest, Hobbs resorts to violence. When Graham and Lecter arrive at the house, 

Hobbs has cut his wife’s throat and is about to do the same to his daughter. Graham shoots Hobbs 

to death, but not before Abigail is near-fatally wounded. She is saved by the skills of Lecter, an 

emergency surgeon before turning to psychiatry. Her birth family literally having been destroyed, 

the final scene frames Abigail at the centre of her adoptive family, constituted ironically by the 

two men whose actions orphaned her (Fig.6). 
 

 
Fig.6 (Source: ‘Apéritif’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

While the characters and relationships contemporised for television are principally drawn 

from Red Dragon and Hannibal, the narrative is situated between the storylines of Hannibal 

Rising and Red Dragon. The one disruption to this is the development of the antagonism between 

Lecter and Verger in the second half of Season 2 and the first half of 
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Season 3. This splices in the Hannibal storyline while reimagining it with the character of Starling 

supplanted by Graham. Indeed, Fuller’s Hannibal brings the Lecter-Graham relationship into the 

foreground, only a backstory in Red Dragon. Their interaction centres all three seasons and 

exemplifies Fuller’s summary of Hannibal as ‘a show about weird human connections.’92 The 

viewer is introduced to Lecter living in Baltimore, a member of high society. The eponymous 

hero is a practising psychiatrist, much distinguished, whose practice is based in his palatial 

townhouse. He is also a practising cannibal who hosts fabulous dinner parties for unsuspecting 

guests, the elaborate gastronomy serviced by artistic serial killing. This thesis suggests that there 

are three modes of performance relative to fictional psychopathy. Chapter 1 identified Alex as an 

embodiment of the psychopath who exaggerates psychopathy to resist the imminence of 

normality. Chapter 2 identified Bateman as personifying the ordinary subject simulating 

psychopathy to counter the inferiority attached to being tediously normal. As distinguished 

psychiatrist and covert cannibal, Lecter is the purest fictional psychopath of the three, 

psychopathy for him a matter of wearing the mask of sanity. The character’s dissemblance 

appears all the more audacious considering he consults for the FBI while being one of the 

agency’s most wanted. Indeed, Lecter’s artistic serial killing has earned him the nickname of the 

Chesapeake Ripper. It is not until Season 2 that those around Lecter, led by Graham, connect the 

nickname with the man. Two exceptions are Dr Abel Gideon (Eddie Izzard), also a serial killer, 

and Dr Bedelia Du Maurier, Lecter’s psychiatrist. Gideon and Du Maurier, both inventions of the 

show, share the viewer’s perspective of the character, knowing the dangerous truth about him. 

The casting of Mads Mikkelsen in the title role is deft. Mikkelsen embodies Lecter’s 

fusion of familiarity and foreignness, part of the character’s monstrous collapsing of categories, not 

least for the Danish-accented English with which he carefully articulates his dialogue. This careful 

articulation also contributes to the impression of Lecter as a figure of exceptional composure, 

embellished by costuming. Typically Lecter is impeccably dressed in bespoke suits (Fig.7). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

92 ‘Extras’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]. 

175

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



 

 
 

Fig.7 (Source: ‘Apéritif’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

The character appears suited even when dining alone. This is symbolic partly of the respect he 

accords food, and partly of the high regard in which he holds manners and ritual. The character’s 

costumes are also expressions of refined taste and manifestations of a profound equanimity, 

underscored by the elaborate mise en scène of his home, comprised of luxuriously ordered 

interiors. Mikkelsen does much to elevate the aspects of refinement and equanimity through his 

physical presence. Like Hopkins, Mikkelsen tends to remain very still in the role of Lecter. Much 

of his acting is facial rather than bodily, and when he does move he is fluid and purposeful. 

Something Mikkelsen adds to the role is a sense of athleticism. Mikkelsen was a professional 

dancer for a decade before turning to acting. He appears to use this in his acting to lend Lecter a 

predatory poise. This ever-present threat of lethality occasionally explodes into action and indeed 

into view. 
 

 
Fig.8 (Source: ‘Mizumono’, Hannibal (Season 2), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2014 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

In the fight scene with Crawford in ‘Mizumono’, the finale of Season 2, Mikkelsen vaults over a 

benchtop in launching his attack as Lecter (Fig.8). Lecter’s alignment with popular figures of 

masculine hyper-competency such as Bond and Bourne is especially pronounced in the 
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casting of Mikkelsen, more the action hero than any of the other actors who have played the 

character.93 

Driven by the current popularity of long-form television, part of the increasing complexity 

of televisual texts is the recognisable conflation of genres. For example, Marvel’s Jessica Jones 

(2015-2019) can be read as conflating two highly gendered forms, noir and melodrama, by 

refiguring the cynical detective protagonist as a woman. Orange is the New Black (2013-2019) is 

often cited as an exemplar of dramedy, the conflated elements evident in the portmanteau. And 

The Night Of (2016) presents initially as a murder mystery laden with noir elements – oblique 

camera angles; an obscured gaze; a shadowy palette – but eventually becomes a Bildungsroman. 

The destruction of the femme fatale – another noir element – in the opening episode is never 

solved. Instead, prison operates as a chrysalis for the transformation of defendant Nazir Khan 

(Riz Ahmed) from naivety to maturity. 

Hannibal conforms to long-form television’s trope of mixing modes. Each season is 

stamped with a particular style while the three are connected together by an underlying sense of 

melodrama. Season 1 is organised as a crime procedural drama. Its main narrative arc is supplied 

by the increasing instability of Graham, resulting in his arrest for the apparent murder and 

cannibalisation of adoptive daughter Abigail. This is threaded through the season’s thirteen 

episodes, each of which is also a self-contained narrative built on the identification and 

apprehension, or nullification, of a serial killer. For example, the Minnesota Shrike is found out 

to be Garret Jacob Hobbs, who Graham shoots in ‘Apéritif’. The Angel Maker of ‘Coquilles’, the 

fifth episode, is identified as Elliot Budish. Budish presents as a vigilante targeting violent 

criminals and killing them by turning them into angels (Fig.9). Budish eventually commits 

suicide, adhering to his own logic of capital punishment and bringing justice to himself. In ‘Buffet 

Froid’, episode 10, the murderer of Beth LeBeau is established as Georgia Madchen. Lecter 

diagnoses Madchen as suffering from Cotard’s Syndrome, a delusion characterised by the 

sufferer’s belief that they are dead. Madchen is arrested and hospitalised. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
93 Hopkins played Lecter three times: The Silence of the Lambs; Hannibal; and Red Dragon. The character was first played on 
screen by Brian Cox in Manhunter. And in his most recent cinematic instantiation, the adaptation of Hannibal Rising, Lecter 
was played by Gaspard Ulliel. 
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Fig.9 (Source: ‘Coquilles’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Season 2 follows on directly from Season 1, Graham imprisoned in the Baltimore State 

Hospital for the Criminally Insane and set to face trial for the murder of Abigail Hobbs. However, 

the second season abandons the structuring principle of one killer per episode. The narrative is 

more overtly continuous in its movement from one episode to the next. This continuity is 

anchored by the latently erotic and deeply ambiguous relationship between the two leads – part 

enmity, part unbounded friendship, and part lethal romance. The character of Alana Bloom 

describes it as ‘a courtship’ in ‘Ko No Mono’. Freddie Lounds retrospectively labels the pair 

‘murder husbands’ in ‘…And the Woman Clothed with the Sun’. Graham realises during his 

incarceration that Lecter set him up for Abigail’s murder, and also that Lecter is the Chesapeake 

Ripper. While Graham battles with the incredulity of the other characters over the matter, Lecter 

works to make Graham appreciate that the actions he took were not designed to be finally 

destructive but ultimately therapeutic, an effort toward Graham’s psychic stabilisation. Graham 

sends a proxy to try to kill Lecter, an anonymous orderly at the sanatorium (Jonathan Tucker) 

who confesses to be a serial killer himself. Lecter survives, and in ‘Naka-Choko’ responds with 

‘an act of reciprocity.’ Lecter dispatches Randall Tier (Mark O’Brien) to kill Graham following 

his release. The protagonists’ is a game of cat- and-mouse, complete with back-and-forth role 

reversals, each trying to outmanoeuvre the other. The constant tension and introspective 

strategizing posit Season 2 as a psychological thriller.94 Notably, Tier is a former of patient of 

Lecter. He presented to the psychiatrist as a teenager with identity dysphoria, believing himself 

to be a savage beast. Rather than work to divest Tier of this belief, Lecter encouraged him to 

embrace and express his savagery as an authentic part of him, beautiful for its authenticity 

(Fig.10). This recalls the aphorism of 
 
 

94 Admitting such an assessment can be tenuous given ‘the protean nature of the thriller, which has always been capacious’. 
D. Glover, ‘The Thriller’ in M. Priestman, The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction, Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 2003, p.137. 
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Maslow: ‘What a man can be, he must be.’95 It is an interesting coincidence that a patient 

encouraged to self-actualise by Lecter should be named Tier, a stage in an upward movement. 
 

 
Fig.10 (Source: ‘Naka-Choko’, Hannibal (Season 2), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2014 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

In the season’s bloody finale, Lecter, who wishes to elope with Graham as the FBI closes 

in, learns that Graham has been conspiring with Crawford to effect his arrest. So wounded, Lecter 

becomes wounding, playing on Seltzer’s script for serial violence and telescoping it. Key 

characters converge on Lecter’s townhouse, where they are serially and violently undone. 

Crawford sustains a stab to the neck with a shard of glass. Alana Bloom is pushed out of a third-

storey window by Abigail Hobbs, whose murder Lecter faked. Lecter disembowels Graham, as 

the reader learns he did in Red Dragon, suggesting that Lecter’s experience of betrayal was 

visceral. As Graham lies wounded on the kitchen floor, Lecter finally slashes Abigail’s throat, 

doing to the pair’s adoptive daughter what was done to her by her biological father in ‘Apéritif’, 

the first episode of Season 1. 

As Season 2 immediately extended the diegesis of Season 1, so Season 3 does the same. 

Focus oscillates between Lecter at large in Florence, accompanied by Bedelia Du Maurier, and the 

recoveries back in Baltimore of the characters traumatised physically and psychologically by 

Lecter’s retaliatory violence. Fuller noted in an interview that he was interested in exploring the 

nature of grief in Season 3, considering the process to have a circular rather than a linear trajectory 

as the psyche returns again and again to the causal event.96 Fuller applied circularity to the 

narrative structure, particularly in the first few episodes. This lends the order of events a difficult 

opacity, evacuating any obvious causality. Compounding the disorienting effect of this formal 

strategy, the third season of Hannibal is discernibly even more invested in aesthetics than its 

forerunners, privileging the visual and aural experience of the text over easy 

 
95 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.382. 
96 ‘Extras’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 [DVD]. 
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recognisability of an intradiegetic reality. Indeed, a sense of disorientation arguably overrides any 

other impressions of Season 3, which posits Lecter as a site of convergence for the various 

antipathies and sympathies generated over Season 2, including the desire of Mason Verger for 

revenge. While relationships of cause and effect are eventually reinstated, the action throughout 

Season 3 is permeated consistently by an oneiric quality. The dreamlike a hallmark of surrealism, 

it is plausible to sum up the Lynch-esque third season as surrealist. 

Seasons 1, 2, and 3 are connected together by an underlying sense of melodrama in 

addition to the evolution of the Lecter-Graham relationship, itself central to enabling a 

melodramatic reading of the show. Laura Mulvey examines melodrama from a psychoanalytic 

viewpoint in Fetishism and Curiosity (1996): 

The melodrama, the genre of mise en scène, site of emotions that cannot be expressed in so many 

words…revolves so openly around sexuality and emotion that anyone who cares to do so can sense their 

symptomatic connection with social conditions, ideology, or collective fantasy.97 

That melodramatic texts revolve openly around the play of desire is not to say that desire is overtly 

on display but rather that it is distinctly discernible. Mulvey discusses the films of Douglas Sirk 

in particular, and a scene from Imitation of Life (1959) stands out in this regard. The protagonist, 

actress Lora Meredith (Lana Turner), develops a relationship with David Edwards (Dan 

O’Herlihy), a celebrated playwright. The moment they consummate their desire for one another is 

not acted out on screen but coded by a shot of the high-rise buildings exterior to their own 

apartment. The opening of the window and the phallic architecture beyond stand in for female 

and male arousal respectively. There is a sense in which this metaphoric and metonymic 

expression of sexual congress figures the presence of desire as a kind of absence. The absenting 

of desire in melodrama is bound up with it being the genre of mise en scène together with the 

impossibility of explicitly expressing libidinal and romantic investments, generic phenomena 

mutually constitutive at a structural level. Melodrama is elaborately alert to what lies within the 

frame. Implicitly it is the genre of containment or enclosure. Specifically, the genre dramatizes the 

containment of desire, the literal observation of acceptable limits typically corresponsive with the 

boundaries of the home. Indeed, domestic spaces predominate in Sirk’s Imitation of Life. At the 

core of melodrama is the domestication of libido, if not its evacuation. 
 
 

97 L. Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, London, British Film Institute, 1996, p.29. 
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Hannibal conforms in many ways to Mulvey’s exposition of melodrama. While it is true 

that the show’s leads are male, the TV series in fact captured the attention of a predominantly 

female audience.98 Hannibal also features a pronounced investment in mise en scène, exacting 

about everything in frame, and in the associated containment of desire to acceptable limits. These 

limits are conspicuously and consistently domestic. Lecter’s homes provide the principal site of 

action: his townhouse in Baltimore; his apartment in Florence; his clifftop house on the coast of 

the Atlantic. Even the space of his incarceration is remarkably homely after he gives himself up 

for arrest halfway through Season 3. Lecter’s prison “cell” is a reproduction of the library in his 

townhouse (Fig.11). 
 

 
Fig.11 (Source: ‘The Great Red Dragon’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Also memorable are the interiors of the home of Du Maurier, as impeccably curated as Lecter’s 

own. As with Lecter, this composure of space is an extension of the studied coherence of the 

character. It is not just as a psychiatrist that Du Maurier figures as Lecter’s female mirror image. 

Each is a subject as highly ordered as the other, architects of selves living and working within 

architectures of self-actualisation. 

Notably, it is the lavish domesticity of Du Maurier’s home where Lecter is repositioned as 

analysand. Du Maurier’s home is thus where Lecter at once articulates and circumscribes his 

desires, mainly as they pertain to Graham, a melodramatic twinning of processes. Not limited to 

this microcosm, the nexus of articulation and circumscription in fact appears a leitmotif of 

Hannibal from start to finish. In reconfiguring the source materials’ heteronormative relationship 

between Lecter and Starling in homoerotic terms, same-sex desire is given permission to appear. 

But it never really does. The libidinal portion of the relationship between Lecter and Graham 

remains a subterranean rather than a surface feature of the text. It 
 
 
98 ‘Extras’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 [DVD]. 
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is sensible but never visible, and as such conventionally obscene. In its single moment of 

appearance, it is summarily cancelled out. The characters’ loving embrace outside Lecter’s 

clifftop house at the end of the final episode becomes a fall into the dark Atlantic below (Fig.12). 
 

 
Fig.12 (Source: ‘The Wrath of the Lamb’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Lecter and Graham are bloodstained because their embrace follows their mutually enacted murder 

of Francis Dolarhyde (Richard Armitage), the second half of Season 3 retelling the story of the 

Red Dragon. Their murder of Dolarhyde as a couple stands in for the consummation of their love 

not visualised otherwise, like the juxtaposition of the open window and high-rise buildings in 

Sirk’s Imitation of Life. The destruction of Dolarhyde features as intimate as well as brutal, 

including the penetration of the character’s body at multiple sites. While Graham stabs at 

Dolarhyde repeatedly with a knife, Lecter mounts Dolarhyde from behind and rips out his throat 

with his teeth, a grotesque and lethal perversion of a lover’s tender kiss. 

Scenes in which violence is explicitly enacted are in fact rare in Hannibal. The rampage of 

Lecter in the finale of Season 2 and the ripping apart of the Red Dragon by Lecter and Graham 

in the finale of Season 3 are exceptional. Fuller’s show typically minimises action and maximises 

stillness. The achievement of the latter is bound up with the privilege accorded dialogue. One 

measure of this privilege is the unusual complexity of the idiolect of the show. Characters tend 

toward poetic and philosophic pronouncements while eschewing the colloquial and the phatic. 

Populated by theorists of mind, the poetic and philosophic pronouncements drive particularly at 

gaining psychological insight. Foremost within this population, the conversations between Lecter 

and Graham are especially notable for exploring what the former 
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calls ‘the mathematics of human behaviour’, fascinated particularly by ‘all those ugly 

variables.’99 

The mobilisation of dialogue in the archaic sense, that of philosophical inquiry supplying 

the focus of elocutions, is coupled with its mobilisation in the etymological sense, that of two-

way interlocution. This doubles the effect of dialogue as a supplier of stillness in Hannibal. Two-

character scenes in which there is minimal movement by the actors are a common structural motif. 

The most common examples include: Lecter and Graham; Lecter and Bloom; Lecter and Du 

Maurier; Lecter and Crawford. At once dominating and elaborating the dialogic progression of 

the narrative is the use of the shot-reverse shot protocol intercut with wide shots depicting 

interlocutors in full view of the gaze either facing or adjacent to one another. The symmetry 

highlights both the dualism of the arrangement and the choreography of stasis. Faces are 

expressive, hands sometimes gesture, but bodies mostly do not move (Fig.13). 
 

 
Fig.13 (Source: ‘Coquilles’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Sex, like violence, is kept largely obscene in Hannibal. This is consistent with the 

aesthetic of stillness, itself consistent with the melodramatic emphasis on orderliness of mise en 

scène. The obscenity of sexual action is also consistent with the evacuation of libido definitive of 

melodrama. Contemporary television does not generally shy away from depicting sex between 

characters. Hannibal is unusually chaste, despite its disruption of heteronormativity. There are 

only four sex scenes in thirty-nine episodes, and even these see erotics displaced by aesthetics. 

The coupling of Dolarhyde and the blind-woman Reba McClane (Rutina Wesley) substitutes the 

photographic for the graphic. The viewer is not privy to their intercourse but to Dolarhyde’s 

fantastic experience of it. McClane appears as the 
 
 
99 ‘Aperitif’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]. 
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woman clothed in sun from the Blake paintings the serial killer so reveres, hovering above him 

resplendently (Fig.14). 
 

 
Fig.14 (Source: ‘…And the Woman Clothed in Sun’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 

[DVD]) 

 
 
 
This depiction of sex also demonstrates the surrealist style of the third season, as does the sex 

scene involving Alana Bloom and Margot Verger. The characters’ lesbianism is simultaneously 

displaced and obscured, presented as a beautifully sequenced play of female bodies screened from 

any association with pornography by being rendered kaleidoscopically, a modest visual encoding 

of the immersive multi-sensorial experience of lovemaking (Fig.15). 
 

 
Fig.15 (Source: ‘Dolce’, Hannibal (Season 3), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2015 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Hannibal is a melodramatic TV series variously comprised of refinement. Like its 

eponymous hero, the show is a work that luxuriates in composure. Indeed, the text and the 

character central to it are mimetic of one another. The mise en scène is exacting, framing in 

particular highly curated domestic interiors. Characters appear within these settings impeccably 

costumed. Graham is dishevelled, especially in the first half of the series as a whole. But even 

this is impeccable insofar as it neatly codes for the character’s early psychic disarray. Led by 

Lecter and Graham, characters most often appear in pairs. Dialogue is the principal action carried 

out across three seasons, providing a foundation of stillness while its high-order diction adds to 

the register of opulence. The restrictions and deflections applied particularly to sexual action 

evacuates libido in all of its orientations. While underpinning the sum of Hannibal, the 
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homoeroticism between Lecter and Graham is always contained. Sometimes it is represented 

metonymically as violence – they are indeed ‘murder husbands’ as Lounds declares – but this is 

rare considering violent action on the whole is treated to restrictions and deflections like sexual 

action. Hannibal features a long catalogue of murdered corpses. ‘Trou Normand’ alone, the ninth 

episode in Season 1, includes a totem pole built out of seventeen human bodies (Fig.16). But the 

viewer is not usually privy to the process of murder. According to Cassuto, ‘[t]his lacuna is 

typical’: 

Serial killer stories are filled with dead bodies and lurid post-mortems, and their narrative tension results 

from a race to locate the killer before he begins to carve up his latest captive. But they feature very little 

actual serial killing.100 

Containing the homoeroticism between Lecter and Graham most of all is its inscription in terms of 

homeliness. The characters are brought together initially by their same-sex parenting of Abigail 

Hobbs, and the melodramatic enclosure of their desire by domesticity remains in effect. In fact, it 

remains crucially coordinated by shared fatherhood even in the absences brought about by 

Abigail’s two deaths – “murdered” by Graham at the end of Season 1, and murdered by Lecter at 

the end of Season 2. 
 

 
Fig.16 (Source: ‘Trou Normand’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) 
 
 
 

Fuller’s summative re-characterisation of Lecter in the context of a televisual 

reinterpretation of a serial killer story as melodrama features the incessant pursuit of refinements 

and the consistent disqualification of baser things. The appreciable investment in 
 
 
100 Cassuto, Hard-Boiled Sentimentality, 2009, p.255. 
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craft imbues Hannibal with a Maslowian property. The viewer is always positioned to recognise 

that the long-form narrative they are following is deliberate in its efforts to be as much as it can 

be. Indeed, the incorporation of the imperative of potential at the formal level is part of the 

enjoyment of the text. It also substantially informs the characterisation of Lecter as the central 

coordinate of the text, supplying the greatest portion of his system of desire. 

Lecter does not commit acts of violence in Hannibal because being violent connects him 

directly to pleasure, as in the case of Alex from A Clockwork Orange. Nor does Lecter do so 

because dominating others by murdering them and consuming their bodies is immediately 

empowering, as it is for Bateman in American Psycho. The most recent instantiation of the 

cannibal psychiatrist appears in the context of a TV series arranged around peak experience and 

apex existence, and its eponymous hero is so arranged. In a relationship of mutual constitution, 

each provides the image of the other. Serial killing and serial cannibalism are presumably 

pleasurable to Lecter, probably because the experience of power is pleasurable. In this respect, 

every system of desire is libidinal (and every theory of behaviour, like those of Adler and Maslow, 

ultimately subsumable into the emphasis on libido developed by Freud). But the power in which 

Lecter finds pleasure is not that of dominance but that of self-mastery. Lecter enjoys the lofty 

pleasure of control. The character does not berserkly attack people like Alex, or pedantically 

dismantle them into nothing like Bateman. Rather he carefully mutilates them into sculpture 

(Fig.17) and reconfigures their meat into haute cuisine, itself typically sculptural (Fig.18). 
 

 
Fig.17 (Source: ‘Apéritif’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]) Fig.18 (Source: 

‘Futamono’, Hannibal (Season 2), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2014 [DVD]) 

 
 

Consideration of Lecter and Graham as doubles in Hannibal finally reveals the imperative 

of potential to be most descriptive of the motivational framework of the eponymous hero. In The 

Double in Literature (1970), Robert Rogers observes that ‘two or more apparently 
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autonomous characters in a story may be component portions of a psychological whole 

[dramatizing] endopsychic conflict’.101 Rogers proceeds to posit the operation of several 

distinctions with respect to this phenomenon, which need not be limited to literature. Chief among 

them is that doubling in a text may be implicit or explicit. ‘We may sense [the] division [but] none 

of the characters exhibits any direct awareness of it.’102 The doubling of Lecter and Graham is 

both explicit and implicit in Hannibal. Lecter is clear from the outset that he considers Graham 

an alter ego. When first they meet in Crawford’s office, Lecter pinpoints their similarities rather 

than offering insights into the case of the Minnesota Shrike, contrary to the ostensible purpose of 

the meeting: 

LECTER: Tell me then, how many confessions? 

CRAWFORD: Twelve dozen last time I checked. None of them had any details. Until this morning. And 
then they all had details. Some genius in Duluth P.D. took a photograph of Elise Nichols’ body with his 
cell phone, shared it with his friends, and then Freddie Lounds posted it on TattleCrime.com. 

GRAHAM: Tasteless. 

LECTER: Do you have trouble with taste? GRAHAM: My thoughts are often not tasty. LECTER: Nor 

mine. No effective barriers. GRAHAM: I build forts. 

LECTER: Associations come quickly. GRAHAM: So do forts. 

LECTER [Trying to meet GRAHAM’s gaze]: Not fond of eye contact, are you? 

GRAHAM: Eyes are distracting. See too much; don’t see enough; and it’s hard to focus when you’re 
thinking ‘Those whites are really white’ or ‘He must have hepatitis’ or ‘Is that a burst vein?’ So, yeah, I 
try to avoid eyes whenever possible. Jack… 

CRAWFORD: Yes – 

LECTER: I imagine what you see and learn touches everything else in your mind. Your values and 
decency are present yet shocked at your associations, appalled at your dreams. No forts in the bone arena 
of your skull for things you love. 

GRAHAM: Whose profile are you working on? [To CRAWFORD] Whose profile is he working on? 

LECTER: I’m sorry, Will. Observing is what we do. I can’t shut mine off any more than you can shut 
yours off.103 

 
 
101 R. Rogers, A Psychoanalytic Study of The Double in Literature, Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 1970, p.vii. 
102 Rogers, The Double in Literature, 1970, p.4. 
103 ‘Apéritif’, Hannibal (Season 1), cr. B. Fuller, Australia, Entertainment One, 2013 [DVD]. 
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When they meet for the second time in Graham’s motel room, soon to identify and destroy Garret 

Jacob Hobbs in concert, Lecter succinctly reiterates their similarity: ‘You and I are just alike.’ By 

paraphrasing dialogue from Harris’s Red Dragon, Lecter recognises their similarity as essentially 

total. This short utterance posits that the characters’ apparent autonomy belies their unity. 

Features of the text that construct the pair as doubles by implication include the neat 

division of the pilot episode into two halves. The first twenty minutes introduce the viewer to 

Graham. The second twenty minutes introduce the viewer to Lecter. This structural symmetry 

meets its culmination and visual enunciation in the closing scene. Recall the image of the injured 

and sedated Abigail supine in a hospital bed parenthesised by the protagonists who both orphaned 

and adopted her (Fig.6). Aspects of the characters’ conjunction proliferate beyond the pilot 

episode. Furthering the notion that they may be considered component portions of a psychological 

whole, Lecter and Graham begin as co-workers, quickly become co-fathers, and they are 

collaborators in violence and also in love. Even as they are one in paternity, Lecter and Graham 

co-author Abigail’s destruction as they did her father’s before her. They conspire against Mason 

Verger, largely in retribution for his treatment of Margot. When his sister falls pregnant, Mason 

effects a drastic abortion by having her uterus removed. Noting that Margot’s aborted child was 

conceived by Graham, the conspiracy against Mason pivots on paternal vengeance shared 

between the ‘murder husbands’. Lecter and Graham even cannibalise Randall Tier in union 

(though Lecter is fooled by Graham to believe they are eating Freddie Lounds): ‘I’ll make you 

Lomo Saltado,’ Lecter tells Graham when Graham presents him with the meat in ‘Naka-Choko’. 

‘We will make it together.’ Ultimately, of course, Lecter and Graham murder Dolarhyde in 

unison, a visual substitute for sexual union. If they are one and the same entity fragmented for 

dramatic purposes then their love for each other is necessarily self-love. Whether that be the literal 

kind that counts in psychoanalysis as narcissism or the metaphorical kind that describes egotism 

is difficult to resolve.104 

The Lecter-Graham nexus is especially compelling in their operation as colleagues. 

Professionally, Lecter and Graham enjoy a symbiotic relationship. Noted in discussion of Red 

Dragon, Graham’s literary forebear is Poe’s Dupin while Lecter’s is Conan Doyle’s Holmes. The 

first works according to the principle of identification, the second according to that of rationalism. 

Graham personifies the hyper-subjective perspective, Lecter the hyper-objective 
 
 
104 Rogers, p.18. 
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one. United they provide the stereoscopic insight necessary to deconstruct and catch the killers 

they pursue. A corollary of this fusion of epistemologies for a perfected viewpoint is its 

implication of the limits of empathy together with the integrity of the ego. The empathic Graham 

identifies with killers. This is a dangerous technique because it renders his subjectivity permeable 

and potentially unbounded. The psychopathic Lecter instead objectifies killers. He understands 

them, much more safely, without any rupture of his own subject position. With respect to the 

Lecter-Graham unit, this oppositional arrangement of the components tallies with Rogers’s notion 

of endopsychic conflict. Yet the opposition is symbiotic. Lecter’s psychopathy mitigates 

Graham’s empathy, and vice versa. 

Prison in The Night Of provides the site of the protagonist’s transformation. Similarly, the 

Baltimore State Hospital for the Criminally Insane functions as a uterine space in Season 2 of 

Hannibal. It allows for Graham’s rebirth. This is part of Lecter’s design. Genuinely concerned by 

Graham’s profound instability, a function of his excessive empathy, Lecter engineers Graham’s 

incarceration in order to force the re-gestation of his counterpart that he may emerge a more stable 

subject. Despite the unorthodoxy of the tactic, it proves effective. In the latter half of the second 

season, Graham is reborn with a stronger sense of self, or at least a sense of self less fragile because 

it more closely mimics the psychopathy of Lecter. Lecter sums up his wish for his alter ego 

following Graham’s release in ‘Su-Zakana’: ‘cultivate your urges as the inspirations they are.’ 

Here the instinctual is enclosed with precision by the cognitive and also the creative. Lecter’s 

imperative is tantamount to an exhortation to self- actualise: one must take control of one’s actions 

and then act to pursue potential. Lecter’s lesson to Graham, so long plagued by his enjoyment of 

killing Garret Jacob Hobbs, is that mastering one’s desires means to master oneself, and that such 

mastery is not achieved by repression but expression. Crucially, as parts of a whole, what applies 

to one applies to the other. The moment Lecter reveals his logic for stabilising and empowering 

his alter ego, the character’s own principal driver is revealed. Thus the leads’ operation each as 

the double of the other enables the scripting of Lecter as motivated most of all by self-

actualisation. 
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Conclusion 

Psychopathy and three psychopaths 

This thesis aimed to reconsider the construction of the fictional psychopath as a desiring subject 

with a focus on instantiations of the figure in British and American fiction, film, and TV 

produced since the middle of the twentieth century. Its goal in doing so was to move analysis 

away from seeking a traumatic origin for violent behaviour to considering the behaviour in 

terms of more ordinary socio-psychic processes without occupying highly theoretical territory 

that might undermine general accessibility. 

This thesis took as its first case study Alexander the Large of A Clockwork Orange, 

reading Anthony Burgess’s novel and Stanley Kubrick’s film against each other before 

providing in-depth analysis of Alex’s characterisation in the former. Alex is an anarchic figure 

who is in the course of his own first-person narrative depicted in confrontation with a tyrannical 

government. But systemic tyranny only comes into effect in Part Two of the novel. The 

protagonist is at his most enthusiastically violent – committing assaults, thefts, rapes, and 

eventually the murder that sees him incarcerated – in Part One of the novel, when the 

background against which his outbursts of violence appear is in fact liberal. These observations 

are important because they suggest that the adolescent Alex, who is patently neither an abused 

child nor one corrupted by maternal failure, is violent on account of a social – and indeed rather 

banal – impetus. Burgess’s Freudian hero is not fighting bravely against authoritarianism but 

excessively against integration into society, which demands the quieting of libidinal forces. 

Alex’s brutal pursuit of pleasure, keenest in his serial perpetration of sexual violence, is 

ultimately an urgent deferral of its opposite – that is, unpleasure – perceptible within the modes 

of impermanence constituted by coming-of-age and mortality. 

Patrick Bateman of Ellis’s third novel, American Psycho, provided the second case 

study of this thesis. American Psycho stirred remarkable controversy in the lead up to and 

immediately after its publication in 1991, producing a chorus of voices outraged most of all by 

what was perceived to be – rather unobjectively – the narrative’s incessant misogyny. In fact, 

while the violence against women depicted in the self-told story of the plutocratic Bateman is 

undoubtedly horrific, it is neither constant nor homogenous. As Elizabeth Young noticed much 
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more objectively, ‘Patrick is a thoroughly democratic killer’.1 Indeed, it is Others that the 

protagonist typically victimises: the poor and homeless; Asians and blacks; homosexuals; and, 

of course, the opposite sex. Arguably the deeper reason that people struggled to cope with the 

novel, articulated by Norman Mailer as an artistic fault, is that despite its constant emphasis on 

interiority as a first-person narration there remains an uncomfortable absence of aetiology. No 

primary cause is clearly given for Bateman’s perpetration of extreme violence. Yet close 

examination of the narrator’s characterisation makes it possible to build a compelling case for 

compensation. As fictional human beings go, Bateman is woefully useless and he knows it. His 

younger brother is cooler than he is; his colleagues more capable; and he fails to arouse the 

interests of his own girlfriend, both conversational and erogenous. The fantasy of violent 

psychopathy – whether he actually performs it or not within the scope of his own reality – 

offers Bateman respite from his overwhelming sense of inferiority. Being or wishing to be ‘a 

fucking evil psychopath’ forges for Ellis’s Adlerian hero a Persönlichkeitsideal by which to 

anchor himself and stave off disintegration.2 

 This thesis took as its third case study the figure of Hannibal Lecter, the supreme villain 

of popular culture made iconic by Anthony Hopkins’ portrayal of the character in Jonathan 

Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs (1991). After considering his literary and cinematic 

iterations, noting in particular his movement from marginality to centrality, in-depth analysis 

of Lecter’s characterisation focused on the character’s most recent portrayal by Mads 

Mikkelsen in Bryan Fuller’s TV series, Hannibal (2013-2015). The third season begins to touch 

on the idea of past trauma as formative of Lecter and reason for his violence in line with the 

mythology eventually developed by creator Thomas Harris. But for the most part the show 

eschews capitulating to the trite script of childhood abuse. Rather than wounding as an adult 

because he was wounded as a child, to paraphrase Mark Seltzer, the Fuller-Mikkelsen version 

of Lecter is wounding because he wants to be, and indeed elevates the infliction of wounds to 

art. The perpetration of extreme violence marks for the eponymous hero not a loss of control 

but self-mastery at its peak. He preaches the imperative of cultivating urges as inspirations in 

order to achieve one’s potential, and practises it too. What organises the character’s 

motivational structure is the imperative of self-actualisation, summed up by Maslow as ‘the 

1 Young, ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ in Shopping in Space, 1993, p.113. 
2 Ellis, American Psycho, 1991, p.20. 
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desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything that one is capable of 

becoming.’3 

 Before suggesting directions for future research, this Conclusion returns to some of the 

issues covered in the Introduction by offering a summative comparative assessment of the three 

case-study characters, starting with a reflection on their differences and similarities at the 

compositional level of text. All three case-study characters have been characterised on page 

and screen. Both the literary and cinematic versions of Alex have proved influential texts in 

their own right, A Clockwork Orange a title that remains alluringly connotative of gleeful 

rebelliousness and the dark joy of violence. Indeed, the idiom of Burgess’s novel has inspired 

musical acts such as The Rolling Stones and David Bowie, while the iconic imagery of 

Kubrick’s film has been referenced by others as diverse as Kylie Minogue and Marilyn 

Manson.4  

Harron’s cinematic reinvention of Bateman in 2000 was an accomplished piece of 

filmmaking, but it has not accrued the same cultural weight as its source text. Meanwhile Ellis’s 

first-person narrative arguably retains its fearsome reputation as a transgressive novel. This 

despite the accumulation of clear-sighted commentary on it – even critical praise for it – that 

looks beyond the violence, or at least looks at the violence long enough to become 

(problematically) desensitised to it. 

Harris introduced Lecter with the novel Red Dragon, which received sufficient 

attention for it to be adapted by Michael Mann as Manhunter in 1986, but it was not until 

Demme released the cinematic version of The Silence of the Lambs – in the same year that 

American Psycho was published – that Harris’s serial killer (or perhaps that of Hopkins) 

became a household name. Since then, Lecter has undergone re-instantiation five times, 

inclusive of Fuller’s TV series. Indeed, Lecter is the only one of the three to have appeared 

on television. 

Lecter is also the only one of the three to have undergone diegetic centralisation. 

Unlike Alex and Bateman, the cannibal psychiatrist has never monolithically dominated a 

text as a first-person narrator. Instead he has at most been a main character alongside other 

protagonists, notably detective figures Clarice Starling and Will Graham. Thus the 

3 Maslow, ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, 1943, p.383. 
4 The liner notes for the band’s third studio album, The Rolling Stones Now! (1965) attempt to emulate Nadsat; on his final 
album, Blackstar (2016), David Bowie wrote lyrics in Nadsat, skilfully utilising the harmonics of the idiom in ‘Girl Loves 
Me’; Kylie Minogue and her dancers dressed as ‘droogs’ when performing ‘Spinning Around’ during her Fever Tour in 
2002; Marilyn Manson also dressed as a ‘droog’ for scenes in his music video for ‘Tattooed in Reverse’ (2018). 
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characterisation of Lecter has always been contingent on that of surrounding characters to an 

extent not seen in the cases of Alex and Bateman. This contingency has typically played out 

embedded within genre fiction, even proving definitive of it in formulating the template for 

the serial killer subgenre. In contrast, A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho, across all 

versions, can lay claim to higher aesthetic credentials, while Ellis’s novel in particular 

appears deliberately defiant of generic categorisation. 

The fictional psychopath traverses a spectrum of character forms, borne out by the 

case-study characters. Fifteen-year-old Alex is a leader of a gang, his most conspicuous 

forebear perhaps Pinkie Brown of Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock (1938). Not only are the 

two characters both violent teenage gangsters, they also both occupy urban dystopias within 

the context of novels markedly influenced by Catholic theology.5 Admittedly, Alex 

emphatically explodes the freakish continence of Pinkie, who abstains from almost 

everything. Bateman and Lecter are both serial killers, the most ubiquitous form of the 

fictional psychopath. But as a Wall Street yuppie Bateman also embodies the corporate 

psychopath, like Gordon Gekko before him. Meanwhile there is an element of the con artist 

in Lecter, particularly in Fuller’s Hannibal. As a practising serial killer employed unwittingly 

by the FBI to help catch other practising serial killers, Lecter’s characterisation pivots on 

marvellous deception. Notable too is that Bateman and Lecter are considerably differentiated 

as serial killers. The one is an abjectifier of bodies while the other is an aestheticizer of them. 

Bateman demolishes bodies into waste. Lecter repurposes them as sculpture and haute 

cuisine. 

The case-study characters interact with factuality differently while essentially 

conforming to the Cleckleyian model – their inward monstrosity unbetrayed by outward 

appearance. The exception, of course, is the extreme visibility of their violence, which 

substitutes for xenomorphism. Alex is disruptive of the notion of psychopathy as 

constitutional, substantiated recently by the study of the psychopathic brain in neuro-

criminology. This is especially the case per his depiction in Burgess’s dystopic 

Bildungsroman, in which he outgrows being a psychopath by the end of the novel. Bateman 

too is curious in regard to constitutionality. Excepting the authenticity of his pathological 

egocentricity, there is the possibility that his psychopathy is entirely performed. There is doubt 

5 Greene wryly lamented the identification of Catholicism in his work, noting that it was with Brighton Rock that ‘I was 
discovered to be – detestable term! – a Catholic writer.’ G. Greene, ‘Introduction’ (1970) in G. Greene, Brighton Rock, 
London, Alfred A. Knopf, 1993 (1938), p.1. 

193

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



over the ontological status of the protagonist’s psychopathy within the fictional framework 

of American Psycho. Is Bateman really ‘a fucking evil psychopath’ or just playing at being 

one? Admittedly, this ceases to matter at a certain point because his performance is so 

horrifically convincing. Lecter is the most realistic of all insofar as he is a master of 

dissemblance. Such an assertion of realism would draw resistance from those insistent that 

psychopathy in fiction reflect reality rather than refract it, and thus more inclined to see the 

character as a supernatural villain more akin to Dracula. 

The case-study characters are all clearly depicted as male, conforming to the 

masculine bias observable more generally in the construction of the fictional psychopath, 

particularly since Norman Bates. But they do not all interact with masculinity in the same 

way. Alex and Bateman are similarly misogynistic, the first definable as a rapist, the second 

a serial torturer who frequently incorporates rape into his torturous dismemberment of 

women. In contrast, Lecter derives no sadistic pleasure from sexual violence. Indeed, the 

character never perpetrates sexual violence. While it would be too much to label the cannibal 

psychiatrist a philogynist, Lecter is even party to the admission of feminine heroic action. 

Paradoxically as a patriarchal serial killer, Lecter is supportive of Starling and her 

advancement both as a law enforcer and as a woman. The Silence of the Lambs has been read 

as a female Bildungsroman, in which Lecter is an important part of Starling’s coming-of-

age. Vanquishing Buffalo Bill in a gunfight, her most conspicuous moment of heroism, 

immediately precedes the trainee’s graduation as an agent. While this is a solo act, it is also 

the culmination of the (at times uncomfortable) tutelage provided by Lecter. Of course, later 

Lecter becomes Starling’s lover, a perverse literalisation of philogyny that problematized 

the adaptation of the third novel. Interestingly, this scandalous heterosexual union in 

Hannibal is reconfigured in homoerotic terms in Fuller’s TV series of the same name. Not 

only is the figure of Lecter not misogynistic, he is bisexual. This contrasts starkly against the 

staunch heterosexuality of Alex and Bateman, galvanised by the misogynistic act of rape. 

In discussing the interaction of the case-study characters with factuality it was alluded 

that they exemplify the notion of the man-shaped monster that is attached to psychopathy in 

the cultural sphere. Another aspect of monstrosity that all three have in common is their 

disruption of categorical difference. Each conflates civility and savagery. In this regard, Alex 

and Lecter are the most alike of the three. Both pride themselves on being men of good 

etiquette and good taste, connoisseurs of classical music who violently resent ‘bastard[s] 
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with no manners and not the dook of an idea how to comport [themselves] publicwise’.6 

Bateman is civil too, but his etiquette and taste are laughable. Bateman’s civility is a sort 

lampooned in American Psycho for the excess of its indulgence – as in the instance of the 

red snapper pizza from Pastels, the crustiness of which elicits a conniption from Bateman. 

The fictional psychopath is bound up most of all with the issue of causality and the 

difficulties attendant upon it. Violence, even in representation, tends to disrupt cognition 

while simultaneously demanding solution. An encounter with violent action typically 

prompts the question why. Since Norman Bates incepted a cultural line of male psychos 

devastated by momism, a commonly recycled script providing logic for the violence of the 

fictional psychopath has been that of maternal failure. Since the criminological emergence 

of the serial killer, a decade or so later, a popular alternative to maternal failure – while 

conflatable with it – has been the script of childhood abuse. Competing with these has been 

the notion of malevolent agency, which provides an enclosed motivational circuit: the 

psychopathic subject acts psychopathically because he is a psychopath. While this can be 

serviceable in some cases, appearing in relation to Lecter in fact, it can also foreclose the 

development of understanding around motive being so highly limited by its tautological 

enclosure. 

The case-study characters challenge these scripts, by outright non-conformity in the 

cases of Alex and Bateman, and by inconsistent conformity in the case of Lecter. This 

presents an opportunity to consider other explanations for their serial violence. Alex is an 

anarchist and a hedonist, the one supplementing the other. The character is also a teenager. 

That is, he is positioned uncomfortably on the path of growing up between childhood and 

adulthood. These factors together make it compelling to map his system of desire principally 

in relation to the imperative of pleasure. Alex hyper-psychopathically delights in violence as 

an un-limiting of the self. Bacchanalian brutality counters the pressures of maturity and 

mortality that bear down on and devitalise the individual. 

Bateman is a plutocrat and, in the parlance of his “best” friend, ‘a dufus’. His family 

own an investment bank, providing the twenty-something character an effectively endless 

supply of money. Thus there is no need for him to work, and indeed no work for him to do. 

This economic alienation is compounded by the fact that he is a social misfit – the sort of 

man to burst awkwardly into a rage about the crust of a pizza. If the narrator of American 

6 Burgess, A Clockwork Orange, 2000 (1962), p.23. 

195

Scripting Logics for Serial Violence: Characterising the Psychopath in Fiction, Film, and TV



Psycho has a self-ideal, he is ill-equipped to progress towards it. In other words, the character 

has no way of resolving his inadequacy. Thus he turns desperately and lethally to violence, 

specifically the dominative act of torture, because it provides him some measure of 

empowerment, even if only fleeting. 

Lecter is fascinating because he is an enigma in Red Dragon, and uncaused or his 

own cause in The Silence of the Lambs, but begins to acquire a history of trauma in Hannibal, 

which is then substantiated in Hannibal Rising, the prequel that takes the storyline back to 

the character’s childhood and adolescence. Then in Fuller’s TV series Lecter is characterised 

such that he returns to a state of relative motivational opacity. Certainly he is neither the 

product of maternal failure nor childhood abuse. Throughout all three seasons, Lecter is 

consistently an advocate for advancement unconcerned by morality. His philosophy, which 

is also his therapy, is that urges should be cultivated as inspirations, the threat of lost control 

reconfigured as the opportunity for control’s improvement. Lecter recommends stabilising 

subjectivity by elevating it, and he practices what he preaches. The desire to commit murder 

becomes justifiable, and so justifiably repeatable, if carried out as artistic expression at once 

expressive and progressive of self. 

E. M. Forster once remarked that stories, ‘even when they are about wicked people, 

can solace us: they suggest a more comprehensible and thus a more manageable human 

race’.7 Forster went on to say that this is only an ‘illusion of perspicacity’.8 The present work 

is inclined to counter the accent on the illusory. This critical story about the fictional 

psychopath believes that the stories about psychos and serial killers engendered within 

culture and engendering of it offer insights that are authentically perspicacious. With this in 

mind, there is more work that might be productively undertaken in the crowded terrain of 

psychopathy in culture. One possibility for future research is to shift the focus from male to 

female psychopathy while retaining an interest in the scripting of logics for serial violence. 

Are female psychopathic protagonists moved by the same systems of desire that have been 

mobilised here to explain the brutality of Alex, Bateman, and Lecter? Might imperatives 

such as pleasure, power, and potential prove incommensurate applied to female psychopathic 

violence, revealing a gendered difference in the depiction of motivational structures? 

Retaining an interest in the characterisation of psychopathic men in fictional 

narratives, another possibility for future research is in making masculinity itself the 

7 E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1984 (1927) p.70. 
8 Forster, Aspects of the Novel, 1984 (1927), p.70. 
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hermeneutic priority, building on Baker’s notion of legitimated violence. Such a project could 

focus on what Oxbridge psychologist Kevin Dutton calls ‘good psychopaths’.9 Characters 

such as Bond and Bourne, who are effectively serial killers – men who kill serially – offer a 

fantasy of masculine hyper-competence. While Bond and Bourne are iconic, they are not 

exceptional. Consider the recent cinematic invention of John Wick, portrayed by Keanu 

Reeves, or the remediations of Bob Lee Swagger (Ryan Phillippe) and Frank Castle (Jon 

Bernthal) in the series Shooter (2016-2018) and Marvel’s The Punisher (2017-2019) 

respectively. These ‘good psychopaths’ problematize psychopathy in placing it at the 

confluence of masculinity and morality, thereby problematizing masculinity and morality at 

the same time. 

 

9 For example: K. Dutton and A. McNab, The Good Psychopath’s Guide to Success: How to use your inner psychopath to 
get the most out of life, London, Corgi Books, 2015. 
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