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Abstract 
This study explores the psychological dimensions of antagonism in 

James Patterson’s novel Fear No Evil, focusing on the construction of 

the antagonist Matthew Butler as a psychopath. Employing a 

qualitative descriptive approach and drawing upon Robert Hare’s 

Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R), the analysis identifies how 

Butler exhibits core psychopathic traits such as lack of empathy, 

manipulativeness, impulsivity, and emotional shallowness. Data were 

collected through close reading and textual analysis, emphasizing the 

antagonist’s actions, dialogue, and interactions with other characters. 

The findings reveal that Butler’s characterization is deeply rooted in 

psychopathic tendencies that serve not only as a narrative device but 

also as a reflection of broader psychological realities in crime fiction. 

By integrating psychological theory with literary analysis, this 

research contributes to the field of literary psychology, offering 

insights into how contemporary thrillers represent mental disorders 

and how antagonistic characters function to intensify narrative 

conflict. The study further underscores the significance of 

interdisciplinary approaches in understanding the intersection of 

literature, psychology, and criminology, particularly in examining 

how fictional psychopaths are constructed in popular culture. 
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1. Introduction 
 Literature often serves as a mirror of human experience, reflecting not only 

cultural and social realities but also the complexities of psychological life. Among the 

various elements of narrative fiction, the representation of characters with psychological 

disorders has received growing scholarly attention, particularly in the fields of literary 

psychology and criminological studies. Crime fiction, in particular, frequently 

constructs antagonists who embody psychological disturbances, thereby intensifying the 
conflict within the narrative and engaging readers in both suspense and moral 

contemplation. James Patterson, one of the most prolific and widely read contemporary 

thriller writers, has consistently employed psychologically complex characters in his 

novels. In Fear No Evil (2021), Patterson introduces Matthew Butler, an antagonist 

whose actions and motives are deeply intertwined with psychopathic traits, rendering 

him a compelling subject for psychological analysis. 
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 The study of antagonists in literature is not merely an exercise in character 

analysis; it is also an exploration of how literary texts encode societal anxieties, moral 

dilemmas, and psychological pathologies. The figure of the psychopath, in particular, 

has emerged as a cultural archetype in popular fiction, often embodying extreme forms 

of violence, manipulation, and emotional detachment. Scholars such as Hare (1999) 

have emphasized that psychopathy is not only a clinical construct but also a narrative 

device through which society projects fears about criminality, deviance, and the 

breakdown of social order. Patterson’s Matthew Butler exemplifies this archetype, as 

his characterization resonates strongly with Robert Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-

Revised (PCL-R), a widely used tool in diagnosing psychopathy. 

 The importance of examining Butler’s psychopathy in Fear No Evil lies in the 

intersection between psychology and literature. While clinical psychology aims to 

understand psychopathy as a mental disorder with identifiable behavioral markers, 

literary studies investigate how such traits are represented, dramatized, and interpreted 

within fictional texts. This interdisciplinary approach enriches both fields: psychologists 

gain insights into cultural perceptions of psychopathy, while literary scholars uncover 

deeper psychological meanings embedded within narrative structures. In this sense, 

Patterson’s novel not only entertains but also participates in shaping cultural 

understandings of mental disorders and criminal behavior. 

 Previous studies on antagonists in literature have highlighted the critical role that 

psychological traits play in shaping narrative tension. For instance, Barlow and Durand 

(2017) argue that psychopathological behaviors in fictional characters often reflect real-

world psychological patterns, making literature a valuable medium for studying the 

cultural dimensions of mental illness. Similarly, Furnham et al. (2019) emphasize that 

fictional psychopaths are typically exaggerated portrayals, yet they remain rooted in 

identifiable clinical features such as lack of empathy, impulsivity, and manipulative 

behavior. Within the Indonesian scholarly context, research on literary psychology has 

largely focused on protagonists’ struggles with trauma, depression, or resilience, while 

studies on antagonists’ psychological dimensions remain relatively scarce. This research 

thus fills an important gap by shifting attention to the antagonist, whose role is equally 

central in the narrative structure. 

 Another layer of significance stems from the genre of crime fiction itself. Crime 

fiction not only entertains but also negotiates questions of justice, morality, and social 

order. The antagonist is central to this process, as their deviant behavior becomes the 

axis around which the narrative of conflict and resolution revolves. As Mandel (2020) 

observes, the criminal antagonist embodies the fears and uncertainties of contemporary 

society, particularly in an age marked by rising anxieties over violence and security. By 

analyzing Butler’s psychopathy, this study contributes to broader discussions of how 

antagonists function within crime fiction as cultural signifiers of danger and disorder. 

 The methodological approach of this study combines literary analysis with 

psychological theory, specifically Hare’s PCL-R framework. The checklist identifies 

interpersonal, affective, and behavioral characteristics commonly associated with 

psychopathy, including superficial charm, manipulativeness, shallow emotions, lack of 

empathy, impulsivity, and criminal versatility. By applying this framework to the 

textual representation of Butler, the study systematically uncovers the ways in which 

Patterson constructs his antagonist as a psychopath. This not only provides a rigorous 

basis for literary interpretation but also bridges the gap between clinical psychology and 

literary criticism. 

https://jurnal.uisu.ac.id/index.php/journaloflanguage


  Journal of Language   

Volume 7, Number 2, pp: 331-345, November 2025 

e-ISSN: 2685-8878  | p-ISSN: 2655-9080 

 

https://jurnal.uisu.ac.id/index.php/journaloflanguage     333 

Nationally Accredited in SINTA 4 and indexed in Copernicus 

 

 The objectives of this study are threefold. First, it seeks to identify the 

psychopathic traits exhibited by the antagonist Matthew Butler in Fear No Evil. Second, 

it aims to analyze how these traits shape the narrative structure and contribute to the 

tension and conflict within the novel. Third, it endeavors to situate the representation of 

psychopathy within broader cultural and psychological discourses, highlighting the 

relevance of fictional psychopaths to contemporary understandings of crime and mental 

health. Through these objectives, the study emphasizes the importance of 

interdisciplinary inquiry in deepening our understanding of literature and psychology. 

 This research is also significant in its contribution to the field of literary 

psychology, particularly within the Indonesian academic context. By foregrounding the 

antagonist’s psychological profile, the study challenges the tendency to focus 

predominantly on protagonists’ experiences, thereby broadening the scope of literary 

psychological analysis. Furthermore, the integration of recent psychological scholarship 

on psychopathy ensures that the analysis remains relevant and aligned with 

contemporary academic discussions. In doing so, the study not only enriches literary 

scholarship but also fosters dialogue across disciplines, demonstrating the mutual 

benefits of integrating psychology and literature. 

 In sum, this research situates James Patterson’s Fear No Evil within the 

intersection of literature, psychology, and criminology. It argues that Matthew Butler’s 

characterization as a psychopath is not merely a fictional construct but also a cultural 

reflection of real-world concerns about criminality and psychological deviance. By 

unmasking the antagonist through a psychological analysis, the study contributes to 

ongoing scholarly conversations about the representation of mental disorders in 

literature, the narrative functions of antagonists, and the cultural meanings embedded in 

crime fiction. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Literary Psychology and the Study of Character 

 Literary psychology is an interdisciplinary field that applies psychological 

theories to the study of literary texts. It emphasizes the ways in which literature reflects, 

constructs, and interrogates human psychological experiences (Endraswara, 2013). In 

the context of narrative fiction, characters are often examined as psychological subjects 

whose behaviors, thoughts, and emotions mirror real-life psychological phenomena. 

According to Wellek and Warren (2014), literature not only serves as an artistic 

expression but also functions as a repository of human behavior and mental states. This 

dual role positions literary texts as valuable sites for examining psychological 

constructs, such as trauma, depression, or psychopathy, within fictional frameworks. 

 Recent scholarship has emphasized the value of analyzing antagonists through a 

psychological lens. While protagonists often embody struggles that resonate with 

readers, antagonists represent conflict, deviance, and transgression. As pointed out by 

Cain (2020), antagonists frequently embody psychological abnormalities that function 

as narrative drivers. By examining these figures, scholars can uncover the intersections 

between psychology and cultural anxieties, as well as the ways in which fiction shapes 

perceptions of mental disorders. 

 

2.2 The Antagonist in Crime Fiction 

 Crime fiction as a genre revolves around the conflict between order and 

disorder, law and transgression. The antagonist, often represented as a criminal, plays a 
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crucial role in destabilizing social order and propelling the narrative toward resolution 

(Mandel, 2020). The antagonist is not merely a plot device but a central figure through 

which themes of morality, justice, and human psychology are explored. 

 James Patterson’s novels, particularly those in the Alex Cross series, illustrate 

this dynamic vividly. His antagonists are often constructed as psychologically complex 

figures whose deviance challenges the detective protagonist. As noted by Knight 

(2018), Patterson’s villains are not flat caricatures but intricate characters whose 

psychological dimensions enhance the suspense and realism of the narrative. Within 

Fear No Evil, Matthew Butler exemplifies this approach, as his psychopathy is not only 

a personal trait but also a symbolic representation of larger social fears surrounding 

violence, crime, and moral decay. 

 

2.3 Psychopathy in Psychological Scholarship 

 Psychopathy has been widely studied within the field of psychology, particularly 

through the work of Robert Hare. Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) 

remains the gold standard in assessing psychopathic traits (Hare, 1999). The PCL-R 

evaluates traits such as superficial charm, manipulativeness, lack of empathy, shallow 

affect, impulsivity, and criminal versatility. Psychopaths are often described as 

individuals who exhibit severe emotional deficits alongside antisocial behaviors (Patrick 

et al., 2018). 

 Recent studies have continued to refine the understanding of psychopathy. For 

example, Garofalo et al. (2020) emphasize the role of emotional dysfunction and moral 

insensitivity in distinguishing psychopaths from other offenders. Similarly, Baskin-

Sommers and Brazil (2022) highlight how psychopathy involves not only interpersonal 

deficits but also cognitive-affective impairments that manifest in decision-making and 

impulse control. These findings reinforce the relevance of applying psychological 

frameworks to literary texts, as fictional psychopaths often dramatize these clinical 

features in ways that resonate with cultural discourses. 

 

2.4 Representation of Psychopathy in Literature and Media 

 The figure of the psychopath has become a staple in contemporary literature, 

film, and television. Fictional portrayals of psychopaths both reflect and shape societal 

perceptions of the disorder. Furnham et al. (2019) argue that while fictional psychopaths 

often exaggerate clinical traits, they remain rooted in identifiable psychological realities. 

This exaggeration serves a narrative function by intensifying conflict and heightening 

suspense. 

 Scholars have also emphasized the cultural significance of fictional psychopaths. 

According to Schmid (2020), the psychopath in popular culture functions as a metaphor 

for broader anxieties about violence, control, and social breakdown. Characters such as 

Hannibal Lecter or Tom Ripley have become cultural icons precisely because they 

embody these anxieties. Patterson’s Matthew Butler can be situated within this lineage, 

as his characterization draws upon familiar tropes of psychopathy while offering a 

contemporary iteration of the criminal antagonist. 

 

2.5 Gaps in Previous Research 

 Within Indonesian scholarship, literary psychology has often focused on 

protagonists’ struggles, such as depression, trauma, or resilience (Lubis, 2024). 

However, fewer studies have examined antagonists as psychological subjects. This 
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imbalance limits the scope of literary psychological analysis, as antagonists are equally 

central to narrative structures. Furthermore, while international scholarship has 

extensively analyzed psychopaths in fiction, there remains a need to contextualize such 

studies within contemporary works like Patterson’s Fear No Evil, which reflects current 

cultural anxieties about crime and morality. 

 

2.6 Theoretical Framework 

 This study employs Hare’s PCL-R framework as the primary tool for analyzing 

Matthew Butler’s psychopathy. The checklist’s two-factor model—

interpersonal/affective traits and social deviance—provides a comprehensive lens for 

identifying and interpreting psychopathic traits (Hare, 1999). The framework has been 

widely validated in both clinical and forensic contexts (Baskin-Sommers & Brazil, 

2022), making it a rigorous basis for literary analysis. 

By applying this framework, the study not only uncovers the specific traits embodied by 

Butler but also situates his characterization within broader psychological and cultural 

discourses. This dual focus reflects the interdisciplinary nature of literary psychology, 

which integrates textual analysis with psychological theory to generate deeper insights 

into the human condition as represented in literature. 

 

3. Research Method 
3.1 Research Design 

 This study employs a qualitative descriptive design, which is suitable for 

exploring literary texts through psychological frameworks. Qualitative research 

emphasizes interpretative analysis rather than numerical data, allowing the researcher to 

capture the nuanced representation of characters and their psychological traits (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). A descriptive approach was chosen to provide a detailed account of the 

antagonist’s psychopathy in James Patterson’s Fear No Evil, focusing on how specific 

textual elements reflect psychological constructs. 

 

3.2 Data Source 

 The primary data source for this research is James Patterson’s novel Fear No 

Evil (2021). As part of the long-running Alex Cross series, the novel centers on the 

conflict between the detective protagonist and the antagonist Matthew Butler, whose 

characterization embodies multiple psychopathic traits. The antagonist’s dialogue, 

actions, inner thoughts, and interactions with other characters serve as the textual 

evidence analyzed in this study. 

 In addition to the primary text, secondary sources were consulted to frame the 

analysis. These include scholarly works on psychopathy, literary psychology, and crime 

fiction, such as Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (1999), Furnham et al. (2019), 

and Mandel (2020). Recent studies from 2019 to 2024 were incorporated to ensure the 

analysis reflects current academic discussions. 

 
3.3 Data Collection Technique 

 Data were collected using the technique of close reading, which involves 

repeated and focused engagement with the text. Passages in which the antagonist 

demonstrates potential psychopathic behavior were identified, highlighted, and 

categorized. These passages included instances of manipulation, emotional detachment, 
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violence, impulsivity, and moral insensitivity. Notes were systematically organized to 

facilitate thematic analysis. 

 To strengthen reliability, the researcher cross-referenced identified passages 

with definitions and indicators of psychopathy provided in Hare’s PCL-R. This 

alignment ensured that the analysis remained grounded in established psychological 

theory rather than subjective interpretation alone. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis Procedure 

 Data analysis followed a three-stage process: 

1. Identification – Relevant textual excerpts illustrating Butler’s behavior were 

collected. 

2. Classification – These excerpts were categorized according to the PCL-R’s 

dimensions: interpersonal/affective traits and social deviance. 

3. Interpretation – Each trait was interpreted through the lens of literary psychology, 

considering not only its clinical correspondence but also its narrative function within 

the novel. 

  

For example, Butler’s manipulativeness was analyzed both as a clinical marker 

of psychopathy and as a narrative strategy used by Patterson to heighten conflict with 

the protagonist. This dual analysis allowed the study to bridge the disciplines of 

psychology and literary criticism. 

 

3.5 Trustworthiness of the Study 

 To ensure the credibility and dependability of the research, triangulation of 

sources was applied. This involved comparing the primary text with secondary sources 

such as psychological studies and literary analyses. Peer-reviewed articles published 

within the last five years were particularly emphasized to confirm the relevance of the 

findings. Furthermore, the researcher employed consistent coding procedures in 

analyzing textual data, enhancing reliability. 

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

 Although this study does not involve human participants, ethical considerations 

remain relevant. The representation of mental disorders in literature must be approached 

with sensitivity to avoid reinforcing harmful stereotypes. While fictional psychopaths 

often dramatize clinical traits for narrative purposes, this study acknowledges the 

distinction between literary representation and clinical reality. The analysis seeks to 

highlight how fiction constructs cultural meanings around psychopathy, rather than 

equating fictional characters with actual patients. 

 

4. Discussion 
 The analysis of Matthew Butler in James Patterson’s Fear No Evil (2021) 

demonstrates how the antagonist embodies psychopathic traits consistent with Robert 
Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R). The discussion is organized into four 

subsections—interpersonal traits, affective traits, social deviance, and narrative 

implications—to show how Butler’s characterization aligns with psychological 

constructs while advancing the narrative functions of crime fiction. 
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4.1 Interpersonal Traits 

 One of the most salient dimensions of psychopathy is the interpersonal domain, 

which includes superficial charm, manipulativeness, deceitfulness, and a grandiose 

sense of self-worth. As outlined in Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (1999), these 

traits are not only clinical markers but also serve, in fictional narratives, as devices 

through which antagonists exert control over others and sustain tension within the plot. 

Matthew Butler, the antagonist in Patterson’s Fear No Evil (2021), consistently 

demonstrates such interpersonal features in ways that underscore his role as a 

manipulative and dangerous figure. 

 A clear example of Butler’s manipulativeness is revealed in his interactions with 

his subordinates. In one passage, he persuades his accomplices to commit violence by 

presenting himself as a confident and visionary leader: “You trust me, don’t you? Do 

this one thing, and we will own everything that matters.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 134) Here, 

Butler employs the rhetoric of loyalty and reward, framing the violent act as an 

opportunity for collective success. This persuasive strategy reflects what Hare (1999) 

terms “glib and superficial charm,” a façade used to conceal selfish motives. In this 

case, Butler does not intend to empower his subordinates but rather to exploit them as 

instruments of his ambition. Garofalo, Neumann, and Velotti (2020) argue that such 

manipulative tactics are instrumental in nature, allowing psychopaths to secure 

compliance and extend their influence without direct coercion. Butler’s leadership is 

therefore deceptive, couched in the language of unity but driven by self-interest. 

 This manipulativeness also reveals Butler’s ability to exploit psychological 

vulnerabilities. By appealing to his subordinates’ desire for recognition and power, he 

positions himself as the gatekeeper of their aspirations. Such behavior corresponds with 

Furnham et al.’s (2019) analysis of psychopaths in media, which notes that manipulative 

characters often exploit others’ weaknesses, sustaining control through a combination of 

promises and threats. For readers, these interactions reinforce Butler’s status as a figure 

who thrives not only on violence but also on psychological domination. 

 Beyond his interactions with allies, Butler’s manipulative tendencies extend to 

his adversarial encounters with Alex Cross. In a confrontational scene, he deliberately 

misleads Cross about his plans, boasting: “You’ll never see it coming, Alex. By the time 

you think you’ve figured me out, I’ll already be gone.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 276) This 

statement encapsulates Butler’s use of deception as a psychological weapon. He 

undermines Cross’s confidence by planting doubt and reinforcing the perception of his 

own superiority. Such tactics exemplify what Baskin-Sommers and Brazil (2022) 

describe as the “cognitive-affective dysfunction” of psychopaths, whereby they exploit 

others without experiencing remorse or empathy. In Butler’s case, manipulation is not a 

defensive maneuver but an offensive strategy that destabilizes his opponent and asserts 

his dominance. 

Moreover, Butler’s manipulation of Cross demonstrates his ability to weaponize 

uncertainty. By refusing to provide clarity, Butler forces Cross into a state of reactive 

tension, always second-guessing the antagonist’s next move. This mirrors what Knight 

(2018) identifies as a defining feature of thriller fiction—the use of antagonists to 

sustain narrative suspense. Butler’s psychological games thus serve a dual function: 

they affirm his psychopathy while simultaneously driving the plot forward. 

 Importantly, Butler’s manipulativeness is also tied to his grandiose self-image. 

His statements often carry an air of superiority, suggesting that he views himself as 

intellectually and strategically beyond the reach of others. For instance, his declaration 
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that Cross will “never see it coming” implies not only deception but also a belief in his 

own invincibility. Research by Wall, Wygant, and Sellbom (2021) confirms that 

grandiosity is a core element of psychopathy, often manifesting in exaggerated self-

confidence that leads to reckless behavior. Butler’s arrogance heightens the danger he 

poses, as it blinds him to the possibility of failure. 

 In addition, Butler’s interpersonal traits highlight the thematic contrast between 

antagonist and protagonist. Whereas Cross relies on collaboration, empathy, and trust, 

Butler manipulates and deceives to maintain control. This contrast dramatizes the 

ethical divide at the heart of the novel, reinforcing the cultural association of 

psychopathy with immorality and corruption. As Schmid (2020) observes, fictional 

psychopaths often symbolize broader societal fears about the abuse of power and the 

erosion of trust. Butler’s deception, therefore, resonates not only within the confines of 

the narrative but also within cultural discourses on leadership, manipulation, and 

morality. 

 From a literary-psychological perspective, Butler’s manipulative interactions 

underscore the utility of applying clinical frameworks such as the PCL-R to fiction. By 

interpreting Butler’s behavior through the lens of psychopathy, readers gain insight into 

how fictional characters embody real-world psychological traits. At the same time, 

literature provides a cultural stage upon which such traits are dramatized, exaggerated, 

and made legible for broad audiences. Patterson’s depiction of Butler thus bridges 

psychology and literature, reinforcing the interdisciplinary value of analyzing fictional 

antagonists. 

 Taken as a whole, Butler’s interpersonal traits—his manipulativeness, deceptive 

leadership, and psychological games—form the foundation of his psychopathy. These 

features not only establish his dominance over subordinates and adversaries but also 

sustain the novel’s suspenseful atmosphere. Through his charm and deceit, Butler 

embodies the dangerous allure of psychopathy, serving as both a clinical case study and 

a narrative catalyst. 

 

4.2 Affective Traits 

 In addition to manipulativeness and charm, Butler exemplifies the affective 

deficits central to psychopathy. According to Hare’s PCL-R (1999), affective traits 

include shallow emotions, a lack of empathy, and an absence of remorse or guilt. These 

characteristics are crucial in distinguishing psychopaths from other offenders, as they 

reflect deep impairments in emotional processing. Butler’s emotional detachment is 

repeatedly dramatized in Fear No Evil (2021), underscoring both his clinical alignment 

with psychopathy and his symbolic role as a figure of dehumanization in contemporary 

culture. 

 One of the clearest illustrations of Butler’s affective deficits appears after he 

murders one of his victims. Rather than displaying guilt or hesitation, he reflects with 

chilling indifference: “It was nothing personal. Just a task to be done.” (Patterson, 

2021, p. 198) Here, violence is stripped of emotional weight, reduced to a pragmatic 

necessity. This attitude exemplifies Patrick, Fowles, and Krueger’s (2018) argument 

that psychopaths display profound impairments in empathy and guilt. From a literary 

standpoint, the statement frames Butler as a mechanized agent of violence, a character 

for whom killing is as banal as completing an errand. Furnham, Daoud, and Swami 

(2019) note that fictional psychopaths often dramatize this absence of affect, rendering 

violence functional rather than moral. For readers, Butler’s remark is unsettling 
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precisely because it denies the moral gravity of murder, reframing it as an impersonal 

duty. 

 Butler’s emotional shallowness also emerges in his treatment of allies, as when 

he abandons an injured accomplice with calculated coldness: “Weakness has no place 

beside me. If you fall, you’re already dead weight.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 241) This 

utterance reinforces his lack of compassion and loyalty, qualities typically associated 

with human relationality. Instead, Butler equates weakness with worthlessness, severing 

bonds the moment they no longer serve his goals. This aligns with Schmid’s (2020) 

observation that fictional psychopaths embody cultural fears of dehumanization, where 

relationships are stripped of mutuality and reduced to instruments of utility. The 

abandonment dramatizes not only Butler’s shallow affect but also the corrosive effects 

of a worldview devoid of empathy. 

 The contrast between Butler and Alex Cross further underscores the narrative 

significance of affective traits. While Butler dismisses others as expendable, Cross is 

consistently portrayed as a family-centered protagonist whose empathy shapes both his 

personal and professional life. This polarity highlights the moral axis of the novel: 

Butler represents emotional void, whereas Cross embodies emotional depth and 

responsibility. Such juxtapositions are a hallmark of crime fiction, where antagonists 

often embody traits diametrically opposed to those of the detective hero (Knight, 2018). 

By constructing Butler as affectively deficient, Patterson intensifies the emotional 

stakes of the conflict, ensuring that the narrative resonates with readers on both 

psychological and moral levels. 

 Butler’s lack of remorse is further revealed in his rationalizations of violence. 

When questioned about his actions, he frequently frames them as necessary or 

inevitable, thereby erasing personal accountability. This mirrors what Baskin-Sommers 

and Brazil (2022) describe as the cognitive-affective dysfunction of psychopathy, in 

which individuals justify harmful actions without experiencing guilt. Such 

rationalizations not only protect the psychopath’s self-image but also reinforce their 

detachment from moral norms. In Butler’s case, his indifference to human suffering 

emphasizes his role as an unrepentant agent of chaos. 

 Recent research in forensic psychology has highlighted the dangers of such 

emotional deficits. Wall, Wygant, and Sellbom (2021) note that a lack of empathy is a 

reliable predictor of persistent violent behavior, as it eliminates internal restraints on 

aggression. By portraying Butler as affectively barren, Patterson aligns his character 

with real-world concerns about the risks posed by individuals high in psychopathy. This 

connection underscores the interdisciplinary value of literary psychology: fictional 

characters both reflect and shape cultural understandings of psychological disorders. 

 From a symbolic perspective, Butler’s affective traits extend beyond individual 

pathology to embody broader societal fears. Schmid (2020) argues that cultural 

representations of psychopaths often function as metaphors for anxieties about 

dehumanization in an increasingly mechanized and violent world. Butler exemplifies 

this cultural archetype, as his emotional detachment reduces others to tools or obstacles, 

stripping human life of inherent value. His cold pragmatism resonates with 

contemporary anxieties about systems—whether corporate, political, or criminal—that 

prioritize efficiency and power over compassion. 

 Finally, Butler’s shallow affect plays a crucial role in the narrative’s suspense. 

His indifference to violence renders him unpredictable, as readers cannot rely on 

conventional moral frameworks to anticipate his behavior. Unlike antagonists driven by 
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revenge or passion, Butler’s motives are opaque, shaped by utilitarian calculations 

rather than emotional impulses. This unpredictability heightens narrative tension, 

making him a more formidable adversary for Alex Cross. As Roehl (2024) observes, 

crime fiction thrives on the destabilization of moral certainty, and psychopaths such as 

Butler exemplify this destabilization by rejecting emotional logic altogether. 

 In conclusion, Butler’s affective traits—his lack of empathy, shallow emotions, 

and absence of remorse—firmly situate him within the psychological construct of 

psychopathy while also amplifying the novel’s cultural and narrative significance. 

Through textual evidence, Patterson constructs a character whose emotional void not 

only defines his pathology but also symbolizes wider fears about dehumanization and 

moral collapse. By contrasting Butler with Cross’s empathetic character, the novel 

reinforces the central moral tension of crime fiction: the confrontation between 

humanistic values and affective emptiness. 

 

4.3 Social Deviance 

 The third cluster of traits associated with psychopathy involves social deviance, 

which Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (1999) defines as a persistent pattern of 

impulsivity, irresponsibility, and chronic antisocial behavior. These traits distinguish the 

psychopath not only as emotionally impaired but also as behaviorally destructive, both 

to others and to themselves. In James Patterson’s Fear No Evil (2021), Matthew Butler 

exemplifies this dimension of psychopathy through rash decision-making, betrayal of 

allies, and ongoing involvement in organized crime. His social deviance reinforces his 

role as a destabilizing force within the narrative and as a symbolic figure of moral 

disorder. 

 One of the clearest examples of Butler’s deviance is his impulsivity. At a crucial 

moment in the plot, Butler ignores his associate’s warnings and insists on escalating 

violence immediately: 

“Why wait? Kill him now. The longer we hesitate, the weaker we look.” (Patterson, 

2021, p. 159) 

This decision underscores Butler’s inability to regulate his impulses, a key marker in 

Hare’s (1999) PCL-R framework. Instead of exercising strategic patience, Butler 

prioritizes immediate gratification, equating hesitation with weakness. Wall, Wygant, 

and Sellbom (2021) argue that impulsivity is one of the strongest predictors of violent 

behavior among individuals high in psychopathy, as it overrides rational calculation and 

heightens the likelihood of destructive outcomes. Within the narrative, Butler’s 

impulsivity undermines his operations by attracting unnecessary risks, highlighting the 

self-destructive tendencies that accompany psychopathic deviance. 

 His impulsivity also has symbolic significance. In crime fiction, calculated 

villains often project control and foresight, whereas Butler’s rash decisions render him 

unpredictable and volatile. This unpredictability increases the narrative tension, as 

readers and characters cannot anticipate whether Butler will follow strategy or indulge 

sudden violent whims. As Knight (2018) notes, the erratic behavior of antagonists in 

thrillers intensifies suspense by destabilizing the detective’s ability to predict outcomes. 

Thus, Butler’s impulsivity is not only a psychological trait but also a narrative 

mechanism that sustains the novel’s atmosphere of danger. 

Butler’s social deviance also manifests in his irresponsibility, particularly in his 

treatment of allies. After exploiting the loyalty of an associate, he dismisses them coldly 
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once they are no longer useful: “You served your purpose. Now you’re finished.” 

(Patterson, 2021, p. 265)  

 This statement illustrates Butler’s instrumental view of relationships, in which 

people are disposable tools rather than partners. Furnham, Daoud, and Swami (2019) 

emphasize that psychopaths in media often exploit relationships for short-term gain, 

discarding others without guilt or hesitation. Butler’s betrayal underscores this pattern, 

revealing how his irresponsibility extends beyond personal recklessness to relational 

exploitation. In the context of the narrative, such betrayal isolates Butler, as his inability 

to sustain trust erodes his support system and marks him as a destabilizing presence 

even among his own ranks. 

 This irresponsibility also reflects the broader theme of moral decay. Unlike Alex 

Cross, whose relationships are rooted in loyalty and empathy, Butler consistently 

devalues human connection, prioritizing utility over commitment. This thematic 

contrast intensifies the moral polarity of the novel, with Butler embodying self-serving 

irresponsibility and Cross representing relational responsibility. The juxtaposition 

dramatizes the cultural fear that social ties may collapse when trust and loyalty are 

replaced by opportunism and betrayal. 

Beyond impulsivity and irresponsibility, Butler epitomizes chronic antisocial behavior. 

His consistent engagement in organized crime—kidnapping, murder, and calculated acts 

of terrorism—reinforces his identity as a habitual violator of social and legal norms. 

Such behaviors align with Hare’s (1999) identification of criminal versatility as a core 

feature of psychopathy. Unlike offenders who specialize in one form of crime, 

psychopaths often display a wide range of antisocial acts, demonstrating both 

adaptability and persistence in their deviance. 

 This chronic criminality also resonates with Mandel’s (2020) argument that 

fictional antagonists embody cultural anxieties about lawlessness and systemic disorder. 

Butler is not portrayed merely as an individual criminal but as the architect of a broader 

network of violence, suggesting that his deviance extends beyond personal pathology 

into structural menace. In this sense, Butler symbolizes systemic corruption and the 

collapse of moral order, reflecting contemporary concerns about the reach of global 

crime networks and the erosion of legal institutions. 

 From a literary perspective, Butler’s persistent antisocial conduct sustains the 

stakes of the narrative. His repeated violations of law and morality ensure that conflict 

remains urgent and unresolved until the climactic confrontation with Alex Cross. As 

Roehl (2024) observes, crime fiction relies on the persistent threat of transgression to 

propel its plots; without such deviance, the detective’s pursuit would lack urgency. 

Butler’s criminality thus anchors the narrative’s structure, making his defeat both 

narratively and morally necessary. 

Furthermore, Butler’s deviance highlights the duality of psychopathy as both an 

individual and cultural construct. Clinically, his impulsivity, irresponsibility, and 

antisocial behavior align with psychological research on psychopathy. Culturally, 

however, his character dramatizes collective fears about instability, betrayal, and 

systemic lawlessness. Schmid (2020) notes that fictional psychopaths often function as 

cultural metaphors for the fragility of social order, embodying the chaos that threatens 

to destabilize communities. Butler fulfills this role by representing not only an 

individual villain but also a symbolic threat to the very fabric of justice and morality. 

In summary, Butler’s social deviance manifests through impulsivity, irresponsibility, 

and chronic criminality, firmly situating him within Hare’s PCL-R framework. Each 
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trait contributes both to his psychological profile and to the narrative’s suspenseful 

dynamics. His rash decisions jeopardize his own operations, his betrayal of allies 

isolates him, and his ongoing criminality positions him as a systemic threat. By 

portraying Butler as a socially deviant figure, Patterson amplifies the novel’s tension 

and dramatizes cultural anxieties about lawlessness and moral collapse. Butler is not 

only an antagonist within the story but also a literary embodiment of psychopathy’s 

destructive reach. 

 

4.4 Narrative Implications 

 While Butler’s traits clearly align with psychological frameworks such as Hare’s 

PCL-R (1999), their significance extends beyond clinical correspondence into the realm 

of narrative design. In James Patterson’s Fear No Evil (2021), Butler’s psychopathy is 

not simply descriptive but also functional, shaping the suspense, thematic resonance, 

and cultural impact of the novel. By examining the narrative implications of Butler’s 

characterization, it becomes evident that his manipulativeness, impulsivity, and 

emotional void are central to both the structure and meaning of the story. 

 One of Butler’s most striking narrative functions is the way his manipulativeness 

sustains suspense. As he toys with Alex Cross, Butler deliberately obscures his true 

intentions, creating a sense of constant uncertainty. For example, in a confrontation with 

Cross, Butler asserts: “You’ll never see it coming, Alex. By the time you think you’ve 

figured me out, I’ll already be gone.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 276) This statement 

highlights Butler’s deliberate cultivation of unpredictability, which destabilizes the 

detective and frustrates the reader’s desire for resolution. Such manipulative taunting 

exemplifies Knight’s (2018) claim that antagonists in thrillers act as the “engine of 

conflict,” keeping the plot in perpetual motion by resisting predictability and closure. 

Butler’s gamesmanship not only affirms his psychopathy but also sustains narrative 

tension by ensuring that Cross, and by extension the reader, remains in a state of unease. 

 Closely tied to this is Butler’s impulsivity, which injects volatility into the story 

and maintains narrative momentum. Unlike antagonists who meticulously plan every 

action, Butler frequently makes rash decisions that destabilize both his enemies and his 

allies. In one instance, he insists: “Why wait? Kill him now. The longer we hesitate, the 

weaker we look.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 159) Such impulsive declarations demonstrate 

how his behavioral instability drives the story forward, ensuring that violence erupts 

suddenly and unpredictably. For readers, this unpredictability creates dramatic intensity, 

as Butler’s actions can never be fully anticipated. Wall, Wygant, and Sellbom (2021) 

argue that impulsivity is not only a clinical marker of psychopathy but also a behavioral 

trait that generates instability in interpersonal dynamics. Patterson channels this 

instability into narrative form, using Butler’s impulsivity as a mechanism to accelerate 

conflict and heighten suspense. 

 Symbolically, Butler also embodies broader anxieties about contemporary 

violence and moral collapse. As Schmid (2020) explains, fictional psychopaths often 

serve as cultural mirrors, reflecting fears about the erosion of ethical boundaries and the 

rise of systemic corruption. Butler’s ruthless pursuit of power, devoid of empathy or 

remorse, exemplifies this cultural function. His willingness to sacrifice anyone who 

hinders him dramatizes anxieties about global crime networks in which human life is 

devalued in favor of efficiency and control. This is most evident in his callous dismissal 

of an injured ally: “Weakness has no place beside me. If you fall, you’re already dead 

weight.” (Patterson, 2021, p. 241) The remark reveals Butler’s worldview, in which 
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utility outweighs compassion, and individuals are discarded when no longer functional. 

Such scenes resonate with Schmid’s (2020) analysis of the psychopath as a cultural 

archetype of dehumanization, where the loss of empathy reflects society’s fears about 

the mechanization of violence and the breakdown of trust. 

 Butler’s characterization also deepens the thematic contrast between antagonist 

and protagonist. Whereas Alex Cross embodies empathy, loyalty, and moral 

responsibility—qualities tied to his role as a detective and family man—Butler 

represents their antithesis. His emotional void dramatizes the clash between 

dehumanizing violence and humanistic values, amplifying the moral stakes of the 

narrative. This juxtaposition ensures that the conflict between Cross and Butler is not 

merely physical but also ethical, reflecting what Roehl (2024) identifies as a hallmark of 

crime fiction: the confrontation between opposing moral worldviews. 

Finally, Butler’s representation illustrates how Patterson integrates psychological 

realism into crime fiction. Although his traits are heightened for narrative effect, they 

resonate strongly with clinical findings. Butler’s manipulativeness, impulsivity, and 

affective deficits align with established research on psychopathy (Hare, 1999; Patrick et 

al., 2018; Garofalo et al., 2020), lending credibility to his characterization. This balance 

between exaggeration and realism explains why fictional psychopaths remain 

compelling. As Barlow and Durand (2017) argue, fictional characters captivate readers 

when their behaviors echo real-world psychological patterns, even when dramatized for 

suspense. Butler’s depiction exemplifies this balance, grounding Patterson’s thriller in 

recognizable psychological realities while amplifying them for narrative power. 

 From a cultural perspective, Butler’s psychopathy underscores crime fiction’s 

broader social role. Crime fiction not only entertains but also negotiates cultural 

anxieties about justice, morality, and order. By presenting Butler as a ruthless 

psychopath, Patterson dramatizes fears about the fragility of social order in the face of 

unrestrained violence and systemic corruption. As Mandel (2020) notes, antagonists in 

crime fiction embody cultural anxieties about lawlessness, symbolizing threats that 

extend beyond individual pathology to systemic instability. Butler’s character thus 

functions on multiple levels: as a clinical embodiment of psychopathy, as a narrative 

engine of suspense, and as a cultural metaphor for contemporary fears. 

 In summary, the narrative implications of Butler’s psychopathy are multifaceted. 

His manipulativeness sustains suspense by undermining certainty, his impulsivity 

accelerates conflict by injecting volatility, and his emotional void amplifies the moral 

contrast with Alex Cross. Symbolically, he embodies cultural anxieties about 

dehumanization, violence, and systemic corruption. Finally, his traits reflect 

psychological realism, grounding the fiction in recognizable clinical constructs while 

amplifying them for dramatic effect. Butler is not only the antagonist of Fear No Evil 

but also a narrative and cultural figure through which Patterson explores the 

psychological and ethical crises of contemporary society. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 This study has examined the characterization of Matthew Butler, the antagonist 

in James Patterson’s Fear No Evil (2021), through the framework of Robert Hare’s 

Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R). The findings confirm that Butler embodies 

multiple dimensions of psychopathy, including interpersonal manipulation, affective 

deficits, and social deviance. His manipulative charm, emotional detachment, 
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impulsivity, and chronic antisocial behavior are consistently depicted throughout the 

narrative, aligning closely with clinical descriptions of psychopathic traits. 

 From an interpersonal perspective, Butler demonstrates superficial charm and 

manipulativeness, using persuasion and deception to control both his allies and 

adversaries. These traits not only secure his authority within the fictional criminal world 

but also destabilize other characters, particularly Alex Cross. From an affective 

perspective, Butler’s lack of empathy and remorse positions him as a cold, detached 

figure who views violence as a functional tool rather than a moral violation. His shallow 

emotional responses underscore the cultural anxieties surrounding dehumanization and 

the erosion of ethical values. From the standpoint of social deviance, Butler’s 

impulsivity, irresponsibility, and chronic engagement in criminal activity illustrate the 

instability and destructiveness of psychopathy. 

 The narrative implications of Butler’s psychopathy are equally significant. His 

traits heighten the suspense and unpredictability of the novel, functioning as what 

Knight (2018) identifies as the “engine of conflict” in thriller fiction. Moreover, Butler’s 

role extends beyond the plot to serve as a symbolic figure of contemporary fears about 

crime, control, and moral breakdown. As Schmid (2020) observes, fictional psychopaths 

reflect cultural anxieties, and in this case, Butler represents both individual deviance and 

systemic threats associated with globalized criminal networks. 

 This study contributes to literary psychology by shifting focus from 

protagonists’ psychological experiences, which have been more frequently examined in 

Indonesian scholarship, to the antagonist as a psychological subject. By applying Hare’s 

PCL-R framework, the analysis demonstrates the value of interdisciplinary approaches 

that integrate psychological theory with literary criticism. Such methods enrich both 

fields: psychology gains insight into cultural constructions of psychopathy, while 

literary studies uncover the ways in which psychological concepts are dramatized within 

fictional narratives. 

 Furthermore, the study highlights the role of crime fiction as a cultural medium 

through which readers grapple with questions of morality, justice, and human 

psychology. Patterson’s Fear No Evil illustrates how thrillers both entertain and 

interrogate social fears, making the antagonist central to this process. Butler’s 

psychopathy is not merely a personal defect but a narrative device that articulates the 

dangers of violence and moral decay in contemporary society. 

 Taken as a whole, the representation of psychopathy in Fear No Evil 

underscores the enduring relevance of antagonists in literature as both psychological 

subjects and cultural symbols. By unmasking Butler’s psychopathy, the study provides 

insights into how literature reflects real-world psychological patterns while shaping 

societal perceptions of mental disorders. Future research may expand this approach by 

comparing psychopath representations across different authors or media, thereby 

deepening our understanding of how fictional psychopaths continue to evolve within 

popular culture. 
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