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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will exa~ine three novels, Lolita (Vladimir Nabokov 1955), A 

Clockwork Orange (Anthony Burgess 1961) and American Psycho (Bret Easton 

Ellis 1991), and the rhetorical techniques, devices and strategies that function 

within these texts to manipulate the response of the reader. The three novels 

are transgressive texts in the sense that their narrators, Humbert Humbert, 

Alex and Patrick Bateman, all transgress fundamental societal taboos. Their 

abhorrent behaviour suggests a response from the reader of repugnance and 

disgust. Instead, we find ourselves imaginatively identifying and 

empathising with these vicious literary monsters, and thus the novels prove 

shocking. It will be argued that the effect of this unexpected and reluctant 

sense of identification is to complicate and extend our sense of the human, 

and the processes and patterns by which we judge evil. This results in a new 

awareness for the reader: an understanding that our moral assumptions do 

not exist within a stable moral framework. Consequently, we can not easily 

define ourselves against those whom we perceive as evil. In reading these 

novels and acknowledging a sense of empathy for the narrators, we broaden 

our moral perspectives, gain deeper levels of understanding and allow for a 

world full of uncertainties and possibilities. 



"LET READERS IMAGINE": RHETORICAL 

MANIPULATION IN THREE TRANSGRESSIVE 

NOVELS 

"Imagine me; I shall not exist if you do not imagine me" 

(Lolita 129). 

The subject matter of Lolita (1955), A Clockwork Orange (1961) and American 

Psycho (1991) has occasioned concern and controversy among readers and 

critics alike, since their publications. These novels have elicited contradictory 

responses from critics and non-professional readers, (and from some who 

have not read them at all). So charged are the issues that these three novels 

deliberately impair our abilities as readers to judge both the characters and 

the issues, thus destabilising our fundamental moral assumptions, but in 

quite different ways and with different effects. Lolita draws us into the 

perverted moral universe of a paedophile, toys with our moral revulsion, yet 

opens up a more complex way of judging by probing the subtle connection 

between aesthetics and morals. A Clockwork Orange tricks us into 

sympathising with a juvenile delinquent in order to dramatise in our minds a 

radical and fundamentally conservative conception of humanity. American 

. Psycho touches on issues that demand moral judgements, but does so in a 

satirical mode: its protagonist seems an extension and concentration of the 

superficiality and inhumanity of his age. Yet unlike most satires, no 

underlying ground of value is disclosed which might oppose this anomaly. 

The purpose of my thesis is to explore the various ways in which the three 

novelists, Nabokov, Burgess and Easton-Ellis use 'shocking' material to 
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generate complex responses in their readers. All three novels involve 

transgressions of generally accepted social norms by focusing on acts so 

fundamentally repellent that they continue to disturb readers long after the 

period in which they were written and first read. I am not concerned merely 

with the extremity of such material but rather with the processes by which 

the reader is made to feel involved in, even complicit with the main 

protagonists of the actions and the purposes of that complicity. Especially in 

Lolita and A Clockwork Orange, the central narrative consciousness is not as 

repugnant as one would expect, given the extremity of the actions depicted. 

Indeed, both protagonists have sympathetic, even attractive qualities. Patrick 

Bateman in American Psycho lacks Humbert Humbert's seductive linguistic 

powers, or the sense of beauty, somehow inseparable from a maniacally 

destructive energy, that gives Alex a perverse humanity. Bateman is 

apparently irredeemably evil; he indicates no remorse, as Humbert does, nor 

does he illustrate an affirmation of the human spirit as Alex does. Yet even he 

provides windows into a consciousness that somehow elicits sufficient 

interest to hold our attention. 

In all three novels, willingly or not, the reader enters the imaginative worlds 

of characters whom one would expect to find wholly repugnant. These novels 

then, both reverse the reader's expectations of how they will respond to given 

actions, and establish an unwelcome complicity (in the sense of a 

compromised involvement) with grossly flawed protagonists. In other words, 

reading these novels involves an unsettling, even at times a suspension, of 

our usual patterns of judgement. These novels also transgress accepted social 

norms, carrying the reader into unfamiliar and decidedly uncomfortable 

areas of experience. They force us to interrogate and in some cases to alter our 
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means of judging and interpreting. This involves the danger that we will lose 

our moral categories altogether, but also the possibility that we might grasp 

new ways of judging. The effect of this boundary-breaking, I shall argue, is 

not to make the reader endorse the actions of the protagonists, but to 

complicate and extend our understanding of how we make judgements. 

My critical approach involves a number of sources, synthesised from 'Reader 

Response' criticism, which is defined as a general term describing "modern 

criticism and literary theory that focus on the responses of readers to literary 

works" (Abrams 184). It is not a single agreed theory, so much as a shared 

concern with a set of problems involving the extent and nature of readers' 

contribution to the meanings of literary works. The common factor is a shift 

from the descriptions of texts in terms of their inherent properties to a 

discussion of the production of meanings within the reading process. Literary 

criticism has moved from a mode in which the narrative of literature is 

"distinguished by two characteristics: the presence of a story and a story

teller" (Suleiman 3) in 1968, to one that recognises the presence, participation 

and importance of readers. Wayne Booth's implied reader is an example of 

this change in perspective (Booth 138). As a counterpart to the implied 

author, the implied reader differs from the actual reader in that he or she is 

essentially created as the work's ideal interpreter. Suleiman defines this 

implied reader as: "the shadowy but overriding presence who is responsible 

for every aspect of the work and whose image must be[ ... ] reconstructed[ ... ] 

in the act of reading" (8). Lolita, A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho are 

all self-consciously aware of this implied reader, often directly addressing 

and describing their imagined reader within the narrative. Suleiman states 

that the actual reader, for the duration of the reading, must enter into a 
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contract whereby we agree to play the role of this implied reader so that we 

may "correctly understand and fully appreciate the work" (8). However, it is 

not that simple, as these three novels demonstrate. For if the actual reader 

were to be fully immersed in the created role of the implied reader then the 

lack of critical distance would result in a misreading of the text and 

consequently preclude a full appreciation of the works. As critical readers of 

the three texts we are expected to exercise a controlling element, maintaining 

a distance from the narrator's persuasive rhetoric, which constantly threatens 

to seduce the unaware reader. 

There are several key terms and concepts used in this thesis which require 

clarification and discussion. Rhetoric is the study of the technique of using 

language effectively (Sinclair 1268). Other meanings include, "the art of using 

language to persuade, influence or please", "speech or discourse that 

pretends to significance but lacks true meaning" and "excessive 

ornamentation and contrivance in spoken or written discourse" (Sinclair 

1268). All of these meanings apply in my treatment of the term 'rhetoric', 

which dates as far back as the Greek philosopher Aristotle. Rhetoric was 

widely practised and highly esteemed among the ancient Greeks from the 

earliest times. Many great Athenian orators made use of rhetoric to persuade 

their audiences. The two significant meanings of rhetoric for this thesis are: a 

persuasive tool, and a term which values style over content. M. H. Abrams 

defines rhetoric as "the study of language in its practical uses, focusing on the 

effects of language, especially persuasion, and on the means by which one 

can achieve these effects on auditors or readers" (180). Rhetorical discourse 

focuses therefore, on the reader or intended audience. The words, phrases 

and images are chosen and used with us in mind. By definition then, rhetoric 
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is not objective or disinterested, nor is it without underlying agendas. This is 

crucial when considering the three texts of this thesis. 

To transgress means literally to "go beyond" or "overstep" with derogatory 

associations of encroachment, trespass, violation and sin. A transgression is 

defined as a "breach of law; sin or crime" (Sinclair 1581). Hsaio-hung Lee 

states that all "acts of transgression point to a violence against established 

codes, social values, rules, laws, prohibitions, and risk being punished by 

society" (3). Lolita, A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho have certainly 

aroused their fair share of controversy by their transgressive subject matter 

and have struggled with the censorship, puritanism and ignorance of society. 

All three authors create a transgressive character but place him in a society 

that either fails to recognise beauty or upholds a distorted value system. The 

reader's response to the transgression of such societies' rules and codes is 

therefore significantly complicated. Furthermore, while these novels all 

involve transgressions that are so fundamental they might be considered 

universal, the societal codes, values, laws and rules that Lee talks of, are, by 

nature, socially grounded in their construction. Therefore, as society chooses 

to focus on different kinds of transgression, so these codes shift. As a 

consequence, defining transgression against these unstable societal codes 

results in an unstable definition of transgression; one that changes according 

to the society, culture and time involved. Thus, while each of the novels 

foregrounds truly abhorrent crimes against other humans, none allows us to 

take an easy moral position. It is by unsettling our easy reaction of repulsion, 

by drawing us into the distorted but recognisably 'human' mental world of a 

killer or rapist, that the novelists subvert our immediate moral response. The 

effect of this is to make our ethical positions part of the reading process. 
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Nietzche in Beyond Good and Evil explains his philosophy of transgression: 

"To recognise untruth as a condition of life-that certainly means resisting 

accustomed value feelings in a dangerous way; and a philosophy that risks 

this would by that very token alone place itself beyond good and evil" (qtd. 

Lee 5). It is Nietzche's belief that transgression inverts hierarchical 

oppositions, such as good and evil, body and spirit, and intermingles these 

traditionally separate pairs: "One is good on condition one knows how to be 

evil; one is evil because otherwise one would not understand how to be 

good" (qtd. Lee 5). Therefore, the opposite is essential because in order to 

transgress you must have something to transgress against. Transgression can 

only be defined in relation to the code, law or moral that it transgresses. In 

Nietzche's theory, these opposites actually complement each other. While 

they represent opposite ends of a spectrum, they are essential in defining 

each other: in order to define good we must also define evil. These relative 

terms exist within a moveable framework: they do not maintain a set 

distance, nor do they exist in isolation. As such, good is implicit in evil and 

evil exists, at some level, in goodness. 

The binary opposition of evil and goodness features in all three of the novels, 

each of them showing this binary pair as both inherently inseparable and 

unstable. As readers we enjoy the poetic language Humbert uses to describe 

his abuse of Lolita, and Alex's ability to see beauty whether it be in music or 

violence is appealing to the reader. Nietzche also points out the inseparability 

of the binary opposition, truth and falseness, that is present in every 

judgement: "The falseness of a judgement is to us not necessarily an objection 

to a judgement [ ... ] [To] renounce false judgements would be to renounce 
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life, would be to deny life" (qtd. Lee 5-6). Thus the essential opposition set up 

between good and evil, truth and falseness, virtue and vice, falls. This 

instability is not only problematic for the narrators of these three novels but 

also for us as the readers who face another kind of transgression. Patrick 

Bateman is constantly threatened by the 'other' of society. He maintains a safe 

distance from them in order to construct an identity in opposition to them. 

Likewise, the reader desires a distance between Patrick and ourselves so that 

we may define ourselves against him. However, these oppositions, as 

Nietzche discovered, are able to be deconstructed, and are in fact, moveable 

and unstable. How does this affect our response to our narrators? How do we 

deal with the realisation that right is not necessarily the opposite of wrong? 

Lee states: "recent literary critics categorize 'transgression' as a force to 

destabilise existing norms or conventions" (6). The three novelists use 

transgressive characters to deliberately destabilise the reader's moral 

responses. How then1 do we effectively judge our protagonists when we have 

no stable moral grounds to do so? Lee's definition of transgression refers to 

"the conflict between the dominant narrative voices that carry moral lessons 

and submerged discourses that dwell on the shifting and unstable 

representation of identity of the 'self1" (10). Indeed, the ability to represent a 
.., 

fixed identity within a continually unstable framework is compromised; 

Humbert and Bateman certainly lack a concrete, tangible self against whom 

the reader can define themselves. The noticeable lack of a moral framework 

within the novels is indeed significant, with the three novelists choosing 

different ways to deal with this. Humbert moralises endlessly, but insidiously 

destabilises our means of judging the actions he describes in tones of 

mortification, lasciviousness and invitation. Alex is apparently wholly 
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amoral, but he is inserted into a novel with a much more explicit moral 

structure and outcome for the reader. American Psycho confronts most 

squarely the absence of a moral structure in contemporary Western society. 

This raises the question: Can one have a true satire in the utter absence of a 

moral framework from which to judge present behaviours and manners as 

fallen and depraved? 

While the term 'transgression' does have implied negative connotations, it is 

not a big leap to see it in a positive and even desirable light: "it breaks, frees, 

opens, makes possible fictional construction and reconstruction and 

guarantees authentic literariness" (Lee 8). Transgressors encourage change in 

society's moral assumptions and while any change is uncomfortable, it is 

necessary and not always negative. However, Nabokov, Burgess and Ellis 

have chosen to transgress some of society's most fundamental taboos; incest, 

murder and rape, thus setting a nearly impossible challenge to meet-the 

creation of transgressors who are not entirely evil. The reader's definition of 

what constitutes evil is relative to our moral boundaries. If these cease to be 

concrete and stable, then our ability to judge a person or an action as evil is 

compromised. 

From a postmodern perspective, the notion of transgression takes place in a 

context where no secure vantage point exists from which to make moral 

judgements. Hence to transgress an audience's sense of what is morally 

defensible exists within historically and culturally situated (though not 

necessarily determined) sets of norms. Such norms are fierce and precise, of 

course, but they are fragile in that, in modern culture, there is no assured 
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ground that gives them permanent and universal status. What does it mean 

then, to affirm the human as a source of value as Burgess does, to suggest that 

the appreciation of value is somehow inseparable from curiosity and care for 

the other, as Nabokov does, or to hint that even in the dissociated sensibility 

of a postmodern psychotic killer, a lingering sense of ancient intimations of 

beauty and connection are to be found? Such messages cannot be easily 

extracted from the text by the reader-murder will always be wrong-but must 

instead be extracted by the interrogation of the processes by which we make 

such judgements as they are teased, denied, overthrown at times, in the 

sentence by sentence business of reading novels. 

Distance is a term that requires defining for the purposes of this thesis. One of 

the meanings given for this term is II a separation or remoteness in a 

relationship" (Sinclair 416). This is what the reader would expect upon first 

entering into the reading process. Conversely, we find ourselves in a more 

complex situation. A narrative strategy used by all three novelists is the 

manipulation of the distance in the relationship between reader and narrator 

and thus the undermining of our preconceived expectations. Not only do we 

become closer than we imagine possible to our narrators, but we also find 

ourselves simultaneously distant. Nadsat elicits this type of contradictory 

response from the reader. We are insulated from the violence of the novel by 

the language, yet brought closer to Alex through our understanding of this 

foreign teenage slang. The use of first person narration allows us intimate 

knowledge of the thoughts and perspectives of both a paedophile and a 

psychotic murderer, but all the while, we are being constantly made aware of 

the inherent unknowabiHty of these characters. 
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Complicity is a complex term in the context of this thesis. Though we, as 

readers, are not technically accomplices in the crimes committed, we do have 

privileged knowledge of them. The nature of first person narration means we 

know more than the other characters of the novels and this places us in an 

awkward position. Entering the imaginative world of the three transgressive 

narrators means that we do become privy to the secrets of our storytellers and 

thus become, in a sense, guilty by association. While we do not necessarily 

share the guilt of the crimes, we do fictionally share in the knowledge of the 

crimes. As readers we are left in a continually frustrating and helpless 

position where we do not agree with our protagonists or their actions, but are 

tricked into enabling them to commit their crimes through our ability to 

imagine them. 

Authors do not just create their fictional worlds and populate them with characters. 

They also use language in ways which are carefully designed to have specific effects: 

to breed insights, to encourage emotional responses, to highlight certain values and 

disabuse us of others. To this end metaphors are coined, symbols are invented and 

strategically deployed, and a wealth of images and figures is devised with the aim of 

fostering certain associative and emotional responses. Readers, in their turn, try to 

comprehend the fiction, and this frequently requires them to interpret certain works. 

They become "caught up" in the fiction, they "identify" with its characters, they 

laugh with them and weep for them. Occasionally they come to rethink their world, 

to "see" things differently, and in such cases they may seem to learn from the 

fiction". (Novitz 9). 

However, Novitz most certainly did not write this with novels such as Lolita, 

American Psycho and A Clockwork Orange in mind. For the reader to laugh 

with, and weep for, protagonists like Humbert, Alex and Patrick - for us to 

"identify" with such transgressive characters seems unlikely, yet this is what 
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happens. As a result we do begin to "see" things from a slightly different 

perspective; we rethink and re-evaluate our moral assumptions. Our 

learnings from the reading of such novels occur retrospectively as we realise 

the complexities associated with identifying with our three protagonists. 

From Novitz's point of view, the process of reading a novel and identifying 

with a character does not require incessant imaginative involvement: 

Rather, as one reads a novel [ ... ] one moves in and out of imaginative absorption. 

One feels what it would be like in the hero's shoes, but unlike the hero, one does not 

remain in his shoes. One abandons the imaginative mode from time to time in order 

to reflect on the work and one's response to it. One assesses the structure of the 

work, the overall development of the plot, its themes, and then, having done so, one 

begins once more to respond imaginatively to the fiction(85). 

What Novitz describes here as "imaginative involvement" is empathy for the 

fictional characters and a suspension of disbelief-distance from the 

fabrication of the narrative. The empathy is not sustained by the reader 

throughout the novel, it is elicited by the author at certain points through the 

use of rhetorical techniques. However, the reader will not be aware of these 

subtly employed techniques even when abandoning the imaginative mode. 

Nabokov, Ellis and Burgess ensure that their readers do more than imagine 

or empathise with their characters, they involve the reader actively in the 

reading process by allowing us to participate in the fiction we read, turning a 

formerly passive activity into an interactive experience. This in turn 

complicates the reader's judging processes by limiting our critical distance, 

yet simultaneously demanding it, thus making it more crucial. Requests to 

imagine the narrator, particularly in Lolita, force our complicity in the sense 

that we are made responsible, at least in part, for the creation of this literary 

monster. Humbert will not exist unless we imagine him. 
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The reader contributes to the fiction by imagining within the limits set by the 

author, in the sense that we interpret characters and actions based on the 

information given to us in the text. It is possible, however, for the reader to 

transgress these limits, and Novitz claims that this results in a 

misunderstanding of the novel (91). The limits and boundaries set by the 

authors in the three novels cannot always be facilely accepted by the reader. 

Use of a unreliable first-person narrator complicates Novitz's statement. In 

reading these three novels we must be wary of the limits and restrictions 

imposed by the narrative voice. Often we will encounter false limits; half-
~/ 

truths and biased descriptions. The narrative voice itself is limited, and this 

limitation obliges the reader to be critically aware that information we receive 

is constructed by the author. The convincing voice of the fictitious narrator 

confuses the boundaries of the author, requiring readers to break the 

narrative limits and become transgressors ourselves. The author wants us to 

mistrust the narrator's descriptions, and to imagine within the limits set by 

the narrators will result in a misreading of the text. It is often difficult to 

discern the limits set by the author and those set by the created narrator. 

Humbert, for example, seems to take on an agency of his own. Thus the 

reader's alertness is constantly tested by the authors. 

These three transgressive novels are not shocking for the reasons commonly 

thought. The controversy that surrounded their publications was either 

superficial criticism or criticism that missed the point entirely (see excerpt 

from Orville Prescott's review of Lolita in 1958, qtd. Appel's Annotated Lolita 

xxxv). The reason the three novels continue to shock can be found in the 

authors' abilities to create characters with whom we can empathise, from 
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transgressive literary monsters. Readers, critics and the general public are 

threatened by the idea that Humbert, Alex and Patrick are all characters with 

whom they can, on some level identify, despite the sins they so gleefully 

commit. This forces the reader to reassess the processes by which we 

condemned the protagonists in the first place. This type of destabilisation 

seems to threaten the very fabric upon which we have built our societies and 

consequently our moral codes. 

What is to be served by encouraging empathy with those who commit 

monstrous acts? What is involved here is more than the mere display of 

narrative power and rhetorical persuasion, or the will to make us see a 

common humanity with rapists and murders. The purpose of the 

destabilisation of our normal patterns of judging changes in the different 

texts, Nabokov draws the reader into the caotivatinl:!: but reoellent verbal 
.I. \.J .I. 

consciousness of a child rapist and killer in order to entangle then disentangle 

the categories of beauty and morality. Humbert argues for a corrupt 

understanding of aesthetics as a defense of his brutalisation of Lolita. 

Humbert is perverted because he misapprehends the meaning of beauty, 

which involves the discovery of otherness, not its subjugation to our own 

desires. Burgess also destabilises our easy modes of judging-those supported 

by social norms-but with a purpose: to persuade the reader of a conception of 

the human no longer accepted in a desacralised society. The intention behind 

American Psycho is less obvious; however, if the reader is perceptive and 

aware enough to probe beneath the surface of this text there is some sense of 

deeper human resonances that have been somehow lost in contemporary life. 
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My intention, then, is to explore the ways in which the authors manipulate 

our sympathies as readers, control the distance we expect to maintain from 

characters and situations, and thus cause us to examine the habitual ways in 

which we make judgements. This results in a new awareness for the reader: 

an understanding that we cannot so easily define ourselves against those 

whom we perceive as evil. In reading these novels we open ourselves up to 

new perspectives, deeper levels of understanding and a world full of 

uncertainties and possibilities. 
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READING A "MANIAC'S MASTERPIECE" 

"Lolita will never cease to shock" (Boyd 227). Published in 1955, Lolita is still 

as disturbing and controversial today as it was forty-five years ago. The 

reader's ability to relate to and empathise with Humbert Humbert, murderer, 

paedophile and pervert, is what seems most disturbing about the novel. 

Though Nabokov leaves the telling of the story to Humbert, it is Nabokov 

who controls and manipulates the way in which the reader receives 

information, thus complicating the reader's response. Through various 

techniques and devices within the language of Lolita, Nabokov disrupts the 

processes by which we judge characters and their actions, forcing us to 

question our expectations and preconceived responses. By the very act of 

reading, we are drawn, willingly or not, into Humbert's imaginative world. 

Thus the reader becomes not only complicit with Humbert's actions but 

empathetic with a character for whom one expects to feel nothing but 

repugnance. This chapter is concerned with the processes by which Nabokov 

elicits such an unexpected and unusual response from his readers and forces 

us to question or at the very least become aware of our normal patterns of 

judgement. Examination of the technical aspects of the narrative organisation 

and discussion of the transgressive elements of Lolita will reveal the reasons 

how and why this novel has continued to shock and disturb readers. 

In the foreword, written by the fictitious John Ray Jr, I Iumbert is described as 

11a mixture of ferocity and jocularity that betrays supreme misery perhaps, 
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but is not conducive to attractiveness" (5). Trilling agrees with this statement: 

"he is indeed anything but attractive. The jocularity can sometimes rise to 

wit, sometimes to wildness, but it can also sink to facetiousness and reach the 

brink of silliness" (11). However, Humbert as a narrator is actually more 

appealing to the reader than he should be. The disparity between his skills as 

a persuasive rhetorican and his character as a pervert and paedophile enables 

Nabokov to place the reader in an entirely uncomfortable position. 

The characterisation of the narrator is an essential gateway to the 

understanding of this novel's rhetorical power of manipulation. Humbert 

Humbert, a pseudonym picked by the narrator himself, was one of several 

choices: "Otto Otto [ ... ] Mesmer Mesmer [ ... ] Lambert Lambert" (308), all of 

which have the obvious connection that the surname repeats the Christian 

name. This is perhaps to signify the dual nature of Humbert's character: poet 

or pervert? Raine suggests in the afterword to the Penguin edition that the 

name "Humbert Humbert" is "a mirror of the inescapable self he is stuck 

with" (322). Certainly, this duality is reflected in his apparent status as 

Lolita's father and his actual status as Lolita's "lover" and captor. Humbert 

also presents a dual self with regard to his personality. "I always thought of 

myself[ ... ] as a very understanding father" (196), and then later states that "it 

was always my habit and method to ignore Lolita's states of mind while 

comforting my own base self11 (287). The constant references to himself in the 

third person also suggests a divided personality. He states towards the end, 

"I feel my slippery self eluding me ... " (308). Raine sums it up succinctly: 

"Humbert Humbert: two people, the same person" (322). 
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"Is 'mask' the keyword?" 

Nabokov plays with the name of his narrator throughout the text for two 

reasons. The first is that a childlike aura is achieved for the man who wishes 

he was a child himself: "I passed by her in my adult disguise" (39). Speaking 

of himself in the third person is a technique used successfully to allow the 

reader to see Humbert as childlike: "Humbert the Terrible" (29, 275) 

"Humbert the Small" (29) "Humbert the Hoarse" (48) There is also an adult 

level of reference present in Humbert's use of the third person: "Humbert the 

Cubus" (71). Thus the adult and the child levels of narration work together 

through the references to the third person. His passive-aggressive, self

effacing comments are less than sincere to the knowing reader. "What a 

foolish Hamberg that Humburg was" (262). His confidence remains perfectly 

intact as he half-heartedly attempts to undermine it. "What a comic, clumsy, 

wavering Prince Charming I was!" (109) is a typically loaded statement in 

which Humbert manages to combine perfectly humour, ineptness, and self

effacement with the echoes of childhood. While he can sound childlike, he 

can also sound very appealing to children. "Humberg" "Hornberg" 

"Hamberg" (109) "Humberg" "Humbug" "Herbert" "Humbert" (118) "Jean

Jacques Humbert" (124). Children will be easily amused by these humorous 

distortions-not unlike the type of humour found in children's books. 

Descriptions like "this furtive burg" (282) remind the reader of a Dr Seuss 

character. 
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Secondly, the name-plays indicate to the reader that we can never safely 

assume to 'know' our narrator. Humbert is an unusual name, which the 

reader learns only in the last few pages is a pseudonym. The revelation acts 

as confirmation that throughout the novel, despite our access to his innermost 

thoughts, we never really knew the 'real Humbert'. He is not a tangible, 

concrete entity; instead he is made up of words on a page. What lies behind 

the words is too elusive and fragmentary for us to grasp. This is one of the 

many deliberately deceitful elements of the novel. The words supposedly 

allow us access to the mind of the narrator, but conversely they cloak and 

protect what they purport to reveal. The slippery identity of Humbert is 

demonstrated time and again by different names he is called: "Mr Humbird" 

"Dr Humburg" (177); "Mr Humberson" "Dr Hummer" (178); "Mr Edgar D. 

Humbert" (189); "Mr Haze" (193); "Professor Humbertoldi" (243); "Jack 

Humbertson" (260). Humbert himself makes an interesting (poetic) aside, "If 

you want to make a movie out of my book, have one of those faces gently 

melt into my own while I look" (222). He indicates here that his identity is 

whatever the reader wants it to be. It can be the arbitrary vision of a movie 

director or the composite picture we create in our heads. He condones and 

endorses the idea that he has no fixed identity: he could be anyone. 

Humbert's true identity is kept deliberately ambiguous by Nabokov. The 

reader is never entirely sure whether or not to believe him. When he sounds 

at his most sincere, we suspect we should doubt him the most. As a very 

skilled rhetorician, he plays with words and consequently plays with the 

unsuspecting reader: "Oh my Lolita[ ... ] I have only words to play with" (32). 
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Humbert does not regard words as a medium through which the truth may 

be told, rather he uses them to taunt and manipulate the reader, luring us into 

his world with the false impression that we 'know' him. Readers want to 

believe that we have access to the man behind the words and several critics 

have fallen into this trap. Ray's statement in the foreword that Humbert's 

"mask-through which two hypnotic eyes seem to glow-had to remain 

unlifted in accordance with its wearer's wish" (3) dares critics to challenge 

this: to find and reveal the Humbert behind the mask. Josipovici states that 

"[b]ehind the dazzling barrage of wit lies a sad and disillusioned Humbert" 

which is possibly true; however, he continues: "[o]ccasionally Humbert gives 

us a glimpse of this man: 'Oh let me be mawkish for the nonce! I am so tired 

of being cynical' [109]-but before the reader can extend his sympathy the 

mask is on again, and the dazzling play with language recommences" 

(Josipovici 43). However use of words like "nonce" are archaic and artificial 

and certainly not the language of self-disclosure. 

Appel, like Josipovici, also believes that Humbert does lift his mask, but cites 

a slightly different place in the narrative. Appel states that Humbert loses 

control and is overcome by anguish as his narrative approaches the first 

conjugal night with Lolita ("Lolita" 113): "This daily headache in the opaque 

air of this tombal jail is disturbing but I must persevere. Have written more 

than one hundred pages and not got anywhere yet. My calendar is getting 

confused. That must have been around August 15, 1947. Don't think I can go 

on. Heart, head-everything. Lolita [ ... ]" (109). Humbert does not reveal 

anything here; instead he is creating atmosphere with his use of descriptive 
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words like "opaque" and "tombal" which tell the reader very little about 

Humbert himself. I disagree with Josipovici and Appel's theory that we as 

readers are shown the 'true' Humbert, stripped of pretenses and facades. 

Under one mask lies another mask, and another after that. Nabokov has 

created a character too clever to let his guard down-even momentarily. To 

ascribe sincerity at any point in the narrative is na1ve at best. Humbert has 

many motives and hidden agendas for the telling of his tale and the reader 

should be aware enough to trust a little and doubt a lot. 

Humbert describes himself early on as "a great big handsome hunk of 

movieland manhood" (39)r reminding the reader also that his "gloomy good 

looks should be kept in the mind's eye if [his] story is to be properly 

understood" (104). "I have all the characteristics which, according to writers 

on the sex interests of children, start the responses stirring in a little girl: 

clean-cut jaw, muscular hand, deep sonorous voice, broad shoulder. 

Moreover I am said to resemble some crooner or actor chap on whom Lo has 

a crush" (43). While he is at pains immediately to establish what an 

exceptionally handsome male he is, he calls this characterisation into question 

within a page: "I am lanky, big-boned, wooly-chested Humbert Humbert, 

with thick black eyebrows and a queer accent, with a cesspoolful of rotting 

monsters behind his slow boyish smile" (44). This type of apparent 

contradiction makes us aware of the extent to which we are disadvantaged by 

the lack of an objective authority against which to check Humbert's 

perceptions. His is the only voice we hear and it is through his eyes alone that 

we view events. Nabokov has deliberately silenced the other characters, and 
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with good reason. If we were able to access other characters, then the already 

tenuous possibility of establishing an empathetic bond with Humbert would 

be compromised. Lack of an alternative is one of the reasons we empathise 

with him. 

A humorously arrogant narrator, Humbert delights in his superiority over 

the rest of the world, "I love to fool doctors" (94-5). He hates psychologists 

who probe at his sickness and regard his desires as pathological, not poetic. 

He places himself within the realm of high art by describing himself as both a 

poet and an artist. He believes himself superior to normal men because he 

possesses an artistic consciousness: "The artist in me has been given the 

upper hand over the gentleman" (71). The very act of writing his story is 

demonstrative of his artistic consciousness: "That journal of mine is no more; 

but I have considered it my artistic duty to preserve its intonations" (71); 

'"The orange blossom would have scarcely withered on the grave,' as a poet 

might have said. But I am no poet. I am only a very conscientious recorder" 

(72). This statement is surrounded and juxtaposed by poetic evidence to the 

contrary. Aside from the obvious poetic language Humbert uses, he is 

literally a poet, and though he denies this, it is only halfheartedly: 

"Emphatically, no killers are we. Poets never kill" (88). He does not (and 

could not) expect the reader to believe him. "Humbert's desire for nymphets 

[ ... ] was never that of a sex maniac. It was the manifestation of a desire for 

unpossessable beauty [ ... ]. As such it was closer to the desires of the poet" 

(Josipovici 43-44). However, to take Humbert at his word as Josipovici has 

done here is always dangerous as we find ourselves coming a little too close 
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to excusing him. Humbert even includes poems, verbatim which, he has 

written to and about Lolita (255-7). His poetical tendencies are used for a 

variety of reasons to elicit a variety of responses. His poem written to Lolita is 

reminiscent of childhood and as such is far from 'high art'. 

The Squirl and his Squirrel, the Rabs and their Rabbits 

Have certain obscure and peculiar habits. 

Male hummingbirds make the most exquisite rockets. 

The snake when he walks holds his hands in his pockets 

(255). 

Described as a "rather charming nonsense verse" (254-5) by the poet himself, 

on the surface, the reader cannot help but agree. The rhyme scheme is 

endearing and encourages the reader to smile a little as we read it. However 

the sexual puns cannot be overlooked: "Male Hummingbirds make the most 

exquisite rockets". It is the working of sexual entendres into children's verse 

that exposes Humbert here. He cleverly reveals himself not through the 

words he utters, but through his deviousness with language-the hidden level 

of indecent concepts. The poem he writes about Lolita is presented in full for 

the reader (255-7). A neat, tidy poem, its regular rhyme scheme and clever 

puns are very attractive. It contains many thinly disguised references which 

the reader of the novel understands but which someone who reads the poem 

out of context would not: "my Carmen" "gnarled Mcfate" "I hear you 

crying" (256). The reader feels a closeness with the poet and we are made 

aware of a sense of intimacy with him, by our familiarity with the poem's 

content. Humbert states: "By psychoanalsing this poem, I notice it is really a 

maniac's masterpiece. [ ... ] I wrote many more poems. I immersed myself in 
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the poetry of others" (257). Nabokov uses poetry to achieve a tragically comic 

effect before Humbert murders Quilty: "I proposed he read his own 

sentence-in the poetical form I had given it. The term 'poetical justice' is one 

that may be most happily used in this respect" (299). As a poet with an 

artistic consciousness he is seen as 'special', placed above the other characters 

and, if Humbert has his way, above human kind. His love for all things poetic 

and his talent as a rhetorician are considered virtues to be valued by society, 

contradicting his paedophilic tendencies which are abhorred by society. 

"I will shout my poor truth" or words to that effect. 

It needs to be recognised that Humbert's is not a credible point of view. He 

freely admits a history of mental instability and having spent time in 

santatoriums after breakdowns (32-3). He deliberately alerts us to the fact that 

his story is constructed from memory, and although he claims a photographic 

memory ( 40), the reader cannot help but feel sceptical. Therefore, the 

information we receive is inherently biased, selective and distorted. After the 

recitation of a letter, he states: 

What I present here is what I remember of the letter and what I remember of the 

letter I remember verbatim[ ... ] It was at least twice longer. I have left out a lyrical 

passage which I more or less skipped at the time. [ ... ]Let me see what else can I say? 

Yes. There is just a chance that "the vortex of the toilet" (where the letter did go) is 

my own matter-of-fact contribution (68-9). 

Our attention is explicitly drawn not only to the fact that the first person 

narration is even more fallible because he is writing from memory, but also to 
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the fact that Humbert is in sole charge of the information we receive and the 

presentation of this information. He has the ability to change, add, or delete 

whenever and whatever he deems necessary. Significantly, he makes a point 

of telling us this. It is almost as though he is lording his narrative power over 

the reader. The reader should also be suspicious because, as we are told at the 

start, Humbert is not only writing from memory, but also under observation 

(10). Nothing he says is 'off-the-cuff' or spontaneous. His "horrible, careful 

English" (280) is just that. 

As readers, we must attempt to maintain enough critical distance between 

ourselves and Humbert that we do not naively accept everything he tells us. 

However, while we need to be careful with our trust, we should not distrust 

everything. Humbert, as Michael Wood notes, seems fairly reliable about his 

childhood and first marriage and about "America with its landscapes and 

humbugging headmistresses" (117). We accept such information as 'true' or 

'factual' partly because we might recognise what is being evoked or 

parodied, but mainly because we have no reason not to. Of course, it is 

possible for us to consistently doubt Humbert, but it is not in our best 

interests to do so. We must be able to trust some 'facts' so that we may doubt 

others. As Wood observes, "We can't question Humbert's interpretations, as 

we often must, if we don't grant some stability to the material he is 

interpreting, and some sort of meaning to what he denies, to what leaks 

through his obsessively waterproofed prose" (117). So we accept some facts 

as true but question Humbert's arrangement of them, which is hindsighted 
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and deeply suspect. He is recreating scenes and events for the reader and 

imposing his interpretation and bias onto them. 

If we let our critical distance from Humbert lapse, we run the risk of falling 

victim to his mind games. We see him playing with the psychiatrists, faking 

symptoms, exploiting his superior intellect and never allowing them to learn 

the truth: "I discovered there was an endless source of robust enjoyment in 

trifling with psychiatrists: cunningly leading them on; never letting them see 

that you know all the tricks of the trade" (34). We must not be tempted to 

offer our own diagnoses as we read this, for the moment we seek to diagnose 

him-or indeed the moment we accept his diagnosis-we become the the teased 

psychiatrists (M. Wood 120). There is always the doubt, though, that what 

Humbert recounts for us is untrue. We hear the words of others in the context 

of Humbert's thoughts and consequently we find it difficult to consider them 

objectively. We are left in a frustratingly helpless position; we cannot attempt 

our own diagnoses, nor accept his, and neither can we fully discount the 

psychiatrists. Humbert may in fact be "potentially homosexual" (34), we 

really only have his word that he is not. Also, such an explanation would 

trivialise his actions. 

Humbert relates his story in a confessional tone through a diary written while 

he waits in a prison cell, accused of murder. Immediately, the reader is 

alerted to a hidden agenda behind the telling of his story. Humbert begins his 

telling of the story while in custody for the murder of Clare Quilty. He uses 

language to construct a defence for himself, believing that the full story of his 
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love for Lolita will exonerate him of this crime. However, he is, in effect, 

using one crime-his treatment of Lolita (in many ways a more loathsome 

crime) as his excuse for murder. But Humbert and his actions appear to be 

indefensible. So one of Humbert's strategies is to seem as if he is not 

defending himself at all. He confesses everything in a very self-deprecating 

manner. He acts as his own prosecutor on a crime he has not been charged 

with, reviling himself insistently throughout the novel, calling himself 

Humbert the Terrible, Humbert the Small, a monster and a pervert. But he 

lays these charges against himself with the intent to disarm the reader with 

this display of moral scrupulousness and to encourage us to accept the way 

he really sees himself. Boyd states that even some very perceptive readers 

have seen Humbert just as he wants (230). Boyd himself is no exception. He 

states "we know that he did not rape Lolita in any ordinary sense. At twelve 

she had lost her virginity at summer camp, and when she and Humbert meet 

again after her mother's death, it is she who suggests that they try out the 

naughty trick she has just learned at camp. Handing down to himself that 

sentence for rape, Humbert seems far more self-accusatory than the case 

warrants" (230-1). This statement proves exactly how successful Humbert's 

techniques are. This is not something we know. This is what we are told of 

the event by Humbert, whom we cannot trust. If we take him at his word, as 

Boyd has, then we fall victim to his manipulative techniques, seeing his 

excessive self-condemnation as unwarranted and thus we are forced to 

mediate his accusations, with the danger of excusing him of more than he 

deserves continually present. 
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"Know Your Own Daughter" 

Despite his continual self-castigation, Humbert presents the reader with a 

picture of a poor, sensitive, artistic soul who is tormented by a love 

unacceptable to the outside world. To present us with such an image is a 

deceptively clever trick. In principle, the concept of romantic love is familiar 

to the reader. When Humbert describes his feelings toward Lolita, as he does 

in such a poetic manner, the reader can reasonably empathise with such 

feelings. This only works if Nabokov can successfully prevent us from 

empathising with the object of his love, Lolita. Nabokov achieves this almost 

impossible goal through the use of first person narration. Therefore, the 

character of Lolita is portrayed wholly through the inherently biased eye of 

first person narration, exacerbated by the unreliability of Humbert's 

character. No information given to the reader by Humbert can by completely 

and naively relied upon. Lolita appears as Humbert allows. While the title of 

this novel is Lolita and the opening paragraph composes an elaborate, poetic 

invocation to a girl of that name, Humbert still feels the need explicitly to 

state: 11This book is about Lolita" (253). The fact that Humbert feels it 

necessary to make t;he reader aware of Lolita as the topic of the novel invites 

one to question and probe a little further. Wood notes insightfully that it is 

really a novel about 11the obsessive dream of Lolita which captured the actual 

child and took her away" (M. Wood 115). 

In the first half of the novel Humbert treats Lolita as an unobtainable ideal, 

seeing her solely as a mysterious yet perfect nymphet. "She was the loveliest 
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nymphet green-red-blue Priap himself could think up" (42). To be associated 

with Greco-roman mythology removes Lolita from the 'real world' and from 

any chance of identification with the reader. In the second part of the novel 

the depiction of Lolita is less idealised and more realistic: "Lolita, when she 

chose, could be a most exasperating brat" (148), though given Humbert's 

penchant for deception, we should be ever vigilant in our acceptance of what 

constitutes 'the truth'. The samples of information we receive serve only to 

arouse our curiosity as to what is taking place in her mind, what her response 

to the situation is, and what she plans to do in the future. Nabokov is teasing 

the reader into the desire for greater knowledge of what constitutes the 

aesthetic object than we are allowed to possess. Ironically, this is the same 

problem that faces our narrator, Humbert. His quest is not simply to possess 

her physically, but completely. However, he struggles to achieve this, stating 

he "simply did not know a thing" (284) about Lolita's mind. "It was always 

my habit and method to ignore Lolita's states of mind while comforting my 

own base self" (287). Instead he must possess her through language; 

consequently the Lolita presented to the reader is the invention of the 

narrator: "What I had madly possessed was not she, but my own creation, 

another, fanciful Lolita-perhaps more real than Lolita; overlapping, encasing 

her; floating between me and her, and having no will, no 

consciousness-indeed, no life of her own" (62). 

Walter states that in Humbert's efforts to immortalise Lolita as a nymphet, he 

"ironically succeeds in preserving Dolly Haze, the victimised girl who rejects 
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the fantasy identity he would project onto her" (135). He then goes on to 

claim that her moral superiority is most clearly demonstrated when, in 

Humbert's final visit, she exonerates Humbert by saying that "I had been a 

good father, she guessed-granting me that" (272). This in turn, Walter argues, 

allows Humbert to declare his undying love for his victim (135). In effect, 

Walter is suggesting that the combination of remorse and love Humbert 

demonstrates at the end of the novel lends considerable power to Humbert's 

self-presentation, 

allowing him to cast even the most sordid of his actions in a sympathetic light: His 

lush poetic descriptions often make it easy to overlook the utter pitilessness of his 

physical relations with Lolita, effectively extending the reader's natural sympathy for 

Lolita to embrace him as well as casting both figures-child and rapist-as equal 

victims of his unspeakable lust (136). 

This leads many critics to respond in the manner of Robertson Davies, for 

example, who in effect is so taken in by the novel's deceptive nature, that he 

exonerates Humbert from his deeds. He states that the novel's theme is "not 

the corruption of an innocent child by a cunning adult, but the exploitation of 

a weak adult by a corrupt child" (qtd. Boyd 230) This kind of response 

represents the Nabokov's success in creating a vain, cruel wretch of a narrator 

appear touching. 

The dazzling coincidences that poets love. 

The illusion is created for the reader that what we are reading is a first draft 

of a manuscript, complete with mistakes and asides: Humbert remarks to his 
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lawyer and caretaker of the mauscript, "This is not too clear I'm afraid, 

Clarence" (154). Several other mistakes have been left intact, thus confirming 

the illusion that Humbert's manuscript is unaltered, hurriedly, yet 

passionately written, and the literal-minded reader may accept it as a genuine 

form of self-portraiture. However, the text contains a multitude of 

deliberately planted word plays and cross references which suggest far more 

organisation and forethought than would be possible of a first draft 

supposedly composed over a period of less than two months. For example, 

Quilty is staying at The Enchanted Hunters the night Lolita and Humbert 

consummate their relationship. Clare Quilty names his play 'The Enchanted 

Hunters', adopts the pun 'Ted Hunter', as one of his many pseudonyms, and 

the married Lolita ends up living on Hunter Road (Appel, "Lolita" 112). 

"Clare Obscure" 

Nabokov does not just play with Humbert's name and identity. Contained 

within the text are many occasions when the identity of other characters has 

become confused in the mind of the narrator. The most sustained example of 

this involves the character Clare Quilty. We first come across the name in the 

middle of Who's Who in the Limelight, as the writer of such plays as "The Little 

Nymph", "The Lady Who Loved Lightning", and "Fatherly Love" (31). Little does 

the reader know that Clare Quilty is to play a very significant, though 

deliberately obscure, role in Humbert's tale, appearing in many seemingly 

insignificant asides throughout the novel. He is connected and confused with 

the Haze's neighbour "Dr Quilty. Uncle or cousin[ ... ] of the playwright" (63). 
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In the dining room at the Enchanted Hunters, Lolita asks Humbert: '"Does 

not he look exactly, but exactly, like Quilty?' / 'Like our fat Ramsdale 

dentist?' / 'Of course not ... I mean the writer fellow in the Dromes ad,"' 

(121). Humbert later that same evening has a conversation with an 

unidentified man who seems to know more than he should: '"Who's the 

lassie?' / 'My daughter' / 'You lie - she's not"' (127). He also appears in the 

hotel lobby, again unidentified, but described by Humbert as "[a] fellow of 

my age in tweeds[ ... ] he resembled a little my Swiss Uncle Gustave" (138-9). 

Quilty's sexually ambiguous first name allows Humbert to be under the 

impression that the writer of Lolita's school play was a woman. "Clare 

Something" (209). Quilty then becomes known as II detective Trapp" (216) 

who follows Humbert and Lolita in a II Aztec Red Convertible" (217) and is 

significantly described as "another Humbert" (217). 

Humbert's first certain sighting of Quilty occurs as he talks to Lolita outside a 

petrol station. 

A broad-backed man, baldish, in an oatmeal coat and dark-brown trousers, was 

listening to Lo[ ... ] I saw him[ ... ] walk back to his convertible, a broad and thickish 

man of my age, somewhat resembling Gustave Trapp, a cousin of my father's in 

Switzerland-same smoothly tanned face, fuller than mine, with a small dark 

moustache and a rosebud degenerate mouth (218). 

This description links him back to "dectective Trapp" and "Uncle Gustave" 

and combines them. A conversation between Lolita and Humbert a few pages 

later again centres on the mistaken identity of Quilty: '"the gal author is 

Clare; and second she is forty, married and has Negro blood.' / 'I thought,' I 
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said kidding her, 'Quilty was an ancient flame of yours [ ... ] in sweet old 

Ramsdale.' / 'That fat dentist?"' (221-222). The idea of Quilty possessing an 

intangible identity is highlighted when Humbert notes: "with bewildering 

ease he switched from one vehicle to another" (227). Quilty continues to 

appear, referred to as "Trapp", when Humbert gets a flat tire, as Lolita's 

tennis partner and again by the pool. "There he stood in the camouflage of 

the sun and the shade [ .... ] He was no longer the satyr but a very-good 

natured and foolish Swiss cousin, the Gustave Trapp I have mentioned more 

than once" (237). Like Humbert, Clare Quilty's identity is intangible and 

interchangeable. 

Quilty becomes Lolita's uncle, "Mr Gustave" (246), when he checks her out of 

the hospital. Quilty as Lolita's "uncle", establishes a significant connection 

between Humbert and Quilty as brothers. Humbert is now left to follow a 

trail of clues in hopes of retrieving Lolita, constantly comparing himself with 

Quilty: 

the clues he left did not establish his identity but they reflected his personality ... his 

genre, his type of humour[ ... ] the tone of his brain, had affinities with my own. He 

mimed and mocked me. His allusions were definitely highbrow. He was well-read. 

He knew French[ ... ] He was an amateur of sex lore[ ... ] He could change his name, 

but he could not disguise[ ... ] his very peculiar t's, w's and l's (249). 

Humbert could be describing himself. Quilty in many ways represents 

Humbert. Quilty is more obviously elusive than Humbert, but both to some 

degree evade the reader's grasp. Humbert's search for Quilty reflects the 
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reader's search for Humbert. We follow the clues, come frustratingly close, 

but inevitably the truth slips through our fingers. 

After Humbert receives Lolita's letter he associates her husband, Dick 

Schiller, with Quilty: "The corpse of the executed sweater [ ... ] kept revealing 

various outlines pertaining to Trapp-Schiller." (267) Humbert's reunion 

highlights the importance and significance of Quilty's identity. "'Come, his 

name!' / She thought I had guessed long ago. It was [ ... ] such a sensational 

name. I would never believe it. She could hardly believe it herself. / His 

name, my fall nymph. / It was so unimportant, she said" (271). But Lolita is 

wrong; Quilty's identity is to Humbert (and consequently the reader) the key 

to everything. Here the reader is teased by Humbert's acknowledgement that 

he knows the name (as he is writing retrospectively) and appears to enjoy this 

situation where he knows what the reader does not and deliberately keeps us 

in suspense. He carries on: 

... I would never believe the inbelievably unbelievable- [ ... ]. I 'Do you want to 

know who it was? Well, it was-"/ And softly, confidentially, arching her thin 

eyebrows and puckering her parched lips, she emitted, a little mockingly, somewhat 

fastidiously, not untenderly, in a kind of muted whistle, the name the astute reader 

has guessed long ago (271-2). 

Nabokov delights in building the reader's suspense, cutting short Lolita in 

mid-speech to describe in minute detail her face, her attitude, her voice, and 

after all this he still does not reveal the truth. Instead, he teases the reader by 

suggesting that other readers, more astute than we, already know. Our 

confidence shaken, we are left wondering whether he will tell us at all. 
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Nabokov then proceeds to assemble all the clues, without explicitly stating 

what the reader is dying to hear: 

did I know that he had known her mother? That he was practically an old friend? 

That he had visited with his uncle in Ramsdale?[ ... ] Did I know he had seen me and 

her at the inn where he was writing the very play she was to rehearse in Beardsley, 

two years later? Did I know-It had been horrid of her to sidetrack me into believing 

that Clare was an old female[ ... ]. (272-3). 

Nabokov carefully pre-empts the reader's probable disbelief at an entire train 

of unlikely coincidences when he has Lolita state, "this world is just one gag 

after another, if someone wrote her life nobody would ever believe it" (273). 

Humbert now turns his obssesive attention to the elusive Clare Quilty. 

I had been keeping Clare Quilty's face masked in my dark dungeon [ ... ] I had 

preserved in the alcohol of a clouded memory the toad of a face. In the course of a 

few glimpses, I had noticed its slight resemblance to a cheery and rather repulsive 

wine dealer, a relative of mine in Switzerland [ .... ]Too harmless [ ... ] to be confused 

with my prey. In the state of mind I now found myself, I had lost contact with 

Trapp's image. It had become completely engulfed by the face of Clare Quilty-as 

represented, with artistic precision, by an easeled photograph of him that stood on 

his uncle's desk (290-1). 

Humbert, sounding more logical and calm, explains very carefully his 

confusion over Quilty's identity. The mystery is over, now that Humbert has 

received confirmation of what he states after the event, that he had known all 

along. There will be no confusing Quilty any more. However, the same 

cannot be said of Humbert. Quilty mistakes Humbert for a Jack Brewster, 

though he admits the resemblance is not particularly striking: '"Guess again 

Punch' mocks Humbert. / 'Ah' said Punch, 'so you have not come to bother 
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me about those long distance phone calls"' (296). The scene becomes 

increasingly surreal as it progresses, eventuating into a farcical tragi-comedy. 

Quilty continues to guess Humbert's identity "Are you French, mister? [ ... ] 

You are either Australian, or a German refugee" (296-7). These guesses are so 

far removed from the truth that instead of making us laugh, they serve more 

to confuse the reader and emphasise the umeality of the scene. 

The physical elusiveness of "Clare Obscure" (306) represents the figurative 

elusiveness of Humbert from the reader. Quilty is more than Humbert's 

'brother', he is Humbert without the poetic language. "I rolled over him. We 

rolled over me. They rolled over him. We rolled over us" (299). In terms of 

the reader's response to the character of Quilty, he proves important in how 

he relates to Humbert. Quilty embodies the sense of the unreal in Lolita. Vve 

doubt Humbert's objectivity and sanity most when he obssesses about Quilty. 

As he follows his trail to find his nymphet, we cannot help but wonder 

whether these are simply the ravings of a madman: "I saw her constantly 

and obsessively in my conscious mind during my daymares and insomnias" 

(254). The pseudonyms seem just a little too implausible: "Aubrey Beardsley 

[ ... ]Will Brown, Dolores Colo[ ... ] Harold Haze, Tombstone, Arizona[ ... ] Ted 

Hunter, Cane, NH" (251), and it would appear more likely to the more 

objective reader that Humbert is simply seeing what he wants to see. 
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"You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style" 

The language Nabokov chooses for Humbert to use is one of the reasons 

Lolita is considered among the most significant novels of the last century. 

Alfred Appel describes it as "colloquial baroque" (M. Wood 110), which 

accurately summarises the baroque tendencies present throughout 

Nabokov's writing. His language is ornamental, flowing, rich in detail and 

continuous in structure and movement. Yet within this language 

colloquialisms-slang words, Americanisms, hybridised forms of 

words-juxtapose the mandarin, poetically complex style of writing. The rich, 

seductive power of Humbert's language appeals to the learned reader's 

poetic sensibilities as it mediates and filters the reality of Humbert's world. 

The language of Lolita possibly explains the critical attention it received a..11.d 

continues to receive from literary critics as the complexities and intricacies of 

the language appeal to more to the academic reader. Conversely, American 

Psycho, though equally controversial, has not received nearly as much 

attention, because Ellis' straightforward use of language appears to be 

directed more to commercial consumers en masse than the literary elite. 

Rhetorical manipulation of the reader occurs through Nabokov's clever use of 

different linguistic devices: negation and variations of negation, humour, 

digressions, use of French and elements of Russian, alliteration, assonance, 

puns, sexual puns, details, pseudonyms, personification ( emotion-reflecting 

modifiers), parentheses, neologisms/hybridisation of words, use of 

archaisms, old English, coincidences, juxtaposition of extreme moods. 
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Negation or negative comparison is described by Rowe as a device which 

"first denies one idea or image and then attempts to affirm a similar one" (3). 

Nabokov uses variants of this technique throughout Lolita. "Then I pulled out 

my automatic-I mean, this is the kind of fool thing a reader might suppose I 

did. It never even occurred to me to do it" (280). However the implication is 

that the idea did occur to him but he resisted the urge. He is playing games 

with the reader and though he presents this idea in a negative form, the 

reader's suspicions can not help but become aroused. He chastises us for an 

idea that he planted in our minds. "I was surprised (this is rhetorical figure, I 

was not) that the sight of the old car in which she had ridden as a child and a 

nymphet, left her so very indifferent" (280). Despite his claim to the contrary, 

we are left with the feeling that at least on one level, Humbert was indeed 

surprised. As Rowe observes: ;;the power of this scene draws deeply upon 

the tension between Humbert's hopeful desperation and Lolita's 'surprising' 

indifference. Thanks to incomplete negation, the initial, denied image 

typically, vividly lingers" (5). This technique is used throughout the novel. 

Humbert relates to the reader John Farlow's offer to "help" after Charlotte's 

death:"[ ... ] and you may sleep with Jean"-(he did not really add that but Jean 

supported his offer so passionately that it might be implied)" (100). Even 

though denied, the original image humorously returns to promote the final 

impression in the reader's mind (Rowe 6). The humour at some level 

overrides the subject matter and this is an important achievement for 

Nabokov, who requires us to share the laughter of his paedophilic narrator 

and thus strengthen the bond that slowly forms throughout the novel. 
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In Lolita, Humbert constantly describes a large part of truth through complete 

and emphatic denial. For instance: "We are not sex fiends! We do not rape as 

good soldiers do. We are unhappy, mild, dog-eyed gentlemen [ ... ] ready to 

give years and years of life for one chance to touch a nymphet" (88). "Ready 

to give years and years [ ... ] to touch" serves to reaffirm much of the initial 

"sex-fiend" denial. The partial truth of the intervening words, however, 

serves to disguise the effect (Rowe 7). Consider also: "I am not a criminal 

sexual psychopath taking indecent liberties with a child" (150). The technique 

behind this clever show of half-truths is quite complex. As Rowe states, 

"'taking indecent liberties with a child' (by virtue of whatever accuracy it has) 

tends to affirm the initially denied notion of 'criminal sexual psychopath"' 

(7). This is very shrewd and complex technique used successfully by 

Nabokov, which can be e:eneralised out to the wider text, which rests on a 
" V 

similar evasion; to distance the reader's attention from a greater crime

'murder one' - towards a lesser crime (legally not morally) of statutory rape. 

"Emphatically, no killers are we. Poets never kill" (88). This strongly worded, 

confident denial completely contradicts Humbert's situation. He is defending 

himself against a murder charge. Kill is exactly what Humbert the artist has 

done. This forceful statement comes after a two-page murder scenario 

mapped out by Humbert as he watches Charlotte swimming in the lake. 

Knowing not whom he has killed, but only that he has, we search and 

anticipate Humbert's victim. While his victim is not Charlotte- "I could not 

make myself drown the poor, slippery, big-bodied creature" (87)- he is stating 

the truth through a firm denial of it. This effects a serious sense of doubt in 
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the reader's mind as to the reliability of our narrator. As the novel progresses 

we learn to be careful with our trust. 

A slightly modified version of this technique is the ,;positive" negation, 

employed by Nabokov in an extremely succinct manner. It is often embodied 

in a single word. As Lolita leaves for camp, after having just kissed Humbert 

goodbye, we read: "The next instant I heard her-alive, unraped-clatter 

downstairs" (66). Rowe accurately summarises the effect of this technique: 

"through the one word 'unraped', Nabokov conjures up Humbert's initial 

urges, their denial, and the lingering reality of their imagined realisation" (7). 

Similar instances of positive negation can also be found in Ellis' American 

Psycho, though not to the same extent. 

This manipulative technique may take shape as a humorously extended, self

belying elaboration of negated detail: 

I did not plan to marry poor Charlotte in order to eliminate her in some vulgar, 

gruesome and dangerous manner such as killing her by placing five bichloride-of

mercury tablets in her preprandial sherry or anything like that; but a delicately 

allied, pharmacopoeia! thought did tinkle through my sonorous and clouded brain 

(71). 

The precise detail of this passage is multiplied by implied hints at much 

more: "such as ... anything like that". "Already the truth seems perversely 

close to what the words deny" (Rowe 8). The negation is surprisingly 

ineffectual in proportion to the force of its emphasis. The tone and style of 

this quote conspire with the detailed listing of chemical names to distract the 
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reader from the content. Humbert is, in effect, daring us to be vulgar enough 

to notice the content. 

Nabokov's love of detail is a useful technique for keeping the reader 

attentive. It is often in the small, seemingly insignificant details that Nabokov 

hides his most clever puns, interesting asides and important pieces of 

information. Under Quilty's entry in Who's Who in the Lhnelight his hobbies 

are listed as "fast cars, photography, pets." (31) It is only later that we connect 

Quilty to the man chasing Humbert and Lolita around America in many 

different 'fast cars'. Also, more obscurely, the reader might notice that 

Humbert refers to Lolita as his "reluctant pet" (164), and exclaims "what a 

dreamy pet" (120). It is this type of clue contained in the smallest of details 

that makes Lolita such a complex text to read. Humbert's attention to details, 

his naming of even the most minor characters, for example, "It was Mrs 

Chatfield" (289), elicits two contradictory responses in the reader. It goes 

partway to convincing us that he is telling the truth; one's story is always 

made more convincing by the inclusion of the small details. However, it also 

leads us to question his ability to remember such insignificant things as he is 

writing his tale retrospectively. 

The problem of reading Humbert's actions, motives, and their effects is 

always complicated by the exhilarating frustration of reading his 'style'. As 

Wood notes, "Humbert's dandyish taste for alliteration is so thoroughly 

indulged that he becomes almost unreadable at times. He is a prodigious 

stylist, capable of wonders. But he is also a fussy aesthete, capable of driving 
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us crazy, and both aspects of his performance are important" (M. Wood 111). 

Examples of alliteration can be found on nearly every page: "slippery self" 

(308); 1'lagging leg ... bouncing bust" (53); "warm wooden addendum" (125); 

"dark decaying forests" (77). Both the oxymoronic "spoiled slave-child" (188) 

and "aurochs and angels" (309) incorporate a contradiction within the phrase. 

Nabokov pays particular attention to the sound of words. When Humbert 

first sees Lolita, he is reminded of his former Riviera child-love: "[ ... ] I saw 

again her lovely indrawn abdomen where my southbound mouth had briefly 

paused [ ... ]" (39). This example of triple assonance catches the reader's 

attention and adds a poetic element to the phrase. His poetic tendencies are 

indulged most noticeably when he describes Lolita. "A poem, a poem, 

forsooth! So strange and sweet was it to discover this "Haze, Dolores" (she!) 

in its special bower of names, with its bodyguard of roses-a fairy princess 

between her two maids of honour" (52). While the reader is attracted to the 

images within this escapist language, at times it borders on archaic, 

overwritten poetry, which distances the reader. 

He is also keen on the occasional use of archaic English words alongside his 

more colloquial manner. Words like "forsooth'1 (245), and "anent" (161), 

make an appearance thoughout the novel. It is as though Humbert were 

trying with this pretense of old world charm to attract us as he did Charlotte 

Haze (M. Wood 112). However, he must be aware that the reader would 

laugh at his attempts, as any aware reader would see through the pretense of 

this high literary manner. Perhaps he is using the archaisms with a raised 

eyebrow, like the colloquialisms, in an effort to increase his sense of ironic 
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distance. Humbert's other fussy habit is his constant introduction of 

fragments of French. The French works very much like the archaisms. Wood 

observes that it is not a real retreat into a foreign language: "none of these 

phrases express anything Humbert couldn't say in English and indeed what 

is there that Humbert couldn't say in English?-but a signalling of 

strangeness, the equivalent of a carefully cultivated alien accent" (M. Wood 

112-3). Indeed Humbert inhabits language as an exile inhabits a country, with 

an ironic, alert, mocking distance. It would seem no accident, given the 

careful deliberation over every detail of the novel, that the language Humbert 

chose was French. It is the language of lovers, it can mask the most horrific of 

subjects with its beauty and fluidity when spoken aloud and its fluency is the 

indication of a cultivated and learned person. It also allows Nabokov a 

chance to hide some of l-ds more deceptively brilliant and cheeky wordplays: 

"Qu'il t'y" (223). While working to create Humbert as more attractive to the 

reader, it simultaneously works to distance us from him. For those who do 

not understand French, encounters with these phrases often involve 

overlooking in-jokes and word-plays. It becomes more obvious that Humbert 

is simultaneously concealing more than he is disclosing. 

Rowe, who provides an in-depth analysis of Nabokov's words and intended 

meanings, notes that the formation of Russian words has influenced 

Nabokov's writing, particularly with regard to prefixes and suffixes. His 

favourite suffix is -let (townlet) and among prefixes, a- (a-jitter), fore

(foreglimpse), and re- (re-fork) occur most often. "Resulting effects vary from 

a faint flavouring of older English [townlet] to a heavy seasoning of wordplay 
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[forehanging]" (Rowe 36-7). Nabokov appears to revel in his ability to 

manipulate various words in English. "I pressed the bell button, it vibrated 

through my whole system. Personne. Je resonne. Repersonne. From what depth 

this re-nonsense?" (269). The prefix of re- is the most playful in effect. This 

passage works to provide comic relief yet paradoxically serves to intensify 

the reader's rising suspense. 

Nabokov does not confine the use of pseudonyms to his narrator. 

Pseudonyms serve the purpose of injecting humour into the text and 

reminding the reader of the artificiality present in the tale. The naming of the 

inn where Humbert first consummated his relationship with Lolita as 'The 

Enchanted Hunter' begs the question; who is the enchanted hunter? Towards 

the end of the novel the pseudonyms become more obvious as Humbert's 

paranoia grows: "10 Killer St" (268) was Dick Schiller's (Dick's killer) old 

address. These pseudonyms also ~ork to tease the reader by implying 

possible scenarios to keep the reader in suspense. Humbert, in admitting 

directly to the reader-that he is "not going very far for [his] pseudonyms" 

(268), increasingly blurs the line between fiction and reality. 

Neologisms, such as "thralldom" (166), mild misuses of English and clever 

plays on words work to endear Humbert to the reader. They also contain a 

certain childlike quality: "tom-peeped" (76) "mauvemail" (71), the changes 

and misuses are not too far removed from that of a child. As mentioned 

before, Humbert's use of the third person: "Humbert Humbert is also 

infinitely moved by the little one's slangy speech" (41) encourages a childlike 
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perception-and all the associated childlike qualities-of his character. It also 

allows for other responses. '"We might,' chanted Humbert-knowing perfectly 

well, the sly tumescent devil, that by nine, when his show began, she would 

be dead in his arms" (116). This gives the reader the impression that referring 

to himself in the third person allows him to absolve himself of responsibility 

for his actions, for it is some other devil who is on the brink of committing a 

most abhorrent crime. Taking the technique of occasionally switching the 

narrative into third person a little further, Nabokov allows Humbert to step 

right outside himself and describe what he sees or more accurately what he 

wishes to see: "I watched dark-and-handsome, not un-Celtic, probably high

church, possibly very high-church, Dr. Humbert see his daughter off to 

school" (188); "Weekends, wearing a well-tailored overcoat and brown 

gloves, Professor H. might be seen with his daughter" (188); "At dinner ·with 

Dolly in town, Mr Edgar H. Humbert was seen eating his steak in the 

continental knife-and-fork manner" (189). Humbert idealises and fantasises 

about a life he wishes he had. The reader knows these pictures to be false, 

and it reminds us that things are often not what they appear to be on the 

surface. 

Nabokov avoids relating emotions directly to the characters, enabling the 

reader to keep a safe distance. The danger associated with characters other 

than Humbert being allowed to own their feelings is that the reader will be 

drawn to empathise with them. Nabokov consequently employs variations on 

the technique of personification in order to deflect the emotions away from 

the characters and thus pre-empt any empathetic bond forming. Nabokov 
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utilises inanimate objects, backgrounds and events to reflect his characters' 

mental and emotional states. Humbert picks up Rita "one depraved May 

evening" (258). Humbert first sees Lolita in a "breathless" (40) garden. When 

Charlotte has read his diary, taken from a "raped" (96) table, he decides to fix 

her a calming drink and opens the refrigerator: "It roared at me viciously 

while I removed the ice from its heart" (96). Here Nabokov expands the effect 

to monster-like personification. Such descriptions typically reflect feverish 

emotional states and logically increase in frequency as Lolita progresses. 

Rowe notes Nabokov's use of what he terms 'emotion-reflecting modifiers' 

(79). Lolita herself, for example, fills with her own "rosy" sunshine a 

"surprised and pleased closet door mirror". Later, she and Humbert 

suddenly leave town and drive away from their "puzzled" house. Humbert 

drinks from a "friendly" flask, practices killing a sweater in a "speechless" 

glade, drives an "almost cheerfully working" car, and shoots a rocking chair 

that rocked "in a panic all by itself" (Rowe 79). Humbert and Lolita climb a 

mountain to where "[a] last panting pine was taking a well earned breather 

on the rock it had reached" (168). This technique enables Nabokov to create 

the atmosphere of the scene while indirectly alerting the reader to the 

inderlying emotions of the characters. Sudden noises at dramatic moments 

provide an ideal and frequent vehicle for the characters' projected, or 

reflected, emotions. Humbert tells us that the day he was to visit Dolly 

Schiller he disarmed his alarm clock before it "exploded" (268). The door of 

the telephone booth comes to life, when Humbert steps inside: "Ah-ah-ah, 

said the little door" (268). When he presses Lolita's doorbell, "it vibrate[s] 
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through my whole system" (269). When he finally arrives to kill Quilty, the 

sun was "burning like a man, and the birds screamed in the drenched and 

steaming trees. The elaborate and decrepit house seemed to stand in a kind of 

daze, reflecting as it were my own state, [ ... ]. A guardedly ironic silence 

answered my bell" (293). Here, as Rowe observes, even the lack of sound is 

endowed with reflected emotion (79). What is striking is the ironic 

expressionism that discloses the inner contents, often amusingly, yet keeps 

the reader distant. 

Lolita preserves a consistent pitch of high passion, but it also skips from mood 

to mood in a manic fashion: 

Humbert's style can be at once or by turns extravagant and precise, hysterical and 

self-conscious, ecstatic ai-.d venomous, frank and deceptive, vain and self-

reproachful. He ruins one person's life and ends another's, and yet he makes us 

laugh: he is tragic hero, tragic villain and court jester all in one. His mobile mind can 

gyrate freely and remain narrowly obsessed by his passion. And this is one of the 

glories of the novel: that Nabokov creates a style to fit every furrow in Humbert's 

brain and at the same time startles us from line to line with both the freedom of the 

human mind and its perverse capacity to entrap itself and others. 

(Boyd 220). 

These extremes of emotions and styles keep the wary reader in a consistently 

uncomfortable and unsettled position. We are walking a fine line between 

laughter and tears, love and hate, complicity and revulsion, voyeurism and 

alienation. 
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Nabokov fills expecially the first part of the novel with deliberately 

implausible coincidences, all designed to ensure Humbert's ultimate 

obtainment of Lolita. Humbert moves to Ramsdale, expecting to stay with the 

McCoos, but ends up at the Hazes when the McCoo home burns down the 

very day before Humbert was due to arrive. After Humbert decides not to 

murder Charlotte, she is conveniently run over by a car which is swerving to 

miss a dog that Humbert nearly ran over on his first visit to the Haze house. 

Humbert recognises the improbable combination of forces that delivers Lolita 

to him: "nothing might have happened, had not precise fate, that 

synchronizing phantom, mixed within its alembic the car and the dog and the 

sun and the shade and the wet and the weak and the strong and the stone" 

(103). In pre-empting the reader's disbelief at the unlikelihood of these 

events, Humbert in a sense disarms our argument. He also names fate as the 

cause of this chain of events, thus distancing himself from any blame or 

responsibility as he is merely the victim of a greater force at work in the 

universe. 

Humbert as our narrator has complete control over what is presented to us. 

Occasionally, he likes to make jokes at the expense of this: "'What's the katter 

with misses?' I muttered (word-control gone) into her hair" (120). Both he 

and the reader know that he has in fact not lost control at all and this is what 

allows us both to laugh. Nabokov, through Humbert, displays his love for 

word play, for the exploration of hidden meanings and the discovery of new 

ones: "abdominal. Abominable? No, abdominal" (112). Humbert suggests 
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very cleverly, several times, that the only difference between the rapist and 

therapist is the conventions of spacing (113). 

Humbert also has a habit of juxtaposing humour with the horrific, producing 

a chilling effect: "She was very tall" he writes of Jean Farlow, 

wore either slack with sandals or billowy skirts with ballet slippers, drank any strong 

liquor in any amount, had two miscarriages, wrote stories about animals, painted, as 

the reader knows, landscapes, was already nursing the cancer that was to kill her at 

thirty-three and was hopelessly unattractive to me. (104) 

These sudden oscillations catch our laughter short, creating a tension 

Humbert's wit can never quite release, and this may in fact be the intention. 

There is no opportunity for catharsis and this keeps the reader in a 

consistently uncomfortable state. 

Appel ("Lolita" 112-113) observes that the puns in Lolita underline a central 

problem in the novel, as Humbert's use of language can seem more 

disturbing than his abuse of Lolita. Puns, particularly those of a sexual 

nature, can be found almost anywhere one looks, in this text loaded with 

innuendo and hidden meanings. Nabokov's sexual puns are often quite 

subtle: 11 and then keep moving with my sleepy nymphet from inn to inn 

while her mother got better and better and finally died" (106). "The word inn 

is a typical Nabokovian very casual potential sexual pun. Its repetition, and 

the attendant brisk implication that virtually nothing else would occur, both 

add to the fun. Sleepy helps too" (Rowe 69). These mostly have the effect of 

adding to the humour of the narration but are often overlooked upon the first 
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reading and are only noticeable in retrospect or when made obvious by a 

literary critic, who will undoubtedly find with ease whatever it is he looks 

for. Sexual metaphors also abound freely in the text, though they can 

frequently be overlooked. The sexual metaphor of Lolita's lost sweater is a 

complex one, and fits together like the pieces of a mystery jigsaw puzzle. 

Even the most conscientious reader would have trouble picking it up on the 

first reading. Lolita's letter home from camp contains the following: "I 

[crossed out and rewritten again] I lost my new sweater in the woods" (81). 

Then, ninety-eight pages l_ater, Humbert thinks he hears Lolita's friend Mona 

joke about Lolita's virgin wool sweater: "The only thing about you that is, 

kiddo [ ... ]" (191). Since we have in the meantime learned of Lolita losing her 

virginity to Charlie in the woods at camp, the meaning of her "new sweater" 

becomes clear. This typifies many of the retroactive revelations that occur so 

often in Nabokov. These retroactive revelations reveal the depth and multiple 

layers of the text. They are indicative of the thought and precision that has 

gone into the writing of Lolita, highlighting for us that as readers, we must be 

constantly aware or we will miss much more of what this complex narrative 

has to offer. 

Every limit presupposes something beyond it: the sins of diabolical 

cunning. 

McNeely claims the point Nabokov is making with Lolita is that style can do 

anything. 
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This subject is deliberately chosen as being of all human activites the most 

universally despised, in its nature the most inexcusably and uncompromisingly vile, 

beyond all dispute and discussion evil. By choosing paedophilia as his subject, then, 

Nabokov is setting himself the ultimate challenge as a stylist, as well as setting 

himself up for the ultimate triumph as a jokester-to present this inherently repellent 

activity in such a way that the public will not only read and enjoy a book about it, 

but also so that the scholarly community[ ... ] will work it into a cause celebre [ ... ] 

championing its author and even committing the ultimate absurdity of condoning 

the activities of its hero-finding 'legitimate' scholarly grounds for judging him 

innocent (185). 

Lolita deals with the transgression of a social norm that is so fundamentally 

repellent that it continues to cause controversy even in the more 'open

minded' society of today. Paedophilia, Nabokov's choice of subject matter, is 

not simply the overstepping of a social boundary, but rather the breaking of a 

universal taboo (despite Humbert's attempts to convince us otherwise). 

Trilling states that Lolita shocks, because "in a tone which is calculatedly not 

serious, it makes a prolonged assault on one of our unquestioned [ ... ]sexual 

prohibitions, the sexual inviolability of girls of a certain age (and compounds 

the impiousness with what amounts to incest)" (13). Nabokov must employ 

many defensive strategies in order to keep the reader reading. As well as the 

previously discussed strategies of first person narration, and use of poetic 

language, Humbert also attempts self-justification by using examples of 

different cultural norms, which leaves many readers and critics, including 

Trilling, unpersuaded. Yet these are objectively valid points. Juliet was only 

fourteen when she was betrothed to Romeo with the reader's full approval, 
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Dante "fell madly in love with his Beatrice when she was nine" (19). Shirley 

Temple was adored by millions of grown males with an intensity permeated 

by sexual undertones. Basically, despite our relative open-mindedness, if an 

adult male thinks seriously about a girl as a sexual object, then all sensibility 

is revolted. Trilling claims the reason for this is an irrational one: "[t]his is a 

prohibition enforced by nature itself" (14). However he immediately 

contradicts himself by pointing out that virginity, and marriage fidelity, 

among others, were once also classified as equally abhorrent (14). Thus the 

changing social codes complicate our response to this situation. 

Nabokov recognises the need to 'explain' Humbert and his actions to the 

reader before allowing his story to be told. Very early in the novel, Humbert 

attempts to rationalise and justify his nymphetic obssession. Nabokov also 

throws in a healthy dash of 'woe-is-me-Humbert'. "While my body knew 

what it craved for, my mind rejected my body's every plea. One moment I 

was ashamed and frightened, another recklessly optimistic. Taboos 

strangulated me" (18). It is important for Humbert to recognise that what he 

desires is wrong. Basically, his case here is that he knew it was wrong but he 

could not help himself. He then questions why this desire should be 

considered so wrong: 

"Let me remind my reader," he superiorly states, "that in England, with the passage 

of the Children and Young Person Act in 1933, 'the term 'girl-child' is defined as 'a 

girl who is over eight but under fourteen'[ ... ]. In Massachusetts, U.S., on the other 

hand, a 'wayward child' is, technically, one 'between seven and seventeen years of 
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age' [ ... ]. Hugh Broughton[ ... ] has proved that Rahab was a harlot at ten years of 

age[ ... ] (19). 

He goes on to list, very authoritatively, many other examples of differences in 

sexual ethics of various cultures. He juxtaposes this self-important 

authoritarian approach with the use of third person narration to appear 

childlike and to add a little humour: "Humbert Humbert tried hard to be 

good. Really and truly, he did" (19). 

Later in the novel, Humbert tries once again to rationalise his obsession, this 

time using social and religious justification. 

The stipulation of the Roman law, according to which a girl may marry at twelve, 

was adopted by the Church, and is still preserved, rather tacitly, in some of the 

United States[ ... ] There is nothing wrong, say both hemispheres, when a brute of 

forty, blessed by the local priest[ ... ] thrusts himself up to the hilt into his youthful 

bride[ ... ] I have but followed nature (135). 

However nature's self-proclaimed "faithful hound", though he may bring up 

valid points, and very authoritatively, is not particularly convincing. But he 

does not need to be. He knows he cannot possibly justify his actions, and his 

half-hearted attempts to do so do not change the reader's response to the 

situation, although it does work at a deeper level to destabilise our ability to 

judge him. Again he tries: 

we read in the newspapers[ ... ] about a middle aged morals offender who pleaded 

guilty to the violation of the Mann Act and to transporting a nine-year-old girl across 

state lines for immoral purposes, whatever these are[ ... ] You are not nine but almost 

thirteen, and I would not advise you to consider yourself my cross-country slave, 

and I deplore the Mann Act as lending itself to a dreadful pun[ ... ] (150). 
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He fares no better with his legal justifications: "Alabama prohibits a guardian 

from changing the ward's residence without an order of the court; Minnesota, 

to whom I take off my hat, provides that when a relative assumes permanent 

care and custody of any child under fourteen, the authority of a court does 

not come into play" (171-2). This is obfuscation: the real issue is that of care 

and respect for Lolita's real needs and her humanity. In questioning his legal 

position, Humbert tries unsuccessfully to distract the reader from the reality 

of his actual situation. However, Humbert's most effective defense strategy is 

that of first person narration. In allowing Humbert to present his story and 

consequently the characters contained within, Nabokov has managed to 

deceive some very clever critics. Trilling suggests that it is easier to accept 

Humbert's depravity knowing that Lolita is not innocent and is someone who 

"seems to have very few emotions to be violated" (14). ln thinking this, 

Trilling falls victim to Nabokov's trap. He wants the reader to believe 

Humbert and his portrayal of Lolita and the fact that people do despite so 

many reasons not to, is testimony to the rhetorial powers of the novel. 

Trilling does however, pose a question that demands an answer, with regard 

to all transgressive novels: what is their purpose? Nabokov's purpose cannot 

be explained by any interest in the psychological aspects of the novel, in fact 

he goes out of his way to indicate the opposite, with psychiatric concepts 

"merely occasions for naughty irreverence" (14). He is obviously not seeking 

to subvert the morals of society either. It would be impossible to recreate 

paedophilia as a rational and respectable form of heterosexuality. Trilling's 

final explanation of motive is shock for shack's sake: "the purpose of which is 
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to make us uneasy with ourselves, less sure of our moral simplicity than we 

have been[ ... ] leading us to become quite at ease with a sexual situation that 

should outrage us and then facing us with our facilely-given acquiescence" 

(14-15). This is the most convincing of the reasons, deceptively hard to 

achieve but extraordinarily shocking when he does. Furthermore, the reader's 

moral assumptions have been destabilised to allow a more complex moralis 

that acknowledges its inherent frailties. 

"O Reader, My Reader!" 

Lolita is a novel consumed with the prejudices and perceptions of its reader; 

Humbert's aggressively rhetorical self-defence is motivated entirely by the 

expectation of a hostile audience. Walter states that Nabokov's goal is to 

persuade the reader to see with and appreciate Humbert's perspective (130). 

The reader must at some level allow him/herself to be enchanted, upholding 

a contract between the writer and the reader. Nabokov constructs a narrator 

who desperately needs to establish an emotional bond with his reader. 

Humbert desperately tries to convince us that his relations with Lolita stem 

from the impulses of a misunderstood poet not a pervert. The reader becomes 

Humbert's confessor, the "only available agent for his absolution" (Walter 

130). This relationship places Humbert in a precarious position: he must 

defend himself against charges of criminal perversion, not to mention 

murder, while simultaneously retaining the interest and sympathy of his 

audience. 
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"Imagination is what enables a man to put himself in the place of others; lack 

of it can only lead to cruelty and brutality, when people are treated no longer 

as human beings but as objects. Imagination is what separates man from the 

beasts" (Josipovici 40). To endow Humbert with imagination is to separate 

him from his beastly acts. Yet Humbert has imagination but perverts its 

human purpose defending himself by exaggerating (and perhaps inventing) 

Quilty's greater degree of perversion. He despises Quilty as the one lacking 

the imaginative, poetic spirit which lifts his own tainted love above its usual 

associations. Quilty is seen as more perverted, more immoral than Humbert 

because he lacks imagination. However, while he is imaginative, Humbert, 

along with Alex and Patrick, fail to imagine the "other": their victim(s). This 

enables them to act as they do. Josipovici provides us with an interesting 

definition of 'imagination'. Both Josipovici and Humbert align imagination 

with empathy, using them as interchangeable terms. Consequently, when 

Humbert implores the reader to imagine him, a secondary meaning makes 

itself present. To imagine Humbert is to empathise with Humbert. The reader 

is, in effect, being asked to put themselves in Humbert's position, thus 

blurring the lines between passive reader and active character. If we can 

imagine ourselves as Humbert, then we have the ability to share his feelings 

and ideas. This is precisely what Nabokov wants; the reason Lolita has 

continued to shock for so long can be attributed to the success of this contract. 

To establish an empathetic connection with this narrator is crucial to the 

novel, though this empathetic connection does not extend from Humbert to 

Lolita. If we fail to imagine or empathise with our protagonist, then we 

commit the same sin he does. 
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The writing of his memoirs is Humbert's attempt to possess imaginatively 

what he could not possess in reality. Just as Humbert must possess Lolita 

imaginatively so must we as readers imaginatively possess Lolita and the 

text. The novel does not yield up its secret once and for all. The imaginative 

effort must be renewed each time it is reread. Josipovici believes that 

Humbert fails to capture the mysterious beauty of nymphets: "[b ]ut 

imaginatively that beauty lies embedded in the words of his memoir, in the 

words of Nabokov's novel. It is a beauty that is mingled with sadness at the 

inevitable separation of the actual and the imaginative. But the recognition of 

the separation yields their momentary reunion" (48). The actual and the 

imaginative, the real and the unreal, the desire to possess and the frustration 

at the impossibility of this desire-these are the concepts that meet and come 

together in Lolita, personified by the characters and shared by the readers. 

"As greater authors than I have put it: 'Let readers imagine' etc. On second 

thought I may as well give those imaginations a kick in the pants" (65). 

Because Nabokov needs the reader to empathise with Humbert, he must be 

proactive in the methods he uses to achieve this. Given the subject matter and 

Humbert's character, it is unlikely that the reader will initiate imaginative 

involvement with him. Therefore, Humbert must confront the reader and 

extract and involve us imaginatively in his narrative. Nearly a quarter of all 

the references made to the reader during the course of the novel involve 

Humbert explicitly invoking the reader's imagination. Sometimes it is a 

seemingly inocuous comment: "the reader can easily imagine how dusty and 



57 

hot I got" (32), or "the reader may well imagine [ ... ]" (202). These passing 

references to the reader's imagination do not stand out in the text and they do 

not seem any different to what one would find in any other novel. However, 

many of these direct addresses to the reader are more detailed, impassioned 

and persuasive: "I want my learned readers to participate in the scene I am 

about to replay; I want them to examine its every detail and see for 

themselves how careful, how chaste, the whole wine-sweet event is, if viewed 

with what my lawyer has called, in a private talk we have had, 'impartial 

sympathy"' (57). This is not what Humbert wants, but he feels safe in 

requesting it as he knows the viewing of events with impartial sympathy is 

an impossible task for the reader. We view the events of the novel through his 

narrative and therefore impartiality is inevitably absent. Humbert states here 

that he requires the participation of the reader in order to tell his tale. 

Nabokov goes one step further to ensure our participation by writing us into 

the text. Humbert regularly addresses the reader directly in a whole array of 

different voices: respectful, diffident, confidential and insulting. We are the 

reader of his diary and consequently the voyeurs of his private thoughts. 

Sometimes we are his lawyer, Clarence Choate Clark ("this is not too clear I'm 

afraid, Clarence" [154]), sometimes the printer ("repeat till the page is full, 

printer" [109], the judge ("I did my best, your Honor" [185]), the jury ("Ladies 

and gentlemen of the jury, exhibit number one" [9]), sometimes just "the 

reader" ("O Reader, My Reader" [203]), and sometimes Lolita herself: "I 

loved you" (284), "You would give me one look[ ... ] for you never deigned to 

believe that I could [ ... ] ever crave to bury my face in your plaid skirt, my 

darling!" (192). Humbert also addresses the readers as other minor characters: 
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11Jean, wherever you are [ ... ] forgive me all this" (104), 11Come on, how often 

exactly Bert? Can you recall four, five, more such occasions?" (192), 11hi Ilse, 

you were a dear, uninquisitive soul, and you touched my dove very gently" 

(198), and incorporates private messages to them within his narrative. 

It is Humbert's imaginative abilities that makes him special as an artistic 

character. He states: "I admit that a man of my power of imagination cannot 

plead personal ignorance of universal emotions" (287). Just as we imagine 

Humbert, so does Humbert imagine us: "the reader ( ah, if I could visualise 

him as a blond bearded scholar with rosy lips sucking la pomme de sa canne as 

he quaffs my manuscript!)" (226). This humorous description is not really 

how Humbert pictures his readers. He is poking fun at the literary academics 

who, like the psychiatrists (Dr Blanche Schwarzman), seek to analyse and 

reveal Humbert. He address both male and female readers, both separately 

(123,250) and together (87). Humbert's readers change according to the point 

he wishes to make: "let me remind my patient reader whose meek temper Lo 

ought to have copied" (139). I(it helps his case he will flatter us: "the astute 

reader" (272), "my learned readers" (133). Other times he scolds us: " ... and 

the reader a fool to believe ... " (257), "this is the kind of fool thing a reader 

might suppose I did" (280). He imagines our reactions: "oh, do not scowl at 

me, reader" (166), "touche, reader!" (250); and in some cases he directs our 

reactions: "The reader will regret to learn [ ... ]." (34), "You will laugh [ ... ]." 

(171). He also imagines our reactions and responses towards him: "Please 

reader: no matter your exasperation with the tenderhearted, morbidly 

sensitive, infinitely circumspect hero of my book, do not skip these essential 
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pages! [ ... ] try to discern the doe in me1 trembling in the forest of my own 

iniquity" (129). While he writes in a tongue-in-cheek manner, the concept 

behind this is deadly serious. The way we see Humbert is critical to our 

response to the novel as a whole. Our perception of Humbert is constructed 

by him, so the manner in which he presents himself to us is crucial to the 

success of Nabokov's novel. He will often use humour in an attempt to win 

us over: 0 lees even smile a little. After all, there is no harm in smiling. For 

instance [I almost wrote 'frinstance']" (129), and is not above trying a little 

'reverse psychology': "O Reader! Laugh not, as you imagine me[ ... ]" (184). 

Nabokov also incorporates manipulative linguistic devices to coerce the 

reader to participate. In Lolita, Nabokov fixes the reader's attention on 

details-highly evocative details that enlist the reader's participation in 

creating the total effect. He does, however, keep to a bare minimum of 

suggestive detail. Humbert, for example, states, "I can imagine so well the 

rest of the colorful classroom around my dolorous and hazy darling" (53): 

Grace and her ripe pimples; Ginny and her lagging leg; Gordon, the haggard 

masturbator; Duncan, the foul-smelling clown; nail-biting Agnes; Viola of the 

blackheads and bouncing bust; pretty Rosaline; dark Mary Rose; adorable Stella, who 

has let strangers touch her; Ralph, who bullies and steals; Irving, for whom I am 

sorry (53). 

The "colourful classroom" springs to life through a minimum of highly 

strategic detail. And not only do these details evoke many others, the final 

images seem to fit surprisingly well their names on the previously given class 

list. When the reader has imagined Gordon, we return to the list and find that 



60 

Gordon really "is" Gordon. And when we have fully pictured Irving, about 

whom not a single specific is given-we realise we have learnt much more 

about Humbert. And even though the students are imagined by the narrator, 

the reader, who has helped in their creation, finds them very "real" indeed 

(Rowe 62). 

Nabokov often encloses his strategic detail in parentheses, occasionally using 

only a few words: "My very photogenic mother died in a freak accident 

(picnic, lightning) when I was three [ ... ]" (10). This strategic detail often 

contributes to Nabokov's extensive and versatile technique of promoting the 

reader's creative participation (Rowe 63). The reader is forced to infer from 

one or two words what is often an important event or significant moment. 

We create a picture, and fill in the blanks left by Humbert's minimalist 

descriptions. Occasionally, Humbert will leave out details altogether and 

instruct us to imagine the event instead: "Anybody can imagine those 

elements of animality" (134). Significantly, this very tricky invitation refers to 

the consummation of his 'relationship1 with Lolita. He has deliberately built 

up the preceding pages, encouraging the reader to expect a detailed account, 

in keeping with the detailed style of his narration. However, with this 

sentence, Humbert chides the reader for an imagination so weak as to expect 

him to hand-feed us details of the event in all its "animality". This works also 

to further our 'complicity' in Humbert's actions. 

As a consequence of the direct addresses to the reader and the use of certain 

linguistic devices, the reader is forced to exist on the page, becoming part of 
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the fiction Nabokov is creating. It is impossible to read this novel without 

participating, at some level, in it. The reader, reluctantly or otherwise, is 

drawn into Humbert's world. Being privy to his thoughts makes us complicit 

with his actions and being assigned the role of a jury member forces us into 

the difficult position of having to judge him. It is difficult because obviously 

to some extent we are being asked to judge ourselves. The response of the 

reader to the situation Lolita presents us with is that of shock: "And we find 

ourselves the more shocked when we realise that, in the course of reading the 

novel, we have virtually come to condone the violation it presents" (Trilling 

14). Trilling himself admits that in summarising the novel he was not able "to 

muster up the note of moral outrage" (14) which one would certainly expect 

from a novel of this subject matter. He then claims that it is likely that "any 

reader of Lolita will discover that he comes to see the situation as less and less 

abstract and moral and horrible, and more and more as human and 

'understandable"' (14). But this is not something that the reader wants to 

happen: it occurs against our will. Because in letting our responses become 

complicated in this matter, we have left ourselves vulnerable and needing to 

question more of what we consider to be fundamental moral wrongs. 

Therefore, this destabilisation of morals and implication of complicity results 

in more than a simple empathetic response toward Humbert Humbert. We 

are left with an incomplete response: no catharsis, no easy resolution. 

The characterisation of Humbert and the reader's response to him are both 

crucial and complex. Passages where Humbert speaks of the depth and "wild 

solemnity of his love and remorse" suggest that Nabokov has laid an 



62 

emotional trap for the reader and as such, these passages particularly the last 

few pages, ought to be considered by the reader with considerable more 

irony than they first called for. While it is possible to take Humbert's 

'progressive moral evolution' seriously, the reader may well find it easier, as 

Trilling does, to see Humbert in terms of an 'anti-hero'. But considering that 

the novel's purpose, as defined by Trilling, is to make the reader feel 

uncomfortable, then perhaps it is the intention of the author to demonstrate 

Humbert as the tragic hero. Either way, the ambiguity of the ending confirms 

the ambiguous and deceptive nature of the novel as a whole. Trilling states, 

"one of the attractions of Lolita is its ambiguity of tone [ ... ] and its ambiguity 

of intention, its ability to arouse uneasiness, to throw the reader off balance, 

to require him to change his stance and shift his position and move on" (19). 

It is not, however, as simple as that. The reader does not necessarily "change 

his stance and shift his position". Instead the reader's patterns of judging and 

interpreting are complicated. An issue initially assumed to be black and 

white has become different shades of grey, and while the reader may 

subscribe to the same position, it will be in a more complex and aware 

manner. We still believe paedophilia to be a moral wrong but through Lolita 

we start to acknowledge certain contradictions, perspectives and 

uncertainties within our judgement. Thus our understanding of paedophilia 

is complicated and extended, in the knowledge that our definition of evil is 

not as stable as we would like. 

While Nabokov makes a surprise cameo in his narrator's story ('Vivian 

Darkbloom' being an anagram for 'Vladimir Nabokov'), he is conspicuously 
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absent when the reader is searching for the authorial judgement that John 

Ray's foreword suggests will be present. However, we find not so much as an 

authorial voice within the text. The ambiguity of Lolita's tone combined with 

the lack of an authoritative authorial presence and Humbert's disturbingly 

persuasive and manipulative rhetoric means that as a consequence, the 

reader finds it difficult to judge Humbert. First person narration means we 

see Humbert's dilemma from his own point of view, and hear the 

justifications of his actions. If that were not enough, Nabokov is very careful 

to show us that Humbert is never as culpable as he might be. He cannot 

murder Charlotte: "I could not make myself drown the poor, slippery, big

bodied creature" (87); he shows a fatherly concern over Lolita's education: "I 

had hoped Beardsley School for girls [ ... ] would [ ... ] provide some formal 

education" (176); and his perversion, through his persuasive rhetoric, is 

diminished by comparison with that of Quilty. 

Brenda Megerle (340) astutely points to another reason for our sympathy 

with Humbert and our consequent difficulty in judging him. Significantly, 

Humbert's appeals to the ladies and gentlemen become an apostrophe to the 

"winged gentlemen of the jury" as he approaches his first night alone with 

Lolita. Why "winged"? Megerle explains that Humbert's initial appeal to his 

jury in chapter one carries a clue: "Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, exhibit 

number one is what the seraphs[ ... ] the noble winged seraphs envied." Poe's 

"Annabel Lee" is tightly interwoven into the allusive texture of the novel. 

Lolita is compared with Humbert's first child-love Annabel. According to the 

Poe's poem "the winged seraphs of Heaven/ Coveted" the love of the young 
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man and his child bride. Thus to identify the men of the jury with the winged 

seraphs is to implicate them in Humbert's lust, suggesting that the reader 

envies Humbert's approaching possession of Lolita and provides us with a 

sly reminder that we, the winged readers, are indeed participating in the very 

lust we would judge. 

The reader, therefore, becomes part of the process of creating Nabokov's 

fictitious world. Our imaginations help write the story. We have become 

active agents in a socially abhorrent crime, and complicit with a man whose 

morals we detest. Humbert cleverly forces our complicity with statements 

like "Imagine me; I shall not exist if you do not imagine me" (129). If the 

reader does not empathise with Humbert then Humbert shall cease to exist. 

In imagining and empathising with our narrator we have become at least 

partly responsible for him and consequently for his actions. This is what is 

most disturbing about Lolita. The unexpected empathy and consequences of 

that empathy are the unacknowledged cause behind the controversy. 

Unacknowledged, because the duped reader is unaware of the deceptive 

inner workings of this cleverly constructed novel. 
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A CLOCKWORK ORANGE 

A Clockwork Orange deals not only with the capacity of human beings to 

choose between good and evil, but does so using a style and language that 

intoxicates the reader. This chapter explores the ways in which Burgess uses 

language and linguistic devices in a unique manner in order to align his 

readers with his agenda. The characterisation of the narrator, Alex, is crucial 

to the manipulation of the reader. In this didactic novel, Burgess wants the 

reader to agree with his world view and therefore needs the reader to 

empathise with his protagonist, Alex. Burgess has carefully constructed the 

novel's form, the narrative view point and the invention of nadsat in order to 

affect the response of the reader towards Alex. Nadsat is a multi-layered 

language with many intracacies and complexities that contribute to the 

characterisation of Alex and the reader's response to him and the overall 

meaning of the novel. The controversy surrounding the inclusion or exclusion 

of the last chapter is important to examine also, as the final impression the 

reader receives of Alex informs, at least in part, our response to him. It is 

necessary that we identify with and relate to him; this chapter will therefore 

examine the many techniques, strategies and persuasive tools that Burgess 

ultilises in order to manipulate his readers, and their effect. 
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"There was me, that is Alex" 

A Clockwork Orange is primarily a novel of violence, narrated through the eyes 

of the fifteen-year-old protagonist Alex. The character of Alex is a necessarily 

complex one, and as with Humbert Humbert, the response of the reader is 

carefully controlled and manipulated by the author, in this case Anthony 

Burgess. Alex is first presented to the reader as a violent, detached, 

unrepentant, and amoral creature of the night. He rapes (22), physically 

abuses (9), and robs (12) as he wishes, without fear of punishment or 

consequence: "He appears as a self-indulgent, unrestrained, and callous 

adolescent, celebrating in his own mind the interpenetration of sex and 

violence" (Coale 90); "[W]e were full of like hate and so smashed what was 

left to be smashed [ ... ] The writer veck and his zheena were not really there, 

bloody and torn and making noises. But they'd live" (22). The self-appointed 

leader of a small gangs of teenage boys, Alex sees himself as superior in 

contrast to the ignorance of others. This is emphasised by his interaction with 

one of his droogs, Dim: '"What did you do that for?' he said in his ignorant 

way" (25). Alex's role as the leader is of the utmost importance to him and he 

is desperate to keep it. "I [ ... ] have been in charge long now. We are all 

droogs but somebody has to be in charge" (27). It is Alex's sense of 

superiority that allows him to assume this role over his droogs. At times his 

arrogance is tinged with a comic element. The descriptions of himself as 

always "dressed in the height of fashion" (5), with his hair, "my luscious 
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glory" (119), encourages the reader to laugh a little at this vile creation of a 

character. 

"Any character who must carry an entire novel cannot be entirely 

unsympathetic" (Coale 90). The challenge Burgess sets himself is to make a 

likeable character from one of the most appallingly vicious creations in recent 

fiction. Burgess uses many manipulative devices and images to make Alex a 

far more sympathetic character than he perhaps deserves to be. It is not the 

deviant characteristics that make Alex such a complex and memorable 

character, but the unexpected attractive qualities that he also possesses. Alex 

displays a perceptive intelligence, noticeable throughout the novel. He will 

quite often accurately and insightfully summarise concepts for the reader: 

"badness is of the self [ ... ] and that self is made by old Bog or God [ ... ] they 

of the government and the judges and the schools cannot allow the bad 

because they cannot allow the self" (34). Burgess uses Alex as a spokesperson 

for his own ideas and philosophies and expresses them through Alex's vivid 

demotic. Alex also has a very sharp wit, that works carefully to draw the 

reader out and encourage us to drop our guard: "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" (13). The 

humour is often black: "we went back to town, running over odd squealing 

things on the way" (23). Even in his darkest moments, Alex still demonstrates 

a sharp, though cynical, sense of humour: '"Why, you've got everything in 

front of you' / 'Like a pair of false groodies'" (113). His tendency to 

abbreviate is an endearing and humorous one, "Y.H.N" (126) suggesting a 
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familiar intimacy with the reader. The gradual shortening·of The Minister of 

the Interior (97) to "Intinfmin" (138) works like an 'in-joke' between Alex and 

the reader. Burgess uses humour to establish and maintain the sometimes 

tenuous link between the reader and Alex. The comic elements within the text 

highlight Alex's childishness, his perceptiveness and his intelligence. Plays on 

words and sharp, witty phrases also add humour to Alex's character: 

"Civilized my syphilised yarbles" (35). Alex's sense of humour helps to create 

a more appealing character for the reader, whilst complicating our ability to 

judge him at the same time. It is difficult to condemn a person while sharing a 

joke with him. 

Burgess has carefully selected the names of his characters, particularly his 

main protagonist. The naming of Alex and the character of Alex both embody 

contradictory ideas, reflecting Burgess' desire for the oneness of humanity 

contrasted with the actuality of the murderous teenager upon whom the 

novel centres. There is a definite sense of ambiguity behind the choice of 

'Alex' as the main protagonist's name. As with Dim, Pete and Georgie, the 

name Alex could be either Russian or English. However, it is ambiguous in 

other ways as well. Stinson (57) and other critics note the Russian origin of 

the name Alex, meaning lawless; lex: law, a: without. The idea of lawlessness 

is quite apparent in the characterisation of Alex. However, Aggeler suggests 

another, more obscure meaning: "the fusion of the negative prefix a with the 

word lex suggests simultaneously an absence of law and an absence of 

words" (The Artist 173). The idea of Alex and wordlessness seems to be a 

conflicting one-at odds with his character, as Alex appears to have a great 
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many words at his command. Aggeler explains: "He is articulate but 

"wordless" in that he apprehends life directly, without the mediation of 

words" (173). He does not attempt to justify his actions as do the characters 

who seek to control him as the rest of society. Neither does he attempt to 

identify himself in a definitive role within the context of a large social 

process. Instead, he experiences life directly and simply and at times 

sensuously and joyously. "Indeed his guiltless joy in violence of every kind, 

from the simple destruction or theft of objects to practically every form of 

sexual and non-sexual assault, is such that the incongruous term innocent is 

liable to come to a reader's mind" (173). While this interpretation is plausible, 

Aggeler does not take into account the importance of language to the 

character of Alex. As the main speaker of the novel's invented language, 

nadsat, Alex's voice is a crucial and integral part of his characterisation. The 

reader must rely on the words of Alex, in the role of narrator, as he describes 

his reality to us through his unique language. Therefore, while he may 

apprehend life directly without the mediation of words, the reader does not 

have that luxury. Understanding Alex's language is imperative if we are to 

understand Alex. 

Burgess has also made Alex more sympathetic by giving him an artistic 

consciousness (Coale 90-91). When a fight erupts between Alex and his fellow 

droogs, and Billyboy and his gang, Alex chooses a razor for his weapon 

instead of the usual knives so that "I could flash and shine artistic" (16). We 

are led to admire his style in preference to that of his fellow droogs. Even 

during the fight he appears to enjoy more the co-ordinated balletic quality 
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than the violence: 11 And, my brothers, it was real satisfaction to me to 

waltz-left two three, right two three" (17). Alex's metaphorical descriptions 

of the fight give it a theatrical atmosphere: "two curtains of blood seem to 

pour out at the same time" (17). He sees beauty in violence and while this is 

not something the reader wants to condone, we cannot help but be drawn to 

his vivid descriptions and almost finding ourselves wanting to share in the 

experience of beauty: "then out comes the blood my brothers, real beautiful" 

(10). Alex's passion, if one can ignore the subject matter, is contagious. He has 

a particular fascination with blood and describes it throughout the novel in 

various ways: "blood poured like red curtains" (17); "red vino on tap" (21); 

"red flowing krovvy" (25); "streaks of blood here and there like signatures, 

my brothers, of the night's fighting" (28); 11malenky dribble of krovvy that 

was redding out in the lamplight" (44); "the red like fountaining out lovely" 

(45); "seeing the krovvy flow red in the red light, I felt the old joy like rising 

up in my keeshkas" (71); "krovvy flowed beautiful red" (82). The use of the 

poetic language, simile and metaphor is sharply juxtaposed with the subject 

being described, creating a disparity between the image presented to the 

reader through the veil of poetic language and reality. By creating a sense of 

artistry in violence, the reader is tricked into sharing the joy Alex expresses, 

almost like art for art's sake, and ignoring the subject matter. Yet Burgess 

does not aestheticise beauty as Humbert does in Lolita; instead he makes it 

part of and subservient to the novel's moral purpose. Alex's appreciation of 

Beethoven justifies Burgess' sense of humanity as fallen yet redeemable and 

further emphasises his belief of the inextricable joining of good and evil in 

human beings. 
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11 A Lively Appreciation of the Arts" 

Alex's artistic appreciation culminates in his love of classical music, especially 

Beethoven. The reader is first made aware of this unexpected interest, after 

witnessing Alex's night of violence. They return to the Milkbar where a 

young woman was singing. "I knew what she sang. It was from an opera by 

Friederich Glitterfenster called Das Bettzeug. [ ... ] Anyway, I shivered" (25). 

His love for music equals in intensity his love for violence, and the manner is 

which he talks about it is equally poetic. "I wanted music very bad this 

evening, [ ... ]. I wanted like a big feast of it before getting my passport 

stamped,[ ... ] at sleep's frontier[ ... ]" (28). 

I lay[ ... ] slooshing the sluice of lovely sounds. Oh it was gorgeosity made flesh. The 

trombones crunched redgold under my bed, and behind my gulliver the trumpets 

three-wise silverflamed, and there by the door the timps rolling through my gut and 

out again crunched like candy thunder. Oh, it was wonder of wonders. And then, a 

bird of like rarest spun heavenmetal, or like silvery wine flowing in a spaceship, 

gravity all nonsense now, came the violin solo above all the other strings, and those 

strings were like a cage of silk around my bed. Then flute and oboe bored, like 

worms of like platinum, into the thick, thick toffee gold and silver. I was in such 

bliss, my brothers (29). 

In this passage the poetic language co-exists and complements the subject 

matter. The use of unusual similes is a common feature of Alex's language 

and serves dual purposes; to enhance his subject matter, and to alert the 

reader to an awareness of his artistic consciousness. Alex's ability to find 

beauty in classical music is something the• reader can relate to, and 
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understand, but Alex's finding beauty in violence is a harder concept to 

grasp. However, if the reader can understand one, then it makes it easier to 

understand the other. Beauty is subjective; what is considered beautiful 

differs according to the 'eye of the beholder'. We cannot judge Alex simply 

because he finds beauty in unexpected places; perhaps we might even 

consider this a virtue. 

"The sweetest and most heavenly of activities partake in some measure of 

violence-the act of love, for instance; music, for instance" (91-2). Music and 

violence are intrinsically linked in A Clockwork Orange through the beauty 

that Alex finds in both of them. They are not so easily connected in the 

reader's mind. Burgess argues that beauty and beastliness are not as separate 

as the reader would like to imagine they are. Instead they are simply part of 

the continuum that makes one human. To remove one extreme and leave the 

other untouched is an impossibility. To see Alex's love of music as a value, as 

something good, is an automatic response. Burgess' implication of violence in 

this almost transcendental virtue works to confuse and complicate the 

reader's response. As he states: 

It was not the intention of his State manipulators [ ... ] it is purely an accident that 

from now on, he will automatically react to Mozart or Beethoven as he will to rape or 

murder. The State has succeeded in its primary aim: to deny Alex free moral choice, 

which, to the State, means choice of evil. But it has added an unforseen punishment: 

the gates of heaven are closed to the boy, since music is a figure of celestial bliss. The 

State has committed a double sin: it has destroyed a human being, since humanity is 

defined by freedom or moral choice; it has also destroyed an angel (Burgess qfd. Ray 

133). 
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Nabokov claims Lolita is a book with no moral in tow, while A Clockwork 

Orange is an overtly didactic novel with a clear moral purpose. A major 

theme in A Clockwork Orange is the ability of the individual to make moral 

choices. Burgess presents a society that experiments on criminals with radical 

behaviour modification techniques so as to eliminate socially unwanted 

behaviour. His argument is that it is morally and ethically preferable for the 

State to allow its citizens the choice between good and evil than it is for the 

State to destroy the capacity for choice. When Alex undergoes the State's 

experimental solution to violent crime: The Ludovico Treatment or Aversion 

Therapy, he is conditioned to feel physically sick when he is associated with, 

or exposed to violence. However, a side effect of this conditioning is that 

because the classical music accompanied some of the films he was forced to 

watch, he can no longer listen to Beethoven without also feeling ill. Alex is 

the vehicle by which Burgess illustrates the crux of his novel. He uses Alex to 

demonstrate that the destruction of the ability to choose evil also destroys the 

capacity to choose good. It is important that the reader establish an 

empathetic bond with him because this consequently helps Burgess' agenda 

to resonate within the reader. It also encourages the reader to see the State as 

the wrongdoers and Alex as the victim. When Alex states, "And now here 

was lovely Mozart made horrible" (110), the reader cannot help but feel this is 

wrong and that it can be seen as a metaphor for Alex's situation. To take a 

human being and remove his capacity to choose, is to destroy lovely music. 

For Burgess, the human subject contains the range of possibility (good and 

evil) found in a theological world view rather than a desacralised one. To be a 
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human capable of moral choice and the appreciation of beauty is an end in 

itself. The individual should not be subservient to social interests, especially 

those defined by the utilitarian State. 

Dr Brodsky states that music is a "useful emotional heightener" (90). While in 

one sense he is missing the point-there is much more to music than that-in 

another way he helps us understand a little more about Alex's passion for 

music. Powerful music like Beethoven's Ninth symphony tends to heighten 

and intensify experiences, so gives the reader the impression that Alex is 

more alive than any of the other characters in the novel. His parents, who 

show little extremity of emotion, do not understand Alex's love. "Pee and em 

in their bedroom had learnt now not to knock on the wall with complaints of 

what they called noise [ ... ]. Now they would take sleep-pills" (29). This 

enables the reader to see Alex as more human than these other characters 

who have no appreciation of this heavenly bliss and appear to be more dead 

than alive. The fact that Alex displays extremes of emotions, though 

manifested mostly in a violent manner, also indicates that he, in contrast to 

his parents, is living and experiencing in a very human way. To display 

emotion is human and for Alex to be the only character to do this forces the 

reader, through lack of an alternative, to establish an empathetic bond with 

him. Alex is exercising his ability to choose, and though that choice is evil, 

Burgess argues that this is more human than no choice at all. Music may not 

civilise Alex, but it is an essential mark of his good taste and of his enemies' 

lack of it. Burgess then has achieved his goal, as articulated by Dr Brodsky: 
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"You seem like a sufficiently intelligent young man. [ ... ] not without taste. 

You've just got this violence thing[ ... ]" (90). 

The two Alexes who confront the reader emphasise a dichotomy. The first 

Alex is merely a clockwork automaton, a creature of his mechanised society, 

whose violence is an extension of his boredom and sense of worthlessness. 

The second Alex is better than his clockwork society; an artistic and 

intelligent person who thinks independently in an oppressive and conformist 

environment. His appreciation of music emphasises this dichotomy. The 

complexity and duality of his character causes problems for the reader who 

wants to condemn the first Alex and congratulate the second. 

uwhat1s it going to be then eh?" 

Burgess uses the form of A Clockwork Orange to manipulate the reader's 

sympathies. The three parts of A Clockwork Orange are of equal length, each 

having seven chapters, establishing an ABA pattern. Parts One and Three are 

set in the author's idea of a future England that is controlled by violent 

teenage crime. Burgess sets Part Two in a prison with the government 

attempting to regain control by modifying the violent impulses in the mind of 

the criminals. Alex's adventures in Part Three-his return to his parents' flat, 

his interactions with Dim and Billyboy, and his visit to the writer's cottage, 

duplicate or parallel those in Part One, with one important difference: 

"whereas earlier he victimised others in committing robbery, burglary, 

assault, rape and murder, he is now himself the victim. With his natural 
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instincts and drives artificially blocked, Alex is the 'clockwork orange' of the 

title" (Ray 132). 

When the reader is introduced to Alex, he is the victimiser. Our sympathy for 

him is therefore limited, if present at all. However Part Two sees a change in 

Alex's role. After Alex has been captured by the police and jailed for murder, 

the tone of the narration changes dramatically. He ends Part One with the 

sentence," And me still only fifteen" (60). This, if nothing else, appears to be a 

plea for pity. Until then the reader was unaware of Alex's exact age. He 

juxtaposes the fact that he has just murdered an elderly lady with the fact that 

he is only fifteen years of age-a mere child. He also cleverly makes the point 

that he had not meant to kill her at all: "I'd cracked her a bit too hard like" 

(60) and with a touch of remorse he continues, ;;l thought of aH those kots and 

koshkas mewing for moloko and getting none, not any more from their starry 

forella of a mistress" (60). After fifty-nine pages of senseless, inhuman 

violence by a detached remorseless perpetrator, all of a sudden the reader is 

introduced to human, vulnerable teenager, with a dawning awareness of the 

consequences of his actions. Alex suffers greatly-emotionally, mentally and 

physically-as a result of the Ludovico treatment. This suffering continues 

well into the third part of the novel: "I've suffered and suffered and suffered 

and everybody wants me to go on suffering" (108). It is important to note that 

while Alex is portrayed as the victimiser for the first part of the novel, he is 

essentially the victim for both the second and third parts. This has the effect 

of tricking the reader into believing his punishment worse than his crimes 

because it seems to last longer. 
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The second part of the novel begins with the words of a protagonist who is 

now feeling very sorry for himself and has taken a melodramatic tone in his 

narrative: "this is the real weepy and like tragic part of the story beginning" 

(61). He goes on to describe the effect his incarceration had on his parents, 

"[ ... ]my dad beating his bruised and krovvy rockers against unfair like Bog 

in his Heaven, and my mum squaring her rot for owwwww owwwww 

owwwww in her mother's grief at her only child and son of her bosom like 

letting everybody down real horrowshow" (61). Burgess now works very 

hard to change the reader's initial reaction to Alex by recreating him as the 

victim of the novel. He describes jail as a "grahzny hellhole and like human 

zoo" (61), he talks of brutal treatment "being kicked and tolchocked by brutal 

bully warders" (61) and describes his fellow inmates as "vonny leering like 

criminals, some of them real perverts" (61) of which Alex, it is implied, is not 

one. He goes on to state his perceived superiority later: "I am not a common 

criminal, sir, and I am not unsavoury. The others may be unsavoury but I am 

not" (74). The reader feels inclined to agree with this statement as access to 

Alex's thoughts has allowed us an insight into his character and mind that is 

impossible with the other inmates. Therefore, we are able to condemn them 

more easily. 

As the form of the novel is an effective manipulative tool used by Burgess to 

elicit a desired response from his readers, the decision to exclude the final 

chapter, though not his, has a definite effect on the manner in which the 

reader responds to Alex and A Clockwork Orange as a whole. There are two 
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versions of A Clockwork Orange published. The Norton and Ballantine editions 

published in America both omit the concluding twenty-first chapter 

contained in the English Heinemann edition (Stinson 59). The twentieth and 

concluding chapter of the American editions leaves Alex enjoying the Scherzo 

movement of the Beethoven Ninth while dreaming of cutting the world's 

collective throat. 

Vv11en it 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. And there was the slow movement and the lovely last 

singing movement to come. I was cured all right (139). 

This ending reinforces one's sense of A Clockwork Orange as a dark, witty 

parable in which Alex's extreme license is opposed to the State's extreme 

tyranny, with no choice in between. Dreaming of violence at the end of this 

chapter, Alex is where he was at the start; yet he has not come full circle. A 

typical rogue-hero, Alex has survived a series of adventures; but he has not 

grown or developed. He appears to be repeating the same mistakes, having 

learnt nothing from his experiences, leaving the reader uncertain as to 

whether or not he will ever change. 

The twenty-first chapter begins in exactly the same way as the first; Alex is at 

the Korova Milkbar with his current gang, and there are many recurrent 

phrases, "the evening is a flip dark chill winter bastard though dry" (5, 140). 

Alex's role as leader is also challenged, as in Part One: "they all looked up to 

me as their leader, but I got the idea sometimes that Bully had the thought in 

his gulliver that he would like to take over" (140). Apparently unchanged, 
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Alex is seen to be bored with his role; and after reflecting briefly on youth 

and paternity, he realises that he will be unable to persuade his own son to 

avoid the violence which has swallowed up his own life. 

The controversy surrounding A Clockwork Orange and the unwillingness of 

the publishers to accept it forced Burgess into agreeing to the removal of the 

last chapter. However, he voices strong disapproval of its exclusion as it 

violates his carefully constructed form. Twenty-one is an important number 

with relation to the theme of the novel. Twenty-one is the age traditionally 

thought of as the entrance to adulthood, and it is the twenty first chapter that 

Alex begins this rite of passage, recognising that he has outgrown the 

mistakes of his youth. Burgess also objects to the destruction of the novel's 

moral integrity that results from the exclusion of the twenty-first chapter. 

Burgess states in an interview: 

I hate having two different versions of the same book. The U.S. edition has a chapter 

short, and hence the arithmological plan is messed up. Also, the implied view of 

juvenile violence as something to grow through and then grow out of is missing in 

the American edition; and this reduces the book to a mere parable, whereas it was 

intended to be a novel (qtdCritical Essays 34-35). 

Some critics have found the last chapter problematical "in that while it creates 

an entirely different context for the work, it seems anticlimatic after the neat 

resurrection of the old Alex, in the twentieth chapter" (Cullinan 36). Morrison 

agrees that Alex's extraordinary criminal history does make the swift onset of 

his paternal emotions in the final chapter rather surprising for the reader; 
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hmvever, Morrison defends Burgess, noting that Alex is not presented as 

morally cured at the end; the light has simply begun to dawn (xx). In 

response to other critics like Burgess' American publishers who argue that 

this last chapter is too blandly optimistic, and to end with Alex's cynical 

return to his violent ways was tougher and more realistic, Morrison points 

out the twenty-first chapter is far from optimistic (xxii). Instead, what the 

reader is left with is an acknowledgement from Alex that although he has 

passed through this phase of his life he will be unable to prevent future 

generations from making the same errors he did: "I knew he [his son] would 

not understand or would not want to understand at all and would do all the 

vesches I had done[ ... ] and I would not be able to really stop him. And so it 

would itty on to like the end of the world" (148). More important still is the 

cyclical view of history which this iast chapter reveals; a classically 

pessimistic sense of recurrence is much stronger in A Clockwork Orange than 

the tentatively progressive moral sense Alex is beginning to acquire at novel's 

end. 

As the response of the reader is being manipulated and toyed with by 

Burgess throughout A Clockwork Orange the final impression of Alex is pivotal 

to reader's final assessment of his character. Our patterns of judgement have 

been suspended in the reading process, therefore upon finishing the novel we 

seek to confirm and consolidate our responses. Utmost in our minds is the 

final picture presented to us. If this consists of Alex waiting in gleeful 

anticipation of his next act of violence, we are less likely to confirm our sense 

of identification with him. The novel has a clear and logical progression in 
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terms of reader response; setting up a despicable character and then working 

hard to establish an empathetic bond between him and the reader. This 

ending would seem counter-productive to Burgess' goal. However, with the 

image of Alex developing and growing in our minds as we put down the 

novel, we are more likely to experience willingly a sense of identification with 

him. This is a response in agreement with Burgess' own agenda. As a 

consequence of this ending we respond to the Ludivico Technique in a 

manner Burgess desires; we view the State's experiment as pointless, 

totalitarian and destructive. We see the State as interfering with God's 

creation, attempting to forcefully fix that which will happen naturally. If, on 

the other hand, chapter twenty-one is excluded, then we are less likely to see 

the State as so wrong. Therefore the presence of the last chapter impacts 

gr_eatly on both the response of the reader to the moral of the novel and the 

response of the reader to Alex, the narrator of the novel. 

11Your Humble Narrator" 

Alex has an almost demonic charm and Burgess, by a series of cleverly 

designed strategies, allows the ingratiating Alex to sidle up so close to 

readers that they come to feel a kind of complicity in the outrages performed 

by Alex. This sense of closeness, complicity, is achieved mainly through the 

narrative style. A Clockwork Orange, like Lolita and American Psycho, is told in 

the first person narrative. In narrating his own adventures, the reader is 

exposed to Alex's point of view alone, giving him the chance to justify and 

explain his actions as they occur. Allowing the reader access to Alex's 
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thoughts and feelings gives Burgess a certain amount of power and control 

over our responses. This is an old novelistic trick as readers tend to 

sympathise with anyone, save a total monster, who continually tells them 

about his life and makes them vicariously share it (Stinson 57). To detail a 

crime from the perpetrator's point of view is unusual and it is one of Burgess' 

triumphs that he has been able to do this successfully. The reader wants to 

sympathise with the victims, but finds it difficult because of the deliberately 

maintained distance between them. "They had to submit to the strange and 

weird desires of Alexander the Large which, what with the Ninth and the 

hypo jab, were choodessny and zamechat and very demanding [ ... ]. But they 

were both very drunken and could hardly feel very much" (39). This is also 

true of the reader, who struggles to feel a sufficient amount of sympathy for 

the victims of these many abhorrent crimes. It is also interesting to note the 

use of II Alexander the Large" which recalls Humbert's similar references to 

himself throughout Lolita. 

Another of Burgess' manipulative techniques is Alex's use of the third person 

in his narrative. In several instances he essentially steps outside his body to 

describe himself: "I looked very gloomy and like scared" (104) "I felt very 

sorry for this poor malchick who was gorvoreeting about his sufferings [ ... ] 

and then I realised that the poor suffering malchick was none other than 

Y.H.N." (126). This has the effect of sounding more impartial than it actually 

is. In providing what seems like some distance from himself, Alex encourages 

the reader to believe his perception of the truth a little more. It is almost as 

though he is describing what the reader might see, if we could. This certainly 
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has an element of pity attached to it too. He does not slip into the third 

person when he is committing acts of violence, for example. To do that would 

be dangerous as a third person "objective" point of view would very likely 

work against him. Burgess, therefore, chooses his moments very carefully, 

using it only at times when he is sure that our response will be one of pity. 

Like Nabokov, Burgess includes in his first-person narrative direct addresses 

to the reader in order to encourage us into an active reading and to implicate 

us more fully in his tale. Humbert involves and addresses the reader very 

specifically, making us complicit and voyeristic. The difference between 

Humbert and Alex is one of tone. Alex does not patronise us, as Humbert 

does. We are referred to by Alex as "brother", which automatically places us 

in an uncomfortably familiar relationship with him: "O my brothers" (7). 

Significantly, Alex and his droogs refer to each other as brother, "[ ... ] no 

more picking on Dim, brother" (42). Therefore, the reader is in effect, made 

part of the gang. The first words of the novel are a question put to the reader: 

"What's it going to be then eh?" (5). This question opens all three sections of 

the novel and is repeated throughout the narrative. The purpose of the 

question is twofold: it works as an indicator of the novel's central theme: 

"man can freely choose either good or evil, and the sacred right of choice 

must remain inviolate" (Stinson 18). Secondly, it acts as one of Burgess' many 

devices for addressing the reader and in a sense forcing us to participate in 

Alex's narrative. The narrative is constantly directed toward the reader, with 

Alex taking the time to explain words and situations to us: "There was me, 

that is Alex, and my three droogs, that is Pete, Georgie and Dim, Dim being 
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really dim" (5); "only a malenky bit of cutter (money that is)" (10). He 

backtracks his narrative to fill us in on what happened before: "What's it 

going to be then eh? And that's where you came in" (67). These direct 

addresses use the second person and often involve the reader as "you": "I am 

serious with you, brothers, over this" (34). He becomes our narrator, as 

though he belongs to us. 

The second part of the novel sees Burgess trying more actively to engage the 

reader's empathy with Alex. As Alex becomes less the victimiser and more 

the victim, Burgess wants to reverse the initial response of the reader and 

elicit pity and empathy-two emotions that would make the reader feel 

uncomfortable to experience toward the Alex of the first part of the novel. He 

begins in this second part to refer to himself, often with a playful tone as 

"Your Humble Narrator, brothers" (70). The use of capital letters to write 

"Your Humble Narrator" contradicts the words and negates the meaning, 

alerting the reader to an intention behind the writing that is not entirely 

serious. If Burgess can make the reader laugh with his protagonist, then he is 

part way to accomplishing his goal. Alex also starts referring to the reader as 

"my brothers and only friends" (61). Being singled out as the protagonist's 

only friend causes the reader guiltily to accept a sense of complicity, perhaps 

against our better judgement. We are brought into the plot, willingly or not, 

as the friend who stuck by Alex, when all his other droogs deserted him. He 

portrays himself as someone very alone in the world, which is quite true, but 

Burgess has no qualms about using this to his advantage. Statements such as 

"[t]here was no trust anywhere in the world" (72) appear frequently as the 
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novel progresses. "We react with sympathy and pathos when Alex falls into 

the clutches of the State, particularly when it attempts "rehabilitation" by 

reducing him to a 'clockwork orange"' (Stinson 57-8). Alex loses the power he 

once had over other people and over his own life. In a novel about choice, 

despite statements to the contrary (92), Alex has none (99). Now the State has 

the control and power over Alex and now they have become the victimisers: 

"Power, power, everybody like wants power" (143). 

When Alex is released from his "therapy" he finds himself quickly at the 

mercy of all those whom he had previously victimised. In a schematic plot 

framework almost parodically designed to show retributive justice in action, 

each of these victims pays back the now defenceless Alex (Stinson 58). Events 

within the plot conspire to manipulate our emotions in favour of Alex. Upon 

his release from jail, he is rejected by his parents: "Nobody wants or loves 

me," he says (108), and quite uncharacteristically, he behaves as a child 

rejected by his parents would: "And then, my brothers, believe me or kiss my 

sharries, I started to cry, feeling very like sorry for myself" (108). "Leaving 

them to their horrible guilt" (109), Alex arrives at the library where he 

wallows in teenage, melodramatic self-pity, "I thought of myself dead and 

how sorry everybody was going to be" (112). When the elderly gentlemen 

confront and attack him in an effort to "teach him all about punishment" 

(114), Alex is unable to defend himself: "it was better to be hit at like that than 

to want to sick and feel that horrible pain, but of course the fact that there was 

violence going on made me feel that the sickness was peeping around the 

corner to viddy whether to come out into the open and roar away" (114). Alex 
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then encounters his old droog Dim and Billyboy, now policemen. Instead of 

graphically describing the violence that takes place, as the violence was 

described in the first part of the novel, he states: "I will not go into what they 

did [ ... ]" (118). The reader is then left to imagine the violence and so become 

a further active agent in the reading process. This technique is similar to the 

use of strategic detail in Lolita and American Psycho. By imagining the missing 

details, we effectively create the fictional events in our mind and thus we help 

'write the story'. This technique also works to manipulate the reader's 

sympathies as we will often imagine a worse scenario than would have been 

described. After the attack, Alex feels no sense of anger or vengeance, only 

self-pity. "I cried for myself boohoo hoo. Then I got up and began walking" 

(118). This further encourages our sympathy for Alex, who has become the 

ultimate victim. 

"Trust us" 

The narrative style of A Clockwork Orange changes in the second part of the 

novel. A technique often used to sustain a "duplicity of meaning and 

evaluation throughout the work" (Abrams 98) is that of obtuse narration. The 

use of a na'ive hero whose interpretation of situations requires the knowing 

reader to alter and correct, engages the reader as an active participant in the 

novel and connects the reader to the implied point of view of the authorial 

presence behind the na'ive persona. However, Burgess uses this manipulative 

device for a slightly different reason. The second part of the novel sees the 

power Alex once possessed taken away from him, leaving him helpless in the 
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hands of the State functionaries who profess to being on his side: "We're 

going to be friends aren't we?" (77). Burgess sets up a situation where the 

reader can see what Alex cannot. He is trusting when we are not, and na'ive 

when we are cynical. The closed, almost threatening, question of friendship is 

what first alerts the reader to the possibility of a hidden agenda. Our doubt 

becomes aroused by the assertive statement: "You are really going to enjoy it 

here" (77), which seems to set Alex up for an inevitable fall. Alex is not made 

aware of the exact nature of the experimental Ludivico Treatment. When 

questioned by Alex, Dr Branom replies: "it's quite simple really. We just 

show you some films" (78). Any aware reader will know that it cannot 

possibly be this simple, yet Alex innocently and naively accepts this: "it will 

be just like going to the pictures?" (78). The reader is made to feel guilty for 

knowing more than Alex does. Alex is told that he is undernourished and 

that after every meal he will be injected with vitamins as a consequence. 

Alex's response to this is unreserved and unquestioning gratitude to "this 

very nice Dr Branom" (78); "the vitamins in the after-meal injection would 

put me right. No doubt at all about that, I thought" (79). 

Alex's complete and wholehearted acceptance of the doctor leaves the reader 

in an uncomfortable position. We know what Alex needs to know but we too 

are as helpless as he. We can do nothing but continue reading and try 

unsucessfully to allay our guilt and sympathy for Alex by recalling the 

violent criminal in Part One. The question of trust reappears again when Alex 

is told to "[t]rust us friend" (80). The reader's suspicions are alerted, 

overworking to compensate for Alex's na'ivete. Alex watches the film and 
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experiences a physical reaction to the violence on screen: "all the time I was 

watching this I was beginning to get very aware of a like not feeling all that 

well and I put this down to under-nourishment and my stomach not quite 

ready for the rich pishcha and vitamins I was getting here" (82). The reader 

does not accept the doctor's explanation as easily as Alex does. Somehow the 

crime seems worse when it happens to the unsuspecting and the unaware. 

Alex has become like a child in need of our protection. The fact that we are 

frustrated in not being able to give it is confirmation of the persuasive powers 

of Burgess' writing: the very fact that we desire to protect Alex means that 

Burgess' techniques are effective. Alex unknowingly and innocently confirms 

our suspicions: "It seemed to me that if I could not viddy this bit of film I 

would perhaps not be so sick" (83). Though Alex has not yet made the 

connection, he has set it up very explicitly for the reader. This epitomises the 

characteristics of obtuse narration. The naYve protagonist presents the 

information but draws the wrong or no conclusion. The reader is then 

required to fill in the blanks left by the narrator. Alex has become the 

metaphorical 'lamb-to-the-slaughter': "I did not quite kopat what he was 

getting at, gorvoreeting about calculations" (85). The reader, though perhaps 

reluctantly, is being coerced by the narrative technique to pity the childlike, 

innocent (an uncomfortable word that is becoming increasingly associated 

with Alex) narrator. In contrast to Alex's experiences, we are also presented 

with the argument of the State. "Violence is a very horrible thing. That's what 

you're learning now. Your body is learning it[ ... ]. You are being made sane, 

you are being made healthy" (85-6). These arguments are logical and in 

principle most readers would agree with the rationale being espoused. 
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However, we are also aware that while Alex is led to believe he had a choice 

in this, the decision he made was not a decision based on all the facts. We 

watch him slowly put together what we have known all along and cannot 

help but feel that he has been wronged: "'You must be doing something to 

me to make me feel ill.' And I sort of frowned about that, thinking" (86). 

Being privy to Alex's innermost thoughts automatically aligns us with him. 

Alex is asked part-way through the treatment by Dr Brodsky, "what do you 

think we're doing to you?" (89). He replies: "You're making me feel ill, I'm ill 

when I look at those filthy pervert films of yours. But it's not really the films 

that's doing it. But I feel that if you'll stop these films I'll stop feeling ill" (91). 

The reader sees that while Alex is understanding a Ii ttle more of what is 

happening to him, he has yet to make the significant connection. \Ve are also 

made aware at this point that the doctors are aware that Alex does not 

understand, and call into question the moral and ethical grounding that 

underpins this social experiment. Even when Dr Brodsky explains "It's 

association, the oldest educational method in the world" (91), Alex still 

cannot make the connection by himself. Instead, Dr Brodsky leads him with 

pointed clues to the understanding that his injections were not in fact vitamin 

shots. "I viddied then, of course, what a bezoomy shoot I was not to notice 

that it was the hypodermic shots in the rooker. 'Oh,' I creeched, 'oh, I viddy 

all now. A filthy cally vonny trick. An act of treachery, sod you, and you 

won't do it again'" (91). Alex quite rightly feels outraged at the discovery that 

he has been lied to and tricked, and the reader vicariously shares his 

indignation. Dr Brodsky's statement, "[t]he choice has been all yours" (92) is 
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juxtaposed immediately with Alex stating, "I didn't understand all these 

slovos" (92). The chaplain articulates the reader's thoughts: "He has no real 

choice has he? Self interest, fear of physical pain, drove him to that grotesque 

act of self abasement. Its insincerity was clearly to be seen. He ceases to be a 

wrongdoer. He ceases also to be a creature capable of moral choice" (99). 

When Alex is returned to society he is completely unprepared and 

unprotected. It is as though the State has tamed a wild animal and then 

returned it to the wild. Alex himself realises this: "Am I just like some animal 

or dog? [ ... ]. Am I just to be like a clockwork orange?" (100). But there is 

nothing he can do. 

"If we are going to love mankind, we will have to love Alex as a not 

unrepresentative member of it." 

Alex has a winsome effect on the reader because in a world of pale neutrals, 

he has energy and commitment (Stinson 57). The society to which the reader 

is introduced at the beginning of the novel is dull, grey and oppressive. All 

citizens are compelled by state law to work: "a law for everybody not a child 

nor with a child nor ill to go out rabiting" (31); People live in "municipal 

flatblocks" (27); this night they have been instructed to tune into a 

"worldcast" on their televisions (17). The sought-after homogeneity of this 

engineered society is thwarted only by the presence of teenage rebels who 

rule the streets at night (Stinson 53). The conforming members of this society 

are portrayed as inhuman. Pee and em are referred to as animals, "rabbiting 

in the factory" (40). Alex, seemingly depraved, is paradoxically very human. 
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Burgess has cunningly undermined and reversed our assumption about the 

transgression of social codes. His glib protagonist is a transgressor of 

accepted social norms. But the picture he paints of the society in which Alex 

lives is so oppressive that if we were in Alex's place, we would also be 

tempted to break away from the required mould. Burgess has, in effect, 

turned Alex into a hero, who casts off the shackles of a suffocating, mindless 

society to become a passionate individual who acts on his feelings and sees 

beauty in the world. He rebels-albeit in an outrageous manner-against a 

totalitarian and tyrannical society, in a need to assert life and independence. 

In fact, society itself could be held accountable for Alex's behaviour, as he is, 

in part, a product of his environment. If the environment was not so 

oppressively constrictive, Alex would not have the need to act out his 

rebellion to such an extreme degree, and though the extremity of his actions 

is repellent to the reader, we can in a sense understand the principles 

working behind the transgressive behaviour, given the society in which he 

lives. While he may not be as linguistically seductive as Humbert Humbert, 

Alex's undeceived attitude to adults and all their false values gives Alex an 

honesty and directness that the other characters lack. He is a classic teen anti

hero, and this includes possessing a quality of innocence even at his most 

depraved. "Alex is too brutal to be wholly sympathetic and too strong to be a 

victim. But like many a rebel-hero, he exudes diabolical charm" (Morrison 

xii). One of the ways in which Alex attracts us is his association with the 

romantic anti-hero, the fatally attractive doomed outsider. The romantic 

image of an outsider appeals to the reader as was aptly demonstrated in 
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Milton's Paradise Lost. The identification of the reader with Satan, though 

unexpected, indicates that the reader, like Milton, "is of the devil's party 

without knowing it" (Paradise Lost 20). The readers of Paradise Lost found 

Satan a more likeable character than God for the same reasons we find Alex 

as engaging as we do. To identify with a portrayal of perfection is difficult. 

As flawed human beings we are more naturally drawn to flawed characters 

with whom we can relate. A shared sense of vulnerability connects readers 

with such characters. "The nadsat [ ... ]language of Alex and his droogs [ ... ] is 

one sharp indicator of their effort (a product, it would seem, of both instinct 

and will), to resist mindless standardization" (Stinson 53). This statement is 

congruent with Satan's advice to Beelzebub: "Fall'n Cherub, to be weak is 

miserable" (Milton l 157 bk 1). Alex fights against mediocrity, facelessness 

and conformity. To do otherwise is a greater evil. 

J;Language, language" 

One of Burgess' triumphs is to let Alex tell his own tale, rather than keeping 

him at a safe distance. Alex insinuates and allies himself so intimately with 

his readers that we end up sharing every laugh and every tear. What makes A 

Clockwork Orange a significant novelistic achievement is not only in the 

creation of the character of Alex but also the invention of what, in effect, 

amounts to a new language. The writing of the novel is, however, less 

impressive, sentence by sentence, than Lolita, with Alex's energetic demotic 

more easily penetrable than Humbert's patrician use of hieratic and 

colloquial language-once Burgess' code is cracked. Nadsat is not layered with 
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as much insinuation and distance as is Humbert's language. Nevertheless the 

invention of a new language that works so effectively within the narrative is 

indeed a literary achievement. A Clockwork Orange is less about what is said 

and more about how it is said. Nadsat is the language of the droogs and of 

the night. "It is the jargon of rape, plunder and murder veiled in 

unfamiliarity, and as such it works highly successfully" (Petix 124). Nadsat is 

also a futuristic language; a prediction of what the melding together of the 

strong political forces in the world at that stage would produce culturally 

over time. Nadsat is a simple transliteration of a Russian suffix equivalent to 

the English suffix 'teen' (Aggeler 170): "nadsat (teenage, that is)" (109). 

Burgess decided on his two hundred or so words of nadsat because they 

work in English, whether as poetry, or humour or plausible slang. He seems 

to enjoy the levels of ambiguity entrenched in the meanings of his words and 

uses it to play games with the reader. 

Many of the words that make up this invented vernacular are Russian based, 

and Burgess has altered and adapted some of them according to the way one 

might reasonably expect them to change when spoken by English speaking 

teenagers. "Nadsat itself is a language of objects: its vocabulary, like that of 

most slang, consists of words for concrete and physical things or actions, 

rather than abstract ideas or thoughts" (Coale 89). It is described in the novel 

as "the dialect of the tribe [ ... ] Odd bits of old rhyming slang [ ... ]. A bit of 

gypsy talk too. But most of the roots are Slav. Propaganda. Subliminal 

penetration" (91). While the gypsy elements are virtually indiscernible the 
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Cockney influences are quite noticeable: "pretty polly" -rhyming slang for 

money, and to be on your "oddy knocky" is to be by yourself. 

Morrison describes nadsat as essentially Anglo-American but with many 

words of a Slavic origin (ix). Groodies comes from grud (beast), yarbles 

meaning testicles may owe something to the Russian word for apples, yabloko. 

Glazzies are eyes, though here they are the pink eyes on the tip of the 

groodies, and thus nipples. The body inspires some of Burgess' most striking 

inventions: rookers (from ruka) can be both arms and hands, and nogas both 

legs and feet, litso (face), rot (mouth), Zoobies (teeth), yahzhick (tongue), 

guttiwutts (stomach), and gulliver (head) and as Morrison (x) points out, a 

reference to Jonnathan Swift. A favourite of the teenage nadsat speakers is 

"horrorshow"; used in the manner of slang it has been appropriated to 

something like the relatively modern use of the word 'wicked' or 'cool'. It is 

actually an imagined development from the neuter form of the Russian 

adjective "kharasho", meaning good or well (Aggeler 170-171). 

The nadsat word "rabbit", a verb meaning to work, suggests a habitually 

scared or meek person. Confident, rebellious Alex and his comrades are 

contemptuous of any gainful employment other than burglary. 

Rabbit is a modified form of the Russian verb rabotat, which means the same thing, 

without the pejorative connotation, but we may reasonably conjecture that one of the 

reasons for its adoption into nadsat is its relation to the word rab, meaning slave, as 

well as the English/Czech word robot meaning mechanical slave" (Aggeler 171). 
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The law compels all able-bodied adults, male and female to work, but Alex 

and his friends consider anyone who does so to be as spiritless as a robot. The 

reader, by virtue of the narrator's description, is inclined to agree. 

A sensitive reader can see that Burgess has not randomly transliterated a lot 

of Russian words. "He has carefully chosen words that are immensely more 

evocative to an English or American ear than their English equivalents" (The 

Artist 171). Many of the words chosen for nadsat are more suggestive and 

descriptive than the English words. Aggeler notes that the "primary social 

function of the tongue is strongly implied in the word "yahzick" although not 

in the English equivalent" (The Artist 171). The oratory nature of nadsat is 

obvious throughout the novel. Repetitions of words for effect are often used, 

and the word "like" makes frequent appearances in Alex's sentences. 

Alliteration is also not uncommon, "mewing sidlers going maaaaaa for more 

moloko" (50). Many of the words convey a sharp sensory vividness through 

onomatopoeic effect (Stinson 56): "splussshhhh and glolp she went, down 

and lovely" (23). The tendency to spell out sounds and wordless utterances 

adds to the onomatopoeic effect: "twittwittwittering" (118); "ptaaaa and grrr 

and kraaark" (51); "wolf wolf wolf" "haw haw haw"; "he he he" (103); "wuf 

waf wof" (9); "Kashl Kashl Kashl" is used to describe coughing. "Kish and 

Kosh and Koosh" (71) is an example of Burgess' obvious fondness for playing 

with words and sounds. He also make much use of the oratory technique of 

triads (an interesting musical allusion to chords), the repetition or near 

repetition or the structuring of phrases in sets of threes. Alex too, has a love of 

words: "That had a real lovely zvook that did, that slovo release" (87). He 
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appreciates the sound they make when verbalised and pays particular 

attention to that. He certainly takes pride in his vernacular and almost looks 

down on those who do not understand it: "He didn't get nadsat-talk at all" 

(87). 

Like Humbert, Alex occasionally slips into old English, Shakespearian or 

Biblical English: "O my father[ ... ]. Fear not. He canst taketh care of himself, 

verily" (41); "I make no appy pally loggies to thee or thine for that" (10). 

"[G]orgeosity made flesh" (29) is a biblical reference to "the word made 

flesh". In the other extreme, many of the non-Russian words are derived from 

British slang. "For example, a member of the police force is referred to as a 

"rozz". Although the word may be related to rozha a colloquial expression 

roughly equivalent to "ugly mug", its direct ancestor is the English slang 

term rozzer, meaning policeman" (Aggeler 172). 

Nadsat contains a number of clever puns. People are referred to as lewdies; 

the charlie/ charles is a chaplain; cancers are cigarettes, millicents are 

policemen and the sinny is the cinema. Petix notes that "[o]ther clues to this 

grim future world are Burgess' truncated and mechanised synechdoches" 

(125): The "sarky guff" is a sarcastic guffaw. "Pee and em" are Alex's parents; 

the "old in-out-in-out" is sexual intercourse (generally rape); a "twenty-to

one" is a gang beating; "6655321" is Alex's prison name, and "StaJa 84" (State 

Jail 84) is his prison address (Petix 125). As Petix observes, Burgess allows no 

words for the expression of love, warmth, or caring. "When Alex wants to 
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refer to goodness he has to do so either by opting out of nadsat and for 

English, or by calling evil 'the other shop"' (34) (Petix 125). 

"Alex is also in many ways still a youth and the reader is repeatedly shocked 

by a profusion of infantilisms starkly juxtaposed with violence" (Petix 125). 

Burgess inserts into his language of evil childish, rhyming words: "appy 

polly loggies", "skolliwoll", "guttiwutts" (18), "purplewurple", "baddiwad", 

"jamiwam and eggiweggs" (35), "naughty malchickiwicks" (35). One of 

Alex's droogs clearly articulates this: "you think and gorvoreet sometimes 

like a little child" (43). It is necessary for Burgess to achieve an empathetic 

response to Alex, and these infantilisms within nadsat serve well as buffer 

zones between the "good" reader and the "evil" protagonist (Petix 125). The 

coining of a new language proves to be an extremely effective manipulative 

tool for Burgess. It can influence the response of the reader to his protagonist 

and also to his actions. "I had just ticklewickled his fingers with my britva" 

(44) sounds far less serious than the reality of slicing Dim's hand with his 

knife. And again there is a suggestion of a childish quality in the word 

"ticklewickled". The juxtaposition of infantilisms with the reality of the 

violence they describe leaves the reader feeling very uncomfortable when we 

realise the deception involved in the reading process. 

The functions of this invented language are numerous, as are the responses 

elicited from the reader as a result. Views on the function and effect of the 

nadsat language also differ. It is a distancing device that insulate~ the reader 

from the violence and consequently makes it easier to identify with Alex. 
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Nadsat distances the reader from the action of the book, because it 

automatically disconnects us from the world with which we are familiar: "the 

devotchka, who was still creech creech creeching away in a very horrowshow 

four-in-a-bar" (22). As readers, we would react violently and directly if the 

language were more commonplace and we would relate immediately to the 

writer's wife's fear and pain. By replacing the word scream with "creech" 

however, which calls attention to itself, and by suggesting that her creeching 

has a rythmical, musical beat, diverts our attention from the full force of the 

horrible event. This jargon also suggests Alex's distance from the feelings of 

his victims, for his relationship to his actions remains detached and coldly 

objective (Coale 90). As Alex states: "[t]he writer veck and his zheena were 

not really there" (22). If they "are not there" for Alex, then they cannot exist 

for the reader either. Alex's distance from his victims combined with the use 

of nadsat means the victims are inaccessible to the reader. Hence we are both 

drawn into the action of the novel by way of Alex and his language and 

paradoxically distanced by the violence and the language. 

Close examination of the text reveals an effort to sideline the violence by 

making it almost incidental in Alex's thoughts, even as the violence takes 

place: "I treated him to the old boot-crush, though they were hard bastards 

like, being made of some new horrowshow plastic stuff" (9). Burgess 

accurately summarises his technique: "It is as if we were trying to read about 

violence in a foreign language and finding its near-incomprehensibility 

getting in the way of a clear image" (qtd. Stinson 56). The use of nadsat 

effects the immediacy of the reader's response to the situation described. 
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Burgess works from the theory that retrospective emotions are not as strongly 

felt and that if he can keep the brain occupied with the constant decoding of 

his language then the emotions of the reader will not have the chance to 

surface sufficiently. Both nadsat and the character of Alex, act as a filter, 

mediating the reality and distancing the reader from that reality. It is a device 

that forces the reader to see events completely from the perspective of the 

narrator. We see things through Alex's eyes and in Alex's words. "Through 

his sheer linguistic inventiveness, Burgess has succeeded in temporarily 

making his readers one with the wantonly brutal young assaulter[s]" (Stinson 

56). The dialogue of the other characters tends to sound plain and less 

enjoyable to read when placed alongside Alex's laminated vernacular, which 

stands out as being more rich and linguistically alive. 

The nadsat language reflects Alex's rebellion against his society's 

standardised and. homogenised culture, with the use of nadsat as both 

parodic and heroic (Matthews 39). By speaking a language different to that 

used in his society, Alex is transgressing an accepted norm. In choosing to 

express himself in this unique manner, he rebels against the conformism and 

oppression of his clockwork society. The language becomes symbolic of 

Alex's independence and difference from the society that surrounds him. Our 

comprehension of the language of transgression reflects an understanding of 

the transgression itself. As the perpetrator of transgressive acts, Alex has, in a 

strange and uncomfortable way, become our hero. As readers, we are 

implicated in these transgressive actions through the language of nadsat. The 

reading of this language equates to a sense of complicity with the speaker of 
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this language. Burgess establishes common ground between the reader and 

protagonist, who share the language of nadsat. Nadsat also acts 

simultaneously to bring together the reader and the protagonist and allow an 

empathetic relationship to form, while also acting to distance the reader from 

the actions of the protagonist by cloaking reality with linguistic unfamiliarity. 

Nadsat mediates the extremity of our reactions and it reverses our 

expectations of how we should respond to the given situation, forcing us to 

rethink and re-examine the basis of our judgements concerning Alex. Nadsat 

works to bring the reader closer to Alex and move him further away from his 

actions. 

The overwhelming impact of a Russianate vocabulary is concurrently soothing and 

unnerving to the reader. It[ ... ] softens the atrocities of the novel. It is far simpler, for 

example, to read about a "krovvy-covered plot" or "tolchoking a.11 old veck" than it is 

to settle into two hundred pages of "blood-covered bodies" or "beating of old men". 

The author keeps [us] absorbed in the prolonged violence through the screen of 

another language (Petix 124-5). 

There is a sense of nihilism in the reading process of this novel. The reader, 

who stops actively decoding, can sit back and enjoy the language and the 

humour, and it is only later when we stop and realise what it is we have been 
,·· 

reading about that our moral indignation becomes aroused.\Stinson claims 

the most important function of the language is the softening of the otherwise 

unbearably repulsive violence (57). But nadsat does more than simply soften 

the impact of the violence, and this is by no means the most important 

function of the language. Stinson himself points out that the distinct teenage 

language serves also to "reawaken the reader's awareness of the anarchic 
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impulse of the teenager and the instinct to be one with the herd, to regard 

other groups just as '"other', utterly alien, in no way like the self" (56). This 

technique is so powerful that it has the ability to make us approach the 

vicious assault of an old lady with something very much like delight and 

excitement. "[T]he whole vesch a really humorous one if you could imagine it 

sloochatting to some other veck and not to Your Humble Narrator" (52). The 

reader is so absorbed by the language in Alex's head that we cannot separate 

ourselves enough to sympathise with his victims. Nadsat disorients the 

reader, causing us vicariously to share the thrill of Alex's cruelty. While this 

unexpected response is responsible for the stimulation of a violently 

uncomfortable feeling in the reader, it is the concept that there is an Alex in 

all of us that most shocks the reader. The final chapter of A Clockwork Orange 

introduces the idea that the violence of the first part of the novel was simply a 

teenage phase that resolves itself given time. It is inevitable and 

unpreventable; society's role is not to change it, only moderate it. While it is 

the idea of teenage rebellion at an extreme, it is nevertheless a concept not so 

far removed from our own lives. Alex, in the capacity of "Your Humble 

Narrator" uses the language to extrapolate a future both vague and too 

familiar. As the linguistic impact of nadsat becomes more comprehensible to 

the reader, one is left to wonder if the world of clockwork oranges is in fact so 

safely distant after all (Petix 125). 

Alex summarises the role of the reader at the end of the novel: "You have 

been everywhere with your little droog Alex, suffering with him, and you 

have viddied some of the most grahzny bratchnies old Bog ever made, all on 
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to your old droog Alex" (148). In reading Alex's tale and sharing in his 

language, we have, reluctantly or otherwise, befriended him. We have 

suffered with him, experiencing his joy, his pain. The characterisation of Alex 

and the linguistic devices and strategies hidden within his language have 

manipulated the reader to the point where we feel a sense of complicity with 

a teenage criminal. Not only this, but we find ourselves identifying with him. 

Assumptions formed by the reader in the first part of the novel are 

systematically broken down by Burgess, and at the end of the novel, we are 

closer to Alex than we ever thought possible. This recognition of Alex 1n 

ourselves is the crux of the novel's method and purpose. The reader is 

manipulated into a view of humanity which goes against our own modern 

assumptions. This novel contains more than a social message. The reader's 

sense of the human is extended by an identification with a transgressive 

protagonist. 

While Burgess' use of language makes the reader more active in the reading 

process, his linguistic devices and inventions also serve to direct the reader 

towards a conclusion pre-ordained by the author. In this sense the reader's 

agency is limited by the novel's rhetoric. This is a timely reminder to the 

reader that Burgess has the control over the narrative and the ability to 

manipulate our responses in order to achieve his overall goal; paradoxical in 

a novel which celebrates choice. While our relationship with Alex is only 

incidental to Burgess' larger moral agenda, it is an important accomplishment 

nonetheless. Alex demonstrates to the reader the inseparability of beauty and 
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evil, and as the reader empathises with him, we acknowledge the presence of 

both within ourselves. 
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"NO MORE BARRIERS TO CROSS": PATRICK BATEMAN'S 
DISMEMBERMENT OF THE OTHER 

American Psycho is the literary study of a monster, and the culture that helped 

produce him. Bret Easton-Ellis presents the reader with arguably the most 

disturbing and intriguing character in twentieth century literature. Patrick 

Bateman personifies the banality of evil; he indulges his murderous impulses 

between lunches at trendy restaurants and workouts at the gym. Through 

Bateman, Ellis imaginatively explores the unfathomable depths of madness 

and in doing so, captures the insanity of violence in our time or any other. 

American Psycho also exposes the blatant excesses of American egocentricism, 

80s consumerism and Reaganism, revealing contemporary culture as a 

combination of violence and 'apparent' reality. 

"Glittering surfaces" 

Patrick Bateman is a Wall Street executive, though exactly what he does is 

never clearly revealed. He puts on all the physical trappings, yet secretly does 

nothing but crossword puzzles in his office, makes imaginary reservations at 

exclusive restaurants, doodles violent drawings, watches countless porn 

videos and dreams of killing off his competition. For Bateman life is about 

appearance, status, and 'fitting in'. Appearance is everything-the only thing 

to Patrick. Beneath the surface nothing exists, besides the clothing, muscular 

body and clout and power perceived by others. On the surface, Patrick 

Bateman is the perfect man; he is certainly attractive and well groomed, with 



105 

impeccably sleek hair, beautiful designer suits, sculpted glasses and 

embossed business cards. He is polite, charming and well-spoken when he 

wants to be: 11 [ ... ] being the gentleman I can be" (78). He is wealthy, with his 

family said to own "half of Wall Street" (237). Living on inherited money 

gives him the time to spend in the right places, being seen with the right 

people. He lives in a luxurious white-on-white designer apartment and his 

impeccable taste is apparent. By any woman's standards he appears to be a 

most eligible catch; he even cleans. Ellis has deliberately created this fa<;ade of 

perfection, in the knowledge that we, as readers, are more likely to respond 

to, and be fascinated by, a beautiful person. 

He is, physically, every inch the romantic hero: handsome, with a fit, toned 

and tanned body, set off by his exquisite dress sense. The predictable nature 

of his appearance is underlined by the frequent questions of others as to 

whether he is a model or an actor: "'What do you think I do?' / [ ... ] 'A . 
model?' She shrugs. 'An actor?"' (206); "He flirts and asks if I'm a model" 

(179); 11You look just like a movie star" (165). He is the epitome of the "tall, 

dark and handsomen leading man. On the surface, he represents society's 

superficial ideal. All the women want him and all the men want to be him. 

Patrick embodies all the stereotypical traits of the perfect man: he is the 'Ken

dall' of the male world-a perfect package with no substance. Bateman makes 

no secret of the work involved in keeping his physical appearance in this 

state of perfection. On the contrary, he proudly and in obsessive detail lists 

his morning routine over two pages, for the reader. "I take the ice-pack mask 

off and use a deep-pore cleanser lotion, then a herb-mint facial masque which 
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I leave on for ten minutes while I check my toenails" (26). It reads like an 

instruction manual for men who wish to look their best: 

I always slather on a moisturiser (to my taste, Clinique) and let it soak in for a 

minute. You can rinse it off or keep it on and apply a shaving cream over 

it-preferably with a brush as it softens the beard as it lifts the whiskers-which I've 

found makes removing the hair easier.[ ... ] You should use an aftershave lotion with 

little or no alcohol. Never use cologne on your face, since the high alcohol content 

dries you face out and makes you look older (27). 

Displaying a strangely intimate knowledge of all things personal, Bateman 

takes great pleasure out of demonstrating his knowledge in a style 

reminiscent of a television cooking show. The sharing of such intimate secrets 

with the reader establishes a connection early on in the novel and by directly 

addressing the reader in this manner, Ellis draws us into the text. As in Lolita 

and A Clockwork Orange, the narrator of American Psycho is not only a 

victimiser but also a victim. Patrick is the victim of American society in the 

1980s and the trends perpetuated by this consumer-driven society. 

Patrick is an inordinately obsessive character, most notably about his physical 

appearance: "noticing my reflection in the mirror[ ... ] smiling at how good I 

look" (11); "I notice how good the haircut I got at Gio's last Wednesday 

looks" (12); "staring at myself in the mirror-tan and haircut perfect-checking 

out my teeth which are completely straight and white and gleaming" (158); "I 

pass by a mirror [ ... ] and check out my reflection [ ... ] the mousse looks 

good" (230). His vanity and his level of self-absorption are taken to such an 

extreme that it becomes comical. Ellis invites the reader to laugh at Bateman 

as he admires himself in every available reflective surface. "I'm[ ... ] staring at 
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my reflection in an antique store's window" (128). His good looks are 

obviously a useful tool in dealing with the opposite sex: "Girls dig Bateman" 

(90); "the crush she has on me rendering her powerless" (263). Bateman's all

consuming concern for his appearance results in many hours spent at the 

gym. "I decided to develop my own fitness program which incorporates both 

aerobic exercises and training" (69). He goes on to describe in every detail of 

his personal exercise regime, including casual use of muscle names, "Rear 

deltoids [ ... ] Latissimus [ ... ] front deltoids [ ... ] triceps" (69) to demonstrate 

his familiarity with anatomy of the body and the purpose of the machines at 

the gym. His obsessive workouts are not confined solely to the gym: "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" (161). 

Bateman's obsession with his appearance has effeminate overtones. "I'm[ ... ] 

using some of her Clinique cover-up over the blemish, then combing my hair 

back" (102). The "one night of binging hasn't affected my skin's smoothness 

or color tone. My complexion is excellent [ ... ].All it comes down to is: I feel 

like shit but look great" (106). Females are represented as the more likely of 

the sexes to be interested in their complexion and appearance, with the 

majority of the cosmetic market geared towards women as their target 

consumers. For Bateman to be so overtly absorbed in the condition of his skin 

is read by the reader as humorous; it is so "over-the-top" that Ellis seems to 

be parodying the female (and male) obsession with appearance. Bateman's 

competitive nature is apparent by his over-reactive response to Paul Owen 
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who comes threateningly close to challenging Patrick's self-appointed status 

as the most stylish of his circle of friends. '"Hello Owen,' I say, admiring the 

way he's styled and slicked back his hair, with a part so even and sharp it ... 

devastates me" (111). 

Bateman displays a great amount of knowledge with regard to designer 

labels. He can spot a Gautier at a hundred paces and knows the difference 

between a Versace cut and a Betsy Johnson line. In conversations with friends 

he demonstrates his expertise: "With discreet pinstripes you should wear a 

subdued blue or charcoal gray vest. A plaid suit would call for a bolder vest" 

(155). With a pedantry that would bore most readers senseless, Patrick 

describes the outfits of both himself and all those he encounters: 

He's (Price) wearing a linen suit by Canali Milano, a cotton shirt by Ike Behar, a silk 

tie by Bill Blass and cap-toed leather lace-ups from Brooks Brothers. I'm wearing a 

lightweight linen suit with pleated trousers, a cotton shirt, a dotted silk tie, all by 

Valentino Couture, and perforated cap-toe leather shoes by Allen-Edmonds[ ... ] Van 

Patten is wearing a double-breasted wool and silk sport coat, button-fly wool and 

silk trousers with inverted pleats by Mario Valentino, a cotton shirt by Gitman 

Brothers, a polka-dot silk tie by Bill Blass and leather shoes from Brooks Brothers. 

McDermott is wearing a woven linen suit with pleated trousers, a button-down 

cotton and linen shirt by Basile, a silk tie by Joseph Abboud and ostrich loafers from 

Susan Bennis Warren Edwards (30-1). 

This extract highlights Ellis' parodic method: lists of products, observation of 

manners, propriety in absence of secure codes. He parodies lack of manners 

by referring to codified systems of manners and morals. What the reader will 

also notice is that his friends all appear to be wearing variations on a theme. 
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Their style is definitive and no one much strays outside it. They are in fact so 

similiar they become interchangeable: "My voice sounds similiar to Owen's 

[ ... ] over the phone probably identical" (218); "Even though I'm more 

handsome than Craig, we both look pretty much the same" (250). When 

people are known only on the surface, by what they wear and where they eat, 

identities can be easily mistaken. 

"Vast chasms" 

Bateman's friends and associates perform several important functions within 

the novel. Their presence serves to give the reader more information about 

Bateman. In his interactions with them we see the society of which Patrick 

wants so much to be a part. With their superficiality and high level of self

absorption they represent less extreme versions of Bateman. In their own 

ways, they all contain the potential to become psychotic. These characters 

symbolise the greed and vanity rampant in the materialistic, consumer

driven society of the 1980s. Bateman simply hyperbolises their distorted 

capitalistic values. 

In a first person narrative, other characters are often useful to check our 

perceptions against. W c look to these characters to confirm our feelings and 

perhaps the narrator's viewpoint as well. However, it becomes obvious that 

the people surrounding Patrick know even less than we do, contradicting the 

information we have been given. "Patrick is not a cynic[ ... ] He's the boy next 

door" (20). The reader then hears Patrick whisper: "No I'm not [ ... ] I'm a 



110 

fucking evil psychopath" (20). The use of a misunderstood conversation 

features also in Lolita when Humbert talks with Quilty on the porch at the 

Enchanted Hunters. Ellis places the reader in a privileged position; while we 

by no means 'know' Patrick, we have access to more information than any of 

the other characters. A special relationship is established between the reader 

and Bateman. The knowledge we are given of his crimes forces us in a sense 

to become complicit with his evil deeds. We know his secrets and we become 

voyeurs of his actions. We are also continually frustrated by his friends' 

inability or reluctance to see the truth. Other characters' comments about 

Patrick serve only to highlight the disparity between appearance and reality. 

The lack of an objective viewpoint leaves the reader wondering how much of 

what we read actually takes place, and how much occurs only in Bateman's 

head. "I keep nodding[ ... ] and saying things like 'This is enlightening' while 

at the same time telling him 'I'm utterly insane' and 'I like to dissect girls"' 

(216). Either the other characters hear him and choose to ignore him, or their 

own self-absorption means they do not hear him at all. Alternatively, he does 

not say these things at all. We find it hard to accept that such statements, if 

uttered aloud, would receive no response from those around him. However, 

Bateman constantly acknowledges people's ability to only see the surface: 

11She does not grasp a word I'm saying. My essence is eluding her" (124). This 

allows Bateman a freedom to say and do as he wishes. "I inexplicably start 

listing the names of all eight reindeer, alphabetically, and when I've finished 

he smiles and says, "Listen there's a Christmas party ( ... ] see you there?" 

(179). But Patrick wants to be caught. He frequently confesses his homicidal 

desires which go unheard: "there are many people I uh, want to ... want to, 
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well, I guess murder" (141). We feel certain that there will be consequences 

when Bateman confesses all on Harold Carnes' machine, but Harold misreads 

it as a joke, and states: "He could barely pick up an escort girl, let alone [ ... ] 

'chop her up"' (388). Though Bateman desperately tries to convince him 

otherwise, Harold is firm in his beliefs. As a result the reader is left 

wondering which of them is telling the truth. "Vast chasms of 

misunderstanding" (383) often occur between Bateman and the other 

characters. When Bateman attempts to pass himself off as Mr Schrawtz in 

order to dine in Dorsia's, he describes himself as "utterly devastated" (261) 

when he is caught, but Jean, with "unexpected mirth" (261) misreads the 

situation and giggles, "your sense of humour is so spontaneous" (262). 

Characters come unknowingly close to the truth when they joke, "Patrick, 

you are being a lunatic". Evelyn, also unknowingly, is quite accurate when 

she states obtusely: "I think you're emotionally unstable (339) [ ... ] Your 

behaviour is pathological (340) [ ... ] You're inhuman (341) [ ... ] You [ ... ] don't 

add up" (342). The reader is equally frustrated by this as we realise that 

Evelyn, in her ignorance, is exactly right. He is inhuman and definitely 

emotionally unstable, but not for the reasons she thinks. Jean, on the other 

hand, sees a side of Bateman that the reader is not at all familiar with: "You're 

sweet[ ... ] mysterious[ ... ] considerate" (378). Even Bateman asks: "Do I really 

appear like that?" (378). This seems to be a case of Jean's seeing what she 

wants to see, making the decision about who Patrick is, based on what she 

wants him to be. We, as readers do the same thing. We may choose to see him 

as boring, if we ignore all the contradictions he presents us with, we may see 
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him as completely unreliable if we choose not to believe what he tells us, or 

we may see him as misunderstood if we choose to pity him. Individually, we 

create the character we want, deciding what information to accept, and what 

information to disregard. Lack of an authorial view gives the reader complete 

freedom in this decision. The failure of others to recognise him for what he is, 

despite his frequent confessions, assists Bateman in creating his own reality: 

11 an apocalyptic reality that validates his priorities and perspective, one that 

questions the generally accepted version of 'normal'" (Heyler 740). These 

peripheral characters, therefore, enable Bateman to maintain a double life. 

Their self-absorption and willingness to turn a blind eye allow Patrick to be 

what he is and to kill whomever he likes without fear of being caught. 

Bateman's generic beauty and his obsessive need to follow the trends like the 

rest of his friends lend him an interchangeable quality with those around 

him. Frequently he is a misrecognised person: "See you, Marcus" (63); '"How 

are you, Mr McCullough?' I nod[ ... ] 'Fine, uh, Jim"' (78). At one point after a 

short conversation with Paul Owen, Patrick makes an aside to the reader, 

explaining to us the misunderstanding that has taken place and the reasons 

for it: 

Owen has mistaken me for Marcus Halberstam (even though Marcus is dating 

Cecelia 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 (89). 
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As Bateman chooses not to correct Owen, the mistake continues: "Hello 

Halberstam" Owen says" (111); "Paul has called me Marcus four times and 

Evelyn ... Cecelia twice, but Evelyn doesn't notice[ ... ] no one has corrected 

Owen and it's unlikely that anyone will" (143). Bateman is also confusedly 

mistaken for many other people: "Well Taylor," Armstrong begins, staring at 

a point somewhere behind me and slightly above my head" (137); "Someone 

who I think is Charles Fletcher[ ... ] says "Hey Simpson" (141); "Hey, Kinsley" 

(151); "Hello Kevin" (162); "Hey McCloy" (182); "Hey Baxter" (195); 

"Someone who I think is Hamilton Conway mistakes me for someone named 

Ted Owen" (262). Heyler notes one reason for these constant misnamings and 

Patrick's choice not to correct them: "He turns the misrecognitions to his 

advantage for the purpose of gaining alibis, finding out information and 

confusing investigators" (740). In not correcting his acquaintances' mistakes, 

sufficient confusion is created, thus allowing Patrick to successfully lead his 

secret life as a serial killer. 

"No Exit" 

However, there are other reasons for these misrecognitions. Firstly, the reader 

is alerted to unknowablility of the narrator. There are elements of Bateman's 

identity that will remain a mystery to us. The realisation of his fractured, 

multifaceted identity unnerves the reader; Patrick Bateman could be anyone. 

His generically bland face and conformist fashion sense allow him to swap 

identities a little too easily for our comfort. It also causes us to question the 

reliability of our narrator. When he lies so readily and convincingly to other 
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people-"I'm innocent" I shout with utter conviction" (393)-how and what do 

we then trust? The lack of an authoritative viewpoint means that we do not 

know for sure that he is not Marcus Halberstam. He claims his name is 

Patrick Bateman but how do we know he is not lying to us too? He certainly 

gives us reason to question his reliability as a narrator: "She smiles-am I 

dreaming this?-relieved" (262). Like Humbert, Bateman admits to altering 

the information he presents us, extending or abreviating conversations: "Our 

conversation resembles something like this, but is actually briefer" (384), and 

confesses to missing information: "I didn't hear Jean order" (372). This self

conscious narrative style acknowledges the presence of fictionalised 

elements, partial truths and fallible narrators. 

Bateman, in turn, is responsible for more than his fair share of 

rnisrecognitions. In fact, the reader would have a difficult time finding a page 

in the text where he does not misname an acquaintance. He prefaces most 

character's names with: "someone who looks like ... " and names "Ted 

Dreyer" (55); "Charles Simpson" (127); "Charles Fletcher" (141); "Jonathon 

Leatherdale" (195); "Taylor Preston" (372); "Marcus Halberstam" (398-9); "a 

couple I'm pretty sure are Kate Spencer and Jason Lauder" (259); "Paul Owen 

[ ... ] with some guy who looks a lot like Trent Moore or Roger Daley and 

some other guy who looks like Fredrick Dibble" (88); 11bumped into Robert 

Ailes[ ... ] at least I think it was" (111). Yet Patrick has no trouble identifying 

guests on The Patty Winters Show.: '11It was about Michael J. Fox right?'/ 1No,1 

I correct her. 'It was about Patrick Swayze' / [ ... ] 1 It's hard to keep track. 

You're sure?'/ 1Yes. Patrick Swayze. I'm positive"' (232-3). He even expresses 
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surprise at "Price's inability to recognise co-workers" (50), ironically unable 

to acknowledge the same fault in himself. Criticising faults in others, of which 

he himself is obviously guilty, occurs several times throughout the text, 

alerting the reader to Bateman's lack of self-awareness: "if she likes me only 

for my muscles [ ... ] then she's a shallow bitch" (157). He accuses Luis 

Carruthers of various projected faults of his own: "You are sick [ ... ] you have 

distorted this obsession of yours way out of proportion [ ... ] You are ... 

obviously unsound" (293). 

Ellis uses many rhetorical devices and narrative strategies to manipulate his 

readers: the structure of the text, use of italics, language, detail, first person 

narration, word-plays, distance, humour, the strategy of music, direct 

addresses to the reader and treatment of emotion. American Psycho lacks a 

conventional plot, with the narrative more like a series of interconnected 

snapshots than a traditional story. If one had to look for a structure in the 

novel, the two statements that begin and end the narrative, would be the 

most obvious place to start: "ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER 

HERE" (3). With these pessimistic words, inscribed on the gates of Hell, Ellis 

prepares the reader for what is to come: a narrative which shows us a world, 

or a mind, in which nothing is certain and no problem explicitly solved. Hope 

for redemption, or the discovery of meaning, is a false hope. This statement 

also conjures up for the reader a hell both social and psychological, in which 

the barriers are blurred and unstable. "THIS IS NOT AN EXIT" (399) finishes 

the novel, accurately commenting upon the situation of the reader, who is left 

to ponder whether the novel, or 'the real world' offers any solutions. It also 
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suggests that the mind of the madman or the hell he inhabits cannot be easily 

left behind. Between the two perfectly connected statements, everything is 

seemingly random, haphazard; there is no plot. The lack of formal structure 

reminds the reader that we are indeed inside the mind of a madman. As a 

consequence chapters will finish midsentence: "I run out of the delicatessen 

and onto the street where this" (152) and we switch from murder to lunch as 

quickly as Bateman does. 

"Hyperdetail" 

The text consists of simple syntax and straightforward prose, making the 

physical task of reading the novel easier. This is necessary because the levels 

of violence at some parts make the novel nearly impossible to read. Unlike 

Burgess or Nabokov, Ellis makes no attempt to disguise or mask his subject 

matter. On the contrary, he presents it in the most clear and unfiltered 

manner possible. The reader is not asked to decode the language, nor are we 

distracted by poetic descriptions. Instead, Ellis describes the killings in 

hyperdetail. His descriptions of the violence are h·eated with the same clinical 

precision as his analysis of Bateman's wardrobe, or his style of business card, 

or his miscellany of skin creams and hair products in his bathroom. He takes 

great care to structure his novel in a way that best manipulates the response 

of the reader. Ellis lets one hundred and twenty-nine pages pages of 

Bateman's superficial yet "normal" life go by before introducing the first act 

of violence and exposing the reader to Bateman's murderous, psychotic side. 

The form of the novel works to establish Bateman's two sides: a perfect 
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looking, morally respectable Wall Street executive and an insane, detached 

serial killer. 

Ellis makes cleverly subtle use of italics in his text. Italicised words can be 

found on every page, often every few lines. Their most obvious role is to 

establish emphasis, and suggest a tone of voice. This helps the reader to 

imagine the sound of the sentence. Ellis also uses italicised words to imply 

secondary meanings to words or phrases: "Patrick, you devil !" (206); "Don't 

look at me like I'm insane" (31). This works as an in-joke between the author 

and the reader, both of whom know more than the characters who speak and 

hear the words. This knowledge, reluctantly shared by the reader, increases 

our sense of complicity with Patrick. Directly addressing the reader has the 

same effect. Use of the second person pronoun is noticeable, "you can shake 

my hand and feel flesh gripping yours and maybe you can even sense our 

lifestyles are probably comparable" (376-7), as are rhetorical questions aimed 

at the reader: "So what did I do?" (297); "Would the world be a safer place if 

Luis was hacked to bits?" (158); "I step on his foot [ ... ] Did I do this on 

purpose? What do you think? Or did I do this accidentally?" (81-2). These 

questions serve to include the reader in the narrative. In addressing the 

reader directly, Bateman is daring us to answer him and thus allow ourselves 

to become part of the fictive process. Patrick will also take time to explain 

things to the reader in asides: 11 [ ... ] to make sure the old queer is really dead 

and not faking it (they sometimes do)" (166). His continual awareness of our 

presence forces us to recognise our place in the reading process. Ellis' near 
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obsessive use of ellipsis serves to remind the reader that there is more left out 

of this text than there is in it. 

#Like in a movie" 

Bateman's constant references throughout the narrative to movies and 

dreams serve increasingly to blur the line between the real and the unreal: 

"Like in a movie I appear" (166). He breaks up conversations with technical 

film terminology: "a slow dissolve" (8); "Scene Two" (236); "Exit" (199), 

stating: "This is my reality. Everything outside of this is like some movie I 

once saw" (345). Real life and fantasy become inseparable, "the smell of 

blood works its way into my dreams" (371). This parallels the reader's 

difficulty in separating "truth" from fiction in Bateman's narrative. Bateman 

will often compare his life to movies: "as if this film had speeded up" (375); 

"another broken scene in what passes for my life" (389); "just words and like 

in a movie [ ... ]most of it overlaps" (395); "like in a movie, no one has heard 

anything, has any idea what I'm talking about" (367). Patrick has consumed 

the world of movie fiction to such an extent that it has become his reality: 

"I'm so used to imagining everything happening the way it occurs in movies" 

(265). This naivete surprises the reader who has become familiar with the 

more cynical side to Patrick. 

To further increase his unreliability as a narrator and to force us to question 

the reality we are presented with, Ellis brings to our attention the fallibility 

and subjectivity of 'reality': "I cannot be positive that I'm not hallucinating" 
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(182); "Am I dreaming this?" (262); "The past isn't real, it's a dream" (340); 

"the streets remote, unreal" (347). Ellis is reminding us that we cannot trust 

the words of a madman. We can never be completely sure that what we read 

is not simply a dream or a hallucination. However, the absence of an 

authorial presence and the ignorance of the other characters mean the 

reader's uncertainty can never be laid to rest. Patrick himself explains this 

phenomenon best: "lines separating appearance-what you see-and reality-

what you don't-become blurred" (378). What the reader sees or what the 

reader does not see are dependent entirely on Patrick. 

Fiction and reality overlap often in Bateman's narrative. This is most 

noticeably demonstrated through Patrick's obsessive compulsion to watch 

The Patty Winters Show. Such talk shows allow people, in the privacy of their 

own homes, to be judgemental voyeurs. The larger-than-life guests combine 

reality with fiction, expressing contrived and superficial emotions for the 

viewing audience. "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" (156). Patrick's ambiguous 

response to the Nazis parallels the reader's response to Patrick. While we are 

disgusted by his deeds, we reluctantly must admit that he is not entirely 

unsympathetic either. Our expected response has been disrupted, as has 

Patrick's. He cannot account for his reaction, but as readers it is important 

that we be aware of the intricacies involved in the narrative strategies and 

rhetorical devices employed by the author. Ellis allows his reader to 
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acknowledge evil from a safe position. We vicariously share the fictional 

narrator's thrills while at the same time attempting to renounce the potential 

for evil in ourselves. This novel becomes most shocking when we are forced 

to admit that this potential for evil lies latent in all of us. We are attracted to 

Patrick as we are attracted to Satan, for he has the ability to act without facing 

consequences. We cannot help but envy his freedom. We are restricted by the 

moral codes of the society in which we live. Patrick, however, displays a 

flagrant disregard for moral norms, acting with freedom and individuality. 

As reality merges with entertainment it becomes increasingly difficult to 

distinguish one from the other, as Patrick discovers watching the Nazis on 

television. Right and wrong become subjective concepts and our moral 

convictions become less certain. As our moral assumptions are destabilised, 

so too is our perception of evil, which is defined in relation to our moral 

codes. The question of evil is crucial to an examination of our responses to 

Patrick and the novel as a whole, and will be dealt with later in the chapter. 

Ellis includes three chapters on Genesis (133-6) Whitney Houston (252-6), and 

Huey Lewis and the News (352-60). These chapters, seeming out of place, 

may confuse the reader; however, they actually perform several important 

functions within the text. The popular music of that time was unconcerned 

with depth, only a very superficial sound; it is a direct correlation to 

Bateman's lack of empathy to all those around him. The superficial cheeriness 

of the music contrasts and accentuates the violence and destruction caused by 

Patrick. Patrick's taste in music emphasises his need to stay within the 

mainstream culture. These were all popular, middle-of-the- road bands in the 
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1980s; his taste in music, as with everything else, is dictated by what others 

see as good. Bateman's ridiculously straight-faced diatribes about this pop 

music detailing the artists and their songs demonstrates Bateman's 

pretentiousness to the reader. Ellis uses many more musical artists to 

underline various themes. The songs Bateman mentions hearing are not 

chosen at random. Several songs are mentioned repeatedly: "New Sensation 

[ ... ] The Devil Inside" (54); "New Sensation becomes The Devil Inside" 

(79);"New Sensation" (195); "I Feel Free" (52, 79); "Party All the Time" (62); 

"Life in the Fast Lane" (127), are heard by Bateman in the nightclubs and 

seem to encapsulate his deceptive and apparently superficial lifestyle. "You 

Can't Always Get What You Want" (371) seems ironically out of place 

amongst the rich and beautiful of America. Song titles hold meanings for the 

reader that are not obvious to the characters of the novel. When asked to 

name his happiest song, Patrick states: "Brilliant Disguise" (371). This means 

nothing to the other characters of the novel but it further emphasises 

Bateman's closeness with the reader, who has sole access to his deceptive 

world. From our privileged position, we understand what the others cannot. 

Patrick's grim lipsynching of "The Worst Thing That Could Happen" (328) 

during a torture scene demonstrates Ellis' black humour to the reader. Music 

aids the reader's understanding of Patrick and the text. Music also works to 

lighten the mood: "Frank Sinatra is somewhere singing 'Witchcraft' [ ... ] 

Japanese businessmen [ ... ] imitating Sinatra. His mouth opens, what comes 

out of it is: "that sry comehitle stale ... that clazy witchclaft ... " (363). Humorously 

capturing the accent of the Japanese businessman, Ellis allows the reader to 

hear and imagine the comic scene. 



122 

"Pump up the Volume" 

Music is an important element in both A Clockwork Orange and American 

Psycho, but in significantly different ways. Music in A Clockwork Orange 

signifies high art. Alex's love of the classical composers is seen by the reader 

as a passion to be valued. In American Psycho, however, it represents the 

opposite: pop music is the least valued genre of the music world.Music 

dependent on trends and whims, with lyrics of little substance, cannot 

compare to universally admired, timeless classics that have survived 

hundreds of years. Alex's love of music represents a quality to be valued and 

when it is taken away by the State, the reader feels Alex has been wronged. 

Patrick's treatment of music highlights his superficiality and conformism, and 

is consequently devalued by the reader. However, in both A Clockwork Orange 

and American Psycho music and violence are inextricably linked. Music helps 

Bateman in his attempt to maintain a double life as a psychopath. "I say[ ... ] 

quite clearly but muffled by "Pump Up the Volume" [ ... ] 'You are a fucking 

ugly bitch I want to stab to death and play around with your blood' but I'm 

smiling" (59). Songs cover up his psychopathic tendencies. At the U2 concert 

Patrick states "I can't hear a word" of the conversation. Music both conceals 

and reveals; the songs mask Bateman's murderous desires while 

simultaneously revealing aspects of his characterisation to the reader. The 

song "Who dunnit?" by Genesis, which "profoundly expresses the theme of 

confusion [ ... ] and [ ... ] ends with its narrator never finding anything out at 

all" could have been written with American Psycho in mind. Song lyrics also 
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symbolise and summarise the themes of the novel and Patrick's life: "Bon Jovi 

cries "It's all the same, only the names have changed" (163). On several occasions 

Madonna is heard singing "life is a mystery, everyone must stand alone" 

(371, 373). Patrick himself states: "lyrics to Madonna songs keep intruding, 

bursting into my head, announcing themselves in tiring, familiar ways" (383). 

However, Patrick, on several occasions expresses his intense dislike for live 

music: "I don't like 'live' music" (73, 239); "I hate live music" (143). As if to 

prove this to the reader he shoots in cold blood a street musician, but not 

before telling the reader that he was the "the only sign of human life" (347) 

on the remote streets of Manhattan. He typically leaves readers guessing the 

reasons for his hatred of live music. The unpredictability inherent in live 

music is at odds with Patrick's need to control. Recorded music is superficiat 

mass-produced, predictable and able to be owned and possessed. However, 

live bands are able to change the tempo, the lyrics and the structure of the 

music if they so wish. Patrick feels as though this takes away his control and 

threatens his power. 

"Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard are sweeter" 

While his deconstruction of pop lyrics serves to highlight the superficiality of 

both him and the music he describes, there is a deeper, more significant 

meaning attached to Patrick's connection with music. At dinner Bethany asks, 

'"What's [ ... ] wrong with your leg? / [ ... ] 'It's the music. I like the music a lot. 

The music that's playing'/ [ ... ] 'But I don't hear any singing"' (135). 

Throughout the novel Patrick insists on the presence of music that does not 
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appear to exist: "There is music playing somewhere but I can't hear it" (337); 

"Patrick keeps thinking there should be music" (349). There is music that no 

one else can hear; the music that exists only in Bateman's head which gives 

him a depth not even he credits himself with. Patrick's 'unheard melodies' 

represent a part of his character that has gone unnoticed by critics. The man 

without a soul can hear this music, but what does this mean? Though we are 

aware of the presence of this music, like Bethany, we cannot hear it. We do 

not know what songs Patrick hears and this reminds us that though we are in 

his head, we cannot know everything about our narrator. We hope, instead, 

that these unheard melodies are the music of potential for our narrator. Keats' 

"Ode on a Grecian Urn" refers to the sweetness of unheard melodies. Perhaps 

Bateman's unheard melodies represent a potential for goodness. Music for 

Bateman, therefore, is more complicated and mystical than for Alex. 

Although he finds beauty in music, Alex does not (cannot) acknowledge the 

music that is unable to be heard. The fact that Bateman can, signifies a level of 

depth (albeit inaccessible to the reader) to his character. This also alerts us to 

the possibility that what we should be looking for in this text, is what is not 

said. 

Like A Clockwork Orange and Lolita, American Psycho is presented to the reader 

in a first person narrative. This allows the reader an all-access pass into the 

mind of a madman-or so we think. As mentioned before, the further into the 

text we read, the more we come to realise that there are fundamental 

elements of Bateman's character that must remain unknown to us. His true 

motivations, the reasons for his actions, for example, are never revealed to us. 
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Ellis taunts the reader by only hinting at and alluding to Patrick's reasons, 

and presents them in such a manner that the reader must doubt their 

sincerity. Thus we forced to read the novel from a precarious position. 

Knowing more than the other characters, but less than we would like to, we 

find ourselves searching for ways to understand our narrator better. 

Ellis begins his novel in an unusual manner. The reader is introduced firstly to 

Timothy Price from an almost omniscient viewpoint: "just as Timothy Price notices 

the words a bus pulls up[ ... ] but Price[ ... ] doesn't seem to care" (3). The reader is 

aware that he is in a taxi, and that he is talking, but to whom we are not sure. A 

unidentified voice answers him, and in between his outbursts, describes his walkman, 

attache case and telephone. It is not until page six that a name is put to this voice: 

"listen to me, Bateman" (6), and page eight before the first person pronoun is used. "I 

shiver and hand her [Courtney] my black wool Georgio Armani overcoat'' (8). The 

opening of the novel confirms the theme of the unknowability of the protagonist 

Patrick Bateman. Ellis is playing with the expectations of the reader who wants 

confidently to assume that if a novel is narrated in the first person then we will 

automatically understand and be one with the narrator. However, Ellis confronts us 

right from the start of the novel with a narrator who is determined to remain 

mysterious and enigmatic, thus arousing the curiosity of even the most unwilling 

reader. 
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Patrick Bateman: macabre poetry 

What makes the novel so shocking is its graphically detailed horrific murder 

and sex scenes. The novel's conspicuous absence of a moral framework make 

the murders seemingly depicted at the author's whim and without merit. 

Ellis cleverly maintains a hold on the violence. This first unprovoked assault 

is mind-numbing. Actually, we do not see Patrick commit it. He is the 

narrator, so we witness the events through his eyes, not our own. This calls 

into question the effectiveness of the violence: all the inflections the events 

carry are from Bateman, our narrator, and our view is inexorably linked to 

his. If the victim remains nameless to him, she remains nameless to us. As in 

Lolita, Humbert restricts the reader's access to his victim, imposing his 

interpretation of her behaviour so his perception of events taints ours. The 

more Humbert attempts to possess her, the louder Lolita's silence becomes. In 

Lolita, A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho we are limited by what 

information we are given by the narrator and the way in which it is 

presented. This is what makes these three novels so complex. To witness 

events through the eyes of the killer affects our response to the situation and 

to our narrator. We are constantly reminded in the text that what we are 

reading is filtered through Patrick Bateman's mind and vulnerable to his 

interpretation and bias, of which he quite freely takes advantage. He will 

assume people's feelings ("he is probably uncomfortable ... he looks nothing 

like the other men" [13]), and suggest agendas that may or may not be true: 

"Price's tone suggests he realises I'm jealous" (45). The reader is forced to 
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accept Bateman's interpretation as we have no objective viewpoint to confirm 

or counteract his bias. Bateman will often assume other people's thoughts 

and interpret tones to suit his argument: "She says it in a way that makes me 

think she's had sex with him" (23); "The question sounds sinister, but isn't" 

(271). In this instance we receive the information with Patrick's interpretation 

present in the form of negation, suggesting then denying, recalling 

Nabokov's Lolita. 

While Bateman does not come close to the linguistic seductiveness of 

Humbert Humbert, he is, in his own way, an insightful and occasionally 

poetic character-a characteristic overlooked by readers and critics alike. 

These often unacknowledged poetic tendencies take many varied forms. 

Known to write haikus (233), and love poems, (230), Patrick would like to 

consider himself artistic (14). Certainly some of his phrases stand out: 

"Silence. Arctic, frigid, utter silence" (302); "a long soulless pause" (249); 

"locked up in the rhythm of my insanity" (378); "My spine feels damp" (273). 

He will often use adjectives in a subtly humorous manner: "after a cold, tense 

brunch with Christie's corpse" (291). Sometimes he will succintly capture an 

image or an idea in a single word: "I walked away, my hands soaked with 

blood, uncaught" (300). Like Nabokov's "unraped" in Lolita, Ellis has used 

the concept of negation effectively through one word. Distancing himself 

from his body, he gives it a 'mind of its own': "body wired and ticking, coiled 

up ready, wanting to spring" (156). In a symbolist manner Bateman uses 

colours to analogise his relationship with Evelyn; summing up in a 

surprisingly accurate and poetic manner, their fundamentally different 
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viewpoints: "To Evelyn our relationship is yellow and blue, but to me it's a 

gray place, most of it blacked out" (343). For a character who purports to be 

all about surface, Patrick can be extraordinarily insightful, often in a thought

provokingly poetic manner: "I think about other things [ ... ] air, water, sky, 

time, a moment, a point somewhere when I wanted to show her everything 

beautiful in the world. I have no patience for revelations, for new beginnings, 

for events that take place beyond the realm of my immediate vision" (241). 

Bateman is preoccupied with words, maintaining a love-hate relationship 

with them throughout the text: "The word Arizona has a mysterious twinge to 

it and I say it again" (120); "Open the hood of the car and it will tell you 

something about the people who designed it, is just one of the many phrases I 

am tortured by" (390). Though he is quite self-conscious about his use of 

words ("[ ... ] I ask, carefully measuring each word" [94]; " ... I tell her, 

measuring each word carefully" [338]), he will often rr:ix them up: "'Milla 

Vanilla concert'/ [ ... ] 'Milla ... Vanilla,' I repeat slowly. / 'Milla ... Vanilla?' 

She asks uncomfortably. / 'Milla ... Vanilla,' I say" (257); "'I'll have a 

decapitated coffee also,' I say absently, before catching myself. 'I mean ... 

decaffeinated"' (372). Misunderstandings and word-plays will occur when he 

fails to hear the other person accurately: "This is You" / [ ... ] 'You? What?' / 

[ ... ] 'Hugh' / [ ... ] You, Hugh, Who, fades into the crowd" (56); "'Luis is a 

despicable twit' [ ... ] 'No, you idiot [ ... ] I said Is it a receptacle tip?"' (103); '"I'm 

into [ ... ] murders and executions mostly' [ ... ] 'mergers and acquisitions'" 

(206). These mis-communications represent, on a superficial level, the 

characters' inability to understand each other in any meaningful way. The 
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characters fail to connect at a personal level, misunderstanding each other as 

often as they misunderstand words. 

Throughout the text the reader can find examples of unusual and memorable 

similes: "he pauses, taking a bite out of his brioche, which looks like a sponge 

drenched in blood-his brioche looks like a big bloody sponge" (140). Like Alex, 

Patrick demonstrates a fascination with blood. Many of his poetic similes 

involve blood: 11it looks like a glassful of thin, watery blood" (19); "I want to 

drink this girl's blood as if it were champagne" (344); "the bullet splatters his 

head open, cracks it in half like a dark red watermelon against the 

windshield" (348-9). He describes his cold demeanour: 11my eyes white as ice" 

(370); "My chest feels like ice" (368). Bateman on various occasions uses very 

succinct analogies that present the reader with surprisingly vivid pictures of 

the women he describes: "like a spider, she accepted" (279); "I imagine her 

smelling clean, like tea [ ... ]" (379); "to me she looked like a big black ant" 

(337); "a thin web-like crack above the urinal's handle" (226). With insects a 

common theme in his similes, Patrick will occasionally astound the reader 

with his poetic descriptions of his psychotic hallucinations: 11The door closing 

sounds to me like a billion insects screaming, pounds of bacon sizzling, a vast 

emptiness" (277). This has the effect of drawing the reader into his 

hallucinations, as he attempts to make them as real for us as they are for him. 

"[M]y legs wobbly, astronaut-like" (277). This simile conjures a vaguely 

amusing image for the reader, who pictures him clumsily walking. Bateman's 

similes often involve black humour: "his head looks like a talking vagina and 
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it scares the bejesus out of me" (108); "trying to fuck you is like trying to 

French-kiss a very ... small and ... lively gerbil[ ... ] with braces" (125). 

The use of humour operates in various ways within the text of American 

Psycho, primarily to help make Bateman more attractive to the reader. 

Patrick's penchant for torture and cannibalism distresses the reader on many 

levels, yet we find ourselves attracted to his clever witticisms. Bateman is 

both articulate and clever, displaying a talent for summarising a situation, or 

a character in an amusing and apt manner-as seen through his use of similes. 

Often his frightening side and the violence of the novel are so excessive the 

descriptions can border on the comical. Heyler notes that Bateman seems to 

'act up' to his psychotic label at every chance he gets (730): "I start screaming 

like a banshee, moving across Fifty-eighth [ ... ] I tap dance, moaning [ ... ] 

before I move like a zombie towards Bloomingdale's" (179). The reader, while 

picturing these comical images, may also experience a little jealousy at 

Patrick's freedom. Invisible to the other characters, Patrick may behave as he 

wishes, indulging his every whim, whether it be murder or a song-and-dance 

number. 

Ellis also uses humour as a distancing device in the novel. While humour can 

bring us closer to Bateman it also works to distance us from his actions. "He 

is self-consciously frightening, and feels incredibly powerfut even invincible, 

due to his ability to distance himself from the action, yet still enjoy partaking 

of it, as a result of parodying himself" (Heyler 731). Bateman describes 

himself running down the street, "screaming like a banshee, my coat open, 
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flying out behind me like some kind of cape" (166). The suggestion of a 

superhuman element to Bateman occurs several times throughout the 

narrative: "[ ... ] squeezing my hand so tightly that I break the skin on the 

palm of my hand and the biceps of my left arm bulges then rips through the 

cloth of the linen Armani shirt I have on" (226). It gives an exaggerated 

comic-book quality to his self-perceptions which further destabilises his 

narrative's reality. He also displays superhuman strength when attacking 

Bethany: "effortlessly I'm leaping in front of her, blocking her escape" (245). 

This adds a sense of the unreal to the characterisation of Bateman and the 

narrative he recounts. 

Ellis' use of black humour is present throughout the novel. When Patrick 

disguises a used urinal cake in a Godiva box and has the waiter present it to 

Evelyn as a special dessert, the reader cringes, yet the absurdity of the 

situation elicits reluctant laughter. Patrick himself also experiences an 

unexpected contradictory response: "Even though I marveled at her eating 

that thing, it also makes me sad" (337). The grotesque comedy becomes 

reminiscent of burlesque (Heyler 733), as he tries to tempt a rat out of his 

toilet with "leek-goat-cheese-truffle pizza" (308), brie and a side salad: "The 

only cheese I have left in the apartment is a wedge of Brie [ ... ] and before 

leaving I place the entire slice-it's a large rat-along with a sun-dried tomato 

and a sprinkling of dill, delicately on the trap" (309). The explanatory aside to 

the reader, is not only humorous but includes us directly in the narrative. The 

humour approaches slapstick standards when Luis Carruthers mistakes 

Patrick's murderous grip for a sexual advance. "I storm out of the men's 
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room[ ... ] I smile at the maitre d' and after shaking his hand I make a run for 

the closing elevator but I'm too late and I cry out, pounding a fist against the 

doors, cursing" (160). We find it amusing that Patrick is so threatened by this 

unexpected turn of events. Bateman detachedly narrates the scene to us, 

describing his own facial expressions: "I shake my head to clear it and look 

back at Luis, who has this horrible love-struck grin plastered on his face, and 

I try to squeeze harder, my face twisted with exertion, but I can't do it, my 

hands won't tighten, and my arms, still stretched out, look ludicrous and 

useless in their fixed position" (159). Heyler notes the unusually visual 

element to the humour, which she states is "in keeping with the brutally 

graphic scenes of torture, and eventual death, where the killing is reduced to 

images" (732). The partially objective narrative also adds to the comic effect, 

as does the loss of control experienced by Patrick. 

Insulated Sensibilities 

In American Psycho, Ellis strategically uses distance in various ways, in order 

to manipulate the reader's response. Firstly Bateman creates distance between 

himself and his actions, and his victims. In viewing the world through a 

fatalistic lens, Patrick shuns responsibility, thus precluding the possibility of 

remorse. He treats his torturing and murdering as inevitable; he truly 

believes that he is destined to find his victims and to behave as he does 

(Brock 6-7). 

I'm hoping that she realises that this would have happened to her no matter what. 

That she would have ended up lying here, on the floor in my apartment[ ... ] no 



133 

matter what other choices she might have made; that if she had gone to Nell's or 

Indochine or Mars or Au Bare instead of M.K., if she had simply not taken the cab 

with me to the Upper West Side, that all this would have happened anyway. I would 

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

He does not question this doctrine, he simply accepts it as a given, because it 

makes it easier for him to continue torturing and killing. He states at the very 

end, "I am very proud that I have cold blood and that I can keep my nerve 

and do what I'm supposed to do" (399). Here Bateman is denying that he has 

any choice in his actions. If it is what he is "supposed to do" then he does it. If 

his actions are pre-destined as he would like to believe they are, then the 

responsibility is taken away from him and given to a higher power, fate. 

Bateman is consequently distanced from his actions and the concept of free 

will is called into question. He sees others as creating his destiny for him: "a 

feeling that others are creating my fate" (370); "She's making the decision 

about who I am" (378). This effectively enables Bateman to distance himself 

and absolve himself of responsibility from his actions. If others can be 

blamed, then Bateman cannot be held fully accountable. Ellis is encouraging 

the reader to look elsewhere in apportioning blame. Blaming fate also denies 

Bateman's human volition, making himself an automaton. In A Clockwork 

Orange Burgess denounces the anti-humanist psychological techniques of 

Behaviourism in support of the human subject. American Psycho seems 

therefore post-humanist, yet there is a perceptible nostalgia for a more freely 

human world, if only by negation. 
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First person narration also acts to distance the reader from the victims of the 

novel. Patrick Bateman stands between us and his victims, we see them 

through his eyes and our responses are affected accordingly. Our familiarity 

with the victim is dependent on the distance Bateman chooses to put between 

himself and the men and women he tortures and kills. Bateman acts to 

distance himself in several different ways. Brock points out that he 

dismembers his female victims to "reduce them to objects and playthings" 

(7). His female victims are usually known to the reader by a first name, 

though more often than not, the name is not real: "Christie takes a bath (I 

don't know her real name, I haven't asked, but I told her to respond only 

when I call her Christie)" (169-170). Bateman will also distance his victim by 

allowing her to remain anonymous: "On a Wednesday night another girl, 

who I meet at M.K. and I plan to torture and film. This one remains nameless 

to me" (326). 

Ellis will often go out of his way to inform the reader of the victim's response 

to Bateman's actions: "Fear, dread, confusion overwhelm her [ ... ]. I can 

imagine that my virtual absence of humanity fill her with mind-bending 

horror" (327). However, this is Bateman's interpretation of the girl's response. 

This tells the reader more about what is inside Patrick's head than hers: "she 

starts pleading, or at least she tries to, the adrenaline momentarily 

overpowering the pain. 'Patrick oh god stop it please oh god stop hurting 

me"' (245-6). The lack of capital letters and punctuation of any kind lends 

Bethany's pleading the quality of a monotone; expressionless. If we were to 

experience the situation from the victim's point of view, these events would 
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be more difficult, if not impossible to read. The reader is naturally drawn to 

empathise with the victim in this kind of situation as the innocent party 

wronged. 

In spite of infrequent pangs of guilt or notions of societal restraint, he is able 

to distance himself from his victims and in effect, absolve himself of any guilt 

(Brock 7): "though it does sporadically penetrate how unacceptable some of 

what I am doing actually is, I just remind myself that this thing, this girl, this 

meat, is nothing, is shit[ ... ] this thought momentarily calms me" (345). This 

partial admission of wrongdoing does not ring true with the reader; if he 

genuinely realised the extent to which it was unacceptable, a more extreme 

reaction would be expected. However, this statement demonstrates an 

obvious attempt to consciously distance himself from his victim. Bateman 

justifies his actions by convincing himself that she is worthless. 

Ellis uses detail as another distancing device in American Psycho, allowing the 

readers to protect themselves from the innumerable horrors contained within 

the text. The attention is exhaustive-the reader is assaulted with details of 

everything and everyone. This precision does more than establish the wealth 

of the characters and Bateman's obsessive tendencies; it also insulates the 

reader's sensibilities (Brock 7). Ellis uses simple language, allowing the reader 

easily to engage with the text, but his exhaustive use of detail also distances 

the reader. Ellis places homicide and torture on the same level as material 

products and lunches by using the same unexpressive monotone and mind

numbing detail to describe both. His similar treatment of murder and the 
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mundane therefore encourages the reader to respond in the same manner to 

both. Thus, exceedingly graphic episodes of violence become more dull than 

nauseating, and the reader tends to skim these passages in much the same 

way as we skim the brand names present in Bateman's apartment and his 

descriptions of what everyone he meets is wearing. Ellis' methodically cool 

style allows us to distance ourselves from the text, with the scenes of violence 

losing much of their shock value. The repetition and detail serve to protect 

and desensitise the reader and, consequently, make the violence bearable. 

Heyler also notes that the extremely explicit nature of Patrick's narrative 

removes any unknown elements and defuses much of the mystery of violent 

death. We are capable of becoming accustomed' to anything if it can be 

described, and hence imagined, in recognisable terms. "A glut of images can 

create apathy" (733). The more we are exposed to violence, the more apathetic 

and desensitised we become. In order to manipulate our responses, Ellis has 

Bateman distance himself from his victims and consequently the reader from 

the text. 

The body as other 

While Brock deals with these aspects of distancing very assuredly, he 

overlooks other ways in which Ellis uses the narrative strategy of distance in 

American Psycho. Patrick distances himself from his own body consistently 

throughout the text. Most obviously this type of distancing occurs in the 'cops 

and robbers' type chase that follows Bateman shooting a busker. Quite 

abruptly, Ellis changes the narration from _first person to third person, as 
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Nabokov does in Humbert's murder scene with Quilty, and then returns 

equally as suddenly. "Patrick tries to put the cab in reverse but nothing 

happens [ ... ] 'nice going Bateman' he mutters" (349). Patrick's name appears 

frequently throughout this passage as if to catch the attention of the 

daydreaming reader. The first person pronoun returns momentarily, "I have 

no idea what I've done to increase my chances of getting caught" (350), before 

reverting back to the use of the third person until he reaches the safety of his 

office (352). This use of the third person serves to highlight the madness of 

the moment rather than give an objective account of events. The narrative, in 

portraying his psychotic mind, ignores all formal grammatical rules, 

"ducking into the stairs, below, where? his senses blocked for the first time 

[ ... ]" (351). The reader is still inside Patrick's mind; we can still hear his 

thoughts and we stili have access to his feelings: "he feels the night accepts 

him" (351). The slip into third person still leaves the reader firmly within the 

mind of the narrator. 

Thoughout the text Patrick uses the phrase "I find myself", indicating not 

only a distance from his body, but also a sense of not being in control of it: "I 

find myself staring at Murphy's vintage owl cuffs with blue crystal eyes" 

(111). Here the reader has an outside view of Bateman's "crystal blue eyes" 

and we are also made aware of Patrick's attempt to dissociate himself from 

his actions and their consequences by implying that the mantle of control lies 

elsewhere: 111 find myself crouched in the doorway" (180); "I find myself 

guiding us" (262); "I find myself fighting for every breath" "I find myself 

shouting out" (259, 299); "We had to leave the Hamptons because I would 
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find myself standing over our bed [ ... ] with an icepick gripped in my fist, 

waiting for Evelyn to open her eyes" (282). 

Ellis also uses Patrick's ability to distance himself from his own body in order 

to make him appear less accountable for his actions. He achieves this by 

having Bateman describe his lack of control over his own body: "I think I'm 

nodding" (375). Bateman is not as in touch or in control of his body as he 

should be. He is separate from his body which seems to be acting on its own. 

This is emphasised for the reader by Bateman's reports of involuntary body 

movement: "my mouth is moving involuntarily[ ... ] and my eyes are blinking 

uncontrollably of their own accord. In the streetlamp's glare, my shadow is 

vividly cast on the wet pavement and I can see my gloved hands moving, 

alternately clutching themselves into fists, fingers stretching, ·wriggling" 

(163); "I don't think I can control myself" (214); "my jaw begins to clench, 

relax, clench, relax, involuntarily" (337); "I reach out for a moment to touch 

Mrs Wolfe's arm, to steady myself, but I stop it in midair, move it to my chest 

instead, but I can't feel it [ ... ] it rests there, trembling, and I can't make it 

stop" (370). His lack of control extends to his speech: "involuntarily, unable to 

control myself, ask "How's my hair?" (232), and his desire to kill: "I cannot 

seem to control myself, here in a room that contains a whole host of victims" 

(347). These murderous impulses are something that take him over-through 

no fault of his own-in fact he tries to resist them: "I fight the impulse to blow 

them away" (385). Often it happens quickly and unexpectedly: "In a matter of 

seconds, my rage quadruples" (332). More often than not, it succeeds in 

controlling him: "my sudden lack of care crests in a massive rage of fury and 
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I pull the knife out of my pocket and I stab him, quickly, in the neck" (298); 

"I'm having a difficult time containing my disordered self" (301). The reader 

is being led to believe that Patrick is as much a victim of himself as anybody 

is. He is in a constant struggle for control, which he never manages to 

achieve. Instead he looks to control others. Bateman's objectification of his 

female victims is very apparent in his encounters with them. His need to be 

in control is obvious: "I want you to call me king" (339). He is undoubtedly 

the one with the power: "I make Elizabeth lie on her back [ ... ] I push 

Christie's head down[ ... JI turn Elizabeth around and position her" (288). He 

treats them less as humans and more as puppets to be manipulated and 

controlled. 

Trangressions 

The concept of distance is a paradoxical one for Patrick. Boundaries are 

simultaneously something he wants to stay within and also to break away 

from. It is crucial to him that he appears to belong to the society in which he 

lives. He needs to wear the right clothes, be seen in the right places, with the 

right people. Right down to his deep pore cleansers and Italian mousses 

Patrick must maintain the perfect image. But underneath the surface, he 

trangresses societal boundaries in the most extreme and disturbing manner. 

Bateman's encounter with the real estate agent at Paul Owen's apartment is a 

significant moment for both him and the reader. Patrick's return to Paul 

Owen's apartment reveals society's distorted value system as the real estate 

agent covers up the carnage in the hopes of reletting the property. She is 
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suspicious about his identity, but makes no attempts to bring him to justice. 

"Don't make any trouble" (369) is her only offer. It would seem the reason 

she does not want trouble is that it would disrupt her attempts to re-let 

Owen's apartment. The revelation that others too are motivated and 

corrupted by their own agendas unsettles Patrick. He is disconcerted by the 

capacity of the 'other' to be as cold, ruthless, and determined as he is: "All 

frontiers, if there had ever been any, suddenly seem detachable and have 

been removed, a feeling that others are creating my fate will not leave me 

alone for the rest of the day" (370). Bateman relies on the fixed boundaries 

and identity of the 'other' to maintain a sense of his own identity. He needs 

them in order to define himself against. But the boundaries are not as 

concrete or fixed as Bateman would like. Through the real-estate agent he 

discovers that she is not so different from him. If he cannot identify himself 

against the likes of the real estate agent, then his boundaries become detached 

and free-floating, leaving him to imitate the self he wants to perpetuate. As 

Heyler observes, 11 [ s ]uch self parody is symptomatic of boundary fluctuation" 

(729). 

Patrick's realisation of the fractured, unstable and delicate nature of his own 

identity makes him feel intensely threatened by anybody who displays any 

sign of difference. He delights in taunting the homeless and never gives them 

money. If he were to help them back into mainstream society, Patrick would 

be denied the extremes that he is so keen to identify himself against. He is 

sure that if the beggars thrive then he will not (Heyler 738). He is also 

threatened by the Chinese drycleaners to whom he brings his blood-soaked 
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clothes (81-3). He must maintain a firm opposition to the 'other', but he fights 

a losing battle. People do not always behave in an expected manner, they are 

not whom they appear to be on the surface and as a consequence, defining 

yourself against them is a difficult if not impossible task: "Why are you 

constantly undermining my stability?" (336). As the reader understands that 

Patrick operates largely from fear, we begin to pity him; he is simply a 

grown-up version of a school-yard bully. 

It is also important to the reader that Patrick identify himself against the 

society in which he lives. Although Patrick is portrayed very much as a 

barbarian in a civilised society, the further the plot unfolds the more 

questionable the moral standards of the so-called civilised society become 

(Heyler 729). Like Alex in A Clockwork Orange, Patrick rebels against a 

morally ambiguous society. The ideals upheld by American society in the 

1980s-materialism, vanity, consumerism, status, and greed-are no longer as 

valued in today's society. Bateman's trangression against such a society, is in 

a way, to be admired by the reader. In a world of well-dressed, 

interchangeable drones, Bateman is unique. His secret life as a serial killer 

distinguishes him from those around him, and, if nothing else, makes him a 

little more interesting than everybody else. To become an accepting member 

of a society that prioritises money and materialism over human life is 

perhaps a greater evil than the crimes committed by Bateman. Patrick, as the 

novel's anti-hero, finds a way to transgress the boundaries of this amoral 

society, and perhaps instead of condemning him, we should be encouraging 

him. 
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A child of divorce 

Beneath the confident facade Bateman also has a fragile side; he is insecure 

enough to have his entire being shaken by an associate with a better business 

card than him. He starts it off, by showing everyone his card, expecting it to 

be the best. The letters have been done in Silian Rail and his choice of colour: 

bone. However everyone's cards are more impressive than Bateman's: 11I pick 

up Montgomery's card and actually finger it, for the sensation the card gives 

off to the pads of my fingers" ( 45). Long after everybody else has moved on, 

Patrick is still obsessing, with his anger growing: 11I'm still tranced out on 

Montgomery's card-the classy coloring, the thickness, the lettering, the 

print-and I suddenly raise a fist as if to strike out" (46). :tvluch iater, it i8 still 

bothering him, as his "voice wavers. I'm still thinking about Van Patten's 

card11 (50). While this may seem like a trivial moment in the novel to what 

Humbert Humbert might call his 'well-adjusted reader', it is indicative of 

Patrick's reliance on others' perceptions of himself. To have been beaten at a 

game he was so sure he would win devastates this unusually competitive 

man. Business cards symbolise status to Bateman, and the more status he is 

perceived to have, the more power he feels he has. This over-reaction draws 

the reader's attention to the level of insecurity operating in our narrator. 

It is crucial to Bateman that other people notice the effort he makes in hi8 

appearance:"[ ... ] wanting her to feel how rock hard, how halved my stomach 

is, and I flex the muscles so she can see how bronzed and defined my 
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abdomen has become" (23); "She[ ... ] grips my thigh, which I flex hard, and 

her hand lingers admiringly" (144); '"look at the profile of Bateman's. Totally 

Roman. And those lashes!' [ ... ] I play it cool, ignoring them" (207). His 

consistent self-consciousness indicates the extremity of his narcissistic self

absorption. He needs to be admired by all: "I want Helga to check my body 

out, notice my chest, see how fucking buff my abdominals have gotten since 

the last time I was here [ ... ] even though[ ... ] there's no way I'd ever fuck 

her" (114). The importance Patrick places on other's perceptions of himself 

indicates to the reader a significant insecurity in his character. 

While this fragile side is often overlooked by all but the perceptive reader, it 

is an important element of Bateman to acknowledge. While he appears to be a 

very confident and secure man, the reader should be alerted to what is a 

continuing theme in the novel; people on the surface are not always who they 

appear to be. This is an important side to acknowledge as it is easily 

connected to the reader. People will often over-compensate for hidden 

insecurities, some more noticeably than others. To be insecure is to be human. 

It is a universal leveller in people across the world. While Bateman is 

anything but open about his insecurities, the aware r~ader will read between 

the lines for what lies beneath the surface of this seemingly superficial 

character. Hidden in-jokes and throw-away lines, are clues to the character of 

Patrick Bateman. "Hey, I'm a child of divorce. Give me a break" (215). 

Though used facetiously, this may very well have affected Patrick even at a 

subconscious level and the placing it in the context of a joke serves only to 

draw attention to the seriousness of it. "I just want to be loved" (345). While 
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this may seem a little too cliched to be taken seriously by the reader, it is quite 

possible that this is exactly what Ellis wants us to do. To disregard it as 

Patrick's attempt to deflect the reader would be a mistake. While it may have 

been meant as a joke, its meaning is ambiguous enough for us to reinterpret it 

as a more serious statement. So the 'human' is being signalled in a novel 

which sticks to the surface and deals with a character seemingly utterly 

reflective of a post-humanist society. Such comments alert the reader to the 

fact that while we are in the head of our protagonist and privy to his private 

thoughts, he is still a mystery to us, a puzzle Ellis refuses to solve. He 

explicitly warns the reader who seeks meaning and reason behind the 

superficial character with whom they are presented: "as if she's searching for 

a rational analysis of who I am which of course, is an impossibility: there ... is 

... no ... key" (264) "My mask of sanity was a victim of impending slippage" 

(279). The reader is aware that Bateman is operating from behind a mask, and 

while this mask may be in danger of slipping, it never does. The reader never 

satisfactorily learns who the man behind the mask is. Humbert and Bateman 

complicate the reading of their texts with the use of figurative masks. Like 

Nabokov, Ellis employs the technique of positive negation with the phrase: 

"unmasked sarcasm" (285). The fact that he prefaces this moment of sarcasm 

with the word "umasked" suggests that the rest of the time, the mask is 

firmly in place. The more he tells us that he does not exist, that he is "simply 

not there", that he is nothing more than "illusory" (376), the more we seek to 

prove him wrong. Ellis presents us with moments of insight that suggest 

there is more depth to Patrick than he wants us to know. He revels in the idea 
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that he is nothing more than "an entity" (376) because this allows him a 

freedom seldom felt by those of us who are more tangible human beings. 

Ellis continues to present the reader with a ambiguous and contradictory 

narrator. On several occasions in the text Bateman will give the reader two 

reasons for a particular action, thought or feeling. 'Tm meeting Bethany for 

lunch [ ... ]. I'm still extremely nervous [ ... ]. It's either that I'm afraid of 

rejection [ ... ] or [ ... ] it could have something to do with this new Italian 

mousse I'm wearing" (230). It is obvious to the reader which of the two 

reasons is the more likely, but by positioning them side by side, Bateman 

allows the second reason to influence the first. He goes on to concentrate on 

the mousse, blaming it for his nerves: "[ ... ] wondering how my hair really 

1 • • 'd 1 T • 1 I 1 1 •• l 1 1 . I 1 ooks, anct suct en y 1 w1sn naa swncnea rnousses oecause since .1.ast saw 

my hair, seconds ago, it feels different, as if its shape was somehow altered on 

the walk from bar to table" (231). This fixation on the more superficial of the 

reasons amuses the reader who can see that it is more likely that his fear of 

rejection is what is causing his nerves. Nabokov uses the same strategy in 

Lolita, where the reader's attention is displaced to relatively minor details. "I 

decide this emptiness has, at least in part, some connection with the way I 

treated Evelyn at Bacardia the other night, though there is always the 

possibility it could just as easily have something to do with the tracking 

device on my VCR" (180). By comparing an emotional reason with a material 

product he, in effect, reduces the first reason to the superficial level of the 

second. He wants the reader to know that the first reason he gives does not 

resonate at any deep level with him and as such, is interchangeable with the 
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second reason. He dares the reader to look for meaning in the first reason as 

he clearly states there is none. But the mere presence of the reason suggests 

otherwise. This rhetorical strategy works in the same manner as negation 

does in Lolita. Bateman presents us with an idea and then negates it by 

attempting to reduce it to a superficial level, but this only serves to reinforce 

the first idea in the reader's mind. 

Something undefined 

As a dedicated follower of The Patty Winters Show, Patrick watches 

participants experience emotional outbursts, typical of talk shows. He 

believes television to be more real than life and it is through this medium that 

he attempts to comprehend people and their emotions: "In an attempt to 

understand these girls I am filming their deaths" (304). Unable to feel 

emotion in any real sense himself, he imitates what he sees on the television, 

producing counterfeit emotion in real life: "I've perfected my fake response to 

a degree where it's so natural sounding that no one notices" (156-7). He 

explicitly states: "I was simply imitating reality, a rough resemblance of a 

human being, with only a dim corner of my mind functioning" (282). Patrick 

has never experienced real emotion. He spends his energy "pretending to 

listen" (334): 

there wasn't a clear, identifiable emotion within me, except for greed and, possibly, 

total disgust. I had all the characteristics of a human being-flesh, blood, skin, 

hair-but my depersonalisation was so intense, had gone so deep, that the normal 



ability to feel compassion had been eradicated, the victim of a slow, purposeful 

erasure (282). 
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In frequent but fleeting moments throughout the text he comes tantalisingly 

close to a sense of an emotion which he struggles to identify: "I'm still 

longing for something deeper, something undefined" (163). Patrick can sense 

the need to experience depth in life but he is unable to name it. If he can 

identify the emotion he feels, he does not understand the reason behind it. 

Like all experiences unknown, it is frightening and Patrick shies away from 

investigating the catalyst behind the sadness and instead works to repress 

and rid himself of the emotion: "I feel very sad at this moment for some 

reason, listening to Armstrong, and a lump forms in my throat but I swallow 

[ ... ] and the emotion passesu (139). In this sense Patrick is a consumer of 

emotion. It is another superficial product that is superfluous to his life. He 

can feel and identify rage ("My rages at Harvard were less violent than the 

ones now" [241]) and even reasonably objectively note the escalation. 

However, anger is a superficial emotion which often masks other emotions 

such as hurt, sadness and fear. Therefore, Patrick is safe in acknowledging his 

experiences of anger as he does not reveal anything of himself to the reader. 

Bateman displays the same emotional response to killing as he does to 

shopping; he cries after his murderous chase with the police and he is on the 

verge of tears when he has not got a restaurant reservation, he describes in 

minute detail both his killings and his facial scrubs. He experiences extremes 

of emotions quite arbitrarily: "I'm on the verge of tears by the time we arrive 

at Pastels, since I'm positive we won't get seated, but the table is good and 



148 

relief that is almost tidal in scope [ ... ]" (39). He cries for all the wrong 

reasons, indicating a distorted value system. His world is morally limitless 

because there is no substance to himself or his environment from which to 

derive any moral framework. This is problematic for the reader who needs to 

ground their moral judgements within a stable moral framework. The 

boundaries Bateman transgresses are in a constant state of flux, causing right 

and wrong to be less black and white. 

Ellis also suggests a child-like quality to Patrick throughout the novel, in 

order to elicit the reader's sympathies. The juxtaposition of his vulnerable 

childishness and the extremity of his torture scenes places the reader in 

position of discomfort. We almost feel reluctant to blame him as he has 

simply never grown up. "At night I'd place a[ ... ] sconce[ ... ] over Evelyn's 

head[ ... ] though I laughed at this [ ... ] soon it made me sad and I stopped" 

(281). Why does it make him sad? Like a child, Patrick cannot explain his 

reasons, simply because he lack the self-awareness to do so. Sadness is a 

similarly child-like emotion, allowing Patrick to seem more vulnerable than 

we would like him to be. "For a moment I think I am going to cry; my chin 

trembles and I can't swallow" (98). In this childlike description of Bateman, 

Ellis wants the reader to see Patrick as innocent and vulnerable. Many times 

throughout the text Patrick associates himself with innocence: "I say 

innocently" (287); "I ask innocently" (216); "as if innocent" (348); and finally 

he explicitly states: "I'm innocent" (393). Like a child, he experiences 

emotions arbitrarily, with the extremity of the emotion often not matching the 

cause. "'I just want to ... ' [ ... ] through all the baby talk [ ... ] 'keep the game 
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going"' (394). He sees his actions as a game, with no consequences. His life is 

not real: "I feel naked, suddenly tiny" (392). Bateman's lack of empathy can 

also been seen as a childlike quality. Children, in the primary stage of 

narcissism, lack the ability to step outside themselves in order to understand 

another's point of view. Like a child, Patrick stays within himself and his 

complete inability to empathise allows him the freedom to act the way he 

does. From Whitney Houston's song, "The Greatest Love of All" Patrick 

extracts this somewhat misguided message: "Since it's impossible in the 

world we live in to empathise with others, we can always empathise with 

ourselves" (254). 

Patrick expresses a desire to conform that is both adolescent and empathetic. 

"I ... want ... to ... fit ... in" (237). With this statement he reveals a basic human 

need to feel accepted and included which most people at some stage and to 

some degree have also experienced. "I pretend not to acknowledge her 

presence, though I'm not sure why, since I'm kind of lonely." Here Patrick in 

an uncommonly self-aware statement recognises an action and acknowledges 

an emotion, and though he sees a disparity between the two, he cannot 

provide a reason. Typically he frustrates the reader's expectations by 

choosing not to pursue this statement which would possibly lead to further 

insight of his character for the reader: '"My need to engage in ... homicidal 

behaviour on a massive scale cannot be, um, corrected ... But I ... have no 

other way to express my blocked ... needs.' rm surprised at how emotional 

this admission makes me, and it wears me down; I feel light-headed" (338). 

Patrick's physical response indicates his unfamiliarity with real emotion. The 
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pauses and 'um' show his difficulty in verbally expressing his thoughts. 

Bateman's verbal blocks contrast Humbert's verbal articulation. Nabokov's 

protagonist never appears to have difficulty expressing himself, suggesting 

that perhaps Humbert never expresses sincere emotion. 

Surface, surface, surface 

Patrick's interaction with his secretary Jean holds the most promise for 

change. "moved, no, touched by her ignorance of evil" (379) Patrick sees 

potential in Jean that he has experienced with no one else in his life: 

I might have the capacity to accept, though not return, her love. I wonder if even 

now, right here in Nowheres, she can see the darkening clouds behind my eyes 

lifting. And though the coldness I have always felt leaves me, the numbness doesn't 

and probably never will. This relationship will probably lead to nothing ... this 

didn't change anything (379). 

In this uncharacteristically poetical manner Patrick both lifts the reader's 

hopes and dashes them within the same breath. He is experiencing a 

fundamental change; the "coldness" that he has lived with gone, but he finds 

himself still unable to feel anything. His instinctive reaction to this is to shut 

down, pre-emptively to admit failure without giving himself a chance to 

grow and change. However, closely following this pessimistic forecast, he 

states: "It's really weird and I'm experiencing a spontaneous kind of internal 

sensation, I feel I'm moving towards as well as away from something, and 

anything is possible" (380). For the first time the reader sees Patrick in a 

situation where he is not in complete control of himself. Sensations are 
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spontaneously making themselves felt, whether he likes it or not. While he 

still cannot identify the sensation, he has a sense of movement, which is again 

vague, but hopeful. "[A]nything is possible" is an ambiguous statement in an 

ambiguous context, but the expectation of the optimistic reader is that it is 

positive. However Ellis, in setting up the reader, frustrates our expectations 

one last time. Patrick finishes the novel asking the same question the reader 

has been trying to establish an answer to all along: "Why?" Patrick's answer is 

simple and typically superficial. "I'm twenty-seven for Christ sakes and this 

is, uh, how life presents itself[ ... ] anywhere, at the end of the century and how 

people, you know, me, behave, and this is what being Patrick means to me" 

(399). This has curious parallels with the ending of A Clockwork Orange, and 

the age of Alex. Is Ellis using Bateman's age as a possible reason for his 

behaviour? After carefully building up false hope in the reader, Ellis presents 

us with a very unsatisfactory answer to our question. But should we accept 

this at face value? Should we be asking a different question? American Psycho 

leaves its readers with more questions than answers, more uncertainty than 

stability and more self-doubt than self-assurance. 

This was what I could understand, this was how I lived my life, what I constructed 

my world around, how I dealt with the tangible. This was the geography around 

which my reality revolved: it did not occur to me, ever, that people were good or that 

a man was capable of change or that the world could be a better place through one's 

taking pleasure in a feeling or a look or a gesture, of receiving another person's love 

or kindness. Nothing was affirmative, the term "generosity of spirit" applied to 

nothing, was a cliche, was some kind of bad joke. Sex is mathematics. Individuality 

no longer an issue. What does intelligence signify? Define reason. Desire-
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-meaningless. Intellect is not a cure. Justice is dead. Fear, recrimination, innocence, 

sympathy, guilt, waste, failure, grief, were things, emotions, that no one really felt 

anymore. Reflection is useless, the world is senseless. Evil is its only permanence. 

God is not alive. Love cannot be trusted. Surface, surface, surface was all that anyone 

found meaning in ... this is civilisation as I saw it, colossal and jagged ... (375). 

This is a very bitter, cynical and pessimistic view of civilisation. It is a world 

in which moral judgements have become unsupportable. It is the view of a 

man who has been hurt. This is certainly not the surface of Patrick Bateman; 

his words bely his meaning, which he wants the reader to find-beneath his 

surface. It is difficult to reconcile this Patrick with the man who takes so 

much enjoyment out of torturing a small dog to death. He has never 

experienced a trustworthy love, no one has demonstrated 'generosity of 

spirit' towards him. He is the product of his upbringing and the society in 

which he lives. This kind of insight is overshadowed by many who only see 

(and with good reason) the surface of Patrick Bateman; the serial killer, the 

man consumed with appearance. When he tells the reader "appearances can 

be deceiving" (376) he is not referring simply to the fact that he maintains a 

secret life as a murderer, but he is telling the reader to look further, to look 

beyond that which is still surface. Beneath the superficial, there is meaning to 

be found, despite statements to the contrary. There is more to Patrick 

Bateman than most people would care to acknowledge. It is easier to see him 

as a soulless psychopath, but passages like this suggest otherwise. 

Patrick's definition of life is equally cynical and hopeless: "It's an isolation 

ward that serves only to expose my own severely impaired capacity to feel. I 
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am at its centre, out of season, and no one ever asks me for any identification" 

(343). For a person who professes to be all about surface, this is unusually 

insightful. Acknowledging his inability to experience any real emotion, the 

reader is invited to sense the loneliness that accompanies this statement. No 

one asks him for identification, proof of who he is, because no one cares. 

Wearing shorts and a singlet when everybody else hurries past in winter 

coats and scarves, Patrick is, ironically, despite his best efforts, unable to fit 

into his life. Lost in his "own private maze" (342) he is both alone and unable 

to find his way. No one but the reader has any access to this part of Patrick. 

We are the only ones to hear these thoughts and understand the extent to 

which he does not fit into a society whose values we have come to see as 

wrong. He feels as though he does not really exist, he has an awareness that 

. . . t 1 ' . /IT . l t , Ll . r ] T .i-h" people do not ru y see mm. 1 am a g 1.0s wt liS rnan L··· • .l mn someu 1ng 

unreal, something not quite tangible" (71). 

I am simply not there. It is hard for me to make sense on any given level. Myself is 

fabricated, an aberration. I am a noncontingent human being. My personality is 

sketchy and unformed, my heartlessness goes deep and is persistent. My conscience, 

my pity, my hopes disappeared a long time ago[ ... ] 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 towards it, I have now surpassed. I still, though, hold onto one single 

bleak truth: no one is safe, nothing is redeemed. Yet I am blameless. Each model of 

human behaviour must be assumed to have some validity. Is evil something you are? 

Or is it something you do? My pain is constant and sharp and I do not hope for a 

better world for anyone. In fact I want my pain to be inflicted on others. I want no 
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one to escape. But even after admitting this-and I have, countless times, in just about 

every act I've committed-and coming face-to-face with these truths, there is no 

catharsis. I gain no deeper knowledge about myself, no new understanding can be 

extracted from my telling. There has been no reason for me to tell you any of this. 

This confession has meant nothing ... (377). 

This passage brings into question the reliability of the narrator. One of the 

possible meanings of 'aberration' is a "departure from the truth" (Sinclair). 

He gains no deeper knowledge about himself because he chooses not to. But 

the reader also has this choice. What do we gain from his confession? It may 

mean nothing to him, but as readers we can extract meaning if we choose to 

do so and consequently bring reason, meaning and depth to his story. In this 

way American Psycho is a modernist novel which describes the postmodern 

condition. In directly addressing the reader in this passage, Patrick is inviting 

us to be active participants, to answer his questions, to come to a new 

understanding that he cannot. The questions he poses to the reader are 

fundamental to the text and our response to Patrick: "Is evil something you 

are? Or is it something you do?" Is Bateman an evil person or does he just do 

evil things? How do we judge this when the criteria for establishing evil (our 

moral codes) seems to constantly changing? Equally, we could ask, was 

Patrick born evil or is this something he became as a result of the society in 

which he lived? These are impossible questions to answer with any certainty 

as we do not have all the information; Patrick Bateman remains a mystery. It 

would be easier to answer these questions if we had an understanding of his 

motivations, his reasons for committing these undeniably evil acts. Yet all we 

know is that he was a child of divorce and felt he had never experienced 
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trustworthy love. Is society to blame for the creation of Patrick? To what 

extent? He is the worst-case-scenario from a society that valued greed, 

monetary gain, selfishness and materialism. He is a hyperbole; an 

exaggerated extreme of the norm. At the end the reader is still not sure 

what-if anything-is inside Patrick Bateman. 

Ellis, in writing American Psycho, intended to challenge the complacency of 

the reader. The ambivalent feelings in the reader are deliberately provoked; 

everything is subjective, nothing is certain. As the boundaries between the 

real and the unreal become blurred, our perceptions of what we identify 

ourselves against become less defined. In Patrick's interaction with the 'other' 

he learns that the boundaries separating them are not fixed, but free-floating. 

Similarly the reader wishes to identify against Patrick but upon discovering 

hidden, denied, levels to his character, we find ourselves more able to 

respond to him, than we would have thought possible of a psychopath. 

Therefore, our feelings towards him at the end of the novel are uncertain, our 

questions are left unanswered and our 'correct response' interrupted. We 

finish the novel with the same sense of unease that has been present 

throughout the reading process. What we thought was the unreal creation of 

an impossible monster becomes more realistic as the novel progresses. When 

Bateman states, "I tried really hard to make things work" (280) with Evelyn, 

the reader wants to believe him, wants things to work between them, wants 

to see Patrick redeemed. But Patrick is not redeemed, nor is he caught or 

punished. Ellis has brought this creation to life but will never put him to rest. 

Even now that monster is loose in the hearts and minds of the readers 
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(Apllegate 11). Patrick personifies the infrequently acknowledged dark side 

in everyone: he is the devil inside all of us. What makes this novel so 

shocking is not so much the graphic depictions of violence and torture but the 

possibility that we all contain the potential for such evil. The destabilisation 

of our moral boundaries affects our definition of what constitutes evil. The 

only difference between Patrick Bateman and those who become complicit 

with him in the morally disruptive experience of re~ding this text is that he 

enacts what merely lies dormant within us. This breaks down the barriers 

erected by the reader, against the acknowledgement of moral absence, 

depthlessness and the meaninglessness of depravity. Moreover, the reader 

senses a hidden humanity-a sense of beauty-in Patrick which further 

complicates the reading process. Beneath the surface of this novel, the reader 

finds a lingering, barely perceptible, longing for recognition in a world of 

fallen human beings. 



157 

CONCLUSION 

Incest, murder, rape-Lolita, A Clockwork Orange and American Psycho are 

more than just novels containing abhorrent and disturbing material. They 

assault their readers with transgressions of fundamental social norms while 

simultaneously eliciting a sense of empathy and complicity with the 

protagonist and his actions. This manipulation of the reader is achieved 

through various deceptively persuasive rhetorical techniques. And while 

positions are not necessarily changed, the reader's habitual patterns of 

judgements are interrogated and moral responses complicated. Therefore the 

purpose of the three novels is not simply to shock the reader, but rather, to 

force us to question our moral assumptions and consequently widen the 

perspectives from which we judge. 

Nabokov, Burgess and Ellis present their readers with protagonists whose 

actions are fundamentally repugnant. The reader consequently makes an 

initial judgement about this character, their actions and the situation, and 

gives an expected response. Once the grossly-flawed protagonists have been 

established and a response is elicited from the reader, the authors then work 

consistently throughout their respective novels, to destabilise and undermine 

the reader's initial response. This results in a complicating and extending of 

our patterns of judgement, as we are forced to become aware of the processes 

by which we arrive at conclusions concerning the characters and issues 

within the novels. The authors achieve this subversive manipulation of the 

reader through the use of various rhetorical techniques and narrative 
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strategies. While the techniques, devices and strategies, and the extent to 

which they manipulate the response of the reader vary between authors, all 

three writers are working to achieve the same goal; to make their 

transgressive protagonist empathetic so as to destabilise the pre-conceived 

judgements that the reader brings to the novel. The purpose of this 

destabilisation is to test how the reader's ideals of truth and beauty relate to 

our moral actions; to consider whether art has a moral being, to contest the 

values of contemporary society, and to insist on a fashionable understanding 

of the human. 

Humbert Humbert, Alex and Patrick Bateman narrate their own stories. The 

reader views the events of the narrative through the eyes of these characters. 

In doing so, we gain insight into the minds of characters who transgress not 

only social norms that fluctuate in the abhorrence they cause, but 

transgressive acts of a universal status. We witness their deeds from their 

perspective, share their thoughts and hear their self-justifications. This gives 

the reader an automatic sense of complicity with the protagonists, not in the 

sense that we condone their behaviour, but an awareness of their 

actions-knowledge of the crime-means we become metaphorical accomplices 

to their deeds. Our imagination helps create these characters, thus we are 

partially responsible, at some fictional level, for them and their actions. The 

reader's degree of complicity varies with the different protagonists, but is 

nevetheless present in all three situations. The inherently biased viewpoint of 

first person narration means the protagonists also control the information we 

receive and the presentation of that information. We are limited in what we 



159 

can extract from the narrative. The lack of an objective, authoritative voice 

forces us vigilantly and self-consciously to monitor what we read, using our 

discretion to decide what we must trust and what we must doubt. We must 

be aware of the hidden and not-so-hidden agendas of our narrators (and our 

authors) and how this effects the manner in which they narrate their tales. 

Humbert is constructing for himself a defence from his prison cell and as a 

consequence the narration of his tale is geared towards a 'not guilty' verdict. 

Burgess' authorial agenda permeates A Clockwork Orange, with the likeablility 

of Alex a necessary tool used to persuade the reader to agree with Burgess. 

The presentation of other characters in the novels is also controlled by the 

narrator and subject to a filtering system by the very nature of first person 

narration. We are unable to access Lolita's thoughts and this prevents us from 

empathising with her, which would be the natural response to the situation. 

Patrick's conscious objectification of his female victims means they are twice 

the distance from the reader, and so the possibility of us relating to them 

becomes less and less likely. 

The authors emphasise this inherently flawed narrative method by using 

obviously unreliable and even mentally unstable narrators, who often report 

their stories from memory. Humbert describes himself as a "murderer with a 

sensational but incomplete and unorthodox memory" (217), Patrick questions 

the reality of his narrative when he asks "am I dreaming this?" (262) and 

Humbert similarly alerts the reader to the constructed nature of his narrative: 

"What I present here is what I remember" (68). The ambiguous identities of 

these two protagonists not only enhance the fallibility of their narratives but 

also draw our attention to the unknowability of their characters. Humbert 

Humbert is a self-confessed pseudonym and the interchangability of Patrick 
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with other characters lends itself to the idea that appearances can be 

deceiving and that what lies beneath the surface of a person contains 

unknowable elements. This concept is symbolised by the use of masks in all 

three texts. Humbert and Patrick refer to figurative masks of sanity that must 

remain unlifted, while Alex and his droogs use real "maskies" (12) when they 

commit their crimes. The style of first person narration further limits the 

extent to which we can claim to 'know' our narrator, as we are unable to 

reference any information we are given against another viewpoint. In fact, 

Ellis uses other characters' limited perspectives deliberately to confuse the 

reader by presenting contradictory information and opinion, consequently 

destabilising our sense of certainty. As none of the novels offers the reader an 

objective omniscient perspective, the reader is forced to become pro-active in 

interpreting information gathered from elsewhere in each novel. Moreover, 

any meaning derived from these interpretations is entirely subjective and 

individually decided by the reader, therefore no one meaning or 

interpretation can be applied universally to any one text. As a consequence, 

the reader has the power to decide for him or herself what to extract from the 

text and what to disregard. But the reader is also manipulated, duped and 

confused by the rhetorical techniques and strategies, with information 

withheld and sympathy misdirected. 

All three characters, to various degrees, demonstrate an inclination toward 

the artistic. Humbert, throughout Lolita, refers to himself as a poet, a man of 

great culture and artistic sensibilities. Bateman, too, is a writer of poems, and 

a man of impeccable taste The word 'artist' italicised in the text works to alert 

the reader to Patrick's desire to be thought of as such. Alex displays his 

artistic appreciation through his love of classical music and adoration of the 
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classical composers. He also expresses an awareness of a balletic quality to 

the violence of the novel. All three texts explore the mixture of elements 

within the human-the sense of beauty and the capacity for evil. Beauty and 

violence in the novels are not written as opposites, but part of a single 

continum, inseparable from each other. This idea is most clearly 

demonstrated by Burgess when Alex's love of music is taken away when he is 

'cured' of his love of violence. The beauty of music is the redernptive part of 

Alex. The aesthetic/ moral dilemma permeates the entire text of Lolita. 

Humbert's evil stems from a corruption of beauty not the pursuit of it. The 

poetically seductive style of narration, with its false sense of beauty, works to 

counteract the moral repugnance of the reader. American Psycho explores the 

concept of beauty as an inherent element in evil. The superficial beauty that 

so consumes Patrick's mind hides the beast inside him. The modernist notion 

of the artist as the sole seer of truth in society, as an outsider in society, is 

significant to these three novels. Humbert, Alex and Bateman can all be seen 

as Modernist (anti)heroes in this respect. They remain outside their respective 

societies, possessing insights shared by no other. While these protagonists are 

not endorsed by their authors, except perhaps for A Clockwork Orange, they 

nevertheless retain attractive qualities for the reader. For these characters, 

though they transgress moral boundaries freely, all share the redeeming 

qualities of intelligence, perceptiveness and insightfulness. They are unique, 

distinctive, special. They will often surprise the reader with moments of 

insight where they touch upon the novel's theme or accurately summarise a 

situation or character. 

The three protagonists share a childlike quality, given to them by their 

authors in order to manipulate the reader's sympathies. However, Nabokov, 
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Burgess and Ellis all use different strategies to achieve this childlike element 

in their transgressive narrators. Humbert's use of the third person enables 

him to appear childlike. Patrick's difficulty in expressing emotion and 

establishing a reason for the emotion is childlike, as is his inability to 

empathise. His need to conform, and 'fit in', is also reminiscent of 

adolescence. Alex, the youngest of the narrators, makes use of infantilisms to 

portray a convincingly childish quality. Furthermore, Burgess extends this 

. technique to include obtuse narration for part of the novel. The use of obtuse 

narration marks the point in A Clockwork Orange when Alex ceases to be the 

victimiser and starts to become the victim. The double role of victim and 

victimiser is one played by all of the narrators. Alex, criminal, violent abuser 

and sex offender, becomes a victim of the State when they use him to trial the 

Ludivico Technique; Humbert, paedophile, is the victim of a greater 

power-love; and Patrick, torturer and murderer, is a victim of the 

materialistic trends perpetuated by American society in the 1980s. To have 

the victimiser also the victim blurs the issue of accountability in the mind of 

the reader. The combination of a childlike victim works to extract sympathy 

from even the most reluctant reader. The ability to feel pity for these 

characters is a crucial response, as it will often diffuse any anger the reader 

may feel towards them. 

Humbert, Bateman and Alex are three physically attractive characters. 

Humbert and Patrick exaggerate their attractiveness in a comical style, 

comparing themselves to movie actors and the like. Alex refers to himself as 

the reader's "handsome young Narrator" (55). The humorous presentation of 

their self-obsession downplays the vanity and arrogance that would 

otherwise alienate the reader. Both Alex and Bateman wear only the latest 
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fashions, closely following societal trends. It is necessary for these characters 

be beautiful, as this makes them more appealing-if only on a superficial 

level-to the reader. While their attractiveness may simply be a figment of 

their self-obsessed imaginations, these protagonists' thoughts are in many 

ways reality for the reader, so whether or not they truly are as attractive as 

they believe is irrelevant. To have protagonists who are physically attractive 

makes the authors' job of convincing the reader of other attractive elements a 

little easier. Each of the narrators is distinctly appealing in his own individual 

way. Humbert's linguistic prowess seduces the reader on an aesthetic level, 

while Alex and Patrick "heroically" rebel against morally bankrupt societies. 

However, the juxtaposition of this attractiveness with their wantonly evil 

actions causes uncomfortable and ambiguous feelings within the reader, as 

we are faced with the difficult task of reconciling the disparities present in the 

narrators' character. 

The three novelists deal with the dilemma of what it means to be human. 

They seduce the reader into the mind of a character who exhibits behaviour 

that excludes what we would like to believe is within human capabilities. 

Furthermore, we are presented with aspects of their character that we are able 

to relate to and understand. This uncomfortably extends the range of what 

we define as human, consequently unsettling our expectations and disrupting 

our ability to make simplistic and concrete judgements. We must include 

ourselves in this definition of a human being, thus allowing for the possibility 

that we, too, are capable of such transgressive behaviour, at least by 

imaginative extension. While we are reluctant to empathise, at any level, with 

these protagonists, the failure to do so results in a far greater evil. For it is the 

inability of Humbert, Alex and Patrick to empathise-to imaginatively enter 
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into the worlds of their victims-that allows them to act as they do. If we are 

unable to empathise with our narrators, this increases our potential to commit 

the same sins. Frederick Montgomery, the narrator of John Banville's The Book 

of Evidence warns his readers of this same danger: 

This is the worst, the essential sin, I think, the one for which there will be no 

forgiveness: that I never imagined her vividly enough, that I never made her be there 

sufficiently, that I did not make her live. Yes, that failure of my imagination is my 

real crime, the one that made the others possible (215). 

If we fail to imagine Humbert, Alex or Patrick, our lack of empathy works 

only to bring us closer to them. Ironically, in our desire to distance ourselves 

from these transgressive literary monsters, we become more like them. We 

must allow our narrators to "be there sufficiently" in the text and in our 

imaginations, we must, at some level attempt to empathise with even the 

most abhorrent creatures, or we run the risk of allowing their crimes to 

become possible. 

Obvious defensive strategies have been built into the narratives of the three 

texts. Humbert attempts to defend his actions with cultural relativism and 

social justification. He also admits wrongdoing on his part towards the ends 

of Lolita. The construction of the form of A Clockwork Orange allows Alex's 

punishment to appear far worse than the crime. As Burgess strongly argues 

through the prison chaplain, the right to choose, regardless of whether that 

choice is to do evil, is far better than no choice at all. Bateman defends himself 

by placing his actions in the hands of 'fate'. Whether or not to commit evil is 

not his choice to make, he simply does what he is supposed to do. These 

obviously stated defences, however, are less than convincing to the unwilling 
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reader. Knowing this, the authors have incorporated more subtle linguistic 

tricks into their narrative. 

Language is treated in various manners by the three authors. The expression 

of the subject matter in these novels is crucial in the effect it has on the reader. 

N.:1bokov bestows upon his narrator the ability to cloak his paedophilic 

desires in arguably the most poetic language possible. Humbert's language is 

both captivating and empty, full of intelligence and verbal ingenuity, but also 

inflated. Though we may choose to resist Humbert, his turns of phrase, 

choice of words, and love of the poetic seduces the reader who cannot help 

but be charmed by this atttractively persuasive rhetorician. Within his 

language, the reader will find elaborate puns and clever word-plays, 

ingenious similes and metaphors, poetic use of assonance, alliteration and 

personification, archaic words, foreign words and colloquialisms that 

demonstrate the flexible and competent use of the demotic and hieratic 

registers. The complex use of such rhetorical devices as negation throughout 

the text requires the reader to search for the implied meaning: that which the 

words deny. 

The invention of nadsat by Burgess allows him the ability to manipulate the 

response of the reader through the guise of a foreign language. The 'talk of 

teenagers', amalgamated from such diverse sources as Russian and British 

cockney slang, has resulted in the use of a vernacular that both alienates the 

reader and furthers our sense of complicity with the narrator. Nadsat 

mediates the violence of the novel, forcing the reader to decode this invented 

language in order to understand the events portrayed. However, once the 

reader has broken the code, we become automatically aligned with Alex. We 
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understand the talk of the teenagers when other characters do not. Nadsat, 

like the language of Lolita, incorporates puns, alliteration, and old English. 

Verbal nuances have been carefully considered by Burgess who chooses 

words often for their onomatopoeic effectiveness. 

Unlike Nabokov and Burgess, Ellis uses language without artifice. His 

protagonist does not speak in an invented vernacular or in a poetic, mandarin 

tone. Instead, the reader is presented with the violence in a deliberately 

simplistic style. The words are straightforward and the sentence structures 

uncomplicated. The graphic nature of the scenes of violence is consciously 

unmediated by complex linguistic devices and rhetorical techniques. 

However, the reader is still able to find poetic elements of rhetoric 

throughout the text. Bateman has a talent for unusual similes that evoke 

powerful images with few words. The expression of poetic phrases and ideas 

can also be extracted from the narrative as can personification, word-plays 

and-like Lolita -the use of negation. The presence of frequently italicised 

words both adds to the verbal dimension of the text and alludes to secondary 

meanings that the knowing and attentive reader will understand. 

Humbert, Bateman and Alex all address the reader in their narratives. They 

speak to us directly and frequently, pulling us into their stories, often at times 

against our will. In A Clockwork Orange the reader is addressed with the 

second person pronoun "you". We are called Alex's "brothers" and "only 

friends". This type of address overtly guides the reader's sympathies. Patrick 

Bateman addresses his readers with questions and explanatory asides. The 

reader takes the most active role in Lolita, which contains a most complex set 

of direct addresses. Unlike the other two narrators, Humbert addresses us as 
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different characters in his text, fictionalising us and drawing us into his 

narrative. We are alternatively the foolish reader or the unbiased reader 

according to the point being made. Our imposed role as jury members is 

problematic in that it requires us to judge Humbert and consequently judge 

the part of ourselves that relates to him. At times we are even referred to as 

Lolita, ironically, as she could not be further removed from the reader. 

Forcing us to participate in the text compromises our objectivity as we 

become interwoven into the fabric of the narrative. Through the use of 

rhetorical devices and narrative strategies, the reader becomes an active agent 

in the reading process. Addressed directly in the narratives we read, we 

participate in the fiction, turning the passive act of reading into an interactive 

activity. It is our responsibility to establish and extract meaning from the 

texts. 

Nabokov, Burgess and Ellis use various narrative strategies to manipulate the 

response of their readers. Through their use of rhetorical devices the authors 

control the distance between the reader and the protagonist. The treatment of 

distance in all three novels is crucial to understanding the complex 

relationship between author, narrator and reader. We are frustrated by the 

realisation that it is the author who ultimately controls this relationship. As 

readers, we expect to maintain a certain amount of artistic distance from the 

narrator, particularly a narrator who so profoundly transgresses fundamental 

moral codes. However, first person narration places the reader in an 

inherently intimate relationship with the protagonist. As we enter the minds 

of Humbert, Alex and Bateman, we enter imaginatively into their fictional 

worlds. This narrative style bridges the initial gap between reader and 

protagonist and allows us to enter into the mental universe of a seeming 
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monster with relative freedom. However, other narrative strategies and 

rhetorical techniques work in a more complex manner, simultaneously 

alienating us and bringing us closer to the narrator. The use of nadsat in A 

Clockwork Orange does precisely this. The foreign language distances and 

insulates us from the violence it describes while concurrently drawing us 

closer to the speaker of this language. Once we have decoded the vernacular, 

we too become speakers of nadsat, and as a consequence play the role of 

Alex's 'brother' more convincingly. Similarly, the poetic rhetoric of Lolita 

cloaks the base desires of a paedophile in a charmingly seductive and 

persuasive manner, distracting the reader from the horror of the 'reality'. The 

explicitly detailed descriptions of abhorrent scenes of violence in American 

Psycho allow the reader to gain a more intimate knowledge of the events of 

the text and at the same time the obsessive attention to detail protects and 

desensitises the reader. Ellis' use of detail places murder and manicures on 

the same level and this encourages the reader to respond to both in the same 

manner. 

At the risk of disregarding Humbert's warning not to psychoanalyse the 

narrator, we cannot help but notice that Bateman displays obvious control 

issues, coupled with an inability to trust, and a fear of the 'other'. He 

therefore seeks to control himself (unsuccessfully), other characters, and the 

'truth' of his 'reality'. Indeed, all three novels deal with the issue of power 

and control. In A Clockwork Orange Alex's control is taken away from him by 

the State when he undergoes the Ludivico Treatment and finds himself no 

longer able to choose between good and evil. The State's absolute power is 

seen by the reader as destructive, turning Alex into a victim. In Lolita, 

Humbert struggles to control his nymphetic obsession, and as Lolita's 
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'stepfather' and 'caregiver', he holds power over her too. Humbert, Alex and 

Bateman also control the narrative and to an extent the reader's perceptions 

of the characters with whom they interact. Their role as narrator places them 

in a powerful position, deciding what to include and what to exclude from 

their story. 

Humour is an effective manipulative tool used by all three authors in various 

styles. The old adage that humour can be found in the most appalling 

situations is made true by the novelists, who present us with abhorrent 

characters and immoral situations and then make us laugh. This unexpected 

response stops us short in our reading as we chastise ourselves for not taking 

the situation as seriously as we ought. However, we must admire the author 

who can elicit such a response from what are often reluctant readers. The 

reader's ability to laugh at or with the narrator is crucial for the author 

because shared humour establishes a bond. Music is also a tool which is 

powerfully used by both Burgess and Ellis. In A Clockwork Orange, music is 

representative of high art, a sign of humanity in a character who behaves in a 

violently inhumane manner. Alex's artistic appreciation is valued by the 

reader, and this places us in a difficult position when Burgess demonstrates 

the inseparability of art and violence. Music in American Psycho, on the other 

hand, signifies the superficiality, obsessiveness and conformism of the 

protagonist. The commercial pop music highlights the negative aspects of 

Bateman's character as opposed to the classical music of Beethoven which 

emphasised Alex's positive qualities. 

It is easy for the reader to accept that evil people can do evil things, if we 

place them outside the realm of the human. These novels, however, present 
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us with characters who appear evil, and commit evil acts, but who are 

represented as essentially human beings. They experience the same 

insecurities, weakness and vulnerabilities as the reader. This discovery 

unsettles us as we realise that we cannot disregard our narrators as simply 

evil, but must admit to a shared humanity. We cannot maintain a consistently 

comfortable critical distance from these characters-to know virtue, we must 

acquaint ourselves with vice. By presenting us with the opportunity to 

imaginatively place ourselves in our narrator's position, these three authors 

have achieved the unexpected. This is the reason why these controversial 

novels have shocked and disturbed readers and critics since their 

publications. The authors realise the need to establish common ground 

between the narrators and the readers. Any window through which we can 

connect, no matter how marginal, works to counteract significantly the 

transgressive behaviour, and thus influence our response to the narrator. An 

ability to empathise with the protagonists means allowing ourselves to 

imaginatively enter into their worlds, and through this, we come to recognise 

parts of the narrator in ourselves. Patrick Bateman represents the dark side of 

humanity that lurks in all of us, but for the most part is unacknowledged and 

unindulged. Alex's violence is shown by Burgess to be a natural phase in 

human development: the adolescent rebellion. Though Alex's phase was an 

extreme, his actions are not those of an evil person, merely a youth, growing 

up, and rebelling against the society in which he lives. This is not so 

unfamiliar to the lives of the readers, who have all undoubtedly reacted 

against parents, authority figures, rules and limitations. The effect of these 

three novels is not to make us sympathise with murder or rape, but to 

complicate and extend our sense of beauty by forcing us to confront the 

fragility yet necessity of ethical judgement. Our immediate, instinctive 
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judgements are undermined, teased and subverted as we are led into the 

worlds of violence and madness. 

To get caught up in the verbal word-plays, manipulative rhetoric and 

complex mind-games of the novels is to miss the point entirely. To see only 

the surface, accepting, without question, at face value, the narrators and the 

narrative they present to us, results in a misreading of the texts. We must 

look beyond the words, and past the violence, to what lies beneath. As we 

imaginatively enter into the minds of the protagonists, who together 

transgress every moral boundary we know, we find not the monsters we 

expect. Instead we discover commonalities, a shared sense of humanity in its 

most vulnerable form. We have not prepared for this, nor do we want this; 

this is not a comfortable position for the reader. Yet from this sense of 

discomfort we gain insight and a new-found ability to empathise with the 

most unexpected characters possible. While this does not result in a shift of 

our moral concepts or a condoning of transgressive behaviour, we become 

aware of a deeper, more complex way of judging. Moral assumptions which 

we accept as fundamental, concrete and definitive are proven otherwise, as 

we find ourselves identifying with immoral protagonists. Thus, our definition 

of evil shifts and the framework around which we base our judgements 

becomes uncomfortably unstable. If our moral truths exist in this state of flux 

then we must be aware of the processes and criteria by which we judge 

others, as they are no longer a given. Humans contain both beauty and 

abomination and while the realisation of this is uncomfortable for many, the 

acknowledgement of our potential for both good and evil opens us to a world 

of possibilities. Lolita, American Psycho, and A Clockwork Orange allow us to 

broaden our moral perspectives, examine our responses and gain insight into 
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the "other" of society: through their novels and their narrators, Nabokov, 

Burgess and Ellis "let readers imagine". 
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