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I. Executive Summary 
a. This plan addresses and presents alterations of the sensus communis 

surrounding critical materials about shows and films that feature serial 
killers. I have studied and analyzed reviews about several shows and films 
about serial killers, each following a different killer and being set in a 
different temporal setting. I began collecting sources by simply searching 
for shows that seems to have similar themes. I then found reviews of these 
shows (mostly on entertainment magazine websites) and narrowed them 
down to authors that I could find several reviews from. I did this to ensure 
that I was seeing professional reviews and the language present in those 
that would not be present in a personal blog post about a show or film. 
Each of these articles are written differently, but overall they all focus on 
the content of the films and the director intention behind the films. In the 
existing sensus communis, the articles exist on the moral hierarchy that 
empathy is better than apathy. So, everything in the articles places value 
on how well the audience understands and relates to the serial killers. 
Because of the emphasis on understanding in the moral hierarchy, the 
articles give presence to psychology and how we can understand these 
actions not only through television, but through analysis of the portrayed 
actions. The articles also use the metaphor THE HEAD is a CONTAINER 
to give further presence to psychology and direct the attention to actions 
being an internal phenomenon. In my plan, I have engaged the sensus 
communis not by shunning the values of understand and psychology, but 
through expanding on what kind of understanding is morally good. 
Specifically, understanding killers in a sense of empathizing with them and 
relating to them is no longer at the top of the moral hierarchy, but 
understanding their patterns and thought processes is. Psychology is not 
given presence in its role in diagnosing killers with mental illnesses, but by 
recognizing how helpful it can be for victims of violent crimes, who may or 
may not be portrayed in the television show. Although critics cannot do 
much to change how these shows and films portray killers, they can 
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address the problems and successes within these shows and inform 
audiences, as professionals, as to what is productive and effective, and 
what is not. 

II. Cultural and Issue Assessment 
a. Summary 

i. In the following assessment, I have collected items of the sensus 
communis of critical reviews of television shows and movies about 
serial killers. I gathered about twenty articles initially that were 
reviews of serial killer shows and movies, but ultimately kept the 
eight articles that I felt analyzed and assessed the show rather than 
simply reporting on it. The main thing that shapes the sensus 
communis of this issue is the hierarchical concept that empathy is 
better than apathy. This hierarchy puts pressure on those within it 
to make an effort to understand serial killers. The articles use a 
drama that situates audiences of these shows in a violent America 
and uses shows about serial killers to increase understanding and, 
therefore, place them higher on the moral hierarchy. The article 
gives presence to psychology as a means of understanding people in 
general, but highlights its use in understanding killers. The articles 
have two central metaphors. The first, THE HEAD is a 
CONTAINER is also related to psychology and adheres to an 
internal understanding of the killer’s actions and the audience’s 
reactions. The second, A PERSON is a BODY, refers to the idea that 
when a person has died, they are disconnected from their body: it 
becomes a corpse, or, better yet, simply organs and bones. Finally, 
the articles give presence to the shared experience of childhood. The 
articles refer to other movies and shows that act as the canon of 
“standard teen dramas,” relating the childhoods of the killers to a 
more common adolescent experience. 

b. Assessment 
i. Metaphor: 
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1. The articles about this topic used the central metaphor of 
THE HEAD is a CONTAINER. The authors use phrases like 
“inside their head” to describe elements of motivation and 
psychology, particularly for the serial killers features in the 
show. This metaphor provides a view that motive is an 
internal process. The articles also use the metaphor A 
PERSON is A BODY. When discussing violence, the articles 
lean toward referring to the inanimate “corpses” and “dead 
bodies.” This metaphor provides the view that once a 
person has been killed, their body is separate from their 
living identity. 

ii. Hierarchy: 
1. The articles use the moral hierarchy that empathy is better 

than apathy. A good person, according to the articles, is 
someone who can understand serial killers. Using 
“psychology” to understand “the how” rather than “the 
why” is an important element of being a good person in this 
community. A bad person, on the other hand, is someone 
who does not try to understand other people, even those who 
commit violent crimes. People in this community should feel 
guilty when they adhere to the intrinsic values of good and 
evil and are content with the “mystery” of killers. 

iii. Presence: 
1. The articles about this topic give presence to psychology. 

Psychology is a vehicle for understanding and interpreting 
actions in the sensus communis. Some people practice “real 
criminal psychology,” which provides insight into “all 
the terrifying things” that happen in people’s brains. 
Alternatively, there is the practice of “amateur 
psychology,” which only focuses on one influential element 
for understanding one’s actions, such as their “parents.” By 
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highlighting mental illness through psychology, the articles 
frame the traits of killers as “diagnosable” and better yet, 
treatable.  

iv. Memory: 
1. The articles surrounding this topic remind the audience of 

their childhood by giving presence to the concept of 
childhood in the shows and movies. The articles highlight 
“adolescence” and the concept of “coming-of-age” in the 
lives of serial killers while connecting these experiences to 
universal experiences shared by young people. The articles 
also draw on the concepts in familiar movies, “standard 
teen dramas,” further connecting them to universal 
concepts and experiences related to childhood. 

v. Drama: 
1. The articles create a drama of understanding violence 

through a television screen. The agent in the drama is “the 
audience” of shows and movies about serial killers. This 
audience exists in a scene of a violent America, and are part 
of an “American fascination” with that violence. The 
audience ultimately wants to understand violence and killers 
because they are pressured by the hierarchy that a good 
person “tries to understand” serial killers. The means of 
achieving this understanding and “sympathy” is the shows 
and movies “about...murderers.”  

c. Conclusion 
i. Engaging this sensus communis is a tricky task, because we have to 

make sure that we engaging the way shows about killers are 
assessed, not the way they are written, directed, or produced. 
Because of the god terms used by the hierarchy (empathy/apathy), 
a constructive way to challenge this hierarchy is to reverse and 
redefine the god terms. So, instead of a good person being someone 
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who can understand serial killers, a good person is someone who 
cannot imagine doing what serial killers do. Naivety is better than 
insight into violence. We can take similar steps to expanding on the 
drama. As opposed to framing these pieces as a means of feeling 
empathy, we can use the newly established hierarchy to use these 
pieces as a means of feeling uncomfortable. In changing the 
hierarchy and drama, the emotional effect of these shows and 
movies can be more similar to the fear experienced in a horror film 
and less the intrigue experienced in a psychological thriller or a 
mystery. Another way to do this is to expand on psychology, which 
is used as more than just a means of understanding violent people. 
Putting less emphasis on the importance of psychology in thinking 
about these films will decrease the pressure to understand the 
actions and will also put less of a stigma on mental illnesses that are 
mentioned throughout the articles. 

 
III. Persuasive Concept Plan 

a. Summary 
i. Currently, the sensus communis of reviews of shows about serial 

killers revolves around the conceit that understanding is empathy. 
My plan slightly alters this sensus communis to the conceit that 
understanding is prevention. The word “understanding” here takes 
on two different meanings. In the first conceit, it refers to 
understanding of emotions; in the second, to a rational 
understanding of actions and patterns. In my plan, I have altered 
the hierarchy so that empathy is no longer the moral god term. 
Rather, the new hierarchy uses rational understanding as the god 
term and sympathy as a devil term. My plan expands on the 
metaphor THE HEAD is a CONTAINER. As the metaphor expands 
to become THE HEAD is a MACHINE, the actions and stressors 
become more apparent and leave less room to interpretation of 
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what is held within. The articles give presence to psychology, which 
I have also expanded on so that presence is given more specifically 
to the impact of the aftermath of the killings, not as a sympathetic 
tool for the killers themselves. Memory has been altered to give 
presence to adulthood instead of childhood. Although this seems 
like a drastic change, growing old is an universal as being a child. 
Mature audiences will be more familiar with the responsibilities of 
adulthood and will thus relate less to killers with sympathetic origin 
stories. Finally, the agent of the drama surrounding these articles 

b. Plan Elements 
i. Hierarchy: Because the sensus communis as it exists now is based 

around its hierarchy, the key to changing the sensus communis is 
establishing a new hierarchy. This hierarchy, rationality is better 
than sympathy, offers a reversal of god terms from the existing 
hierarchy. In this new sensus communis, a good person is someone 
who can recognize patterns between violent criminals and a person 
should feel guilty when they relate to the emotions felt during 
violent crimes were committed. When the original articles point to 
understanding the killers as us, they can be altered to indicate 
where we differ from the killers portrayed. 

1. The show, although it is about Kemper, draws 
relationships between his murders and the murders of 
the Manson family and Son of Sam. 

2. The show reminds us of the importance of prevention and 
persecution and shows us that showing empathy to 
people who have none can cost lives. 

3. The film isolates the killer by showcasing crimes that no 
normal person would ever commit.  

ii. Metaphor: Currently the central metaphor in the articles is THE 
HEAD is a CONTAINER, which interacts with the presence of 
psychology. A metaphor that will continue to engage the idea of the 



Nora Smith 
COM3155-101: Persuasion 
Persuasive Concept Plan, Stage 3 
 

head, or the brain, is THE HEAD is a MACHINE. By using this 
metaphor, this plan does not deny the internal factors that guide 
behavior, but requires a specific “trigger” or “switch” that causes the 
action. Because the issue with psychology is that it is not generally 
understood within the sensus communis, the plan will engage 
machines, which audience members use on a daily basis. 

1. My Friend Dahmer shows how Dahmer’s unconventional 
family structure triggered the violent side of his brain. 

2. Criss’ portrayal shows that realizing that he was unloved 
flipped a switch in Cunanan’s head. 

3. The film shows the devastating consequences of what can 
happen when disappointment turns on the violent thoughts 
held inside a killer’s head. 

iii. Presence: The current sensus communis surrounding the articles 
gives presence to psychology, specifically the psychology of killers. 
There is still a place for psychology in this discussion, but not in 
attempting to understand violent killers. Instead of using mental 
illness to diagnose killers’ actions, psychology should be given 
presence in how fear and grief impact those impacted by violence. 
Instead of explicitly encouraging audiences to understand (and 
therefore identify) killers, frame psychology as a tool for helping 
victims, its more common use. 

1. The show reminds us of the pain and grief that come with 
the violent end of a family member. 

2. The show places its audience in the midst of the mass panic 
that followed Dahmer’s killings. 

3. Through scenes with the victims’ families, the show places 
the importance of working through pain and tragedy at 
its forefront. 

iv. Memory: The articles currently give presence to childhood 
memories. In the altered sensus communis, memory should instead 
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be given to adulthood. Childhood is a universal experience, but the 
responsibilities of growing up and adulthood are also universal. 
Although this may seem to contrast with the altered hierarchy, it 
should be noted that naivety is not being associated with childhood 
and young ideas, but rather with a lack of experience with violent 
actions that are given presence in the articles. 

1. The actor portrays a 25-year-old killer. 
2. While characters around him are beginning families and 

finding jobs, Cunanan’s story takes a drastic turn to 
violence. 

3. After graduating high school, the movie shows Dahmer 
not heading to college, but luring men into his car, never 
to be seen again. 

v. Drama: For the last element of this plan, drama, I suggest that we 
narrow the scope of the agent (“the audience”) to that of a law 
enforcement officer. While this drama would still have the act of 
understanding violent crimes (specifically serial killers), it would be 
for the purpose of apprehending criminals, not feeling empathy for 
them. The act of this drama would be specifically studying the 
patterns of successful criminals as opposed to the understanding of 
their humanity and personal history that is expected in the original 
drama. The scene would also be shifted to a murder investigation, 
again, giving the understanding of killers a more temporally 
relevant purpose. 

1. The film gives us a means of understanding the thought of 
a serial killer, and helps to prevent future homicides. 

2. The series gives little indication of the killer’s past and 
puts the audience into the heart of the investigation. 

3. The most disturbing part of the film is the insight into 
disturbing, nonsensical thought patterns that shape 
the killer, eventually leading to senseless murders. 
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c. Conclusion 
i. The plan engages the sensus communis as it exists because it 

expands on what is accepted in the community. This plan will 
effectively alter the language used in the community because it 
provides authors with a clearly different way to speak about the 
subject, which is effective as few topics are as subjective as 
television and film reviews. By altering the moral hierarchy, authors 
of articles like the ones I have analyzed will not encourage empathy 
and sympathy with killers because it will make them feel guilty. 
Instead, they will create a story in which the shows are useful, like 
in the drama I have presented with the homicide investigator. I 
have not cut psychology entirely from this plan because it is a 
widely accepted facet of the current sensus communis. Instead, I 
have approached psychology from a different lens and have 
narrowed down the definition of psychology because it is such a 
widely spanning field. Instead of drawing attention to mental illness 
and the diagnostic power of psychology, the articles should give 
presence to how the actions of killers negatively impact the sensory 
memory of the entire community. The new plan also appeals to a 
more mature audience because of the moral hierarchy of rational 
thinking and in the presence of memories about adulthood. 
Audience members who have responsibilities and have long exited 
childhood will be less inclined to accept the value of an origin story 
or give a character the benefit of the doubt because of an absent 
mother. Again, the psychology is not lost on this audience, they 
simply understand things differently when they view it through the 
lens of adulthood rather than adolescence. 

IV. Appendix 
a. Metaphor:  

i. Metaphorical Concept One: THE HEAD is a CONTAINER 
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1. “If you leave the multiplex with these thoughts swimming 
around in your head, My Friend Dahmer has done a job 
on you” (Travers 5). 

2. “For the most part, though, Mindhunter’s writing is quick, 
clever, and engrossing, whether the team is prying open a 
murderer’s head or getting chewed out by the F.B.I. brass” 
(Lawson 8). 

3. “Mindhunter follows the first FBI agents to try to get inside 
the head of a serial killer” (Paskin 1). 

4. “It’s a head trip, a cerebral consideration of all the 
terrifying things that can go wrong inside the minds of 
murderers and men” (Paskin 1). 

5. “My Friend Dahmer asks this question without indulging in 
any explicit violence or sex, leaving the horror to unfold 
entirely in the viewer’s mind…” (Rife 6). 

ii. Metaphorical Concept Two: A PERSON is a BODY 
1. “It’s difficult to pinpoint the source of a person’s drive to kill 

17 men, have sex with their bodies (in some cases with their 
viscera), consume their organs, and reduce the rest to 
bones…” (Edelstein 1). 

2. “There must be reasons that would make a loner like Dahmer 
take the lives of 17 victims and have sex with their dead 
bodies before devouring them…” (Travers 5). 

3. “…theorizes that he should have a lobotomy, and asks if 
Ford has any idea how hard it is to fornicate with 
someone’s neck” (Paskin 3). 

4. “…Ed Kemper rants to Ford about how manipulative women 
are, and how inconveniently cartilaginous their 
corpses can be” (Gilbert 6). 

b. Hierarchy: 
i. Empathy is better than apathy. 
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1. A good person is someone who can understand violent 
actions. 

a. “[Ford] becomes intrigued by the possibilities of 
criminal psychology, and persuades Tench to join 
him in interviewing convicted murderers to find out 
not just the how of their crimes, but the why” 
(Gilbert 4). 

b. “And the film does make a bold request of its 
audience: to try to understand, and even 
sympathize with, a teenage boy…” (Rife 1). 

c. “…Mindhunter works quite well. It indulges a perhaps 
uniquely American fascination while also 
attempting to explain it…” (Lawson 10). 

d. “Rather, the writer-director tries to understand 
what formed Dahmer and made him act out the way 
he did” (Peters 4). 

2. A person should feel guilty when they do not make an 
effort to understand others’ actions. 

a. “The FBI hardly has the language to discuss criminal 
psychology, while rank-and-file police departments 
hardly have the will, preferring to think of 
criminals as simply evil” (Paskin 2) 

b. “Meyers humanizes [Dahmer] without minimizing his 
monstrousness—or his mystery” (Edelstein 6). 

c. “…satisfying the curious, prurient interest so many 
of us have, shamefully or not, about the ghastly 
business of serial killing…” (Lawson 3).  

c. Presence 
i. The articles give presence to psychology. 

1. “…simply blaming the parents is amateur psychology at 
its shallowest” (Travers 5). 
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2. “Clunky as Criminal Minds may be, it is based, at least 
loosely, in real criminal psychology developed by the 
F.B.I. in the late 1970s” (Lawson 2). 

3. “The Assassination of Gianni Versace swaps People v. O.J.’s 
knotty legal systems for these dense psychological ones…” 
(Lawson 11). 

4. “It’s a head trip, a cerebral consideration of all the 
terrifying things that can go wrong inside the minds of 
murderers and men” (Paskin 1). 

5. “We could blame genetics and/or mental illness (Dahmer 
would be diagnosed with borderline, schizotypal, and 
psychotic disorders)…” (Edelstein 3). 

d. Memory 
i. The articles remind the audience of childhood. 

1. “So far, so coming-of-age cliché” (Travers 4). 
2. “…then inches back into Cunanan’s life as we meet his 

previous victims—before presenting something of a 
sympathetic origin story…”  (Lawson 6). 

3. “…I thought I was watching a standard teen drama, and 
remembered my own weird hobbies and nerdy alienation 
and wondered if I could ever have been that guy” (Edelstein 
5). 

4. “My Friend Dahmer, a coming-of-age drama tracing the 
struggles of an adolescent Jeffrey Dahmer to fit in at his 
high school, is going to make some viewers uncomfortable” 
(Rife 1). 

e. Drama: 
i. Title: Understanding Through a Screen 

1. Scene: A violent America 
a. “…the spree killer whose final act before committing 

suicide was to gun down famed fashion designer 
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Gianni Versace outside his palatial Miami Beach 
home in 1997” (Lawson 1). 

b. “It indulges a perhaps uniquely American 
fascination while also attempting to explain it, 
rescuing the series from simply being yet another 
leering bit of murder exploitation” (Lawson 10). 

c. “It’s a question that still resonates, particularly in the 
wake of the Las Vegas shooting” (Gilbert 3). 

d. “It frames a gay disaster as an intrinsically American 
one, binding personal values with national ones” 
(Lawson 13). 

2. Act: Understanding serial killers 
a. “And the film does make a bold request of its 

audience: to try to understand, and even 
sympathize with, a teenage boy…” (Rife 1). 

b. “It’s an engaging workplace drama of sorts, just one 
that happens to be about people interviewing serial 
killers to find out what kind of logic, if any, 
governs them” (Lawson 5). 

c. “Rather, the writer-director tries to understand 
what formed Dahmer and made him act out the way 
he did” (Travers 4). 

3. Agent: The show’s audience 
a. “Perhaps when Mindhunter’s run has ended, we’ll 

have some better conception of why we watch all 
the brutal stuff that we do” (Lawson 4). 

b. “So the audience is given some balance, confronted 
with our own giddy interest while also provided with a 
tether back to the moral, compassionate world” 
(Lawson 6). 
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c. “Jeffrey definitely parts ways with the rest of us 
when he takes a big dog into the forest and brings out 
a knife” (Edelstein 6). 

d. “If there wasn’t a Jeffrey at your high school, the 
movie implies, you may have been the Jeffrey” (Rife 
1). 

4. Agency: Movies/shows about killers 
a. “The film exerts a fascination that cannot be 

denied. But frustratingly, it leaves us on the outside 
looking in” (Travers 5). 

b. “Mindhunter is a show about process and, to some 
extent, science, about how researchers and 
investigators began to deepen…concepts of criminal 
pathology” (Lawson 3) 

c. “Of course, in making a show about [Cunanan], 
FX is essentially giving this murderer the glory he so 
wanted…” (Lawson 12). 

5. Purpose: Feel empathy 
a. “So the audience is given some balance, confronted 

with our own giddy interest while also provided with a 
tether back to the moral, compassionate world” 
(Lawson 6). 

b. “…before presenting something of a sympathetic 
origin story, in a ballsy move that surprisingly pays 
off” (Lawson 6). 

c. “…remembered my own weird hobbies and nerdy 
alienation and wondered if I could ever have 
been that guy” (Edelstein 5). 

d. “Jeffrey Dahmer was a real person, with a family 
and at least a couple of casual friends. The people 
he killed were, too” (Rife 6). 
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e. “[The agents] are people, much as their subjects 
are people, and those subjects’ victims are as well” 
(Lawson 6). 
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