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Abstract

This paper explores the psychological dimensions of aggression, irritability, and sadism as
portrayed in Dean Koontz’s novel Intensity, focusing on the character of Edgler Vess. The
analysis applies psychological theories, particularly those of Erich Fromm and Alfred Adler,
to reveal the underlying psychological mechanisms that drive Vess’s antisocial behavior.
Through the application of Fromm’s concepts of malignant aggression, sadism, and
necrophilia alongside Adler’s theory of overcompensation, the paper examines how Vess’s
sadistic tendencies, violent actions, and obsession with death reflect broader human
capacities for destruction and domination. By analyzing key scenes in the novel, the study
illustrates how Vess’s violent actions are not just expressions of random aggression but are
driven by deep psychological needs for control, power, and existential fulfillment. The
significance of the study lies in its ability to bridge literary analysis with psychological
theory, offering new insights into the representation of pathological aggression in
literature. The study concludes that Vess embodies the extreme end of human
destructiveness, highlighting how unresolved psychological conflicts can manifest into
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pathological behavior. This analysis positions Intensity not just as a thriller, but as a
profound commentary on the extremes of human nature and the terrifying capacity for
cruelty when violence becomes a means of existential self-assertion.

Keywords: Anti-social Behaviour, Aggression, Sadism, Psychological Theory, Control

ud AU (quiliSgyes (§ angdin Sl 15 FsS 0d 8"y Bledy U sVaeiS 83 (5)lidoy

Tdod> sl Hlis-ds -1 Sl g 018
Blas OlwdysS (shdd ¢ Colp G 5SS 6 Kl 9l SLIFESE 5 (519> oy |
Blie Ol oS ahydd ¢« Blares (S3ST1) coydi (5635094 J 55w SRS (s |

4.2‘:'-3;

3 S(Sy7) Glady U &S S 94 B0 piaslie 9 gz «SSS)As (IB634m0) (39390 dogdiviiss pds
JB4 OB auulisg on 4035 40)s pds . puid HaBuS (SaSOE Hdw dlsos gyt 9 oghdilan 15 7sS
(S)lid0) 4S G [l dilig 00 eyl 945 (Sogdiy Haads J5,a45 9 03,8 So)ds (38038 aula codiznes
eolis (LAl $iShas okl 03,8 (EaSedr (33,505l 4S5 (04505 diwl)B uid (344035 05
aydo 0§z 4S 65 0945 (34390 dyogdin0iigs pds ol (5-09433,S 930,48 0433 (5085 (3lavdslas L8y ,SCo 9
3 035139 2 4830 W93 Llgs Sog0i034i3y 0945de 4y (53,5 93 3 OIS )I3S OB Aivgsl
0)13,S gz oS 09dibos (3g) aSogduiisl aSdiled) 3L AEASo)du didard G09Sl 4 OguiwodYl
Adcbidd 9 OVdwod (33,533,655 (384 98 dudungi S04 (0 LY @J«‘ibm 000 WS ud 380539 65
(50355 9 (30345 (5093, Sut ieody 094S ey 3y 1Sl g3 ) S 093353 (55,5 .05 by 4L 5
Sealzids 95 43805 dS0 9535 .9, )4515-05 16545 4 &3l pS)dy (St 395 (S0)bd) (595 (3lal 5 9 (selidg 00
(903 O3z &S G094 ydw dilsos lisy) 9 Oed diwdar)dr 33,0 QSS9 CALS 4 Gdiwhs Luid «S
W S (Syz) Qled)y 40gdin, St pdd ogdioy &OJ \343\1\_5:)43 Slidoy d ooyl pdildn duiges (3Make
$ B SUlg 9 B3 g A84SH4 So)bdl Jgb 519 Sog oI jaisinys 55 SS5az Sos

LSS 9 bz 35 (S350 dxod (359093 SHBE ilses paladd) (§o,)s

Jjﬂéfcwlbj)bd 50385 cb’.gbb.u c&jﬂ.i)bd.w cé@j%}fojb LS)U.QD) ZOS‘\@g M“

1150



Journal of University of Raparin Vol(12).No(5) aoal 63K SBS

Aim

The primary aim of this paper is to analyze the manifestations of aggression and
irritability in Dean Koontz's Intensity, by applying psychological theories of sadism,
antisocial personality disorder, and necrophilic tendencies. This exploration seeks to
understand how the character Edgler Vess embodies pathological aggression and what this
reveals about broader human capacities for violence and domination.
Research Questions

How anti-social behaviors like aggression and irritability are represented through
Edgler Vess’s character in Intensity, and how do these representations illustrate
psychological theories of sadism, antisocial behavior, and necrophilia?

1. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this analysis is grounded in the psychological study of
Antisocial Personality Disorder (ASPD), particularly through the lenses of Erich Fromm’s
theories of malignant aggression, sadism, and necrophilia, as well as Alfred Adler’s concept
of overcompensation. ASPD is characterized by persistent patterns of disregard for the
rights of others, deceitfulness, impulsivity, irritability, and a lack of empathy. These traits
often manifest in violent or aggressive behavior, as well as a profound difficulty in forming
meaningful relationships. This disorder provides a crucial backdrop for understanding the
psychological mechanisms at play in characters like Edgler Vess, whose actions in Intensity
exhibit the hallmarks of such a disorder.

« Antisocial Personality Disorder (ASPD): According to the American Psychiatric
Association (2013) ASPD is defined by a pervasive pattern of violation of the rights
of others, often marked by deceit, manipulation, and aggressive behaviors. This
disorder is typically associated with individuals who lack remorse for their actions,
engage in impulsive or reckless behaviors, and exhibit chronic irritability and
aggression (521). Vess’s character displays numerous signs of ASPD, as his violence
is not only purposeless but often driven by a need to exert power and control over
others, devoid of emotional attachment or remorse.

« Malignant Aggression and Sadism: Fromm’s theory of malignant aggression explains
how certain individuals, like Vess, exhibit an aggressive drive that goes beyond
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survival or self-defense, aiming instead to establish control and inflict suffering.
Fromm defines sadism as a desire for absolute and unrestricted power over another,
where pain and suffering are not merely consequences but tools for psychological
domination (Fromm, 1973). Vess’s sadistic tendencies align with this theory, as he
derives not only pleasure from inflicting pain but a sense of omnipotence from his
complete control over his victims.

« Necrophilia: In Fromm’s work, necrophilia describes an attraction to death, decay,
and destruction. For individuals like Vess, necrophilia extends beyond mere
fascination with death; it becomes a form of existential fulfillment. Vess’s obsession
with corpses and his desire to impose death on others, both literally and
symbolically, reveal a deeper psychological need to dominate, destroy, and
annihilate what is perceived as beautiful or alive. This is evident in his interactions
with his victims and his apparent indifference to the sanctity of life.

o Overcompensation and Inferiority: Alfred Adler’s theory of overcompensation
suggests that individuals who experience feelings of deep inferiority often attempt
to overcompensate by seeking power, control, and superiority over others. In Vess’s
case, his destructive behaviors can be understood as a means of compensating for
an underlying sense of inadequacy or inferiority. His extreme cruelty and desire for
control may stem from a deep-seated need to assert dominance over the world and
prove his strength in the face of personal feelings of weakness (Brett, 1997).

Irritability is generally defined as exaggerated emotional reactivity to negative stimuli,
comprising an affective component (anger) and a behavioral component (aggression)
(Leibenluft & Stoddard, 2013). Snaith and Taylor further describe irritability as “a feeling
state characterized by reduced control over temper which usually results in irascible verbal
or behavioral outbursts, although the mood may be present without observed
manifestation” (128).

Aggression can be categorized into two broad types: reactive aggression, which is
defensive and emotionally driven, and proactive aggression, which is goal-oriented and
instrumental. Boys are often found to express overt aggression while girls may display
relational and covert aggression (Leibenluft & Stoddard, 2013). Understanding these
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distinctions allows for a nuanced conceptualization of aggression and irritability across
different contexts.

2. Methodology

This paper employs a qualitative methodological approach by applying psychological
theories to analyze the behaviors and motivations of the character Edgler Vess in Dean
Koontz’s Intensity. The theoretical framework for this analysis is rooted in Erich Fromm’s
theories of malignant aggression, sadism, and necrophilia, as well as Alfred Adler’s concept
of overcompensation. These theories offer insight into the extreme behaviors exhibited by
Vess, who is portrayed as a sadistic killer with a deep psychological need for control,
domination, and destruction. Through the identification of key psychological traits such as
ASPD, the analysis focuses on specific scenes from the novel, interpreting Vess’s actions as
expressions of his desire for omnipotence and his obsession with death. The study
integrates literary analysis with psychological theory, demonstrating how Vess’s behavior
aligns with real psychological processes, revealing the pathological nature of his violence
and the existential motivations driving his actions.

3. The Templeton Family and the Brutality of Edgler Vess

Paul Templeton and his family lived in Napa Valley, where they were deeply rooted
in the land, with a history of vineyards that had been passed down through generations.
Paul was depicted as a hardworking and reliable figure, symbolizing stability and warmth
within his home. However, their peaceful life was disrupted when the killer, Edgler Vess,
invaded their home. Upon discovery, Paul was found dead, bound to the toilet with tape
and riddled with bullet wounds (Koontz, 6, 7, 19, 1995):

Paul Templeton was propped on the toilet in his blue pajamas. Lengths of wide
strapping tape across his lap fixed him to the bowl. More tape encircled both his
chest and the toilet tank, holding him upright. Through the semitransparent bands
of tape, three separate bullet wounds were visible in his chest. There might have
been more than three (Koontz, 32).
The paragraph above reveals severe aggressiveness in terms of its tone and imagery. Such
an articulation of the body of Paul Templeton, in an unrestrained and lifeless state, makes
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it more brutal and horrific. Words like 'propped’, 'fixed', 'encircled’, all convey that the
killing was committed in the most cold-blooded, calculatedly ruthless, aggressive way.
Added to the violence of this scene is that, as mentioned, bullet wounds could be seen
through the tape; visceral and deeply unsettling.
Following the extremely vibrant and disturbing description of the lifeless body of Paul
Templeton, the fate of Sarah Templeton is unfolded. Her death personifies the horror of
another kind of brutality as well. The move signifies different ways that the killer used to
commit these acts of violence, doubling tension and fear, as it extends the scene into the
depths of his brutality:
After her husband had been shot, the woman had evidently been hammered
unconscious, perhaps with the butt of the gun. Then she had been gagged; her
cheeks bulged with whatever rag had been forced into her mouth. Strips of strapping
tape had sealed her lips, but in the relentless icy spray, the edges of the tape had
begun to peel away from her skin. With Sarah, the killer had used a knife. She was
not alive (34).
The use of the knife, a more intimate weapon than the gun, illustrates Vess’s psychological
need for control and domination. It is not just the act of killing but the manner in which he
does so gagging, taping, and ultimately using a knife that reveals the depth of his sadism.
Phrases like ‘hammered unconscious’, ‘gagged’, and ‘sealed her lips’ show cold, calculated
violence perpetrated upon them. The fact that Sarah was killed with a knife, as opposed to
the gun violence used on her husband, makes it all a bit too personal and intimate
regarding the killer's cruelty.

The aftermath describing her bulging cheeks, tape peeling off, relentless icy spray,
states dehumanization and unsparing suffering. Such shocking imagery puts the reader
into this grim reality of the scenery and for sure will invoke shock and disgust. Also, the
difference in murdering methods reflects the sadism and unpredictability of the predator's
nature that further heightens the oppressive and intense atmosphere present throughout
the novel.

4. Sadism and Malignant Aggression in Vess’s Actions

In The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness, Erich Fromm (1973) formulates a model
for understanding malignant aggression, namely in the form of sadism—the ever-seeking
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quest for absolute power over another thinking being (23,). “The infliction of physical pain
is only one of the manifestations of this wish for omnipotence” (439). This is reflected in
Intensity with the character of Edgler Vess who does not kill merely for the sake of violence
but for an assertion of total control. His actions demonstrate Fromm’s theory, revealing
how sadistic aggression is exhibited through the dehumanization and subordination of the
victim. Omnipotence is reflected in the tying and positioning of Paul Templeton's body so
that he would remain upright even in death. The physical pain he inflicts is only an aspect
of his domination; his sadism lies in the psychological power of complete dehumanization,
reducing them to objects at his mercy. Also, the close-up detail of the victims' suffering,
the gagged woman's discomfort and her fatal stabbing, reinforces that the killer is not
simply trying to eliminate but subjugate and annihilate, hallmarks of malignant aggression.

The killer's rationalization of pain as something to be embraced and enjoyed speaks
a lot about the distorted worldview in people with ASPD. Fromm believes that only humans
seem to derive pleasure from killing life, without any reason or purpose. To put it more in
general, man only appears destructive beyond the needs of defense or attaining what is
necessary for existence (Fromm, 1973, 262). For Vess “Pain is merely a part of life. By
embracing it, one can find surprising satisfaction in suffering. More importantly, getting in
touch with his own pain makes it easier for him to take pleasure in the pain of others”
(Koontz, 1995, 69). The killer's rationalization of pain in Intensity, framed as "something to
be embraced and enjoyed," perfectly embodies Fromm's assertion that man has a uniquely
destructive tendency at work in him that outpaces biological necessity. This reflection is a
hallmark of the pathological nature of his worldview, which not only normalizes suffering
but elevates it to a source of satisfaction. This is not biologically programmed or adaptive
aggression but surfaces as an expression of inner emptiness, alienation, or existential
despair. In his turn, the killer does not have any functional motive to defend himself or
survive; rather, his action bears a characteristic of Fromm's ideas on humanity's capacity
for purposeless violence: lustful satisfaction from destruction.

Vess is a character that is inclined towards destruction in which he can prove himself
and discover his true effect, "Anyone can smell a rose and enjoy the scent. But he has long
been training himself to feel the destruction of its beauty when he crushes the flower in
his fist” (Koontz, 1995, 70). Erich Fromm obviously explains the human being’s need for
leaving an effect in the world. He identifies this as a fundamental human existential need
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to produce a tangible result. This need might manifest in life-affirming or destructive ways
depending upon the character orientation of the individual (Fromm, Anatomy, 1973, 328).
The act of crushing the rose is a destructive form of effectiveness. Rather than deriving
fulfillment from appreciating or nurturing beauty, Vess asserts his power and impact
through the act of destruction. It is an act of crushing roses that symbolizes the
maladaptive expression of the drive of effectiveness, rooted in a fascination with control
and destruction rather than growth and creation.

Vess proceeds to go on a journey of "hunting," as he refers to his acts of killing
(Koontz, 1995, 86). The term "hunting" does have a meaning of calculated and almost
predatory ways of murder bereft of emotion or moral feelings. It painted Vess' actions as
calculated, purposeful, and even ritualistic in a framing that depersonalizes his victims and
presents him as someone who views their lives as mere objects to be pursued and
conquered. In this regard, Fromm believes that what is singular in man is that he may be
driven by impulses to kill and to torture. In doing so experience lust, there is no other
animal that is capable of being a killer and destroyer of his own species, without any reason
for this on the biological as well as on the economic end (Fromm, Anatomy, 1973, 307).

Vess shows unsettling behaviour; he is reverent and violent at the same time,
making this a truly disturbing combination: “Like a pilgrim genuflecting before a shrine,
Vess drops onto one knee as a final gasp rattles from the dying young man. A sound like
the brittle flutter of insect wings. He leans close to inhale the other's exhalation, breathes
deeply” (Koontz, 1995, 89). Comparing Vess to a "pilgrim genuflecting before a shrine"
indicates that this is a sacred or ritualistic moment of death for him and that his distorted
perception sees killing as a deep or spiritual act. The inhaling of the dying man's last breath
is an act of chilling intimacy, as he seeks to inhale the essence or life force from his victim.
The picture of the "brittle flutter of insect wings" makes the scene eerily fragile and brings
into focus the transience of life and grotesque reverence that Vess fastens on its
extinguishing. This passage really brings out Vess's twisted psychology and the perverse
connection he has with death.

At the service center where Vess stops by, one of the employees is shocked by Vess’s
behaviour and presents the observation below:
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the killer was robbing the place, but he didn't need to kill the clerks just to get the
money. Necessity, of course, was not a deciding factor with him. He had killed them

simply because he enjoyed doing so. He was on a roll. He was hot (Koontz, 1995,
91).

The killer is detached from any logical or practical motive for the violence he had
committed. The fact that he killed the clerks not out of necessity but because he "enjoyed
doing so" suggests the killer gets his thrills out of some notion of power and control over
other people, indicating some sort of deep-seated psychological disturbance. The phrase
"He was on a roll" brings into view even more strongly the killer's momentum or thrill, as
if the very act of murder has now assumed the character of pleasure or at least an addictive
activity.

There is a great example of how grotesque and ritualistic Vess objectifies and
controls his victims, even going as far as savoring the destruction of the young woman's
beauty (Koontz, 1995). In photographing her, forcing her to smile, and then consuming the
photos he took of her smile, it really shows his need to possess and obliterate what he
perceives as perfection. The most chilling, however, is the phrase "he had felt her smile in
his belly," insinuating that for Vess, the woman's beauty is a trophy he assimilates
internally, turning her victimization into an act of self-aggrandizement. This really drives
home Vess's anti-social tendencies in reducing his victims to objects to be consumed and
then destroyed, distorting meanwhile his sense of self-worth through their degradation. In
this respect, Adler (2013) believes that where recognition is desired, it facilitates increased
psychological tension. This makes the individual behave more brutally in his struggle for
power and domination, making his whole existence a struggle for expectation of victory.
The individual loses his grip on reality as he is more concerned with other peoples'
perception of him and his effects on them. This is a great limitation of his freedom of action
and turns vanity to be his most striking character (Koontz, 1995, 191).

Vess says that “it was fun watching the stupid thing (turtle) crawl on fire inside its
shell" and stresses the fact that he set his parent’s bed on fire when he was nine (Koontz,
1995, 253). When a child's inferiority is strong enough that he feels he never can
compensate for his weakness, there is a possibility that his efforts to compensate will move
over beyond a correction of balance to a position of over-compensation, in a need to tip
the scale in his favor (Adler, 2013).
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Vess's actions depict an unsettling deviation away from balance-seeking toward
over-compensation, driven by an underlying inferiority complex. His destructive impulses,
such as burning, as well as deriving enjoyment from inflicting harm, depict an attempt to
assert dominance and authority over others due to an underlying inadequacy. Over-
compensation, as suggested by Adler, has the potential to lead to destructive and
extreme behavior, as the individual seeks to balance the scales toward themselves by
harming others. Vess's anti-social behaviour depicts the psychodynamic implications of
unprocessed feelings of inferiority, illustrating the possibility of these same feelings being
acted out destructively if unresolved.

5. Vess’s Necrophilic Tendencies and Authoritarian Character

Vess demonstrates not only people-directed antisocial tendencies, but also toward
other living organisms. For example, Vess's interaction with his dogs is one of utility and
control, and not genuine fondness. They are trained to obey commands, switching back
and forth between aggression and friendliness with the use of code words. Although he
acts with them in an almost loving way—scratching them, addressing them by name,
even to the extent of installing an automatic feeding system to feed them; he regards
them only as tools. It is explicitly stated that his fondness for them is artificial, comparing
his care for the dogs to the care he shows to his power tools. In one case, he pinches
down hard on his dog, pressing it down toward the ground, while tracking deer spoor.
Here also he shows irritation, lack of tolerance, and need for dominance:

Vess encourages the Doberman to stay. When he is finished with the plate, he
points Tilsiter to the nearby deer spoor. The dog seems not to see the tracks. Or,
seeing them, he does not have any interest. Vess leads him to the spoor, right in
among the prints. Once more he points to them. Because Tilsiter appears to be
confused, Vess places his hand on the back of the dog's head and presses his
muzzle into one of the tracks (Koontz, 1995, 244).

Vess’s irritability here exhibits antisocial behaviour through dominance need, frustration
tolerance, and absence of sympathy. Instead of listening, or teaching the dog gently, he
pushed the snout of the dog into the tracks, showing coercion over cooperation; a
hallmark of antisocial personality. His quick temper, also intolerance of insubordination,
conforms to Erich Fromm’s description of authoritarian character, about which he states:

“Just as his ‘love’ is automatically aroused by power, so powerless people or institutions
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automatically arouse his contempt. The very sight of a powerless person makes him want
to attack, dominate, humiliate him”, then further explaining that this character “feels the
more aroused the more helpless his object has become” (Fromm, Escape, 2013, 150).
Furthermore, he argues that “simultaneous love for authority and the hatred against
those who are powerless are typical traits of the authoritarian character” (Fromm,
Anatomy, 1973, 78).

The antisocial tendencies are seen in Vess's thoughts and acts even in more bizarre
ways. His absence of sympathy, coupled with his disregard for human decency and human
life, shows an extraordinarily deranged personality. Vess tells Ariel that he has brought
back Laura’s corpse so that she could see what happens to all pretty things. Also, his
straightforward description of savagely mutilating the hitchhiker and sewing his eyes and
mouth shut out of disrespect shows an absence of social norms coupled with ability toward
dominance that is sadistic (Koontz, 1995, 215). Vess’s attempt to downplay these hideous
acts as an exercise in power over people further shows us his antisocial personality. His
absence of regret along with the absence of emotion shown by him while describing the
situation—alongside his confident tone—prove his lack of care over other people’s agony.
Thus, he appears as one who thrives on brutality and dominance, showing no respect
toward morals or human attachment. From this perspective, Fromm refers to the
necrophilic character as someone who derives pleasure from the destruction of bodies and
finds fascination in corpses. He defines this tendency as "the passion to transform that
which is alive into something unalive" (Fromm, Anatomy, 1973, 466). Vess's obsession with
revealing Laura’s corpse—what "becomes of pretty things"'—is an indication of a
necrophilic urge. Not only is he simply sadistic, but he takes enjoyment out of the transition
from living to deceased, deriving pleasure out of the decay of beauty. Furthermore, what
he does to the hitchhiker reveals his drive to turning the humans to mere objects and then
play with them like dolls.

As far as necrophilia is concerned, Vess shows some other traits to confirm his death
oriented thinking. When he kills, he sees it unquestionably indispensable to feel the
wetness (Koontz, 1995). In good weather, Vess likes to spend time savoring his dinner and
couple of beers on the porch. Whenever the mountain silences get dull, he allows himself
to hear the voices of those who are buried in the field: their groveling and lamentations,
the kind that he listens to over any other on the radio (161). Hence, Fromm believes that

“the craving to touch or to smell the odor of corpses or anything putrid” are necrophilic
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traits. They also include “the passionate attraction to all that is dead, decayed, putrid,
sickly” (Fromm, Anatomy, 1973, 457, 466). These conducts agree with Fromm's conception
of necrophilia, for Vess derives pleasure not only from death, but also sensory and
emotional pleasure from it. His desire to actually commit killing and preference for the
presence of decay reveal just how entrenched he is in this fixation, further cultivating his
necrophilic personality. Also, this fixation agrees well with extreme antisocial tendencies,
viewed in his lack of empathy, intentional isolation, and perverse enjoyment of the
suffering of others.

6. Conclusion

Edgler Vess in Intensity represents a chilling fusion of sadistic aggression, antisocial
behaviour, and necrophilic tendencies. Through Koontz’s vivid portrayal and psychological
depth, Vess becomes an embodiment of Fromm’s theories of malignant aggression and
necrophilia, as well as Adler’s theory of overcompensation stemming from deep inferiority.
Rather than committing violence out of survival or necessity, Vess engages in destruction
as a means of asserting power, satisfying psychological needs for dominance, and
expressing an existential emptiness. His behaviour reflects the darkest potentials within
human nature, offering a harrowing case study in how unresolved psychological conflicts
can manifest into pathological destructiveness. Through this analysis, Intensity is not
merely a thriller novel but a profound commentary on the pathological extremes of human
aggression and the terrifying capacity for cruelty when dominion and destruction become
sources of existential fulfillment.
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