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      Introduction: Globalization and the State 
in Contemporary Crime Fiction                     

     Andrew     Pepper      and     David     Schmid    

      The production, circulation, and translation of crime fi ction, from the 
genre’s roots in the criminal stories circulating in London and Paris from 
the early eighteenth century (Pepper 2016), has always been an inherently 
transnational phenomenon. But it is also true that, despite the genre’s 
long-standing transnational dimensions, it is only in the last twenty years 
or so that crime fi ction has really mushroomed beyond the familiar scenes 
of its foundational texts (e.g., London, Paris, New York, Los Angeles), to 
become a truly global literary genre. Indigenous crime fi ction cultures are 
now emerging from, and speaking to, their own sites of production and, 
aided by the globalization of the literary marketplace and a new emphasis 
on translation, traveling to all corners of the globe to the extent that we 
can now arguably describe crime fi ction as a world literature par excellence 
(see King). But to make good on such a claim we need to do more than 
focus on the proliferation of crime fi ction cultures in an ever-expanding list 

        A.   Pepper      ( ) 
  School of English, Queen’s University Belfast ,   Belfast   B77 1NN ,  UK      
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  School of English, University at Buffalo ,   306 Clemens Hall ,  Buffalo ,  NY ,  USA     



of countries and regions (e.g., Japan, Sweden, Scandinavia, South Africa, 
Australia, South Korea, Mexico, Brazil, South America etc.). Instead, we 
need to “read crime fi ction as an example of world literature to gain greater 
insights into the global reach of the genre” and to explore “international 
connections between works” (King, 10). This move between the national 
and the international—or what we call here the state and globalization—is 
the key tension that informs the critical work this collection undertakes. 

 The internationalization of crime fi ction has not gone unnoticed 
in either the academy or the wider public arena. Recent articles in the 
 Guardian  and  Observer  (UK) newspapers enthusiastically refl ect upon the 
exoticization of the genre (“Having an exotic backdrop,” Tobias Jones 
writes, “is almost more important than the plot itself”) or the way in which 
crime fi ction has always “operated as a sort of imaginative travel agency, 
taking customers across borders and introducing them to unknown cul-
tures” (Lawson). Commenting in  The New Yorker  on the importance of 
location in contemporary examples of the genre, Clive James concurs: 
“In most of the crime novels coming out now, it’s a matter not of what 
happens but of where. Essentially, they are guidebooks.” Websites such 
as “Detectives Beyond Borders” and “Mrs Peabody Investigates” are 
devoted to the promotion and interrogation of this internationalizing 
phenomenon. In the academy there has been a concerted effort to link 
this proliferation with the rise of globalization, a term that has been widely 
used in critical discourse from the end of the 1980s to refl ect an intensi-
fying global inter-connectedness that took a variety of social, economic, 
political, and cultural forms (Held and McGrew; Lisle). Ruth Moore, for 
example, posits that “Crime fi ction is currently one of the most global-
ized, most popular, and best-selling of commercial genres” (79). Or as 
Eva Erdmann puts it: “On the map of the world there are hardly any areas 
uncharted by crime fi ction, hardly any places that have not yet become the 
setting for a detective novel” (13). 

 As descriptive statements, it is hard to dispute such claims, but what 
exactly they tell us about the capacities of crime fi ction to refl ect, in criti-
cal and imaginative ways, on the processes of globalization in general, or 
on the growing transnationalization of crime and policing networks in the 
contemporary era, in particular, is much less clear. In this regard, Rachel 
Adams helpfully argues that “Because their themes and conventions have 
proved to be extremely portable, detective novels can now be found in vir-
tually any part of the world” (251), but points out that the “globalization 
of crime changes the detective’s relationship to his (and more recently her) 
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community” and “has also meant the dispersal of the detective novel itself” 
(269). In other words, the globalization of crime fi ction should not simply 
be understood as a one-way process whereby the genre moves inexorably 
to populate the globe. Rather, the global implications of the crimes being 
depicted (e.g., the link between individual or collective criminal acts and 
the exigencies of global capitalism) require new forms and new strategies 
of representation in order to do justice to a changed and changing world. 

 Useful assessments of the implications of the ever-increasing fl ow of 
goods, people, and capital across international spaces for crime fi ction are 
offered by works such as Matzke and Mühleisen’s  Postcolonial Perspectives: 
Crime Fiction from a Transcultural Perspective  (2006), Krajenbrink and 
Quinn’s  Investigating Identities: Questions of Identity in Contemporary 
International Crime Fiction  (2009) and Miranda, Pezzotti, and Anderson’s 
 The Foreign in International Crime Fiction: Transcultural Representations  
(2012). In all of these works, the emphasis is on the ways in which highly 
mobile and multi-directional encounters—or what Matzke and Mühleisen 
call “contact zones”—between the genre as it has developed primarily 
in Europe and the United States and indigenous articulations of crime 
fi ction in other parts of the world produce, if not a “transnational imagi-
nary,” then at least new, hybridized forms of crime fi ction which refl ect 
the complex nature of the exchanges responsible for their production. 
At best, such work is able to show how the appropriation and rework-
ing of identifi able detective or crime forms by writers from all parts of 
the world produce new typologies that both unsettle some of the more 
calcifi ed assumptions of the genre and facilitate critical refl ection on the 
globalizing imperatives of capitalism. 

 Unfortunately, with the exception of the aforementioned books, most 
work on this subject provides a largely uncritical account of the interna-
tional proliferation of the genre in which neither the underlying social, 
economic, and political conditions that have produced this ever-expanding 
lens in the fi rst place, nor the category of crime fi ction itself, are subject 
to proper critical scrutiny. The result is a facile analogy between detective 
(or surrogate detective) and tour guide whereby both act as cultural arbi-
ters between different traditions, identities, and nation-states, and where 
the sheer range of perspectives on offer, so to speak, becomes a cause 
for uncritical celebration due to the assumption that the crime novel is 
somehow uniquely situated to provide insight and comment on the effects 
of globalization as these are felt, or experienced, at the level of the local 
police station, town, or city (i.e., in the typical settings of most crime 
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novels). Even a critic as perceptive as Slavoj Žižek offers little new to this 
debate:

  The main effect of globalisation on detective fi ction is discernible in its dia-
lectical counterpart: the specifi c locale, a particular provincial environment 
as the story’s setting. In a globalised world, a detective story can take place 
almost anywhere: there are now detective series set in Botswana, on Native 
American reservations, in the industrial Ruhr, in Venice and Florence, in 
Ireland…even in contemporary Tibet. (2003) 

 The problem with this account, and others like it, is that they ignore the 
role played by the state in mediating between the local and global realms 
and/or assume the demise, or irrelevance, of the territorially bounded 
state in the face of the deterritorializing impulses of global capitalism. This 
erasure of the state, whether deliberate or not, is made even more prob-
lematic by the state’s centrality to the historical development of crime fi c-
tion and by its continuing signifi cance to the genre, even as its capacity to 
uphold the law in the face of highly mobile transnational criminal organi-
zations has been severely tested. By connecting our understanding of the 
globalization of crime fi ction fi rmly to the activities and ambitions of the 
state, we are making two points: fi rst, that we cannot hope to understand 
the current reconfi gurations of the genre and its increasingly international 
reach and focus without coming to grips with its continuing embedded-
ness in the institutional practices of the state; and second, that the state has 
not been unaffected by either the transnationalization of crime and polic-
ing (e.g., by the smuggling of goods and people across borders, by the 
connections between criminal gangs in different parts of the globe, and by 
the increasingly complex liaisons between state and supra-state bodies and 
the management and sharing of data around areas like risk management) 
or by the affairs of multi-nationals and the deterritorializing impulses of 
global capitalism. As such, contemporary crime fi ction, if it is going to 
remain relevant, needs to fi nd ways of refl ecting on these processes and 
critically assessing their implications. 

   THE STATE AND THE GLOBE 
 It is true, as Žižek claims, that a detective story can take place almost any-
where but the local/locale (for example Henning Mankell’s Ystad, Natsuo 
Kirino’s Tokyo or James Lee Burke’s New Iberia) is best understood as 
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a synecdoche of the state. In other words, the local is where the practical 
effects of the state’s laws and criminal justice system are lived out, tested, 
and found wanting. In the wake of the radicalization of the genre in the 
1960s and 1970s by writers like Chester Himes, Jean-Patrick Manchette, 
and Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö, combined with a growing belief in the 
capacities of the crime novel to confront the ills of the system, certain nov-
els offered more explicit critiques of state corruption and the surrender of 
the public ‘good’ to private interests. But it is also the case that these same 
novels could never quite escape the securitarian tendencies of the crime 
story, or get around what has always been a problem for the genre: the 
fact that any solutions to the generalized problems identifi ed tend to be 
individual ones (see Moretti 1983; Schmid 1995). Our point, vis-à-vis the 
globalization of the crime story, is that these problems are compounded, 
rather than lessened, by the complex interplay between state, extra-state, 
and non-state actors and institutions, especially as the narrative frame 
opens up from provincial place, or the city to the state, and from the state 
to the globe. As Schmid has argued elsewhere:

  The problems created by this tendency of crime fi ction to provide accurate 
diagnoses of both the problems of contemporary societies and the extent 
to which those problems are imbricated complexly with representations 
of space, but to be much less forthcoming about solutions that are any-
thing except individual, are thrown into even sharper focus when the genre 
deals with units of space larger than the city, up to and including the globe. 
(“From,” 19) 

 Our book is not intended to be an in-depth study of the complex rela-
tionship between the state and the processes of globalization; rather, as 
a study of the growing reach and ambition of the crime novel, it aims 
to think carefully about the transnationalization of crime and policing in 
the contemporary era, and the implications of this transnationalization for 
the genre. In this sense, it seems outmoded and, indeed, inadequate to 
take the state (whether we’re talking about the Swedish, US, French or 
Japanese state) as our primary locus of interest and to characterize global 
crime control as a straightforward battle between states and individual 
criminals/criminal gangs and, hence, between forms of legitimate and 
illegitimate power. For starters, this kind of distinction obscures the close 
relationship between the licit and illicit economy, something that, in turn, 
troubles the legitimacy question upon which normative defi nitions of state 
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power depend. Such defi nitions are founded on Weber’s claim that the 
state “is a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of 
the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory” (78). If the 
legitimate use of violence, or the use of legitimate violence is understood, 
from a normative perspective, to be a key prerogative of the state, the 
crime novel, at least in its more critical articulations, has always sought 
to question this perceived truth by showing instead how state violence is 
linked to class and racial divisions and economic inequalities. Still, while 
the contemporary crime novelists examined in this study—Paco Ignacio 
Taibo II, Natuso Kirino, or Don Winslow for example—may begin by 
assuming the negative impacts of state violence, their work quickly moves 
to consider what happens when it is no longer possible to locate this 
violence within the bounded territory of discrete states; when, in other 
words, violence is not specifi cally located or locatable. The challenge then 
becomes fi nding appropriate forms and registers to contextualize the ways 
in which the fl ows of global capitalism and the changing practices of states 
in turn produce these new confi gurations of violence. And as the work of 
Taibo and John le Carré, in particular, makes clear, it is also necessary to 
seek out new modes, or forms, of resistance, to fi nd new ways of disrupt-
ing or unsettling readers increasingly inured to the horrors of everyday life 
and to continue the crime novel’s always compromised search for justice 
in a global, not just state-bound context. 

 If questions need to be posed about the state’s legitimacy, such ques-
tions should also extend, in the context of transnational crime and policing 
networks, to the state’s monopolistic ambitions and territorial integrity. 
Les Johnston makes the instructive point that the state monopoly of 
national and internal security is increasingly being eroded by privatization 
agendas and other commercial initiatives (2000) while Peter Manning 
rightly argues that the “existence of a bounded, designated and named 
territory within which a policing mandate is executed now seems hope-
lessly outdated” (177). All of this means that the modern principle of 
state sovereignty which, as R. B. J. Walker tell us, “has emerged histori-
cally as the legal expression of the character and legitimacy of the state” 
and that “expresses the claim by states to exercise legitimate power within 
strictly delimited territorial boundaries” (165) needs to be rethought. 
This is not to suggest that sovereignty disappears in the wake of such 
questions; instead, sovereignty, released from its normative conceptual 
moorings, should be understood as diffuse, fractured, multiplicitous, and 
as the overdetermined effect of the territorializing and deterritorializing 
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impulses of power. Our question is how well the crime novel is able to map 
and interrogate this new landscape; how well it is able, in effect, to think 
beyond the state.  

   GLOBALIZATION AND THE STATE IN CONTEMPORARY 
CRIME FICTION 

 It is a mistake to assume that there is necessarily such a thing as a global 
crime novel, despite the idea that the globalization of crime fi ction is 
something of a  fait accompli . The crime novel is typically based some-
where, even if this ‘somewhere’ is increasingly characterized by movement 
between a dizzying range of geographically diverse locations. These kinds 
of novels are not blind to the effects of what we might call neoliberal glo-
balization (e.g., the upheavals caused by privatization and reregulation: the 
movement, legal or otherwise, of people and goods across state borders, 
the outsourcing of work and labor to less developed parts of the globe, the 
need to liaise with other national and supra-national policing bodies, and 
the growing sophistication and reach of criminal organizations). But it 
also true that they tend to address these issues only in terms of their mani-
festations at the local level—largely, we would argue, because it means that 
the potential problems such linkages raise, are in turn, resolvable by the 
actions of the (usually lone) detective and within the jurisdictional domain 
of the state. Henning Mankell’s Kurt Wallander series is a good example. 
The series may well be, as Žižek claims, “the perfect illustration of the fate 
of the detective novel in the era of global capitalism” (2003) in that these 
particular novels deal with the smuggling of licit and illicit goods and 
people across borders ( The Dogs of Riga ), the growing numbers of asylum 
seekers seeking safe refuge in the West ( Faceless Killers ), or the sharing of 
information between national police forces ( The White Lioness ). But it is 
also the case, as Pepper has argued elsewhere, that the series’ insistence on 
resolving the crimes Wallander investigates within clearly delineated ter-
ritorial and jurisdictional limits means that it ends up re-inscribing, rather 
than unsettling, a normative account of state sovereignty—and hence dis-
plays an inadequate grasp of the complex interplay between the state and 
international realms in the contemporary era (Pepper 2013). 

 In place of the largely celebratory account of the crime novel’s global 
march (and its capacities for mapping global asymmetries of power) this 
collection takes a more careful approach. Rather than simply commenting 
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on the geographical diversity of the contemporary genre, as if this alone 
refl ects the crime novel’s ability to identify, and perhaps even confront, 
new confi gurations of power, we begin from a more circumspect posi-
tion: namely the possibility that there are certain foundational limits to the 
capacities of the crime novel, at least in its most typical form (e.g., local 
police detective, or surrogate, investigating a single murder in a particular 
place) to properly interrogate the complex and overdetermined terrain 
of global capitalism and the messy business of contemporary geopolitics 
where the state has been relativized as a form of political authority and 
locus of power. As such, our book is most interested in those examples of 
contemporary crime fi ction that extend the formal and thematic boundar-
ies of the genre, while also exploring the ramifi cations of the fact that the 
state both remains one of the conditions of possibility of the genre, and 
appears in contemporary crime fi ction as more porous, vulnerable, and 
open to infl uence by transnational forces than ever before. The idea of the 
lone cop investigating a single murder remains an attractive confi guration 
for readers and writers, but as the spectres of international money launder-
ing, drugs, organized crime, terrorism, and weapons smuggling (and the 
analogies with highly mobile forms of fi nance capital), loom larger, much 
police work, as Didier Bigo argues, “now concerns patrolling the data 
in order to spot connections between criminals, and much of this goes 
beyond the local or even the national” (84). What interests us most is how, 
or indeed whether, the crime novel has found ways not simply to describe 
these shifts, but perhaps also to subject them to scrutiny and critique. 

 There are important issues at stake here regarding form/structure 
and generic classifi cation. We do not wish to suggest that the traditional 
detective novel (e.g., a lone protagonist investigating a single murder) is 
categorically unable to open itself up, in imaginative ways, to the new pos-
sibilities of global crime and policing, or that crime fi ction that takes place 
in a single, fi xed, localized setting cannot, at the same time, show the frag-
mentation of the state and the diffusion and multiplication of sovereignty. 
Dominique Manotti’s  Lorraine Connection  (2006, trans. 2008—see the 
chapter by Desnain in this collection), for example, takes place almost 
exclusively in the French/Lorraine town of Pondange but is able to bril-
liantly depict the effects (on a local factory and its workers) of international 
negotiations for large defense contracts involving multinational corpora-
tions, private security companies, and the police. In doing so, Manotti’s 
novel (which is loosely structured around the murder of a factory worker) 
illuminates the clandestine links between private/corporate interests and 
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government decision-making and shows the state and the ruling class as 
fractious, divided, and at war with themselves. 

 Despite the strengths of such novels, however, we are also keen to extend 
our defi nition of what counts as crime fi ction to include, not just detec-
tive stories and police procedurals, but also espionage and thriller novels, 
not least because the latter’s formal characteristics and typically expansive 
geopolitical outlook mean they are often better able than the locally situ-
ated detective story to map the transnationalization of crime and polic-
ing—and, by implication, what Johnston calls “a changing morphology of 
governance” in which “partly fragmented states interact with commercial, 
civil and voluntary bodies both within and across national jurisdictional 
boundaries” (38). The emergence of new hybrid generic forms (e.g., 
part espionage novel/part detective novel) trouble the traditional juris-
dictional distinctions between the domestic and the international (upon 
which normative accounts of state sovereignty are premised). In order to 
do justice to the complexity of the ways in which the contemporary crime 
novel engages with the state and globalization, our book engages with a 
series of texts from a variety of national spaces, including work written 
by some of the most popular and infl uential writers working in the genre 
today. Indeed, novelists such as Taibo, Manotti, Kirino, le Carré, Winslow, 
David Peace, Stieg Larsson, Rubem Fonseca, and Cormac McCarthy, are 
both central to our collective understanding of contemporary crime fi c-
tion, and are committed to locating and trying to make sense of these new 
transnational scenes of crime and violence. And while the success of these 
writers in conveying and analyzing the intricacies of the spatial politics 
of neoliberal globalization varies widely, the fact that they all attempt to 
understand these intricacies demonstrates the importance of this concern 
to contemporary forms of crime fi ction.  

   A WORLD OF CRIME 
 There are, of course, limits to the abilities of a collection of essays to map 
comprehensively the whole world; that is to say, to offer an account of the 
internationalization of crime fi ction, as it is experienced in representative 
countries across the globe. Indeed, while our collective focus is aimed pre-
dominantly at Europe and the Americas, we have tried to cast our net as 
widely as possible and to pay attention both to the effects of globalization 
on the traditional settings of crime fi ction (e.g., UK, France, US) and to 
the emergence of new sites of global crime (e.g., Sweden, Japan, Mexico, 
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Brazil). Our subtitle “A World of Crime” then needs to be understood not 
in a strictly literal sense (there is nothing here on African crime fi ction and 
there is much more to be said about the emergence of the genre through-
out Asia and Australasia), but as an indication of our intent to explore 
the production, circulation, and translation of contemporary crime fi ction 
beyond discrete national borders—and in doing so, move beyond the typi-
cal Anglo-American bias that tends to characterize much critical work even 
on the contemporary genre (see King). 

 The book is organized in a way that highlights three distinct, but related 
approaches the contemporary crime novel takes to mapping the relation-
ship between crime, globalization, and the state. The fi rst approach is rep-
resented by a cluster of essays that examine individual authors who set their 
work in a specifi c location (usually a city) and then generate a complex and 
multi-layered understanding of the relationship between crime and neo-
liberal capitalism. The emphasis in these novels is less on individual acts of 
criminality than on the ways in which structural changes to national and 
global economies produce conditions where crime is all but inevitable. 
Moreover, the reader of these novels is required, or perhaps compelled, to 
see these structural changes themselves as criminal. As such, this fi rst sec-
tion of the book addresses the extent to which more traditional examples 
of crime fi ction, that is, those that feature a single protagonist operating 
within a geographically limited setting, can still offer careful consideration 
of the complex relationship between urban, national, and global spaces, 
as well as valuable examinations of the genre’s recent turn to a focus on 
globalization and crime. 

 In “The Bad and the Evil: Justice in the Novels of Pago Ignacio Taibo 
II” David Schmid discusses how the work of Taibo, the dean of Latin 
American crime writers, is capable of extremely creative approaches to 
the forms of criminality specifi c to neoliberal globalization, despite the 
fact that his work contains many features that are quite traditional. For 
instance, Taibo’s main protagonist, Hector Belascoarán Shayne, is in 
many ways a prototypical private eye, his novels are usually set entirely in 
Mexico City, and his villains are usually individuals who may, or may not, 
be held accountable for their actions. Nevertheless, as Schmid explains, 
Taibo consistently identifi es the (Mexican) state as a criminal actor and his 
individual criminals are always complexly overdetermined synecdoches of 
state criminality who either work in concert with members of the police, 
army, and government, or are actual members of those organizations. 
Moreover, the crimes investigated in Taibo’s novels frequently extend 
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far beyond the confi nes of Mexico City and Mexico in that the criminal 
activities Taibo focuses on are often transnational in scope, such as drug 
smuggling, gun running, and the subversion of democratic governments 
in other countries. Schmid concludes that, despite the traditional nature 
of his setting, protagonist, and antagonists, Taibo is ultimately concerned 
with what he regards as the most serious form of contemporary crime: 
global neoliberalism. 

 Like Taibo, the work of Japanese novelist Natsuo Kirino uses an urban 
setting and individuated protagonists while also working toward both an 
expansive vision and a critique of global neoliberalism. In “Sex and Death 
in the Global City: Natsuo Kirino’s  Out  and Neoliberal Noir” Chris Breu 
examines how Kirino uses the tropes of transnational noir, and the setting 
of Tokyo as global city, to focus on those who are on the losing end of 
global neoliberalism. By telling the stories of downwardly mobile women 
factory workers whose specifi cally gendered experiences mark the ways in 
which neoliberalism colludes with structural forms of sexism, misogyny, 
and economic exploitation, Breu shows how Kirino challenges and dis-
rupts the boosterish rhetoric and moral optimism that often accompanies 
neoliberalism. Instead of celebrating neoliberal ‘progress’ or offering us 
an affi rmative vision of female progress, Kirino’s novel, Breu argues, rei-
magines the forms of affect produced by the transformation of Tokyo as 
wholly destructive for her female protagonists. As such,  Out  explores the 
gendered effects and affects of economic disposability, and the extent to 
which this results in a culture of violence and death, especially for women, 
which is an inescapable feature of the contemporary landscape of neolib-
eral globalization. 

 According to Katy Shaw, contemporary British author David Peace also 
emphasizes the destructive consequences of neoliberalism by situating his 
Red Riding Quartet (four novels set in the North of England between the 
late 1960s and 1983, and, therefore, bookended by the failed promises of 
the radical sixties and Margaret Thatcher’s rise to power) as articulations 
of new formations of political and economic power. In “‘Local Hells’ and 
State Crimes: Place, Politics, and Deviance in David Peace’s Red Riding 
Quartet,” Shaw discusses the ways in which Peace’s novels are fi rmly situ-
ated in cartographically specifi c locations, yet also move beyond the con-
fi nes of those locations to speak to a wider anxiety regarding developments 
in policing practices and a broader privileging of neoliberal economics. 
Peace’s novels pay close attention to the particularities of police brutality 
and its real life occurrences in West Yorkshire—the “local hells” of the 
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essay’s title—but Shaw traces the tensions that arise in his work when 
the state is bypassed in favor of private, deregulated interests. By explor-
ing the complex intersections in Peace’s novels between crime, business, 
and politics, Shaw shows us how particular acts of individualized violence 
only make sense as articulations of much larger political and economic 
processes, which are themselves linked to the deindustrialization of the 
North of England and the privatization of public life. In doing so, she 
argues that the scope in Peace’s crime fi ction for individuals to oppose, 
and even confront, these new constellations of power is severely limited, a 
bleak conclusion that resonates with Breu’s account of individualized and 
highly circumscribed forms of resistance in Kirino’s  Out . 

 Just as David Peace interweaves fact and fi ction in his novels, so French 
novelist Dominique Manotti’s work is based on meticulous research into 
true events. In “The State We’re In: Global Politics and Economics in 
the Novels of Dominique Manotti,” Véronique Desnain shows how, in 
spite of their apparently narrow focus on events and episodes from recent 
French history, Manotti’s novels move far beyond the limits of nation 
to explore the complex intersections between global capitalism and state 
power within and beyond French borders. In works such as  Lorraine 
Connection  and  Affairs of State , Manotti uses crime fi ction to address such 
issues as the arms trade, human traffi cking, and the takeover of French 
companies by foreign interests. By starting with a single event and pur-
suing connections between individuals and institutions until the ‘bigger 
picture’ is fi nally revealed, Desnain examines how Manotti uses the con-
ventions of crime fi ction for a very specifi c purpose: to enable the reader to 
understand the wider global implications of current affairs within France 
while, on a wider level, denouncing the failures and abuses of capitalism 
inside and beyond France’s borders. In doing so, Desnain argues, Manotti 
redefi nes crime not as a unique event that can in turn be tackled and pun-
ished by the forces of the state—a move familiar in much crime fi ction—
but as part of a global system where it is increasingly hard to distinguish 
the legal from the illegal and where the police and other agents of the state 
are increasingly powerless to intervene. 

 The second section of the book moves from essays that examine the 
work of individual authors whose work tends to use specifi c settings to 
essays that focus on groups of authors whose work uses larger geographi-
cal settings, such as the border, the state, and the transnational region. 
The purpose of this section is to showcase examples of crime fi ction that 
apply pressure to the traditional features of the genre in an attempt to 
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make it more responsive to a rapidly globalizing world. Although the nov-
els in this section may still rely on traditional features of crime fi ction, such 
as individual protagonists, their more expansive spatial reach makes them 
particularly self-conscious examples of how crime fi ction might address 
the contemporary realities of global capitalism. 

 In “The Scene of the Crime is the Crime: The Southern Border and 
The Representation of Violence in Cormac McCarthy and Don Winslow” 
Casey Shoop discusses a paradox that was implicit in the essays featured 
in the fi rst section, namely, that a specifi c setting can also be a gateway to 
much larger spatial categories and analyses. Shoop’s focus is on the bor-
der: a spatial category in which this paradox is especially acute, because it is 
a specifi c territory that at the same time represents the deterritorialization 
of capitalism itself, embodied in the ceaseless fl ow of goods and services 
across the border zone. According to Shoop, McCarthy’s  No Country for 
Old Men  and Winslow’s  The Power of the Dog  represent two very differ-
ent approaches to the status of the border and efforts to map the effects 
of global capitalism and US geopolitical ambitions in crime fi ction. While 
in  No Country , the assassin Anton Chigurh seems like the inevitable by- 
product of the world of transnational capital fl ows and fl exible accumula-
tion that organizes economic activity along the border, the novel remains 
perplexed about how to account for the phenomenon of Chigurh and all 
he represents within the confi nes of traditional notions of law and order. 
Shoop argues that McCarthy’s novel is best understood as a conservative 
fantasy of violence in which the increasingly brutal acts perpetrated by 
Chigurh and others assume a transhistorical dimension or efface social 
contextualization altogether.  The Power of the Dog , by contrast, refuses to 
fi x the fi gure of the criminal, and this enables Winslow to better map the 
systemic and historical dimensions of crime. In making visible the con-
nections between individual criminal acts and the broader systems that 
abet them, Shoop argues that Winslow’s novel turns the southern border 
crime scene into a vast mirror to critically interrogate the related impulses 
of global capitalism and US geopolitical fantasies. 

 In “True-crime, crime fi ction and journalism in Mexico” Persephone 
Braham focuses on how a complex confl uence of fi ctional and non- fi ctional 
forms narrativize the space of the US-Mexico border, but this time from 
the Mexican perspective. Braham argues that the violent excesses produced 
by two possibly related events—the ongoing narco-wars that have resulted 
in thousands of deaths across Mexico, and the unsolved killings of women 
in the border city of Ciudad Juárez—not only dominate Mexican crime 
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fi ction, but also produce new, hybridized forms of writing, as the bound-
aries between journalism,  nota rojas  (“extensive compilations of anecdotes 
of violence”), self-published narco tales, and crime fi ction are systemati-
cally degraded. As such, focusing on the violence of the narco wars and 
the Juárez murders allows Braham to do several things at once: to demon-
strate the way in which the victims of these murders came to be perceived 
as fodder for (or waste products of) the ongoing crisis in the country and 
of the ‘machine’ of globalization; to show how contemporary Mexican 
crime narratives blend fi ctional and non-fi ctional elements in a way that 
refl ects the ‘tabloidization’ of crime in Mexico during the era of narco- 
terrorism, and to highlight the extent to which violence in contemporary 
Mexico exceeds the boundaries (and control) of the state, which means 
that crime narratives need to be similarly expansive in describing the vari-
eties of neoliberal violence. Braham’s far-reaching analysis of the complex 
intersections between different forms of writing and the events that have 
produced them successfully illuminates the circumstances and mechanisms 
underlying the current crisis, noting both the degradation of certain forms 
of narrativization and the efforts of a writer like Roberto Bolaño to mirror 
and adapt to these degradations in order to critically refl ect on the crisis. 

 Bolaño’s  2666  also forms part of the discussion in the next chapter, 
an acknowledgement of the novel’s scale and ambition, and its ability to 
speak to the problems and anxieties resulting from efforts to narrate a par-
ticular event, e.g., the “femicides” in Ciudad Juárez, and simultaneously 
to the larger and more general theme of political violence throughout 
the Americas. José-Vicente Tavares-dos-Santos, Enio Passiani, and Julio 
Souto Salom discuss Bolaño, together with the Brazilian writers Rubem 
Fonseca and Alfredo Garcia-Roza in order to defi ne what they describe as 
a new sub-genre of crime fi ction: “the novel of violence.” In “The novel 
of violence in Latin American literature,” Tavares-dos-Santos et al. argue 
that this new mode of narration is a product of the ways in which extreme 
violence, typically perpetuated by the state and its proxies, has been nor-
malized as a social pattern in late-modern Latin America. In particular, 
the essay examines the ways in which contemporary Latin American 
authors both draw on, and reinvent, the conventions of crime fi ction to 
treat the transnationalization of crime and policing networks; the connec-
tions between crime, business, politics and corruption; and the cognitive 
mapping of the microphysics of violence. At stake is the larger question 
of how adequately conventional crime novels, and the revisions initiated 
by Bolaño, Fonseca, and Garcia-Roza, speak to the conditions that make 
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possible violence understood as a network of power relations permeating 
across the entire social body—and whether the “novel of violence” is dis-
tinctive to Latin America, or refl ects wider social changes that characterize 
neoliberal globalization. 

 Few developments in contemporary crime fi ction have received as much 
critical and popular attention in recent years as the rise of so-called “Nordic 
Noir.” Scandinavian crime fi ction is the focus of Andrew Nestingen’s essay 
“Scandinavian Crime Fiction and the Facts: Social Criticism, Epistemology, 
and Globalization” but, unlike so many other recent discussions of this 
type of crime fi ction, Nestingen is emphatically not interested in simply 
celebrating the success of these writers as evidence of the continuing 
global spread of crime fi ction. Rather, Nestingen’s focus is to examine 
how crime, and the investigation of crime, has been narrativized in con-
temporary Scandinavian crime fi ction, especially in response to the not 
necessarily synonymous interventions of Henning Mankell, Maj Sjöwall 
and Per Wahlöö. Nestingen argues that Stieg Larsson’s “Millennium” 
novels in general, and the fi gure of Lisbeth Salander in particular, enact a 
new form of investigation based on positivist assumptions—a move that 
needs to be understood as a response to the conditions of neoliberal glo-
balization and the orthodoxies of the free market, and as a rejoinder to 
the more explicit socially conscious crime fi ction of Mankell, Sjöwall and 
Wahlöö. The use of epistemological questions and problems to give voice 
to social criticism remains an enduring feature of Scandinavian crime fi c-
tion, but Nestingen argues that authors like Larsson frame such questions 
specifi cally to address the challenges of globalization and the state’s role in 
it, and to emphasize moral issues over explicitly political ones. This allows 
Nestingen to construct a new genealogy of Scandinavian crime fi ction that 
is characterized more by disruption and discontinuity than by seamlessly 
integrating all writers into the same mode of narration and tradition. 

 The fi rst two sections of  A World of Crime  feature a wide variety of 
crime fi ction texts, but all of them, to one degree or another, would be 
regarded by readers and critics alike as traditional crime fi ction texts in 
the sense that, by and large, they feature individual protagonists, indi-
vidual antagonists, and specifi c settings (or variations thereof). The third 
and fi nal section of the volume sets itself apart by virtue of its focus on 
“hybrid” texts of various kinds, that is, texts that blend the conventions of 
crime fi ction (however loosely defi ned) with those of other genres, such as 
the espionage novel and the thriller. The movement over the course of this 
volume from more or less traditional examples of crime fi ction to more 
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hybrid forms of crime narrative is our attempt to answer a question we 
posed earlier in this introduction: how might contemporary crime fi ction 
best respond to the globalization of crime that characterizes the modern 
era of neoliberalism? The essays in this concluding section offer a provi-
sional answer: by hybridizing elements from different, but related, types of 
genre fi ction in order to give crime narratives greater geographical scope 
and a more expansive sense of the ways in which transnational networks of 
crime and policing operate in today’s world. 

 In the spirit of offering a critique of more traditional generic forms, 
Andrew Pepper’s essay “John le Carré and The New Novel of Global (In)
security” considers the limitations of the traditional state-bound crime and 
espionage novels to effectively map new transnational crime and global 
fi nance networks and security provisions, and looks instead to the hybrid-
ization of crime and espionage forms in post-Cold War novels by John 
le Carré, such as  A Most Wanted Man  (2008) and  Our Kind of Traitor  
(2010). Pepper argues that much more is at stake in these “new novels 
of global (in)security” than the hybridization of formal elements from 
different genres. Rather, by refusing to put the state at the heart of the 
new security environment (and the ongoing and un-realizable efforts to 
bring about global security), by complicating the relationship between 
the domestic and the international, and by showing the work of security, 
not in terms of catching criminals and terrorists, but through the practices 
of risk management, fi nancial surveillance, and managing public/private 
partnerships, le Carré necessarily produces a generically distinctive nar-
rative form. Pepper examines the extent to which le Carré’s self-evident 
hostility to changes in security environments wrought by US imperialist 
agendas on the one hand, and the partial privatization of policing initia-
tives on the other, especially in the wake of 9/11, infuses the new novel 
of global (in)security with a robust and effective means of critiquing this 
new security landscape. 

 If Pepper’s essay argues for serious consideration of a writer whose 
work has been considered marginal to the genre of crime fi ction by most 
of its critics, then the same could be said of Paul Cobley’s attempt to gal-
vanize critical attention to the thriller genre in his essay “Geopolitical real-
ity: the thriller, global power, and the logic of revelation.” According to 
Cobley, the long-standing tendency of crime fi ction critics to fetishize the 
realism of “hard-boiled” crime fi ction has not only overlooked the artifi -
ciality of many hard-boiled narratives, but also contributed to a neglect 
of the thriller genre, which is not taken seriously by many of those same 
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critics. Cobley argues that attention to the thriller is long overdue, espe-
cially in the context of the globalization of crime and policing networks. 
Like Pepper, Cobley is sceptical about the revelatory potential of much 
conventional crime fi ction, which tends to focus on individual detectives, 
local crime-solving, and geographically circumscribed locales, and offer 
resolutions that refl ect this approach. By contrast, thriller narratives have 
always concerned themselves, instead, with international conspiracies, 
global operations of business and capital, national and international secu-
rity, global locales, and tangled institutional, political, religious, and ethnic 
relations. The thriller is, therefore, arguably much better suited to an anal-
ysis of the forms of crime characteristic of neoliberal globalization than 
traditional forms of crime fi ction. By paying attention to apparently unex-
ceptional thrillers that essentially reproduce, rather than revise or recon-
fi gure, the core elements of the genre (e.g., Tom Cain’s  The Accident Man  
and Jason Elliot’s  The Network ), Cobley is able to show that refl ection on 
global issues and problems is inherent in the structure and outlook of the 
thriller itself, rather than being something produced by a particular writer 
or director’s artistic innovation—a move that distinguishes his approach 
from Pepper’s and his essay’s treatment of the achievements of a single 
author. 

 The subject of terrorism is another area that has been under-explored 
by traditional forms of crime fi ction while being the almost exclusive prov-
ince of either espionage or thriller narratives. In “US Narratives of Nuclear 
Terrorism” David Seed examines some of the defi ning attributes of fi c-
tional texts that deal with nuclear terrorism, attributes that include a focus 
on anticipating and blocking the commission of a crime, and the question 
of demarcation: who or what, in other words, is primarily responsible for 
responding to terrorist threats? From Seed’s perspective, neither of these 
issues has received much attention from traditional forms of crime fi c-
tion, focused as they are on retrospective forms of crime investigation 
on the part of individual crime solvers. The relevance of crime narratives, 
whose primary focus is terrorism, has become especially pronounced, Seed 
argues, in the post-9/11 era, with fi ction both refl ecting and anticipating 
“real-world” debates about how to confront the threat of terrorism. 

 Taken together, the essays that form  Globalization and the State in 
Contemporary Crime Fiction  look at how some of the best-known authors 
in the fi eld have responded to the challenge of globalization and the 
changes it has wrought in both what crimes are committed and how they 
are policed. Whether by adapting traditional forms of crime fi ction to 
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allow for a newly transnational emphasis on the representation of criminal 
actors, victims, and solutions, or by a renewed attention to hybridized 
forms of genre fi ction that all concern themselves with criminal activity in 
one form or another, this collection demonstrates that crime fi ction con-
tinues to evolve in dynamic, unpredictable, and creative ways in response 
to an ever-changing global landscape.     
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      The Bad and the Evil: Justice in the Novels 
of Pago Ignacio Taibo II                     

      Over the course of an exceptionally prolifi c career, the Mexican writer 
Paco Ignacio Taibo II (or PIT II, as he likes to be called, and as I will refer 
to him in the remainder of this essay), has published over fi fty books in 
a variety of genres, including fi ction, poetry, memoirs, and biographies. 
There is no doubt, however, that he remains best known for a series of 
novels featuring Hector Belascoarán Shayne, a one-eyed, part-Irish, part- 
Basque, naturalized Mexican, private detective who lives in Mexico City. 
Despite the massive popularity of the series, PIT II has not published a 
Belascoarán novel for a number of years, not since then President Felipe 
Calderón began his war against drug crime in 2006. In a June 2012 inter-
view, PIT II calls the war against the narcos “complicated ground” for fi c-
tion and goes on to comment that “The narco war has changed everything 
in relations between society, crime, insecurity, law and order…These deep 
changes in society make you as a writer to [sic] rethink the whole thing” 
(Beaubien). PIT II’s hesitation about how to address the drug war in his 
crime fi ction is striking given that he has been outspoken on this subject 
in his nonfi ction. In a January 2011 article in the Mexican newspaper  La 
Jornada , for example, he argues compellingly that “The war against drugs 
was not, and should not have been, a Mexican War. It was, and continues 
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to be, essentially a US war generated by the greatest level of drug con-
sumption on the planet—that which takes place in US territory” (qtd. 
in Rosen). So why has PIT II not explored the transnational dimensions 
of the narco war, and what that war implies for the relationship between 
globalization and the state, in his fi ction? 

 In this essay, I will argue that PIT II’s diffi culties in deciding how 
to adjust his crime fi ction to Mexico’s drug wars is symptomatic of the 
challenges that the globalization of the crime fi ction genre over the past 
twenty years (in terms of both its geographic spread and changes in its 
subject matter) presents to any crime writer whose work is “localized” 
in various ways. In other words, because PIT II usually draws upon (a 
modifi ed version of) the traditional fi gure of the private eye, and typically 
uses specifi c and spatially limited settings (either Mexico City and/or the 
nation state), is it possible that his work and that of other crime writers 
like him is doomed to become old-fashioned and even irrelevant in an era 
increasingly defi ned by transnational criminal and investigatory networks? 

 In an infl uential short essay entitled “Henning Mankell, the Artist of 
the Parallax View,” Slavoj Žižek argues that “The main effect of globalisa-
tion on the [sic] detective fi ction is discernible in its dialectical counter-
part: the powerful reemergence of a specifi c locale as the story's setting—a 
particular provincial environment.” Žižek goes on to make the rather 
mundane point that the principal evidence for this reemergence is the fact 
that “In a global world, a detective story can take place almost literally 
ANYWHERE” (emphasis in original). Rather than merely celebrating the 
global spread of the crime fi ction genre, as some other critics have done, 
Žižek makes an interesting and contentious claim: “the global stance no 
longer needs to be asserted in the guise of a direct cosmopolitanism, or 
participation in the global Americanized [sic] culture. A true global citi-
zen is today precisely the one who (re)discovers, or returns to (or iden-
tifi es with), some particular roots, some specifi c substantial communal 
identity—the ‘global order’ is ultimately nothing, but the very frame and 
container of this mixing and shifting multitude of particular identities.” 
PIT II’s novels featuring Belascoarán provide us with an excellent oppor-
tunity to test the validity of Žižek’s claim, because of the way they com-
bine the local and the global. With this in mind, could it be that PIT II’s 
insistent localism is the essence of globalization in the crime novel, rather 
than its antithesis? Although I would not go as far as this, I will argue that 
PIT II’s work suggests that there is still a role for local crime fi ction in 
the era of globalization, especially because, as Claire Fox has pointed out, 
“The local is, after all, not a homogeneous category—it is also awash in 
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all of the terms to which it is often opposed (e.g., global, mass, national)” 
(195). With this point in mind, I will demonstrate that PIT II’s under-
standing of justice as developed in  The Uncomfortable Dead , the novel he 
co-authored with the EZLN’s Subcomandante Marcos, addresses, in an 
original and thought-provoking manner, the diffi culty of how to arrive at 
a just response to crimes that are global in nature, and whose perpetrators 
can be diffi cult, if not impossible, to locate. 

 In accounting for the mixture of the local and the global that defi nes 
PIT II’s worldview, it is important to bear in mind that he is a product 
of the social and political ferment that characterized Mexico in 1968, 
and that he was an active participant in the movement that culminated 
with the Tlatelolco massacre, the killing of an estimated 30–300 stu-
dents and civilians by military and police on October 2, 1968, in the 
Plaza de las Tres Culturas in the Tlatelolco section of Mexico City. In 
’ 68 , his memoir of this period of his life, PIT II describes the ways in 
which his participation in these events infl uenced his views, and focuses, 
in particular, on his view of the state: “The State had come into our 
lives as the face of evil…All those guys who lied, who kept us down, 
who kissed ass, who threatened us—they were the real Mexico. But then 
we, the new we, made from the many that we had been, decided that, 
fuck it, we were also the real Mexico” (36). What we see here is both 
the sense that the state is a criminal organization and the embodiment 
of evil, along with a sense that resistance to the state is possible, in the 
name of “the real Mexico.” We can fi nd examples of both these attitudes 
throughout PIT II’s work and they are among Belascoarán’s defi ning 
character traits. 

 Jorge Hernández Martín has argued that the events of 1968 also infl u-
ence the plots of the Belascoarán novels: “The individuals and paramilitary 
units engaged by the forces of repression to contain student unrest appear 
in the books as either transformed or unassimilated elements in society 
that pursue their own opportunistic ends in gangster fashion, or are dis-
creetly given positions in the power structure. In both instances, these 
shadowy remainders of the offi cial counter-offensive take the role of ‘bad 
guys’ in Taibo’s stories” (162). Later in the same essay, Martín argues that 
those who resisted the reactionary forces of 1968 formed a collective sense 
of identity based on resistance that “was essentially a form of national-
ism” (164). In ’ 68  PIT II addresses precisely the mixture of resistance and 
nationality that the 1968 Movement imbued in its participants: “Sixty- 
eight bequeathed us the reserves of defi ance and determination that had 
been the motor of the Movement as a whole, and it infused us with a 
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sense of place, a fi rmly rooted feeling of nationality” (120). This emphasis 
on nationality is consistent with the fact that, in much of his fi ction, PIT 
II is concerned, more or less exclusively, with the state of Mexico (rather 
than adopting a transnational perspective), but in ’ 68  he claims that the 
1968 generation in Mexico was also infl uenced by a form of universalism 
that was global in nature: “Part of the student generation that created the 
’68 Movement…had come of age in a politico-cultural stew that had the 
virtue of universality. The madness that stalked us at life’s every turn was 
a global madness. It had to do with our reading matter, with our heroes, 
myths, and refusals, with cinema, with theater, with love, and with our 
sources of information. We lived in thrall to the magic of the Cuban revo-
lution and the Vietnamese resistance” (16). If universality was indeed as 
important to the 1968 Movement as PIT II claims, the question arises of 
why this “global madness” doesn’t appear more prominently in his fi ction. 

 Some critics have argued that there is evidence of interaction with glo-
balization at work in PIT II’s fi ction, especially in the way that he under-
stands Mexicanness. Jennifer Lewis, for example, has argued that:

  ‘Mexican-ness’ in these novels must…be understood as, to some extent, 
creolist—not merely because of the country’s colonial past, with its enforced 
mixing of Amerindians and Europeans, but also because of its postcolonial 
present, through its inevitable participation in a transnational world…[the 
novels] demand that we understand the culture that Belascoarán Shayne 
participates in so enthusiastically, not as a pure expression of bounded place, 
nor as a unique response to an enclosed national history, but rather, to 
use Ulf Hannerz’s words, as ‘a combination of diversity, interconnected-
ness, and innovation’ that can only be understood in ‘the context of global 
center-periphery relationships’. (152) 

 Lewis’ point is well-taken, but it is easy to overstate this aspect of PIT 
II’s work. In a non-Belascoarán novel, such as  Leonardo ’ s Bicycle , for 
example, protagonist José Daniel Fierro (who also appears, as we shall 
see later, in  Life Itself ) becomes involved in a plot revolving around the 
theft of body parts for transplants that, in turn, has links to a CIA-backed 
heroin- smuggling operation from the Vietnam era. As Claire Fox has 
argued, this somewhat unlikely plot allows PIT II to “explore issues of 
U.S. imperialism in the age of globalization” (191). But I would argue 
that a novel like  Leonardo ’ s Bicycle  is the exception that proves the rule 
about PIT II’s work, which is on the whole more traditional in terms of its 
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connections to the crime fi ction genre, and more bound to specifi c locales 
that either Lewis or Fox acknowledge. Much of the reason for PIT II’s 
fondness for traditional crime fi ction locales is due to his use of the private 
eye fi gure in his work. 

 PIT II’s characterization of Belascoarán is heavily indebted to American 
writers of hard-boiled crime fi ction, such as Dashiell Hammett and 
Raymond Chandler. Indeed, in some respects, Belascoarán embodies the 
stereotype of the hard-boiled private eye, but PIT II lovingly mocks this 
type as much as he reproduces it:

  Hector Belascoarán Shayne had two exotic last names, a degree in engineer-
ing from the National University, and one eye less than most people. He was 
thirty-fi ve years old, with an ex-wife, and ex-lover, one brother, one sister, 
a denim suit that made him look more like a social anthropologist than a 
detective, a .38 automatic in a drawer in his offi ce in Mexico City, a slight 
limp from an old bullet wound in his right leg, and a private investigator’s 
license he’d gotten through a correspondence course…he didn’t think too 
highly of himself in general, although he did have a good deal of respect for 
his capacity for bullheaded stubbornness. ( Some , 12) 

 Belascoarán’s quirky denim suit, together with his correspondence 
course P.I. license, make sure that we do not take Belascoarán too seri-
ously, but we are not meant to dismiss him altogether. 

 For example, we are meant to note and admire the fact that Belascoarán 
is very different from defi antly isolated individuals like Sam Spade and 
Philip Marlowe. Although he is a marginal fi gure in some ways (not least 
in the sense that he seems to get paid very little, if at all, for the cases he 
takes on), it would not be accurate to describe Belascoarán as alienated 
from society. On the contrary, not only is he close to his family and his co- 
workers with whom he shares an offi ce, but Belascoarán also goes to great 
lengths to maintain a sense of himself as a ‘man of the people’:

  It was part of what it meant to him to be Mexican, sharing in the general 
bitching over the rise in prices, the cost of tortillas, increases in bus fares, 
pulling his hair out over the TV news, cursing the police and government 
corruption. Cursing the whole sad state of affairs, the great national garbage 
dump that Mexico had become. For Hector it was a matter of solidarity, of 
brotherhood, the shared complaints, the shared disgust, the shared pride … 
It kept him in touch with his people. ( Easy , 19) 
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 Belascoarán’s professional identity as a private detective fi ts him like a 
glove: on the one hand, he is aware that being a detective in Mexico is 
a quixotic joke (the thought that one man can reform such a hopelessly 
corrupt society), but on the other hand, it is precisely the absurdity of 
tilting at windmills that appeals to him, and that makes Belascoarán an 
appealing fi gure to PIT II (and hopefully to the reader). In other words, 
Belascoarán’s individualism, the fact that he is not connected to any insti-
tutions (state, private, or otherwise) is meant to indicate an ethical stand 
against corruption in all its forms, rather than his isolation or ineffectuality. 

 The importance of ethics to both PIT II and Belascoarán is also illus-
trated by the fact that both are extremely self-conscious about the pitfalls, 
limitations, and complexities of what it means to be a detective. PIT II 
tells us that Belascoarán wants to avoid what he calls “the myth of the 
super-detective, with its cosmopolitan delusions” and instead prefers to 
think of himself as “just another  mexicano  trying to make it in the Mexican 
jungle” ( Easy , 69). In this vein, it is important to note that Belascoarán 
draws a distinction between two different types of detective: “He didn’t 
like the sound of ‘private detective.’ ‘Independent’ had a much better 
ring to it” ( Easy,  120). For PIT II and Belascoarán alike, independence is 
Belascoarán’s most prized asset, because it distances him as far as possible 
from the corruption endemic in the society in which he lives. At the same 
time, however, PIT II is aware of the fact that Belascoarán’s attempt to 
hold himself apart from corruption is part of makes him quixotic. As PIT 
II explains in an interview with Ilan Stavans: “Criminality forms part of 
the system and is incorporated into it in a logical and coherent manner. 
Hence, the solution is also part of the crime” (“Appendix,” 147). Given 
this fact, Belascoarán cannot help but be part of the corruption, just as 
Chandler’s Philip Marlowe realizes famously at the end of  The Big Sleep  
that he is “part of the nastiness now” (230). 

 For all his attempts to remain independent, Belascoarán is inevitably 
part of the corruption of Mexican society, and so it should come as no 
surprise that more often than not, in the novels in which he appears, 
Belascoarán is very limited in what he can hope to achieve in any given 
case. This fact is reiterated again and again throughout PIT II’s work, 
sometimes in the form of Belascoarán commenting that “It was a joke. Just 
one hell of a big joke. Thinking that he could be a detective in Mexico” 
( Easy , 11), and sometimes in the form of noting the contrast between 
the glib resolutions of mystery fi ction and the stubborn complexity of 
the real world: “A mystery-novel detective would have shouted ‘Eureka!’ 
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and everything would have fallen into place. But appearances were often 
deceiving, especially when the clues were no more than bits and pieces of 
disconnected information pointing in no clear direction…Wasn’t that the 
great virtue of reality over fi ction, that it was signifi cantly more complex?” 
( Easy , 184). But the problem is not just that reality is more complex, it is 
also more powerful: “Reality only competes with fi ction in novels, reality 
always triumphs in reality. It bowls stories over without hesitating, it eats 
them up” ( Leonardo’s , 367). PIT II is brutally honest about how much, 
or rather how little, Belascoarán is able to change about his society, and 
this is just one of the features of his writing that makes it seem ill-suited 
to tackling the complexities of how globalization and the state are related 
to each other. How can a single and ineffective “independent detective” 
persuasively map something as overdetermined and far-reaching as the 
relationship between globalization and crime? 1  

 So far, I have painted a deliberately selective picture of the politico- 
critical potentialities of PIT II’s fi ction. To make an obvious point, how-
ever, it is unlikely that PIT II’s work would be as popular as it is if it offered 
nothing but negativity. So what does crime fi ction enable PIT II to do? 
According to James Sallis, “Paco realized that the crime novel gives spaces 
and opportunity to address contemporary society as does no other venue, 
to recreate the actual textures and presence of street life about him, the 
fl ux of assumption and disinformation that keeps the social order afl oat, 
the rifts between reality and appearance that both individual and society 
must negotiate again and again” (240). The signifi cance of crime fi ction’s 
ability to give PIT II the freedom to “address contemporary society” can 
be measured by the fact that he is responsible for inventing the term " neo- 
policíaca  " (or "neo-noir"). According to Natasha Wimmer, “By this…
he means a kind of fi ction that meshes classic noir with the ‘recurring 
theme of the problems of the State as a generator of crime, corruption, 
and political arbitrariness’” (Wimmer). 

 No one would argue with the claim that we can fi nd detailed and pen-
etrating social commentary in PIT II’s work, especially on the complex 
relationship between criminality and the State. The question, however, is 
whether the localism that seemingly defi nes all aspects of his work (and 
particularly his Belascoarán novels) is increasingly old-fashioned and irrel-
evant in the context of the globalization of both the reach and the ambi-
tion of contemporary crime fi ction. In order to answer this question, we 
need to look more closely at the different forms this localism takes in PIT 
II’s work. 
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 One of the most traditional aspects of PIT II’s localism appears in the 
form of Belascoarán’s sentimental attachment to Mexico City. Lyrical pas-
sages about Mexico City, passages that address both its horrors and its 
glories with equal affection, can be found throughout PIT II’s work, and 
this passage from  Return to the Same City  is representative:

  Calling Mexico City ‘the monster’ had become very vogue, but the nick-
name hid the better defi nition. He preferred to speak of his city as the cave 
of lies, the cavern of cannibals, the city of prostitutes on bicycles or in the 
black car of a cabinet minister, the cemetery of talking TVs, the city of men 
looking over their shoulders at their pursuers, the village occupied by label 
counterfeiters, the paradise of press conferences, the collapsed city, trem-
bling, lovingly in ruins, its debris rummaged through the moles of God 
… Héctor Belascoarán Shayne—gun-carrying argonaut of Mexico City, the 
world’s biggest city at its own expense, the biggest cemetery of dreams. 
( Return , 41) 

 In  Some Clouds , Belascoarán says of D.F. “Mexico City, it wasn’t the 
most hospitable place in the world but, if there was anyplace he could 
call home, this was it” (58). In his seminal book  Antiheroes: Mexico and 
its Detective Novel , Ilan Stavans claims that “From 1958 to the present, 
the capital is the essential theme, the keystone of the Mexican novel,” and 
PIT II’s work is entirely characteristic in this regard (27). Most of the 
Belascoarán novels are set either wholly, or at least partially, in Mexico 
City, and PIT II has always been extremely vocal about his love for the 
city, even going so far as to claim counter-intuitively that “Mexico City is 
the safest city in Mexico…Why? The narcos have created paradise here…
They can live here but [they don't] work here. It's the resting city of the 
narcos” (Beaubien). 

 Conversely, whenever Belascoarán has to travel outside of Mexico City, 
which he seems to do as little as possible, he is, to all intents and pur-
poses, homeless. In  Frontera Dreams , Belascoarán confronts “the green 
mesh fence that made up  la frontera , the border with the United States, a 
fence that cut through countries like a knife cuts through butter” (1–2). 
Faced with this landscape, Belascoarán has to admit that he feels like a 
foreigner: “Was he a foreigner here? A little more so than in Mexico City? 
Defi nition of a foreigner: he who feels foreign…he who upon waking up 
in the middle of the night feels a strange emptiness, a sense of not belong-
ing to the landscape seen from his window. Okay, he was a foreigner here, 
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too. He didn’t know the landscape, he didn’t feel at home, faced with this 
touched-up Mexican bordertown. And so what? Héctor didn't think him-
self a good judge in the area of nations and nationalism” (29–30). What 
is striking about  Frontera Dreams  is that PIT II is not interested in using 
Belascoarán’s physical proximity to the border to tell a story about the 
transnational dimensions of crime. Unlike a novel like Don Winslow’s  The 
Power of the Dog  (discussed by Casey Shoop in this volume), in  Frontera 
Dreams  PIT II is undoubtedly aware of the existence of such crimes as 
drug-smuggling and gun-running to support the geopolitical ambitions 
of both Mexico and the United States, but he has no desire to involve 
Belascoarán in the investigation of such crimes. 2  

 The closest PIT II comes to involving Belascoarán in what we might 
call a ‘Winslowesque’ narrative is  Return to the Same City , in which 
Belascoarán (who is, signifi cantly, once again on one of his rare excur-
sions outside Mexico City) fi nds himself in Acapulco, and then Tijuana, 
embroiled in a guns-for-drugs Contra operation. PIT II explains the 
transnational dimensions of this operation in great detail, but the fact that 
Belascoarán is our focusing narrative consciousness means that we do not 
take these details as seriously as we otherwise might. Unlike Winslow, who 
tells such stories from the perspective of professional law enforcement and 
military fi gures, and with the kind of scrupulous fi delity to operational 
procedures that we have to come to associate with the political thriller, 
PIT II relates the climax to  Return  as a kind of slapstick comedy, with “a 
good number of cops, a ton of Miami mafi osi, a truckful of Nicaraguan 
contras, and twenty-six mariachi musicians dressed in black with silver- 
plated buttons” all looking for Belascoarán after he disrupts the operation 
(151). Absurdity rather than fi delity is more appealing to PIT II, because 
it is a better refl ection of his view of the world, which explains why his nar-
ratives contain so many fantastical elements that they often resemble magi-
cal realism more than they do the “realism” prized by Raymond Chandler 
in his famous essay “The Simple Art of Murder” that we have come to 
associate with hard-boiled crime fi ction: “Héctor Belascoarán Shayne was 
Mexican, so absurdity was his daily bread” ( Uncomfortable , 80). 

 It is instructive to contrast Belascoarán’s feelings of being a foreigner 
at the border in  Frontera Dreams  to how he feels when his investigation 
takes him to Chihuahua in the same novel, where “the whole world con-
tinues loving Pancho Villa. This was an essential point of contact between 
the detective and the city, a passionate encounter, so that as the plane 
landed he was overcome by a profound wave of good vibes” (53). As long 
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as the place has a connection with a national sense of Mexicanness, and 
preferably with its romanticized revolutionary past, then Belascoarán feels 
comfortable there. 3  Obviously, this sense of belonging is still exclusively 
(and somewhat narrowly) national in nature. Stavans comments on this 
obsession with the national in Belascoarán’s character as follows: “What 
differentiates him from the rest of the Mexican detectives…is Shayne’s 
passion for deciphering national history. He is always restless and eager 
to examine macho psychology, the popularity of boxing and bullfi ghting, 
drugs and politics, and he offers an answer to the question, ‘Why is the 
Mexican soul so confused, so suffocated by an inferiority complex, defi -
cient confi dence, introversion and dishonesty?’” (109–110). But although 
Belascoarán’s passionate curiosity about his adopted national culture (like 
PIT II himself, Belascoarán is a naturalized Mexican citizen) is certainly an 
important distinguishing feature of his personality, as well as a signifi cant 
part of his charm, it also makes him about as far from being a transnational 
subject as one can possibly imagine, and this means that one has to read 
much of PIT II’s work very much against the grain to fi nd convincing 
evidence of a systematic engagement of the relationship between global-
ization and the state. 

 Interestingly, although there are number of similarities between PIT 
II’s Belascoarán novels and those that feature other characters, there is 
also a signifi cant difference concerning the nature of their respective “real-
ism.”  Life Itself , for example, is set in the fi ctional mining town of Santa 
Ana in the north-central part of Mexico and tells the story of José Daniel 
Fierro, Mexico’s most celebrated writer of police thrillers, whom the com-
munist government of Santa Ana asks to become their police chief. PIT II 
explains to the reader that despite the fact that his story “proudly belongs 
to the terrain of fi ction,” no one should think that “that the country we 
speak of is not real. It is all too real, and I live with it every day” ( Life , 
n.p.). In his other formulations of the relationship between reality and 
fi ction, PIT II defi nes these two things either as opposites or, at the very 
least, in negative tension with each other (reality is more complex than 
fi ction). In  Life Itself , however, he is arguing for a more permeable and 
dialectical relationship between the two categories. But this difference 
between  Life Itself  and the Belascoarán novels ultimately does not add 
up to much, in the sense that all these texts have so much in common 
with each other that the difference is negligible. For example, just like the 
Belascoarán novels,  Life Itself  is typical of PIT II’s work in that its sense 
of resolution is so ambiguous as to be almost meaningless: “It is a novel 
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of some very fucked-up crimes, but the important thing is not the crimes, 
but (as in every Mexican crime novel) the context. Here one rarely asks 
oneself who done it, because the killer is not the one who wants the death. 
There is a distance between the executioner and the one who gives the 
orders. The important thing is usually the why. And so I think this is the 
story of various whys” (156). If PIT II repeatedly frustrates the genre’s, 
and the reader’s, obsession with solutions to crime, it is because he wants 
us to realize, among other things, that there are defi nite limits to the local 
detective’s ability to solve crimes that usually have a systemic, that is, trans-
national dimension, leading to a situation in which the detective fi gure 
is as much an observer as an infl uential participant in the novel’s events. 
According to Rachel Adams, although the crimes that Belascoarán inves-
tigates “are nearly always transnational in scope, Taibo…fi nds little hope 
for law enforcement of any kind, since his investigations uncover collusion 
between criminal networks and institutions that are supposed to dispense 
justice and ensure public safety” (211). Belascoarán can usually fi gure out 
the nefarious details of the collusion to his satisfaction, but understanding 
corruption and doing something about it are two very different things. 

 Repeatedly emphasizing both the transnational complexities of crime 
and the detective’s limited ability to address such crime can easily shade 
over into pessimism about whether anything can ever be changed at all, 
but PIT II is careful to combine cynicism about the possibility of change, 
or justice, with Belascoarán’s constantly restated commitment to do his 
best to make a difference. 

 In  Some Clouds , for example, PIT II says of Belascoarán that “He knew 
that when he got to the end, if he even made it that far, he’d come up 
against a wall standing between himself and justice. A wall of situations, 
alibis, connections, guns, desks, brute force, habits, and complicities that 
stretched from the deepest corner of the criminal underground to the 
heights of power” (59). But even though Belascoarán knows that he 
can do no more than “dig a little bit of dirt out from under the fi nger-
nails of power” (59), there is never a suggestion that he will give up. As 
Belascoarán says “’all I believe in anymore is to keep on keeping on, and in 
fucking with them before they fuck with me”’ (111). In an interview with 
Ilan Stavans, PIT II himself describes this determination not to quit as one 
reason for the success of his work: “‘I suppose Mexican readers fi nd in my 
novels a broken mirror, a proposition that invites them not to surrender 
to an immoral reality” (“Appendix,” 145). As Jennifer Lewis reminds us 
in writing of  Some Clouds , even apparent failure can be generative in some 
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respects: “the detective’s quest…ultimately ends in a kind of failure; the 
system proves unstoppable. Yet what is won is a glimpse of this system 
and its workings and a gradual understanding of its affect” (137). But 
does Taibo offer any alternative in his fi ction, other than indomitability in 
the face of overwhelming odds and universal institutional corruption? Are 
we ever rewarded with something more than a glimpse of a system that 
exceeds both the capabilities of the detective and the boundaries of the 
nation-state? 

 A possible answer to these questions, and an example of where PIT 
II engages with a global context most explicitly, comes in the form of 
 The Uncomfortable Dead . Unlike his other novels featuring Belascoarán, 
which are written solely by PIT II, and in which Belascoarán (for the most 
part) works alone,  Uncomfortable  is a novel that both comes out of, and 
thematizes the importance of, collaboration and cooperation, and this sets 
it apart from PIT II’s other work by suggesting a new approach to the 
old problem of systemic corruption. In 2004, Subcomandante Marcos of 
the Zapatista National Liberation Army (or EZLN) sent PIT II a letter 
asking him if he would be interested in writing a novel with him. PIT II 
agreed quickly, and they got to work. The resulting narrative, whose odd- 
numbered chapters were written by Marcos, and the even-numbered by 
PIT II, was fi rst published in the daily newspaper  La Jornada  before being 
published in book form. Just as the novel was the product of cooperation, 
with both Marcos and PIT II reading the previous chapter written by their 
collaborator before writing their own chapter, so  The Uncomfortable Dead  
tells the story of a cooperation between Elías Contreras, an investigator 
for the Zapatista investigation commission, and Belascoarán. 

 When we fi rst meet Contreras, he is in Chiapas solving fi rst the disap-
pearance of a local woman and then a murder. This introduction serves 
both to show the reader that Contreras is an experienced and effective 
investigator, and to suggest that, at this stage, Contreras’ interest in glo-
balization and neoliberalism, and his job as an investigator, are in tension 
with each other: “I wanted to hang around and chat with him about neo-
liberalism and globalization and all, but I remembered I only had three 
days to clear up the matter of the deceased María” (21–22). This tension 
will disappear when Contreras moves to Mexico City and starts working 
with Belascoarán. 

 Meanwhile, in Mexico City, Belascoarán’s latest case involves a man 
who was part of the 1968 movement and who was murdered after being 
released from prison in 1971, who is now apparently leaving messages 
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on people’s answering machines about what happened to him. PIT II’s 
decision to draw on the context of 1968  in  The Uncomfortable Dead  is 
entirely deliberate, of course, as he explains in a 2009 interview when 
he says of 1968: “…it is the moment in which the transformation of the 
Mexican society really begins, and at the same time the rotten tracks are 
revealed, the rotten tracks embedded in the system in a latent but clear 
way” (Herrera, 269). By ‘resurrecting’ one of the victims of government 
repression in 1968, PIT II signals the extent to which this novel will cen-
ter on ‘the uncomfortable dead,’ that is, not only the victims of 1968, 
but all those victims of neoliberal globalization who, as Contreras puts it, 
“were dead people who weren’t just hanging around waiting for All Souls’ 
Day to come on out and have some coffee and  tamales  and  atole  made 
with  pozol —no sir, they were speaking up, or out” (190). In other words, 
the uncomfortable dead are demanding justice and the novel named after 
them is an effort to enact that justice. 

 Contreras and Belascoarán pool their resources when it becomes clear 
that the crimes they are investigating both involve an individual named 
Morales, whose actions are described at one point as “the shittiest of all 
the neoliberal shit” (81). In a similarly scatological vein, later in the novel, 
when Contreras and Belascoarán are reviewing all the documents they 
have that relate in one way or another to Morales, Belascoarán emphasizes 
that they constitute “a dictionary of the shit, piss, and corruption in the 
system…all the ways the system of the powerful fucked everybody else to 
benefi t the rich and the bad governments” (190). In other words, as their 
investigation proceeds, and the transnational extent of Morales’ crimes 
becomes clearer, it becomes obvious to Contreras and Belascoarán that 
the ultimate crime under investigation is that of global capitalism itself, 
as we realize when one of the characters declares: “The murderer is the 
system. Yes! The system. When there’s a crime, you have to go looking 
for the culprit upstairs, not downstairs. The Evil is the system, and the 
Bad are those who serve the system” (63). 4  What the novel calls ‘the Bad 
and the Evil’ may sound like very simplistic concepts, but in fact PIT 
II and Marcos present them as extremely complex and overdetermined 
ideas with a wealth of possible defi nitions. For example, Chap.   10     of  The 
Uncomfortable Dead , appropriately titled “The Bad and the Evil,” consists 
of defi nitions and discussions of these concepts from both actual person-
ages (by means of quoting from their writings), including Angela Davis, 
Leonard Peltier, Federico García Lorca, Pablo Neruda, and Mumia Abu- 
Jamal, and characters from the novel, including the apparent villain of 
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the piece, Morales, who reminds the reader of the systemic nature of cor-
ruption when he says “Afraid of the law? Come on, get serious. Haven’t 
you understood yet that we  are  the law?” (177, emphasis in original). 
This eclectic range of writers suggests an alternative register of the trans-
national at work in the novel, one defi ned by the fl ow and exchange of 
oppositional ideas, rather than by fl ows of capital and neoliberal ideology. 

 PIT II and Marcos defi ne the crime and the criminal in explicitly 
systemic terms, and the novel repeatedly makes clear that, as we might 
expect, the crimes of neoliberal globalization and those responsible for 
those crimes extend across the entire planet, not in the sense of there 
being a conspiracy (although the novel often seems to subscribe to a con-
spiratorial point of view), but in the sense that neoliberalism is a form 
of what Slavoj Žižek has called “objective violence,” a normally invisible 
type of violence that represents the smooth everyday functioning of the 
capitalist system ( Violence,  1). Faced with such a crime and with such an 
expansive list of criminals, what,  The Uncomfortable Dead  forces us to ask, 
can crime fi ction do? Can it adequately represent the transnational, even 
global, totality that defi nes this kind of crime? 

 PIT II and Marcos come up with a suggestive answer to these ques-
tions. In his book  Spaces of Hope , geographer David Harvey emphasizes 
the importance of working with a variety of spatial scales simultaneously, 
despite the diffi culties in doing so, and argues that “Ways have to be found 
to connect the microspace of the body with the macrospace of what is now 
called ‘globalization’” (49). In a vivid demonstration of Harvey’s principle 
of spatial simultaneity, Contreras and Belascoarán realize the necessity of 
their working together, in what Contreras describes as a combination of 
“Belascoarán’s ordered perspective with my mixed-up perspective…work-
ing together on the investigation of the Bad and the Evil in a collective, 
you see” (189). Working as a collective detective that constitutes a sharp 
rebuke to the individualism that defi nes the classic form of the hard-boiled 
detective, together Contreras and Belascoarán arrive at the conclusion that 
the character named ‘Morales’ they are looking for is actually a multiplicity 
of Moraleses. Consequently, they each choose their own Morales and enact 
their own brand of justice. Contreras returns to Chiapas, where he and his 
team arrest his Morales, charge him with a variety of crimes committed 
“together with the bad governments and the neo-liberals,” and sentence 
him to ten years of community service (237). Belascoarán, in sharp con-
trast, fi nds his Morales, but then realizes the futility of turning him to over 
to authorities that are just as, if not more, corrupt than Morales: “What 
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was he supposed to do with this character? Who was he supposed to turn 
him over to? In Mexico?” (259). Accordingly, Belascoarán decides to kill 
his Morales by throwing him down a stairwell “Down to the very end. 
Down into the bowels of hell” (259). 

 Obviously, these are both highly unconventional solutions to the crimes 
perpetrated by Morales, but when considered more carefully, they make 
perfect sense, both within the context of Zapatista ideology, and within 
the context of PIT II’s crime fi ction as a whole. In  The Enigma of Capital , 
David Harvey comments on what makes the Zapatistas so different from 
other armed revolutionary movements: “The Zapatista rebels…did not 
seek to take over state power or accomplish a political revolution. They 
sought instead to work through the whole of civil society in a more open 
and fl uid search for alternatives that would look to answer to their specifi c 
needs as a cultural formation and to restore their own sense of dignity and 
respect” (252). From this perspective, the decision to sentence Morales to 
community service works so well precisely because it is so unconventional. 
Rather than abrogating to themselves the power to kill their enemies in 
the same manner as the Mexican State, the Zapatistas instead have the 
offender contribute to the repair and maintenance of the community 
that he has damaged, a punishment that Morales will undoubtedly fi nd 
intolerable. 

 As for PIT II, we have already seen that his crime fi ction is character-
ized by, among other things, a lack of conventional or convincing plot 
resolutions, and, at fi rst glance, Belascoarán’s decision to kill his version of 
Morales seems to be another example of a resolution that in fact resolves 
nothing. As he walks home after Morales’ death, Belascoarán keeps see-
ing more and more Moraleses and he cannot be positive about whether 
or not he is hallucinating: “Was he going crazy? Or was he more lucid 
and sharper than ever?” (261). His question has no defi nitive answer, of 
course, but in closing I want to suggest that the phantom of multiple 
Moraleses is different from the imperfect resolutions that we fi nd in other 
Belascoarán novels. Rachel Adams has argued that the “two-part” ending 
of  The Uncomfortable Dead  “manages at once to cohere to recognizable 
generic conventions, and take the genre in new directions designed to 
address the pervasive, dispersed, and institutionalized nature of transna-
tional crime in the twenty-fi rst century” (208), and this description is con-
sistent with PIT II’s own description of the novel’s structure: “My intent 
in the beginning of the novel…was to create a counterpoint to the world 
of the Zapatista rebellion and to give the reader an overall impression of 
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Mexican  globalization, starting from the complexities of Mexico City” 
(Herrera, 269). PIT II’s collaboration with Marcos and Belascoarán’s 
with Elías Contreras suggests that crime fi ction rooted in local solutions 
has the potential to recognize the criminal activities that defi ne the rela-
tions between globalization and the state, and ensure justice, both for 
those responsible for and those victimized by those activities. If  The 
Uncomfortable Dead  ends with multiple Moraleses, perhaps it is an invita-
tion to the readers to choose our own Morales and enforce our own ver-
sion of justice, thereby putting into practice what PIT II once described 
as “a kind of logic of resistance by the citizen against the system” (qtd. in 
Braham, 168).   

  NOTES 
1.    PIT II is just as modest about his own impact as a writer. As his writer pro-

tagonist in  Leonardo’s Bicycle  comments, “A writer is just a writer, who cre-
ates fi ction but does not perform miracles” (93).  

2.    In a recent interview, Winslow says the following about  Power  and its sequel, 
 The Cartel : “Together, the two volumes—something like a combined 1300 
pages—make up one fi ctional history of over 40 years of the War on Drugs. 
It’s a huge story—fi lled with larger-than-life characters, dramatic situations, 
confl ict, treachery, courage, honor—all rich material for a novelist. It would 
be incredible if you didn’t know it was drawn from real events. As Americans, 
we see the headlines coming out of Mexico, but we rarely get deeper. I 
think—I hope—“The Cartel” shows what goes on behind those headlines. 
It shows the people, the emotions, the real-life impact of the War on Drugs. 
Journalists can give facts, but novelists can tell truth, and that’s what I’ve 
tried to do with these two novels” (Guirgis). I began this essay by mention-
ing PIT II’s hesitation about using crime fi ction to write about the drug 
wars; clearly, Winslow feels no such hesitation. Indeed, the above quote 
makes it abundantly clear that he fi nds it to be a compelling subject about 
which to write.  

3.    Belascoarán’s (and PIT II’s) appreciation for Mexico’s revolutionary past, 
and their romanticization of that past, also appears in  An Easy Thing , when 
Belascoarán is hired to fi nd Emiliano Zapata: “Hector wanted to believe. He 
longed to see the heroic Zapata, now ninety-seven years old, charging up the 
avenues of the city on his white horse, fi lling the wind with his bullets” (6).  

4.    PIT II’s identifi cation of ‘the system’ as the root of the problem is present 
in his very fi rst novel,  Días de combate , which has yet to be translated into 
English. When Belascoarán fi nally catches the serial killer he has been hunt-
ing throughout the novel, the killer defends his actions by saying “Alright, I 
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have murdered eleven times and I have caused some minor injuries. In that 
same time period, the State has massacred hundreds of peasants…Where is 
the Strangler?” (qtd. in Martín, 169). Although Belascoarán agrees that 
“The Great Strangler is the system” (Martín, 169), he still feels that it is 
morally and ethically necessary and meaningful to punish the killer for his 
crimes.    
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         TRANSNATIONAL NOIR 
 No more can we unproblematically associate noir with a specifi c time and 
place. Early accounts of fi lm noir, from Borde and Chaumeton’s foun-
dational formulations to the essays collected in the fi rst volume of Alain 
Silver and James Ursini’s  Film Noir Reader , tended to assume an excep-
tionalist understanding of noir, seeing it as uniquely “American” (i.e., 
USA). The periodization of noir has tended towards equal fi xity, with the 
classic cycle beginning with  The Maltese Falcon  in 1941 and ending with 
 Touch of Evil  in 1958. Anything after the latter cut-off point is instead 
given the ambiguous designation of “neo-noir” and is read as metafi ction-
ally responding to the ostensibly more earnest and unselfconscious fi lms 
of the classic cycle. Those who have argued for a parallel development in 
fi ction have troubled this narrow periodization, locating the emergence of 
noir fi ction earlier, beginning with James M. Cain and Horace McCoy in 
the 1930s, and extending the genre’s end point (if genre it is) to at least 
the 1970s, thereby bringing the writings of Chester Himes and Iceberg 
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Slim into the noir canon. 1  Yet while they have troubled the temporal coor-
dinates laid out by the account of noir in fi lm studies, most scholars of noir 
fi ction have tended to leave intact the foundational exceptionalism that 
has characterized most early accounts of fi lm noir. 

 More recently, there have been a number of challenges to the con-
ventional periodization and spatialization of noir. James Naremore’s 
 More than Night , fi rst published in 1997, represents probably the fi rst 
fully developed challenge to the American exceptionalist narrative of noir. 
Taking seriously the continental roots of both noir criticism and the fi lm- 
makers that produced the classic cycle, while also charting the transatlantic 
movement of forms of representation, ideas, and aesthetic practices asso-
ciated with noir, Naremore demonstrated that the exceptionalist narra-
tive was produced only through the institutionalized disavowal of a host 
of transnational connections. More recently, a range of writers, such as 
Jonathan Eburne on surrealism and detective fi ction and Clare F. Fox on 
detective fi ction and border studies, have demonstrated the transnational 
scope of detective and crime fi ction, two genres closely affi liated with noir. 
Finally, and most sweepingly, Jennifer Fay and Justus Nieland, in  Film 
Noir: Hard-Boiled Modernity and the Cultures of Globalization , reconcep-
tualize noir as a thoroughly global phenomenon from its fi rst moment of 
emergence to the present. 

 The transnational dimensions of noir are not limited to fi lm. As 
Naremore has demonstrated, there was much traffi c between European 
fi ction by existentialist writers, such as Sartre, Camus, and even Graham 
Greene, and hard-boiled and noir writers in the U.S., such as Hammett, 
Cain, Himes, McCoy, Highsmith, and Goodis. The continuing global 
vitality of noir fi ction and fi lm in globally disparate locales (everywhere 
from Mexico to Scandinavia, from Iraq to Japan) suggests that we need 
to rethink both the spatial and temporal coordinates of the form. While 
in the postmodern heyday of the 1980s and 1990s, with the embrace of 
metafi ction by most cultural forms, a notion of neo-noir made sense, it is 
clear that the noir form, in the present, is neither merely a nostalgic/ironic 
evocation of an earlier era, nor a pale intellectual exercise in metafi ction. 
Instead, contemporary noir is just as affectively powerful an expression of 
its moment as was the classic noir of the mid-century period. Similarly, 
the global reach of noir as a form, suggests that it can be transplanted 
and reworked at will without losing its affective force and characteristic 
negativity.  
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   NOIR IN THE GLOBAL CITY 
 One of the places that noir has resurfaced with particular force is in con-
temporary Japan, and perhaps the riskiest, darkest, and most stylistically 
assured noir to appear from Japan in translation, is the work of Natsuo 
Kirino, author of  Out ,  Grotesque ,  Real World, The Goddess Chronicle , 
and thirteen other, yet to be translated, novels. Except for  The Goddess 
Chronicle , Kirino’s translated novels take place in the Tokyo of the turn 
of the twenty-fi rst century, which has emerged as what Saskia Sassen has 
described as a “global city,” one that is increasingly organized by the logic 
of neoliberalism, and one in which the boom years of the 1980s have 
given way to the extended recession of the nineties and the fi rst part of the 
twenty-fi rst century (xix). In this context, while fi nancial markets continue 
to prosper, and the city is transformed via the emergence of the city center 
as a space of luxury and consumption, the urban landscape is ever more 
starkly divided between economic winners and losers. As Sassen has dem-
onstrated, the neoliberal transformation of global cities, such as Tokyo, 
produces an “economic polarization,” in which managerial and fi nancial 
class fractions benefi t from a major increase in real wages while workers in 
the manufacturing sector and many parts of the service sector experience 
“the informalization and casualization of work” (288). Moreover, Sassen 
demonstrates that this polarization becomes materialized in the very built 
environment of the global city. Global cities such as Tokyo become orga-
nized by “the emergence of fashionable residential and commercial dis-
tricts along with growing poverty, including homelessness” (281). 

 This divide is materialized, not only in the changing built environment 
of the global city, however, but also in the subjectivities, bodies, and forms 
of affect experienced by those working and living on either side of it. 
Sassen further notes that class, race, and gender structure this divide: “In 
this sense ‘women’ and ‘immigrants’ emerge as the systematic equivalent 
of the offshore proletariat” (322). Class, race, and gender in this con-
text are not merely socially-constructed categories, but forms of affect and 
embodiment that shape and delimit the material experience of work and 
everyday life in the global city. These forms of affect, in turn, are shaped 
by the workings of both biopolitics and thanatopolitics as they manifest 
the material and affective contexts through which neoliberalism is lived. 
As Michel Foucault argues in  The Birth of Biopolitics , the biopolitical con-
cept of “human capital,” as an assessment of the market worth of specifi c 
lives and specifi c activities, becomes the structure by which neoliberalism 
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functions to determine socio-economic winners and losers (226). Those 
who can maximize their human capital, which Foucault defi nes as being 
“made up of innate elements [like genetic disposition] and other, acquired 
elements” (such as education, savings, etc.), become the winners: those 
who are positioned for further biopolitical investment and enhancement 
(227). Those who are on the losing side of the divide, on the other hand, 
are increasingly defi ned by neglect and become the targets of social and 
moral condemnation. When relegated to the informal and casual labor 
sectors, these populations are shaped less by biopolitics, than by its deathly 
double, thanatopolitics. If biopolitics is the political and economic shaping 
and management of biological life in aggregate form, then thanatopolitics 
becomes its reverse, or, as Roberto Esposito theorizes it, the relegation 
of certain lives, or certain populations, as marked by death in the name 
of enhancing or immunizing others (44–77). The saturation of neolib-
eral spaces, like Tokyo, with its biopolitical and thanatopolitical dynamics, 
shapes not only the life chances of people living in these spaces, but also 
the forms of affect that inform their subjectivities and embodiment. 

 Noir is one of the privileged forms of fi ctional discourse for the nar-
ration of affect. Patricia Ticineto Clough defi nes affect in the following 
way: “[A]ffectivity [is] a substrate of bodily responses, often autonomic 
responses in excess of consciousness…Affect constitutes a nonlinear com-
plexity out of which the narration of conscious states such as emotion are 
subtracted, but always with a ‘never to be conscious autonomic remain-
der’” (2). Clough further situates affect as an embodied state that is the 
product of social dynamics as they are lived and felt. Given this defi nition, 
noir can be defi ned as much as a form of affect as a genre, as a willful 
commitment to affective negativity over and against any positive social 
or psychic resolution. The negativity inhering in noir, as I have argued 
elsewhere, is simultaneously psychological, social, philosophical, proto- 
political, and narratological. It is a refusal to resolve confl icts, undo oppo-
sitions, or heal social schisms. Given such a defi nition, noir becomes one 
of the privileged genres by which the “autonomic remainder” that Clough 
describes as central to affect is manifested. The negativity of noir indicates 
that there is always a remainder, always unworked through forms of affect 
and social antagonism that resist full resolution and textual articulation. 
With this point in mind, noir is a perfect medium for addressing the con-
fl icts and divides, the lived negativities, of neoliberalism. Noir speaks to 
the social conditions of neoliberal Tokyo, and Kirino employs it to explore 
the forms of affect and violent confl ict that structure this space.  
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    OUT  AS NEOLIBERAL NOIR 
  Out  (fi rst published in Japan in 1998 and translated into English in 2003) 
is the text in which Kirino most thoroughly addresses the built environ-
ment, the workings of biopolitics and thanatopolitics, and the forms of 
affect that have been produced by the neoliberal transformation of Tokyo. 
 Out  tells the story of four female factory workers: Masako Katori, Kuniko 
Janouchi, Yoshie Azuma, and Yayoi Yamamoto, who work in a bento fac-
tory in Musashimurayama, one of the outer provinces of Tokyo. The novel 
narrates the events that follow from Yayoi’s in-the-moment killing of her 
abusive husband, Kenji, and the decision of her three co-workers to help 
her cover up the deed by using their knife wielding skills to dispose of 
Kenji’s body. Complications follow, in which the four coworkers attempt 
to elude police, and a murderous pimp and sexual sadist, Mitsuyoshi 
Satake, who hears about their activities and uses their fugitive status to 
pursue his own dark desires. These complications include: Masako (who is 
the ring-leader among the workers and main protagonist of the novel) and 
Yoshie using the skills they develop cutting up Kenji to go into business 
in body disposal; Kuniko being tracked down and killed by Satake, who 
then sadistically sends her body to Masako and Yoshie for disposal; Satake 
terrorizing Yayoi into giving up the insurance money she receives from 
Kenji’s death; Yoshie burning alive her invalid mother-and-law and old 
life in a house fi re; and a climactic torture, rape, and death scene in which 
Satake tortures and rapes Masako in an old abandoned factory only to be 
killed by her in turn. The novel ends with Masako surviving in possession 
of $56 million yen and ready to make another life in another country. The 
novel is narrated almost exclusively through various limited third-person 
lenses, including the four workers, but also Satake; a loan shark named 
Akira Jumonji, who is one of Kuniko’s creditors; a police detective; and a 
half-Brazilian and half-Japanese factory worker, Kazuo, who at fi rst tries to 
assault Masako, but later in the novel assists her. 

 As this brief and highly compressed summary indicates, the novel pulls 
no punches. It explores very dark territory, mixing economic and femi-
nist critique with the kind of social shadow-play that makes noir hard 
to recuperate for a straightforwardly affi rmative politics. Indeed, while 
the novel has garnered praise for its feminist dimensions, many readers 
have been put off by its fraught and ambiguous representations of sexual 
violence. Those who reject the book on such grounds, though, not only 
miss the larger context in Japanese popular culture to which it responds, 
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in which ambiguous representations of sexual violence are commonplace, 
but also the affective dimensions of Kirino’s feminist critique. 2  The novel 
is less interested in constructing affi rmative female protagonists than it is 
in unpacking the gendered effects and affects of economic disposability 
and the culture of death it underwrites.  

   “LUNCH OF CHAMPIONS” 
 The factory in which the four friends work is precisely the kind of casual-
ized workspace, defi ned by declining wages and a largely female and/or 
immigrant workforce, that Sassen describes as central to the neoliberal 
global city:

  From midnight until fi ve-thirty without a break, she had to stand at the 
conveyor belt making boxed lunches. For a part-time job, the pay was good 
but the work was backbreaking…In addition to the housewives who worked 
part-time, the factory employed a large number of Brazilians, both ethnic 
and of Japanese descent, many of them married couples. (Kirino, 3–4) 

 While Masako, through whom the third-person limited narration is 
focalized in this passage, perceives it as a job “with good pay,” it is, as 
Sassen puts it, the type of job that was “once full time” that is “now being 
made into part-time or temporary jobs” with “no benefi ts and no returns 
to seniority” (Sassen, 289). Masako notes both the part-time nature of the 
job and the sweated working conditions, in which employees undertake 
“back-breaking” labor without interruption for fi ve and a half hours, and 
bathroom breaks often have to be delayed by two hours. The factory space 
depicted in  Out  thus encapsulates the transformations from the Fordist 
model of industrial labor to the neoliberal, or postfordist model, with a 
full-time, protected work force made up primarily of male citizens replaced 
by a part-time, casualized labor force made up primarily of women and 
immigrants. The description of the space of the factory is not incidental 
to the crime novel’s narrative. Instead, Kirino suggests that the criminal 
acts undertaken by the women are both enabled by, and a response to, the 
material conditions in which they work and live. The factory, as a space of 
Fordist labor within a postfordist context, produces contradictory impera-
tives to work both cooperatively and competitively:
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  About an hour into the shift, they began to hear sounds of distress from 
the new woman. Almost immediately, effi ciency began dropping on the line 
and they had to cut the pace. Masako noticed that Yayoi, trying to help out, 
had begun reaching across to take some of the newcomer’s boxes, though 
today she’d seemed hardly able to handle her own. The veterans on the 
line all knew that smoothing the rice was a particularly tough job since it 
had cooled into a hard lump by the time it left the machine. It took a good 
deal of strength in the wrists and fi ngers to fl atten the little squares of cold, 
compact rice in the few seconds the box was in front of you, and the half- 
stooping position made it hard on the back. After about an hour of this, pain 
would be shooting from your spine through your shoulders and it became 
diffi cult to lift your arms. Which was precisely why the work was often left to 
unsuspecting beginners—though at this moment Yayoi, who was anything 
but a beginner, was hard at work at the station, with a sullen but resigned 
look on her face. (10–11) 

   The need to work cooperatively, which enables the workers to meet 
the company’s expectations for productivity, and to match their work to 
the speed of the assembly line, is pitted against the competitive forms of 
affect that motivate the experienced workers’ attempts to take the easiest 
jobs, thereby leaving the hardest jobs to newcomers. If forms of solidarity 
are central both to the workspace of Fordism, working both as an ideol-
ogy enabling production and as an affective form of association enabling 
worker resistance and the struggle for better working conditions, then the 
forms of affect that structure work in the postfordist factory, even when 
solidarity in the form of assisting a new worker is present, are “sullenness” 
and “resignation.” 

 The negative forms of affect experienced by the workers are contrasted 
to the affi rmative rhetoric promised by the name of the boxed lunches 
they are producing: the “Lunch of Champions” (11). This split between 
the affi rmative rhetoric of advertising discourse, and the negative forms 
of affect produced by postfordist production, suggest the different valua-
tions of consumption and production under neoliberalism. Consumption 
is associated with self-affi rmation and self-improvement, becoming a 
champion, while labor, especially the kinds of degraded labor associated 
with material production, becomes increasingly a locus of negative affect 
and self-negation. Material labor is associated with being a loser (rather 
than a champion), and while the workers do maintain some solidarity (out 
of necessity), the affi rmative counter-rhetoric produced by unionization 
is represented as being in retreat, along with the economic organization 
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of Fordism, which simultaneously recognized such rhetoric and domesti-
cated it. Rather than this factory work functioning as a source of pride and 
affi rmation, it instead emerges as a social dead-end, the last stop down the 
cultural ladder before death itself. Rather than a space of biopolitics, the 
factory is presented as a space of thanatopolitics, as a locus in which bodies 
are used up and cast aside. It is the place where the losers in the game of 
human capital wind up.  

   THE GENDERING OF EXPLOITATION 
 The back stories and narratives of the four workers emphasize the sig-
nifi cance of the factory as a thanatopolitical space. These narratives also 
emphasize the ways in which life-chances are unevenly gendered within 
the workings of neoliberal biopolitics. Masako’s narrative embodies the 
downward mobility experienced by many (especially women) under post-
fordism. It also marks the affective and material gulf between the fi nancial 
sector, as one of the leading edges of the new economy, and increasingly 
devalorized factory work. Masako used to work as a professional at a 
Credit Union, but encountered systematic sexism, the glass ceiling, and 
the almost 2:1 income differential that Sassen documents between male 
and female fi nancial workers in Tokyo. She is essentially forced to resign 
(by being reassigned to a branch that would separate her from her hus-
band and child, another gendered dynamic) as part of the fallout from the 
bursting of the fi nancial bubble in the late 1980s. In Masako’s story, then, 
Kirino traces the arc of downward mobility that many Japanese experi-
enced with the bursting of the bubble, as well as with the forms of grow-
ing inequality that fueled the economic transformations of neoliberalism. 

 Kuniko’s narrative is one that is shaped by the disjunction between the 
material impoverishment of her circumstances and her own investment 
in neoliberal discourses of self-help and self-refashioning via consumer 
goods. She drives a car she can’t afford, spends money on clothes and food 
she can’t afford, and is in debt to predatory loan companies of the type 
that fl ourish in economic downturns and the deregulated conditions of 
neoliberalism. Tellingly, Kuniko is the only one of the four workers we see 
eating the “lunch of champions,” which works like all of the other com-
modities she purchases. Each of these purchases, whether it is her Prada 
make up, or her Volkswagen Golf, promises a fantasy of social and personal 
transformation, yet each inevitably leaves her more in debt and only papers 
over the self-loathing that is the affective fl ipside to neoliberal discourses 
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of self-help and social-transformation: “But the real point, she thought is 
that I’m ugly. Ugly and fat. Peering into the rearview mirror, she felt that 
wave of hopelessness which always swept over her” (15). Hopelessness 
and momentary commodity-induced giddiness are the defi ning affective 
states of those on the losing, thanatopolitical, end of neoliberalism. And it 
is important to note how this affective dyad is focused with particular force 
on the working- and underclass female subject, who is caught between 
attempting to live up to the affi rmative promises of commercial discourse 
and cast back on the despair that accompanies the impossibility of doing 
so. It is not surprising then that Kuniko ends up in the novel as both liter-
ally and fi guratively disposable. She is killed swiftly, rather than tortured, 
by Satake because his sadistic “desire withers” at the sight of her “bovine 
body” (323). Instead, because she doesn’t fi t the idealized image of the 
sexual commodity she is literally killed and thrown-out, given to Masako 
and Yoshie to be dissected and dumped. 

 Yoshie’s narrative underscores what David Staples terms “the specter 
of women’s work” within capitalism, which takes on a particularly contra-
dictory cast in economies organized, in part, around so-called immaterial 
production (119). Yoshie works at the factory, because the part-time labor 
enables the widow to do the unpaid work of taking care of her bed-ridden 
mother-in-law, a daughter, and, as the narrative progresses, a grandchild 
who is abandoned by Yoshie’s older daughter. Yoshie is perhaps the most 
self-negating of the novel’s characters. She has most thoroughly internal-
ized the larger judgment of neoliberal and sexist moral rhetorics that in 
economic terms she is on the losing end of the economic divide and, in 
gendered terms, her role is defi ned by self-sacrifi ce: “She was willing to 
put herself out for others, but when it was just for her, it hardly mattered” 
(22). This psychological self-negation intersects with the material nega-
tions that organize her everyday life. While she works all the time, Yoshie 
is continuously strapped for money. This constant need for money empha-
sizes, not only the destruction of a “family wage” for factory work under 
postfordism, but also the way in which the privatization of health and 
elder care becomes yet another part of women’s unpaid labor. The only 
place where Yoshie does fi nd self-affi rmation is, ironically enough, the fac-
tory. She is referred to as Skipper by her coworkers and is seen as the leader 
of the assembly line. Even this affi rmation, while also indicating tenuous 
solidarity between workers on the line, ties her identity more fully to this 
exploitative work. Her narrative ends with her fi nally reversing the forms 
of cultural negativity she has internalized by setting fi re to her decaying 
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house with her invalid mother-in-law inside. The novel thus suggests the 
way in which forms of social violence are one of the products of a culture 
of disposability and social negation. 

 If Yoshie’s narrative emphasizes the vulnerable position of married 
women in a male-dominated and neoliberal society when their husbands, 
as second, and often primary, wage earners, are suddenly no longer there, 
Yayoi’s narrative underscores that a husband’s presence is no guarantee 
of a less vulnerable position. Yayoi is the mother of two small kids and 
is married to Kenji, who is, by turns, emotionally and physically abusive, 
and spends all the family’s money gambling and on the call-girl, Anna, 
with whom he becomes obsessed. Like Yoshie’s killing of her mother-
in- law, the most self-affi rming act Yayoi commits in the narrative is the 
killing of her husband. Kenji’s personality mirrors the neoliberal culture 
of accumulation and commodifi cation as it becomes mapped onto what 
Eve Sedgwick describes as the homosocial relationships between men 
that structure male-dominated societies (21–27). As soon as he marries 
Yayoi, and therefore possesses her in his eyes and in the eyes of other 
men, he becomes thoroughly contemptuous of her: “It wasn’t, of course, 
until fairly recently that she’d realized that he was fundamentally the type 
of man who only wanted what belonged to others. He had wanted her 
because she had been the spoiled pet of the company, but once he had her, 
he lost interest” (46). Like an anxious consumer, Kenji is infatuated with 
the promise of the good life captured in the next commodity purchased 
(and women, via the homosocial logic in which he operates, are the most 
fetishized of commodities). Moreover, like such a consumer after the sub-
lime glow of the commodity has worn off, he treats the materiality of the 
once fetishized commodity as so much trash.  

   TAKING OUT THE TRASH 
 Those whose lives are shaped primarily by thanatopolitics in the novel 
become disposable subjects. In one of the darkly comic turns that Kirino’s 
novel regularly makes, after being killed, Kenji’s body (like Kuniko’s) 
becomes trash in need of disposal, and Masako and Yoshie (with some 
extorted help from Kuniko) take out the trash: “Everything had gone 
into city-approved garbage bags and these had been sealed and the tops 
folded down to double the thickness. Then they put each bag in a sec-
ond one so that the contents were no longer visible through the opaque 
plastic. If nobody realized what was inside the bags they would simply be 
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 incinerated along with the rest of the garbage in Tokyo” (99). It is striking 
that the bags in which his body is placed are “city-approved,” suggesting 
the city’s complicity in the production of certain humans as waste in need 
of disposal. 

 The novel also ironically underscores that the work of dismemberment 
is akin to the other forms of women’s work that the four factory workers 
undertake, both in the factory and at home. As Masako meditates on the 
second body that she and Yoshie carve up and dispatch for money, “If you 
could numb yourself to all the blood and gore, there was really very little 
difference between this job and the one they did at the factory” (283). In 
killing and disposing of Kenji, the women turn the thanatopolitical vio-
lence that the larger society directs towards them momentarily outwards. 
The turning around of routinized self-negation is captured in the sense of 
self-confi dence and relief that Yayoi feels after killing Kenji; it is also cap-
tured in Yoshie’s comic, yet ominous, outburst at her mother-in-law that 
repeats the particulars of their disposal of Kenji: “And when you died, I’d 
cut you up and throw you out with the garbage! Starting with that ugly 
old head of yours!” (127). For Masako this act, and the acts to follow, 
are also a self-assertion, but of a different kind. They are a way “out” of a 
world in which life has been emptied of meaning and symbolic investment: 
“She just wanted out, to be free of everything. None of it mattered any-
more.” It is a life in which she has already suffered a kind of social death, in 
which she “simply” goes “on—automatically, faithfully—going to work, 
taking care of the house, and…gradually going to pieces” (153). 

 This desire to fi nd a way out of a life that is shaped by social death 
informs Masako’s decision to go into the body disposal business with 
Jumonji (who does it for the money) and Yoshie (who is blackmailed into 
doing it). Their turning of a one-time desperate act (cutting up Kenji, so 
his murder will not be discovered) into a regular “start-up business” in 
which they make a specifi c amount of money “per unit” underscores the 
merging of neoliberalism, which is referenced here in the use of its entre-
preneurial rhetoric of start-up and market rhetoric of unit cost, and thana-
topolitics (256, 257). As Jumonji puts it, “‘I wonder whether you’d be 
interested in disposing of more bodies. It seems there’s a fairly steady sup-
ply of people nobody wants found’” (256). Jumonji’s words indicate the 
way in which people have become trash to be materially removed and sym-
bolically erased within the logic of thanatopolitics. The description of it as 
a steady supply indicates the regularized and economically reliable produc-
tion of such forms of waste. Kirino describes the second body Masako and 
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her coworkers dispose of as a “lifeless piece of fl esh” (283). This, then, is 
what waits for those on the losing side of the neoliberal divide: to wind up 
a “lifeless piece of fl esh” denuded of symbolic signifi cance.  

   NOIR OR LIFE BETWEEN TWO DEATHS 
 The distinction between social death and material death is foregrounded 
throughout  Out , underscoring the fact that the fi rst is what is experienced 
by those on the losing sides of the neoliberal and gendered cultural divides 
and that the second becomes a product of the cheapening of life produced 
by the fi rst. As Slavoj Žižek has noted, noir is one of the privileged medi-
ums by which the life between two deaths is narrated ( Enjoy , 149–164). It 
marks the way in which the conventional coordinates of the world become 
rendered strange, are “anamorphically” distorted, by existing in a world 
in which one’s own symbolic position has been negated (Žižek,  Tarrying , 
9). Rather than this distortion being mystifi catory, however, it is instead a 
distortion of a prior set of distortions, those produced by our symbolic fi c-
tions of the world. It thus works to reveal truths that remain hidden by the 
conventional constructions of the world. Noir, then, works, in Dashiell 
Hammett’s memorable phrase, as if “somebody had taken the lid off of 
life” and let us “look at the works” (335). 

 In Kirino’s neoliberal version of noir, though, the position of life 
between two deaths has been regularized and made a defi ning feature of 
the political economic world that the novel depicts. This is the specifi c 
historical manifestation of noir represented by  Out : a version of noir in 
which the political-economic production of what Giorgio Agamben has 
termed “bare life” and of death has become routinized and calculable 
(8). The novel’s female protagonists live in a world in which symbolic 
fi ctions, like family, hard work, and one’s own subjectivity have revealed 
their entirely fi ctive and unreal qualities. What was represented in classic 
noir as an exceptional falling out of the social fi ction and into the condi-
tion of bare life (i.e., the “works” of life in Hammett’s phrase) has become 
routinized in Kirino’s representation of Tokyo. 

 The symbolic death that affl icts Masako and her fellow factory workers 
is captured in the descriptions of the emptiness of Masako’s life, both at 
home and in her jobs. Drawing an ironic parallel between the clothes wash-
ing she does as a mechanically-repeated part of women’s work, and what 
happened to her at the Credit Union, she thinks, “Dissolved in a whirl-
pool, drained, rinsed, and spun dry—it was precisely what they’d done to 
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her. A pointless spin cycle, she thought, laughing out loud” (158). The 
erasure of Masako’s symbolic identity is captured perfectly in this analogy. 
Her identity has dissolved in the machine’s workings. She is left with just 
a life “spun dry” of anything but empty, daily routines. She, her husband, 
and her son (who does not speak to either parent anymore) do nothing 
more than occupy the same house while she works her dead-end job in 
the bento “factory that had little to distinguish it from a prison” (358). 

 It is striking that the machine that washes Masako’s identity clean is 
one associated with women’s work, suggesting that it is not merely being 
on the losing side of neoliberalism that dissolves her symbolic identity, 
but the ways in which women’s symbolic identities are effaced in a male- 
dominated society when they are no longer needed to sustain male iden-
tities and desires. Moreover, women’s work, because of its lack of social 
valuation and its “second shift” character, becomes itself effacing of sym-
bolic identity:

  How many busy, ‘normal’ mornings had there been in her life? Always 
the fi rst one up, in order to make breakfast for everyone, to pack lunches. 
Hanging the laundry up to dry, getting dressed, putting Nobuki [her son] 
through his paces, getting him off to daycare. Constantly keeping an eye on 
the clock on the wall or sneaking a peek at her watch; working like a dog at 
the offi ce. No time to read the newspaper, let alone a novel; cutting back 
on sleep to have time to get everything else done…She had no desire to go 
back to them, no desire to change the way things were now. (291) 

 There is no time for her own identity separate from the identities con-
structed from the gendered forms of labor she performs. As the last line 
of the passage asserts, Masako prefers the life of crime she has committed 
to, and her active courting of death and danger that it entails, to the slow 
social death of being a downwardly mobile wife and mother.  

   (BEYOND) THE NEOLIBERAL DEATH DRIVE 
 Masako’s active engagement with, and courting of, death structures the 
most controversial part of the novel: its ending. As I noted above, the 
novel climaxes with a scene in which Masako is held captive, raped, and 
tortured by Satake before gaining the upper hand and killing him. The 
novel concludes with a denouement in which she fi nds her way “out” 
of the thanatopolitical world in which she has been living, with money 
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enough to start a new life somewhere else. There are a number of politically 
fraught dimensions to this ending. First, the encounter between Satake 
and Masako is presented as fated and desired by both parties. Second, 
Masako attempts to save Satake’s life after slicing one of his arteries with a 
scalpel, and cries for him after he dies. Third, the gendering of both sadism 
and masochism in this scenario reinforces conventional misogynist nar-
ratives, ones that can provide an alibi for gendered violence. All of these 
aspects of the novel seem to work against the feminism that it displays in 
other scenes. Yet, such a subversion of a positive political program is one 
of the distinguishing features of noir. It is in its resolute negativity that 
noir does its perverse work. In its obsessive preoccupation with negative 
forms of affect, noir refuses the affi rmations either of dominant culture or 
of straightforward counterhegemonic resistance. It is not surprising, then, 
that the text’s conclusion moves into controversial territory. 

 At the risk of positivizing the novel’s negative work, and without 
explaining away what are, in fact, ambiguous aspects of its representation 
of sexual violence, however, I want to suggest that the novel’s staging of 
this violent conclusion engages in certain kinds of important cultural and 
feminist work—work that would be lost if the novel had a more positive 
and ostensibly empowering conclusion. This is the work enabled by noir at 
its best, work that can only be undertaken by the form’s drive to tarry with 
the negative. In its negativity, the novel foregrounds the way in which the 
larger thanatopolitical landscape, depicted by the novel in its representa-
tion of Tokyo as a global city, is productive not only of affects, but also of 
drives. In this context, what both Masako and Satake confront is a histori-
cally specifi c manifestation of the death drive, one shaped by the thana-
topolitical culture occupied by those on the losing side of neoliberalism. 

 On one level, the idea of a historically specifi c manifestation of the 
death drive appears a contradiction in terms. The death drive, in Freud’s 
late formulation of the concept, has always been read as the most meta-
psychological, and indeed metaphysical, of all of Freud’s concepts. Yet 
Freud, while articulating it as a metapsychological category, also presented 
it as intertwined with historical events in works like  Civilization and its 
Discontents . Thus, the drive’s specifi c manifestations are shaped by his-
torical events and formations. In its negativity and its regular engagement 
with death, noir becomes one of the privileged cultural mediums through 
which both the historical dimensions of the death drive are represented. 

 These dimensions of the death drive, as they are shaped by the culture 
of neoliberal predation and social death depicted by the novel, structure 
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 Out ’s conclusion. Part of why the conclusion reads as ideologically fraught 
is because it suggests that this culture not only delimits the novel’s charac-
ters from the outside, it also informs and works to shape their desires from 
within. Moreover, these desires are, like the society that produces them, 
gendered in conventional and unequal ways. Thus it is not surprising that 
Satake’s death drive manifests as sadism (with undercurrents of masoch-
ism) while Masako’s initially manifests as the reverse.  Out  suggests that 
such subjective dispositions are cultural manifestations of the death drive, 
which are in turn shaped by cultural divisions and inequalities. They are 
not determining, but they are productive of affect and need to be worked 
through and confronted. 

 Satake embraces this desire for a climactic confrontation, even though 
he knows the encounter will probably lead to his death. Masako, on the 
other hand, both acknowledges and attempts to ward off this desire: “But 
she had seen something in him was unhinged and impelling him toward 
an explosion. That same thing was inside her too: it was the part of her 
that had secretly thought she might have been willing to die as long as it 
was at his hand” (376). It is worth noting that this sentence records not 
only Masako’s death drive, but also, in its use of the past tense subjunc-
tive (“might have been willing”), her desire to transcend this drive. This 
movement, both towards and then beyond immediate death, is key to 
understanding what is at stake in  Out ’s conclusion. 

 Moreover, the scene situates the political-economic and gendered 
coordinates of this manifestation of the death drive. It takes place in an 
abandoned bento factory that is a derelict copy of the factory in which 
Masako works. The factory is described as an “enormous concrete cof-
fi n,” in other words, a precise symbol of the connections the novel charts 
between the social death of the workers in the bento factory, the thanato-
political dimensions of neoliberal production, and the subjective experi-
ence of a death drive structured by such a culture of death. And Masako, 
who is tied to a conveyor belt like the one on which she usually works, 
literally becomes the commodifi ed product of this culture of death. This 
image, then, becomes a condensation of the various forms of violence 
associated with neoliberalism throughout the novel. 

 Just as the image of Masako on the conveyor belt condenses the forms 
of inequality at work in the novel, so the confl ict between Satake and 
Masako allegorizes the gendered power dynamics revealed by the text. 
Satake’s sadism represents the way in which privileged masculinity in 
neoliberal Tokyo (as in many other contexts) is organized around the 
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consumption and exploitation of women. His sadism is presented as the 
literal outcome of not being able to see women as other than sexualized 
commodities. Masako’s masochism, on the other hand, is the product of 
a culture in which women are presented either as commodifi ed objects 
of a man’s pleasure, or as invisible laborers. If Satake’s sadism is formed 
by embodying the culture’s super-egoic judgment towards women, then 
Masako’s masochism is shaped by internalizing that judgment and turning 
it against herself. 

 Masako’s violent killing of Satake at the end of the novel, then, rep-
resents her turning of this masochism (or internalized sadism) outwards 
onto the embodiment of the culture that seeks to dominate and kill her. 
It is a turning around of the gendered and economic logic by which the 
society works. Representing this inversion, then, is part of Kirino’s motiva-
tion for staging the violent confrontation of Masako and Satake.  

   THE WAY OUT 
 Why, then, does the novel end with Masako attempting to save Satake’s 
life while he is alive and mourning him after he is gone? I think there are 
two ways to read this denouement, which are diametrically opposed to 
one another. On one level, we can read it as the persistence of Masako’s 
masochism beyond even her moment of turning it around in the killing of 
Satake. On another level, though, a more hopeful reading of the denoue-
ment is possible. Perhaps Masako’s sudden shift from violence to affection 
towards Satake marks her affective movement beyond the economy of 
death that neoliberalism trades in. If the only response to sadism is more 
sadism, then, while the victimizers and victims may have shifted, the cul-
ture of death remains unchanged. 

 The second, more redemptive, reading of the ending is supported by 
the penultimate lines of the novel in which Masako refl ects on her and 
Satake’s different fates: “And unlike Satake, she had faced everything real-
ity had brought her way. His idea of freedom had been different from 
hers…The freedom she was seeking was her own, not Satake’s, or Yayoi’s, 
or Yoshie’s and she was sure it must be out there somewhere. If one more 
door had closed behind her, she had no choice but to fi nd a new one to 
open” (400). If Satake’s idea of freedom was to give over to the death 
drive completely, including its culturally determined aspects, Masako 
fi nally rejects this way “out.” Instead, Masako manages to work through 
both her masochism and her sadism, disentangling herself from the aspects 
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of the death drive that are produced by the thanatopolitical culture she 
inhabits. Her ability to work through the cultural aspects of the death 
drive and achieve access to a modicum of freedom indicates that the death 
drive, at least the parts of it that are cultural, is malleable. This ability to 
choose one’s own way of life and relationship to death is something for 
which all the characters have been struggling.  

   THE WORK OF NOIR 
 Kirino’s  Out  is noir for our times. It addresses the violence of neoliberal-
ism, not only in terms of the economic devastation it wreaks, but also in 
terms of the violent and negative forms of affect it produces. While  Out  
is set in post-bubble Tokyo, its representation of the forms of biopolitics 
and thanatopolitics that shape life under neoliberalism speaks to life, more 
generally, within contemporary global capitalism. And perhaps this is one 
reason for noir’s resurgence in the present, not as a form of nostalgic neo- 
noir, or ludic metafi ction, but as a genuinely vital response to our times. 
Of course, aspects of the form change to meet changing historical and 
geographical contexts, but the form’s engagement with affective negativ-
ity and those on the losing side of economics, the law, and/or society 
remains central. 

 Indeed, noir can be seen as an ideal genre through which to address the 
twin forms of rhetoric that are central to neoliberalism: (1) the boosterism 
around freedom and possibility that accompanies the idea of success; (2) 
the moral condemnation that is addressed to the idea of failure. In con-
trast to both forms of rhetoric, noir takes seriously the lives of those on 
the losing end of neoliberalism. It does so not by romanticizing them, or 
by imagining collective solutions to their misery, but by taking seriously 
the forms of affect and subjectivity it fi nds there. Thus, contemporary noir 
insists that we will not fi nd a way out of neoliberalism until we address, 
seriously and unfl inchingly, the culture and economy that neoliberalism 
has produced. Such is the lesson of Natsuo Kirino’s neoliberal noir.   

   NOTES 
1.    On noir fi ction see Lee Horsley,  The Noir Thriller ; Woody Haut,  Neon Noir ; 

Paula Rabinowitz,  Black and White and Noir ; Greg Forter,  Murdering 
Masculinities ; William Marling,  The American Roman Noir ; Christopher 
Breu,  Hard-Boiled Masculinities , 23–56; Breu, “Radical Noir.”  
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2.    For culturally sensitive and knowledgeable accounts of representations of 
women and girls in Japanese popular culture see the essays in  Bad Girls of 
Japan , edited by Laura Miller and Jan Bardsley.    
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      “Local Hells” and State Crimes: Place, 
Politics, and Deviance in David Peace’s Red 

Riding Quartet                     

      David Peace is a contemporary British author who uses crime fi ction set in 
regional locations to reveal confl icts in the social order and to explore the 
ways in which the state attempts to reinstate that order. The “Red Riding 
Quartet” comprises four novels— 1974 ,  1977 ,  1980 , and  1983  (1999–
2002)—that document an alternative factional history of the UK during 
this period. Operating at the interface of fact and fi ction, the Quartet 
breaks the surface of received histories to offer a dense, noir-driven analy-
sis of the contemporary world. Charting the crimes, politics, and social 
tensions of their times, Peace’s novels acknowledge that, across the 1970s 
and 1980s in the UK, contextual developments in policing practices, and 
the growing interpenetration of the realms of politics and policing, crime 
and business, mark a broader privileging of neoliberal economics. 1  

 David Harvey defi nes neoliberalism as “a theory of political economic 
practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by 
liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institu-
tional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free mar-
kets, and free trade” (2). The rise of neoliberalism during the latter half 
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of the twentieth century resulted in a series of social changes that funda-
mentally changed the nature of crime and the purpose of law enforcement. 
David Peace’s Red Riding Quartet presents these contextual changes to 
political, economic, and social conditions during the 1970s and 1980s as 
key to understanding new crimes and patterns of crime control. 

 Representing contentious decades, Peace considers the manifold meth-
ods through which neoliberalism indirectly impacts the policing of cit-
ies by changing the material conditions that produce crime. Highlighting 
increased socioeconomic inequality, his crime fi ctions explore the policing 
of physical space for economic profi t, and the changes this produces in 
the spatial and socioeconomic characteristics of both Yorkshire and the 
wider UK. Critiquing the power and practices of law enforcement and the 
disciplining of neoliberal subjects, his novels critically examine the role 
of the state and its commitment to policing policies that serve to protect 
corporate and elite interests. 

 The Red Riding Quartet consequently interrogates the many tensions 
that arise when the executive of the state is bypassed in favor of the priva-
tization and deregulation of public interests. Critiquing state corruption 
and the surrender of public bodies to the private sector, the erasure of the 
economic state through deregulation and deindustrialization is aligned 
with the withdrawal of the social state and the strengthening of the penal 
state, as part of a wider examination of the roots of economic neoliberal-
ism, the rise of the framework of the Right, and the decay of social cohe-
sion. From claustrophobic, paranoid profi les of police-business collusion, 
to the manifestation of crimes as a product of place, this chapter explores 
how and why Peace employs local landscapes and highly politicized set-
tings to challenge our understanding of the relationship between crime, 
policing, state power, and economic neoliberalism. 

   BLOODY YORKSHIRE 
 A dynamic social and political site that creates the conditions necessary 
for deviance, landscape in the Red Riding Quartet functions to highlight 
the relationship between crimes and their times. The Quartet situates the 
ultimate “scene of the crime” ( 1980 , 179) as:

  Yorkshire, bloody Yorkshire— 

 Primitive Yorkshire, Medieval Yorkshire, Industrial Yorkshire— 
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 Three Ages, three Dark Ages— 

 Local Dark Ages— 

 Local decay, industrial decay— 

 Local murder, industrial murder— 

 Local hell, industrial hell— 

 Dead hells, dead ages— 

 Dead moors, dead mills— 

 Dead cities—( 1980 , 305–306). 

 As the biggest county in the UK, Yorkshire is divided into a series of 
“Ridings”—North, East and West—that are subject to periodic reform 
and amalgamation. Throughout the Quartet, regionality is shown to frac-
ture the topography of the UK, encouraging the contesting of spaces that 
are, themselves, subject to shifting national realignments and redefi ni-
tions. Yorkshire is offered as an increasingly multicultural site of confl ict, 
the 1975 Chapeltown race riots acting as a backdrop to a wider transfor-
mation of the region into:

  Paki Town, the only colour left. 

 Black bricks and saris, brown boys playing cricket in the cold. 

 The Mosque and the Mill, make it Yorkshire 1974: 

 The Curry and the Cap ( 1974 , 179). 

 Although the two teams of Mosque and Mill are temporarily united by 
a shared love of cricket, the dominant image is nevertheless one of discord 
and division as present and past are set in combative exchange in a new 
Yorkshire contending with perceived threats from both within and with-
out. Whether racial, religious, regional, or gendered, battles to control the 
space of the county are a constant feature of the Quartet. Yorkshire is vari-
ously described as “Jack Whitehead Country” ( 1974 , 102) or “His” ( 1980 , 
19), an acknowledgement that the Ripper is challenging the control of the 
county by the state. Positioned as a product of the county by his press 
moniker, “Yorkshire’s own Jack-the-Ripper” ( 1977 , 206) enjoys a new 
reign over a frightened and “Bloody Yorkshire” ( 1980 , 47). As his kill-
ings continue, the West Yorkshire Police become increasingly concerned 
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that their investigation will be subject to a national spotlight, and the risk 
of being taken over by their colleagues from the London Metropolitan 
force. The Ripper poses an affront to the authority and control of the state 
and consequently the mission to catch this killer becomes as much about 
regaining authority and respect as it does about solving specifi c crimes. 

 Across the Quartet, deindustrialization is presented as a very specifi c 
form of crime—an “industrial murder”—that explicitly reveals the North 
as both crime scene and victim. Refl ecting on the industrial demise of 
the North, Eric Hobsbawm argues that “centres of industry [were trans-
formed] into rust-belts, or, in some ways, even more spectrally, into urban 
landscapes like face-lifts from which all trace of former industry had been 
removed […] turning [such places] into living and dying museums of a 
vanished past” (413). David Thomson refl ects on the 1970s in the region 
as memorable for being a “time of abandoned factories, dole lines, and 
the withering of Yorkshire’s confi dence” (108). Considering the impact 
of this “shattered terrain” (108) on the people of this place, Peace’s nar-
ratives overlap physical and human geographies to interrogate a new aes-
thetic of deindustrialization. Peace represents local landscapes to refl ect 
this demise:

  … in the very architecture and landscape of the place. This is at the ass end 
of industrialization. There was massive recession. It was a very bleak, ail-
ing place. And then you had the contrast, as you went further North, and 
got out of the city, and then it got very, very bleak. That’s the scene of the 
moors murders. Everything seemed to be charged with some element of 
threat or danger. (Peace quoted in Gregorits, 80) 

 Mapping economic damage on the land as well as its people, Peace’s 
novels chart the disintegration of the region as both a physical and ide-
ological phenomenon, one implicitly connected to the wider perceived 
defeat of socialism and the growth of Right wing, neoliberal ‘progress’ 
that slowly transforms familiar vistas into newly uncanny scenes. 

 Representing regional landscapes as metaphors for the “pain and ugly 
anguish” ( 1980 , 246) of a hidden past, Peace focuses on Yorkshire as a place 
of fantasies and spectral encounters. His characters move across the “the 
Valleys of Death, the Moors of Hell, lonely hells, endlessly” ( 1977 , 340) 
searching for victims and perpetrators of crimes. Protagonists Assistant 
Chief Constable Peter Hunter and Detective Chief Superintendent 
Maurice Jobson recall previous experiences on the Moors digging in 
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search of the hidden victims of the Moors Murders. 2  Hunter intimately 
associates the Moors with death, describing it as an “evil place” ( 1980 , 
304), its “weather stark and grey, the landscape empty but for telegraph 
poles” ( 1980 , 3). In this “abysmal valley that collects the thunderings of 
endless cries so dark and deep and nebulous it is that try as you might you 
cannot see the shade of anything” ( 1980 , 304), police “walk on across this 
marsh of shades beaten down by the heavy rain our feet pressing on their 
emptiness that looks like human form” ( 1980 , 268). There is no beauty 
in this natural world—instead the Moors operate as an extension of the 
barren and hostile nature of the humans that cross it. Devoid of aesthetic 
Romanticism, the natural world is enabling only as a site of burial, or con-
cealment of crimes. Offering counter narratives of underground truths, 
the Yorkshire of Peace’s fi ctions is a site of “rape and rhubarb” ( 1983 , 
220), production and consumption, darkness and pain. 3  

 The post-industrial decline of the region is primarily represented 
through marginalized people and degenerating spaces, while an accompa-
nying moral decline is articulated through the built environment. David 
James comments that “fi ction is able to represent those sites/spaces of the 
everyday which escape the purview of social control. Like the alleyways, 
backstreets, nooks and crannies and the ‘heterotopias’ of the city, so fi ction 
has within itself similar investigations and spaces” and goes on to note that 
“movement through everyday spaces can trigger-off phases of uncanny 
retrospection” (97). In Peace’s Yorkshire, there are now “back slag heaps 
where fi elds have been” ( 1977 , 330), while broken buildings survey “the 
landscape, empty” ( 1980 , 9). These liminal spaces are occupied by the 
socially and economically marginalized. Victims are found dead in “alien 
landscapes of wastelands and buildings” ( 1980 , 79) including ditches, 
“local tips and old slag heaps” ( 1983 , 400). Killers operate across “Alleys, 
terrace backs, wasteland, rubbish tips, garages, playing fi elds” ( 1977 , 64) 
and emerge “out of the shadows of the darkness” ( 1980 , 14) in derelict 
spaces created by the aftermath of the deindustrialization process. 

 Peace has complained that in most contemporary crime fi ction “there 
doesn’t seem to be much debate about where we’re going as a society” 
(Peace quoted in Shaw 2010, 25). This is a claim that could never be lev-
eled at his Quartet, which is concerned, not only with crime, but also with 
the impact of crimes on the relationship between the state and the regions. 
The series openly “wrestles with a very fundamental question about crime 
and society” (Peace quoted in Hart, 561), namely: “to what extent are/
were the people of Yorkshire, and the North in general, culpable in these 
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crimes? What role, for example, did the language or landscape of Yorkshire 
in the 1970s play in these crimes, similarly the political and economic poli-
cies of the time? Anything, in short, that could answer the question: ‘Why 
the Yorkshire Ripper and not, say, the Cornish Ripper?’” (Peace quoted 
in Hart, 561). 

 Employing Yorkshire as “a crucible for the whole country” (Peace 
quoted in Myerscough, 6), the Quartet suggests that “Yorkshire was just 
the country, and beyond, in microcosm” during the 1970s and 1980s 
(Peace quoted in Myerscough, 6). As a county built on criminality, 
Yorkshire functions in Peace’s novels as an “English Sicily or Deep South: 
the most primal, brutal, prejudiced and […] politically honest place in the 
country, the place where the battles that matter are played out” (Beckett, 
25). Drawing on the infl uence of Raymond Chandler and James Ellroy 
in his use of deindustrialized natural landscapes and evocations of city 
space, Peace creates a fi ctional Yorkshire that represents the core of a wider 
cancer eating away at the state. An oppositional space, defying both its 
physical geographical connections to, and ideological control by, the state, 
Peace has described the county as “as much a state of mind as a place,” a 
space “in England but never quite of it” (Peace, “Big Issue”). His Quartet 
sets historical oppositional resistance to state control at a regional level 
against the rise of a neo-liberal agenda and tightening affi liations with gov-
ernment, business, and organized crime across the UK during the 1970s 
and 1980s. This tension between conscious marginality and welcoming 
accommodation positions the rogue republic of Yorkshire as subject to 
a radical (re)visioning that ultimately offers an alternative narrative of 
“God’s Own Country.”  

   LOCAL HELLS 
 Writing about the fate of crime fi ction in a period of global capitalism, 
philosopher Slavoj Žižek suggests that the “main effect of globalisation 
on detective fi ction is discernible in its dialectical counterpart: the specifi c 
locale, a particular provincial environment as the story’s setting” (Žižek). 
Literary critics echo this claim, suggesting that “place matters more than 
ever in a globalised world. The conventional wisdom on globalisation 
is that it produces a fl at world in which everybody consumes the same 
bland products in the same bland settings: a universal airport lounge. But 
the Nordic crime writers understand that the more interconnected the 
world is, the more people crave a sense of place—the more distinctive and 
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unusual the better” (Schumpeter 2012). While these formations effec-
tively align the local and global, they fail to offer a pronounced focus on 
the role of the state as effectively positioned somewhere between the local 
and the global. The role of the state and its complicated relationship with 
place, space, and regional culture is crucially important to Peace’s novels, 
which are concerned both with the physical and cultural environment, and 
the socio-economic characteristics of location. The factional topographies 
of Peace’s crime fi ction reveal as much about the period and the society 
as they do about the physical world. Painted in shades of black, the land-
scape of dynamic hostility that comes to defi ne the Red Riding Quartet 
establishes Yorkshire’s cartography and micro-climate as metaphors for a 
country experiencing a national sense of doubt, fear, and fragmentation. 

 For classical philosophers like Plato, the city constituted the highest 
ideal of humanity. Yet by the 1970s, scholars such as Murray Bookchin 
proposed that society was “slowly losing the humanist conception of the 
very meaning of the word ‘city’” (vii). “As the once clearly demarcated 
cities inherited from the past are devoured by the expanding metropolis,” 
Bookchin argues, “the city begins to lose its defi nition and specifi city, as 
well as its function as an authentic arena for community and solidarity” 
(vii). As a politicized site on which broader battles between the tensions 
of, resistance to, and accommodation of state control can be staged, in 
crime fi ction “the city is a problem that needs to be solved” (Schmid, 
245). However, in the radical epistemologies of the city offered by the 
Red Riding Quartet, the possibility of an ‘urban knowledge’ proves 
impossible. Policeman Bob Fraser is left disoriented and paralyzed by the 
city-space of Leeds, fi nally confessing “I don’t know where to go” ( 1977 , 
21), while Ripper-detective Helen Marshall calls Leeds a “horrible place” 
( 1980 , 202). The sense of paralysis, loss, and disorientation experienced 
by individuals in the city centers on a Dickensian vision of the evolution of 
Leeds, positioning the city as caught between the spectral sites of regency 
castles and kings, and the atrophy and suffering of a post-industrial period 
in which everything seems to be decaying or dying. Forced to spend 
increasing amounts of time in Leeds as part of the Ripper investigation, 
Peter Hunter becomes increasingly haunted by:

  Leeds, fucking Leeds: 

 Medieval Leeds, Victorian Leeds, Concrete Leeds— 

 Concrete decay, concrete murder, concrete hell— 
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 A concrete city— 

 Dead city: 

 Just the crows, the rain, 

 The Leeds Ripper— 

 King Ripper ( 1980 , 322). 

 Complicating traditional notions of sovereignty and the legal expres-
sion of the authority of the state, Peace moves beyond a reaffi rmation 
of the principles of sovereign power to suggest a new kind of neoliberal 
formulation. As the new “King of Leeds,” the Ripper operates with a new 
form of sovereign power that, like the state, can be diffi cult to detect and 
trace, and can disrupt public life at any given moment. A transhistori-
cal “concrete medieval,” Leeds is brought under the malign infl uence of 
this new ‘King’ Ripper, who governs the city from a “bloody castle rising 
out of the bleeding rain, a tear in the landscape” ( 1980 , 26). In Peace’s 
Quartet, the physical decay of the city functions as a symbol of moral and 
political decline in the state, and the death of the city is made visible on 
city walls that are sprayed with “UK DK” ( 1983 , 28). 4  Foregrounding the 
possibilities for crime created by the city and its many networks, the novels 
present the city as both a signifi cant site for the emerging neoliberal order, 
and a claustrophobic space in which inhabitants are made to feel perpetu-
ally unsafe. 

 As a place of absolutism, Peace’s Yorkshire is characterized by hard, 
fast intolerance. As one caller to The John Shark Show on Radio Leeds 
reminds the host, “It was a Yorkshireman who invented the guillotine, 
John, Everyone knows that” ( 1977 , 282). These revolutionary tendencies 
and primal systems of governance are celebrated as a source of logic and 
pride. Chief Constable Angus boasts to Peter Hunter that “Yorkshire is 
always the last bastion of common sense. Like the bloody resistance, we 
are” ( 1980 , 29). Confl icts within Leeds and the region of Yorkshire echo 
larger, national confl icts and soon ‘everyone’ is “talking Northern bloody 
Ireland” ( 1983 , 177). The external presence of a concerted movement 
for independence in the form of the IRA is mirrored within the confi nes 
of Peace’s Yorkshire by the YRA (Yorkshire Republican Army) ( 1983 , 49) 
and the sustained demonization of regional rival, Lancashire. Divisions 
between the white rose county of Yorkshire and the red rose county of 
Lancashire are accentuated by local police—“Frankie hanging around, 
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talking up the Lancs/Yorks rivalry” ( 1977 , 52)—and press—“Police on 
both sides of the Pennines” ( 1977 , 143)—until Lancashire becomes “the 
wrong side of the hills” ( 1977 , 150), a place remote in terms of culture, if 
not in geography. 

 Peace rakes over the said, but also the necessarily unsaid, horror of 
these regional divisions to offer a culturally determined psychology of the 
UK as a battleground between local and centralized state power. Old lead-
ers and fresh elites clash to produce a new psycho-geographical atlas of the 
country, charting ongoing battles for hierarchies and control. Yorkshire 
is, itself, presented as a space in which power is unevenly distributed and 
subject to constant redistribution. Throughout the Quartet, a territorial 
battle rages between competing social, political, and economic groups 
seeking control of the county. These confl icting forces form the basis of 
a new “English Civil War” ( 1980 , 47); by the time the third novel  1980  
opens, there is “Nothing Short Of A Total War” ( 1980 , Part Two). 

 As an explicit indictment of a society at a particular place and time, 
Peace draws his readers to Leeds as the heart of the darkness that char-
acterizes the UK during this period. The unsolved crimes that haunt the 
Quartet are refl ected in the landscape of Leeds, a city that not only refuses 
to evolve, but is also represented as degenerating and receding backwards 
to the former ancient city  Leodis . As a home to both criminals and police, 
Leeds is offered as a site of extreme violence and fragmentation that fore-
grounds the anonymity of city living and the informing infl uence of neo-
liberalism on crime and deviance. Populated by individuals who transgress 
the norms of the state, in Peace’s hands, the city is not a rational space but 
an expression of a shifting state, an unknowable geography that is as much 
psychological, as it is physical.  

   PEACE MAN 
 The authority and power of the state are challenged by crime. Crime can 
make the state look vulnerable, but crime can also be used by the state to 
generate fear in, and control over, society. Yet the power and authority of 
the state are also enhanced by crime—especially the crimes committed by 
those who wield power. In the Red Riding Quartet, social, political, and 
economic changes drive up crime and disorder, and the regional police 
forces of Yorkshire produce, benefi t from, and are also destabilized by, 
crime and disorder. As the visible representatives of the state in city space, 
the police should function as “a dominant symbol of Western control” 

“LOCAL HELLS” AND STATE CRIMES 67



(Winston and Mellerski, 2), giving the impression that crime can be con-
tained within a society, and that the state and its controls are there to 
protect the public. In crime fi ction, the narrative function of the police is 
to bring closure, solve the case, and draw conclusions. In the Red Riding 
Quartet, the police contribute to the maintenance of social order in a pri-
marily symbolic sense since, despite their increasing presence, the killings 
not only continue, but in some cases, the police also function as active 
participants in killings. The problematic nature and function of the police 
illuminates tensions in normative models of policing and sovereignty, 
enabling the Quartet to presenting an emergent vision of policing and 
governance as a schema of accommodation and resistance, compliance and 
complaint. 

 The never-ending war to control city space in the Quartet exists 
because criminality persists within, both the society subject to police con-
trol, and amongst the police force itself. Like many post-Chandler crime 
writers, Peace demonstrates that the order imposed by the state is not so 
easily separable from the disorder against which it is apparently arrayed. 
Mobilizing the mafi a-like infl uence of authority, Peace represents a police 
force motivated by money, an investigation founded on rumor, and a pub-
lic gripped by terror. These tensions mark a wider shift in modes of gov-
ernance from sovereignty to neoliberalism during this period of British 
history. In Peace’s novels, the police turn the politics of fear to their politi-
cal advantage, manipulating emotion to intensify pressure on the public 
psyche, imposing the politics of insecurity and new threats on collective 
efforts to reinforce authority over public space. 5  

 The four novels of the Red Riding Quartet are concerned with the 
ways in which neoliberal policies function to create new social conditions, 
which, in turn, affect patterns of crime, reshape communities, and lead 
to the implementation of new governance regimes that give corporate 
elites unprecedented infl uence on policing. The symbolic assertion of state 
coercion and violence enacted by his fi ctional West Yorkshire Police is a 
spectacle employed to demonstrate state power and service to private capi-
tal. Crony capitalism is rampant across the Quartet, and Peace draws upon 
contextual developments, including the privatization of state enterprises, 
and the deregulation of the markets to critique an increase in corporate 
power that positions security as one of the basic principles of state activity. 

 Peace’s novels openly reference and respond to this context of national 
police corruption as it emerged in media reports and snatched news 
broadcasts as the narratives develop. The pervading presence of “West 
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Yorkshire coppers and their bent mates” ( 1983 , 400) is notable across 
the texts—Part Two of  1977  is even entitled ‘Police and Thieves’—and 
by the end of the Quartet, it is increasingly diffi cult to make a judgment 
call between the two groups. Motivated by money rather than justice or 
legality, the West Yorkshire Police come to bear a clear criminal relation 
to the criminals they hunt down. As the precariously thin, and confusing, 
line separating criminality and law enforcement becomes apparent, the 
Quartet demonstrates that the order imposed by the state is not so easily 
separable from the disorder against which it is apparently arrayed. The 
police are as delinquent in these novels and share many characteristics with 
the monsters they track. This uncanny resemblance becomes an important 
facet in ongoing tensions between police resistance to, and accommoda-
tion of, the power and infl uence of the state across the four novels. The 
Quartet evidences tensions, negotiations, and confl icts between regional 
and state power to suggest the emergence of a mode of governance not 
necessarily tied to institutional structures and jurisdictional limits, but one 
that nevertheless in practice operates as a logical extension of centralized, 
and privatized, state control. 

 The voices of the UK media become increasingly aware, and critical of, 
a wider push towards the effective privatization of policing as the Quartet 
develops. The unregulated nature of policing and police actions forms a 
central concern of discourse as members of the public turn to the new 
interface of the radio phone-in program to protest against internal cor-
ruption and an apparent absence of justice. In the Quartet’s second novel 
 1977 , transcripts of callers to the “John Shark Show” on Radio Leeds 
reveal police corruption as a burgeoning source of public anxiety. One 
caller argues that the public should “blame the police for the increase in 
violence. Fear and bloody indecision? That’s their doing” ( 1977 , 196). 
These broadcasts suggest that the police are trying, but failing, to contain 
criminality in the region, and that public perception of the force is broadly 
negative. 

 Crime fi ction critic Heather Worthington argues that “the criminal is 
the main threat in modern crime fi ction” (xxii), but in the Red Riding 
Quartet, this relationship is transformed as the presence of the police 
generates fear rather than a sense of safety. Engaging with the power of 
fear caused by violent crime and the reporting of that crime, the Quartet 
evokes the power of the police to produce a climate of terror and control. 
Poor relations between the police and the communities they control, leads 
to fear, distrust, and anger as citizens come to recognize the police as 
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deeply prejudiced and part of the problems blighting the society in which 
they live. Professionally and morally undermined by the innocent image of 
the “Peace Man” ( 1977 , 198) imagined by his young son, policeman Bob 
Fraser comes to regard his colleagues as little more than the state’s “own 
sponsored fucking monsters let loose on the wind” ( 1977 , 15). 

 Prone to physical violence and illegal activities, the police also employ 
covert law enforcement tactics including “roadblocks,” “unmarked cars” 
( 1983 , 39), and restrictions on public movement in an attempt to remove 
the Ripper and regain state authority over the region. Operating a strategy 
of “Cowboys and fucking Indians, 1974” ( 1974 , 45), the Police indis-
criminately attack suspects—including using a rat in a cage to interrogate 
witnesses ( 1983 , 121)—assault innocent individuals and destroy public 
property. The primal nature of their power is underlined by an attack on a 
travellers’ camp at Hunslet Carr that is described as “ Zulu  Yorkshire style” 
( 1974 , 46). Unannounced police raids function as symbolic gestures of 
control, access, and domination. The militarization of urban space created 
by these repressive instances of social control contribute to a wider sense 
of urban (in)security for characters who enjoy neither privacy nor the pre-
sumption of innocence. 

 As part of a wider privatization of policing across the Quartet, growing 
links between policing, business, and crime function to blur neutrality, 
objectivity, and the policing mandate towards the furthering of particular 
interests. Offering fi ctive truths that span the space between popular and 
offi cial narratives of history and justice, the Quartet identifi es the decade 
between 1970 and 1980 as a moment of acute transformation in the rela-
tionship between the individual and the state, using crime fi ction as a genre 
in which to represent resistance to neoliberal practices. Peace’s Quartet 
engages with many of the topics highlighted by Žižek’s analysis of crime 
fi ction in a globalized age, including the “rise to the New Right popu-
lism: the fl ow of illegal immigrants, soaring crime and violence, growing 
unemployment and social insecurity, the disintegration of social solidar-
ity” (Žižek). Chronicling the causes and consequences of grim crimes and 
times as a product of the discourses of the period, Peace uses the politics 
of place to segue into broader challenges to state control. His (dis)UK is 
defi ned by discontent and deviance, as changes in government and grow-
ing union power during the 1970s lead to rumors about the establishment 
of Right-wing militia groups, while the ongoing confl icts and challenges 
to state control and territorial disputes, at home in Northern Ireland and 
abroad in the Falkland Islands, haunt the narrative. 
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 Across the Quartet, silence becomes an extension of state control as an 
operative form of power, as an absence of words is gradually connected 
to the dark forces of police cover-ups and business censorship. George 
Oldman demands that Eddie breathe “Not a bloody word” ( 1974 , 26), 
limiting communication under the tight, unspoken regulations of the West 
Yorkshire Police, while imposed silences extend across the media in the 
form of sanctioned “Reporting restrictions” ( 1974 , 176). The social engi-
neering of urban regeneration programs that seek to replace old industries 
is, arguably, the real crime at the heart of the Quartet, as underhand cop-
pers and developers adopt the coy euphemisms of ‘business opportunities’ 
and ‘agreements’ to justify their underground operations. 

 Like many organizations in the Red Riding Quartet, the construc-
tion industry is shown to be highly localized and extremely corrupt. Its 
logical development is represented in conspiratorial plans to fi nance and 
erect a new Ridings Shopping Centre using the dual resources of build-
ing know-how and police vice funds. “The Swan Centre” ( 1983 , 228) 
at the Hunslet and Beeston exit of the M1, the artery to the rest of the 
UK, is set to be “the biggest of its kind in England, or in Europe” ( 1983 , 
228). Evidencing a desire for status and power within the nation state, 
this temple to capitalism and consumption is founded upon corruption. 
By means of social critique, Peace provides glimpses of the effects the new 
center will have on the established space of the local community, granting 
the reader an additional dimension of decline. We are asked to note that: 
“Across the road was another empty shop, just a name and a big weather 
beaten sign declaring that the property was to be redeveloped by Foster’s 
Construction, builders of the new Ridings Shopping Centre, Wakefi eld: 
Shopping centres—” ( 1983 , 38). Even solicitor John Piggott comments 
that “you wonder what the fuck will happen to this place when they fi n-
ish the Ridings” ( 1983 , 45). The state, in concert with capital, thereby 
strengthens its grip on power, avoiding explicit acts of direct confronta-
tion with specifi c local interest groups in favour of operating via a policing 
network of political machinations and illicit actions. 

 Focusing on Britain at a time of discontent, Peace turns the narrative 
spotlight on changes in government, right-wing militia groups, growing 
union powers, and social unrest. He presents readers with a futureless past 
of unrest and decay, greed and conservatism, business and spite, by chron-
icling a move from government to governance, and a state increasingly at 
the service of economic elites. In the Red Riding Quartet the hegemonic 
social and cultural project of neoliberalism is evidenced in the insulation of 
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business from justice and its enablement by association with law enforce-
ment. Set against the rise of big business, corrupt housing developments, 
and a society undergoing a transformation from sovereign control to new 
modes of governance, the Red Riding Quartet uses the genre of crime 
fi ction as a way of showing the changing nature and function of the state, 
mobilizing localism to explore transgressions, tensions, and developments 
in the wider nation. 

 The policing of crime in Peace’s fi ctions has nothing to do with law 
enforcement, and everything to do with profi t. In his novels, the West 
Yorkshire Police are not committed to fi ghting crime but are instead 
engaged in a pattern of discipline and regulation directed at those targeted 
by neoliberal policies. They do not work to protect or secure communi-
ties, but instead play a key role in destabilizing and reshaping communities 
for the benefi t of fi nancial entrepreneurs. Determined to bring vice, gam-
bling, and any money-making “off the streets and into our pockets” ( 1983 , 
227), the leaders of the police see the “whole of the North of England, 
from Liverpool to Hull, Nottingham up to Newcastle” as “ours for the 
taking: the girls, the shops, the mags—the whole bloody lot” ( 1983 , 227). 
Chief Inspector Bill Molloy’s toast to these corrupt coppers—“To us all 
and to the North—where we do what we want!” ( 1983 , 228)—indicates 
that in the Quartet, crime is political, and politics is profoundly criminal. 
In Peace’s novels, the representatives of the state are the real villains—
police, politicians, councillors, and even a clergyman conspire to create 
and perpetuate a system of lies and protect one another. The never-ending 
war to control city space in the Quartet exists, because criminality persists 
within both the society subject to police control, and amongst the police 
force itself. Representing the intersection of private business and state con-
trol as “ evil connecting with evil”  ( 1977 , 340), the Quartet charts the con-
sequences of a society in which there appears to be “ No law”  ( 1980 , 10). 
As symbols of the corruption of the state, the West Yorkshire Police take 
advantage of state authority in regions of the North already made vulner-
able as a result of deindustrialization, aggressive urban renewal, and the 
resultant corruption between councillors, contractors, and architects. Set 
against a region suffering from social unrest and post-industrial economic 
decline, a polished image of the rebranded force is betrayed by self-interest 
and fi nancial motivation. Cops and robbers unite to pursue the opportuni-
ties afforded by a desire to rebuild and regenerate the region. 

 Peace’s depiction of Yorkshire both resists its assimilation into larger, 
state-bound power structures and, at the same time, acknowledges the 
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emergence of power not necessarily tied to the state or state institutions. 
The Quartet is notable for its evocation and use of locality and region, 
yet the West Yorkshire police represent functionaries of the nation state, 
rather than a particular region in that state. Protective of powerful inter-
ests and motivated by profi t, the authoritarian tendencies of the West 
Yorkshire force are more fl exible in the face of corporate crime. Masking 
the crimes of the state, as well as those of private business, the crimes of 
capital go unpunished in a highly selective enforcement of law and order. 
The “ecosystem of brutality” (Beckett, 25) created by the state means that 
crime becomes integral to the very workings of 1970s and early 1980s 
society. Ironically deemed a ‘Peace Man’ by one police offi cer’s baby son, 
the reality of the West Yorkshire Police and their national colleagues is 
that they are the antithesis of the peace-keeping force associated with their 
uniforms. 

 Implicating the West Yorkshire police in a history of cover-ups, con-
cealments, and corruption, the Red Riding Quartet presents them as 
professionally and morally bankrupt representatives of the state during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Maurice Jobson’s fi nal statement to solicitor John 
Piggott—“Not guilty? We all are” ( 1983 , 390)—provides an effective sum-
mation of the precariously thin line separating criminal and law enforcer. 
Marked by misogyny and Masonic connections, the lawless antiheroes of 
the West Yorkshire Police stand as the ultimate examples of the corrup-
tion operating at the heart of the state during this period. The fi nal claim 
that “No-one even looked” ( 1983 , 398) functions as a critical statement 
about the many crimes of the Quartet, as well as internal deviance in law 
enforcement and the growing impact of the state on the privatization of 
both policing and the wider society in the late twentieth century.  

   POLITICS OF LOCATION 
 The novels recognize not only tensions in spatial order, but also the capac-
ity of the local as a powerful site for wider negotiations of space, power, 
and infl uence. Recovering the agency and purpose of regional locations, 
the Red Riding Quartet problematizes, and challenges, the relationship 
between the county and the country in twenty-fi rst century crime fi ction. 
Presenting the crimes that come to defi ne local spaces as the products of 
tensions between the state and the evolution of contemporary capitalism, 
the Quartet challenges the dominance of the city-state during the 1970s 
and 1980s. Across the Quartet, the crimes of the state and of  corporations 
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are shown to increase the profi ts of business and the social and economic 
vulnerability of the public. The coercive powers used to maintain the 
authority of the ruling elite, and the numerous demonstrations that the 
machinery of the law works in favor of the economically or socially pow-
erful, are both central to state corruption. In the Red Riding Quartet, 
the state apparatus breeds widespread cultural criminality and deviance as 
part of a wider system of double crossing and deceit. Contextualized in 
a society rife with criminality throughout both law enforcement and the 
middle and ruling classes, the ethics of the state are quickly undermined as 
criminal elements are exposed as part of the power-sharing elite. 

 As a symbolic representation of state power, policing is represented 
as a vital tool to control society, protect fl ows of capital, and enhance 
private investment and interests. In Peace’s fi ctions, the neoliberal state 
polices public space, but selectively ignores corporate space, where the real 
explosion in crime is shown to occur. In the neoliberal city, governance 
instead becomes focused on policies and practices that make this space 
attractive to corporations, industries, and developers. Populated by a host 
of “Yorkshire Gangsters and Yorkshire Coppers” ( 1977 , 34) that merge 
and conspire as the Quartet develops, Peace’s novels become defi ned 
by their “cruel cities and faithless priests […] barren women and unjust 
laws” ( 1977 , 65). Characters liken the UK during this period to “Nazi 
Germany” ( 1983 , 319), defi ned by a condition of fear and hatred, with 
seemingly “No hope for Britain” ( 1983 , 404). As an oppositional fi gure of 
resistance to state control and anti-monarchic sentiment during a Jubilee 
period, the Yorkshire Ripper is “a product of, and a threat” to an “alien-
ated and urbanised society” (Worthington, xxii). 

 The state is not a normative center in these texts, as crimes function to 
expose the structures of power in society that offer an illusion of security and 
safety. Compounded by the rise of the security state, with rumors of death 
squads trained in Northern Ireland and deployed on British streets, the 
reach of state power is not demonstrated in the mechanisms of law enforce-
ment, but through covert machinations of underground groups and alle-
giances. Offering not just a ‘whodunit’ but a ‘why-dunit,’ Peace mobilizes 
the alienated urban setting and fast paced language of noir and explodes 
recent events into a diffuse and dialogic web that readers must negotiate, 
trusting no one and circling around the same events in different times. 

 While crime fi ction has historically been used with the conservative 
intention of upholding and maintaining the social order, in the hands 
of Peace the genre is mobilized as a critical weapon against the status 
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quo, a dynamic and controversial segue into more challenging and radical 
approaches to society and history. Peace argues that:

  I still believe that the crime genre has the greatest potential of any genre; 
actual crimes happen to actual people, in actual places, in actual times and 
the potential then is there for the crime novel to understand why these 
crimes happen to these people, in these places, at these times, with—how-
ever idealistic or naïve it may sound—the hope and intention of stopping 
them happening, again and again, over and over. (Peace quoted in Shaw, 
“Unpublished”) 

 By delineating ideological tensions and mounting challenges to estab-
lished orders, Peace examines the birth of contemporary cultures of indi-
vidualism, mapping a confl ict between the community and the local, the 
state and the neoliberal. 

 Throughout these novels, local landscapes operate as an articulating 
vestige of economics, politics, and social order, a metaphor for the legacy 
of deindustrialization and the rise of neoliberalism in late twentieth century 
Britain. Reframing the signifi cance of place in a world increasingly defi ned 
by fl uid geographical borders, the novels foreground the function of car-
tographically specifi c locations in chronicling historical change and politi-
cal battles. The fractured and defeated topographies of the Red Riding 
Quartet are used to critique state corruption and the surrender of pub-
lic bodies to private interests, lobbies, and organized deviance. Offering 
crime fi ction as an appropriate genre through which to trace the roots of 
a new neoliberal consensus, the Quartet mobilizes regional locations as 
microcosms of the wider country, using local crime scenes to speak beyond 
immediate borders, and address wider anxieties about state authority and 
neoliberal developments. Interrogating relationships between the state 
and the individual, the country and the city, the regions and the nation, 
the Red Riding Quartet suggests that place matters more than ever, not 
just in a globalized world, but also in contemporary crime fi ction.    

  NOTES 
1.    Peter Sutcliffe was convicted of murdering thirteen women, and attempting 

to murder seven others, from 1975 to 1980 across the Yorkshire region. 
Dubbed by the press the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ in reference to nineteenth 
 century London serial killer Jack the Ripper, Sutcliffe evaded police for fi ve 
years, despite being brought in for questioning on nine occasions. His 
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crimes and the failure of the police to apprehend him came to defi ne both 
Yorkshire and the UK during this period.  

2.    The ‘Moors Murders’ were committed by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley 
between July 1963 and October 1965. The pair killed fi ve children, some of 
whom were sexually assaulted, and disposed of some of their bodies on 
Saddleworth Moor, north of Manchester in the South Pennines. During the 
investigation police found photographs of Hindley posing on the Moors. 
Police hunting for the bodies of the missing children used these photo-
graphs as visual clues to the whereabouts of their victims’ graves.  

3.    Yorkshire is famous as a site for the production of rhubarb. Force-grown in 
artifi cial darkness within heated cultivation sheds, the growing of rhubarb 
became such a big business that for a time part of the county was referred to 
as the ‘Rhubarb Triangle’.  

4.    ‘UK Decay’ is a reference to a UK post-punk band active between 1978- 
1983, but also functions as a critical metaphor for the state of the nation at 
this time.  

5.    Asked whether he thinks the new West Yorkshire police force were actually 
like this, Peace replied, ‘Yes, or I wouldn’t have written the books in the way 
that I have. The cases of Stefan Kiszko, Judith Ward and Anthony Steel—all 
of which involved detectives from the Ripper Squad—offer nothing to con-
tradict my fi ctions and even a cursory examination of the Ripper investiga-
tion itself reveals a monumental degree of failure on the part of senior 
detectives. Recent revelations (for money) in regard to killing kits only fur-
ther prove that we do not know the whole story. The survivors and families 
of the victims, and the communities that were terrorised, still do not know 
the whole truth and that in itself is corrupt’ (Peace, “Big Issue”).    
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      The introduction to this collection draws attention to the internationaliza-
tion of the crime fi ction genre, refl ected in both the multiplicity of loca-
tions from which it originates, and its ability to function as an imaginative 
travel agency, enabling its readers to acquire a certain familiarity with for-
eign locales and cultures. This goes some way to explain the globalization 
of the genre itself from a commercial perspective, with translations feed-
ing an, as yet, insatiable market. Crime fi ction is also a refl ection of the 
preoccupations of the society that produces it, and globalization, taken 
for the purposes of this analysis as the development of systems of informa-
tion, but also of a means of production and exchange that is not bound 
by national or geographical boundaries, is an inescapable fact of modern 
society. In most cases, such systems are closely related to capitalist inter-
ests, and this essay will, therefore, focus on what could be termed “global 
capitalism”. What globalization means to the crime narrative though is 
not always clear. Erdmann offers some insight: “the spread of crime has 
taken on topographic proportions that refl ect the globalization of the late 
twentieth century. In crime novels at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst 
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century, investigations take place all over the world” (13). But the precise 
form, or nature, of this proliferation requires further elucidation. Whereas 
the origins of the genre can be found in the restricted space of the locked 
room, or the country manor, the attendant imperatives of globalization 
require it to take in a much wider framework; and while the former epoch 
relies heavily on recognizable generic tropes (a specifi c crime, a murder 
weapon, concrete proof) and plots that are typically resolved within the 
same space, new forms of crime, e.g., people smuggling, or international 
banking, either assume a more abstract or deterritorialized form, or take 
place across state borders, making monitoring or detection more diffi cult. 

 One of the central features of global capitalism is the blurring of bound-
aries between the local and elsewhere, and the lack of transparency of a sys-
tem of exchange and communication that relies on virtual presence more 
than on physical geography. The fact that many transactions in commerce, 
banking, and, indeed, the criminal world, are now taking place online 
makes their monitoring extremely diffi cult, especially since, as Paul Mason 
points out, some states, including very powerful states, actually encourage 
and profi t from the corruption of high fi nance (5). It could be argued that 
the nature of crime itself has changed in response to this, with cybercrime 
representing one of the most widespread and “successful” forms of crimi-
nality, which cannot be dissociated from capitalism in so far as it relies on 
the very structures put in place by fi nancial institutions. Mason further 
argues that “if it had been designed by crooks to facilitate crooks, the 
international fi nance architecture would look exactly as it does” (5). Even 
legitimate operators rely on the opacity of the fi nancial system, and the 
methods they use, to maximize their profi ts; trusts, investment funds, and 
off-shore accounts often straddle the blurry boundary between legal and 
illegal activities. As a character points out in Manotti’s recently published 
latest novel,  Or Noir : “Dans le monde de l’entreprise, il n’existe qu’une 
seule loi intangible: gagner de l’argent. Les limites qu’impose la légalité 
sont beaucoup plus fl oues. Elles varient selon les pays, selon les majorités 
au pouvoir.” [In the business world there is only one inviolable law: Make 
money. The limits set by legality are far less clear. They change according 
to the country, to which side is in power] (116). 

 The complexity of the structure of corporate fi nance hinders the detec-
tion of illegal activity, while the response to it is limited by the need for col-
laboration between national law agencies. As Andrew Pepper has argued, 
this means that the notion of state sovereignty, traditionally based on clear 
physical boundaries, and the guarantee of internal order that comes with 

80 V. DESNAIN



it, is clearly threatened by emerging patterns of exchange, be they com-
mercial, political, or indeed criminal. The complex relationship between 
globalization and crime is nicely mapped out by Findlay in the following 
terms: “Globalisation […] is a process reliant on crucial social relationships 
to defeat and deny time and space. Crime is one of those relationships. It is 
a natural consequence of modernisation as well as sharing the consumerist 
and profi t priorities which characterise the modern” (27). This context, of 
course, affects the tropes of crime fi ction insofar as the hermeneutic quest 
no longer relies on clues that establish the physical presence of the crimi-
nal at the scene of a crime, but on the unravelling of intricate connections 
between numerous individuals and locations. 

 It could be argued that such considerations mean that traditional crime 
narratives are no longer able to provide satisfying accounts of transgres-
sion and retribution since what is being sought is not the revelation and 
expulsion of a specifi c deviant individual, but, rather, an understanding 
of the obscure machinations of whole trade systems and of the ambigu-
ous relationship between capitalism and criminality. Yet the archetypal, 
teleological structures of crime fi ction are an ideal way of exploring the 
often opaque workings of such systems. The relative lack of closure that 
typifi es Dominique Manotti’s fi ction means that one of the main tropes 
of detective fi ction is absent: even when criminals are brought to justice, 
this offers little reassurance since the system itself is criminal. 1  The narra-
tives are, however, characterized by shifts from ignorance to knowledge, 
opacity to transparency, darkness to light, which according to Forsdick are 
essential elements of crime fi ction (337). Recent crime fi ction thus opens 
up notions of ‘global crime’ that violate both the limits of the genre and 
our inclination to see crime as a geographically circumscribed event. 

 This chapter will examine how Manotti (a union activist, former 
Marxist, and a historian specializing in nineteenth century economics) 
uses the conventions of crime fi ction for a very specifi c purpose: to enable 
the reader to understand the wider implications of current affairs within 
France while, on a wider level, denouncing, through the prism of global-
ization, the failures and abuses of capitalism and what she perceives as the 
changing nature and role of the state within this system. This link is ren-
dered clear by the focus on the state both as a capitalist entity in itself, with 
shareholding interests in various companies featured in the novels (Areva 
and Matra for example) and as a facilitator for various businesses, in par-
ticular, those that were privatized in the late 1980s (Dassault, Thomson, 
Paribas). 2  
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 In elaborating this argument, I will focus on four novels: Manotti’s 
fi rst fi ctional text,  Sombre Sentier  (1995, published in English under the 
title  Rough Trade ),  Nos Fantastiques Années fric  (2001,  Affairs of State ), 
 Lorraine Connection  (2006, the title remains the same in the English 
translation), and  L’Honorable Société  (2010). Since the novels may not be 
well-known to English readers and the latter title has not yet been trans-
lated, I will try to summarize the plots briefl y (an arduous task given their 
complexity). 

  Sombre Sentier  takes place in 1980 against the background of illegal 
Turkish textiles workers in Paris striking to obtain legal status. Although 
Manotti herself was involved in the strikes as a union organizer,  Sombre 
Sentier  is clearly presented as a work of fi ction, rather than making any 
claim to authenticity. Yet the foreword, and the sudden switch from third 
to fi rst person narrative in the penultimate paragraph of the text, shed 
some doubt over its true nature. The main plot is provided by the discov-
ery of a dead prostitute in one of the textile workshops, which will lead the 
investigator, police offi cer Daquin, to uncover a vast network of infl uence, 
involving politicians, diplomats, and businessmen, covering up drug traf-
fi c from Iran and Turkey into France, but also the ideological reasons that 
drive the illegal activities and the corruption. 

  Nos Fantastiques Années fric  starts, again, with the murder of a pros-
titute whose clients are revealed to be important members of both the 
political and business sphere, both in France and abroad. Here again, fi c-
tion seems to have its roots in reality, as both characters and events can 
easily be traced back to France’s recent history, in particular ‘L’Affaire 
Luchaire,’ in which French weapons were sold to Iran despite an interna-
tional embargo, and the events surrounding the release of French hostages 
in Lebanon. 3  The latter involved the payment of a ransom, payments to 
a Lebanese national for information, but also the repayment of some of 
that money to two government offi cials. Furthermore, the main character 
in the novel is clearly based on François de Grossouvre, a close friend of 
Mitterrand, who was fi rst an offi cial representative of the French govern-
ment in a number of countries before abandoning his offi cial functions 
for a job in the arms industry. Despite this move to the private sector, 
he kept an offi ce at the Elysée and continued to act, unoffi cially, as an 
adviser and facilitator to Mitterrand. His death, from an apparent suicide, 
after the relationship with Mitterrand deteriorated is seen, by some, as an 
effort to cover up some of the deals he conducted on behalf of the French 
government. 
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  Lorraine Connection  examines the privatization of state company 
Thomson and the sale of its electronics division to Korean company 
Daewoo in 1996. The novel links this privatization to a real event: the fi re 
that, in 2003, destroyed the Daewoo factory in Longuy (Pondange in the 
novel is the fi ctional incarnation of Longuy). This fi re took place two days 
after the start of negotiations between workers and their employer: having 
received large amounts of money from the French government since 1986 
to boost its presence in France, Daewoo had decided as early as 1998 to 
close all three of its factories in Lorraine, causing the loss of twelve hun-
dred jobs. While one of the workers was accused of having set the fi re, the 
evidence against him was rather tenuous, and many were quick to point 
out that the fi re profi ted the employer since it eliminated the need to 
provide a redundancy plan. In the fi ction created by Manotti, those two 
events, unrelated in reality, are confl ated, leading to the discovery that the 
Daewoo factory in Pondange was set up for the sole purpose of syphon-
ing European subsidies to Daewoo’s Warsaw offi ce, from which the funds 
were used to bribe offi cials at the highest level of government, in order 
to secure Matra/Daewoo’s bid during the privatization of Thomson. If 
 Lorraine Connection ’s aim is primarily to denounce the links between poli-
tics and business, and the corruption of offi cials charged with representing 
the nation’s best interests, it also highlights the diffi culty of exercising any 
kind of effi cient local control in a global business environment. 

 I will also refer to  L’Honorable Société  (2011), although its focus on the 
presidential election makes it much narrower. Yet its ideological content 
is much more explicit and sheds light on the other texts and on Manotti’s 
perspective on modern politics and its links with industry. The plot revolves 
around the murder of an agent of the  Commissariat à l’Energie Atomique  
and the future French president’s plans to privatise Areva, a very profi table 
public company, in order to sell it to PRG, a company with close ties to his 
party, immediately after his election. 4  

 At fi rst glance, the work of Manotti may seem to address specifi cally 
French issues. Titles such as  Nos fantastiques années fric  reveal a highly 
critical approach to the dealings of the French government, in particular 
during the Mitterrand years (the possessive pronoun refers to non-elected 
fi gures close to the president) and  L’Honorable Société , published in March 
2011 and written in collaboration with DOA, was previewed by its pub-
lisher as “an indictment of the French state.” While the focus on French 
politics may require some specifi c knowledge, the texts’ constant referenc-
ing of French cities and Parisian streets, landmarks, and food does lend it 
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the kind of “tourist guide” fl avor referred to in the introduction to this 
volume. Manotti has consequently been translated into several languages, 
including English. It is possible, however, that the international appeal of 
her novels has more to do with what they reveal about specifi c features of 
global capitalism, which transcend national preoccupations and are rec-
ognizable in any modern state. Despite its apparently narrow focus on 
France, the plot invariably leads to local criminal events being linked to 
global issues, such as the arms trade, human traffi cking, and the takeover 
of companies by foreign interests and, therefore, to the diffi culty of local 
policing in a context in which various forces negate the notion of geo-
graphical borders and state autonomy. Furthermore, the focus on France 
should not distract from the author’s true target, namely capitalism and 
its excesses, with globalization as both a consequence and facilitator of 
economic liberalism. The state, in this context, merely provides a con-
crete representation of a more generalized erosion of ethical standards. 
Its failure to uphold the values embodied in the welfare state (solidarity, 
public good), in favor of individual gain, can be seen as an inevitable con-
sequence of the pursuit of profi t which characterizes developed countries, 
in which the overlap between state and private interests infl uences the 
decisions taken at the government level, and powerful businesses are able, 
through lobbying and their contribution to the economy, to dictate, to 
some extent, local policy. 5  As we will see, Manotti establishes, through 
her narratives, that the legal and illegal economies are based on the same 
ideological principles, and function in similar ways, and that they are, in 
many ways, interdependent. By extension, the state is no longer able to 
prevent, and is even brought to support the illegal economy, which cannot 
be separated from the legal one. As a result, it no longer acts as a regulator, 
but as a facilitator for a system far bigger and more powerful than itself. 

 It is useful to remember, when approaching Manotti’s texts, that she 
is the product of a long line of post May-68 writers who see crime fi c-
tion as a means to examine, and often denounce, specifi c features of the 
contemporary, to highlight underlying ideological slants and their effects 
on society. As Alex Varou, editor of the  Engrenage  series, noted in rela-
tion to the French  néo-polar : “Le nouveau crédo de cette génération est 
que le roman policier doit être le refl et de la société contemporaine et 
favoriser les intrigues politico-policières puisque la politique noie tout et 
s’ingénie à tout brouiller, à tout mêler.” [The new creed of this generation 
is that crime fi ction must be a refl ection of contemporary society and favor 
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politico-criminal plots since politics is everywhere and attempts to cloud 
and confuse everything] (Varou quoted in Gerrault, 12). 

 Of course, what is missing in that defi nition is one of the primary fac-
tors of globalization: profi t. As Findlay points out: “the commodifi cation 
of the globe and the pre-eminence of the marketplace has made profi t the 
global ethics. Crime is choices and relationships for profi t. These choices 
and relationships cross over the boundaries criminalisation pretends to 
maintain” (24). While Findlay makes this point in relation to the drug 
trade, crime fi ction texts such as  Sombre Sentier  illustrate the way in which 
criminalization (i.e., the inscription of a crime into a single act which can 
be attributed to a single individual) distracts us from the wider networks 
which rely on such actions for their survival and profi t. From a narrative 
perspective, this means that the traditional cathartic resolution cannot take 
place, leading to the incomplete closure characteristic of Manotti’s novels: 
whilst some minor players are indeed eliminated, it is clear that the sys-
tem that generates (and indeed relies on) criminality continues to thrive. 
As previously mentioned though, the closure brings a different kind of 
satisfaction for the reader: the acquisition of knowledge. The short-lived 
reassurance of the detective novel is replaced by the opening of new per-
spectives on the ‘real’ world. The framing of the narrative within two fac-
tual paragraphs (an article from French newspaper  Libération  on the drugs 
trade and a statistical summary of heroin imports) is an encouragement 
for the reader to refl ect on the relationship between seemingly unrelated 
incidents (the murder, the strike, and the drug trade) and on the links 
between capitalism and criminality. 

 Jean-Patrick Manchette, the leading fi gure of the French néo-polar 
noir, did perceive the extent to which such links would transcend national 
boundaries, even if he did not live long enough to develop this idea fully 
in his fi ction. A left wing ideologue, he was keen to use crime fi ction (both 
as a genre and as a commodity) to expose the connections between crime 
and capitalism, producing narratives that exemplify Ernest Mandel’s asser-
tion that “l’assassin, c’est le système.” Since profi t is the main driver of 
global capitalism, Manchette could not fail to integrate this new develop-
ment into his work. 6  

 His last, unfi nished novel,  la Princesse du sang  (started in 1989 and 
published in 1996, one year after his death) was to be the fi rst part of a 
series entitled “Les gens du mauvais temps.” For this, Manchette envis-
aged that the narrative must go beyond national boundaries if it were 
to remain a refl ection of society, since contemporary politics were now 
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global, and the ideological battle was now being fought between nations 
rather than within national boundaries. As indicated by Doug Headline in 
his introduction to the novel, this series was to be framed by “l’utilisation 
de personnages récurrents qui apparaissent et disparaissent au fi l des épi-
sodes, la toile de fond à l’échelle mondiale et non plus nationale, le déploi-
ement de forces occultes qui manipulent un grand nombre de pions,” 
“il mélangera roman noir et histoire politique.” [ … the use of recurrent 
characters who come and go throughout the plot, a worldwide rather than 
national backdrop, the appearance of shadowy powers who manipulate a 
multitude of pawns […] it will bring together noir fi ction and political 
history] (Headline in Manchette, 13). 

 That the occult forces to which Manchette refers are both political and 
economic is demonstrated in Manotti’s novels and they similarly mix fact 
and fi ction. It should be noted that, while Manotti’s novels are based on 
meticulous research about true events, she posits that fi ction enables her 
to bring together seemingly unrelated events to expose the mechanisms 
of power and to shed light on the networks of private interests that moti-
vate the decisions taken at government level. It also exposes the fact that 
many of those decisions are infl uenced by factors that lie well beyond the 
borders of any one nation. Crime fi ction is particularly well suited to this 
purpose since it places illegal activities at the heart of its narrative and, it 
is clear that in Manotti’s case, “la concentration [des crimes] appartient 
de plein droit à la fi ction, ce qui n’empêche pas que le diagnostic soit bien 
porté sur la réalité.” [the prominence of crimes belongs fully to fi ction but 
it is nonetheless the real world which is being examined] (Sounac, 42). 

 Through the crime that gives the novel its initial impetus, Manotti 
develops a series of connections which ultimately demonstrate that the 
illegal economy functions on the same model as the legal economy, 7  that 
it mirrors precisely its principles, structures, and mode of operation, and 
that both are inextricably linked to capitalist notions of acquisition, elimi-
nation, and expansion as necessary premises, not only for profi t, but also 
for long-term survival. 8  

 To illustrate this,  Sombre Sentier  presents us with a particularly complex 
set of characters and references to real events that the reader, much like 
Daquin, must painstakingly connect. Central to the plot is the character 
of Kashguri: educated in France and the US, he served as an intermediary 
between France and Iran for various industrial contracts, before becoming 
a fi nancial adviser to Iran and, fi nally, an executive for a bank. Through 
his character, the role played by banks in abetting arms and drugs  traffi c 
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is revealed, but also the impact of deals, made by governments, on their 
unsuspecting citizens. Manotti does this by placing Kashguri at the heart 
of the Eurodif affair, which generated numerous deadly bombings in 
France and the hostage taking of French citizens in the Middle East. 

 Moreover, on a stylistic level, Manotti’s narratives enact her own form 
of time/space compression, which refl ects that of globalization, as posited 
by Harvey, who alludes to the “terror” revealed by Heidegger in the face 
of the erosion of spatial barriers, and most importantly, to his recognition 
of the fact that “the achieved shifts in space relations are a product of com-
modifi cation and market exchange” (Harvey, 10). Given Manotti’s own 
interest in capital and its history, it is unsurprising that her writing should 
refl ect this phenomenon. 

 Each scene in  Sombre Sentier  opens with a precise time and location. 
The venue is most often Daquin’s offi ce or home, and they are always in, 
or near, Paris. This limited geographical scope is expanded signifi cantly 
by the many reports coming in from various services of the police, other 
forces, and informers, both in France and abroad, leading to frequent 
references to a foreign country or organization. The murder inquiry leads 
the investigators to Turkey, Bulgaria, Iran, Germany, and the US. They 
must unpack the many layers of real and fake companies to expose the role 
played by government agencies, banks, and “facilitators” in apparently 
legal and mundane transactions whose sole purpose is to cover up illegal 
activity. Thus the expansion outwards from the circumscribed settings of 
the  Passage du Désir,  or  Villa des artistes  (the location of the murder squad 
offi ces and Daquin’s home), offers us an entry into a nebulous and ever 
expanding world of fi nancial, national, and supra-national interests whose 
crimes far exceed the one being investigated by Daquin and his team. The 
fact that those venues can be identifi ed as places of affect, as well as concrete 
geographical locations, emphasizes the local impact of global events: the 
narrative implies, through progressive revelations, that Daquin’s cleaning 
lady is murdered because the CIA wants to encourage the middle-eastern 
drug trade to fi nance anti-communist activities. This offers a fi ctional, yet 
convincing, illustration of the spatial shifts produced by commodifi cation 
identifi ed by Harvey. The notion that the system is in itself criminal, and 
that anyone can fall victim to its needs, is given concrete shape with the 
murder of a woman far removed, both physically, and in terms of her own 
position in society, from the issues that lead to her death. 

 Manotti also uses time compression, bringing together events that, in 
reality, do not have chronological proximity, in order to highlight both the 
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connections between them and the diffi culty in forming a coherent pic-
ture from the constant fl ow of information available to us. Thus the plane 
crash in Turkey, that revealed the way American weapons were smuggled 
from Israel to Tehran (the Iran contra affair) in 1981, is shifted forward to 
1986 in  Nos Fantastiques Années fric  to expose the fact that negotiations 
for the liberation of French hostages involved the sale of weapons to Iran 
by French companies. 

 Similarly,  L’Honorable société  brings together real, but unrelated events 
to underscore the concerns that Manotti wants to bring to our attention: 
in September 2009, Italian authorities discovered a ship that had sunk off 
the coast of southern Italy with 120 barrels of radioactive waste on board. 
This discovery followed revelations by an informant that the Camorra had 
been running dangerous waste disposal companies, and had found this to 
be the most cost effective way to dispose of such material. In the novel, 
the sudden transactions operated by Picot-Robert’s company to get rid 
of their shares in waste disposal companies suspected of being run by the 
Mafi a in similar circumstances, attract the attention of investigators and of 
the director of the CEA (the French Atomic Agency), who sees this as a 
powerful argument against privatisation:

  Le jour où nos actifs tombent dans l’escarcelle de groupes privés, qui sait 
au hasard des changements dans l’actionnariat, qui fi nira par les contrôler? 
Vous imaginez, des centrales nucléaires aux mains des mafi eux? 

 [The day our assets are owned by private groups, who knows, as sharehold-
ers change, who will end up in control of them? Can you imagine nuclear 
reactors run by the mafi a?] ( L’Honorable société , 252). 

   Manotti justifi es her time-compression strategy in  Lorraine Connection  
in terms of its ability to expose, through such artifi cial confl ation of events, 
the true nature of global capitalism:

  La fi ction donne une liberté que n’a pas l’historien.  Lorraine Connection  en 
est l’exemple le plus frappant: […] j’ai mêlé les deux pour une raison très 
précise, c’est que ce qui se passe au niveau fi nancier a toujours des répercus-
sions et des conséquences dans la vie quotidienne des gens. On regarde ces 
choses de façon un peu détachée car il s’agit de sommes tellement consi-
dérables qu’elles n’ont plus aucun sens pour la vie quotidienne. Alors qu’en 
fait, ces détournements de centaines de millions, ont des répercussions dans 
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la vie des ouvriers. Ça je voulais le montrer en mêlant très étroitement les 
deux séries d’événements. Mais ce n’est possible que dans la fi ction. 

 [Fiction allows the kind of freedom that the historian does not have.  Lorraine 
Connection  is the most striking example of this […] I brought together the 
two events for a very specifi c reason, namely that decisions made in the high-
est levels of the fi nancial world always have repercussions and affect people’s 
lives. We do not pay much attention to this because the amounts of money 
concerned are so vast they do not seem relevant to our lives, whereas in fact, 
the embezzlement of hundreds of millions directly affect the lives of work-
ers. This is what I wanted to show by bringing together those two series 
of events. But you can only do that through a fi ctional narrative]. (Manotti 
quoted in Desnain, 161) 

 The fi ctional narrative enables the author to present the workers as 
fully-rounded characters by integrating elements of their personal lives 
into the plot and showing the devastating effect of the factory’s closure on 
those lives. The consequences are not merely fi nancial, since several of the 
workers lose their lives in the attempts made by both local offi cials, and 
the team in charge of the take-over, to cover up the various illegal opera-
tions linked to the factory. The account of the occupation of the factory 
also contrasts the workers’ solidarity with the greed and individualism of 
those responsible for their predicament. The cynicism of the latter is fur-
ther emphasized by the fact that they use some of the workers’ names for 
clandestine bank accounts holding the bribes offered to Daewoo’s execu-
tives in exchange for their silence regarding irregularities in the factory’s 
accounts. 

 Nonetheless, the limits of the workers’ power is clearly highlighted in 
the conclusion, in which Rolande is able, by manipulating one of the com-
pany’s accountants, to reclaim the money held in Luxembourg. This vic-
tory, however, remains a strictly individual one that does not in any way 
affect the wider picture. While Rolande is able to use a fl aw in the system 
for personal benefi t, her actions do not, in any way, challenge the nature 
of the system, or those responsible for this fi nancial set up. 

 Although the focus on the factory workers and their lives, both at work 
and in private, effectively illustrates how the conditions of the workers’ 
existence are affected by the economic and political decisions of people 
who see them more as mere parts of the system of production than as 
human beings, Manotti is not just interested in the effects of global capi-
talism on the micro level. 9  She is also exposing the fallacy that the state 
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can protect its citizens from the dangers that globalization brings. As 
globalization encourages the licit fl ow of persons and goods across bor-
ders, it is inevitable that those engaged in criminal activities will take 
advantage of the opportunities this affords. While the offi cial discourse 
suggests that states attempt to restrict this, it is often the case that some 
of those transgressions will also serve their interests, both locally and 
internationally. If we accept the notion that Findlay’s analysis of drug 
crime can be extended to many other activities, it become apparent that 
“the maintenance of international political priorities” is closely related to 
crime itself (Findlay, 27). 

 The most visible examples of this fact can be seen in the attempts to 
contain crime, such as Interpol or the European Arrest Warrant, but such 
collaboration demands that states relinquish some of their authority to 
the wider community and has implications in terms of their sovereignty.  10  
While deemed necessary for the containment of crime, this suggests an ero-
sion of both spatial boundaries and state autonomy, which is illustrated in 
 Sombre Sentier  by the way both French and Turkish politics are dictated, not 
by concern for the welfare of local citizens, but by the demands of economic 
and political partners. 

 Less transparent but no less infl uential, is the active participation in, 
or tolerance for, criminal activities by state representatives, when govern-
ments condone those activities. In  Sombre Sentier , the investigation reveals 
the ideological underpinning of drug traffi cking in Turkey. Daquin “[…] 
est convaincu qu’une partie de la solution du problème est là-bas, dans le 
pays d’origine, et qu’il faut comprendre ce qui s’y passe, si l’on veut arrêter 
les trafi quants ici” [Daquin […] is convinced that part of the solution lies 
over there, in their home country, and that to stop the traffi ckers here, 
it is necessary to understand the situation over there] (21) and discov-
ers that extreme right factions are supported by Russia, which wants to 
destabilize a region under American control. The CIA, on the other hand, 
is determined to undermine Russia’s effort and is developing drug pro-
duction, which will fi nance the arming of Islamic groups and encourage 
Islamic expansion into Russian territories. It is perhaps unsurprising that 
this information comes from an adviser to a large banking company, who 
candidly admits that the bank is counting on political upheaval to expand 
its interests in the Middle-East, and sums up: “Aucune entreprise occiden-
tale ne peut s’implanter aujourd’hui au Moyen Orient […] sans participer 
d’une façon ou d’une autre à l’économie souterraine des armes et de la 
drogue.” [It is impossible nowadays for a western company to do business 
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in the Middle east […] without being involved in some way or other in the 
underground economy of arms and drugs] ( Sombre Sentier , 73). 

 It is not only private companies who are implicated; their interests are 
closely linked to, and infl uenced by, the behavior of the state beyond its 
own borders, as examined by Pepper in his analysis of Le Carré’s spy nov-
els, in which the US is similarly tolerating, and even collaborating with, 
drug traffi ckers for ideological reasons (417–418). In  Sombre Sentier , the 
presence of, not one, but two CIA agents involved in both Turkey and 
Iran, exemplifi es the way in which attempts by the French state (taken 
here as the executor of the law through its agents such as Daquin) to 
maintain order within its own borders are undermined by the US strat-
egy in Turkey since much of the drugs produced will transit through 
France. Furthermore, the discovery that the US is attempting to rekindle 
Marseille’s role as a platform for traffi c (the so-called French Connection) 
shows that their interference is not limited to countries which might be 
considered as weaker players in world politics. Manotti shows that France 
also has its own vested interests in allowing these activities to take place, as 
demonstrated by the protection offered to Kashguri. 11  

 In Manotti’s novels, the state is presented as, not only unable to fi ght 
crime within its borders, but also as actively engaged in illegal activities at 
home and abroad. Thus the reader is left with the impression that poli-
tics, and, therefore, any decisions taken by representatives of the state, 
are motivated by the management, rather than the repression of criminal 
activities on a large scale. This is, in large part, because state interests 
are linked to, or indeed dependent on, wider capitalist interests that, as 
Pepper puts it, “undermine[s] what Bigo calls ‘the conceptual dichoto-
mies of internal/external and national/international’ on which normative 
accounts of state sovereignty depend” (414). 

 There is a noticeable evolution in Manotti’s work concerning the 
presentation of the collusion between state representatives and business 
interests. The earlier  Nos Fantastiques Années fric  identifi es the Mitterrand 
government’s involvement in the Iran-Iraq confl ict and in illegal arms 
sales as a turning point. This affair revealed both an increasingly cynical 
streak in politics and the fi nancial interests at stake: while furnishing weap-
ons and instructors to Iraq (then the foremost customer for French arms 
manufacturers and one of the most important providers of oil to France), 
the French government was also secretly organizing the sale of weapons 
to the then embargoed Iranian state in exchange for the release of French 
hostages held in the Lebanon, in the hope that this would  infl uence the 
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outcome of the forthcoming election. Manotti also dispels the notion 
that such strategies might be the preserve of one individual, or even one 
party when, in  Nos Fantastiques Années fric , Bornand is warned that the 
RPR also sent an envoy to Iran and is proposing “des conditions plus 
intéressantes […] en matière de remboursement des prêts et de fourni-
tures d’armes, quand le RPR aura gagné les élections de mars” [far more 
interesting terms for loan payments and arms supplies, once the RPR will 
have won the elections in March] (59). Yet there is an extent to which 
the rationale, at least for some of the characters in this text as well as in 
 Sombre Sentier , is that protecting the interests of French companies ben-
efi ts France as a whole (“J’ai bien conscience que tout cela n’est ni très 
legal ni très moral. Mais nous sommes engagés dans une veritable guerre 
économique, il ne faut pas affaiblir nos entreprises face à la concurrence 
étrangère. Ce serait affaiblir la France elle-même” [I am well aware that 
all this is neither very legal nor very moral. But we are in the midst of an 
economic war and to act in a way that would weaken French companies 
in their competition with foreign companies would be weakening France 
itself.] ( Sombre Sentier , 123). While Daquin dismisses this as empty rhet-
oric, it nonetheless suggests that these individuals believe that they are 
acting for the greater good and are still infl uenced by an ethical code of 
service to the country. 

 In later texts, the French state is no longer presented as an entity with a 
specifi c mission served by ideologues but rather as a platform for personal 
gain that is run, much like a private company, for maximum effective-
ness, with the obvious implications this may have on social and economic 
policies. Because its main purpose is profi t, it is also highly susceptible to 
being infl uenced, as well as likely to use its political and economic weight 
to manipulate weaker partners.  Lorraine Connection , for example, makes 
reference to the fact that the CEO of Daewoo, Kim Woo-choong, was 
given French nationality by the Chirac government in 1987 for ‘services 
exceptionnels rendus à la France’ and made a  Commandeur de la Légion 
d'honneur  in 1996. Closer examination reveals that the services were rather 
more personal and mostly benefi tted members of the government.  12  This 
reference to the very real proven record of elected offi cials’ corruption 
hints at the dangers of blurred boundaries between fi nance and politics, 
as it gives private business interests the leverage to infl uence economic 
policies, with the consequence that reforms will inevitably favor capital, as 
seen in the increasingly liberal slant of economic and taxation reforms and 
the declining power of workers’ unions. In both practical and ideological 
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terms, the state is therefore seen to relinquish its duty of universal repre-
sentation and protection. 

 Both internally and externally, the state’s purpose then, is to preserve 
a hierarchy of wealth that mostly represents and serves the interests of a 
top tier at the expense of the rest of the population. The limited closure 
that is symptomatic of Manotti’s texts makes it clear that the only order 
that exists is, in fact, one that is intrinsically unfair, in which profi t is para-
mount, and in which no resolution is possible on an individual level. It is 
also clearly associated with the concept of space: the known or manageable 
space of earlier crime novels (from the locked room to the city) offered the 
possibility of a resolution based on intimate knowledge and observation. 13  
Global space, however, defeats the individual hermeneutic approach that 
forms the basis of traditional narratives. The clues are spread over too wide 
a space for a single detective fi gure (or reader) to access and read, and the 
sources of crime are equally vast. So while the motives and players behind 
any given criminal act may be revealed, it can never be resolved on the 
local level through the removal of single individuals. 

 The actions of individuals and states within the context of global capital 
in Manotti’s novels is rapidly becoming the norm in crime fi ction and this 
fact demonstrates that the contract crime writers make with their readers 
has changed: while the reader of traditional detective fi ction expected a 
reassuring closure, the reader of contemporary crime/spy fi ction expects 
it to refl ect a much wider and more complex world. Lovitt reminds us 
that the reason critics found Christie’s  The Murder of Roger Ackroyd  so 
objectionable was because it broke the essential contract of detective fi c-
tion: that we, as readers, should be able to trust the narrator and identify 
the guilty party along with them: “Although it is bad enough to imag-
ine a world in which criminals go free, it is far worse to contemplate 
their eluding detection by manipulating our perceptions of reality” (69). 
Paradoxically, this very revelation of the manipulation of our perception 
of reality has become one of the main tropes of crime fi ction, with authors 
like Manotti (or Manchette or Daenincks) attempting to make visible the 
true nature of the events around us and the efforts made to cover up the 
real motives behind them. 

 Traditional crime fi ction aimed to comfort readers and lull them into 
what is now perceived as a false sense of security in order to bolster the 
dominant ideology. 14  As anticipated by Manchette though, crime fi ction 
can perform a different function precisely by defeating our expectations of 
closure and, thereby, illustrating the extent to which what is  generally per-
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ceived as ‘order’ and ‘justice’ is an illusion created with the specifi c purpose 
of hiding criminal activities on a grander scale, one that is supra-national 
and primarily serves ideological alliances and individualistic motives. 

 It is perhaps symptomatic of this failure to situate crime on a local level 
that the police presence at the heart of Manotti’s earlier novels progres-
sively fades in the later one, with the focus shifting from the police inquiry 
to a collection of scenes, sometimes concurrent, from which the connec-
tions between various spheres are progressively revealed. 

 The “new” contract, then, appears to be that crime fi ction will enable 
us to decipher the ways in which our reality is constantly manipulated by 
political, economic, and media forces in order to delude us into believing 
that notions of state sovereignty, borders, and local policing are still rele-
vant and the guarantors of order and justice. It does this through revealing 
the meta-connections that are rarely apparent in our everyday perception 
of the world. As Manotti herself describes it:

  […] la fi ction donne une cohérence à tout cela. Tout ce que je raconte dans 
 Nos fantastiques Années fric , les gens qui lisent les journaux le savent. Ce 
dont je m’aperçois c’est qu’ils sont frappés par ce livre parce que ça con-
struit une cohérence qu’ils n’ont jamais vue. Quand on lit la presse, on la 
lit au jour le jour et on l’oublie aussi vite. Donc ça ne forme pas un bloc de 
connaissances. 

 [… fi ction gives coherence to those events. Everything I write in  Nos fan-
tastiques Années fric  is well known of anybody who reads the papers. What 
I realise is that what strikes them in this book is that the narrative enables 
them to make links they were not able to make before. When you read the 
papers, you read about things on a day to day basis and forget about them 
just as quickly. So the facts do not come together as coherent knowledge]. 
(Manotti quoted in Desnain, 166) 

   Thus Manotti defi nes crime, not as a unique event, but as systemic, 
with neoliberal globalization subsuming, or linking, national interests to 
private ones and making it impossible for the state to address a criminality 
that is not bound by national boundaries, and in which it, as representa-
tive and agent of a particular ideology, actively takes part. This is particu-
larly clear in  L’Honorable Société , in which the state is represented only 
by individuals whose sole preoccupation is personal wealth and power. 
Moreover, these individuals are not presented as anomalous, or as deviat-
ing from the norm, but rather as the natural offspring of the dominant 
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ideology. Beyond the practical concerns raised by the possibility of having 
private fi rms in charge of nuclear power; beyond the ethical issues raised 
by ties between politicians and private businesses, hinted at by the refer-
ence to the Carlyle group in the last chapter; 15  Manotti’s real target is the 
consequences of the normalization of such overlap between public and 
private, political and fi nancial spheres. Her main concern, as voiced by 
Cooke, a political journalist, in  L’Honorable Société , is that the election of 
Guérin marks: “…a total collapse of boundaries between the managerial 
spheres of private companies and the public interest…a real mutation of 
our society” (300). 

 In this light, the quotation from Marx that opens the novel makes 
perfect sense: “Every class which is aiming at domination, even when its 
domination, as is the case with the proletariat, leads to the abolition of 
the old form of society in its entirety and of domination in general, must 
fi rst conquer political power in order to represent its interest in turn as the 
general interest.” In situating the state in relation to global economic and 
political networks, and in identifying the wellspring and main ambition of 
those networks as profi t, Manotti suggests that the state and its political 
apparatus are merely another means for the dominant class to increase 
their wealth and consolidate their power, effectively debunking the notion 
of the state as an autonomous, ethical, and protective entity.    

  NOTES 
1.     “The criminal is no longer a lone individual. It is the world of suffering, 

poverty, violence, and corruption in which we live that produces criminals.” 
Manotti quoted in Kimyongür, 238.  

2.     The latter is not named directly in the novels but banking giant Parillaud, 
which features in several of Manotti’s texts, is clearly a thinly disguised pun 
on its name.  

3.     The hostage taking, as well as several assassinations and bombings, were 
perceived by many as a consequence of France’s refusal to honor its contract 
to provide Iran with enriched uranium and later to recognize Iran’s share- 
holding interests in the Eurodif consortium. For more information, see, for 
example,   http://www.iran-resist.org/article167    .  

4.     In the novel, Elisa Picot-Robert is the mistress of the future president and a 
purely fi ctional character. Nonetheless, it would be very hard indeed not to 
compare those fi ctional events with Sarkozy’s efforts to privatise Areva, 
which he set in motion shortly after his election in 2007 by asking govern-
ment offi cials to assess plans for a merger with Alstom, an engineering 
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group. The Areva-Alstom merger was presented as part of an industrial 
strategy designed to make France the uncontested leader in nuclear energy 
but the tie-up also placed Bouygues, the group which owns 25 per cent of 
Alstom, at the heart of the process and left Martin Bouygues, its chairman, 
as the dominant fi gure in the new group. Bouygues is a close friend of 
Sarkozy, to the extent that he is god-father to Sarkozy’s son. He and the 
fi ctional Picot-Robert have similar business interests (construction).  

5.     On the relationship between money and power in Manotti, see Sounac.  
6.     On the relationship between globalization and profi t, see Harvey.  
7.     Manotti also gives a much more succinct analysis of this through the charac-

ter of economic journalist Thiébaut in  Or Noir , 116-17. Thiébaut’s assess-
ment of the similarities between the way legal and illegal businesses are run 
concludes with the assertion that they are “two worlds which are far more 
similar than you might think” (116).  

8.     Occasionally, the two economies actually overlap, as seen in both  L’Honorable 
Société , with the planned sale of part of a state owned company to the Italian 
Camorra and  Lorraine Connection , in which the Daewoo factory serves as a 
smokescreen for the laundering of illegally acquired EU funding.  

9.     On this issue, see Véronique Desnain, ‘Le Polar, du fait divers au fait 
d’histoire’, in  Itinéraires  (2016, forthcoming).  

10.     The EAW applies to 32 ‘generalized’ offenses and signatories must comply 
with requests regardless of whether the offense exits in the national laws of 
the country fulfi lling the warrant.  

11.     « Inspecteur, la situation est très tendue aujourd’hui entre les Etats-Unis et 
l’Iran. La France a en Iran des intérêts considérables […] Pour éviter une 
rupture irréparable, M. Kashguri est un allié précieux de la diplomatie fran-
çaise […] Cela ne signifi e évidemment pas qu’il est au-dessus des lois de ce 
pays. Mais …’ 

 [Inspector, the situation between Iran and the US is currently extremely 
tense. France has considerable investments in Iran […] Mr Kashguri is a 
most precious ally to French diplomacy in its efforts to avoid an irreversible 
breakdown in negotiations […] Of course this does not mean that he is 
above the law. But …] (181).  

12.     Through his association with the president of the Lorraine region (repre-
sented by Quignard in the novel), a politician close to Chirac, with whom 
he collaborated for the implantation of Daewoo in France. This was done 
with the help of large European subsidies that were then diverted into Kim’s 
pockets but most crucially to those of high ranking RPR offi cials. It is also 
suspected that Kim was given French nationality in order to escape an 
Interpol warrant, which would have brought him back to Korea and perhaps 
revealed the role of French offi cials in his fraudulent activities. He was even-
tually sentenced to 10 years in jail in May 2006 in his country of origin after 
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being found guilty of charges including embezzlement and accounting 
fraud, which precipitated the collapse of the company in 1999. Having been 
amnestied by the Korean president in 2007, he is now a consultant for 
French company Lohr.  

13.     See in particular Schmid.  
14.     “The detective story is the realm of the happy ending. The criminal is always 

caught. Justice is always done… Bourgeois legality, bourgeois values, bour-
geois society, always triumph in the end. It is soothing, socially integrating 
literature, despite its concerns with crime, violence and murder” (Mandel, 
47).  

15.     Borzeix, in  L’Honorable Société , is approached by a head-hunter from the 
Carlyle Group, which she immediately identifi es as “le faux nez fi nancier de 
la CIA” (a cover for the CIA’s fi nancial dealings) (326). Whether this is an 
accurate description, it is the case that the Carlyle Group, one of the largest 
private equity fi rms in the world, has been the target of numerous conspir-
acy theories, both because of its interests in cutting edge technology and 
weaponry and because its executives include a number of political fi gures: 
former secretary of defense and CIA deputy director Frank Carlucci, former 
secretary of state James Baker, George Bush, and John Major among others. 
In his book  The Iron Triangle: Inside the Secret World of the Carlyle Group  
(2004), Journalist Dan Briody portrays the group as a hub of corporate 
cronyism, confl icts of interest, and war profi teering.   
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      The Scene of the Crime is the Crime: 
The Southern Border 

and the Representation of Violence 
in Cormac McCarthy and Don Winslow                     

     Casey     Shoop    

      While the Southern border region has long been a crime scene in the 
North American popular imagination, a place of lawlessness and violence, 
the liberalization of trade between the USA and Mexico through the 
implementation of NAFTA in 1994, and the continuous growth of the 
industrial sector through maquiladora manufacturing, have both radically 
altered the nature of that crime scene. The paradox of the Southern border 
region in North American crime fi ction is that a specifi c territory simul-
taneously represents the deterritorialization of capitalism itself, embodied 
in the ceaseless fl ow of goods and services across the border zone. As if 
a kind of uncertainty principle were at work in the built environment, all 
traffi c becomes liminal in relation to nation-states and laws that would 
regulate these movements. How is violent crime to be represented in this 
zone of indeterminacy, and how can the crime scene be marked off, at all, 
if its dimensions are coextensive with the movements of the global mar-
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ketplace? And how can there be a suspect in the case when the criminal 
activity under investigation is systemic in scale? 

 My title phrase—“the scene of the crime is the crime”—is meant to 
convey some of the ambiguity of these coordinates. For “scene” here 
is, not only a question of spatial location, but also of representation. In 
this essay, I will examine the work of two North American crime writ-
ers who have attempted to represent the Southern border crime scene—
Cormac McCarthy and Don Winslow. While published in the same year, 
McCarthy’s  No Country for Old Men  and Winslow’s  The Power of the Dog  
(2005) offer starkly different visions of that violence. In the fi rst section of 
the essay, I argue that McCarthy’s literary style is structured by the con-
servative fantasy of violence as either the transhistorical background of all 
human life, or the momentous actions of irrational individuals. While the 
trend in global crime fi ction renders increasingly visible the connections 
between subjective criminal acts and the broader, transnational systems 
that abet them, McCarthy’s binary representations of violence abrogate 
those same connections. The Southern border region is an “open wound” 
in McCarthy’s work, but not in the sense that Gloria Anzaldúa mem-
orably describes as the place where the “third world grates against the 
fi rst and bleeds” (3). While this phrase captures something of the crime 
scene of globalization, in McCarthy’s prose, the history of that wound and 
the trajectory of its violence, remain shrouded in obscurity. What is real, 
according to the binary mandate of McCarthy’s style, is a Southern border 
region in which violence is an event so immediate and brutal that it effaces 
social contextualization altogether or, conversely, a violence so ageless in 
its motivations that it antedates social history and absorbs it completely 
into the primordial background. In either instance, the proper name for 
violence placed beyond historical comprehension is evil. 

 This gap between the background and the foreground of violence in 
McCarthy’s novels reveals the need to suture them together if we are to 
understand the double representational demand of the Southern border 
crime scene in which violent agents are also the actants of a larger sys-
temic violence beyond their control. In the second section of the essay, 
I turn toward the very different territorial mapping of Don Winslow’s 
 The Power of the Dog , which provides that act of suturing. In Winslow’s 
novel, the crime scene contains clues that lead beyond the violence it 
seems to foreground to the vast geo-economic and geopolitical pressures 
that have structured the event. By refusing to fi x the fi gure of the crimi-
nal,  The Power of the Dog  thus brings the background forward and maps 
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the systemic and historical dimensions of a crime larger than any of its 
individual actors. The representation of violence in Winslow’s narrative 
of the Southern border zone proves a powerful means of representing, 
not only the “crime scene” of the international drug trade; it also points 
to its least visible and highest profi le suspect in that crime scene—namely, 
the lethal compound of free-market ideology, plausible deniability, and 
American anti-communism known as in the postwar era as Reaganism. 
After McCarthy’s mirage of unmotivated violence, Winslow’s novel turns 
the Southern border crime scene into a vast mirror refl ecting back upon 
US geopolitical interests and fantasy. 

   CORMAC MCCARTHY’S CRIME SCENE 
 In keeping with the capitalist traffi c in goods and services, crime fi ction 
has gone global, and Rachel Adams is no doubt correct when she argues 
that the “evolution of this popular genre should encourage us to read 
beyond the borders of the nation to trace out the circuits of intercultural 
contact and cross-pollination that are becoming increasingly important to 
understandings of American literary history” (250). Crime and detective 
fi ction has become an exemplary genre for the transnational turn in liter-
ary studies. 1  At the same time, however, the increasing cosmopolitanism 
of crime fi ction is qualifi ed by the fact that the genre is still largely located 
within, and contained by, the jurisdictional limits of the nation-state. Far 
from simply moving beyond borders (literal and fi gurative), global crime 
fi ction might be said to put these borders at the heart of the investigation. 
Indeed, how crime fi ction thinks beyond these representational limits is 
one of the primary concerns of the current essay collection. 

 Cormac McCarthy’s work demonstrates the persistence of such rep-
resentational limits, even as it gestures toward the transnational world 
foreclosed by them. In spite of the global orientation of much contem-
porary detective fi ction, the novelistic gaze of  No Country  remains fi rmly 
ensconced within the nationalist paradigm and looks south toward a sin-
ister southern border region. McCarthy’s moralization of the landscape 
could not be more out of step with the transnational desire to map its 
networks and fl ows, and his decision to set the novel in 1980 suggests, 
perhaps, the degree to which he sought a context prior to the liberaliza-
tion of trade with NAFTA in 1994. The narrative pretext of the novel 
concerns a botched drug deal near the US-Mexico border: when an inno-
cent bystander who happens upon the scene absconds with the money, a 
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brutal assassin named Anton Chigurh appears out of the Southern border 
underworld to recover the stolen property as well as to instruct ingenu-
ous Americans in the law of unintended consequences. Texas Sheriff Ed 
Tom Bell investigates the wake of Chigurh’s destruction and, in a series 
of italicized monologues, provides a running commentary on the nature 
of this evil beyond all reckoning. Rather than working out the terms of 
the Southern border paradox, and following its leads from the local to the 
global,  No Country  remains, like Sheriff Bell, captivated by the horrifi c 
violence of the crime scene itself. Indeed, McCarthy’s work seems at fi rst 
glance to resonate with the longstanding myth of American exceptional-
ism in which whole swaths of global territory are coded in terms of good 
and evil. The “axis of evil,” christened by George W. Bush in the “war on 
terror” a few years before the novel’s publication, partitioned the world 
in such a way that war could be declared, as Lauren Berlant puts it, upon 
an emotion. 2  Diabolical violence, along with the corresponding terror it 
elicits, has long been McCarthy’s primary focus in the Southern border 
region. 

 McCarthy has been called a “radical conservative,” but it’s an appel-
lation that fi ts only insofar as his literary style would supervene all such 
topical political distinctions in order to represent the putative “reality” of 
violence. 3  Not only would he disclaim any affi liation with the geopolitical 
machinations of Bush, but his work also pointedly repudiates the progres-
sivist orientation toward history central to the logic of American excep-
tionalism: to abide in McCarthy’s wilderness is certainly not the same as 
having an “errand” there. 4  What makes McCarthy’s  conservatism  radical  
is that violence is not pressed into the service of any national ambition or 
idea whatsoever; rather, it attains the status of the ‘ultimately determining 
instance’ in his work, without precedent or purpose other than its own 
stylistic performance. Far from escaping ideology, however, McCarthy’s 
metanarrative of violence becomes its purest expression. In its pitiless 
regard, his style performs a hyperbolic version of the fantasy that under-
writes American exceptionalism in which violence mystifi es its own origins 
in order to stand as an inexplicable force out there in the world. Sheriff 
Bell continually questions the nature of the evil he confronts—“Who 
would think of such a thing?” (40)—but in such a way that his interroga-
tion appears as a variation of the ubiquitous post-9/11 question: “Why 
do they hate us?” In neither case does the emotive, rhetorical form of the 
question solicit a historically-informed response. If McCarthy exposes the 
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naïve limits of such questioning, it must be owned that he cares less for 
the answer. 

 McCarthy’s work warrants critical attention within the context of the 
global crime genre precisely for the intransigence of its gaze upon the vio-
lence of the Southern border region. While the transnational turn in crime 
fi ction (and literary studies more generally) is essential to understanding 
the complex transactions of globalization, it should not content itself 
with an uncritical celebration of cross-cultural exchange. 5  McCarthy’s 
implacable vision reminds us that fantasy—be it nationalist, economic, 
or otherwise—can nonetheless structure how we apprehend that crime 
scene. What the discourse of cross-cultural exchange and encounter across 
borders tends to overlook is the power the representation of violence has 
to arrest that very movement itself—to transfi x the gaze in such a way as to 
occlude historical context altogether. In the very extremity of its violence, 
McCarthy’s work discloses how the representation of violence at the crime 
scene both frames, and inhibits, access to its meaning even before the 
investigation can properly begin. 

 McCarthy’s anti-western novel  Blood Meridian  (1985), though not 
a work about contemporary crime per se, situates the Southern border 
region as an all-consuming terrain of violence, a territorial gestalt in which 
fi gures are continually absorbed by the ground beneath them. Violence 
becomes commensurate with the very earth itself. When McCarthy returns 
to the Southern border in the mode of the contemporary crime genre in 
 No Country , however, this atmospheric dimension of his treatment of the 
territory has all but disappeared. The killer Chigurh, by contrast with the 
Glanton Gang of  Blood Meridian , is cut off from all relationality in order 
to stand alone on the basis of his own graphic authority. His actions are 
all foreground. In McCarthy’s two novels, then, the representation of vio-
lence swings between two poles: either overdetermined with consequential 
meanings in  Blood Meridian,  or radically empty and as contingent as a coin 
toss in  No Country . Incapable of mediating between these two extremes—
of violence as the background and atmosphere of all human activity, and 
of violence as the foreground event of a single diabolical actor—the social 
meaning of violence (what demands to be explained) is transformed into a 
metaphysics of pure evil in his work. 

 It may seem odd to introduce a putatively ‘historical’ novel about the 
misdeeds of the Glanton Gang of scalp hunters in 1849–1850 into a dis-
cussion of crime fi ction, the Southern border region, and global capital-
ism. McCarthy’s narrative is less a factual account of the Gang’s activities, 
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however, than it is a kind of prose-tableau of violence. Of course, historical 
contexts may be supplied for  Blood Meridian : the central character of the 
novel, simply called the Kid, enlists with the US Cavalry at the tail end 
of the Mexican-American War, and the activities of the Glanton Gang 
are based on the memoir of Samuel Chamberlain. Scholars have made 
persuasive claims on the basis of such historical references in the novel. 
The same may be said for the contemporary context of McCarthy’s writ-
ing: he published his anti-western at the height of the Reagan era, when 
Hollywood promised the return of a mythologized past to an American 
victory culture in the grip of the Vietnam syndrome. Like light on the edge 
of a black hole, however, such historical contextualizations are absorbed, 
rather than refl ected, by McCarthy’s novel. Beginning with its opening 
epigraph—“Clark, who led last year’s expedition to the Afar region of 
northern Ethiopia, and UC Berkeley colleague Tim D. White, also said 
that a reexamination of a 300,000-year-old fossil skull found in the same 
region earlier shows evidence of having been scalped”— Blood Meridian  
suggests that history of whatever duration remains conditioned by a pri-
mordial and absolute violence. The very earth of the Southern border 
region echoes with a crime beyond all possible absolution. As McCarthy 
writes of the Gang:

  In the evening they entrained upon a hollow ground that rang so roundly 
under the horses’ hooves that they stepped and sidled and rolled their eyes 
like circus animals and that night as they lay in that ground each heard, all 
heard, the dull boom of rock falling somewhere far below them in the awful 
darkness inside the world. (117) 

 Here, to apprehend this hollowness within the Southern border zone 
is to fall directly into the abyss of total violence. The paradox between the 
local and the global in the Southern border crime scene is not so much 
resolved as swallowed whole. 

 McCarthy’s style is the enactment of this all-consuming background. 
In a grim dialectic,  Blood Meridian  resolves and dissolves its line of horse-
men in and out of the landscape. Again and again, the gang’s outsized evil 
is emphasized only to return them to their baser matter, to make them 
men of mud with no apprehension beyond what the land dictates:

  Spectre horsemen, pale with dust, anonymous in the crenellated heat. Above 
all else they appeared wholly at venture, primal, provisional, devoid of order. 
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Like beings provoked out of the absolute rock and set nameless and at no 
remove from their own loomings to wander ravenous and doomed and 
mute as gorgons shambling the brutal wastes of Gondwanaland in a time 
before nomenclature was and each was all. (172) 

 Everything in  Blood Meridian  is fl attened against the event-horizon of 
nature as death; violence is the background of all narrative action. 

 Fittingly, the absorptive power of this background is most apparent in 
the words and deeds of the character whose violence is the most extreme. 
The arch-villain of  Blood Meridian , Judge Holden, rides with the Glanton 
gang, but he is also a kind of theoretician of its violence. The Judge pro-
pounds the specious view that violence is a mode of self-authorization that 
effaces its own background. This is precisely the Judge’s program: vio-
lence for him is quite literally a matter of representation. For every act of 
violence he commits, the Judge sketches the image of the entity destroyed 
into his ledger book. By transcribing persons and things in this way, the 
Judge attempts, at once, to eradicate reference and become sole author 
(or as he puts it, “suzerain”) of the world. His acquisitive domination of 
all things in word and deed is, therefore, both a theory and a practice. 
Because the Judge understands himself as the agent of violence, his text 
is driven by relentless arguments in self-justifi cation. “Whatever exists, he 
said. Whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without my 
consent” (198). 

 But it is in the midst of such declamations of his project that a shadow 
of doubt appears. As Yoojin Kim has written of the novel, “[The Judge] 
believes that by knowing the universe, he owns it. Inversely, anything he 
does not know represents a threat to his lordship. Thus the judge cannot, 
but harbor, an acute paranoia of the unknown, for despite his superhuman 
competence and erudition, the judge is not omniscient” (172). In spite of 
his desires, a link is nonetheless maintained between the fi gure and ground 
of this violence; the Judge’s utterance is also always the admission that he 
hasn’t subsumed all things under the terror of his conceptual regime. Far 
from violence destroying the world in a self-authorizing act, the Judge 
exposes, if only negatively, the complex interdependence of fi gure and 
ground. His proclamation that “the only mystery is that there is no mys-
tery” begins to look a bit anxious (252). The Judge enacts the reactionary 
fantasy whereby the background of violence is erased by the action itself; 
he can only signal an impossible ambition and blindness to the mystery 
of his own motives. But in becoming the obscene embodiment of this 
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fantasy, the Judge also gives the lie to the idea of his violence as a singular 
authority. His actions perversely bring the background forward: in histori-
cal terms as the legacy of imperial conquest and westward expansion; in 
generic-cultural terms as the whole mythography of American violence 
and victory culture; in philosophical terms as the Enlightenment domina-
tion of nature. In the midst of his violence, the Judge becomes what he 
surely cannot abide: an allegory overdetermined by social meanings that 
are not his own. 

 When McCarthy turns to his crime thriller  No Country  twenty years 
later, the formal and thematic differences are palpable. In  Blood Meridian  
the heaped, paratactical sentences absorb the object of their attention as if 
to show, always, how its genealogy can be traced in the dust of  this  desert 
fl oor—prose would be one with the topography it describes, and style 
the enactment of the earth into which everything falls. In  No Country,  
by contrast, a stripped forensic language outfi ts a fallen world, at once 
precarious and inconsequential. Sheer contingency links the action to 
place.  No Country  aspires to what might be called the “mind of winter”: 
a cold facticity blows through a spare prose no longer compelled to make 
baroque arguments about the inexorability of violence. McCarthy’s deci-
sion to split the narrative between fi rst and third person emphasizes its 
distance from  Blood Meridian ’s terrestrial omniscience: Sheriff Bell’s itali-
cized monologues convey all the precarity of his encounter with meta-
physical evil while drawing a starker contrast with the limited third-person 
narration that beholds the “nothing that is not there and the nothing that 
is” (Wallace Stevens). 

  No Country  thus uncouples the fi gure from the ground of violence 
that absorbed McCarthy in the earlier book. The killer, Chigurh, might 
be said to foreground the contemporary border paradox in  No Country : 
on the one hand, he becomes increasingly dislocated from any meaning-
ful relationship to the context (historical, cultural, political) of the setting 
itself. On the other hand, in the world of transnational capital fl ows and 
fl exible accumulation that organizes economic activity along the border, 
Chigurh may seem like its inevitable byproduct, the fl exible assassin—an 
anonymous professional with loyalty to nothing other than probability 
and profi t margins. And it is possible to read, in the novel’s validation of 
Chigurh’s expertise, the archetype of the new professional class, a man 
whose mobility and short-term contracts make him ideally suited to the 
new global marketplace. In a late scene with a potential employer that 
parodies the contemporary job interview, Chigurh makes this connection 
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explicit: “I’d say that the purpose of my visit is simply to establish my 
bonafi des. As someone who is an expert in a diffi cult fi eld. As someone 
who is completely reliable and completely honest. Something like that” 
(252). Chigurh seems to tire of the performance before he fi nishes, but 
the employer knows, as we do, what terrible violence his vague trailing 
off glosses over. Money and murder are the basis of this labor contract. 
With this fact in mind, his abstruse philosophizing thinly conceals the 
logic of exchange that underwrites it: “Anything can be an instrument,” 
he says at one point, “To separate the act from the thing. As if the parts of 
some moment in history might be interchangeable with the parts of some 
other moment” (57). His words, as well as his own creative repurposing of 
objects (e.g., the cattle gun, handcuffs, a hairspray can) in the novel, may 
well resonate with the larger rhythms of creative destruction that drive the 
interchangeable parts and processes of globalization. 

 And yet, at the same time, the fi gure of Chigurgh resists this character-
ization. 6  Raymond Malewitz has suggested that, contrary to the reading 
of Chigurh as a fl exible assassin of the new world order, his “misuse” of 
objects evinces a form of “rugged consumerism” opposed to the market- 
driven world of commodity capitalism. Drawing upon J.L. Austin’s theory 
of performatives, Malewitz contends that Chigurh’s speech acts “can be 
thought of as modes of resistance to a linguistic and economic world of 
abstract exchange” (736). Of course, the successful performative (for any-
one other than God) depends, in turn, upon the confi rmation of social 
circumstances (i.e., the background) to validate its success. Malewitz goes 
on to demonstrate the contradictory logic of this pathological character 
who operates precisely in the absence of any such contextualization:

  If, as Chigurh tells [Carla Jean, the wife of the man who absconds with the 
drug money], “I got here the same way the coin did” (258), his previous 
acts of misuse testify to the fact that he is no more obligated to kill her than 
tent poles are obliged to support a tent or coins are obliged to operate as 
markers of capitalist exchange. In what may be the greatest enigma of this 
most enigmatic character, he thus interprets his actions in ways that com-
pletely and precisely undermine their agency. (738) 

 I would only qualify this assessment slightly in that, far from undermin-
ing the agency of his actions, which are grimly demonstrated in scene after 
scene, Chigurh’s formulations make their interpretation senseless. 
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 Language in  No Country  continually enacts its own representational 
limits for comprehending a fl exible assassin like Chigurh. Whereas  Blood 
Meridian  makes a fetish of style, as if the genealogy of its language and the 
geology of its landscape were one, McCarthy’s language in  No Country  
conveys all the rootless transience of the Walmart parking lot where Moss 
goes to buy his tent poles:

  Where did you get that pistol? she called. 

 At the gettin place. 

 Did you buy that thing? 

 No. I found it. 

 She sat up on the sofa. Llewelyn? 

 He came back in. What? he said. Quit hollerin. 

 What did you give for that thing? 

 You don’t need to know everthing. How much. 

 I told you. I found it. 

 No you never done no such a thing. (21) 

 The same word, by dint of habitual usage, has worn thin from repeated 
exchange: it refers at once to objects, actions and “everthing” beyond 
them. Like the structure of the commodity, the word “thing” becomes a 
concrete abstraction here. Such language gestures toward the limits of its 
utility for knowing, and describing, the transnational criminal world that 
could produce a fi gure like Chigurh, who comes to fi ll the precarious gap 
between a “thing” and “everthing.” “[T]he gettin place” euphemistically 
refers to both a multinational retail corporation, like Walmart, and to the 
site of the botched drug deal in the desert where Moss actually comes by 
the weapon. As Sheriff Bell ponders, “when you encounter certain things 
in the world, the evidence for certain things, you realize that you have 
come upon somethin that you may never well not be equal to and I think 
this is one of them things” (299). The repeated invocation ends up signi-
fying far in excess of any tangible referent; like the hidden transponder in 
the suitcase of money Moss steals from the crime scene, “certain things” 
summon the malign force that comes to claim them. 
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 Indeed, Chigurh might be said to enter the crime thriller as a fi gure 
that arrives from beyond its horizon of expectations. Sheriff Bell refl ects 
continually on how nothing in his professional training or experience has 
prepared him for this fi nal confrontation that will force him into retire-
ment. Although the bewildered dialogue of characters (often tinged with 
bigotry and xenophobia) points toward cartels, corporations, and even 
governmental involvement in transnational drug-traffi cking—all the trap-
pings of the global crime thriller—the novel ultimately has little interest 
in these penumbral shadows of the plot, all of which are eclipsed by its 
controlling fascination with Chigurh. Violence remains, in this character, 
a form of radical alterity, and the borders that interest McCarthy are more 
metaphysical than physical. Ultimately, the logic of the novel would seem 
to reverse the Russian formalist imperative, and unmotivate the device 
insofar as Chigurh’s violence, his “motiveless malignity,” is stripped of any 
power it might have as social critique. To the degree that  No Country  turns 
evil into a metaphysical abstraction, it largely agrees with the limited and 
reactionary social vision of Sheriff Bell, for whom “ a man would have to put 
his soul at hazard ” (4) in the face of such evil’s radical incomprehensibility. 

 The inexorable force that Bell calls the “true and living prophet of 
destruction” (4) leaves the ground rather than mixing with it: the vio-
lent crime of the Southern border zone gives place to the metaphysical 
abstraction of evil before which good men can only quail. Of course, to 
imagine evil as both absolute otherness and as entirely contingent deter-
minism, a coin toss in which life and death hang in the balance, does not 
escape meaning, but rather becomes precisely the political fantasy of that 
escape. Not surprisingly, this mystifi cation of violence depends upon leg-
ible forms of racial and ethnic othering within the novel. Chigurh cannot 
entirely avoid cultural coding: “Was he Mexican?” “I don’t think so. He 
was kindly dark complected is all” (291). If “Anton Chigurh” remains for-
eign and unplaceable, he nonetheless annexes all of the stereotypical fears 
about “Dark Mexico,” as a land of lawlessness across the border. The “old 
men” who attempt to apprehend him (in both senses) constantly confl ate 
cultural difference with Chigurh’s singular and unknowable evil—“It’s the 
dismal tide.” While the reactionary fears of his characters should not be 
confused with McCarthy’s authorial intentions, it seems fair to ask why he 
provides such a total and convincing realization of those fears. In other 
words, nothing in McCarthy’s world disputes Sheriff Bell’s worldview. 
Leo Braudy rightly observes that in the Yeats poem from which McCarthy 
derives his title, “the message is to leave the country and go to a place 
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where the old are appreciated for their wisdom and ability to create. But as 
McCarthy … use[s] the phrase, it thinly veils a basic misanthropy and dis-
gust with human behavior” (Braudy). Byzantium is nowhere to be found 
in McCarthy’s text, unless it is located exclusively in the nostalgic myth of 
the white American frontier. 

 While I agree with Braudy’s basic charge of nihilism here, my concern 
is with how the political fantasy mobilizes a particular representation of 
violence in order to obscure its connection to the social fi eld itself. It is no 
accident that variations of “I don’t know what to make of that. I surely 
don’t” are the repeated mantra of  No Country : the event of extreme vio-
lence—like the antithesis of ethics—has the power to interrupt epistemol-
ogy altogether. And here resides its attraction for a certain conservative or 
reactionary political imagination, in the way an extreme representation of 
violence seems to occlude its own relationality and appear in the guise of 
a single ahistorical event. 7  For all of Chigurh’s faux-philosophizing about 
the causality of the coin’s arrival in the present, the probability of the coin 
toss itself is always a matter of moment: “calling it” means life or death 
for his victims, but in every case it also means the murder of antecedents 
since the laws of probability have no use for the past. The coin is thus the 
currency of a conservative fantasy in which violence is always and only an 
instance out of time and beyond social recognition. 

 It thus seems impossible to mark off the Southern Border crime scene 
in McCarthy’s work, in which the representation of violence is either over-
whelmed by a surfeit of background meanings (as in  Blood Meridian ) or 
radically empty of them (as in  No Country ). Violence is either a plenitude 
or a void, either the entire atmosphere or the work of a sole unmotivated 
assassin. Toward the end of his narration, Sheriff Bell tries to stand back 
from his fatal proximity to Chigurh’s unmotivated violence: “I tried to 
put things in perspective but sometimes you’re just too close to it” (295). 
And yet, this step is fi nally impossible, because Bell cannot restore that 
violence to any historical context that would help to explain its provenance 
and meaning. Evidence of historical change remains for him “signs and 
wonders but it dont tell you how it got that way. And it dont tell you 
nothin about how it’s fi xin to get, neither” (295–296). The Southern 
border region is fi nally less an “open wound” in McCarthy’s two works 
than a metaphysical gap between foreground and background that cannot 
be sutured together. To see the Southern border crime scene, much less 
to follow its clues from the local to the global, requires attending to how 

110 C. SHOOP



the representational fantasy of violence can blind us to what is actually 
before our eyes.  

   THE UNCANNY CRIME SCENE OF WINSLOW’S  THE POWER 
OF THE DOG  

 I turn now to Don Winslow’s  The Power of the Dog , not because it offers 
any grand reconciliation between the foreground and background of vio-
lence along the Southern border, but because the novel understands its 
subject to be the incessant traffi c between the two. Published the same 
year as  No Country , Winslow’s sprawling narrative also entertains aspects 
of the “it was ever thus” logic of diabolical violence—signifi ed most point-
edly by the shamanistic invocation of the title itself,  the power of the dog . Yet 
Winslow, unlike McCarthy, never loses sight of the compounding histori-
cal articulations of that power in the Southern border drug war. Indeed, 
as one of the novel’s multiple narrative threads follows the devoted efforts 
of lone-wolf DEA agent Art Keller to bust the Barrera drug cartel, he 
learns that the Southern border zone that he would police is more aptly 
described as “the Mexican trampoline” (135)—a springboard for the mul-
tidirectional bouncing of illicit narcotics, weaponry, capital, and Cold War 
ideology across international borders. Keller experiences frustration and 
rage rather than Sheriff Bell’s existential bewilderment since the extreme 
violence he fi nds in the Southern border region is not the result of a meta-
physical incursion of an alien world into his own, but rather a maelstrom 
of all-too familiar and often confl icting geopolitical and geoeconomic 
interests. 

 From the fi rst, Keller experiences an uncanny sense of geographic and 
temporal dislocation in his new job at the DEA: he has to “remind[] him-
self that this isn’t Operation Phoenix but Operation Condor, and these 
aren’t the bamboo-thick mountains of I Corps [in Vietnam], but the 
 poppy- rich mountain valleys of Sinaloa” (10). Although he is a combat 
veteran, his confusion is not the product of post-traumatic stress syndrome 
in the wake of the Vietnam War, but rather a matter of geopolitical  deja-
vu . The so-called “war” on drugs, far from a semantic misnomer, accu-
rately names the process by which the vast US military-industrial complex 
gets repurposed in the wake of the Vietnam War as a counterinsurgency 
apparatus in the fi ght against communism in Central and South America. 
Keller begins the novel as a “true believer in the War on Drugs” (11) ready 
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to prosecute those responsible, but his faith turns to cynicism as he dis-
covers the American government’s own covert fi nancial arbitrage through 
the illegal drug trade. A shadowy CIA operative named Hobbs patiently 
explains the tortuous logic whereby the government can pursue its Cold-
War agenda by these extra-legal means:

  The Vietnam Syndrome prevents Congress from authorizing a penny to 
wage covert wars against Communists, but they’ll always open the vault to 
fi ght the drug war. So you don’t go to Capitol Hill to tell them you’re help-
ing your allies and neighbors defend themselves against Marxists guerillas; 
no, you send your supporters in the DEA to ask for money to keep drugs 
out of the hands of America’s young people. (423) 

 Under the auspices of fi ghting an offi cial war on drugs, of which Nancy 
Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign was the public face, the US uses the 
illicit market to wage an illegal war on communism. 

 The conventional plot of  The Power of the Dog  in which Art Keller pur-
sues the Barrera family thus shadows a larger conspiracy in which there 
are no conventional criminals. (Winslow provides a wry nod to the career 
of Oliver North in the Iran-Contra scandal, at once televisual patriot and 
petty criminal.) The very terms and coordinates by which Keller would 
understand and map his investigation of the Barrera Cartel get subjected 
to a process of continuous substitution that mirrors the dynamic logic of 
market exchange: “A war on terrorism, a war on communism, a war on 
drugs. There’s always a war on something” (528), he observes with resig-
nation near the end of the novel. 

 The killer Chigurh’s words now return to us, shorn of their self-involved 
metaphysics, in order to describe the genealogy of capitalism’s creative 
repurposing along the border: “To separate the act from the thing. As if 
the parts of some moment in history might be interchangeable with the 
parts of some other moment” ( No Country , 57). Whereas for McCarthy 
the representation of border violence oscillates between philosophical 
fullness and emptiness, for Winslow the violence resides in what Thomas 
Pynchon once called capitalism’s “extended capacity for convolution” 
(33). In  The Power of the Dog  this means the way the market transforms 
former Cold War veterans into dealers in foreign drugs and arms, and 
foreign drug lords into paragons of free market ideology and advocates 
of Reaganomics. The Barrera Cartel begins to offer drastic tax reductions 
to transport the product of emerging “entrepreneurs” in the drug trade, 
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thereby becoming the parodic fulfi llment of the so-called Reagan revo-
lution: “They could make more money by lowering taxes than by rais-
ing them because the lower taxes allowed more entrepreneurs to come 
into the business and make more money and pay more taxes” (309). The 
Southern Border becomes a kind of anamorphic mirror in which the inter-
nal contradictions of American ideology suddenly appear in the midst of a 
refl ection of supply-side economic theory. 

 While the liberalization of trade makes the distinction between Cold 
War free-market ideologues and illegal drug dealers appear like the narcis-
sism of minor differences, Winslow is nonetheless keen to demonstrate 
how the US geopolitical agenda often confl icts directly with the geoeco-
nomic imperatives it presumes to support with free trade across the border 
zone. In the fi ght against communism, covert US interests are served by 
colluding with both the drug cartels and the Mafi a to open the borders 
to trade, so ‘free’ that it contravenes both national and international law. 
“It’s the old Cuba-Miami-Mafi a drug connection, Art realizes, hooked up 
and fl ying coke from Colombia to Central America to Mexico to Mafi a 
dealers in the USA. And the Mafi a pays in armaments, which go to the 
Contras” (173). At the same time, however, the unregulated circulation 
of illicit goods across the border can run directly counter to those same 
covert anticommunist ambitions. When market contingencies compel the 
Barrera cartel to seek a supply arrangement with the FARQ guerrillas in 
Colombia, cartel leader Adán Barrera produces a deal that is effectively 
an inverted refl ection of Iran-Contra: he negotiates to import Chinese- 
made weapons to the FARQ in exchange for cocaine to be shipped to 
the USA. “Adán likes the cycle: American dollars to China for guns, guns 
to Colombia for cocaine, cocaine to the USA for American dollars…” 
(416). The capitalist capacity for convolution thus spins in very different 
directions, and the novel reserves its most coruscating irony for how little 
control the covert US ideologues ultimately have over that movement 
despite the seeming omnipotence of their countersubversive operations. 8  
When the strategic alliance with the Barrera cartel outlives its usefulness 
in the “ground war against communist guerillas” (492), Cold War opera-
tors like Hobbs believe they can simply “trade Barrera as part of the deal 
for NAFTA” (248)—the end of illegal trade in exchange for legal trade 
agreements with Mexico. At that point, however, the cartel is a “verti-
cally integrated polydrug operation” whose “fi nal mechanisms are fully 
enmeshed with those of Mexico’s wealthiest and most powerful business 
concerns” (418). 
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 But if Winslow holds up a mirror up to US involvement in the Southern 
border crime scene,  The Power of the Dog  also reveals the lengths it will go 
to obscure that refl ection. At one point in the novel, while Mexican  fede-
rales  torture a suspect, “The DEA men are sitting outside, waiting for him 
to produce. They just want their information; they don’t want to know 
the process that produces it” (40). Here is a scene of what might per-
versely be called “ordinary rendition” to distinguish it superfi cially from 
the ‘extraordinary’ practices employed in the “war on terror” with which 
it clearly dovetails in Winslow’s novel. Plausible deniability is the offi cial 
name for this strategy of disavowal made famous in the Iran-Contra scan-
dal, and Winslow demonstrates how this fantasy of non-complicity struc-
tures the covert action of American ideology from the Vietnam War to 
the present war on terror. Once again, the CIA operative Hobbs explains 
this inverted world of realpolitik to Keller through the exemplary case of 
Reagan: “He doesn’t know any of the details, of course. He simply ordered 
us to reverse the tide in Central America and overthrow the Sandinistas 
by  whatever means necessary ” (177). In order to distribute political risk 
for extra-legal activity, a tiered system of consensual ignorance becomes 
a diplomatic virtue. But a Mexican lieutenant who stands in for the DEA 
men puts the point more bluntly: “The Americans do not like to see how 
sausages are made” (40). 

 The lieutenant’s metaphor may be extended to the politics of liter-
ary representation as well. McCarthy’s style takes exception to this tour 
through the processing plant of evil even as it displays those products to 
maximal effect. But the “evil” of the Southern border crime scene cannot 
be rarifi ed by literary style into a force, either elemental or demonic, when 
horrifi c violence is itself the byproduct of a vast confl uence of commercial 
and ideological activities. With its frenetic pacing and jump-cuts between 
different spatio-temporal locations and points of view, Winslow’s novel 
aims to reveal every aspect of this production. The younger Adán Barrera 
is himself one of the victims in the aforementioned scene of  federale  
 torture, only we are given to understand that he is (at this point) a rela-
tively affl uent bystander swept up along with many innocent  campesinos  
in the indiscriminate net of the drug war. Winslow sympathetically repre-
sents Adán’s entry into the drug-traffi cking business under the tutelage 
of his uncle, at least in part, as a concession to the non-neutrality of this 
violence. “In America, everything is about systems,” Tío Barrera observes, 
“In Mexico, everything is about personal relationships” (30). However 
schematic this observation about cultural difference may be, Winslow 
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demonstrates how Southern border violence continually draws the per-
sonal and systemic together in a way wholly unimaginable to the limited 
and localized morality of Sheriff Bell. Lives seemingly peripheral to the 
illicit economy of the border zone get pulled into its orbit: a skilled Irish 
gunman working for the mafi a in Hell’s Kitchen gets conscripted into the 
paramilitary war against Colombian leftists; a beautiful California teen-
ager gets transformed into a “courtesan” for drug lords and then into the 
state’s key witness against them (88). The shifting affi liations and commit-
ments of Winslow’s gallery of characters destabilize any political morality 
that might be derived from a unilateral point of view on the social mean-
ing of the border violence. 

 With far less sympathy than Winslow shows for these characters drawn 
into the confl ict,  The Power of the Dog  exposes how the very law enforce-
ment agencies and personnel devoted to fi ghting the “war on drugs” are 
nonetheless essential to the economic success of the illicit drug-traffi cking 
business. As Adán makes plain:

  [T]hat is what the Americans simply cannot seem to understand—that all 
they do is drive up the price and make us rich. Without them, any  bobo  with 
an old truck or a leaky boat with an outboard motor could run drugs into 
El Norte. And then the price would not be worth the effort. But as it is, it 
takes millions of dollars to move the drugs, and the prices are accordingly 
sky-high. The Americans take a product that literally grows on trees and 
turn it into a valuable commodity. (307) 

 By the inverse rationale of the market, Keller’s success in the fi ghting 
the war on drugs is the precise index of his failure. Keller himself becomes 
commoditized by the very business he would presume to shut down since, 
as the drug dealer avers, “Keller is himself another product because I make 
millions selling protection against him” (307). The Sinaloan drug-deal-
ers in Winslow’s novel come to the same realization about the Southern 
 border zone that theorists, such as Henri Lefebvre and David Harvey 
argue concerning space in general: far from a Euclidean void to be fi lled—
as with McCarthy’s metaphysical niceties—the space of the Southern bor-
der zone is part and parcel of the social practices that constitute it. “You 
have to give the Sinaloans credit,” Winslow writes, “Somewhere along 
the line they fi gured out that their real product isn’t drugs, it’s the two-
thousand mile border they share with the USA, and their ability to move 
contraband across it” (103). The Southern border zone is also a product 
of that ceaseless traffi c.  The scene of the crime is the crime.  
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 Of course, the very fact that the US–Mexico border names an indeter-
minate transactional zone of licit and illicit exchange comes into confl ict 
with its other meaning as the line marking the boundary of the state’s 
jurisdiction. When Keller fi nds himself hamstrung by the limits of his legal 
authority to prosecute the foreign nationals responsible for the death of 
one of his agents, he relies on the same porosity of the border zone to 
illegally extradite those responsible. In another instance of ironic refl ec-
tion between state agents and drug traffi ckers, Keller literally smuggles 
one of the culprits across the border and into the USA, “just starts yank-
ing him through a hole in the fence” (238) so that he can stand trial 
for his crime on American soil. In Winslow’s suturing of foreground and 
background, the personal is the geopolitical when even the putative rep-
resentative of US national security apparatus proves willing to exploit the 
permeability of the southern border crime scene in pursuit of his own 
vendetta. The extraordinary rendition of several other suspects, including 
a Honduran whose kidnapping sets off an international incident in which 
the US embassy is burned, completes Keller’s cynical complicity with the 
covert national operations to which he once stood opposed. Lying under 
oath, he conceals his knowledge of the “Contras’ arms-for-drugs dealing” 
(244) as long as he has a free hand and state resources to pursue his own 
rogue desire for revenge. 

 While Winslow does not refuse the consolation of a conventional plot 
resolution in  The Power of the Dog —Keller catches his drug kingpin—the 
endless convolution of the plotting through the Southern border zone 
makes the meaning of that resolution highly ambivalent. Keller admits 
that Adán’s imprisonment has done nothing to diminish the volume of the 
drug trade and Keller himself ends the novel passed from safe house to safe 
house between “seemingly endless” rounds of testimony (541). His move-
ments—like everything else in Winslow’s novel: men, material, US geopo-
litical history—are geared in time to the logic of free-market  capitalism in 
and through the Southern border zone. A powerful analogy nonetheless 
persists between the acquisitive instinct of McCarthy’s Judge—to draw all 
things into the ledger of his sovereignty—and the transformative power 
of globalized capitalism in the border zone to draw all things into the 
circuit of extra-legal commodity exchange. Indeed, we might think of 
the southern border of Winslow’s novel as a passage in that black book: 
bodies and material subject to ideological incorporation, power-transfer, 
objectifi cation, and murder. 9  As both McCarthy and Winslow’s works so 
capably attest, however, fantasy structures our access to the crime scene 
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itself. What we are able to see is, as much a matter of how the politics of 
representation limit and frame perspective, as it is of celebrating the cross- 
cultural contacts that potentially enlarge and globalize that point of view. 
The ceaseless movement Winslow refuses to bring to rest between fi gure 
and ground, between the crime and the scene of the crime, becomes at 
last a kind of moving mirror capable of catching the image of American 
capitalism as it fl ashes up in a moment of endless wasted convolution.    

  NOTES 
1.    See Adams’  Continental Divides  and Fox.  
2.    See Berlant.  
3.    See Woodward. As McCarthy himself puts it in the same interview: “There’s 

no such thing as life without bloodshed. I think the notion that the species 
can be improved in some way, that everyone could live in harmony, is a really 
dangerous idea. Those who are affl icted with this notion are the fi rst ones to 
give up their souls, their freedom. Your desire that it be that way will enslave 
you and make your life vacuous.”  

4.    See Cant for a book-length study of this connection.  
5.    See Fluck for a cautionary diagnosis of the transnational turn in American 

studies.  
6.    We should not forget that his employers call him a “loose cannon” (140), 

which suggests a less-than-ideal employee. Also, we are given a more trac-
table professional in the fi gure of Wells—who is quite successful by all stan-
dards except the one that matters most to the novel, namely, his confrontation 
with Chigurh.  

7.    In his short book  Violence , Slavoj Žižek makes a similar distinction between 
“subjective” and “objective” forms of violence. The explosive and often 
highly visible character of the former has the contradictory effect of conceal-
ing the systemic character of the latter.  

8.    For an insightful reading of how Winslow’s novel demonstrates the limits of 
US sovereignty, see Pepper.  

9.    One such ledger of the crimes of global capitalism has, in fact, been pub-
lished. See Perrault.    
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      True-Crime, Crime Fiction, and Journalism 
in Mexico                     

     Persephone     Braham    

      Two themes dominate crime writing in twenty-fi rst century Mexico: the 
narcocartels, and the “unsolved” murders of women in Ciudad Juárez. 
From the Dirty War to the narco war, Mexico has been in the grip of an 
ongoing series of mass murders, and by now, neither the state, nor its 
press, is in control of any coherent discourse as to the state of the nation. 
Journalism under the narco-regime is reduced to a  nota roja , “an exten-
sive compilation of anecdotes about violence” (Baltazar and Pastrana, 64) 
that evades attributions of causality and culpability. Mexico’s politicians 
routinely accuse journalists of encouraging violence by reporting it. At 
the same time, the “narco”—a rubric containing many registers of iden-
tity—publishes its narrative explicitly and ever more creatively through 
texts and human bodies, terrorizing and co-opting the news media. In 
this environment the boundaries between journalism,  nota roja , and crime 
fi ction are in an unprecedented state of semantic degradation. An analysis 
of the intersections among crime novels, true-crime chronicles, the tabloid 
and mainstream press, and narco texts illuminates some of the mechanisms 
underlying the crisis. 

        P.   Braham      ( ) 
  Foreign Languages and Literatures ,  University of Delaware ,   30 East Main Street, 
Jastak-Burgess Hall ,  Newark ,  DE   19716 ,  USA    



 Those who lament that narcoviolence has changed the news to  nota roja  
do not always acknowledge the long-term complicity of the mainstream 
press in constructing the lurid narrative of “el narco” and “las muertas” 
using a language that casts both criminals and victims as unknowable, 
ubiquitous, and inevitable. Against such nominalization, the narco traf-
fi ckers increasingly self-publish through artistically arranged body-dumps 
and narco messages. They advertise, tell stories, enact dialogues, and run 
red herrings directed at the government, the public, and each other. As 
their dynamism, graphic sophistication, and narrative complexity develop, 
major outlets, such as  El País  and the BBC, translate and republish them 
for international audiences. Newer publications and news aggregators, 
such as Gawker.com and  Vice  Media, have praised the  nota roja  in par-
ticular for its humble origins and for its uncompromising presentation of 
graphic images of obscene violence. From its origins in print, the  nota roja  
has become wildly popular among online outlets. 

 Traditional journalism in Mexico is increasingly distressed. During the 
two decades preceding the election of President Enrique Peña Nieto in 
2012, the media lost much of the economic support they had enjoyed 
from the long-ruling PRI (Shir, 41). In addition, the Mexican government 
has consistently exercised strict control over reporting news of the drug 
wars, and has periodically banned broadcast of “true-crime” texts like the 
 narcocorridos , Mexico’s popular drug ballads. In 2011, major news outlets 
signed an agreement not to glorify narcos in their reporting (Gutiérrez). 
Journalists protest that they simply represent actual events. As one critic 
wrote in the prominent Mexico City newspaper  La Jornada :

  México se ha convertido en un país de nota roja. No es asunto de percep-
ción. Es una cuestión de hechos. La violencia se ha extendido hasta niveles 
inusitados y atraviesa todos los sectores sociales. Hampa, política y mundo 
empresarial se han entremezclado de manera espectacular … son realidades, 
no invenciones mediáticas. Como lo son, con toda su elocuencia dramática, 
los cadáveres colgados en un puente en Cuernavaca; las cabezas cercenadas 
que regularmente aparecen en Guerrero y otros lugares del país; las narco-
mantas; la ejecución de cantantes famosos a los que se relaciona con cárteles 
de la droga; el asesinato de 16 muchachos en una fi esta en Ciudad Juárez, o 
la muerte de estudiantes del Tec de Monterrey. 

 [Mexico has become a country of  nota roja . This is not a matter of percep-
tion. It is a question of facts. Violence has spread to unbelievable levels 
and permeates all social sectors. Organized crime, politics, and the  business 
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world have intermingled in a spectacular manner…these are realities, not 
media inventions. As they are, with all their dramatic eloquence, the cadav-
ers suspended from a bridge in Cuernavaca; the cut-off heads that regu-
larly appear in Guerrero and other places in the country; the execution of 
famous singers who may be related to the drug cartels; the assassination of 
sixteen young men at a party in Ciudad Juárez, or the death of the Tec del 
Monterrey students]. (Hernández Navarro) 

 At the same time, crime writing in Mexico has acquired a particular 
urgency, as evidenced by the proliferation of texts by journalists, fi ction 
writers, and the narcos themselves. The nexus among these texts is the 
true-crime genre, which brings literary technique to the journalistic fact- 
fi nding endeavor. Mark Seltzer, a scholar of true-crime literature, writes 
that:

  True-crime is crime fact that reads like, or looks like, crime fi ction…True- 
crime maps that vague and shifting region between real and fi ctional reality 
where mass belief resides. Thus, the known world of true-crime—the world 
as the scene of the crime—is bound up through and through with the reality 
of the mass media. (Seltzer, 11) 

   Serious journalists and others who engage in true-crime investigation 
have traditionally derided the  nota roja . It uses incendiary headlines and 
extraordinarily gruesome photographs, and puts little value on truth- 
seeking. Among crime tabloids  Alarma!  a.k.a.  El Nuevo Alarma!  and 
 AlarmaRevista!  has been particularly reviled as appealing only to the sub-
literate, as for instance, by Daniel Hallin:

  México tiene asimismo semanales sensacionalistas como  ¡Alarma! , el cual 
ofrece un tipo de violencia obscena, como historias sobre atentados y, sobre 
todo, impactantes fotografías de cuerpos que han sido víctimas de accidentes 
o crímenes. La audiencia de estas publicaciones está constituida por varones 
de clase trabajadora, pese a que este grupo no es un fuerte consumidor de 
prensa escrita en México. 

 [Mexico also has sensationalist weeklies like  ¡Alarma! , which offers a kind 
of obscene violence, such as stories about assaults and, above all, shocking 
photographs of bodies that have been the victims of accidents or crimes. The 
readership of these publications is made up of men of the working class, in 
spite of the fact that this group is not a great consumer of the print news in 
Mexico]. (Hallin) 
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   On the other hand, serious journalists have not always acknowledged 
their own complicity in constructing the narrative of mayhem. Much of 
the reporting on “el narco” and “las muertas” is presented as an accumu-
lation of empty linguistic commonplaces. Ignacio Corona terms this “an 
editorial politics of non-knowing,” in which “the news coverage spreads 
a discursive network over the ‘factual gap’ of the events” (106). Such 
reports parrot the offi cial story with little investigative critique, and head-
lines syntactically imply agency and intention without specifi city: “Matan a 
uno a golpes…Irrumpen en convivio y tirotean a pareja… Arrojan cadáver 
en la colonia Lino Vargas…Matan a menor de varias cuchilladas…Lo eje-
cutan en la colonia Del Carmen…A puñaladas matan adolescente…Siguen 
abusos,” and so on. The unnamed “ellos” of these constructions puts the 
focus on detailed descriptions of crime’s effects, rather than its agents. 

 This textual ambiguity is, perhaps, understandable given the violence 
and coercion to which the press has been subjected. The long-ruling PRI 
exercised a comprehensive program of bribery and censorship of print 
and broadcast media that began to unravel in the mid-nineties as they 
battled scandal, internecine power struggles, and the crushing economic 
crisis that followed the excesses of Carlos Salinas de Gortari’s  sexenio . As 
centralized party control and patronage structures deteriorated, cartel 
power became ever more entrenched in the economic and political fabric. 
Hundreds of journalists, their family members, and media organizations 
have been attacked since 2006, when war was declared against the cartels 
by then-president Felipe Calderón. Cartel violence throughout Mexico 
has escalated steadily, with approximately 80,000 deaths attributed to the 
drug war since 2006 (al-Gharbi).  Reporters without Borders  states that 
“Mexico’s violence, which has grown exponentially…targets journalists 
who dare to cover drug traffi cking, corruption (and) organized crime’s 
infi ltration of local and federal government” (Hastings). Against this 
threat, the news media fi nd themselves in what can only be described as a 
state of total hermeneutical anomie. Even self-censorship is problematic: 
when in 2010 a photographer for  el Diario de Juárez  was killed, the paper 
published an astonishing editorial entitled “What do you want from us?” 
literally asking the criminal organizations for guidance (“¿Qué quieren?”). 

 In contrast, electronic media are cheap, accessible, and instantaneous. 
They provide a fi rst layer of anonymity for bloggers like “Lucy,” the 
young woman purportedly behind  El Blog del Narco , and others who 
republish narco-related news. Outlets like  La Policíaca  and  Época vio-
lenta , propagated via blog, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook, are some-
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times  characterized as stepping altruistically into a perilous void, taking 
up the fl ag left by their fallen brethren of the print era (Hastings). Some 
have accused the bloggers of simply cribbing electronic news items from 
traditional media, especially local outlets (Cedillo). Citizen-journalists 
on Twitter, such as “Felina” at hashtag # ReynosaFollow, who publish 
extremely local, crowdsourced information on criminal activity, appear to 
offer another possible route around censorship, but they are also vulner-
able to harassment and violence, as demonstrated by Felina’s presumed 
assassination by the cartels in October 2014 (Diehn). 

 Many of the new online outlets owe their basic vision, aesthetic, and 
 raison d’etre  to  Alarma!,  the king of Mexican tabloids . Alarma!  employed 
a litany of neologisms referring to ignominious death—“desbarrancado,” 
“macheteado,” “encolchado”—which might also describe the condi-
tion of the average Mexican under various predatory  sexenios. Alarma !’s 
ragged yellow title was a call to witness, and its terse verdicts in red or yel-
low outlined type, in idiosyncratic formulations such as “violola, matola 
y enterrola,” conveyed moral indignation within a plot line anyone could 
follow. At the height of its popularity  Alarma!  had a distribution of 2.5 
million (Curtis). However, after a short period as an online publication, 
the tabloid folded in spring 2014, followed shortly by the death of its 
editor. 

 Miguel Ángel Rodríguez Vázquez, the longtime editor of  Nuevo 
Alarma!  and  Revista Alarma! , was proud of its esthetic, and even saw it 
as a force for good. By publishing unretouched, often imperfect, photos of 
unspeakable gore and mayhem, he felt,  Alarma!  registered “el saldo rojo 
de la imprudencia” [“the red accounting for imprudence”]. At the same 
time, the cadavers of  Alarma ! spoke to a basic human need; as Rodríguez 
put it, “El interés de la gente por la desgracia ajena se debe principalmente 
a dos cosas: al morbo natural que los humanos tienen por lo grotesco y lo 
prohibido, y porque sirve como un aliciente para los jodidos” [the peo-
ple’s interest in others’ misfortunes comes from two causes: natural human 
attraction towards the grotesque and the forbidden, and because it serves 
as inspiration for the downtrodden”] (quoted in Aguilar).  Alarma! ’s edi-
torial stance subtly externalized the ‘imprudent’ victims of crime as deni-
zens of ‘prohibited’ territory outside the social fabric. 

  Alarma!  made its fortune on the spectacular Poquianchis mass mur-
der case in the early 1960s, when it also acquired its dripping logo with 
exclamation point. As J.M. Servín of  Nexos  observes,  Alarma!  served as 
“testigo ocular de buena parte de la historia del crimen en México del 
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siglo XX hasta nuestros días” and “registro de nuestra resistencia o impo-
sibilidad de alcanzar la Modernidad por vías civilizadas” [eyewitness to a 
good part of the history of crime in Mexico from the twentieth century to 
our time” and “a testament to our resistance or the impossibility of achiev-
ing Modernity through civilized means”] (94). Servín asserts that the  nota 
roja  as represented by  Alarma!  is the dominant metanarrative of Mexican 
literature since the 1940s:

  En los últimos treinta años, al menos, mucha de la fi cción más representa-
tiva de este país se ha dedicado a adaptar, no siempre con éxito, el registro 
cotidiano de la nota roja (lenguaje, personajes, escenarios) en un intento de 
convertirlo en relato literario de alto nivel. La muerte intempestiva, reem-
plazable por otra en el día con día del reporte necrológico, reemplazada por 
otra, por la “Gran Muerte” de la literatura que gana premios y prestigios. 

 [In the last thirty years, at least, the fi ction most representative of this coun-
try has been dedicated to adapting, not always successfully, the common 
register of the  nota roja  (language, characters, settings) in an attempt to 
convert it into high-quality literary narrative. Untimely death, replaceable 
by another in the day-to-day death notices, replaced by another, by the 
“Great Death” of the literature that wins prizes and prestige.] 

 Servín also notes the increased popularity of  Alarma!  among “artistas 
y escritores de la época de la gadget” (electronic outlets) who fetishize the 
tabloid as an authentic and virtually unmediated source:

  [Es] considerada como un fanzine entre los círculos bohemios urbanos 
“alternativos” (de algún modo hay que llamarles), y también referente 
obligado para las nuevas generaciones de escritores y artistas pop, pero sigue 
siendo además el testigo infatigable y hasta cierto punto naif … que sorte-
ando la censura y el menosprecio de la sociedad modosa y culta, se sumerge 
como nadie en el infi erno de la vida cotidiana en México. 

 [It is considered a fanzine in “alternative” urban bohemian circles (you have 
to call them something), and also as an obligatory source for the new gener-
ations of writers and pop artists, because it continues to be an indefatigable 
and up to a point  naif  witness…which, skirting the censure and contempt 
of fashionable and educated society, submerges itself like no one else in the 
daily life of Mexico]. (94) 

  Alarma!  and its offspring sell a kitsch image of Mexico to interna-
tional audiences as well. As the narco war was heating up in 2008, the US 
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 publication  Vice  ran a series of pieces on  Alarma! , describing it as “Mexico 
City’s best crime tabloid.” Under the subhead “a sick paper for a sick 
war,” Bryan Curtis of the  Daily Beast  profi led it in 2010 as it “Mexico’s 
most shameless tabloid.” In 2012 A. J. Daulerio, then editor of  Gawker.
com , became “fascinated with Alarma’s approach to the crisis” of narco- 
related violence and published a six-month series of illustrated reports 
from  Alarma! ’s editor, modifi ed only with the addition of censor-strips to 
the victims’ faces. Daulerio explained, “I admired Alarma’s way of using 
the imagery and BOLD HED approach to present their truth: no think 
pieces, no sugarcoating, it forced you to look at things you'd most likely 
look away from.” Today, even high-end Mexican outlets like  Proceso  adopt 
 Alarma! ’s graphic style to make a political statement. 

 The impact and reach of the  nota roja , particularly  Alarma! , can be 
appreciated, not only in today’s journalism, but also in literary and true- 
crime texts. Jorge Ibargüengoitia’s novel  Las muertas  ( The Dead Girls , 
1977) is Mexico’s fi rst “true-crime” novel. It satirizes tabloid coverage of 
a series of murders of prostitutes carried out in Guanajuato in the 1950s 
and 1960s, and deftly captures the landscape of the pseudo-real created 
in the tabloid media. The continuing “mystery” surrounding mass mur-
ders in Mexico (whether of students in Tlatelolco, or Ayotzinapa, women 
in Ciudad Juárez, or narcos in Culiacán), invites a nuanced scrutiny of 
the numerous registers of discursive intervention deployed in the effort 
to represent and elucidate crime. Juárez in particular has provoked a 
startling number of journalistic and literary interpretations, which have 
converged most recently around the theme of transnational capitalism. 
Sergio González Rodríguez, a culture reporter for the Mexico City daily 
 Reforma , used  Las muertas  as a literary model for his chronicle of the 
Juárez murders, published as  Huesos en el desierto  in 2002, and revisited in 
 The Femicide Machine  (2012). Roberto Bolaño’s 2004 novel,  2666,  also 
deals with the Juárez murders, and includes as a fi ctional character “the 
Mexico City culture reporter Sergio González Rodríguez.” 

 As Ibargüengoitia noted, the true-crime project exemplifi ed by Truman 
Capote’s  In Cold Blood  (1965) demands rigorous journalistic research and 
moral probing, whereas he invented his characters based on  nota roja  cov-
erage by  Alarma!  embellished with observably corrupt forensic records 
(García Flores, 203). In the novel, a new governor closes the bordellos in 
“Plan de Abajo,” thereby breaking the ties of mutual support and obliga-
tion between the madams, the police, and the bureaucrats of the state. 
The madams, awaiting better days, lock up the prostitutes, who eventually 
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become rebellious and initiate a series of grotesque and half-baked aggres-
sions. In contrast to the demonic representation of the madams in the 
press, the deaths occur more from an absurd lack of imagination than from 
malice. The women kill one of their colleagues with hot irons while trying 
to cure her of a mysterious paralysis. Another gets shoved into a latrine, 
but turns out to be too fat to fi t through the opening. One is beaten to 
death with high heels, and two more die by falling through a balcony 
while fi ghting over the gold teeth of yet another dead girl. With money 
scarce, the madams begin to slowly starve their employees. Two are shot 
trying to escape. When a local policeman literally trips over the body of 
one of the dead girls, the Poquianchis are arrested and the tabloids go 
to town. Amid haphazard reporting of claims by the various victims and 
witnesses, journalistic truth-seeking gives way to misrepresentation, dehu-
manization, and a complete abdication of the duty to organized narrative. 
This crime is compounded and travestied by the windy rhetoric of local 
politicians and the media frenzy that greet its discovery. 

 The real Poquianchis, Delfi na and María de Jesús González Valenzuela, 
were demonized in the  nota roja  and sentenced to forty years in prison for 
their crimes; none of their numerous male sponsors, patrons, or collabora-
tors was ever punished. Ibargüengoitia alludes to this systemic elision by 
describing in an “appendix” the account book kept by one of the madams, 
with a list of client debts that includes all the most respectable members of 
local society, and a record of daily, weekly, and monthly payments to the 
police, mayor, and local judge. As an index of the  nota roja’s  disregard for 
particulars, he also reproduces  Alarma! ’s photo of the victims (published 
in the tabloid in 1964 with no descriptive information, see Morales) under 
the semantically vacant title “La foto,” reversed, with the faces erased, and 
a key so miscellaneous that it becomes illegible. Ibargüengoitia’s critique 
erases the putative barriers between fi ction and true-crime narrative based 
on reporting, interviews, and other evidence, and, in doing so, it reveals 
the pitfalls of both the hypocritical  nota roja  and the true-crime genre, 
when ‘just the facts’ gives way to interpretive aspiration. 

 The author of true-crime narrative  Huesos en el desierto , Sergio González 
Rodríguez equates the mass murders of women in Ciudad Juárez to the 
Poquianchis case ( Huesos , 16). The fi rst Juárez murders came to light 
in 1993, the same year a major Sinaloa cartel moved its operation there 
and just before NAFTA came into force. In a climate of speculative and 
contradictory reports (offi cial and unoffi cial), false arrests, systematically 
misplaced documents, botched or disregarded evidence, violence,  bribery, 
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blatant obfuscation, and sensationalized media treatment, only about 
twenty percent of some 400–600 cases have been solved (Lemaitre, 183). 
González has often stated that he was drawn to the Juárez story more 
out of literary than investigative motives: in particular the opportunity to 
chronicle a serial murder on the Mexican side of the border ( La inocen-
cia ). His rubric for the case, “las muertas sin fi n de Ciudad Juárez” ( Las 
muertas ), unites Ibargúengoitia’s title with that of the 1939 poem by José 
Gorostiza,  Muerte sin fi n  [ Death Without End ] a touchstone of Mexican 
literature and the discourse of “the Great Death” described by Servín. 
González clearly signals his literary ambition, and throughout  Huesos,  he 
tries out various genre paradigms whose exoticism exceeds the available 
data. 

 Journalistic and literary theories surrounding the killings were, from the 
beginning, markedly collaborative and international in nature, and indeed, 
various authors have been accused of plagiarizing each other. As many of 
the victims worked in the multinational factories or  maquiladoras , they 
came to be perceived as fodder for (or waste products of) the “machine” 
of globalization. Indeed, noted critic and Juárez native Osvaldo Zavala 
argues that Juárez itself is the construction of an international imagination 
caught up in the events of the time: “el hecho es que Ciudad Juárez, o por 
lo menos su versión contemporánea, apareció en el horizonte de refl exión 
académica y periodística global a mediados de la década de 1990” [the 
fact is that Ciudad Juárez, at least its contemporary version, appeared on 
the horizon of global academic and journalistic consciousness in the mid- 
1990s] (Zavala). For Zavala, Charles Bowden’s 1996 article “While You 
Were Sleeping” and successive collaborations with photographer Julián 
Cardona brought attention on both sides of the border to a previously 
unrecognized reality. The women activists who are working for justice 
in Juárez are, ironically, problematized by the very discourse their activ-
ism has generated. Melissa Wright highlights the disagreement between 
elite activists who contextualize the murders within global capitalism, and 
the apolitical “mother-activists” who derive their agency (like the moth-
ers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina) from patriarchal notions of the 
self-abnegating mother, and whose testimony becomes in this context a 
“commodity-sign” (Baudrillard) to be appropriated by those with greater 
access to international markets. Along with other major US and Mexican 
writers and Amnesty International, Jane Fonda, Minnie Driver, Jennifer 
Lopez, and Antonio Banderas have all shared in the transnational, transac-
tional narrative of Juárez. 

TRUE-CRIME, CRIME FICTION, AND JOURNALISM IN MEXICO 127



 González’s  Huesos en el desierto  was shaped by the existing literature, 
including DF journalist Isabel Arvide’s 1996  Muerte en Juárez , as well as 
perspectives advanced by Diana Washington Valdez of the  El Paso Times , 
who has been characterized rather cynically as creating the “femicide busi-
ness” (Powell, 188). González has been criticized for his over-reliance on 
US sources, and paradigms such as the serial killer and  femicide , a term/
concept coined by UK criminologist Jill Radford and South African jour-
nalist Diana Russell in 1992. Following Diana Washington Valdez of the 
 El Paso Times  and Robert K. Ressler, an FBI profi ler and consultant on 
Jonathan Demme’s  The Silence of the Lambs  (1991), González asserts in 
 Huesos  that two narco serial assassins are responsible for over 100 murders 
in ritual satanic orgies, or in the making of snuff fi lms. As true-crime, this 
is a dead-end approach, given the killers’ evidently total inaccessibility to 
the reporter. The insistence on the serial killer paradigm also competes 
with González’s detailed observance of the haphazard forensic process, 
the poor quality of the photographic and other evidence, and the impro-
vised claims of rape and idiosyncratic mutilation propagated in the press. 
Dialogue supposedly taken from offi cial reports, or the local press, is 
stilted and formulaic, which problematizes the investigative integrity of 
the project. However,  Huesos en el desierto  made González famous across 
the border, and his book is among the most widely cited on the topic. The 
book’s fi nal chapter lists all the victims, with their age, profession, hair and 
skin color, build, clothing, and date and location of the body’s discovery. 
 Huesos  is the foundation for Bolaño’s fi ctional interpretation of the mur-
ders, which, like Ibargüengoitia’s in the Poquianchis case, subtly critiques 
the ambitions and methodologies behind the true-crime narrative while 
exposing its syntactical relativism. 

 The fourth part of Roberto Bolaño’s massive novel  2666  entitled “La 
parte sobre los crímenes” [The Part about the Crimes] describes 110 
women found murdered in Ciudad Juárez between 1993 and 1997. 
According to González, Bolaño consulted with him at length about the 
details of the crimes, and Bolaño includes a character, “Mexico City cul-
tural reporter Sergio González Rodríguez,” who investigates the crimes 
early on. The segment opens with a dead girl, and the passage of time is 
marked by women’s bodies, which are accidentally found, over and over 
again, in abandoned lots, dumps, and ditches around the city. Most show 
similar signs of rape, strangulation, tied hands and feet, and multiple stab 
wounds, which are described with monotonous forensic detachment. The 
sameness of the crimes is established by the repetition of certain phrases 
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describing the victims (such as “strangled, vaginally and anally raped”), 
but as in  Huesos en el desierto,  their individuality is also asserted through 
rigorous reporting of the details within this formula: their names (if 
known), the exact location of their bodies; their clothing, hair, height; and 
the circumstances, if known, of their disappearance. Bolaño also writes 
the trajectory of each investigation: a litany of lost evidence, disappearing 
suspects, red herrings, and false arrests, many leading to dismissal for lack 
of evidence. Slight differences within this syntactically rendered totalizing 
pattern appear to suggest a serial crime: however, by midpoint we are cer-
tain the criminal is corporate, not individual in nature, as numerous deaths 
attributed to “crimes of passion” or “domestic violence” that differ from 
the apparent serial killings ultimately become incorporated into an overall 
logic of mass violence against women. Bolaño bombards the reader with 
the graphic litany of female bodies within a rhetorically simple, but sugges-
tive chronological specifi city that implies both inevitability and causality—
“the fi rst dead woman of May”/“there were no other deaths of women 
in May”/“The last dead woman to be discovered in June 1993”/“there 
were no more deaths in July. Not in August either”…and so on, to “The 
last case of 1997 was fairly similar to the second to last, except that the 
bag containing the body wasn’t found on the western edge of the city, 
but on the eastern edge.” The details of the investigations are deceptively 
specifi c, creating an increasingly nominal and relativistic representation of 
forensic energy. In like fashion, the offi cials and other fi gures around the 
case are only nominally individualized: Don Pedro Negrete, the chief of 
the Santa Teresa police, is the twin brother of the University rector, Don 
Pablo Negrete. Don Pedro Rengifo is the local  capo , and friend of Pedro 
Negrete. The names create a sense of semantic unity that clearly spells out 
the corporate and institutional origin of the crimes, re-centering the narco 
within the state, rather than as a savage outside force. The token ethical 
policeman is called Lalo Cura ( la locura , or craziness). 

 Bolaño closes the segments on the murders with oddly intimate nota-
tions of each case’s un-disposition: “A black orderly, who had moved north 
from Veracruz years ago, put the body away in a freezer”/“There was no 
autopsy, in deference to the family, and the ballistic analysis, which was 
never made public, was later lost for good somewhere in transit between 
the courts of Santa Teresa and Hermosillo”/“his efforts were unsuccess-
ful, and the case was soon closed”/“to all intents and purposes, the case 
was closed”/“Both this case and the previous case were closed after three 
days of generally halfhearted investigations.” 
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  2666  situates the Juárez murders within an international theater of 
state-authored genocide such as the Holocaust, Stalin’s purges, and the 
Pinochet dictatorship. When one character attributes the murders to the 
supposed Mexican fascination with death (or the “Great Death”), another 
snaps, “Deje de hablar como si fuera un guía turístico […] Estoy harta de 
los mexicanos que hablan y se comportan como si todo esto fuera  Pedro 
Páramo ” (779) [“Stop talking like a tour guide…I’m sick of Mexicans 
who talk and act as if this is all  Pedro Páramo ” (624)]. The character 
Sergio González is “an arts writer, not a crime reporter,” a writer of unread 
articles about unread books. Hapless and inchoate, he is unable to fully 
grasp the blindingly obvious cause of the murders. The last we see of him 
the congresswoman Esquivel is demanding, somewhat contemptuously, 
that he pursue the Juárez case: “You published a so-called political novel 
in which all you do is toss around unfounded accusations, and nothing 
happened to you, did it?” (632). (Esquivel is based on Isabel Arvide, a DF 
based journalist who was the fi rst to denounce the Juárez crimes in 1996.) 

 In an interview, the real Sergio González acknowledges the nominalism 
of the offi cial and periodical reports he reproduces as investigative journal-
ism in  Huesos , following the modus operandi of the true crime genre, and 
notes that “all the victims are circumstantial, but that tells us nothing, and 
on the contrary, obscures the facts” (González and García Bonilla). By 
contrast, Bolaño’s aesthetic, fi ctional text is, like  Las muertas , free of jour-
nalistic intent. It is therefore more ruthless in its scrutiny and reifi cation of 
this nominalism: the whos and whys of the case are never denounced, and 
at the same time made perfectly known. 

  Huesos en el desierto  has been called “lucrative” (Pérez-Espino 2004, 
2014), which is somewhat of an insult in Mexican letters, though not 
untrue as the book has gone through numerous editions and has been 
updated for the US market as  The Femicide Machine  (2012).  The Femicide 
Machine , in fact, incorporates perspectives from both Bolaño’s fi ctional 
 2666 —the relocation of narcoviolence within the wider abstraction 
and banality of evil—and the Hemispheric Institute’s 2011 edition of 
 e- misférica  , entitled  #narcomachine . The publication’s editors use the 
term #narcomachine to describe “a complex sociopolitical and cultural 
terrain that vastly exceeds the death-machine that daily produces victims 
in increasingly spectacular and brutal forms…the rise of authoritarianism, 
the erosion of civil society, the deterioration of human rights, the transfor-
mation of cities and towns into ghost regions and theatres of war, and the 
rise (or return) of ‘expressive violence’—lethal violence with no utilitarian 
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end other than to represent its own power” (Lane and Godoy-Anativia). 
The narcomachine’s most visible manifestation is the violence in Mexico, 
but the editors are clear that the machine is not only transnational, but 
also multinational and even post-national. It is primarily profi t-oriented, 
and, like the maquiladoras, systematically negates individual subjectiv-
ity (mostly of the poor and disenfranchised) through the effacement of 
human bodies. 

 Both  Huesos en el desierto  and  The Femicide Machine  suffer from a rever-
berative intertextuality that obviates any comparison to the true-crime 
genre: a dialogic and derivative relationship with literary and cultural fram-
ings of the Juárez situation. In  The Femicide Machine , metaphors, such 
as “the femicide machine” (which, astonishingly, in the author’s words 
“remains distinct from State it inhabits” (10)); and terms like “mutation,” 
“vector,” and “ecology,” which map Juárez’s geo-political situation to 
organic phenomena like evolution and contagion, drape a heavily meta-
phorical, rhetorical web over a concrete and ultimately ascertainable (if 
not fully comprehensible) reality. The work’s genre is neither investiga-
tive journalism nor true-crime, but an impressionistic, vaguely Deleuzean 
word-painting made up of “ecologies of evil,” “machinic integrity,” 
“urgent materialities” and “non-lineal aspects, potential dimensions, and 
unprecedented qualities,” an uneven bibliography rather than a herme-
neutical attainment. Like the  nota roja , this kind of writing reinforces the 
abstract inevitability of evil without advancing new insights as to its more 
proximate agents. 

 Sam Hawken’s novel  The Dead Women of Juárez  (2011) offers a some-
what more straightforward application of narrative genre to historical con-
text. However, the resulting hard-boiled tale, while heavy on local drug 
jargon, is based on the fundamentally unrealistic pairing of a washed-up 
Texan boxer and small-time drug-runner and an honest Juárez police-
man, both of whom lose women to the violence. The image of a local 
police force exhausted by its decades-long fi ght against the cartels may 
seem natural to US audiences, but replicates the “two Mexicos” narrative 
pitting “the State” against “the narco,” a narrative which is in itself, as 
Ibargüengoitia and Bolaño have shown, a colossal red herring. 

 The rise of terms like #narcomachine invokes the discourses—linguis-
tic, economic, and social—that simultaneously defi ne and erase concepts 
such as licit/illicit or criminal/victim. The fast-growing fi eld of “narcolit-
erature” exemplifi es this activity through the repetition and codifi cation of 
narco-related language, images, and assumptions. There are at least forty 
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major non-fi ction books by sociologists, journalists, and politicians, and 
twenty-fi ve works of fi ction (many with journalist protagonists) published 
on the narco in the last decade. Narcoliterature has subgenres: the cartel 
overview, the individual cartel exposé, the biographies of  narcocaciques  or 
kingpins, the stories of their henchmen or sicarios, the women kept by the 
narco-kingpins, the women narco-kingpins, narco-routes, narco- children, 
narco-lawyers, and philosophy for, and of, the narco. Narco images and 
neologisms pervade the media and everyday speech: dead bodies are 
described in  Alarma!  style as “ encajuelados ,” (stuffed into a car trunk) 
“ decapitados ,” (beheaded) or “ encojibados ” (wrapped in a blanket); and 
the online version of  Reforma  briefl y sported a splashy interactive graphic 
called the  ejecutrómetro  (executrometer), which ticked up deaths by state 
in ghoulish full color. 

 As the term “femicide” suggests, until recently, relatively few journalis-
tic accounts explicitly contextualized the Juárez murders within the wider 
transnational phenomenon of narco-traffi cking, pointing instead to the 
machinery of international capital, Mexican discourses of machismo and 
misogyny, or simply “evil.” It is now becoming more common for observ-
ers to point out that many more men than women have been murdered 
in Juárez (and that indeed the percentage of women in the overall total is 
lower than that in the US). It is marginally less heretical to argue that the 
killings of the women, while undeniably a tragedy, may have been used to 
distract from the failures of the state as a whole (Hooks). The painstaking 
and dangerous detective work of journalists like Anabel Hernández stands 
out for its tight focus on the deliberate, long-standing role of the govern-
ment (both PRI and PAN) in constructing and perpetuating the great 
myth of the narco.  Los señores del narco  (2010, translated into English as 
 Narcoland: The Mexican Drugs Lords and their Godfathers ), focuses on the 
rise of Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán Loera and the Sinaloa cartel, and its 
texture is that of a photographic negative to  Huesos en el desierto . Rather 
than describing victims of violence, Hernández names powerful names, 
including several presidents of Mexico, and specifi es in relentless and 
rather overwhelming detail the exact linkages through which two suppos-
edly independent interests inhabit and reinforce each other. Connection 
and causality, deliberation and detail are the hallmarks of this journalism, 
and in a curious way, the overall impression produced by repetition of 
the participants’ full names, repetitive retracing of relationships from vari-
ous angles, and subtle temporal displacements and reorientations, recalls 
Bolaño’s narrative technique in “The Part about the Crimes.” Hernández 
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also establishes the role of the CIA, and in particular the Reagan adminis-
tration’s Iran-Contra operation, in creating the narco as we know it today. 
By recasting the terms of the analysis from the metaphorical plane to the 
geopolitical one, she is able to reveal the web of state-driven interests that 
brought both the US and Mexico to the present juncture. 

 Among the many genres being brought to bear on “el narco,” the 
 narcomensajes,  messages produced by the traffi ckers themselves, are a rela-
tively recent addition. The  mensajes  (written texts, texts, fi lms, and pho-
tos) are distributed through a variety of media including Facebook and 
Twitter, YouTube, specialized blogs, and sometimes the mainstream press. 
Coupling instructive written texts with tortured and defaced corpses, 
 narcomantas  (posters which were originally painted on large cloths) 
give the narcos a fi rst-person narrative voice. BBCMundo’s 2008 series 
 NarcoMexico  includes a gallery of mantas, inexplicably labeled “utiliza-
dos por los narcotrafi cantes para comunicar mensajes secretos” [“used by 
narcotraffi ckers to communicate secret messages”] (“Mensajes”). These 
messages are, in fact, publications, intended to compete, textually and 
graphically, with the offi cial story by delivering messages to competing 
narcos, the police and army, the DEA, and increasingly, the public at large. 
The editor of  Nuevo Alarma!  confi rmed in an editorial “Sometimes When 
There is Truth There is Blood” that “publishing these threatening mes-
sages is an important achievement for narco-traffi ckers, especially because 
they meet their main objective: frightening their rivals, divulging their 
crimes, attracting the attention of the media” (Rodríguez Vázquez). 

 Culiacán crime writer Elmer Mendoza captures the narcos’ motivation 
succinctly: “Los narcos son protagónicos” [“The narcos are protagonis-
tic”] (Mendoza). Simply put, the narcos wish to defi ne themselves. From 
their origins as simple rubrics claiming territory or taunting rival cartels, 
the mantas have proceeded to direct critiques of President Calderón’s 
narco policy, campaigns against local government, and the exposure of 
police and government corruption. A group that attacked Televisa in 2009 
left the message “ya dejen de transmitir nada más a nosotros, también 
transmitan a los narcomandatarios” [“Stop broadcasting about us; broad-
cast about the narcos in the government”] (“Narcos”). The narcomantas’ 
early, rather limited vocabulary of “pinche chaputo montaperros” (virtually 
untranslatable, this insult to “el Chapo” Guzmán accuses him of bestiality 
and homosexuality) and poorly spelled invitations to sodomy and fellatio 
have become, over time, sophisticated advertisements, sermons, lectures, 
and, even dialogues, with a variety of explicit and implicit  audiences. They 
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have acquired a much higher production value and are often illustrated 
in full color, sometimes with organizational charts identifying rivals. The 
authorities rarely verify claims of authorship of narcomantas, which they 
generally try to remove as quickly as possible. This provides a low-risk 
opportunity for criminal groups to create a message and attribute it to 
whomever they wish. Some cartels falsely attribute narcomantas to rivals 
to attract, or defl ect, pressure from law enforcement or the military. The 
mantas are used for propaganda, misdirection, advertising, and public rela-
tions, as much as terror. Messages are no longer attached semantically to 
bodies, but bodies to messages, as illustration and punctuation of the text. 

 The Caballeros Templarios of the state of Michoacán are particularly given 
to elaborate ‘protagonism’ and sometimes fi ctional self- representation. 
They have a well-publicized ethics code and a pseudo- religious iconogra-
phy, and are sometimes photographed in medieval-style tunics and helmets. 
Their leader, Servando Gómez Martínez, alias “La Tuta,” regularly posted 
long messages and videos through social media. The Templarios portray 
themselves as a force for social justice working to protect local people 
against corrupt institutions and outside cartels. In the spring of 2012, the 
Templarios produced numerous mantas welcoming the Pope to Mexico 
and promising to keep the peace. In another manta, they took credit for 
lowering food prices in Michoacán and explained that they are not nar-
cotraffi ckers but, in fact, defenders of civil rights under the constitution:

  Con nuestras acciones sociales los Caballeros Templarios invitamos a 
la población a mantener la unión y la paz invitando a las michoacanas y 
michoacanos a conocer de cerca a nuestros líderes y sus integrantes. Juntos 
lograremos la defensa y restricta de nuestros derechos constitucionales y 
juntos hagamos de Michoacán un estado prospero Juntos hasta la victoria! 
Atentamente Los Caballeros Templarios (“También”). 

 [With our social actions the Caballeros Templarios invite the population to 
maintain unity and peace inviting Michoacanos and Michoacanas to get to 
know our leaders and members. Together we will achieve the defense and 
clarifi cation of our constitutional rights and together let’s make Michoacán 
a prosperous state [sic] Onward to victory! Sincerely [sic] the Knights 
Templar] (“También”). 

 Some months later there appeared a “response” to this message in a 
manta written in the form of a dialogue between the Templarios and the 
public:
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  [Templarios] Con miedo, con el mismo terror que está imperando en 
México estamos dispuestos, Grupos empresariales, estudiantes, policías 
municipales, sociedad cansada de enterrar parientes en apoyar esta inicia-
tiva para desterrar y eliminar a esta enfermedad llamada “Zetas,” todo tiene 
un límite y nosotros hace seis años llegamos a él, vamos a mover infl uen-
cias, medios de comunicación, y si fuese necesario hasta fi nanciamiento para 
erradicar este mal 

 [“public”] Tenemos información de personas ofendidas, dolidas y des-
terradas la cual se hará llegar a ustedes Caballeros Templarios, somos 
muchos, estamos decididos y con nada que perder, Bienvenidos Caballeros 
Templarios. 

 [“Templars”] With fear, with the same terror that is gripping Mexico we are 
ready, business leaders, students, municipal police, citizens tired of burying 
their relatives to support this initiative to uproot and eliminate this disease 
called the “Zetas,” everything has a limit and we reached our six years ago, 
we will move infl uences, media and if necessary even fi nancing to eradicate 
this evil 

 [“public”] We have information from people offended, injured, and dis-
placed which we will deliver to you, Caballeros Templarios, we are many, 
we are decided and with nothing to lose, Welcome Caballeros Templarios]]. 
(“Dan bienvenida”) 

   The Templarios are every bit as violent as other cartels, and widely 
feared as kidnappers, extortionists, murderers, and torturers who have 
successfully inserted themselves, not only into the marijuana and metham-
phetamine trade, but also in Michoacán’s important agricultural and min-
ing industries. The Templarios’ defi ant rhetoric, and in particular, their 
transnational business activity, provoked an all-out campaign against them 
by the federal government; they were recently estimated to be responsible 
for half of Mexico’s iron ore exports, earning one billion dollars in 2013 
(Raymundo). During 2014, the cartel came under increasing pressure, 
not only from federal forces, but also from the  comunitarios  or  autodefen-
sas , armed citizen groups who have had an off-and-on-again alliance with 
the federal police. After several major defeats, the Templarios conceded on 
Facebook that they are down but not out, and they still have connections: 
“Les recordamos que no nos han sacado y no nos iremos de Michoacan, 
seguimos apoyando y recibiendo apoyo, tenemos buenos pactos y apoyo 
de primera” [“We remind you that they haven’t gotten rid of us and we 
will not leave Michoacán, we continue to give and receive support, we 
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have good pacts and fi rst-class support”] (Univisión). “El Tuta” was 
fi lmed more than once meeting with the son (later charged with traffi ck-
ing) of then-governor of Michoacán state Fausto Vallejo (Leicht), a fact 
that presumably contributed to his arrest in spring of 2015. As of summer 
2015, the Templarios are widely rumored to be in ascendance once more, 
despite fervent denials by the governor. 

 What the Templarios insist upon, through their profuse communica-
tion, is that they are not a mysterious outside force, but a part of society, 
simply trying to conduct business and feed their families like everyone 
else. They repeatedly remind the public that the federal police, the  comu-
nitarios , and other cartels, are in an unholy alliance, and they do not hesi-
tate to publicize their own institutional relationships. In this way they 
continually reassert their role as part of the narco ‘machine,’ but refuse to 
recognize this machine as in any way external to the nation. 

  Huesos en el desierto  ends with a denunciation of Mexico’s “desgo-
bierno”—the State’s abdication of its basic duty to its citizens—and its 
“construction in the mass media of a kind of criminal substance, ubiqui-
tous, elusive, omnipotent, that consigns to the most abstract nominalism 
what should be concrete actions, results, and effi cacy” (110). In revisiting 
the Poquianchis mass murder case in 1977, Jorge Ibargüengoitia con-
fi ned his media critique to the tabloids, but suggested that the murders 
themselves were part of the social fabric rather than a monstrous anomaly. 
Roberto Bolaño’s  2666  (also discussed in the next chapter) goes further, 
implicating the media, the police, and government as constitutive of the 
“criminal substance” they systematically decry. Through their use of social 
media and  narcomensajes , the Templarios and other groups advertise their 
integration within this criminal substance, assert their productivity within 
the “narcomachine,” and violate the discursive boundaries established to 
exclude them. 

 The twentieth century  nota roja  exemplifi ed by  Alarma!  took as its 
mission the “red accounting for imprudence.” Such “imprudence” demar-
cated criminals and victims alike as abject outliers of a putatively orderly 
society, implicitly deserving of excision and effacement. In its twenty-fi rst 
century existence, the  nota roja  transmits the utterances and traces of 
these outliers—the defi led and disembodied corpses, the didactic mantas 
and the protagonic videos—in a less mediated fashion, and within a cli-
mate of skepticism, debate, and speculation. Tragedies like the mass mur-
der of forty-three students in Ayotzinapa, Guerrero in September 2014, 
attributed equally to the local government and “the narco” have increased 
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cognizance of the humanity of the marginalized group, and created a true 
crisis of legitimacy for the PRI government of Enrique Peña Nieto. The 
hashtag #ferguzinapa—attached to discussions of oppression and violence 
worldwide—signals growing awareness of the transnational, transactional 
nature of this violence, and its agents.    
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        CRIME FICTION AND MODERNITY 
 The age of late modernity has given rise to a crisis of social control and 
policing as an expression of a worldwide social crisis. In this context, it is 
possible to distinguish various narratives about forms of violence, drug 
dealing, and violent crime in contemporary Latin American societies. 
The political diffi culties accompanying the democratic transition process 
in Latin America have persisted for the last 20 years; not only do igno-
rance and surprise at the expansion of violent phenomena remain, but 
also efforts to bring about institutional reconstruction of the rule of law 
have called into question several dimensions of institutional social control, 
including the condition of prisons and modes of police action. One need 
only mention the diffi culties of gaining access to justice, the social selec-
tivity of criminal justice, and the loss of legitimacy of institutions of social 
control to demonstrate this point. 

 Violence as a global social issue has led to fundamental changes to the 
formation of the state, notably the expansion of its repressive apparatuses 
of control and its systematic use of illegal and illegitimate violence. The 
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result is the emergence of a penal social control state. In a very visible way, 
in Latin America, this has meant that the problem of citizen insecurity 
has been addressed mainly from a conventional perspective based on the 
police-justice-prison model, which emphasizes the adoption of policies of 
control and the repression of crime and criminal violence. 

 The penal social control state has multiple characteristics. The fi rst is 
the social production of a feeling of insecurity; this uncertainty has been 
produced by the weakening of social ties, ranging from job insecurity to 
a crisis of social relations among people. The second is the imprisonment 
of young populations, particularly of socially excluded young men who 
belong to stigmatized ethnic minorities; consequently, the prison indus-
try has prospered. The third is the selective nature of the judicial system, 
including barbaric conditions in prisons and new forms of electronic vigi-
lance that threaten both democracy and individual and collective freedom. 
The fourth is the discretionary power and violence used by the police 
to maintain public order and control criminal activities. Finally, the inef-
fi ciency of the criminal justice system produces impunity and an environ-
ment of distrust in the police and in judicial institutions. 

 This is the political context in which the phenomena associated with 
violence acquire new contours, spreading throughout society and enabling 
us to visualize the simultaneity of patterns of behavior that are often diver-
gent and incompatible. The multiplicity of forms of violence in contem-
porary societies—including, but not limited to ecological violence, social 
exclusion, gender violence, racisms, and school violence—come together 
to form a process of disintegrating citizenship. Violence is a microphys-
ics of power, i.e., a network of powers that permeates all social relations, 
infl uencing the interactions among groups and classes. These social condi-
tions make possible the novel of violence. 

 This essay analyzes the representation of the following social dimen-
sions as contained in several contemporary novels: the relationship 
between crime, the state, and power elites; transnational crime and polic-
ing networks; connections between crime and business, politics, and forms 
of corruption; and fi nally, the cognitive mapping of the micro-physics of 
violence. The purpose of this essay is to propose the existence of a new 
genre of fi ction, “the novel of violence,” whose novelty can be perceived 
through the transformation of its narrative structure, although it also 
includes some aspects of the classic detective novel and the  roman noir . 
This type of novel presents some classic characters: agents of social control 
(mostly policemen), victims, the culprit, as well as a multitude of urban 
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professionals, the unemployed, and street people. In this sense, these nov-
els exhibit a specifi c rationality of late modernity, which includes the cog-
nitive mapping of the microphysics of violence and cruelty. 

 To make our argument, we will present an analysis of some novels pub-
lished in Latin American countries since the 1990s, concentrating on the 
work of Roberto Bolaño, from Chile; Rubem Fonseca, from Brazil; and 
Alfredo Garcia-Roza, from Brazil. We will examine, not only the plots 
of these novels, but also their characters and the characters’ actions. The 
analysis of these aspects of Latin American literary production will illus-
trate the existence of representations of contemporary society based on 
forms of violence as a social pattern, or what we call the “the novel of 
violence.”  

   ROBERTO BOLAÑO’S  2666  
 The novel  2666  by Roberto Bolaño (2003), also discussed in the previ-
ous chapter, is a complex and immense text that presents an interesting 
variation on the traditional structure of the detective story and of the 
 roman noir , constituting a work of singular importance, both from a liter-
ary and a sociological point of view. We may interpret the formal innova-
tions as an answer to changes and concerns within the literary fi eld, but 
also as Bolaño’s attempt to represent profound social transformations in 
Latin America, especially concerning violence in all its moral and social 
complexity. 

 In his previous work, Bolaño had represented the fascism of Latin 
American dictatorships and state violence (with books like  Nazi literature 
in the Americas ,  By Night in Chile , and  Distant Star ), but in  2666  he 
interrogates the more diffuse violence on the northern border of Mexico, 
which according to Bolaño, characterizes the economic and political con-
ditions present in all Latin American societies. The primary location of 
 2666  is a fi ctional town called “Santa Teresa,” which can be identifi ed 
easily as Ciudad Juárez, on the border between Mexico and the United 
States. In this city, the murders of women of all ages escalate, mainly pros-
titutes or workers in “maquiladora” factories. 

 In an effort to solve the mystery in a manner familiar to readers of con-
ventional detective novels, the plot is built around the attempt to fi nd a 
serial killer, who appears to operate in a sinister pattern that mixes satanic 
rituals and the production of snuff movies. But what the narrative brings 
out instead is a complex web of power relations in which the lawful and 
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the unlawful collide, where deputies and managers of multinational cor-
porations associate with drug dealers, or killers, in both business undertak-
ings and leisure activities. 

 The reader approaches this scenario of misery and precarious life related 
to global capitalism through a series of literary clues: a group of European 
critics try to fi nd a mysterious German writer and some hints eventually 
allow him to be located in Santa Teresa. Edmundo Paz Soldán argues that 
Bolaño creates a double detective plot “in which a missing person is being 
sought—a writer named Archiboldi—as well as several murderers” (22). 
However, both searches are unreachable goals, which means that both the 
detective and the reader share the condition of the tragic hero; i.e. trying 
to solve the unsolvable. 

 The solution to the mystery and the arrest of the killer do not appear 
as a reassuring outcome at the end of the narrative, but as an impossible 
horizon. The detective is a grotesque Sisyphus trying in vain to raise the 
light of truth to the summit of the mountain of rubble. This subversion of 
the detective genre is akin to a stylistic development of the theme of mis-
leading multiplicity, along with the nonlinear narrative structure, which is 
also used by authors, such as Umberto Eco, Italo Calvino, and Georges 
Perec, who are Bolaño’s major infl uences (Elmore, 259–260; Vila-Matas, 
45–48). But at the same time, Bolaño’s literary style responds to a new 
fi guration: an “expressive form that helps the understanding of contem-
porary social violence” (Viscardi, 112) or rather a form, marked by lacer-
ated citizenship and diffuse violence, that is historically specifi c to Latin 
America (see Tavares-dos-Santos). In  2666 , therefore, we experience the 
simultaneous disintegration and revitalization of crime fi ction in a way 
that both unsettles and soothes us, and whereby even the reader’s curios-
ity seems to be part of this moral disintegration. 

 The mystery of the disappeared writer is the main focus at the begin-
ning of the novel. The shadow of the murders is simple background that 
will gradually emerge in the fi rst three parts of the novel, and only becomes 
the main narrative in the fourth part before returning to the descriptive 
darkness at the end of the novel. The questions about the deaths return, 
but now the reader is focused on other hints that follow, and so the deaths 
remain unsolved and, in this sense, are consigned to oblivion. 

 The fourth part of the novel is the most closely related to crime fi c-
tion, even though this is where Bolaño creates a new narrative effect that 
departs from the traditional form of the genre. The beginning of this 
 section could be the opening of a conventional crime novel: the narrative 
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voice presents the discovery of a corpse (identifi ed as Esperanza Gomez 
Saldaña, 13 years old), who has been killed by an unknown murderer. 
According to the forensic analysis, she was strangled and had bruises on 
her chin and around the left eye. A series of precise details are provided 
that could be clues to be pursued. 

 In a classic crime novel, the reader could expect a detective to turn up 
and take over the investigation. Following a series of rational procedures 
and courageous investigations, he would then struggle to solve the fun-
damental question: who killed Esperanza Gomez Saldaña? But none of 
this happens; the fi rst death is succeeded only two pages later by a sec-
ond, and instead of a detective as a heroic protagonist, we have the pres-
ence of a truculent police offi cer, impotent and careless, trying to close 
the case quickly without worrying about the abstract concept of “truth.” 
Following a principle of chaotic enumeration, Bolaño presents a sinister 
gallery of detectives and murders, an endless drip of death and indecency 
that nobody solves. 

 This overwhelming tide of unsolved mysteries puzzles the reader, with 
one unanswered question succeeded by another and then another. The 
most prominent unanswered question is that the police only solve a few 
of the 183 “femicides” that appear in the novel. That’s why the myth of 
a serial killer emerges in Santa Teresa, with the police, the press, the nar-
cogangs, and the government all working together to assign the deaths 
to the character Klaus Haas. He is described as a very odd German immi-
grant that few people know, a perfect scapegoat to hold responsible for 
the murders. 

 But his capture does not lead to the end of the murders, but only to a 
temporary calm. That creates a distinction between two types of deaths: 
the “folkloric” and the “modern” (Bolaño, 675). The folkloric deaths are 
not worrying, but the modern deaths must be explained by positing the 
existence of a deviant serial killer, in order to avoid linking the horrible 
living conditions of the victims with the myth of progress and modern 
development. 

 To realize this imaginary construction of a “modern” murderer, the 
participation of the American detective Albert Kessler is essential. The 
government of Santa Teresa requests the help of this FBI expert with 
years of experience in the psychological profi ling of serial killers. Kessler is 
the classic detective, a “modern Sherlock Holmes” (Bolaño, 762), whose 
presence is more a marketing ploy on the part of a corrupt government 
than a real attempt to solve the crimes. 
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 In contrast to Kessler, there are many characters in  2666  that embody a 
specifi c type of proud and truculent detective. The unrealizable love affair 
between the lawyer Juan de Dios Martinez and the psychologist Elvira 
Campos seems to represent this incompatibility between the social sciences 
and police practice, or between rational legal knowledge and unfocused 
repression. On the other hand, the real effectiveness of research practices 
is only activated when the murders affect the upper strata of society. 

 Harry Macgana (or Magaña) is a Texas sheriff who undertakes inde-
pendent research in Santa Teresa in the style of Philip Marlowe after the 
murder of a neighbor of his who was traveling south of the border. The 
private detective Luis Miguel Loya, a former Mexican police offi cer, is 
hired to solve the disappearance of a close friend of a congressman. After a 
few inquiries, his suggestion is that the deputy must abandon the attempt 
because it is impossible to reach the guilty: her own political allies will 
make it impossible (Bolaño, 780). 

 The most paradigmatic Bolaño detective is called Lalo Cura, a character 
whose history is a clear example of the confusing confl uence of legal and 
illegal power. Recruited by the police chief from among the killers in a 
rural area to be a henchman to a drug kingpin, the police later hire him 
as an offi cer after he demonstrates his courage in a shoot-out. But there 
is also a sort of homage in this character. In the beautiful pages dedicated 
to the ancestors of Lalo Cura (692–698), Bolaño seems to connect the 
detective’s attitudes and gestures with the story of the suffering people of 
Latin America, praising their courage and intuitive knowledge, embodied 
in a  sui generis  tragic hero. 

 The literary ability to connect people and characters is one of the 
defi ning qualities of Bolaño’s narrative structure. It takes the shape of a 
constellation of signifi ers connected by deformed mirrors (names, loca-
tions, gestures, images) that creates an illusory and labyrinthine fi ctional 
universe. A particularly striking example is the brothers Pedro and Pablo 
Negrete, respectively police chief and dean of the University of Santa 
Teresa. This couple represent the corruption of two central institutions 
of modernity; they refl ect the fact that the security of citizens cannot be 
entrusted to the police, and ideas cannot be ordered by academics. As 
in the realm of myths, the characters disappear and reappear in different 
stories and chapters, describing biographical trajectories, sometimes con-
tradictory and multiple. Bolaño’s literary mechanisms (narrative labyrinths 
with deceptive Ariadne’s threads, games of warped mirrors, and constel-
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lations of dubious meanings) overlap with the model of the classic crime 
novel, renewing its literary effect. 

 A  roman noir  with a conventional structure could have portrayed 
the femicides in Ciudad Juárez with relative effi cacy, but this method 
would not have achieved a sensitive treatment of the subject immersed in 
Bolaño’s reality, which is incomprehensible by the standards of the clas-
sic detective novel. Indeed, rather than answering the specifi c question of 
who killed the murdered women, Bolaño’s novel asks a series of more far- 
reaching questions: how to transmit to the reader the helplessness induced 
by the presence of ubiquitous institutional corruption (government, drug 
traffi cking, the US Embassy, the multinationals, the tabloid press) that 
everybody knows about, but that cannot be investigated in detail? How to 
communicate the lonely investigator’s knowledge that his quest is doomed 
to end in either failure or death? 

 The approach of a violent, strange, and incomprehensible reality does 
not end with horror and incomprehension. Social change opens up pos-
sibility and requires an effort to communicate the sensitivity of this despair 
and astonishment. Amidst this indecipherable and intertwining net of 
events, the fi gure that gives us hope is dragged down: the heroic indi-
vidual is like Sisyphus pushing the rock. Just as in the  roman noir , the hero 
lives within an apocalyptic landscape.  

   THE BRUTALIST FICTION OF RUBEM FONSECA 
 In Brazilian literature, the presence of violence can be viewed as an inheri-
tance from Euclides da Cunha, Pedro Nava, Erico Verissimo, Guimarães 
Rosa, and, fi nally, Rubem Fonseca, whose work is characterized by liter-
ary criticism as an expression of a fi erce realism, or a literary Brutalism 
(see the work of Bosi, Candido, Schwartz, Fischer, and Botelho). The 
detective novel in Brazil emerged in the 1920s, with the book  Mysteries , 
written by four authors (Coelho Neto, Peixoto, Medeiros e Albuquerque, 
and Viriato Correa), which took a critical approach to the Brazilian judi-
cial system (Reimão, 17). Since then, several authors have developed 
this genre (see Albuquerque, Figueiredo, and Reimão). Recently, it has 
acquired some density and further cultural expression in a series of nov-
els by Tony Belloto, Patricia Melo, Delgado Nogueira, Tabajara Ruas, 
Reginaldo Prandi, among others. 

 Brazilian literature in the 1960s and 1970s took urban violence as one 
of its main themes, partly due to the fact that the country was ruled from 
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1964 to 1985 by an authoritarian military regime. Between1969 and 
1974, state violence was manifested through censorship, prison, torture, 
and murder. In addition, socioeconomic inequality in large cities wors-
ened, creating a breeding ground conducive to the explosion of cruelty in 
social interactions. This situation required a stylistic treatment that could 
do justice to it, hence the literature of the period is characterized by a kind 
of “journalistic neorealism” (Schollhammer), or by what the critic Alfredo 
Bosi has called “brutalism.” 

 Rubem Fonseca is a remarkable example of the period. He has turned 
literature into a powerful instrument of denunciation and refl ection about 
the violence that emerged from the outskirts of Brazilian cities. Fonseca’s 
work represents a reversal of perspective about crime and violence, both 
in his short stories and novels, because the narrative is driven by forsaken 
characters whose reality is marked by the presence of criminals and cor-
rupt police, eliminating any kind of moral detachment, and expressing the 
direct experience of cruelty in its most crude and raw form. In this sense, 
his very language is that of marginality, i.e., a language that expresses 
forms of violence in their most terrible aspects, and which manifests itself 
in violent ways, through the absence of mercy, as a way to join literary 
form and content. 

 The “ferocious realism” of Fonseca (Candido, 126), however, is not 
a naive, discreet mimesis that aims to be an accurate portrayal of reality; 
on the contrary, the author offers us a “trans-realism” concerned with re- 
symbolizing the violent acts perpetrated by his characters. In other words, 
Fonseca aims to communicate the incommunicable, to say the unsayable, 
to overcome the silence that surrounds violence and makes it impossible 
to understand. His realism cannot be reduced to a document of a particu-
lar historical experience, but instead strives to re-symbolize an uncomfort-
able and incomprehensible reality. 

 The poetic language of the author proves to be subversive in both con-
tent (through his choice of subject matter and focus on unusual social 
types) and form, because it sets itself the task of breaking the boundaries 
of representation. Fonseca exposes cancers that spread throughout the 
social fabric, undermining ties and solidarities among the social actors. 
A novelist, but also a master of the short story, Fonseca, in his story  The 
Taker , presents a kind of synthesis of his aesthetic program. The opening 
scene of the story introduces us to the central character (and narrator) in 
a dental offi ce. The dentist asks how his client had let his teeth get in this 
state, and he responds: “Just laughing. These guys are funny” (273). This 
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dialogue offers us a clue about the social origin of the character, who does 
not have adequate economic resources to allow him to visit the dentist 
regularly. 

 The language that characterizes the dialogue between dentist and 
client- narrator is direct and harsh. At the moment he is charged, the anger 
explodes: “I will not pay anything, I am tired of paying…now I just take 
it!” (273). He then shoots the dentist in the knee and later regrets not kill-
ing “that son of a bitch.” The unnamed character-narrator tries to achieve 
justice by seeking redress for a multitude of injustices of which he was the 
victim—or at least he sees himself as the victim. However, by adopting the 
strategy of “taking the law into his own hands,” the taker is really looking 
for revenge, denouncing the injustice of the world we live in, surrounded 
by poverty, inequality, loneliness, and the absence of public services by the 
state. According to the taker, they all owe you something: “They owe me 
food, pussy, blankets, shoes, a house, car, watch, teeth, they owe me. . .the 
electric company, vaccinations, doctor, clothing store, people everywhere” 
(273). The taker demands the satisfaction of his desires and needs and, in 
this sense, his violence is a response to a previous violence, the violence of 
exclusion. But does answering violence with violence bring about restitu-
tion? Does it generate justice? Ideally, justice is not just an economic act, 
but also a social act of reparation, something that ought to be capable of 
restoring human dignity. 

 In front of the television, the taker sees inequality and social exclusion 
reproduced, or reaffi rmed, because everything that is advertised is only 
accessible to a few customers; this limited access is an act of symbolic 
violence that excludes huge portions of the population. Once again the 
taker feels wronged, humiliated, robbed, and demands revenge. Two of 
his victims—a husband and his pregnant wife—ask for mercy: “We didn’t 
do anything to him” (278), says the husband. The taker thinks to himself 
“Didn’t they? Just laughing. I felt hatred fl ooding my ears, my hands, my 
mouth, my whole body, a taste of vinegar and tear” (278). After killing 
the husband and wife, he states: “I’m a holocaust/There was neither God 
nor the Devil/that made me an avenger/I made myself by myself/I am 
the Dick-Man/ I am the taker” (281). 

 This scene shows a catastrophe, a disaster that was created neither by 
God nor by the devil, but by the social reality. The taker didn’t have a 
crisis of conscience, and feels no repentance; he is a devastating force that 
turns against the social body that created and then abandoned him. The 
character-narrator is a social type that tells us something about the world, 
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about violence. He is a simultaneously credible and unlikely fi gure that 
both shields us from, and at the same time, brings us closer to reality. 
This twofold approach, the second producing the fi rst, is the key to re- 
symbolizing social reality. 

 The character type from Fonseca’s short story is absolutely unable to 
control his aggressive impulses, his most destructive instincts. In some 
passages he behaves like an individual who isn’t a “social being” in the 
Durkheimian sense, i.e., a being devoid of the moral rules necessary to 
ensure social cohesion. More than an example of poor socialization, we 
fi nd ourselves facing a fi gure that is the by-product of his circumstances, 
namely, Brazilian society. This society failed to extend the bonds of soli-
darity, because of its own history, marked, for instance, by a system of 
slavery that lasted for over 300 years. This history generates disrespect for 
otherness, especially when the other comes from marginalized sectors of 
Brazilian society, composed mainly but not exclusively, of black and poor 
mulattoes. 

 Fonseca reveals Brazilian society as a place in which the civilizing pro-
cess—in the sense used by Norbert Elias —did not happen fully, but was 
aborted and privatized. The ruling classes developed a restricted politeness 
consisting of cordial treatment for themselves and either disregard or cru-
elty for others. At the end of the story, the taker embarks on a love affair 
with Ana, a young white middle class woman who becomes his partner 
in crime, even suggesting new ways to kill, such as the use of explosives. 
Their union indicates that violence is not restricted to this or that group, 
to this or that social class, but has become a generalized pattern. The cou-
ple, however, is not a symbol of reconciliation. Rather, they are a symbol 
of a violence that is everywhere and structures Brazilian society. 

 The poetics of Rubem Fonseca show that literature has enough force to 
serve as a transgressive movement, capable of producing a cathartic experi-
ence. In this sense, literature is not just another way of representing vio-
lence because of its strength and ability to break the boundaries between 
what can, and cannot, be said. Literature may express brutality and cruelty 
in its most explicit form; so literature also expresses the forbidden, what 
is hidden or denied. Fonseca’s realism is a combination of representation 
and non-representation. His literature nurtures a passion for social reality, 
but is not limited to a mimetic representation of reality, unable to cre-
ate the necessary distance for refl ection and the effects of estrangement. 
Fonseca understands the need to distort the ties of familiarity in order to 
be able to capture something from the real that insists on remaining hid-
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den. There is a questioning of the concept of mimetic representation and 
its relation to the referential world, because such proximity would be an 
obstacle to refl ection itself. The literary discourse that intends to imitate 
reality is doomed to failure, because it can never accurately reproduce the 
empirical world, even at the risk of becoming mere pastiche. 

 The importance of efforts to narrate the horror lies in producing in the 
reader, not only contemplation, but also trauma, discomfort, and strange-
ness. The only way, therefore, to capture violence in its entirety, in all its 
complexity, is through an equally violent, brutal, and crude language. In 
this sense, language is not just the representation of violence, but is itself 
violent, an aesthetic movement that Schollhammer calls “negative aesthet-
ics”: the expression of cruelty requires cruelty of expression.  

   GARCIA-ROZA’S NOVELS: THE INSPECTOR ESPINOSA 
MYSTERIES 

 We can identify the differences between the structural properties of the 
novel of violence and those of the classical detective story by using the 
novels of Garcia-Roza as our reference-point and showing how the com-
ponents of his narratives are quite different. In classical crime fi ction, the 
motives for the criminal act are money, power, and sex. In the  roman noir,  
money and sex are the predominant motives. In the novel of violence, the 
recurrent themes are money, theft, and drugs, but also fi rearms and drugs 
traffi cking are responsible for killing. Moreover, imaginary crime arises. 
Espinosa says: “It’s much harder to get rid of the corpses produced by our 
imagination than real bodies already buried” ( A Dangerous Place ). 

 Garcia-Roza’s plots include more than one murder: throughout the 
chapters, the author presents a series of murders. The novelty comes in 
the form of tortured or mutilated bodies, evidence of the brutal violence 
of late modernity. In addition, there is a lot of sexual violence, particularly 
widespread rape as an expression of relationships that dominate through 
humiliation. The setting of the novels is the city of Rio de Janeiro: the 
Copacabana district and the Peixoto district, in the south of the city; the 
Catete district; and downtown Rio. Garcia-Roza offers a detailed descrip-
tion of the city and its places, with its subways and skyscrapers and, of 
course, the presence of a beautiful sea. However, it is a fractured city, in 
which a college class “ended before 10 p.m. for security reasons” ( Sky 
Origamis , 69). 
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 In the classic crime novel, the detective runs lonely throughout the 
pages, although there may appear a secondary character playing a sup-
porting role (Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, for instance). Deductive- 
inductive logic is used, but the murderer is typically an amateur criminal. 
The private detective is the hero who restores the social order that had 
been threatened by crime. In the  roman noir , the hero is a detective, 
or even a policeman, but they are often prone to vices such as alcohol-
ism. The detective is a troubled and vulnerable hero, an anti-hero, he “is 
beaten, wounded, constantly risks his life” (Todorov, 103). 

 Garcia-Roza’s characters are more diverse and ambiguous and refl ect 
an emerging sensibility that both mirrors, and runs counter to, the brutal 
logic of state repression and capitalist economics. The narrator and main 
character of his books is the 52-year-old policeman Espinosa. Espinosa, 
newly promoted to the position of police chief, loves books because his 
grandmother used to be a translator of American pulp fi ction. He pos-
sesses literary tastes, enjoying the work of writers such as Joseph Conrad, 
W. Somerset Maugham, Herman Melville, William Faulkner, J.M. Coetzee, 
and Primo Levi. He also reads detective novels, ranging from Edgar Allan 
Poe (‘The Purloined Letter,’ ‘The Gold Bug’), to Dashiell Hammett, 
Patricia Highsmith, Cornell Woolrich, Georges Simenon, and Manuel 
Vázquez Montalbán. Espinosa is a fl aneur; he likes to be welcomed by the 
residents of his neighbourhood. 

 Garcia-Roza’s other characters are cops, all Espinosa’s friends: Welber 
and Ramiro are his researchers; Vieira, a retired police chief; the young 
offi cers Maldonado, Arthur, Chaves, and Paulo; the forensic expert, Freire. 
Repeatedly, there appear characters from the Copacabana underworld: 
street children; Clodoaldo, a street educator; Princess, a homeless woman; 
Isaiah, a worker friend of Princess; prostitutes; and cheap extortionists, 
contract killers, and beggars. There are also characters from various pro-
fessional backgrounds: Espinosa’s son, Julius, now an interior architect, 
was educated in the United States; Gabriel, an offi ce worker, lives with his 
mother; Hidalgo, the artist at a puppet theater; Jonas, or Isidoro, student 
and patient; the psychiatrist, Dr. Nesse; Aldo, an architect, and lawyers as 
well as a whole world of servants. 

 Women are a constant presence in Garcia-Roza’s novels, but the image 
of women in his work differs profoundly from conventional crime fi ction. 
The classic detective is misogynistic, in the sense that the woman is a  distant 
being, while in the  roman noir  the fi gure of the  femme fatale  appears. But 
in the novel of violence, women are ambiguous, sometimes victims, some-
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times powerful executioners, even getting to assume important roles as 
drug dealers. Seduction permeates the novel of violence, and a distinctive 
feature of Garcia-Roza’s novels is the presence of female homosexuality, 
which is depicted with both delicacy and mildness. Garcia-Roza’s novels 
reveal crime as an integral power that lies within man himself, which leads 
to some apparent paradoxes: on the one hand, Espinosa and others consti-
tute some kind of bulwark against emerging forms of organized criminal-
ity, while on the other hand, the cosy relations between groups of corrupt 
cops and drug dealers suggest a kind of coexistence between the police 
and criminal activities ( Lost and Found , 91;  Origami Sky , 50). 

 The other main confl ict in Garcia-Roza’s work is the relationship 
between reason and the unreasonable. In Espinosa’s own words: “No one 
is completely crazy and no one is completely normal. Each person has his/
her own particular madness, which might be a soft one, modest, intimate 
madness, or otherwise take the form of a tropical storm, impossible to go 
unnoticed” ( A Dangerous Place , 262). The novel’s epilogue remains open 
as many times the enigma remains unsolved. Even when the guilty party 
is identifi ed, or has confessed, there is no such thing as comprehensive 
law enforcement. Perhaps the characters’ ambiguous trajectories and the 
author’s choice to let the story remain unresolved is a way of maintain-
ing the reader’s curiosity until the next narrative. But it is also a literary 
expression of a new or distinctive form of modernity in which the ubiquity 
of violence and the lack of epistemological certainty creates a rootless and 
precarious existence for all.  

   THE NOVEL OF VIOLENCE: A NEW LITERARY GENRE? 
 We must now identify the structural differences between the novel of 
violence and the conventional detective novel. Since the French  nouveau 
roman , the character of the anti-hero has been analyzed as a form of rebel-
lion, which brings social confl ict back to the center of literary fi guration 
(Jordan, 101). Todorov points out that the detective novel contains two 
stories: the story of the crime and the history of the investigation, that is, 
the fable and the plot of a narrative. In the puzzle variant of the detective 
novel, there are “two stories, one of which is missing but it is real, the 
other present but insignifi cant” (Todorov, 96). The  roman noir  is a type 
of novel that fuses the two stories by suppressing the fi rst and giving life 
to the second: the narrative coincides with the action. Its features and 
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themes are: violence, sordid crime, the immorality of the characters, and 
unbridled passion. 

 But in the novel of violence, unlike the detective novel, the “prob-
lematic hero” leaves the scene, his place is occupied by the dissolution of 
the characters, and the problematic anti-hero makes his appearance. In 
Vallejos’  Virgen de los Assassins , young killers make a request to the saint: 
“I need to be hired; my shot must be effective; and don’t let them kill me” 
(17). In Franco’s  Rosario Tijeras , the powerful drug smugglers are name-
less; the narrator refers to them as “the toughest of the tough” (23). The 
criminals are fully present, either belonging to criminal organizations, or 
emerging from among ordinary people. The detective emerges as a fallible 
human being, sometimes in collusion with forms of violence. The dead 
appear repeatedly, including in the form of tortured bodies. Moreover, in 
the novel of violence, there are a number of other characters: the detec-
tive, the policeman, politicians, gang members, male and female assassins, 
contract killers ( sicarios ), and members of organized crime. There also 
appears a diffuse mass of working class and lower class characters, some-
times living in poor neighbourhoods or slums, and the homeless. The 
characters’ names are frequently either elliptical or absent. 

 The components of the narrative are also different. In the crime novel, 
the motifs guiding the criminal act are money, power, and sex. In the 
 roman noir  money and sex predominate. And some features are specifi c: 
there are no surprises in the last pages; descriptions are cynical; compari-
sons connote a certain roughness (Todorov, 102). By contrast, the novels 
of violence condense money and sex, but they also combine micro-power 
and macro-power. We also see representatives of power in action, including 
capitalists and politicians. The ruling class in Latin America often exerts 
its power without democratic rules, making frequent use of brutality and 
corruption. The plot usually includes more than one murder: throughout 
the chapters, the authors present a series of murders. The novelties are 
the tortured bodies and the brutal violence, a mimesis of social life in late 
modernity. The criminal act is sometimes marked by cruelty. The charac-
ters embody a brutalized violence, and often bear a grudge. Their actions 
can be read as inchoate symptoms of the violence unleashed by the state 
and capitalism to secure their advantage. 

 In the puzzle novels, the supreme moral value is individualism, infl u-
enced by the values of an aristocratic society that sees the world eroded 
by money (as in Agatha Christie’s novels). The  roman noir  consolidates 
 competitive individualism and focuses on the crisis of American society 
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after the Great Depression. Cynicism is widespread in an urban environ-
ment. In the novel of violence, by contrast, the fi gures are those of the 
liberal market society, competitive and predatory. If we observe the pat-
terns of domination, in the fi rst place we have the traditional domination 
that must be rational. In the case of the  roman noir , we fi nd a charismatic 
domination, claiming to be bureaucratic. In the novel of violence, there 
is a market domination by the owners of money, be it of legal or illegal 
origin, but that nonetheless has a corrupting infl uence on political power. 
The notion of time that the classic novel manifests is the evolutionary time 
of progress and reason. In the  roman noir , there is a time of crisis, epito-
mized by the economic depression of capitalist society. In the novel of 
violence, there is a society living in uncertainty and insecurity. The novels 
express a tragic fate, an eternal present that has no possibility of a future: 
all the characters are hopeless. Often, only a desperate love continues to 
give meaning to human dignity. 

 The puzzle solution is a distinctive feature of the three types of crime 
fi ction. In the classic novel, the puzzle is always solved, the author often 
providing the reader with a series of clues in order to involve him in the 
web and to share the solution. In the  roman noir , the solution often pre-
cedes the outcome of the plot, appearing to be secondary to the unfolding 
events. However, in the novel of violence there is no defi nite solution: the 
enigma itself vanishes, remaining a latent narrative. The origin of detective 
novels coincides with the emergence of the disciplines of psychiatry and 
sociology, or to put it another way, in a context marked by the epistemes 
of research, causality, and interpretation. Conventional detective novels 
epitomize the scientifi c optimism of the nineteenth century, based on the 
rational search for solutions, and the unveiling of the fi ndings. In this con-
text, the solution of the mystery enables a return to a supposed normality. 
By contrast, in the novel of violence, the solution to crime is secondary, 
because violence is no longer seen as a kind of diversion, but instead as a 
structuring element of social reality. 

 The novel of violence contains a dizzying array of types of crime and 
violence: murder, drug traffi cking, sexual abuse, rape, corruption, and 
torture, just to name a few. These forms appear as an aesthetic of “brutal-
ism” and “cruelty.” The world of the novel of violence is a world without 
law, defi ned by either the ineffectiveness, or simply the absence of, the 
police or the judiciary. There is a lack of a legitimate authority, formal or 
informal, signifying the crisis of the judicial system. The fi nal lesson of 
these novels is anguish and nihilism, both of which suppress the future 
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in a world without a destination. What may remain from our humanity 
is fragile love, the character’s search for something else: at the end of an 
exhausting journey of wanderings, a frail passion could suggest a hope for 
a new culture of nonviolence.     
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      Early in Stieg Larsson’s  Män som hatar kvinnor  ( The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo ), Lisbeth Salander conducts a background investigation of journalist 
Mikael Blomkvist for her employer Dragan Armanski, and his client Dirch 
Frode. 1  After delivering a terse report to Armanski and Frode, Salander 
offers a “personal refl ection.” This is exceptional, according to Armanski. 
“In the time Lisbeth Salander had worked for him, she had never offered 
a single personal refl ection in the course of a background check. For her, 
all that mattered were the cold, hard facts” (55). Salander’s way of think-
ing, her ideas about facts, her positivism, are in the foreground from the 
beginning of the novel. Salander does not theorize, opine, or question the 
facts she collects. When she learns a fact, she acts. 

  The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo  draws on the whodunit tradition with 
its emphasis on Salander’s virtuoso collection of clues and facts, but this 
same emphasis on Salander’s ability also differentiates the novel from the 
conventions of socially critical Scandinavian crime fi ction, which tend to 
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focus on the stories behind the facts and the way powerful actors construct 
and use facts. In socially critical Scandinavian crime fi ction, the narrative 
of investigation (see Todorov) follows the investigator’s discovery of a his-
tory that has resulted in circumstances and facts associated with criminal 
acts. The facts often need to be critically interpreted in ways that reveal 
more complicated back stories. To be sure, in Larsson’s novels such nar-
rativization occurs, but it is associated with Blomkvist, not Salander. The 
collection of clues and facts is given less careful attention or emphasis in 
the socially critical tradition. For example, when Henning Mankell’s Kurt 
Wallander discovers a clue or fact, it is because an intuition has seized him. 
In  Sidetracked , for example, “the realization came over him quickly. His 
subconscious had drawn a conclusion, and forwarded the message on. 
Now they had something” ( Villospår , 308). Here is Salander introducing 
a key fact to her investigative partner Blomkvist: “Five plus three […] fi ve 
cases from your Harriet fi le, and three more that should have been there” 
( Män , 368). Patterns of facts guide Salander to identify serial murders. The 
arithmetic fi gures in both Salander’s logic and her skilful computer hack-
ing. In this way, Salander differs from other investigators in Scandinavian 
crime fi ction, such as Wallander, Martin Beck, Timo Harjunpää, Hanne 
Wilhelmsen, and Maria Kallio. These protagonists’ investigations reveal 
histories and circumstances that make them question the apparent facts, 
and often to come to regard them as shaped by economic and social forces. 

 Noting and analyzing these epistemological and generic differences 
highlights a shift in the social criticism that has defi ned Scandinavian 
crime fi ction since Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö published their fi rst of 
ten novels about Martin Beck and “The Story of a Crime” (“Historia om 
ett brott”) in 1965. This shift is best understood in connection to the 
broader changes that are connected to both globalization and the state 
in Scandinavia. Salander’s positivism can be viewed as a concession to the 
victory of neoliberalism and market orthodoxy in Europe over both the 
revolutionary aspirations of Sjöwall-Wahlöö and the generation of 1968, 
and their followers, who have sustained the socially critical tradition in 
Scandinavian crime fi ction. 

   GLOBALIZATION AS EPISTEMOLOGICAL PROBLEM 
 Globalization’s reorganization of social relations, which has infl uenced the 
shift of social criticism in Scandinavian crime fi ction, also means that the 
epistemological question “How can I know?” arises repeatedly for investi-
gators in such fi ction from the 1990s and 2000s as they encounter emerg-
ing combinations of social relations. 

160 A. NESTINGEN



 The epistemological problem is evident in the question asked again 
and again by Mankell’s Wallander, “What is happening in Sweden?” The 
Wallander series—eight novels and a short story collection appeared between 
1991 and 1999, with the later addition of  The Troubled Man  ( Den orolige 
mannen , 2011/2009)—sold tens of millions of books. Wallander recog-
nizes that something novel is occurring in Sweden, but he struggles to fi gure 
it out. “Kurt Wallander’s Sweden is not a good advertisement for the suc-
cess of the welfare state—the cracks in the consensus of Scandinavian society 
widening, Swedish family life riven by deep psychological traumas,” writes 
Barry Forshaw, emphasizing the dystopian dimensions in Mankell’s repre-
sentation of Sweden, which contrast with a golden age of solidarity and wel-
fare-state function (21). These dimensions provide a motive for Wallander 
and his colleagues to ask, “What is happening?” The implications of their 
question include two additional questions: “How can I know about what is 
happening?” and “How can I understand it?” As the novels make evident, 
“what is happening” in Sweden is a consequence of globalization’s reorga-
nization of economic and social relations. The fi rst Wallander novel,  Faceless 
Killers , turns on the investigation of a torture and murder case, in which one 
of the victims’ last words is “foreigner.” Xenophobia and anti-immigrant 
attacks impact the investigation, and the murderers are ultimately revealed 
to be illegal Polish immigrants with a criminal background. The typical tech-
nique of Mankell’s novels is to weave a far-fl ung history into everyday life in 
Ystad, Sweden, where Wallander investigates the criminal events produced 
by the intersection of the local and the global. To answer his questions, then, 
Wallander must learn about distant histories, which are elements of global-
ization, and which are impacting his investigations in Sweden. Globalization 
creates an epistemological problem, because the implication is that what one 
thinks one knows at home is actually being shaped by causes and histories 
located elsewhere, beyond the scope of one’s knowledge. 

 This problem appears in the opening of Mankell’s novel  Sidetracked  
( Villospår , 1995) in a conversation between Wallander and the Ystad 
police force’s forensic pathologist Nyberg, as the two confer about the 
self-immolation of a young woman in a farm fi eld:

  ‘Why would someone do this to herself? [Nyberg] asked. Are there such 
powerful reasons to want to die that you would get rid of yourself in the 
most painful way you could ever imagine?’ 

 ‘That’s a question I’ve asked myself, too,’ said Wallander. 

 Nyberg shook his head. ‘What is going on?’ 

 Wallander did not answer. He had absolutely nothing to say. (53) 
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 Nyberg’s question is also Wallander’s, ‘What is happening in Sweden?’ 
A similar representation of globalization is present in  The Dogs of Riga  
( Hundarna i Riga , 1992),  The White Lioness  ( Den vita lejoninnan , 1993), 
 The Fifth Woman  ( Den femte kvinnan , 1996),  Firewall  ( Brandvägg , 
1998), and  The Pyramid  ( Pyramiden , 1999). 

 Recapitulating this representation of globalization,  Sidetracked  reveals 
that the suicide is a young woman named Dolores Maria Santana from the 
Dominican Republic. Family tragedy and economic circumstances push 
her from her rural home to Santiago, where she is tricked into becom-
ing a sex worker, then moved through globalized traffi cking networks to 
Sweden. The emphasis in the novel falls on depicting Dolores’ history, 
and analogous ones, as woven together through globalized interactions. 
“Dolores Maria Santana” in Sweden is also an abstraction, the impover-
ished woman of the global South, whose poverty is relevant inasmuch as it 
serves to make evident cruel indifference and exploitation by Swedes, but 
also as it serves as a foil to represent Swedish poverty, also exploited by the 
wealthy. These alignments do not offer facts, but align characters’ stories 
in ways that raise questions about globalization, and challenge notions 
about it. 

  Sidetracked ’s depiction of human traffi cking and the relationship 
between global rich and poor also fi nds an analogue in  The Girl with 
the Dragon Tattoo , albeit with a difference. In  The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo , Salander and her partner Blomkvist discover that Martin Vanger 
has murdered some one hundred women since the early 1960s. “His vic-
tims were anonymous women, often recently arrived immigrants who did 
not have friends or other social contacts in Sweden. There were also pros-
titutes and socially vulnerable women, with a history of abuse or other 
problems” (454). Whereas much of  Sidetracked  is devoted to identify-
ing, investigating, and telling the stories of such “anonymous” women, 
 The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo  lets them remain unnamed, a series of 
“facts” documented by photos and notes in Vanger’s grisly records of 
his crimes, discovered by Salander in Vanger’s basement torture chamber. 
This evidence is a fetishized object in which Vanger’s ghoulishness can be 
condensed and discovered as a fact. Globalization is not represented as an 
epistemological problem, but rather as available for comprehension, mas-
tery, and manipulation if one has the money, like Vanger, or the genius to 
discover and deploy the salient facts, like Salander. 

 What we have in these novels is representations of time-space com-
pression and expansion. According to David Harvey’s  The Condition of 
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Postmodernity , time-space compression is a fundamental feature of the 
intertwined phenomena of late capitalism, postmodernity, and globaliza-
tion. Technologies connect people in ways that truncate, or eliminate, 
temporal distances, in turn, reducing the time it would have taken to 
move people, goods, information, or material in earlier economic systems. 
Time-space compression creates economic and social structures, which 
connect people in novel, transformative ways, through outsourcing and 
social media, for example. A second and corollary feature of globaliza-
tion is time-space expansion, as discussed by anthropologist Cindi Katz 
(1224). She points out that while from the perspective of capital, the 
world may be shrinking through time-space compression, on the ground, 
laboring subjects often experience globalization as spatial expansion: sub-
jects need greater mobility to pursue work or money; they need to acquire 
circulating knowledge and technology from afar; and people encounter 
diasporic and touristic others more frequently, making once distant lives 
become suddenly immediate and relevant—the very kind of others and 
experiences at issue in the sex worker fi gures in Mankell and Larsson’s 
novels. In contrast to such fi gures, Salander’s use of computers to conduct 
investigations, move money around the world, and ultimately manipulate 
international events, is a representation of time-space compression, and 
the kinds of dynamics that fl ow from it. 

 The theoretical point is to draw an epistemological distinction in the 
way time-space compression and expansion are represented. Larsson seeks 
to narrativize strands within both time-space compression and expansion, 
tending to do so in a melodramatic way, where villains are associated with 
compression and victims with expansion. In doing so, Larsson embraces 
a positivism, in which the collection of facts is equated with a capacity to 
infl ect, and even control, the dynamics of time-space compression and 
expansion, even if the collection of facts obscures the stories of subjects of 
globalization, as we see in the erasure of Vanger’s one hundred victims. 
Facts in Larsson’s novels are used to control people, transactions, and 
institutions, functioning as a kind of capital. Facts are valuable instruments 
in the novels’ neoliberal world. 

 What we also see when we contextualize these representations is that 
in some ways they are not new, even if their relationship to globalization 
is novel; in terms of narrative convention, we see in Larsson and Mankell 
elements dating to the Martin Beck, or “Story of a Crime,” novels of Maj 
Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö. Sjöwall; and Wahlöö used epistemological ques-
tions and problems to give voice to criticism, just as Mankell and Larsson 
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do. What changes during the 1990s and 2000s is that authors reorient the 
questions to globalization and the state’s role in it, at the same time as 
they tend to use the questions to emphasize moral criticism and response, 
more so than a political response, as Sjöwall and Wahlöö did.  

   SCANDINAVIAN CRIME FICTION’S EPISTEMOLOGIES 
 The epistemological stances within Scandinavian crime fi ction relate not 
only to globalization and the advent of Internet technology, but also 
to perceptions of the historically changing character of knowledge. For 
Larsson, the response is to invent a heroine investigator, who can combine 
technology with a commonsensical positivism to overcome epistemologi-
cal complexity. Larsson’s response contrasts with another convention in 
Scandinavian crime fi ction, which emphasizes the ways in which the state 
has formed an epistemological obstruction. That is, bureaucracy gets in 
the way, but does so as a textual representation that leads to political cri-
tique. When investigators are able to get round such obstructions and 
ask their questions, they tend to theorize crime as overdetermined, the 
outcome of multiple predictable, yet nevertheless complex, causes. In the 
case of Sjöwall and Wahlöö, such obstructions are ultimately dealt with 
by turning to a Marxian, scientifi c epistemology, and political critique. 
During the 1990s and 2000s, texts often connected complex causes with 
time-space compression and expansion leading to ethical and moral, more 
so than political, critique. 

 Sjöwall and Wahlöö wrote a ten-novel series about Stockholm police 
inspector Martin Beck and his investigative team between 1965 and 1975, 
and they described their goals for the series as follows: “Our aim with 
the series ‘Story of a Crime’ ( Roman om ett brott )…is an analysis of the 
bourgeois welfare state in which we seek to see its criminality in relation 
to its political and ideological doctrines” (quoted in Tapper, 176). For 
them, the welfare state evolved from eighteenth century mercantilism and 
nineteenth century paternalist industrialism, maintaining the class struc-
ture of these earlier systems, dominated as they were by the nobility and 
haute bourgeois capitalists. Even in the postwar welfare state, the class 
structure persisted. However, it had been adapted to fi t with Keynesian 
principles. This combination served economically to maximize the pro-
ductivity of the small Swedish population, benefi ting the elite and the 
national economy, while also providing workers a ‘slice of the cake’ in the 
predominant political metaphor of the 1950s and 1960s. Ideologically, 
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the combination valorized consensus and common cause, thereby mini-
mizing class confl ict and revolutionary development. Within this system, 
the police were seen as a tool of the ruling class to suppress dissent and 
enforce solidarity. The police procedural provided Sjöwall and Wahlöö a 
means of examining the social and economic structure from the inside, 
through Sweden’s national police bureaucracy, while tying into the plea-
sures the genre offered to its readers. The series also introduced Beck and 
his colleagues as independent- minded investigators, struggling in a state 
bureaucracy aligned with a national elite. 

 This confl ict is made clear in the novels as Beck and his teams’ investiga-
tions continually run into bureaucrats, appointees, and police offi cers who 
themselves are Social Democratic Party members, but who interfere with 
investigations and protect colleagues and friends in the political and busi-
ness elite. In this way, Sjöwall and Wahlöö stage an epistemological prob-
lem of Marxism: ideology depicts state function in ways that differ from 
the actual mechanics of its function, and the class confl icts these entail. 
A good example of these confl icts in Sjöwall and Wahlöö’s novels can be 
found in  The Abominable Man , in which a police offi cer Åke Eriksson sets 
out to avenge the death of his wife, Marja, who died of diabetic shock 
when incarcerated on the orders of a brutal chief inspector Stig Nyman, 
who had her put in the drunk tank when subordinate offi cers booked her 
on a public intoxication charge. In fact, she had been suffering from an 
insulin reaction when arrested (138). Eriksson murders Nyman, and later 
ascends a building from which he shoots police offi cers. Police chief Malm 
seeks to kill Eriksson with a paramilitary assault led by two helicopters. 
Eriksson repulses the assault, shooting down one of the helicopters:

  “He shot down the helicopter,” said Malm, and probably for the tenth time 
[…] “I’ll have to ask for military assistance.” 

 “Oh I don’t think …” said Kollberg. 

 “Yes,” said Malm. ‘That’s our only chance.” […] “We haven’t used the fi re 
department,” said Malm. 

 “No” said Kollberg, “but after all, it wasn’t the fi re department that killed 
his wife” […] 

 “What does Eriksson’s wife have to do with it,” Malm asked. 

 “A good deal,” said Kollberg. 
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 “Oh, that old story,” said Malm. “But there is something to what you say, 
perhaps a relative could talk him into giving up. His girlfriend, for example” 

 “He doesn't have a girlfriend,” said Rönn. (196–197) 

   Chief Malm has no interest in the story that led to Eriksson’s crime, 
namely, the death of his wife. He is out of touch, and his professional ambi-
tion and eagerness to use paramilitary methods cause him to make poor 
decisions. His leadership depends on the enabling behavior of colleagues, 
as we see in Lennart Kollberg’s response to him in the cited passage. By 
contrast, Beck and his colleagues, frustrated though they are by Malm and 
other offi cials, work to reveal the stories that make sense of the crimes they 
investigate. Often, these stories reveal an injustice whose source lies in fun-
damental social contradictions, as we see in the case of Nyman, who rep-
resents a conservative old guard characterized by arrogance and violence, 
victimizing as he does Eriksson and his wife, whose working-class identity 
is signifi ed in part by the Finnish ethnicity of Marja. Finnish immigrants in 
Sweden came to work in manufacturing, and fi gured prominently in the 
Swedish working classes of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, but they were 
also the object of derisive stereotypes and discrimination. 

 In this example, we also see that factual knowledge is constructed by 
the state to serve the interests of its offi cials and the groups they represent. 
Malm classifi es Eriksson as a terrorist to justify his paramilitary assault on 
him, but cares little about the story and motive behind Eriksson’s action. 
Sjöwall and Wahlöö emphasize the extent to which Malm’s facts refl ect 
his institutional and class position. In this, they are to some degree con-
structivists, maintaining that the facts are mediated and constructed by 
interested institutional actors. At the same time, they are realists, for the 
premise is that a Marxian account can make clear the concrete facts. As the 
series progresses, the novels increasingly suggest that the alliance between 
the Social Democratic Party and the capitalist elite works through the 
actions of often ham-handed welfare state offi cials like Malm, who act in 
the interests of the capitalists, with whom they are aligned as members of 
a national elite. In contrast to these constructed facts, the actually existing 
facts become clearer and clearer in the novels. 

 Sjöwall and Wahlöö’s depiction of the state resonates throughout 
Scandinavian crime fi ction, as Michael Tapper has suggested. Swedish 
authors Jan Guillou and Henning Mankell both make their protagonists 
representatives of the state—an intelligence operative and a police offi -
cer—but also position them much like Beck, as struggling against state 
offi cials and bureaucrats who collude with their friends, who belong to 
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economic or political elites, and who are sometimes involved in crimes 
themselves. Guillou’s Carl Gustaf Hamilton and Mankell’s Kurt Wallander 
are dissidents within the ranks of the state, coming to understand the 
malfunction of the state by investigating crimes connected to it. Authors 
such as Liza Marklund, Håkan Nesser, Leif G.W. Persson, and the autho-
rial team Anders Roslund and Börge Hellström also represent the state 
as compromised by class interests that sometimes motivate criminal acts, 
in some cases with journalists struggling to reveal the criminality of state 
institutions, in other cases through the operation of the justice system 
(see Tapper,  passim ). We also fi nd echoes of Sjöwall and Wahlöö beyond 
Sweden’s borders in the Nordic region, in the work of such writers as 
Finns Matti Joensuu and Leena Lehtolainen, whose novels include police 
offi cers and state offi cials convicted of crimes. Norwegians Kim Smaage, 
Anne Holt, and Karin Fossum, and Icelander Arnaldur Indriðason are 
also part of this tradition. In the work of all of these writers, investigators 
must go around, or dig into state institutions more deeply, as a means of 
ascertaining the concrete facts that have been concealed, and thereby to 
tell the full story. 

 The way these investigators investigate, and the standpoint from which 
they understand the crimes investigated, provide a rough distinction 
between two kinds of investigators in Scandinavian crime fi ction, “the 
independent-minded investigator” and the “emotional investigator.” 
Both types are epistemological realists, inasmuch as they seek to correlate 
their theories with what they presume to be the facts. The “independent- 
minded” investigator is continually blocked by institutional hurdles, but 
fi nds ways around the obstructions. By contrast, the emotional investi-
gator faces similar struggles, but the narrative emphasis is different, fall-
ing more on the investigator’s emotional response to crimes and theories 
about them. The methods and responses of both types of investigators 
involve seeking to understand the dynamics of time-space compression 
and expansion. Sketching these fi gures helps outline the shift in critique of 
Scandinavian crime fi ction.  

   THE INDEPENDENT-MINDED INVESTIGATOR 
 What investigators and readers can know in Scandinavian crime fi ction is 
often shaped by the institutional and social contexts in which they oper-
ate, and by the investigators’ response to these contexts. Investigators are 
pushed and pulled by the bureaucracies and their institutional dynam-
ics; their nonaligned response to these politics lends their theorizations 
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of crime credibility and a sense of objectivity. They often need to push on 
in situations that expose social confl icts that impact on police work, while 
seeking to understand the relationship between the social confl icts, the 
state, and their work. A typical goal is getting beyond institutional politics 
to an unimpeded standpoint, from which they can understand crime. 

 Sjöwall and Wahlöö provide an example of this independent minded-
ness and theorizing of crime: Martin Beck is pragmatic and not overtly 
political. He is tired of, and repeatedly questions, political and bureau-
cratic agendas. Institutional politics frequently constrain his investigations, 
putting his attempt to understand crime in the foreground. In  Polis ,  Polis 
potatismos  ( Murder at the Savoy , 1970) for example, the investigation 
of the murder of wealthy businessman Viktor Palmgren reveals connec-
tions between Palmgren’s illegal involvement in secret weapons sales to 
the apartheid government in Rhodesia and Social-Democratic offi cials. As 
Beck begins to discover these details, Malm seeks to obstruct the investi-
gation. Giving Beck a ‘gag order’ Malm explains:

  ‘Irreparable damage could be incurred if certain of Palmgren’s activities 
became public knowledge.’ 

 ‘Who would suffer such irreparable damage?’ asked Beck. 

 ‘Who do you think?’ shot back Malm. ‘Society, of course. Our society. If 
it became public knowledge that government offi cials knew about certain 
transactions, well …’ 

 ‘Well, what?’ 

 ‘The political consequences could be destructive’. (167) 

 The implication here is that the facts that Beck discovers have been 
ideologically curated by interested offi cials and business people, and that 
a true account of those facts is only available by freeing oneself from the 
ideology. One must ask more questions, go deeper. Beck is sluggish in 
this effort, often cynically observing and working pragmatically, yet in the 
fi nal novel  The Terrorists,  he experiences a political awakening, in which he 
comes to see his own experience as an instance of broader economic and 
social contradiction. It is his independent, critical perspective that contrib-
utes to an awakening of political consciousness on Beck’s part. 

 In a similar mold to Beck, another version of the independent-minded 
investigator is Norwegian Karin Fossum’s Konrad Sejer. What makes Sejer 
interesting is the way that Fossum builds his independent mindedness in 
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relation to historicist shifts and confl icts in late modernity—the transfor-
mation of family structures, the mobility of children, indifference to chil-
dren’s fates, and the consequences of such indifference. Fossum often ties 
these shifts to consumerist fantasy. For example, in her 2000 novel  The 
Indian Bride  ( Elskede Poona ), protagonist Gunder Jomann arranges for 
a mail-order bride from Mumbai, inspired by an anthropological coffee- 
table book,  People of All Nations . A touristic gaze of the exotic other com-
bines with Jomann’s consumerist power, as a citizen of wealthy Norway, 
to navigate the time-space compression and expansion that defi ne global-
ization. When Poona arrives in Norway, a series of mistakes leads to her 
murder in a fi eld near Jomann’s village. The novel elicits stereotypes about 
its characters—the other Poona, the bachelor Jomann, as well as teenagers 
and adults, hiding the loose ends of their lives. Here the police institu-
tion does not obstruct Sejer. Rather, the suspects and their friends seek 
to defl ect and conceal by hedging the truth and concealing details. Sejer 
engages with all of them, asking deceptive questions in a pleasant man-
ner, while listening patiently. If Sjöwall and Wahlöö’s Beck must separate 
himself from an ideological view of the facts, Sejer must separate himself 
from the cultural stereotypes, assumptions, and half-truths that conceal 
and reveal the crime he is investigating. Sejer never attains an objective 
position from which he can decipher the impact of Elvestad’s racist and 
misogynistic attitudes, the community’s tolerance for these attitudes, and 
their simultaneous attempt to conceal their attitudes. The novel fi nally 
disrupts generic expectations, creating ambiguity about who the murderer 
may have been. This epistemological ambiguity is refl ected in Sejer’s view: 
“You want every last piece of the jigsaw puzzle in place. Because people 
are like that. Reality is different. Just because some of the pieces don’t fi t, 
doesn’t mean [the suspect] is innocent” (289). 

 Sejer and Beck share an epistemological uncertainty: their investigations 
lead them to question the possibility of knowing with certainty in their 
political and social circumstances, because institutions and their fellow cit-
izens’ views shape them deeply. They respond by seeking an independent- 
minded perspective, which they arrive at through pragmatism and savvy. 
In Sjöwall and Wahlöö this leads to political critique, in Fossum it leads 
to moral critique. The moral critique suggests that in times of globaliza-
tion, and the reorganized social relations of time-space compression and 
expansion, one must be self-aware about one’s openness to the Other, and 
distrust the stereotypes that often shape encounters with that Other. Like 
Mankell, Fossum’s texts advocate an interrogative approach to globaliza-
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tion, achieved by seeking separation from the dominant social structures 
and cultural points of view.  

   THE EMOTIONAL INVESTIGATOR 
 If Beck and Sejer are instances of investigators seeking a critical perspec-
tive through an intellectual stance, then they might not seem too far away 
from Mankell’s Wallander, or a representative of the Scandinavian feminist 
hardboiled tradition, such as Leena Lehtolainen’s Maria Kallio. These two 
are “emotional detectives” (see Nestingen). Recurrent metaphors and dis-
tinctive techniques of narration emphasize these investigators’ emotional 
response to their investigations. In contrast to the independent-minded 
investigators, these detectives cannot transcend their emotions, and their 
emotional state tends to drive the narration, causing the novels to empha-
size their protagonists’ feelings about crime. They respond to the episte-
mological problems in question with intensity of feeling. 

 These emotional investigators share a distinct way of knowing and 
thinking; they are obsessed with seeking to understand or theorize the 
crimes they investigate in socio-political terms. Emotional intensity leads 
them to a theory of the meaning of events. Wallander and Kallio both see 
crime as a symptom of social dysfunction caused by the transformative 
diminishment of the welfare state that has occurred in Scandinavia since 
the 1980s through implementation of neoliberal economic policy. While 
Sjöwall and Wahlöö critique the welfare state as unjustly favoring particu-
lar class and gendered subject positions, Mankell and Lehtolainen defend 
the welfare state against neoliberal market orthodoxy and its erosion of the 
welfare state infrastructure and the solidarity and egalitarianism ostensibly 
underpinning it. Yet like Sjöwall and Wahlöö, Letholainen and Mankell 
see political malfeasance and the corruption of the welfare state as a prob-
lem. The state sometimes becomes a criminal entity in their novels when 
elites use opportunities furnished by time-space compression and expan-
sion for criminal activity, as for example in  Sidetracked , when it is revealed 
that the retired Social Democratic Minister of Justice, Gustaf Wetterstedt, 
is one of the johns who patronizes Dolores Santana. 

 One relevant feature of Mankell’s Wallander novels is their use of an 
interrogative tone and recurrent fi gures to emphasize Wallander’s emo-
tional state. The interrogative tone is most evident in Wallander’s repeti-
tive questions. What’s happening in Sweden? How has crime become so 
brutal? He cannot answer his questions, because he cannot see his society 
clearly, and he does not fully belong to it, and so he reacts emotionally. This 
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dynamic also comes through clearly in  The Pyramid . Here is Wallander 
engaged in typical refl ections: “The beach lay drenched in fog. Wallander 
thought of what the old doctor had said. Crime was becoming more fre-
quent and more brutal. Wallander had often felt the same way. He had 
thought he was a police offi cer who really belonged to another time” (186). 

 The passage plays on the link between seeing and knowing. Wallander 
cannot fi guratively see because of the fog, and so he cannot understand 
more frequent, more brutal crime. As a result, he falls back on other senses 
and on feeling. The emphasis in the novels falls on Wallander’s intuitions 
and feelings. Beyond the fi gurative fog, Wallander’s obscured vision is also 
linked to his dislocation in time. He belongs “to another time,” when 
crime was ostensibly less frequent and brutal. The temporal distinction is 
one more instance of linking crime to globalization. Wallander is doubly 
unable to see, because of the fog and because he is an anachronism. All 
this results in an emotional response. For example, returning to the suicide 
of Dolores Santana, Wallander remarks, “Could a 15-year-old girl really 
kill herself in that way […] That just isn’t possible, not here in Sweden.” 
The doctor with whom he is speaking replies, “‘It was here all right […] 
in Sweden. In the center of the universe. In the middle of the summer.’ 
Wallander’s eyes fi lled with tears” ( Sidetracked  53). 

 Leena Lehtolainen’s Maria Kallio novels also emphasize the investiga-
tor’s emotional response to crime. They do so by using fi rst-person nar-
ration, the narrative technique of the hardboiled and feminist hardboiled 
traditions—familiar not only from Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe 
of the 1930s and 1940s, but also from Sara Paretsky’s V.I. Warshawski 
and Sue Grafton’s Kinsey Milhone novels since the 1980s. This fi rst-
person voice in the Kallio novels attributes emotional intensity to the 
effort to understand crime. In the fi fth novel in the series  Ennen lähtöä  
( Before Leaving , 1998) a gay municipal offi cial is murdered for political 
reasons in Espoo, the municipality in which Nokia is headquartered. The 
murder is committed by skinheads working as enforcers for a wealthy 
developer and politician who is seeking to enrich himself through the 
growth of Espoo. Kallio theorizes that the crime has its roots in eco-
nomic disparity:

  The security of this city is splitting in two. The people living in seafront prop-
erties have the money for McMansions, hundred thousand-euro Mercedes, 
and ten-thousand-euro security systems, but in the apartment complexes 
retired grandmothers don’t dare go to the bank to withdraw their weekly 
hundred, because they’re afraid of the junkies. (77–78) 
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 Kallio describes time-space compression and expansion vividly: capi-
tal fl ows from globalization enrich an elite, while those outside that elite 
inhabit a reorganized social space, which has been transformed by altered 
fl ows of capital and crime. The visible socioeconomic inequity is the con-
text for the developer’s manipulation of his enforcers’ emotional response. 
He plays the unemployed, disenfranchised skinheads off against gays and 
immigrants, who, despite historical stigmatization enjoy increasing social 
and political status, which the skinheads view as illegitimate. By using fi rst- 
person narration, the novels emphasize Kallio’s response to such crimes, 
her anger and anxiety over them, as a response not only to the crimes, but 
also to the dynamics of globalization with which she associates them. The 
investigations take on an autobiographical quality, in which Kallio’s feel-
ings of anxiety, frustration, and righteousness are often in the foreground. 

 Like the crimes investigated by the independent minded and emotional 
investigators, the crimes in Stieg Larsson’s novels also connect crime, 
globalization, and the state while offering a different kind of critique. 
Lisbeth Salander is uninterested in theorizing, nor does she spend much 
time worrying over the social effects of crime. She collects facts and seeks 
to recognize patterns. Salander is unimpeded and unemotional. This is 
where the shift in critique is evident. Salander’s positivism can be read 
as a concession to neoliberalism and market orthodoxy, unlike either the 
revolutionary aspirations of Sjöwall-Wahlöö and the 1968 generation, or 
the social-democratic defenders of the welfare state, such as Mankell and 
Lehtolainen. Salander’s facts are capital, which allow her to beat down the 
 homo economicus  of neoliberal Sweden.  

   THE REVENGE OF THE POSITIVIST 
 The positivism of Salander is notable as a historicist response to the 
time-space compression and expansion of globalization, and its impact 
on the late-modern welfare state. Themes of globalization are woven 
into Larsson’s novels: the fi nancier Hans-Erik Wennerström is depicted 
as a fi nancial criminal, who enriched himself through illicit trading and 
the exploitation of state support for economic development in the post- 
Soviet Eastern Bloc. Anna W.  Stenport and Cecilia O.  Alm write that 
Wennerström’s “tangled fi nancial empire, the novel emphasizes repeat-
edly, is built almost entirely on speculation and criminal global economic 
practices” (126). Wennerström gains his wealth through fi nance capital, 
in contrast to Henrik Vanger, who represents the paternalistic industrial-
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ism of twentieth century Sweden (as critiqued by Sjöwall and Wahlöö). 
Stenport and Alm argue that Vanger’s isolation and failing corporation:

  can be seen as allusions to the downturn of a traditional Swedish corporate- 
industrial model […] The Vanger Corporation’s fate refl ects the twentieth- 
century Swedish welfare state and the so-called Swedish Model” which 
was seen “seen as ‘a middle way’ between capitalism and communism that 
helped produce an ideology of ‘solidarity, equality and consensus’ that was 
integral to the Swedish Model”. (125) 

  The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo  not only concerns itself with the con-
fl ict between new and old economic systems—fi nance capital and indus-
trial capitalism—but also the relation of these to the state and to crime. 
The novel depicts both modes of capitalist enterprise as having exploited 
the state to advance their interests. Indeed, the novels draw on a deep 
sense of cynicism about collusion between economic and political elites in 
Sweden going back to the nineteenth century, but intensifying during the 
late twentieth century. But whereas Sjöwall and Wahlöö seek to narrate 
Beck’s resolution of the epistemological gap from an independent-minded 
perspective, and Mankell, Lehtolainen, and others have their protagonists 
wring their hands about the decline of the welfare state in times of glo-
balization, Larsson’s novels stage a revenge fantasy, in which the mythical 
‘rational actor’ of the golden age of the welfare state takes vengeance on 
the elites who betrayed the Swedish “People’s Home” ( folkhemmet )—
the colloquial term for the welfare state in Sweden coined by Per Albin 
Hansson, Sweden’s Social Democratic prime minister during the 1930s 
and 1940s. Positivism becomes a means of advocating a rationalist reeval-
uation of Sweden and her twentieth century history. The positivism of 
Larsson’s work also fetishizes hacking and facts—in addition to Apple 
products and hand-held devices, among other objects—as instruments of 
power on the terrain of fi nance capital and globalization, moving away 
from the contextualizing storytelling that resonates throughout socially 
critical Scandinavian crime fi ction. 

 One of the ways Larsson’s trilogy makes evident the salient role of 
Salander’s positivism is in its obsessive seriality. In the fi rst novel alone 
we begin with a series of fl owers mailed to Henrik Vanger, moving on to 
series of dates, series of Biblical passages, series of photographs, and of 
course serial murder. Strikingly, these patterns carry scant signifi cance in 
themselves. That is to say, there is no secret meaning, or explanation, in 
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them, even though their very discovery cues the reader to expect such dis-
closure. The fl owers on Vanger’s birthday open the novel evocatively, but 
are irrelevant. The biblical passages that Blomkvist’s daughter identifi es 
are not meaningful in themselves, but a pattern representing another pat-
tern. These many patterns match Salander’s intellectual stance. She seeks 
such patterns, but is uninterested in them as meaningful repetitions. 

 In her positivism, Salander embodies one of the myths of the Swedish 
welfare state, its self-defi nition as rational and modern. This myth is con-
cisely defi ned by Lundin, Stenslås, and Gribbe in their book  Science for 
Welfare and Warfare: Technology and State Initiative in Cold War Sweden : 
trust in expertise, a cost-benefi t analysis of policy, technocratic solutions, 
and corporatist consensus have predominated in Swedish public life, and 
they are instances of the role of rationality in shaping twentieth century 
Swedish history. The myth of public rationality helped build a national class-
consensus: transparent and reasonable public debate suppressed class confl ict 
and difference, while sustaining technocratic policy that catalyzed economic 
growth (Lundin et al, 4–10). To return to Salander, she can be seen as an 
embodiment of rationality in the sense that she is unemotional, calculating, 
and intellectually rigorous. She learns to embrace cost-benefi t analysis in 
her own life through her principles. She could be described as a technocrat 
vigilante, rationally collecting her facts, making her deductions, and coming 
to conclusions, on which she brutally acts. In this she stands in contrast to 
the Vanger family, Wennerström, and the agents of the sprawling conspiracy 
of the second and third novels: these fi gures rely on class position, tradition, 
favoritism, and prejudice to protect and advance their interests, all of which 
symbolize precisely the lack of rigor and transparency that Salander abhors. 
Salander thus embodies the myth of modern Sweden as rational at the same 
time as she does battle against the historicist realities of the co-opted welfare 
state of the past, represented by the Vangers, and the state-capitalist, neolib-
eral embrace of fi nancial globalization, represented by Wennerström.  

   JUST THE FACTS 
 The Nordic countries have transformed since the 1980s, and Scandinavian 
crime fi ction has also changed. Economic and social changes brought 
about by the implementation of neoliberal economic policies and the 
adaptation of Internet technologies, have impacted one of the central tra-
ditions in Scandinavian popular culture: the socially critical crime novel. 
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This tradition dates back to the novels of Sjöwall and Wahlöö, and fi nds 
recent expression in Stieg Larsson’s novels, but also in the work of such 
writers as Henning Mankell, Leena Lehtolainen, Karin Fossum, and oth-
ers. Sjöwall and Wahlöö were obsessed with the welfare state, attacking it 
from the left fl ank. Recent crime novelists have continued to attack the 
state, but as the state has shifted to the economic right, the cultural left has 
often engaged in moral critique in an effort to defend the moral and affec-
tive values of the welfare state: solidarity, consensus, egalitarianism, and 
deference. Novelists such as Henning Mankell and Leena Lehtolainen, 
but also writers as diverse as Anne Holt, Karin Fossum, and Arnaldur 
Indriðason have revised the Sjöwall and Wahlöö tradition, using moral 
critique to defend the economic, political, and social system that Sjöwall 
and Wahlöö scorned as counter-revolutionary. 

 Larsson’s epistemological shift jettisons moral critique to embrace a 
notion of competition and rational action, which has its roots in the neo-
liberal worldview, which Larsson ostensibly attacks. This essay has sought 
to show the extent to which the conventions of socially critical crime 
fi ction have emphasized critique of the facts, which leads to varieties of 
political and moral critique. In contrast, Salander’s investigations and facts 
are fetishized fantasies of control and domination. The stories behind the 
facts, typically the focus in the socially critical crime novel, are erased. 
Critique is transformed into vengeance and violence. Larsson has found 
followers in Scandinavian crime fi ction, including Jussi Adler Olsen, Ilkka 
Remes, Reijo Mäki, and, to some extent, Jo Nesbø. More broadly, a shift 
away from social criticism in generic terms has also occurred. Whodunnits 
written by celebrity authors in picturesque settings have attained new 
prominence, as Kerstin Bergman has shown. Such formal changes sug-
gest the waning of the socially critical crime novel, as Scandinavian crime 
fi ction’s celebrities, not least the “hacker” Lisbeth Salander, have become 
famous for their role in the reinvention of the socially critical tradition.     

  NOTE 
1.    The Swedish title of the fi rst novel translates as “Men who hate women.” 

The second novel in the  Millennium -trilogy  Flickan som lekte med elden  
translates as “The Girl Who Played With the Fire.” The fi nal novel  Luftslottet 
som sprängdes  translates as “The Castle in the Air Detonated.” All transla-
tions are mine, unless indicated otherwise.   
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      John le Carré and The New Novel of Global 
(In)security                     

     Andrew     Pepper    

      As the various wars being waged by states and their proxies against ter-
ror, crime, drugs, corporate malpractice, bankers, immigration, and leftist 
insurgencies blur into one another, the result is not simply an inchoate 
mess. Rather, the indecipherability of the resulting order is symptomatic 
of its inner logic: “crime and terror merge in the epistemic murk of a new 
global system that both reproduces and eclipses its old international pre-
decessor…The upshot is that social order appears ever more impossible to 
apprehend, violence appears ever more endemic, excessive, and transgres-
sive, and police come, in the public imagination, to embody a nervous 
state under pressure” (Jean and John Comaroff, 803). While I don’t think 
literature can perform an epistemological miracle and bring the “murk of 
a new global system” into sharp relief, what I am calling the new novel of 
global (in)security can help us map this murky security environment and 
intervene in our transforming global order. 

 This hybrid generic formation—born of the crime and espionage 
novel—is politically interesting because it enacts, at the level of form as 
well as content, the confusion and anxiety resulting from an epistemic 
inability to thematize the state and state sovereignty as central to, and 
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constitutive of, the ongoing and un-realizable efforts to bring about 
global security. The jurisdictional limits, and geopolitical ambitions, of the 
state are the cornerstones of the crime and espionage novels respectively, 
even when the same novels explore the ambivalence that structures their 
protagonists’ affi liations to the institutions they unwillingly serve (see 
Hepburn and Pepper,  Unwilling ). The new novel of global (in)security 
unsettles this formulation in a number of ways: fi rst, it is unwilling to situ-
ate sovereign power at the heart of the new security environment; second, 
it refuses to sanction a distinction between domestic and international 
and, by extension, the realms of policing on the one hand and defence/
military/intelligence on the other; and third, it sees the work of securiti-
zation not in terms of identifying specifi c criminals or terrorists, making 
arrests, and punishing individuals under the law, but, rather, creating a 
more secure global environment through the monitoring of information, 
the management of risk, and the sanctioning of preemptive action in the 
face of generalized security threats. 

 It may seem misguided, at best, to argue for John le Carré as a key prac-
titioner of this new generic category. Here, after all, is a writer who came 
to prominence during the Cold War with its ideology of clashing sover-
eign powers, and whose reputation as an espionage novelist rests upon an 
appreciation of his unsentimental dissection of the British security services 
and of the spy’s complicated relationship with his paymasters. As Hepburn 
rightly argues, le Carré’s work explores “the duties and rights of citizen-
ship in terms of dissenting from, and contrarily, serving the state” (277). 
By focusing on his three post-9/11 “war on terror” novels— A Most 
Wanted Man  (2008),  Our Kind of Traitor  (2010) and  A Delicate Truth  
(2013)—I am not arguing that le Carré has undergone a Damascene con-
version and that these late works constitute some kind of absolutist repu-
diation of the novels that made his name, e.g.  The Spy Who Came in from 
the Cold  (1963) and  Tinker ,  Tailor ,  Soldier ,  Spy  (1974). Many of the hall-
marks of a le Carré novel are present in these later works: the little man, 
sympathetically drawn, being sacrifi ced to a larger power game (Knight, 
88); bureaucratic infi ghting; the carefully drawn out tension between eth-
ics and politics and the competing demands of individual ethical posi-
tions and the obligations of citizenship (Aronoff, 2); and the detectable 
presence of the author’s “deeply internalized liberal sentiments” (Aronoff, 
203; also see Homberger, 14). Nor is the tenor of these later works simply 
down to le Carré’s conversion from an “elegantly dark, knowing, ironical 
writer to a muckraking crusader” (Dickstein, 90), though his antipathy 
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toward the profi teering of Big Pharma in the developing world and the 
catastrophic violence unleashed by the US-led ‘war on terror’ are well- 
documented and some of this anger has inevitably found its way into his 
later works (e.g.  The Constant Gardener ). 

 But insofar as the cornerstone of le Carré’s Cold War political outlook 
(i.e. the centrality of the state to the project of security) has undergone 
considerable revision, so too must his fi ction grapple with the implica-
tions of this transformation. The modern state’s place as the preeminent 
security actor “is being eroded under conditions of globalization and its 
neoliberal thematizations” (Loader and Walker, 1) and one might even say 
there is a “crisis of the modern nation-state” that manifests itself and poses 
“limits to the public sphere of law enforcement through the increasing 
privatization of detection” (Goodman, 2). Consequently, we might think 
about how a “political” writer like le Carré, who, himself, is all too aware 
of these transformations, would want, and indeed be compelled, to inves-
tigate the implications of these transformations for the espionage novel. 

 It is for this reason that I prefer to describe le Carré’s late work as new 
novels of global (in)security, as opposed to espionage novels, because this 
term is better able to capture this ‘crisis’ of the modern state and its erosion 
as  the  security actor—and in doing so, speak about a more general move-
ment away from sovereignty to accounts of security characterized by a 
breakdown of the kind of stable binaries upon which traditional accounts of 
sovereignty depend (e.g. internal/external, us/them, crime/war, police/
military etc.). The three sections of this chapter explore particular aspects 
of this maneuver: in the fi rst,  A Most Wanted Man  is used to consider how 
new models of data-mining, fi nancial profi ling, and risk assessment are 
being used to sanction preemptive actions, anywhere in the world, against 
terrorist suspects, and what the implications of this policy might be; the 
second, focusing on  Our Kind of Traitor , considers the extent to which 
the emergence of international organized crime networks requires us to 
fundamentally rethink the way we are governed (by whom, and for what 
purposes); and the third, looking at  A Delicate Truth , explores the signifi -
cance of the part-privatization of security arrangements. In each case, the 
state doesn’t wholly disappear. Instead, sovereign accounts of security are 
at once intensifi ed by the rolling out of institutional initiatives in the face 
of new security threats and hollowed out by the subcontracting of this 
work to private corporations. At their most radical, these novels are able, 
instinctively more than intentionally, to speak to what Lauren Berlant calls 
“a fantasy of sovereign performativity” (96); in other words, they capture 
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the extent to which the enactment of sovereign power comes to resemble 
a performance where the players involved are partly aware of their roles 
and of the fantasies they are seeking to project. That said, true to le Carré’s 
“liberal” instincts, which come across most strongly in his depiction of 
the state “and the claims it makes upon the consciences of its servants” 
(Homberger, 14), this “radical” move is curtailed by his insistence on 
fi nding a solution to the problems he uncovers from within the operations 
of the state, and through the actions of his novels’ uncorrupted, but ethi-
cally challenged, individual players. This “eleventh hour” resuscitation of 
due process, and perhaps even sovereignty, mirrors a related maneuver in 
conspiracy thrillers, identifi ed by Slavoj Žižek, whereby the ills of capital-
ism and the surrender of the public good to private interests are openly 
paraded but “the institutional set-up of the (bourgeois) democratic state 
is never questioned” (9). What remains, though, as a troubling presence 
is the violence enacted by securitization efforts at home and elsewhere, 
and the consequences of this violence. It is the visibility of insecurity and 
violence that constitutes an important aspect of le Carré’s critical impetus, 
and why I designate these works as new novels of global (in)security. 

    A MOST WANTED MAN : THE POLITICS OF PREEMPTION 
 There are two parallel security operations in  A Most Wanted Man  that 
are both intended to neutralize the potential threat posed by Issa Karpov, 
a part Russian, part Chechen refugee who arrives in Hamburg to access 
funds illegally smuggled out of Russia by his father during the break-
 up of the Soviet Union, and use these funds to assist “good” or chari-
table works. Both fall under the umbrella of the German Joint Steering 
Committee—“a brand-new system of command-and-control covering all 
major and minor intelligence services” (56): one is run by the charismatic 
Gunther Bachmann of “the Foreign Acquisitions Unit of Hamburg’s 
grandly named Offi ce for the Prosecution of the Constitution” and the 
other falls under the auspices of Dieter Burgdorf from the Ministry of 
the Interior, described as an “unashamed friend of Washington’s neo- 
conservatives” (127). Karpov’s intention to donate his inheritance brings 
him into contact, fi rst of all with banker Tommy Brue of the private bank-
ing house of Brue Frères plc, and then via the intervention of various secu-
rity players, such as Dr. Abdullah, an Egyptian-born reformist orthodox 
scholar who represents and helps fund charities throughout the Muslim 
world. In part, then, what the novel shows is how closely intertwined 
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fi nance and security domains are, especially in the context of pursuing ter-
rorist monies which, as Marieke de Goede puts it, “has fostered a fi nance- 
security assemblage that governs through preemption and anticipation” 
(187). The objective of counterterrorism fi nancing, she explains, is “not 
to cut off money fl ows to (potential) terrorists;” rather, it is “to enable 
preemptive intervention in the spaces of everyday life, including charitable 
donations, migrants’ remittances, and everyday banking” (187). 

 At stake then, is the nature of the “preemptive intervention” proposed 
by rival factions in the novel, and its consequences, potentially and actually, 
for the goal of creating a more secure environment, domestically and inter-
nationally. The motivating event here is 9/11, both in a larger geopolitical 
sense, and in the specifi c context of Hamburg where the lead bomber, 
Mohammed Atta, lived immediately prior to the attacks (“One ground 
zero was in New York,” Bachmann tells his unit, “The other ground zero 
that you don’t hear so much about was right here in Hamburg” 68). In 
other words, what 9/11 exposed was the failures and inadequacies of an 
entire Cold War apparatus of security and intelligence, and what it ushered 
in and sanctioned was a new approach based on the logic of preemp-
tive intervention. This, in turn, produces the novel’s parallel operations. 
Bachmann focuses on the careful compilation of intelligence information 
and data, both from street level contacts and via fi nancial tracking software 
programs, so that preemption would be possible if it indicated a terror-
ist attack was imminent, but where the emphasis is on generating further 
intelligence information: “We stay small. We stay on the street. We do 
detail. We have no preconceived target to direct them at. We fi nd a man, 
we develop him, we see what he’s got, and we take him as far as he’ll go” 
(75). The remit of Burgdorf and his German and US allies is closer to 
de Goede’s description of what she calls the fi nance-security assemblage 
where the objective “is not so much to predict the future as to anticipate 
and premediate multiple possible futures on the basis of which immediate 
security action can be taken” (190). Hence, while Bachmann is keen to 
“develop” Issa Karpov and “take him as far as he’ll go,” Otto Keller, one 
of Burgdorf’s allies, sees Karpov as “a clear and present threat” and wants 
to launch an immediate “search-and-fi nd operation resulting in high pro-
fi le arrests” both to serve “as a deterrent to Islamist sympathisers” (148) 
and to thwart some future, but as-yet undefi ned, terrorist atrocity. 

 The latter position produces its own narrative and, by implication, 
generic logic whereby the push towards arrest and prosecution “under the 
Constitution” (149) comes close to reproducing a move familiar in much 
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crime fi ction whereby the police, or their proxies, seek to punish, with 
varying degrees of effectiveness, wrongdoers, according to the jurisdic-
tional limits of the state. But le Carré’s sympathies as a novelist are clearly 
directed towards Bachmann’s open-ended ambitions—what Bachmann 
later refers to as his “unsung Cantata” where the differences between spies 
and policemen are underlined (“ We do not arrest our targets. We develop 
them and redirect them at bigger targets ” 317). The practical business of 
identifying a network, watching it, listening to it, penetrating it, with the 
ultimate ambition of controlling it (317) speaks to, or about, a particular 
kind of police or security work that, as Didier Bigo puts it, “concerns 
patrolling the data in order to spot connections between criminals” and 
hence “transcends the internal/external divide” so that “intelligence-led 
policing” is “increasingly dealing with areas that previously belonged to 
external intelligence and the army” (84). This move beyond the state 
unsettles the “inside/outside” distinction upon which “normative” 
accounts of state sovereignty are premised (Walker, 164–165), and is part 
of what distinguishes the new novel of global (in)security from, say, the 
traditional police novel. But it also offers a context for thinking about the 
kind of security work undertaken by Bachmann’s team: patrolling fi nan-
cial data from across the globe in order to identify patterns of apparently 
criminal or aberrant behavior (see Pepper, “Policing”). The target here is 
Dr. Abdullah, codename SIGNPOST, a philanthropic fi gure whose work, 
as we fi nd out, cannot avoid some kind of entanglement with Islamic ter-
rorism: “A mosque needs a roof. A hospital needs a wing. And by merciful 
Allah’s grace, there’s a go-between who gives them money. But the poor-
est outposts of Islam are not exactly renowned for their meticulous book-
keeping so the go-between is able to keep enough back to buy explosives 
for a couple of suicide belts” (315). 

 What le Carré’s novel does so well—what le Carré has always done so 
well—is to explore the moral grey areas between good and bad, whereby 
an uncomplicated desire to do “good” often has morally reprehensible 
consequences, and where ostensibly “bad” behavior can sometimes be jus-
tifi ed according to a utilitarian and/or jurisdictional logic. Asked whether 
SIGNPOST fi nances terror and hence is bad, Professor Aziz, Bachmann’s 
assistant, makes the following distinction: “Ninety-fi ve per cent of him 
does not. Ninety-fi ve per cent of him supports the poor and sick and 
needy of the Umma. But fi ve per cent of him fi nances terror. Consciously, 
and with ingenuity. He is therefore an evil man. That is his tragedy” 
(316). This, then, is where the two security operations and their attendant 
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 narratives come together, for while Bachmann’s open-ended surveillance 
agenda (where the goal is to penetrate and control SIGNPOST’s net-
work) is ostensibly endorsed, in actuality, the possible threat, character-
ized by this fi ve percent fi gure, is suffi cient to trigger a countermove to 
shut down the network and make arrests. And it is here, le Carré sug-
gests, that the logic of preemption is most insidious—and not just because 
it destroys a potentially valuable intelligence asset. SIGNPOST may be 
guilty of terror fi nancing (“Consciously, and with ingenuity”), but the 
evidence against him remains untested. Moreover, Karpov, le Carré makes 
clear, is guilty of nothing more than wanting to give away money accrued 
through Soviet plunder. Reading the novel through de Goede’s idea of a 
fi nancial- security assemblage means that “the abnormal transaction, the 
‘inappropriate’ political support, and the suspect association” become, in 
Burgdorf’s view, “cause for criminalization or intervention, regardless of 
their relation to any (planned or potential) act of violence” (191–192). 

 The resulting “action” involves the arrest of Karpov and SIGNPOST 
and, we are led to assume, their extraordinary rendition by “hillbillies 
from the Farm” (414–415) to “some hole in the desert” (415). This secu-
ritizing move is enabled by “the idea that ‘we’ face an existential threat 
that calls for immediate, decisive action” (Loader and Walker, 12) but as 
de Goede makes clear, and as is evidenced by the climax and fallout of  A 
Most Wanted Man , the pursuit of terrorist monies is not a “nonviolent, 
technical” procedure but instead “intersects with the more violent face 
of the war on terror” and in turn produces “its own insecurities” (190–
191). This violence affects not only Karpov, but also others—like Karpov’s 
human rights lawyer Annabel Richter and an “innocent” Turkish family 
who befriended Karpov and provided him with a place to stay—who are 
caught up in its indiscriminate slipstream. Furthermore, while this pre-
emptive move, driven as it is by a US-led agenda, may in part shore up sov-
ereign accounts of security (and the “pattern of affi rmation and negation” 
upon which “statist forms of political community” are founded [Walker, 
164]), it also unsettles the sanctity and legitimacy of this power in ways 
that le Carré would seem to want to underscore. 

 At a general level the visibility of the security action (it takes place in 
broad daylight in a public place) enacts an intensifi ed or heightened ver-
sion of sovereignty (i.e. where the action is carefully choreographed or 
performed). However, instead of coming across as a projection of domi-
nance, what is emphasized is the weakness and insecurity of its architects 
and, hence, the idea of sovereignty as “a fantasy misrecognized as an 
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objective state” (Berlant, 97). At a more detailed level, there is no “due 
process” or democratic accountability behind the security action; rather, it 
is authorized by “midlevel bureaucrats” (de Goede, 194) and what Judith 
Butler calls “petty sovereigns” who are “mobilized by aims and tactics of 
power they do not fully inaugurate or control” (56). Just as signifi cantly, 
it produces “substantial and violent insecurities” (de Goede, 196) which 
in the specifi c context of the novel include an indiscriminate dragnet of 
everyone linked—both directly and indirectly—to the suspects, and a mas-
sive rupture to the task of street-level intelligence gathering. If anything, 
and in consort with Bachmann’s impotent rage at the end of the novel, his 
political short-sightedness is what most concerns le Carré, and his palpable 
anger could potentially be read as a form of political resistance to these 
new securitizations. Nevertheless, in this novel at least, le Carré offers 
no easy solutions to the problems of securitization that he so incisively 
documents and what we are left with is not a situation where security tem-
porarily trumps liberty in exceptional circumstances, but where, as Bigo 
puts it so nicely, “the supposed balance between liberty and security” is 
best understood as “a false choice” and even as “a metaphor that works to 
legitimate particular kinds of societies” (quoted in de Goede, 201).  

    OUR KIND OF TRAITOR : THE STATE-ORGANIZED CRIME 
NEXUS 

 What distinguishes le Carré’s late novels is his willingness to explore, and 
critically interrogate, the changing nature of governance in the post 9/11 
era; a shift, if you like, from state-contained government to networked 
governance, where power does not necessarily rest solely within the state. 
While his earlier novels, notably  The Looking Glass War  (1965) and  Tinker , 
 Tailor ,  Soldier Spy , skilfully map the byzantine world of the British intelli-
gence services and their foreign counterparts, he doesn’t move beyond the 
state as his object of scrutiny or, indeed, “particular state-centered modes 
of theorizing government” (Loader, 325). In these later novels, and obvi-
ously in response to corresponding shifts in the organization and imple-
mentation of new security initiatives, we see the relativization of the state 
as a locus of political authority and even its usurpation by private security 
corporations ( A Delicate Truth ), or the emergence of a more complicated 
security landscape where the state itself is transformed and “becomes a 
collection of interorganizational networks made up of governmental and 
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societal actors with no sovereign actor able to steer or regulate” (Loader, 
329). In  Our Kind of Traitor , it is the interpenetration of the state and 
organized crime, or the emergence of a state-organized crime nexus, that 
preoccupies le Carré, as well as the implications of this nexus for broader 
claims about territoriality, jurisdiction, and legitimacy. Do British intel-
ligence services have the capacity to pursue British national interests when 
the correlation between “authority, territory and policing” that under-
pins a “Weberian” understanding of the state no longer seems to matter 
(Manning, 177), and when the pursuit of fi nancial gain, whether illegally 
or illegally, seems to take precedence? It is not that the state withers or 
disappears under these circumstances; rather, state rule as “dominion by 
unifi ed power elite” is replaced by “a changing morphology of governance 
in which partly fragmented states interact with commercial, civil and vol-
untary bodies both within and across national jurisdictional boundaries” 
(Johnston, 38). In  Our Kind of Traitor  the “commercial” body in ques-
tion is the Russian mafi a and its various international associates. 

 On the face of it, le Carré’s novel would seem to establish clear dis-
tinctions between the domains of organized crime, with its epicenter 
in Russia, and the security and good governance one might expect in 
a mature democracy like the UK.  The novel centers around the fi gure 
of Dima—Dmitri Vladimirovich Krasnov, charismatic fi nancier to the 
Russian mafi a and European Director of The Arena Multi Global Trading 
Conglomerate of Nicosia, Cyprus (48)—and his desire to gain political 
asylum in the UK following the assassination of a close friend and associate 
in Moscow and an attendant threat to his own life. In order to facilitate 
this move he solicits the help of Perry Makepiece, a young Englishman 
and tutor at “an ancient, rich, achievement-driven” Oxford college (1), 
who he befriends on the island of Antigua following a tennis match that 
Dima has arranged. The contrast between Dima—described as “a crook 
and a money- launderer…boasting about his bent chums” (98)—and 
Makepiece, the “State-educated son of secondary school teachers” (1) 
driven by “a compulsive need to win” (3) could not be any starker. While 
Makepiece, to Dima at least, is the professor of “fair-play English” (26) 
and someone whose academic success and social advancement speak to a 
functioning meritocracy, Dima is a product of the Kolyma prison camp 
in central Russia and the culture of  vory  characterized by the idea of “a 
brotherhood of criminals of honour sworn to abide by a strict code of con-
duct” (105). Both have risen up on the basis of their own achievements, 
but the worlds they belong to could not, ostensibly, be any more different. 
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Makepiece’s willing sequestration into the intelligence services (to ensure 
“fair play” as negotiations between Dima and British intelligence over the 
precise terms of Dima’s defection take place), and his good opinion of 
Hector (a maverick espionage chief who is remorselessly honest about his 
organization’s inadequacies), both attest to a system that works, despite 
its fl aws, and that operates within, and according to, certain sovereign, 
legal, and jurisdictional limits. The world of the Russian mafi a, meanwhile, 
despite the  vory  code that Dima claims to uphold, is one of indiscriminate 
violence and endless tit-for-tat killings. 

 Le Carré cites Federico Varese’s work on the Russian mafi a in  Our Kind 
of Traitor ’s acknowledgements, just as Varese cites le Carré in  Mafi as on the 
Move  (ix). In  Mafi as , Varese seeks to dispel the “conventional wisdom on 
globalization and ‘transnational organized crime’”—i.e. that “organized 
crime migrates easily, due to the spread of globalization and population 
migration, and criminal multinational corporations are increasingly unat-
tached to a specifi c territory” (3)—and argues instead that mafi as tend to 
be local in scope and only “move” under very particular circumstances, 
usually related to the opening up of new markets: “opportunities in the 
market economy bring about mafi as” (12).  Our Kind of Traitor  makes it 
clear that the branch of the Russian mafi a that Dima services is very much 
located in Perm and Moscow and that the leader, a man simply known as 
Prince, doesn’t travel. But the opportunities that the market economy in 
Russia and the EU open up are inevitably transnational, mirroring and 
feeding off the fl ows of capital in general. One example given by Varese—
of Boris Sergeev, director of a Rome-based import-export company, who 
oversees a scheme where bribes are paid to EU offi cials and condemned 
meat from Bulgaria is falsely certifi ed as high-quality Italian livestock and 
then sold in Russia at market prices (Varese, 190)—is appropriated by le 
Carré to highlight the “corrupt system” of global trade and the interpen-
etration of legal and illegal economies (149). Still, Varese wants to hold 
onto a distinction between mafi as, which are entrenched in local settings 
and markets, which are liquid and pay little attention to borders (and 
hence to the distinctiveness of the legal and illegal economies), and his 
work remains wedded to a liberal vision of accountable, transparent gov-
ernment able to successfully combat organized crime. As he concludes: 
“Liberalization requires more, not less, state intervention in the econ-
omy” (200). By contrast, le Carré, while sharing some of Varese’s liberal 
sympathies vis-à-vis the desirability of robust, transparent, interventionist 
government, initially draws a sharp distinction between the worlds of an 
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idealized England and a degraded Russia. Nevertheless, Dima’s revela-
tions quickly show the reader how closely intertwined the operations of 
the Russian mafi a, the EU, the international banking system, the City of 
London, and, indeed, elements within the British state are. 

 To capture the spirit of le Carré’s novel, Varese’s insights may be less use-
ful for disentangling the threads of public and private interests, and laying 
bare the relationship between Russian “gangster” and Western capitalism, 
than Patricia Rawlinson’s 2010 book  From Fear to Fraternity . From the 
start, Rawlinson is keen to dispel the notion that the Russian mafi a with its 
“endemic violence, tightly structured hierarchies…[and] arcane rituals” 
and its soubriquet “gangster capitalism” constitutes some kind of “other” 
to the “civilized” version of capitalism “enjoyed by Western economies”—
a “Manichean narrative of good and evil” in which “our way of life” is set 
against “their desire to destroy it” (1–2). Rather, for Rawlinson—and for 
le Carré—“what is designated ‘gangster’ capitalism in Russia  is neither a 
deviation from nor an aberration of the free market , but rather…a micro- 
version of capitalism as it operates on a global scale” (4). Armed with this 
argument, le Carré’s novel provides a robust account of state collusion 
and complicity. Much of this aspect of the novel emerges during Dima’s 
debriefi ng sessions: an “extremely ingenious money-laundering system” 
where “the sums of money involved are astronomic” (117) and where 
the schemes themselves quite literally span the globe: “embargoed oil 
from Mid East;” “black logging, Africa;” “facsimile medicines, made in 
India;” “black hotels” in the Mediterranean; and “corrupt involvement 
of European Union offi cials” (147–148). The novel’s interest is primarily 
directed at a new bank located in London (“End destination of all laun-
dered monies … Best centre of respectability … Best outlook for long- 
term banking entity” 153) whose task is “obscuring” the “origins of black 
money and redirecting its passage into safe havens” (153). It is here where 
the tentacles of the licit and illicit entwine most signifi cantly and where the 
cast of supporting fi gures include a “Leading-edge Westminster lobby-
ist [and] infl uence broker” (159) and a “Parliamentary Under-Secretary, 
Member of Parliament…valued consultant to the Ministry of Defence on 
arms procurement” and most signifi cantly “Chairman designate of the 
new parliamentary subcommittee on banking ethics” (161–162). The 
man in question, Aubrey Longrigg, is described as “a classic symptom of 
the canker that was devouring not just the City, but our most precious 
institutions of government” (165). 

JOHN LE CARRÉ AND THE NEW NOVEL OF GLOBAL (IN)SECURITY 189



 On one side of the table, so to speak, are those like Longrigg who 
care little about the “human cost” of the black economy (132), especially 
when “hundreds of billions” of Russian mafi a money, (280) injected into 
the City of London’s “cash-strapped money market,” could be reinvested 
in “the great dinosaurs of British industry” (292). On the other side are 
a dwindling rump of mavericks and recalcitrant liberals within the secu-
rity services who stand opposed to what Goodman calls the “large-scale 
transfer of public power and properties, including policing, into private 
control” (7): people like Makepiece, whose “Orwellian love for a lost 
England” (65) draws him into the fray, and Hector, the “supreme leader” 
of the small unit set up to oversee Dima’s safe passage from Switzerland 
to the UK, whose “mystery crusade” (134) is both “a one-way street 
to nowhere” (133) and a to-the-death ethical battle against “the asset- 
strippers” and “VULTURE CAPITALISTS” (126) intent on trampling 
on the core principles of democratic accountability and due process under 
law that le Carré himself holds so dear. From this position, le Carré has 
to play along with the idea that Hector’s unit, ably aided by Makepiece 
and his girlfriend Gail, has a chance of succeeding—and much of the 
second half of the novel ratchets up the tension as the team sequesters 
Dima and his family in a Swiss “safe house” ahead of their transfer to the 
UK. But in actuality, the odds are stacked against them from the start. 
While the bureaucratic process supporting Dima’s transfer is cumbersome 
and unwieldy—the defection needs to have Parliamentary oversight and 
the approval of “the entire Empowerment Committee” (178–179)—the 
opposing side, helmed by the Russian mafi a and aided by Longrigg and de 
Salis’s “fully paid up choir of parliamentary mercenaries” (178), mobilizes 
much more quickly and to devastating effect. In the novel’s fi nal para-
graph we are told about a privately chartered jet taking Dima to London 
igniting with “the thump of a gloved fi st into a punchball and a long white 
fl ash” (305), leaving no survivors. The act is quite literally over in a fl ash, 
but its consequences are far-reaching. This is not, le Carré suggests, the 
successful culmination of a conspiracy involving a loosely drawn alliance 
of mafi osi, fi nanciers, politicians, and fi xers, but evidence that the politi-
cal process and the attendant notion of governance has been packed up 
and sold off to the highest bidder. Contrary to claims about the savagery 
of the Russian mafi a where “organized crime” in general is characterized 
as “really dangerous” to the state’s “essential integrity” (Rawlinson, 31), 
what we see in this fi nal act is the seamless integration of business, politics, 
and crime into a new and potentially unassailable system and logic of rule.  
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    A DELICATE TRUTH : PUBLIC/PRIVATE SECURITY 
AND THE MARKETIZATION OF INTELLIGENCE 

  A Delicate Truth  brings together, and in one sense, casts a more critical 
eye, on the central preoccupations of its two immediate predecessors: the 
disastrous consequences of preemptive action, including the inevitable vio-
lence that preemptive action causes ( A Most Wanted Man ), and the grow-
ing interpenetration of private companies and government representatives 
in the ‘new’ security fi eld, including the commercialization of intelligence 
gathering ( Our Kind of Traitor ). The difference in this most recent novel 
is that le Carré gives us a protagonist, Toby Bell—a high-fl ying civil ser-
vant and “Private Secretary to the Junior Minister of State to the Foreign 
Offi ce” (55) and a straightforwardly “good” man—who is very much up 
to the task of exposing what took place during a botched initiative, orches-
trated by a private security company in consort with elements within the 
Foreign Offi ce, to capture and “rendition” an “al-Qaeda kingpin” (28). 
In the face of accusations of political pessimism and the idea that le Carré’s 
work always ultimately depicts capitulation in the face of power (e.g. the 
power of the CIA in  A Most Wanted Man  and of the state-organized crime 
nexus in  Our Kind of Traitor ), here, fi nally, we have a fi gure capable of 
organizing some kind of “resistance” to that bulwark of power. However, 
insofar as le Carré positions this resistance as originating from within the 
state, and being produced by the same trenchant liberalism that he himself 
subscribes to, he is perhaps guilty of what Žižek describes as the tendency 
of conspiracy thrillers to conceive of the ills of the system in ways that 
leave in place “the liberal-democratic framing” and “the institutional set-
 up of the (bourgeois) democratic state” (10). The issue of how to resolve 
this thorny problem, or even whether it can be resolved, is precisely what 
makes le Carré’s later work politically interesting. 

 The preemptive intervention that anchors the novel takes place in 
Gibraltar, and its aim is to capture and detain a “high value” terrorist 
target, thereby “depriving the terrorist enemy of the means to launch 
a premeditated assault on our homeland” (7). The decision to act is a 
speculative one—the planners do not know for certain that their target 
will attack the “homeland” or even that he is in Gibraltar to meet an 
arms dealer. Rather, the preemptive move, or what de Goede calls “the 
immediate security action,” is sanctioned by the prospect of what  could  
happen in multiple futures, and therefore fosters “a particularly precari-
ous sense of security that yields its own violences” (190). This is borne 
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out in le Carré’s novel by the mission’s failure: not only is the al-Qaeda 
suspect not found (and is later determined not even to be in Gibraltar), 
but more signifi cantly, the action results in the deaths of an illegal Muslim 
immigrant and her child, who are hiding in the building where the terror 
suspect is thought to be. We later fi nd out that mother and child were 
shot because the “beach team” mistook her for a “Bloody suicide bomber, 
coming to blow them up” (193). Beyond the fact that innocent lives have 
been lost, the problem with this venture, for le Carré, is three-fold: fi rst, 
it is based “on a string of unproven assumptions” (41) or rather, intelli-
gence procured on the open market that has not been adequately tested or 
corroborated by state-appointed experts (“Collected and disseminated in 
the private sphere only” 74); second, the mission, overseen by the private 
defense contractor Ethical Outcomes, “funded by the Republican evan-
gelical right” (275), is, at bottom, a “for profi t” enterprise driven by the 
maxim “War’s gone corporate” (9) and motivated by the prospect of “Big 
money on the table if the operation is successful” (114); and third, the 
mission’s legal basis is at best fl imsy, and at worst nonexistent, based as it is 
on the unauthorized actions of a maverick, pro-American junior minister 
who covertly uses his position to (falsely) lend credibility to the endeavor 
by sanctioning the involvement of British Forces. Here, the realm of sov-
ereignty, typically understood as the legal authority of the state within 
its own jurisdictional and territorial limits, appears in the form of a farci-
cal shadow play where everyone is playing a role and yet nothing is as it 
should be, lending credence to Berlant’s claim that sovereignty is centrally 
about fantasy “misrecognized as an objective state” (97). 

 It is the consequences of a “large-scale transfer of public powers and 
properties, including policing, to private control” (Goodman, 7) that most 
vexes le Carré, and this novel in particular is best understood as an explo-
ration of the consequences of this maneuver and what, if anything, can 
be done to oppose its logic. Certainly the novel refutes the self-generated 
hyperbole of private defence contractors that they are “hyper-effi cient, 
low cost, problem-solvers coming in to sort out the mess left by incompe-
tent public armed forces” (Leander, 823). The “mess” here is very much 
of Ethical Outcome’s making and points to the dangers of politicizing 
and monetizing the work of the security and intelligence services. “You’ve 
got half a million dollars’ worth of intelligence, your fi nance in place, 
crock of gold from your backers if you bring it off, and just enough green 
light from the powers that be to cover your backside,” (290) the com-
pany’s leader declares at the end of the novel, underlining the fi nancial 
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imperatives and profi t agenda at stake for private security companies, and 
the extent to which they are not merely responding to perceived gaps in 
the security environment, but rather are “directly involved in producing 
[security] discourses” (Leander, 813). In short, they are manufacturing 
security risks to justify their own profi t-led interventions. For le Carré this 
situation brings into focus the issues of governance and oversight—the 
consequences of moving the work of security “out of the public realm into 
a restricted space where the executive, the military, the secret services and 
[private military companies] can decide how issues should be defi ned and 
handled” (Leander, 820). 

 Insofar as we can characterize le Carré as a liberal, he remains commit-
ted to exactly what is missing in his account of the new security landscape: 
due process under the law, accountability, disclosure, and transparency. 
The problem, then, is not that a single junior minister has overextended 
his reach and conveniently falls on his sword: it is that this constellation 
of public and private interests gets to decide how the fallout from the 
botched Gibraltar mission should be handled in private, and that their 
right to do so is guaranteed by the same bodies—what le Carré calls “the 
Deep State” and “the ever-expanding circle of non-governmental insiders 
from banking, industry and commerce who were cleared for highly clas-
sifi ed information denied to large swathes of Whitehall and Westminster” 
(252). Seen in the context of  Our Kind of Traitor , this is not a novel 
that falls into the political trap described by Žižek whereby the rotten-
ness of capitalism and its cheerleaders in government are exposed, but 
the “liberal-democratic framing” is left intact. Without halting and even 
reversing this transfer of public power to private hands, little possibility 
exists, le Carré seems to be suggesting, for “working the system” from 
the inside. When career civil servant Sir Christopher Probyn, who was 
present in Gibraltar to lend the mission legitimacy but who didn’t wit-
ness or hear about the shootings, seeks to discover the truth and act as 
“whistle-blower,” three years later, he is stonewalled, threatened, and 
immediately crumbles. Probyn is the kind of well-intentioned, but inef-
fective career bureaucrat that le Carré has written about for much of his 
career: self-aggrandizing but weak, “a low fl yer” (93) who can’t see his 
own inadequacies. But the novel’s central fi gure, Toby Bell, is made of 
sterner stuff: clever, ambitious, hardworking, possessing good judgement, 
and with a keen sense of the ethical dilemma facing him, namely, whether 
to expose what happened in Gibraltar and the resulting cover-up, and 
risk his career and possibly his freedom, or whether to remain silent and 
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live with the consequences. There is perhaps something too good or too 
untainted about him to make him a truly memorable or confl icted charac-
ter: we always know that he is going to take the fi ght to those who want to 
muzzle him. Still, in having him do so, and come out of the process intact 
and dangerous (having dispatched what he knows to the national press), it 
is signifi cant that le Carré concludes the novel by emphasizing this act of 
individualized resistance and not the capacity of these new constellations 
of power to shape events to serve their own interests, as he does in  A Most 
Wanted Man  and  Our Kind of Traitor . 

 If le Carré’s “balanced scepticism is fi rmly based in his deeply internal-
ized liberal sentiments” (Aronoff, 203), it is intriguing just how closely the 
resistance we see in  A Delicate Truth  speaks to or about Michel Foucault’s 
claim in  The History of Sexuality Volume 1  that there is “no single locus 
of great Refusal…or pure law of the revolutionary” but rather “a plural-
ity of resistances, each of them a special case: resistances that are pos-
sible, necessary, improbable; others that are spontaneous, savage, solitary, 
concerted, rampant or violent; still others that are quick to compromise, 
interested, or sacrifi cial” (95–96). Foucault’s formulation, which is fur-
ther developed in his late work as “counter-conduct” ( Security , 356–357), 
comes as a response to the kind of shifts in power—from government to 
governance—that le Carré sketches out in his three post-9/11 novels. 
Still, there are important differences in their respective positions. While 
le Carré’s “deeply internalized liberal sentiments” lead him to defend 
self-evident ‘goods’ like due process under law, transparency, and human 
rights, a Foucauldian position would further characterize these supposed 
“goods” as techniques of power in their own right that in turn produce 
their own exclusions and violences. In the face of the violences and inse-
curities produced by the securitizing maneuvers of a nexus or constellation 
of state, organized crime, and corporate interests, le Carré’s hope is that 
there are enough fi gures like Gunther Bachmann and Annabel Richter 
in  A Most Wanted Man , or Perry Makepiece and Hector in  Our Kind of 
Traitor , or Toby Bell and Christopher Probyn in  A Delicate Truth  willing 
to fi ght for (with varying degrees of success) what Foucault calls the “fun-
damental and essential” right to “break any bonds of obedience” to these 
new power formations ( Security , 357). But I remain a little dissatisfi ed by 
the way in which this fi ght is framed in a novel like  A Delicate Truth , in 
which the lines between the powerful and “good” are too starkly drawn 
and where insuffi cient attention is paid to the ambivalence and complic-
ity of those working for the security services vis-à-vis the structures and 

194 A. PEPPER



 paymasters they unwillingly serve. The new novel of global (in)security 
needs such fi gures, uneasily embedded in this new security landscape, to 
further develop its literary and political potential.     
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        INTRODUCTION: THE THRILLER, REALISM, AND CRIME 
FICTION 

 There is a pronounced scholarly preference for interrogating an entity 
designated “crime fi ction” as opposed to the broader, more encompass-
ing, genre of “the thriller.” As a category, it is clear that “crime fi ction” 
outnumbers “thriller” by a signifi cant proportion, both in contemporary 
academic criticism and in the middlebrow discourse of the broadsheet 
newspapers. “Crime fi ction,” then, has often been the terrain upon which 
battles are played out regarding what is most “realistic” in terms of place 
(mean streets or Mayhem Parva), detail (e.g. the police procedural), moti-
vation (usually in the committing of murder), and plotting (psychosocial 
causes for the upset to equilibrium induced by crime). Crime fi ction criti-
cism is often associated, too, with canon-building and debates about what 
constitutes “good” writing (see Keating) or appropriate “language” (see 
Chandler). Indeed, “crime fi ction” has become the master category, as 
witnessed in the title and contributions to the current volume of essays. 
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 Yet, this was not always the case. The “thriller” once enjoyed a lively 
existence as a designation for a broad spectrum of generic works, especially 
those which grew out of the conspiracy narratives of Buchan, Greene, and 
Fleming (see Denning, Palmer, and Watson). It designated fi ctional texts 
dealing with crime, espionage, and  both . This is not the place to call for a 
return to the broader category, even if such a turnaround would be pos-
sible to effect. Nevertheless, it is apparent that something has been omit-
ted, marginalized, or repressed in the undue focus on the specifi cities of 
realism in “crime fi ction.” Despite its adherence to the master category, 
the current volume interrupts the critical hierarchy by observing the way 
in which the genre has necessarily incorporated—in its maintenance of 
verisimilitude—the death of certainties about the state, territorial borders, 
policing (in the broad sense), and the law. 

 Some collections (Evans and White; King and Knight) have noted the 
changes wrought by globalization on detective heroes, local crime solving, 
police operatives, limited locales, specifi c business operations, and fam-
ily confi gurations or the “internationalization” of crime fi ction such that 
there are many versions of it in different countries. The following essay, 
by contrast, considers contemporary narratives that are always already 
concerned with transnational conspiracies, global operations of business 
and capital, national and international security, global locales, and tangled 
institutional, political, religious, and ethnic relations. It contends that the 
limited literary-critical concerns of crime fi ction criticism have led to the 
neglect of the broader genre of “the thriller.” That catholic conception 
of the genre allows for a comparison of the structures of conspiracy and 
revelation that can easily be forgotten when the concern is with how psy-
chologically consistent the behavior of a character is, or how convincing 
the description of a milieu might be.  

   THE THRILLER: CONSPIRACY AND TOTALITY 
 The designation “thriller” in scholarship on the topic was particularly 
helpful in drawing attention to the cultural logics of capitalism that ran 
through, not just spy narratives, but also those genres concerned with 
more localized crime. In an essay on globalization in the genre, Pepper 
refers to the “crime and espionage novel (or indeed a hybridization of 
both genres)” in recent years as having been steered “into uncharted ter-
ritory” (422). This is a result of the internationalization of crime, and 
the nullifi cation of borders, that have seen a complex and nuanced state 
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power suffuse all areas of existence, rendering the concept of sovereignty 
of domains extremely problematic. For explicit espionage narratives this 
conjuncture—or the prefi gurements of it—has always obtained. The spy 
thriller has always been an international genre, certainly since Buchan and 
even since James Fenimore Cooper, no matter how localized its narratives 
might be. Its international bearing, in fact, is integral to the conspiracy in 
the thriller; it is for this reason that Jameson notes that the: 

 ‘conspiratorial text’…whatever other messages it emits or implies, can be 
taken to constitute an unconscious, collective effort at trying to fi gure out 
where we are and what landscapes and forces confront us in a late twentieth 
century whose abominations are heightened by their concealment and their 
bureaucratic impersonality (3). 

 The paranoid fear of conspiracy has taken different political forms in 
different social formations or ideological confi gurations, yet the isomor-
phism of conspiracy fears—particularly the fear of property theft in the 
period of burgeoning capitalism—and the crystallization of the thriller 
genre seem inescapable. Palmer puts fear of conspiracy at the very center 
of the genesis and structure of the thriller. His structural study sees the 
genre as providing fi ctional palliatives for the ravages of capitalism through 
resolutions in the social order and through the triumph of professional-
ism and competitive individualism over crime. Whilst this latter formula 
seems overly neat nowadays, it is instructive to remember fi rstly, that the 
broader genre encompasses, especially, espionage narratives that are neces-
sarily international in bearing, proposing a conspiracy which underlies or 
potentially disrupts quotidian existence; and, secondly, that the residues 
of conspiracy– even if properly located in reader expectations (Cobley, 
 American Thriller )—remain, no matter how parochial the concerns of any 
given narrative in the more narrowly defi ned crime fi ction genre. 

 Undoubtedly, conspiracy fears can be localized or globalized, even if 
the tendency is towards the latter. What is argued here, though, is that 
some areas of the thriller genre necessarily invoke geopolitical realities by 
dint of the regime of verisimilitude through which they operate. Where 
the genre as a whole seeks to marry its “rules” with the  doxa  (public opinion 
about the world—see Todorov), the spy thriller in particular effects such 
a marriage by appealing to elements of the popular belief in conspiracy. 
It relies on historical specifi cities, but also feeds off neglected generalities 
of geopolitics. Jameson’s point, above, clearly corresponds to the espio-
nage thriller’s customary revelation that there exists a series of hidden or 
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 unacknowledged connections which, if not constituting a totality, make 
up much of the fabric of social existence.  

   ALTERNATIVE HISTORY 
 Two recent thriller novels, Tom Cain’s  The Accident Man  (2007) and  The 
Network  (2010) by Jason Elliott take a historical approach to revealing the 
nature of the contemporary conjuncture. One of their main functions is—
like the thrillers of Frederick Forsyth, for example—to offer an account of 
how the West arrived at its most recent geopolitical predicament. This is 
a fraught enterprise, no matter how accomplished, or how poor, the style 
of writing is that conveys it. Conservative accounts run the risk of expos-
ing geopolitical fi ssures that they seek to paper over; progressive accounts 
face the danger of producing a turgid disquisition without engaging the 
reader. 

 The fi rst of these two novels, by a journalist writing under a pseud-
onym, features Samuel Carver, an ex-serviceman who specializes in 
assassinations that he disguises as “accidents.” In the opening scenes he 
has arranged for a fatal car crash to take place in the Pont de l’Alma tun-
nel in the center of Paris on the orders of a mysterious controller named 
Max. Following the “accident,” Carver realizes that Max has abandoned 
him and that from that moment onwards, Carver is a target for elimina-
tion himself. As he laments his role in the accident, it soon transpires 
that the action is taking place in August 1997 and that a princess has 
been killed (Diana is not explicitly mentioned) and Carver has been set 
up. In addition to this rather hackneyed historical pivot (the novel was 
published precisely ten years after the death of the “people’s princess”), 
there are numerous indications that this novel is not the best crafted 
piece of writing. It is derivative in general and sometimes in specifi cs, 
such as the scene (73) where Carver is chased by a giant ball through 
a narrow tunnel and stumbles momentarily (a charitable reading might 
see it as a tribute to  Raiders of the Lost Ark ). Clichéd dialogue such as 
“If I’m going to be executed, you might at least tell me why” (112) has 
been redolent of poor plotting for at least a century of the genre; and 
there are also long passages of expository dialogue. Yet, much of the 
clumsiness derives from attempts to attain verisimilitude through the 
kind of accuracy of detail in which over-specifi city (excessive attention to 
technical facts) outweighs realism (balanced depiction of forces in plot 
and story): 
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 He got out the gun he’d specifi ed, a SIG-Sauer P226 pistol, with a Colt/
Browning short-recoil mechanism and no safety-catch. There were twelve 
Cor-Bon 9mm 115 grain +P Jacketed Hollowpoints in the magazine. The 
SIG was the… (33). 

 It looked like a regular long-barrelled torch, the kind police or security 
guards use. It was, in fact, a portable diode pump laser, otherwise known as 
a dazzler. Developed as a non-fatal weapon for US police forces, but taken 
up… (49). 

 Pedants may or may not be satisfi ed that the author has done his 
research. Either way, the scope of the narrative ensures that a fair portion 
of the dialogue and exposition allows at least a glimpse at the  realpolitik  
constituting Carver’s world. Thus, there are asides that demonstrate the 
wide geopolitical sweep with which this genre is concerned: 

 The administrative headquarters of Malgrave and Company were located 
behind a glossy black front door fl anked by stone columns and surmounted 
by a carved family crest. The great stone building exuded confi dence and 
security. Carver guessed it dated back to the early days of the century, the 
era of global trade and national prosperity that fl ourished before its illusions 
of unstoppable progress were shattered in the slaughterhouse of the First 
World War (429–430). 

 Where specifi city of technical details might seem jarring to critical read-
ers, it would be unfortunate if the criticism of style was allowed to get in 
the way of the wider vision that the genre attempts to reveal. 

 After  The Accident Man , Carver returned in a series of further “acci-
dents,” as is the custom in modern publishing. A rare non-series thriller 
sharing some similarities with  The Accident Man , but also with some 
instructive differences, is  The Network . The story involves the narrator, 
Ant Taverner, an ex-serviceman and sometime intelligence operative who 
has previously worked in Afghanistan with a close friend (a Muslim named 
Manny who is a double-agent penetrating the center of Al Qaeda). In 
the months before 9/11, Taverner is re-recruited by “the Network,” a 
“forward-looking” splinter group of the UK intelligence services that 
is represented by a formidable woman simply called “The Baroness.” 
Taverner’s task is to destroy some Stinger missiles stored in Afghanistan 
by bin Laden; but the main reason he takes the job is that it offers him the 
opportunity to be reunited with, and liberate, Manny. To prepare for the 
mission, he goes to stay with a special ops veteran, referred to throughout 
only as “H,” who puts Taverner through a series of exercises and tests. 
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 H looms large in the narrative and the early, fast-moving, and eco-
nomically written chapters of the volume focus on Taverner’s training. 
The setting and the  raison d ’ etre  of the Network, though, are clearly 
indispensable. The inside knowledge of Afghanistan presented by Elliott, 
reputedly an ex-Mujahideen volunteer during the war with the Soviets 
and certainly the author of a respected travel book on the region, is one of 
the implicit appeals to realism in the novel. Understandably, the integra-
tion of a nuanced picture of the region poses a challenge in achieving a 
balance of thrills with a history lesson. Soon after arriving in Afghanistan 
for the mission, H authoritatively declares “Every part of it’s different, 
like a different country. You could never win a war here” (296). Already, 
however, the lesson has been inaugurated by the Baroness: “‘Have you 
thought,’ she asks, ‘of the wider consequences of the war in Afghanistan 
and how much we will all be affected by it?” (130). Her discourse is then 
reported by Taverner as narrator: “The Western powers will no longer 
fi ght conventional wars because the enemy will be more diffuse. It will, 
in part, grow out of the disaffected peoples of the Islamic world, she tells 
us” (130). 

 From the outset, then,  The Network  is explicit in its attempts to intro-
duce into the narrative the political and historical intractability of confl ict 
with Afghanistan. Where  The Accident Man  clumsily trades in forensic 
detail,  The Network  does something markedly different. Despite a some-
what foolish observation in a  New York Times Sunday Book Review  that 
the novel “may be the ideal thriller for the age of ‘C.S.I.’” (Harshaw),  The 
Network  tries to establish its verisimilitude by reference to the rules of the 
genre rather than by the introduction of “reality effects.” It does this by 
some general swipes at fi ction: 

 There are no tie-downs in fi lms about aircraft theft, much less tie-downs 
with stiff ropes tied too tightly to undo with cold trembling hands (17). 

 On self-defence, things simplify. Everything I’ve seen in fi lms is bollocks, 
he says (115). 

 But the more specifi c rules of the genre that are being brought into 
question are the SAS memoirs and fi ctional thrillers by former military 
personnel. Thus, the narrator observes of H: 

 He’s loyal too, I’m thinking to myself, to his former Regimental command-
ing offi cer, Peter de la Billiere. By the sound of it he doesn’t care much for 
the celebrity authors the Regiment has also produced over the past few 
years (86). 
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 Then, later, in the fi eld: “‘It’s like an Andy McFuck novel’, says H with 
a grin, removing the magazine from one of the pistols and peering along 
the sights” (262) neatly following up Taverner’s earlier (72) assertion that 
Andy McNab is “far too intellectual for me.” 

 H, then, or the mystique which surrounds him, is the main fi gure in 
this novel. Taverner is like a Dr. Watson, while evil lurks elsewhere, off-
stage, in the character of bin Laden, fi rst mentioned (64) as the fi nancier 
behind the bombings of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. Although 
never featuring as a fl eshed out person in the narrative, bin Laden is an 
actant, the target of a failed US attack using cruise missiles in Pakistan after 
1998 (154) and the object of desire for those CIA operatives who dream 
of “nailing Bin Laden in some Tom Clancy black op” (154). Reference 
to him also allows reportage of the developing situation in Afghanistan. 
Indeed, during Taverner’s pre-op in Khartoum, his liaison with Jameela 
reveals that she is the ex-wife of one of bin Laden’s half-brothers, allow-
ing the narrative to relate, in her story, the entry of the bin Laden family 
to center stage of geopolitics. Despite bin Laden never appearing as a 
player in the novel, this narration must take place because it points up the 
parallels between Al Qaeda, sometimes translated as “The Foundation” 
but a network nevertheless, and the Network. After being recruited for 
the mission that will send him back to Afghanistan, Taverner muses: 

 The Baroness long ago taught us the power of a single thought: that in the 
Network we are never alone. There are always others among its members 
in similar or more diffi cult situations, suffering or struggling with the same 
situations, unable to reveal their true purpose to the world, and this knowl-
edge has often come to my aid, as it does now (57). 

 Taking the parallelism of Al Qaeda and the Network into account, 
along with Taverner’s compulsion to return to Afghanistan, it is a short 
step to the philosophical crux of the novel’s concern with free will, as 
Taverner thinks to himself that “The interesting question is whether a 
man who knows he isn’t free lives a different kind of life from the one who 
imagines he is” (119). The question is not merely an idle juxtaposition of 
the Network and Al Qaeda, however; it is more a pitting of the world of 
global political realities against sedated quotidian existence in the West. 
The burden of knowing what goes into the construction of ‘freedom’ in 
the globalized world is the spy thriller’s preoccupation. This is the case 
whether the conspiracy is the somewhat fanciful one behind the death of 
Diana or the more credible one involving secret Western forays into pre- 
9/11 Afghanistan. Both are enacted on a global stage.  
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   MURDER, KILLING AND GENOCIDE 
 The burden of knowing in the spy thriller is part and parcel of the profes-
sionalism that allows the protagonists to act in an international arena. For 
Palmer, it is precisely the resourcefulness and improvisation of the thriller 
hero that embodies capitalism’s image of its putatively entrepreneurial self 
and colors the reproduction of the social relations of production. This 
professionalism is manifest in many guises and is contrasted with the 
infl exible bureaucracy and over-planning of the villain and the ineptitude 
of the amateur. In  The Accident Man  and  The Network , such relations are 
infl ected in very different ways but to similar ends. In  The Network , H is 
the supreme professional, contrasting in so many ways to “fi ctional” SAS 
heroes. Rather than being a ‘killing machine,’ his persona is completely 
played down to maximum effect; thus, discussing caterpillars in his gar-
den, “‘They’re eating my wisteria,’ he says, ‘but I don’t like to kill the little 
buggers’” (247). Taverner, only ever referring to “the Regiment” (rather 
than the SAS, the SBS or any of the UK Special Forces), adds: 

 Nothing makes him stand out in either habit or appearance, unless you 
count the small knife that always hangs from the back of his belt or the 
length of opaque plastic that he carries in his wallet, which he can put to so 
many different uses (247). 

 Reading the Regiment’s newsletter at H’s house, Taverner suggests 
that “It’s as interesting as a village parish magazine. Nothing could be 
further from the sensationalism of all the books with fl aming daggers on 
their fronts, which now seem absurd to me” (246). H’s professionalism is 
the hero of this novel in the same way that Chuck Yeager’s is in  The Right 
Stuff  (1985; or even in  Interstellar  2014). His ordinariness provides a 
bridge between geopolitical-military professionalism and civilian society 
subsistence, even if it belies or conceals the qualities of improvisation, as 
opposed to bureaucratic knowledge, that are required in the fi eld. 

 Carver’s professionalism in  The Accident Man  is rather more egregious. 
Unlike H, whose qualities are rendered through a fi rst-person narrative by 
Taverner, Carver is presented in the third person narrative as recognizably 
heroic. Yet the professionalism of both is constituted similarly by improvisa-
tion. Against the odds, Carver turns the tables on his persecutors and starts 
to hunt them down. Closing in on his quarry in a bar, he notices a man: 

 Looking straight at Carver and jabbering into a phone. That was a giveaway 
to start with. He snapped the phone shut the moment he caught Carver’s 

204 P. COBLEY



eye. That was the clincher. Carver walked up to the bar, shaking his head at 
the idiocy of a man who didn’t even have the brains to feign a lack of inter-
est (333). 

 He stands apart from amateurs and it is inevitable that he will outwit 
the arch-bureaucrat, Zhukovski, no matter how much torture he sustains. 
Carver is not a professional for its own sake, however. He has a moral 
code, especially where his comrades-in-arms are concerned (367) and, like 
all such agents, he suffers corrosion of the soul while justifying collateral 
damage: “He believed he made the world a better, safer place. Sometimes 
people got caught in the crossfi re” (40) and:

  He tried to rationalize what he did as a form of pest control, unpleasant, 
but necessary. After the Visar job he’d looked, as he always did, for a place 
where he could wind down and try to clear his mind of what he knew, but 
did not want to admit: that every additional killing, no matter how many 
lives it saved, no matter how logically it could be justifi ed, added a little 
more corrosion to his soul. (24) 

   Two points arise from this: Firstly, like H, Carver has operated at the 
epicenter of events with considerable geopolitical implications, a fact that 
places on him the burden of knowing. Yet his enterprise is laid bare when 
he considers the circumstances in which he was fooled into the Parisian 
tunnel job: “To get someone good you’d need misdirection. You’d feed 
them a pile of crap about taking out a car carrying, say, a radical Islamic 
terrorist planning a major atrocity. Because that would seem like a job 
worth doing” (456). This is the state of exception in plain speech—the 
theory of Schmitt (1922) and, later, Agamben (2005) in which law and 
honesty can be abandoned in order to maintain sovereignty—transposed 
onto the fate of a fi ctional character. Even as an instrument of the state 
of exception, which he recognizes at the moment he realizes he has been 
fooled, Carver’s professionalism remains intact. Rather than fi nding out 
about it via the Internet, like H and Taverner, he is a fi rsthand witness of 
the process by which the conspiracy that constitutes geopolitical reality 
effects the illusion of peaceful existence for citizens of the West. 

 The second matter to note here bears more on the genre as a whole—
the role of professionalism and the mode of presenting violence. When 
a character in the spy thriller is forced to consider collateral damage, it 
exposes what is implicit in the operation of spies as a whole—that they are 
protecting their employers’ interests while violating the interests of  others. 
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So, in addition to witnessing geopolitical reality, in espionage fi ction there 
is the illusion of agency, in the guise of professionalism, whilst the char-
acter occupies the role of a mere functionary. This dynamic is repeatedly 
worked through in the espionage thriller’s relationship between spies 
and their controllers, an obvious invocation of the worker/line-manager 
relationship. The difference is in the stakes, particularly where collateral 
damage occurs. This does not always  explicitly  involve property, although 
there have been thrillers about industrial espionage, and most thrillers are 
concerned with the issue of private and state capital. Instead, collateral 
damage is most frequently a matter of violence against people. 

 It should be remembered that, in the broader genre to which spy fi c-
tion belongs, violence against people also takes place. “Cozy” detective 
fi ction exemplifi ed by Agatha Christie and  Midsomer Murders  involves, 
usually, an individual murder which, in the mainstream of the genre, sets 
up what many have assumed is its key locus of interest: the puzzle. Later 
developments of this killing theme involve serial murder and suspense. 
Crime fi ction, as distinct from the “cozy” detective genre, has involved 
psychosocial motivation and realism in its dealing with individual or serial 
murder. Hence, this subgenre is fundamentally concerned with atypical 
acts of murder. These are committed in sometimes tangled social and psy-
chological environments; nevertheless, they are susceptible of solving and 
resolution. For this reason, I have argued elsewhere (2012) that murder 
in crime fi ction is a reactionary art. The thriller, on the other hand, is 
quintessentially geopolitical in its coordinates. At all times, the conspiracy 
at the center of thrillers is a sign for a crime that, globally, is depressingly 
more common than the individual, transparently motivated murder: that 
is, genocide. 

 The genre sometimes interrogates or draws attention to genocide 
obliquely, without the need for it to be narrated specifi cally. It should be 
clear that the term ‘genocide’ here refers to murder of distinct groups 
of people for defi nite political purposes; yet, it is surely closely related 
to the multiple murders that occur for political ends in many thrillers. 
Taking a sample of recent spy thrillers such as  Salt  (2010),  The Cold Light 
of Day  (2011),  The Expatriate  (2012),  Zero Dark Thirty  (2012),  A Most 
Wanted Man  (2014) and  The November Man  (2014), all of them feature 
multiple murder and/or offscreen genocide in the service of geopolitical 
interests, or in the service of occluding geopolitical interests. Even less 
physical, “retro” spy thrillers such as  Tinker ,  Tailor ,  Soldier ,  Spy  (2011) 
and  The Game  (2015) feature the same themes, notwithstanding the fact 
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that genocide might be wholly offstage. Offstage genocide is prevalent, 
too, in many post 9/11 thrillers: a CIA agent might set a trap for a ter-
rorist responsible for numerous killings in Europe ( Body of Lies  2007); a 
private black ops agent might be set up for assassination ( Haywire  2011); 
an amnesiac assassin might go off grid and attempt to redeem himself for 
his past actions (the Bourne fi lms, 2002 on); a CIA undercover agent with 
Al Qaeda might be charged with preventing terrorists spreading a plague 
( The Faithful Spy  2006); the leader of a Counter Terrorist unit of MI5 
might realize that a decisive cache of Al Qaeda weapons is closer to home 
than she thought ( Close Call  2014). All involve multiple state-sponsored 
killings and/or a scenario of genocide enacted for geopolitical, rather than 
individual psychosocial, reasons. 

 However, while I would argue that the thriller is closely associated with 
the politics of genocide, and crime fi ction is typically associated with local-
ized murder, the issue must be qualifi ed in order to take into account the 
vagaries of representation. In such a qualifi cation, it is possible to iden-
tify why the reality effects of crime fi ction have been so comprehensively 
studied. John Corner (1995) proposes a distinction between what he calls 
“turn-on” violence and “turn-off” violence as they appear in media texts. 
“Turn-on” violence is usually employed in sequences of heightened action, 
to provide excitement or to dramatize particular aspects of characterization 
and/or plot. “Turn-off” violence, by contrast, usually occurs in the moral 
framings of everyday life and, as such, is likely to incite disturbance or even 
distress as opposed to excitement. The distinction has some applicability 
across both audiovisual texts and print fi ction but, for the purposes of the 
current argument about the thriller, it is notable that there are narratives 
that switch between both modes. In the James Bond fi lms, for example, the 
bodies of the faceless minions of the villain routinely pile up when Bond 
exercises “turn-on” violence and this has continued in the more recent 
issues from the franchise, despite the exquisite parody of the fate of one such 
minion in  Austin Powers :  The Spy Who Shagged Me  (1999). Simultaneously, 
the Bond narratives also feature the “turn-off” violence that ensues when 
Bond or an associate (e.g. Leiter in  License to Kill  1989) is tortured by 
the villain. The combination of “turn-on” and “turn-off” is not entirely 
alien to crime fi ction. But, given the thriller’s geopolitical orientation, it is 
not unreasonable to read the “turn-on”—or, at least, “neutral”—violence 
as being on the side of that collateral damage and unseen genocide that 
underwrites Western polity, while “turn-off” violence hits close to home, 
even at Western polity, no matter which character is the perpetrator. 
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 In terms of the broad thriller genre, it would be wrong to assume that 
“turn-off” violence entails greater artistry, realism, or moral superiority. 
There seems to be a fl avor of this assumption in much of the acclaim that 
has been lavished on so-called “Scandi” noir crime fi ction. I have raised this 
issue for different purposes elsewhere (Cobley, “The Reactionary Art”) but, 
for the present context, it is worth noting that one feature of the Danish 
television crime serial  The Killing  (2007) that was repeatedly lauded was the 
prolonged narration of the aftermath of the single murder and its attendant 
claims to “realism” (e.g. Graham, 20–21).  The Killing , then, attempts to 
render some of the everyday realities of the aftermath of the death of a family 
member, but does so through the genre of crime fi ction.  Quantum of Solace  
(2008), its near contemporary in the thriller, attempts to present some of the 
actions that sustain geopolitical alliances and confl icts between states and pri-
vate enterprise, but does so through the genre of the spy thriller. However, 
and without wanting to endorse “an analytical framework that posits the 
international realm of the latter against the domestic focus of the former,” 
ignoring “the international reach of some crime writing and the domestic 
focus of some espionage fi ction” (Pepper, 411), there seems to be a case 
for stating that the offstage genocide in  Quantum of Solace  makes the con-
cerns of the text rather more pressing, politically, than the text that revolves 
around a single murder. To put this another way, the “conspiracy” to mur-
der Nanna Birk Larsen and evade justice is a very individual enterprise and 
is ultimately exposed, for viewers to see, by Detective Inspector Sara Lund. 
On the other hand, the conspiracy in  Quantum of Solace  to set up a pup-
pet government in Bolivia and create a monopoly of essential commodities, 
through multiple murder and blackmail, is a collective, international enter-
prise that, because of the mysterious and tentacular nature of Quantum, can 
only be partially exposed.  The Killing  acts locally with materials (a murder, 
an aftermath, an investigation, a resolution) that are eminently susceptible of 
narration.  Quantum of Solace , while it takes the materials that it can narrate 
(Bond’s and Camille’s quests for revenge, Greene’s machinations to effect a 
coup, the enactment of revenge), is like  The Network  and  The Accident Man  
in thinking globally of a conspiracy that cannot be neatly resolved.  

   TYPOLOGY, IDEOLOGY, PURELY OBJECTIVE REALITY 
 The question that has been raised in the foregoing discussion, then, con-
cerns how genre texts embody ideology. In fact, this has been a perennial 
topic in serious considerations of genre, but in the context of the global-
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ized thriller—the broader genre encompassing espionage  and  crime fi c-
tion—the issue clearly demands re-thinking. Pepper has commenced this 
process by noting that different narratives—in response to the post-9/11, 
globalized recasting of sovereignty, borders and state power—take differ-
ent routes. Sara Paretsky’s  Blacklist , he shows, presents an approach in 
which states must protect sovereignty within their borders, maintaining 
the distinction of domestic and international affairs. The same approach 
is to the fore, quite clearly, in espionage fi ction that strongly emphasizes 
“security,” such as the long-running television series,  Spooks  (2002–2011) 
and  24  (2002–2009). I would seek to emphasize in this typology that the 
approach to sovereignty is also dictated by the demands of the subgenre. 
An apt example for current purposes is  The Killing II  (2009). When Sara 
Lund is (somewhat improbably) brought back to serve as a detective, the 
early episodes of the serial focus on the events at a military base and a 
mental hospital whose inmates include a veteran of Afghanistan. At this 
point, there have been two murders and the narrative reveals that these 
are connected to a cover-up of a massacre by Danish soldiers of Afghan 
civilians. The international dimension of the story, plus the central role of 
the military with its remit far beyond domestic policing, initially sets up 
a vertiginous affect for both the viewer and Lund as it becomes apparent 
that she is caught up in intrigue she will never be able to surmount. At this 
stage,  The Killing II  is edgy and bristling with promise; but, of course, the 
geopolitical tension is neutralized when the narrative regains its generic 
coordinates and Lund is involved not in genocide but a mere murder case. 

 By contrast, Pepper identifi es texts responding more thoughtfully to 
the new maps of sovereignty in both crime fi ction (Don Winslow) and 
in espionage fi ction (recent le Carré). He is, no doubt, right to conclude 
that these genres, or a hybrid of both “may be better placed than other 
literary forms” (422) to address the consequences of new security arrange-
ments after 9/11. In so doing, he persuasively presents two works that 
might instance a preliminary typology of narratives that do not resort to 
arguments based on the protection of the state in response to geopoliti-
cal realities. While crime fi ction has been provoked into catching up, the 
thriller genre concerned with espionage has continued with key elements 
present from its inception. It has always incorporated, onstage or offstage, 
the crises provoked by contradictions of sovereignty, borders, state power, 
and the threat of genocide. In 1969, Ralph Harper dubbed the thriller 
the genre of crisis situations. “Most people,” he writes, “never live in the 
focal eye of national crisis, and only in the reading of thrillers do they feel 
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that they are participating in operations from the command post” (46). 
Absolutely no evidence is presented for this last observation about empiri-
cal readers. However, it does point, once more, to the need to assess the 
ideological nature of the thriller in depicting a geopolitical reality that is 
seemingly far from, but underpins, the everyday lives of Western readers. 
Customarily in accounts of the thriller and other genres, texts are taken 
as churning out ideology in readily consumable form. The more commit-
ted and insightful accounts of genre describe how genre  is  ideology—that 
ideology is inscribed in genre’s very structure. Yet, especially in the thriller, 
that which is the object of ideological constructions is also brought into 
plain sight. As Harper contends, the thriller exposes geopolitical crisis, no 
matter how effectively that crisis is resolved in individual narratives. 

 This revelatory aspect of the thriller, its focus on exposure, is often 
underestimated despite the high profi le of real-life whistleblowers from 
Ellsberg to Snowden. Even in melodramatic texts such as  The Accident 
Man  and texts desperately trying to establish their verisimilitude such as 
 The Network , the thriller’s logic of revelation, specifi cally of an alterna-
tive history in these cases, is foregrounded. In traditional and, especially, 
Marxist versions of ideology, one would conclude, then, that in the man-
ner of whistle blowing, the thriller thus reveals geopolitical reality to read-
ers mired in the demands of everyday life. This is Harper’s argument, 
too. Yet, of course, there are problems with such a conclusion, especially 
if the very act of exposure that the thriller enacts is itself ideological. This 
confl ict is one of the key problems that recurs in theories of ideology, 
often leading to the conclusion that everything must therefore be ideol-
ogy or, in the Foucauldian formulation, that regimes of truth subsist in 
the shifting of discourse. Yet, in the face of this, there remains a concern 
in the academy and in everyday life with what is true and what is fl agrantly 
false. Material realities can have effectivity without principally being part 
of a regime of representation. Moreover, what is true, what is untrue, and 
what has effects, can change according to contingencies. Contemporary 
semiotics has gone some way to addressing the problem by putting forth 
the notion of “purely objective reality” (see Deely)—a fi ction that never-
theless suffuses, is suffused by, and guides experience. 

 Noting that “objective reality” is a misnomer, Deely shows how objects 
are “objects of experience” by defi nition; they require a subject and the 
“objective world” is a world dependent on experience (rather than the 
existing world outside experience that common parlance assumes):

210 P. COBLEY



  The most important point in the social construction of reality, no doubt, 
occurs in the political order, when the semiotic animals sit down together to 
try to decide how to govern themselves, how to decide what is to be permit-
ted and what not permitted in social behavior and arrangements. Thus the 
constitution of a state, for example, the document, I mean, which details 
what the arrangement shall be for a given human community, is a prime 
example of a purely objective reality which can yet be realized in the subjec-
tive order of living and interacting individuals. Reality as we experience it is 
neither purely objective nor purely subjective nor purely intersubjective, but 
rather a constantly shifting mixture and proportion of all three—a mixture 
and proportion of which it is not at all easy (perhaps not even fully possible) 
to keep track. (243–244) 

   There should be a hint, here, regarding the consequences of this philo-
sophical proposition for the observations that have been made on the state 
in this essay and in other essays in this volume, as well as the consequences 
for the thriller genre. Nevertheless, these require a little unpacking. 

 Sidestepping the theory of ideology, Deely’s concept of “purely objective 
reality” is bound up in humans’ constant shifting, from instant to instant, 
between mind-independent and mind-dependent reality. These shifts are 
part of the process of apprehending “things” (mind- independent) which, 
once apprehended, are necessarily “objects” (mind-dependent) and always 
susceptible of translation into “signs” (partaking, with effectivity, of both 
mind-dependent and mind-independent reality—as in the constitution of 
a state). In basic semiotic terminology, any thriller must be a text or col-
lection of signs, thus harboring the potential of mind-dependence and 
mind-independence. Through this capacity, it has the ability to disrupt 
or supplant, even if only temporarily, existing purely objective realities 
that govern everyday existence. One example is paranoia, a state that can 
be pathological or justifi ed. Whereas the “paranoid style”—as has been 
noted already, an inescapable component of thrillers—was once viewed as 
a unitary political phenomenon with a single complexion (see Hofstadter), 
more recently its parameters have been shown to be broader and more per-
vasive (as in Walker). There has been evidence that at certain times in his-
tory—for example, the 1970s (Cobley,  American Thriller )—the paranoid 
vision peddled in thrillers has been received as a credible outlook on con-
temporary events. Moreover, paranoia has been cited as the only convinc-
ing means of explicating specifi c historical events (see Eagleton). Rather 
than delivering readers to the “command post,” as Harper would have it, 
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the most ideologically complicit of spy thrillers at the very least harbor 
the capacity to indicate that there  exists  a “command post.” Furthermore, 
such thrillers characterize that “command post” as underpinning everyday 
life, maintaining a conspiracy of silence about the basis of Western hab-
its of consumption, shrouding military-industrial machinations on distant 
shores, even if not rousing individuals from the purely objective realities 
that facilitate their slumber in both civil society and the state. 

 The shift between mind-independent and mind-dependent realities 
also shares affi nities with the incarnations of contemporary statehood. As 
Pepper notes, the concept of exceptionalism formulated by Schmitt in the 
1920s tends to afford the state more sovereignty than is appropriate for 
the current neoliberal hegemony within which space has been so com-
prehensively privatized. State power has given way to something far more 
messy, sustained only by temporary alliances, “contingent and shifting 
according to rapidly evolving geopolitical circumstances” (Pepper, 418). 
Although, as purely objective realities, the state and other fi ctions, such 
as the thriller share the ability to have their objects continually invested 
and reinvested by experience, I am not arguing that the thriller’s ability 
to “refl ect” the current conjuncture is in any way guaranteed. As Miller 
notes, “There are risks in any automatic association of drama with a pre-
vailing political climate” (2). 

 He instances those spy thrillers that contain parodic elements, but the 
more prevalent edict is against an untenable mechanical one-to-one rela-
tionship. Instead, I would argue that the spy thriller’s relationship with 
a prevailing political climate arises not from such specifi cities, but from 
its general global disposition. As such, it necessarily presents an opportu-
nity to glimpse a domain of conspiracy and violence that is distant from 
domestic Western existence, yet unnervingly proximate in sustaining 
that existence. That domain appears to be characterized by its inexorable 
movement to consolidate the power of the few over the many, while also 
dramatized by its repeated fall into crisis.  

   CONCLUSION: THE PLACE OF GLOBAL POWER 
 I have argued that the broader conceptualization of the genre designated 
by the term ‘thriller’ has fallen into disuse. This is unfortunate at a time 
when it seems that some crime fi ction has undergone change enforced 
by globalization, the state of exception that Western governments have 
attempted to impose after 9/11, and the neoliberal privatization of space 
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and services, particularly those associated with security. If the West is now 
characterized by this overdetermined conjuncture, then it seems clear that 
the espionage thriller is the globalized genre  par excellence  and, moreover, 
has been for some time predating 9/11. The genre is necessarily inter-
nationalized. It has long been concerned with the fragmentation of the 
state and private interests, depicting the conspiracies arising from splinter 
groups and rogue operations long before Oliver North was brought to 
trial. While  Odyssey  (2015;  American Odyssey  in the US) narrates the after-
math of an operation by an internal military assassination bureau, analo-
gous state/private conspiracies make up the crux of the plot in  Enemy 
of the State  (1998),  Clear and Present Danger  (1994),  Marathon Man  
(1976),  Three Days of the Condor  (1975),  The Parallax View  (1974), and 
many more. The spy thriller is centrally concerned with revealing a con-
spiracy by which geopolitical reality is concealed from the general popu-
lace by spin, management of the public sphere, and violence. The most 
acute examples of this in thriller plots are when state/private enforcers 
prematurely collaborate with the fourth estate: in  Spartan  (2004), for 
example, Joanna Newton’s dead body is reported in the media as found 
before she is rescued by Scott; the funeral of Odelle Ballard takes place, 
again in  Odyssey , while she is still hiding in Mali; and, long before 9/11, 
a state funeral for three astronauts is disrupted in  Capricorn One  (1978) 
when one of them, Brubaker, escapes from his captors and turns up at 
the ceremony. What the thriller reveals is a totality of connections, which 
either extend the putative totality of state/private interests that sustain 
Western comforts, or a kind of alternative totality, or geopolitical reality, 
upon which quotidian existence rests. As well as the alternative histories of 
 The Network  and  The Accident Man ,  State of Play  (2003),  Syriana  (2005), 
and  The State Within  (2006) are all post-9/11 examples of this revelation 
and, signifi cantly, all of them implicate the oil industry in the conspiracy. 
The totality of connections can undermine a purely objective reality that 
has been constructed to justify state action (e.g. weapons of mass destruc-
tion) or it can expose a truth concealed (e.g. the fi ve-year secret  bombing 
of Cambodia). The thriller’s verisimilitude relies on the here-and-now 
of the  doxa , such that many thrillers inspire the reviewers’ standby that 
their plots are ripped from the morning headlines. Yet, what the thriller 
depicts is not so defi nite: it invariably features a non-place (“liminal,” if 
preferred), a place that is not just fi ctional or artifi cial, but only discern-
ible in the interstices of common existence, where splinter groups meet or 
come into confl ict and/or where unholy alliances are formed. At times, 
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this interstitial place will seem imaginary and relatively inconsequential, as 
in the conspiracy surrounding the death of a princess; at other times, it will 
seem to map onto the known world, as in the conspiracy of silence regard-
ing the West’s pre-9/11 understanding of Afghanistan. 

 Despite the revelatory impetus of the thriller and the discussion of 
‘geopolitical reality’ in this essay, hopefully it has been made apparent that 
thrillers do not reveal “truth” in opposition to “ideology.” I have sug-
gested, instead, that the realm of signs that make up a lived reality (as 
Althusser would have it) is constantly moving between mind-dependent 
and mind-independent realities that are susceptible to interruption by new 
“purely objective realities” or fi ctions. Rightly, there has been suspicion 
on the part of commentators regarding thrillers’ veracity given that they 
are invariably narratives with closure and resolutions. At the same time, 
it should not be assumed that presentation of muddied realities necessar-
ily entails the ultimate unveiling of “truth,” or that overly neat ideologi-
cally complicit accounts of the international conjuncture in thrillers do not 
betray the contradictions of globalization, or their own construction. For 
the purposes of the current argument that the thriller has, in contrast to 
crime fi ction, long prepared for globality, it might have seemed expedi-
tious to focus only on “quality” texts that provide a nuanced presentation 
and an apparently informed analysis of the international situation.  Syriana  
(2005), for example, with its multi-strand narrative; its complex web of 
interests; its exposure of state collusion with corporatism and the spon-
sorship of violence by both; the selling down the river of key intelligence 
employees; its depiction of the plight of geographically displaced workers; 
the US attempt to “rehabilitate” Iran (particularly prescient in light of 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action in the months in which the cur-
rent essay was written) and, above all perhaps, the sensitive depiction of 
religious radicalization leading to suicide bombing; might have provided 
a supreme example of the thriller’s ability to make cogent observations 
about geopolitical reality. Yet, focusing on such texts is likely to invite the 
response that these are just the “good” in a genre of predominantly poor 
ones or, worse, the festering old chestnut in which “good” texts “tran-
scend the genre,” a cliché which inoculates its speaker from any involve-
ment with that which is not the best that has been thought and written. 
Instead, the aim of this essay has been to draw attention to the thriller as a 
whole, its potential for revelation (even in spite of itself), its delineation of 
a place where valuable, or useless or partial, lessons can be learned about 
geopolitics.     
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      US Narratives of Nuclear Terrorism                     

     David     Seed    

      Novels of nuclear terrorism present a special case within crime fi ction, 
because they concern themselves with prevention rather than retrospec-
tive investigation. Very few of the novels discussed here describe the actual 
detonation of a device, because they would become, self-evidently, studies 
in failure. Although the conspiracies described usually have their origin 
outside the USA, the narratives tend to focus on national issues played 
out on an international stage. Indeed, the relationship between security 
agencies and nations becomes a central issue and usually a source of con-
fl ict in these narratives. Finally, although the nature of terrorism is hotly 
debated, US writers tend to simplify the problem by presenting worst-case 
scenarios of covert nuclear attack as attempted incursions by different hos-
tile groups. 1  

 During the Cold War, nuclear weapons underpinned the shifting 
standoff between the two political blocs. Only rarely did they feature 
in conspiracy narratives like that in Philip Wylie’s  The Smuggled Atomic 
Bomb  (1951), where Communist agents secretly assemble a device within 
the USA, or Frederick Forsyth’s  The Fourth Protocol  (1984), where a 
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 neo- Stalinist clique in the Soviet Politburo organizes a similar action in 
England. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, reports began 
to emerge, through the 1990s, of stolen or black-market nuclear material 
changing hands. The fi rst major cultural shock in the USA came with the 
1995 Oklahoma City bombing by domestic terrorists and the second, of 
course, with 9/11. Though neither event involved nuclear devices, they 
radically challenged national presumptions of security in the USA and, as 
a result, since the 1990s there has been a steady surge of fi ction dealing 
with the threat of nuclear terrorism. These novels draw selectively on the 
patterns of thrillers and spy fi ction, frequently making the protagonist an 
investigator, and weaving different variations on the central conspiracy, 
which comes from outside the USA. It is also crucial to this fi ction that 
the investigation is usually directed towards preventing the goal of the 
conspiracy, that is, preventing a crime that transcends national law sys-
tems in both personnel and sheer scale. The fears of ultimacy running 
through the Cold War have thus resurfaced since the 1990s with authors 
grimly envisaging the worst case of covert nuclear attack. In many cases, 
their narratives include biting criticisms of the US intelligence establish-
ment, supposedly unifi ed with the creation, in 2001, of the Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS). This fi ction thematically extends the Cold 
War fear of nuclear attack, but with the crucial difference that the enemy 
is initially unknown and that the possible worst outcome could be dispro-
portionate to the small group of conspirators. 

 Just as novelists participated in the broad public debate over nuclear 
weapons during the Cold War, so writers have regularly used their novels 
as a forum for dramatizing a new form of nuclear attack from terrorists 
within, or beyond, the borders of the USA. Most of these novelists have 
come to writing from other careers and there is frequently a very close 
interchange between fi ction and politics in their work. The attorney James 
O. Hall, for instance, includes an afterword with his novel  Will We Save 
Ourselves?  (2000), which reads more like a position statement than a com-
mentary on his novel. 2  There appears to be a conviction shared by these 
writers, which is best summarized by the counter-terrorism expert Richard 
A. Clarke in a note to his 2005 novel  The Scorpion’s Gate , which he explic-
itly planned to make an intervention encouraging an “informed dialogue” 
about nuclear terrorism. He declares: “my hope is that this book will cause 
readers to think about those issues and will give them an insight into 
the real world in which such issues are addressed by real people” (vii). 3  
Clarke’s statements come on a page headed “Acknowledgements,” which 
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is normally kept as end matter, and actually functions like a brief preface, 
setting out the purpose of the volume. In a similar spirit, Ben Goddard’s 
2005 DVD docudrama  Last Best Chance  describes how a terrorist group 
steals fi ssile material from Belarus, constructs nuclear devices with help in 
the Sudan, and fi nally smuggles the bombs into the USA from Mexico and 
Canada. The fi lm was made by the Nuclear Threat Initiative organization 
and, after its ending, immediately segues into a round-table discussion 
on the terrorist threat with former Senator Sam Nunn and others. The 
transition from fi lm narrative into discussion situates the former within the 
larger public debate over terrorism, and the hope behind this fi lm seems to 
be that a cross-party presentation will induce a nationalistic state of alert-
ness in its audience. 

 The impact of 9/11 quickly generated a whole literature of its own. 
In the words of Robert S. Litwak, “although 9/11 did not change the 
international system, it did precipitate a redefi nition of threat” (2). The 
creation of DHS in October 2001 clearly implied that the USA was no 
longer secure from attack. For that reason, the main settings in the novels 
examined below are American as they all describe forms of attack from 
external groups. One month after the 9/11 attacks, the CIA received, 
from a source, information that Al-Qaeda operatives had planted a nuclear 
device in New York. Although this turned out to be false, the report was 
read as a nuclear echo of 9/11, and, indeed, subsequent debate tended 
to use 9/11 in support of the danger of a nuclear threat. The feasibility 
of such an attack has been summarized by security analyst Graham Allison 
as disturbingly easy. Fissile material has been stolen again and again in 
recent years; this material is readily available from Russian or Pakistani 
sources; and it would be relatively easy to smuggle a device into the USA 
(Allison 9–11). Add to this, the declarations by Al-Qaeda operatives that 
they intend to acquire such devices, and the threat takes on a serious 
dimension. Allison’s conclusion is grimly succinct: “on the current course, 
nuclear terrorism is inevitable” (203). Linked to this is the rise to prom-
inence of other threat-based attacks, such as the introduction in Terry 
Hayes’  I Am Pilgrim  (2013) of a plague virus into the US. 

 In examining the cultural impact of 9/11, Stuart Croft has argued this 
event led to the construction of a new national narrative that the USA 
was attacked out of the blue, but responded with heroism in dealing with 
the emergent new age. Although novels dealing with terrorism are only 
given a minor place in his study, Croft analyzes the discourses resulting 
from 9/11, not least the polarization between “us” and “them” groups. 4  
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In what follows, however, it will be argued that writers adopt a whole 
spectrum of positions ranging from gung-ho nationalism to thoughtful 
self-criticism. In his survey of the fi ction written immediately after 9/11, 
David Holloway has argued that “the tension between momentous worldly 
events […] and the pull to narrative interiorisation” is clearly visible, 
sometimes leading the novels into metafi ctional self-reference (112–113). 
As we shall see, there is a comparable tension in novels of nuclear terror-
ism: between contextualizing historical references and the close focus on 
the details of the unfolding conspiracy. These narratives largely describe 
the preservation of the status quo against attack and also reinforce a view 
of the USA as a promoter of human rights and democracy. 

 One of the earliest dramatizations of nuclear terrorism, which totally 
avoids attack from an external enemy, was Edward Zwick’s 1983 TV 
movie  Special Bulletin , which describes how a camera crew get caught 
up in the drama of events while reporting on a dock strike in Charleston, 
North Carolina. Made well before the end of the Cold War, this fi lm pres-
ents ‘unedited’ footage of a group using a nuclear device smuggled into 
the dock to present an ultimatum to the government: either they deliver 
over 900 weapon modules to them, or they will detonate their device. 
The conspirators prove to be dissident Americans, including a civil rights 
campaigner from the 1960s and a nuclear technician, all united by desire 
for disarmament. “We’re a group that believes in survival,” their leader 
declares. A botched attempt at storming the terrorists’ boat by special 
forces leads them to detonate the device, wiping out most of Charleston. 
 Special Bulletin  belongs in the category of 1980s docudramas on nuclear 
attacks, which includes fi lms like  The Day After , and throughout the fi lm 
uses reportage techniques to give authenticity to the action. Despite the 
repeated signals that the fi lm was fi ctional, thousands of viewers phoned 
in to NBC to ask if the nuclear blast had actually taken place (El-Miskin). 

  Special Bulletin  predates serious threats to the USA from abroad. 
Indeed, the leader of the conspirators is a Vietnam veteran who played 
a part in devising the neutron bomb before turning against the whole 
nuclear industry. The fi lm shows the relative ease of stealing fi ssile material 
and constructing the device. More importantly, it shows the incoherence 
and inadequacy of the authorities’ response to the moment “when nuclear 
terrorism leapt from the pages of literature into stark reality,” as one news 
commentator puts it. The management of public information is contradic-
tory and ultimately futile. By the end of the movie Charleston has gone 
forever and the whole event has receded into reported history. 
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 While  Special Bulletin  dramatizes an essentially domestic source of 
terrorism, even before 9/11, novelists had begun offering scenarios of 
nuclear attack that “other” the conspirators. Narrative clichés like sim-
ple action lines and good guy—bad guy oppositions are avoided in Steve 
Martini’s  Critical Mass  (1998), one of the shrewdest pre-9/11 narratives, 
where two under-maintained Soviet nukes are smuggled into the USA 
with the help of a Russian arms dealer who has even contributed to the 
US President’s party funds. Two protagonists approach the conspiracy 
from different angles: an American attorney gets unwittingly caught up in 
the scheming to assemble the devices using one of the St. Juan Islands on 
the US-Canada border as a workshop. The second is a nuclear specialist 
working for the non-governmental think tank, the Institute Against Mass 
Destruction, for which read the Centre for Nonproliferation Studies at 
Monterey, whose members advised Martini during the composition of the 
 novel. In the novel we are told of the Institute that “it fostered commu-
nication across national boundaries” (31), which simultaneously gives us 
a model for investigation and also alerts the reader to the global scale of 
the action. The latter opens at sea, i.e. beyond any territorial boundaries, 
with the foundering of a Russian vessel and a fi shing trawler salvaging its 
nuclear load. The scene then shifts to the state of Washington, where a 
man is to be interviewed by a federal grand jury for arms smuggling. US 
law is being broken, as is Russian law in the second narrative shift. Here, 
the nuclear technician discovers that two nuclear artillery shells have been 
stolen from a Russian base in the Urals and that they have been dispatched 
to a destination in Washington. After many twists and turns, it emerges 
that one nuke has been used as a decoy to distract attention from the 
second, which has been transformed into a reproduction of the original 
Hiroshima bomb in a Washington, DC museum, where it is successfully 
defused at the last moment. 

 Apart from the ending, which was to become a cliché in nuclear ter-
rorism fi ction, Martini draws on the Cold War in his choice of title, which 
echoes that of earlier fi ction dealing with the relationship of nuclear weap-
ons to the public. 5  Without sacrifi cing his narrative thrust, he supplements 
his protagonists’ activities with partial discoveries from the ‘White House 
Working Group’ on terrorism and the FBI.  One of the central issues 
that these novels were to focus on repeatedly is cross-agency coopera-
tion, which, within limits, takes place in  Critical Mass , although a major 
obstacle is presented by no less than the President himself. He is fi rst seen 
in a White House photo session and, once news begins to break about the 
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smuggled nukes, the President tries to shut down offi cial discussion for 
fear of embarrassing publicity. 

 Other than giving us a snapshot of the US security system in the mid- 
1990s, Martini implies that the global smuggling network that made the 
conspiracy possible has remained largely intact even though the particular 
bombs have been anticipated. More striking is Martini’s choice of conspir-
ators. At the time of publication (1998) the major terrorist incident in the 
USA had been the Oklahoma City bombing of 1995, which is referenced 
several times in the novel to reinforce its plausibility. Unlike later novels, 
Martini hardly refers to Iran or Al-Qaeda, instead making some of the 
conspirators nationalist militia members. 6  Although this raises questions 
about how the funds would be raised, Martini makes the political point 
that terrorism can be a homegrown issue. 

 The apocalyptic dimension to the war that might be triggered by ter-
rorist action is dramatized in Robert Gleason’s  End of Days  (1993), where 
attacks are launched by dissident Russians and an Islamist group. Gleason 
has spoken a number of times about “catalytic nuclear war,” where a dis-
sident or terrorist group detonates devices that give the illusion that one 
superpower is attacking another. However, his novel pays far less attention 
to the means of attack than to the sheer spectacle of destruction that the 
detonations produce. Gleason awkwardly offsets this with jokey subtitles 
and by animating his missiles, which defl ates the drama to a cartoon level, 
thus undermining its apocalyptic claims. 7  There is an unresolved tension 
between the novel’s black humor and its exploration of the nuclear legacy. 

 Tom Clancy’s 1991 novel  The Sum of All Fears  uses his hallmark method 
of dense factual description to give plausibility to his narrative. Against the 
background of the break-up of the Soviet Union, Palestinian radicals dis-
cover an Israeli nuke dropped during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, and with 
the help of a disaffected East German nuclear technician, they assemble 
a device ready to smuggle into the USA. The immediate trigger to their 
action is a proposal to make Jerusalem an independent city state, a pro-
posal which seems to be bringing peace to the Middle East. The device is 
placed in the Denver football stadium (Baltimore in the 2002 movie) and 
is detonated, producing only a non-nuclear explosion when it misfi res. 8  

 Clancy’s clear purpose in the novel is to dramatize the complacency in 
Washington over such an attack and the slowness of agencies to collabo-
rate with each other. The Cold War mindset of superpower confrontation 
is still alive and well. Only a providential malfunction saves the country 
from disaster. In his afterword Clancy insisted that he was shocked by 
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“how easy such a project might be today” and how its delivery would be 
“child’s play” (801). The painstaking detail with which Clancy describes 
the construction of the bomb emphasizes how easy the process is and also, 
as Sean French has pointed out, sets up the reader’s expectation that it will 
be detonated. Several times in the novel Clancy references the 1977 movie 
 Black Sunday  as lying behind his own narrative. Here a Palestinian activist 
teams up with an ex-POW from Vietnam to bomb the New Orleans Super 
Bowl from a blimp, but, as one of Clancy’s characters dryly remarks, “the 
Israelis found out what was going on, and their CIA guys got there in the 
nick of time—you know, how it usually happens in the movies” (558). 9  By 
contrast, Clancy describes a detonation, but softens the event by having 
his device misfi re. It can thus serve as an object lesson, but without the 
massive casualties a nuclear blast would bring. 10  

 Both before and since 9/11 a number of writers have taken bearings 
from the Cold War, examining different aspects of its complex legacy. 
Steve Martini’s  Guardian of Lies  (2009) skilfully moves the investiga-
tion of a double murder into the gradual discovery of a conspiracy to 
detonate a portable nuclear device in the port of San Diego where a US 
aircraft carrier is docking. Martini declares in his “Author’s Note” that 
“the foundation of this story is constructed on historic fact” (439), spe-
cifi cally the discovery long after the event that Soviet forces had a sub-
stantial number of tactical devices ready for use during the 1962 Cuban 
crisis. 11  In the novel one of these is smuggled to Colombia by a disaffected 
Soviet offi cer, and the subsequent conspiracy is mounted by a disparate 
group of Colombian separatists and Islamist radicals. Martini traces out 
the working of this plot largely through his attorney protagonist, in the 
process revealing the operations of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance 
Court (set up in 1978) and the Nuclear Emergency Support Team. Unlike 
some of his contemporaries, Martini has no doubt about the effi cacy of 
the national organizations designed to deal with such an emergency, who 
manage to defuse the bomb at the last moment. It is in the area of motiva-
tion that his novel becomes less convincing; the conspirators rely heavily 
on the aging Russian technician and on the Mexican drug cartels for their 
conspiracy. The recurrence of last-minute reprieve endings becomes a new 
cliché of the genre, although they are clearly designed to warn readers of 
the imminence of these threats. 

 Where  Guardian of Lies  is clearly designed to demonstrate the relative 
ease of placing a portable device, an unexpected inheritance from the Cold 
War,  King of Bombs  (2006), by the American Canadian journalist Sheldon 
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Filger, mounts both a satirical attack on the Bush administration, and pres-
ents a grim warning about the plausibility of a terrorist attack with nuclear 
weapons. This threat escalates from that of a ‘dirty’ bomb (containing 
radioactive material) to a nuke and fi nally, the bomb of the title, the larg-
est nuclear device ever exploded. Although this was only ever tested by 
the Soviet Union, one of Filger’s sharpest ironies lies in the fact that the 
core devices are salvaged from a lake near the Canadian border where an 
American bomber crashed in 1962. Filger ingeniously follows the method 
of classic Cold War thrillers like  The Day of the Jackal  where the plot lines 
of the conspiracy and its investigation gradually converge in the climax. 
The action begins with the discovery in a Canadian lakeside town of the 
beheaded corpse of a man who proves to be a former nuclear technician 
from the Soviet Union. 12  Right from this mysterious opening event, the 
drama spreads globally beyond the USA to include, within the conspiracy, 
participation from Iran and North Korea, and a Pakistani character loosely 
modeled on Munir Ahmad Khan, who admitted selling nuclear secrets to 
those countries. 13  The conspirators themselves are of Lebanese, Jordanian 
and other origins, “their faces refl ecting a variety of nationalities” (207). 
Thus, although their leader is a hardened jihadist, Filger is careful to 
blur any ethnic differences of appearance between them and Americans. 
Similarly, although the main action takes place in Washington and around 
the Canadian-US border, other scenes include Islamist cells in Hamburg 
and Turin, or are set in a Swiss bank handling the transfer of funds to 
Islamic ‘charities.’ This variety of locations reminds readers that we are 
witnessing the consequences of a complex global network of international 
activities playing themselves out primarily in the USA. In the traditional 
crime novel, the action usually plays itself out within the borders of the 
nation and its investigative institutions.  King of Bombs , by contrast, moves 
well beyond these usual limits, and details the activities of police forces in 
other countries. As Filger’s narrative expands in scope, his accumulating 
of incremental detail builds up the plausibility of a material threat with 
international dimensions. In that respect, Filger and other novelists use 
the concrete specifi cs of their accounts as rhetorical counters to the wave 
of public hyperbole that followed 9/11. 14  

 Filger, who lived through the experience of 9/11  in Manhattan, has 
commented a number of times on the reality of the terrorist threat, declar-
ing that “no one who has studied the issue in depth doubts that Al Qaida 
could easily fabricate a crude nuclear weapon that would probably kill one 
million in New York City” (Filger, “New York City”). His novel opens 
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symbolically with a physicist talking on a TV chat show, who has just pub-
lished a book called  Will The Next 9/11 Be Nuclear?  He counters charges 
of alarmism by spelling out some of the basic facts exploited in the novel: 
the covert trade in nuclear materials from Pakistan, the ease of smug-
gling devices into the USA, and so on. Filger’s starting point situates his 
narrative within the broad national dialogue over the nuclear threat and, 
throughout his novel, he stresses the importance not only of the media, 
but also of gathering and processing information. 

 When commenting on this threat, Filger found no reassurance from 
the then government because “the man most responsible for protecting 
America from such an apocalyptic threat, President Bush, sadly lacks the 
intellect and strategic insight to comprehend the threat,” (Filger, “George 
Bush”), citing as evidence the weak implementation of the Nuclear Threat 
Initiative and the massive distraction of the war on Iraq. In the novel the 
Director of Homeland Security is presented as an incompetent lecher and 
the President as a cynic who admits: “Homeland Security is a PR pack-
age to make the American people feel more secure” (147).  King of Bombs  
constantly delays the discovery of the conspiracy by the territorial disputes 
between the security agencies, which supposedly had ended when DHS 
was formed. The terrorists almost succeed because of inter-agency rivalry 
and a blatant lack of cooperation between Canada and the USA. One of 
the novel’s main ironies lies in the fact that among the audience to the 
physicist’s warning on the fi rst pages, the government is the least respon-
sive. One of the President’s advisers reassures him that it would be quite 
impossible for terrorists to construct a nuclear device: “Frankly, I believe 
such a possibility exists only in a Tom Clancy novel” (160).  King of Bombs  
and the other novels discussed here are, of course, written in conscious 
opposition to such a naive separation of fi ction from possible reality. 

 Detonation represents the worst possible outcome in Filger’s novel. 
In order for agents to understand the magnitude of the threat, they are 
shown a video recording of the 1961 test of the King of Bombs, a video 
on loan from the Russian Atomic Museum. Yet another of Filger’s iro-
nies is that the Cold War may be over, but the weapons live on. The fi lm 
shows a brief but shocking image: “a wide-angle view of the distant sky 
was visible. In an instant, the sky turned a bright red and orange, of an 
intensity that seemed not of this world” (307). Filger maximizes the spa-
tial dimension as if a viewer’s whole visual fi eld was transformed, rather 
than containing the event within the traditional icon of the mushroom 
cloud. Unfortunately, the positioning of one device implies the  possibility 
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of another, and the novel avoids the need for closure of other nuclear 
terrorism novels by revealing that, although the device in New York has 
been rendered harmless, a second has been placed in Los Angeles whose 
explosion is imminent. The only option for the President is to destroy 
the mega-bomb with a smaller nuclear device. Thus, to save the larger 
area, the President is compelled to order the bombing of Los Angeles. 
This preemptive gesture resembles the conclusion to the 1964 fi lm  Fail- 
Safe  , where a nuclear war is almost triggered by technical malfunction. 
Here, the President orders a nuclear strike on New York as a sacrifi cial 
act designed to convince the Soviets that the USA does not want war. 
However, where  Fail-Safe  dramatizes a technological failure within the 
American military system, Filger focuses on the inadequacies of the US 
administration in identifying and pre-empting threats to the nation. 

 In the 1980s both the USA and the Soviet Union admitted to pro-
ducing portable devices that became known as suitcase nukes. In 1997 a 
Soviet defector claimed that a number of such devices were missing from 
Soviet arsenals, and from that year on, speculation mounted about the 
danger these could pose to the USA if they fell into the hands of terror-
ists. 15  Former air-force offi cer Henry Williams wrote this fear into his 2005 
novel  The Nuclear Suitcase , which opens with a premature statement that 
the USA has fi nally removed the terrorist threat by bringing about regime 
change in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Sudan. Ominously, a new World 
Trade Center is about to open in New York, a clear hint to the reader 
that a fresh target has emerged for the nation’s enemies. Partly in revenge 
for the bombing of a “terrorist compound” in Iran, a series of devices are 
planted over a wide range of American cities and other targets like a Texas 
petroleum plant or the Hoover Dam. The authorities fail to spot these and 
the detonations reduce the USA to a state of chaos. Although the posi-
tioning of the devices is described repetitively, Williams draws attention to 
their unobtrusive appearance as “metallic oversized suitcases” and hints at 
the diversity of the conspirators planting them, though the latter issue is 
undeveloped. Indeed, one of his main purposes seems to be to familiar-
ize the reader with the image of the suitcase nuke, and another is clearly 
to demonstrate the nation’s lack of precautions against such attacks. One 
character refl ects “amazing how stupid we were” (273). Even after the 
detonations, the lesson seems only to have been partly learnt when the 
reconstituted government declares war on Mexico for allowing the devices 
to be smuggled across its border. 
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  The Nuclear Suitcase , like many of these novels, directs its narrative 
polemically against public complacency over the terrorist issue, although 
it describes the virtual impossibility of spotting such devices. There is no 
guarantee that heightened public awareness will result in greater national 
security. Nelson De Mille's  Wild Fire  (2006) takes different bearings 
from the extended debate that followed the events of 9/11 and from the 
preparations in 2002 by the Bush administration for going to war against 
Iraq. The Wild Fire of the title is a secret government protocol explicitly 
compared with the Cold War principle of Mutual Assured Destruction 
(MAD), whereby any nuclear attack on the USA would automatically be 
followed by a response so overwhelming as to make the original attack 
suicidal. In this case, the trigger would be a nuclear attack by terrorists on 
one or more American cities, and the response would entail the destruc-
tion of 122 major Muslim centers in the Middle East. The protocol, in 
other words, draws no distinction between Muslim nations and simply 
assumes a collective guilt. 16  

 The plan is discovered by the protagonist, a federal agent who is cap-
tured after being sent to observe a mysterious fortifi ed complex in upper 
New York State. The novel hints throughout that this installation has been 
under surveillance for some time, but the essential role of the agent is to 
act as a witness to conspiracy, and then, for his murder to supply the stimu-
lus to investigating and thwarting the plot. De Mille’s main irony lies in 
the fact that the group leader is a Vietnam veteran determined to avenge 
his country’s humiliation in that war and in subsequent events like the 
bombing of the marine barracks in Beirut. His plot involves nuking Los 
Angeles and San Francisco, which will then trigger the wholesale destruc-
tion of Muslim centers in the Middle East and thus usher in a millenarian 
age of US world supremacy. As he explains, “the last of the global threat 
to America will be gone and the entire nation will rally around the govern-
ment as it did post-9/11 and post-Pearl Harbor” (84). Here is the twist: 
In the name of patriotic action, the group plans to act out the roles of 
terrorists and, to compound the irony, they include members of the CIA, 
US government, the army—in short, the whole military-industrial estab-
lishment. The very fact that virtually all of the novel’s action takes place 
in northern New York State refl ects De Mille’s projection of the subject 
as primarily national, although the plot could trigger a nuclear holocaust. 
 Wild Fire  thus resembles a twenty-fi rst century  Dr. Strangelove , unfortu-
nately without any of the latter’s black humor or political subversiveness. 
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 A detonation functions as a symbolic end-point to novels about nuclear 
terrorism. It represents the feared culmination of a conspiracy whose 
thwarting they describe. In that sense, most of these novels enact gestures 
of reassurance. Two exceptions to this narrative pattern can be found in 
Whitley Strieber’s  Critical Mass  (2009) and  Blink of an Eye  (2011), by 
President Clinton’s former Secretary of Defence William S. Cohen. In the 
fi rst of these, a secret Islamist network called Inshalla has already planted 
nuclear devices in a number of countries, including the USA, when the 
narrative opens. Jim Deutsch of the CIA is pursuing the radioactive traces 
left by one bomb smuggled into Texas from Mexico. Surprisingly early in 
the novel, during Deutsch’s pursuit, a bomb is detonated in Las Vegas, 
totally destroying the city. After initial confusion, the President is pressed 
by the Joint Chiefs to launch Dream Angel, a plan similar to DeMille’s 
 Wild Fire , where countries supporting Islamist radicals will be attacked 
with neutron bombs. This highlights the extent to which the security 
environment has changed since the Cold War; now the terrorist threat 
is only tangentially connected with nation states. The President delays 
until defi nite information can be found on the Las Vegas bombing. In 
the meantime, it emerges, thanks to the help of Deutsch’s Arab American 
wife, that the US security system has been penetrated. A web-posted mes-
sage from the self-styled Mahdi, the leader of Inshalla, warns of further 
strikes to come and, sure enough, another bomb is detonated in Rome. 
Back in the USA, fears of a bomb in Washington DC are realized, but the 
device is neutralized at the last minute. The very frequency of this end-
ing refl ects writers’ evident desire to give the reader reassuring closure, 
although some novelists recognize that, while the individual conspiracy 
has been thwarted, the general threat persists. This fi ction simultaneously 
dramatizes the need for a heightened security environment, where the 
agencies usually succeed despite their limitations, while at the same time, 
stoking the fears that would motivate such a growth. 

 Strieber’s narrative works best at the local level of suspense. 
Unfortunately, he cannot resist donning the role of grandiose moral com-
mentator. The destruction of Las Vegas is described as the “most mali-
cious single act in human history” (88), and indeed the whole novel is 
built around a schematic opposition between good and evil. Strieber never 
explains how the bombs are smuggled into the USA, nor how the security 
agencies have been compromised, preferring instead to describe in broad 
brush strokes how the reactions of America’s enemies change. The news 
of the fi rst bombing triggers celebrations in some countries, until, that 
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is, the news media broadcast images of Las Vegas. Then, “nobody could 
see images like this and not be affected,” and so “the reality of the crime, 
there for everybody to see, was, across the Muslim world, transforming 
jubilation into shame” (223). Strieber appeals to a generalized moral 
code, independent of any institutional system, which will supposedly come 
into play during an extreme crisis. This does not exclude retribution since, 
fi lled with horror at the acts the new Mahdi has organized, his wives turn 
on him and hack him to death. Strieber’s novel uses simplistic psychol-
ogy and describes other countries essentially as reactive extensions to US 
national power. Despite his unusual inclusion of an actual nuclear blast, the 
spectacle of the explosion is given priority over any emergency measures, 
which are scarcely mentioned; and the bombing of Rome receives even 
less detail, for fear of compromising the unique impact of the destruction 
of Las Vegas. 17  

 Strieber’s use of action sequences, a love interest, and a last-minute 
reprieve contrasts sharply with William S. Cohen’s  Blink of an Eye , which 
describes the destruction of Savannah by a device from that city’s river. 
The blast starts a tidal wave, which at fi rst is mistaken for a tsunami: “The 
wave, sinking ships and carrying cars and trucks and silvery pieces of the 
bridge into the city of Savannah, which instantly vanished into the night 
as all electricity failed. In the sudden darkness, buildings crumbled and a 
cross topped church steeple collapsed as if in requiem to Savannah” (167). 
The description is brief, as if the city was suddenly erased, and this brevity 
supplies its force. Cohen has no need to pile on the pathos of the event 
beyond the trauma of the fi rst pilot who fl ies over the devastated area. 
Instead the event is put in a political context. 

 The novel opens with a news report of American troops leaving Iraq 
when terrorists suddenly attack a transport ship in Basra. As Cohen later 
confi rmed, his model for this episode was the attack on USS  Cole  in 2000. 
Here we can see what differentiates this novel from the others under dis-
cussion. Throughout  Blink of an Eye  Cohen presents most scenes from 
the perspective of the president’s national security adviser, Sean Falcone. 
When Cohen explained in interview that he was trying to raise the public 
level of consciousness over this issue in the novel (see Lehrer), this did not 
simply mean about the continuing dangers from nuclear weapons. Instead 
the narrative educates the reader about the complexities of US politics 
and about the procedures already in place for dealing with an emergency 
like a nuclear attack. The fi rst response to the Basra attack is confusion, 
the second that it must be the work of Iran. In this way Cohen leads the 
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reader to expect something worse, either a second attack, or a dispropor-
tionate response by the USA. The opening scene of the novel reminds us 
of how mediated news reports can be, and as the narrative unfolds, the 
relation between news coverage and government activity becomes increas-
ingly complex. The opening also establishes an international dimension 
that ultimately misleads the reader. 

 On a global scale,  Blink of an Eye  follows the duality of detective fi ction 
described by Tzvetan Todorov: the “story of the crime and the story of 
the investigation” (44). Whereas in traditional crime fi ction, the investiga-
tion would be pursued primarily by the detective, Cohen’s novel describes 
the collective mobilization of all American agencies. In that sense, the 
role of the detective is being played by the nation, collectively, under 
the coordination of Falcone who reveals a jaundiced sense of how, in the 
body politic, “the arteries of our democratic system [are] so clogged with 
special- interest groups and their lobbyists” (20). There is no ambiguity 
about the event that constitutes the crime, but there is an important pub-
lic order issue: If news broke about the blast, the public would assume the 
USA was under attack and mass panic could follow. The crime, therefore, 
has to be temporarily concealed while the investigation proceeds, at least 
as far as it can be. Leaks result in a knee-jerk reaction that the bomb must 
have been planted by Iran and, as the novel develops, tensions repeat-
edly emerge between the White House and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or 
with right-wing senators. During the narrative, Cohen weaves in many 
ominous historical details: the President initially is in Dallas, site of the 
Kennedy assassination; another character describes the coup planned by 
the bankers against Roosevelt. Without ever compromising the onward 
thrust of the narrative, Cohen constantly reminds the reader of the com-
plex legal and political procedures involved in dealing with an emergency. 
This time, with a glance back at Richard Nixon, a time limit is imposed 
on the President to solve the mystery before he is impeached for lack of 
action. 

 In his description of the destruction of Savannah quoted above, the 
last detail of a church steeple falling is pointedly ironic, because the con-
spirators turn out to be a group of wealthy Christian extremists known 
as “The Brothers.” One of their leaders, a retired general, rallies them as 
being the “modern Crusaders” (36), unconsciously mimicking Islamist 
rhetoric, and urging them on in their plan to salvage a nuclear bomb jet-
tisoned in the Savannah River, which detonates by accident. Once again, 
Cohen is taking his bearings from a historical event in 1958,  heightening 
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yet another irony in the novel: that nuclear attack comes not from exter-
nal enemies, but from homegrown right-wing extremists who yearn for 
the clarity of Armageddon. Because of their many close links with the 
American establishment, they are skilful manipulators of the news, and a 
very pointed moral emerges towards the end of the novel about how to 
process information. In  Blink of an Eye  this is given priority over the treat-
ment of survivors, or the restoration of services, which would be central 
to nuclear scenarios, because the wrong information could lead to war, in 
other words, to the very outcome the conspirators wanted. 

 With only a few exceptions, the writers discussed here are not profes-
sional writers. They are, instead, journalists, military offi cers, or attorneys 
who use their narratives to intervene in the ongoing public debate over 
nuclear terrorism. As such, they adopt distanced, sometimes overtly criti-
cal, stances towards the US establishment while at the same time evoking 
an uncomplicated demonization of Islam as the enemy. The simplicity of 
the latter stands in marked contrast to the frequently complex political and 
institutional tensions dramatized within the US establishment.  Anonymous 
Sources  (2013), by former security journalist Mary Louise Kelly, unusually 
appeared with endorsements from top security offi cials and is one of the 
few novels on nuclear terrorism to focus so closely on the process of inves-
tigation. 18  The main narrator is Alexandra James, a Washington journal-
ist looking into a mysterious death at Harvard. Discrepancies gradually 
expand until she realizes that she has stumbled across a conspiracy by 
Pakistani Islamists to bomb the White House. Kelly has explained that 
her narrative is contributing to the post-9/11 dialogue about terrorism, 
deliberately playing on the continuing presence of its threat by describing 
another worst-case scenario, the planting of a smuggled nuclear device. 
She makes no attempt to give her terrorists a humanizing depth, declar-
ing that in the novel “the bad guys are unequivocally terrorists, nothing 
freedom fi ghter about ‘em” (Godwin). Indeed, the novel pulls no punches 
over indicting the source of the conspiracy. One of the most ingenious 
dialogues in the novel takes place between Kelly and a CIA offi cial, which 
comically dramatizes the tension between secrecy and investigating spe-
cifi cs. However, as this fi gure explains, “Pakistan has more terrorists per 
square mile than anyplace else on earth. And it has a nuclear weapons 
program that is growing faster than anyplace on earth” (248). By an inge-
nious twist, this very offi cial has been bribed into the conspiracy. The 
occasional shifts in the narrative to the perspective of one of the conspira-
tors, unnecessarily makes the dramatic tension lapse, but on the whole, 
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Kelly’s skill focuses on her protagonist’s skill at getting information out 
of others, and on the tensions between journalists’ right to publish and 
the professional secrecy of the security agencies. With the help of at least 
one convenient coincidence (the narrator’s lover turns out to be an MI6 
offi cer), Kelly resorts to the standard last-minute relief of a thriller’s end-
ing where the two main villains have been killed and the bomb defused. 19  

 There is clearly a ritualistic dimension to much fi ction dealing with 
nuclear terrorism in that the novels depict how conspiracies might be 
brought to light and then thwarted. In some cases, they draw on Cold 
War fi ction that addressed the threat of nuclear war, but with the differ-
ence that the origins and exact nature of the threat are initially unknown. 
During the Cold War, the comparable risks were different in scale. Since 
the 1990s, the threat has been reduced, but the urgency and precarious 
nature of US national security has resurfaced in narratives evoking the dan-
gers hidden within everyday situations. No longer is one state threatening 
another; now threats are hidden, multiple, and ubiquitous. Indeed, their 
stated purpose has repeatedly been to induce a more sceptical scrutiny of 
events. The last novel discussed here is typical in dramatizing a gradual 
growth of subject matter— from an apparent suicide—to a conspiracy to 
bomb the capital city. Characteristically, this body of fi ction presents sce-
narios of covert attack, usually from external agencies. The concrete spe-
cifi cs of the narratives perform a double function. On the one hand they 
trace out patterns of conspiracy, which tend to be foiled at the last minute, 
and in that respect seem to follow the conventions of the thriller genre, 
although the popularity of the military techno-thriller, which peaked in 
the 1980s and 1990s, had already passed before 9/11. 20  

 The pattern of threat followed by reassuring closure appears to suggest 
repeated fantasies of effectiveness, even as the limitations of the security 
agencies are dramatized, which has the cumulative result of bolstering the 
claims of the intelligence communities. However, we have seen in many 
instances that plots are thwarted  despite  political interference from the 
Washington establishment and inter-agency rivalry. In that respect, the 
more sophisticated novels of nuclear terrorism critique the nation’s capac-
ity to defend itself from such attacks. Also, despite their largely positive 
endings, their variously detailed narratives, of course, aim at plausibility, 
but their very plausibility carries a collective warning that such terror-
ist threats are actual and imminent. A standard feature of these novels is 
thus dialogue scenes where the nature, indeed, the very existence, of such 
threats becomes the subject of heated argument. Implicitly and explicitly 
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this fi ction makes interventions within a broad, ongoing cultural debate 
over the dangers of terrorism. Having spent a whole career promoting 
the cause of counter-terrorism, under four presidents, Richard A. Clarke 
stepped down from offi ce, but continued promoting the cause of public 
awareness of domestic threats through a much-publicized lecture in 2005 
called “Ten Years Later.” That same year he published his fi rst novel,  The 
Scorpion’s Gate , which fl eshed out some of the scenarios in his predic-
tive lecture, and whose cover carried his statement that “fi ction can often 
tell the truth better than non-fi ction.” A number of the writers discussed 
here take their bearings from contemporary events, tacitly appealing to 
the reader’s sense of recognition. Others supplement their fi ction with 
polemical essays. Clarke has followed a different strategy of using fi ction 
to continue the debate over counter-terrorism free from political interfer-
ence. In their different ways, however, all these authors implicitly invite 
their readers to become scenario analysts.    

  NOTES 
1.    On the different meanings of terrorism, see Silke 4–12.  
2.    Hall’s novel is unusual among this fi ction in depicting an ideally smooth 

cooperation between President and agency heads in thwarting the con-
spiracy to bomb Washington. His afterword on how to abolish weapons of 
mass annihilation simply appeals to our common humanity as expressed 
through the United Nations.  

3.    Clarke’s novel, set some fi ve years in the future, describes an Iranian con-
spiracy, in the wake of a coup in Saudi Arabia, to seize Bahrain and the Shia 
districts around the Persian Gulf. His fi rst-hand acerbic account of the War 
on Terror can be found in  Against All Enemies  (2004). He served as 
counter- terrorism adviser to Presidents Bush senior, Clinton, and Bush 
junior before stepping down in 2003.  

4.    See Croft, 2.  
5.    Arthur C. Clarke’s 1949 story describes the premature panic of villagers 

living next to a nuclear research facility when they hear that a mysterious 
truck has crashed and shed its load. The 1962 novella by Frederik Pohl and 
Cyril Kornbluth is set in a future where constant nuclear drills have reduced 
the population to a critical extremity.  Critical Mass  was to be used yet 
again by Whitley Strieber for the title of his 2009 novel.  

6.    In the FBI Mirage Gold exercise of 1994 agents searched New Orleans for 
nuclear devices placed by a fi ctitious domestic group called Patriots for 
National Unity (see Cockburn, Chap. 6).  
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7.    Edward M.  Lerner’s  Countdown to Armageddon  (2010) describes a 
Hezbollah conspiracy to make devices out of stolen plutonium, the apoca-
lyptic end-point in the novel’s title. In order to explore the historical roots 
of this East-West confl ict Lerner uses time travel so that the action alter-
nates between the twenty-fi rst and eighth centuries.  

8.    The Council on American-Islamic Relations persuaded Paramount to 
change the conspirators in the 2002 fi lm to a far-right white supremacist 
group. Clancy’s terrorist line-up unusually includes a Native American 
activist.  

9.    The fi lm was directed by John Frankenheimer, adapted from the 1975 
novel by Thomas Harris, who had been inspired by the 1972 killings at 
Lod Airport and in the Munich Olympic village. Harris schematically cat-
egorizes his Palestinians as bad, and his Mossad and CIA agents as good. 
The novel traces out the predictable consequences of this opposition.  

10.    The popularity of a stadium as a target for attack was bizarrely confi rmed 
in David Chase Taylor’s 2011 e-book  The Nuclear Bible , which claimed to 
reveal plans for a ‘false-fl ag’ assault on the Super Bowl XLV in Dallas, 
Texas, to be mounted by agents of the Obama administration. Soon after 
the publication of his book, Taylor sought political asylum in Switzerland.  

11.    The route followed by the terrorists partially follows that used by the ABC 
reporter Brian Ross in 2003, where a suitcase containing uranium was 
shipped to the Port of Los Angeles and then delivered into the city (Allison, 
104–106).  

12.    It is a measure of Filger’s care over detail that the only identifi cation on the 
dead man’s torso is a tattoo worn by technicians working on the ‘Tsar 
Bomba’ (i.e., king of bombs) in the secret Soviet plant at Arzamas-16 (cf. 
Cockburn, 135). Renamed Sarov, the town houses a model of the Tsar 
Bomba in its atomic bomb museum.  

13.    Iran also fi gures as the fi nancial backer for a conspiracy to construct nuclear 
devices from stolen material within the USA in Ronald Klueh’s  Perilous 
Panacea  (2010). A former nuclear researcher, Klueh describes this con-
struction as an amateurish repeat of the Manhattan Project. His title refers 
to the ambiguities of nuclear energy, which can be used to either benefi t or 
destroy humanity.  

14.    Cf. Houen,  Terrorism and Modern Literature , 4–6.  
15.    On October 28, 2007 the journalist Paul L. Williams published excerpts 

from a 2001 interview where an Al-Qaeda leader claimed that they had 
smuggled suitcase bombs into Europe and the USA.  

16.    The Wild Fire protocol resembles a nuclear ratcheting-up of a pre- emptive 
strike against Al-Qaeda sites considered by the Bush administration in 
2002 (Friedman, 229–231).  
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17.    Strieber has experience of describing the aftermath of a nuclear war in 
 Warday  (1984), co-written with James Kunetka, which presents a futuristic 
report on the nation’s shattered landscape.  

18.    The fi gures endorsing the novel included Richard A. Clarke.  
19.    In October 2013 Kelly participated with four other writers in a Boston 

Book Festival panel discussion on ‘Writing Terror: An Exploration of Fear.’ 
The other participants were CIA operative-turned-novelist Valerie Plame 
Wilson, thriller writer Wes Craven, terrorism specialist Jessica Stern, and 
political columnist Joe Klein (Palmedo 2013).  

20.    This genre is discussed by Nader Elhefanwy, who argues that these thrillers 
typically center on how military action or technology is used to deal with 
emerging crises.   
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