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By adulthood, each of us has stood in judgment of a film at some point in our lives.  We 

sometimes judge the quality of the acting, the cinematography, or the writing, taking note of the 

entertainment value of each. Within some movies, however, is what some would argue is a far 

more important aspect that deserves attention, that of the film’s content. When that content 

involves a psychological disorder, this attention often turns to scrutiny, leading to arguments 

about whether the portrayal of the disorder is accurate, and whether the public mind will be 

altered by its exposure to that portrayal. 

This paper will attempt to compare one such film, “Hollyweird,” and its presentation of 

the disorder Antisocial Personality Disorder (APD) which, according to Bailey and Schultze 

(2020), is a psychological disorder characterized by a number of behavioral symptoms, 

including: a pattern of disregard for and violation of the rights of others; failure to conform to 

social norms; impulsivity or failure to plan ahead; irritability and aggressiveness, as indicated by 

repeated physical fights or assaults; reckless disregard for safety of self or others; consistent 

irresponsibility; and lack of remorse. 

In the film, the screenwriter Thomas Pillney finds that his 15-year old son, Bruce, 

exhibits several of the characteristics listed above.  Not knowing what to make of his son’s 

bizarre behavior, Thomas does everything he can to deal with the situation. Research by 

Bernstein and Brase (2012) suggests that this is a common occurrence among parents of children 

with APD. Like Thomas, the parents in their research reported that they were bewildered by their 

children’s inability to grasp even the most basic concepts of “right and wrong.”  In one scene, 

Bruce is seen hitting his younger sister repeatedly while holding his hand over her mouth.  

Thomas is horrified by this and by the fact that Bruce does not seem to understand why he 

should not cause his sister pain.  “But it’s fun, Dad,” is Bruce’s only reply. 



 

The etiology of APD is unknown, however several theories point to genetic 

predisposition combined with psychological factors. As in most mental disorders, no single 

factor explains its development. Rather, multiple risk factors, which can be biological, 

psychological, or social, play a role in its etiology. Like many mental health issues, evidence 

points to inherited traits. Like father, like son. But dysfunctional family life also increases the 

likelihood of ASP. So, although ASP may have a hereditary basis, environmental factors 

contribute to its development (Bernstein & Brase, 2012). 

Bailey and Schultze (2020) state that the biological factors in APD probably consist of 

inborn temperamental abnormalities. Impulsivity and emotional instability are unusually intense 

in these patients, and these traits are known to be heritable. Similar characteristics can also be 

found in the close relatives of patients with APD. Research suggests that the impulsivity that 

characterizes APD might be associated with decreased serotonin activity in the brain.   

Genetics aside, the psychological factors in this illness vary a great deal (Ramachandran, 

2000). Some borderline patients describe highly traumatic experiences in their childhood, such as 

physical or sexual abuse. Ramachandran (2000) also warns that many with APD suffer severe 

emotional neglect and/or have parents with impulsive or depressive personality traits. He is quick 

to point out, however, that some patients report a fairly normal childhood, indicating that an 

antisocial pathology can arise from many different pathways.  

The social factors in APD reflect many of the problems of modern society. We live in a 

fragmented world, in which extended families and communities no longer provide the support 

they once did. In contemporary urban society, children have more difficulty meeting their needs 

for attachment and identity. Those who are vulnerable to APD may have a particularly strong 

need for an environment providing consistent expectations and emotional security 



 

(Ramachandran, 2000).  

Researchers have their own ideas about ASP's cause. One theory proposed by Mendez 

(2018) suggests that abnormalities in development of the nervous system may cause ASP. 

Abnormalities that suggest abnormal nervous system development include learning disorders, 

persistent bedwetting and hyperactivity. He bases this assumption on his studies showing that, if 

mothers smoked during pregnancy, their offspring were at risk of developing antisocial behavior. 

This suggests that smoking brought about lowered oxygen levels with may have resulted in 

subtle brain injury to the fetus. In the film, Bruce’s mother is a chain smoker, and she is rarely 

seen without a lit cigarette. This feature of her character development may have been accidental, 

but it conforms well with the aforementioned theory. 

Yet another theory suggests that people with APD require greater sensory input for 

normal brain function. Evidence from Cristos (2017) shows that those with APD have low 

resting pulse rates and low skin conductance, and that they demonstrate decreased amplitude on 

certain brain measures, all of which supports this theory. This research further demonstrates that 

individuals with chronically low arousal may seek out potentially dangerous or risky situations to 

raise their arousal to more optimal levels to satisfy their craving for excitement. 

Brain imaging studies such as those by Bernstein and Brase (2012) have also suggested 

that abnormal brain function is a cause of antisocial behavior. Likewise, the neurotransmitter 

serotonin has been linked with impulsive and aggressive behavior. Both the temporal lobes and 

the prefrontal cortex help regulate mood and behavior. The researchers’ suggestion is that 

impulsive or poorly controlled behavior stems from a functional abnormality in serotonin levels 

or in these brain regions.  

Bailey and Schultze (2020) make it clear that social and home environment also 



 

contributes to the development of antisocial behavior, pointing out that parents of troubled 

children frequently show a high level of antisocial behavior themselves. These findings match 

the portrayal of Bruce in the film “Hollyweird.” In several scenes, Bruce’s family are shown to 

be impulsive and emotionally unstable, particularly in the beginning of the film when Bruce’s 

problems become most noticeable to the viewer.  His mother rants and becomes verbally abusive 

toward several members of the family, and his sister withdraws to her room in an apparently 

desperate attempt to avoid the conflict being created by their mother. 

Since Bernstein and Brase (2012) have shown that erratic or inappropriate discipline and 

inadequate supervision have been linked to antisocial behavior in children, the scene described 

above is of particular importance. Involved parents tend to monitor their child's behavior, setting 

rules and seeing that they are obeyed, checking on the child's whereabouts, and steering them 

away from troubled playmates. Good supervision is less likely in broken homes because parents 

may not be available, and antisocial parents often lack the motivation to keep an eye on their 

children. The importance of parental supervision is also underscored when people with APD 

grow up in large families where each child gets proportionately less attention (Bernstein & 

Brase, 2012).  

Overall, the film “Hollyweird” presents a relatively accurate portrayal of Antisocial 

Personality Disorder. Although fictional, the scenes in which the cause of APD is suggested are 

consistent with some research on the possible etiology of this disorder.  Symptoms of APD are 

also portrayed with accuracy, and are supported by current research findings. The film makers 

too some license, however, in regard to the treatment of APD, given that current opinion is that 

the disorder cannot be cured. 
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