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This study analyzes crime novels written around the turn of the twenty-first 

century that blur the boundaries between “serious” fiction and genre fiction. I argue that 

these novels represent violence, not as an isolated event or action, but as a pervasive 

cultural logic. In other words, they frame violence as a cultural and institutional problem, 

instead of as a disruptive social anomaly, and they thereby expose violence as a 

constitutive force in a world and era in which social relations are always already 

mediated by the disciplinary apparatus of institutions. Novels like Umberto Eco’s 

Foucault’s Pendulum, David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets, 

and Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, draw attention to the cultural logic of violence by 

reproducing conventions associated with more traditional crime fiction—a crime to be 

solved, a “detective” figure, and the gradual revelation of clues—but these novels break 

with traditional crime fiction in one important way: they do not follow a trajectory of 

crime and punishment. Such a trajectory necessarily limits our understanding of violence 

to isolated actions that can be punished and to individuals who can be reformed. By 

breaking with the logic of crime and punishment, these novels position violence as a 
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master narrative or as an interpretive lens that invites readers to engage in a critique of 

institutionalized and systemic violence. 

This investigation traces how this new practice of crime narrative seeks to exile 

readers from horizons of expectations that would ordinarily be associated with crime 

fiction. These contemporary novels constitute a new crime fiction subgenre: a narrative 

that, through the use of new conventions, forces its readers to confront the limits of 

canonical forms and to consider violence as a contemporary master narrative. 

 

 



 ix 

Table of Contents 

 

List of Figures ..........................................................................................................x 

Introduction..............................................................................................................1 
Revisiting Master Narratives through Contemporary Crime Novels .............1 

Chapter I  Toward a Definition of Narrative .........................................................13 

I.1 A Circular Narrative Theory....................................................................21 

I.2 A Discourse about Narrative ..................................................................33 
I.3 An Expansion of the Concepts of Story and Discourse ..........................39 
I.4 The Correlation of Time and Narrative ..................................................44 
I.5 A "Natural" Narratology, Its Modes, and the Impacts of Narrative ........53 
I.6 The Narrative of Contemporary Crime Novels:  
 Some Methodological Assumptions ...................................................60 

Chapter II  The Rhetoric of Contemporary Crime Narrative.................................67 

II.1 Genre as a Situated Social Performance ................................................72 
II.2 The Genealogy of Contemporary Crime Fiction ...................................87 
II.3 The Evolution of Criticism on Crime Fiction .....................................100 
II.4 A Rhetoric of Crime ............................................................................126 

Chapter III  An Epistemology of Violence ..........................................................137 
III.1 Mapping Violence...............................................................................142 

 III.1.1 Violence and Social Studies ...................................................145 
 III.1.2 The Parallax View of Violence ..............................................150 
 III.1.3 Violence as a Reduction of Being ..........................................157 
III.2 Violence as a Master Narrative ..........................................................164 
III.3 The Barbaric Contemporaneity of the New Crime Novel:  
 An Analytical Perspective .................................................................174 
 
 



 x 

Chapter IV  A Reading Methodology..................................................................178 

IV.1 The Subgenre as a Literary Event.......................................................181 
IV.2 The Politics of the V-effect ................................................................191 
IV.3 An Introduction to the Readings ........................................................195 

Chapter V  The Alienating Effect of Represented Violence................................198 

V.1 "First There Was Fascism": Violence in Foucault's Pendulum...........204 
V.2 "In Terms of Like a Gesture": The Narrative Violence of  
 Infinite Jest ........................................................................................219 
V.3 "In a World Turned Upside Down": Postcolonial Violence in 
 Secrets ...............................................................................................233 
V.4 "A System that Feeds on Itself": Epistemic Violence in 2666 ...........241 

Conclusion ..........................................................................................................256 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................262 

 



 xi 

List of Figures 

Figure a: The Poetics of Crime Fiction.................................................................5 

Figure b: Stanzel's Typological Circle................................................................25 

 

 
 



1 

 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 

REVISITING MASTER NARRATIVES THROUGH CONTEMPORARY CRIME NOVELS 

At the end of the twentieth and at the beginning of the twenty-first centuries, a 

new variant on the genre of crime fiction has emerged. The novels in this category depart 

from and yet evolve a familiar tradition that reaches back to Edgar Allan Poe and the 

history of the mystery novel. This tradition is represented but challenged in texts like 

Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1989), David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), 

Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets (1998), and Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 (2004). Each shares the 

elements of a classic crime story, but also does more. The focus of this project is to 

articulate what that more is. 

 This list should by no means be considered a closed set, nor completely well 

circumscribed. Still, these texts share common features: a narrative form (drawn from 

genre fiction), a thematic content (crime and punishment), and a common historical 

moment (what we might call contemporaneity). Together, these features comprise a 

framework of analysis, an epistemological challenge to the present, that requires the 

reader to approach differently their literary characteristics—the structure of the novel, the 
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formulae of genre in general and of genre fiction in particular, and the historical 

conditions of production. 

 At the start of this study I will hark back to older methods of narratology, 

particularly those derived from a phenomenological and cognitive tradition, to assess 

these post World War II representatives of the crime genre as representing a particular 

epistemological project. I will assert that a certain practice of narrative has emerged, 

engaging with the formulae of genre familiar to its readers to exile them from the horizon 

of expectations that would ordinarily be associated with their consuming genre fiction. 

The expression horizon of expectations, drawn from Roman Ingarden and Hans-Robert 

Jauss, stands for the background or common understanding shared by a group, which 

grounds the reception of a text. Of course, such an understanding is neither essential nor 

immutable (cultural and social situations constantly help determine and reinscribe it), but 

I will argue that these contemporary crime novels use such horizons to invoke new 

epistemological projects: narratives that, through the use of literary conventions, force 

their readers to confront the limits of canonical forms and of the master narratives of 

truth, justice, and evil that are part and parcel of the genre fiction from which they derive. 

 These works stand in a referential relationship with more canonical texts, starting 

from Edgar Allan Poe, moving up through the Golden Age of the whodunit between the 

two world wars, and the popular success of the hardboiled novel, but they use literary 

conventions to confront their readers with broader cultural and ethical messages. They 

also take up the tradition of postmodern parodies of the genre like Alain Robbe-Grillet’s 

The Erasers (1964) and Paul Auster’s City of Glass (1987), and they differ from recent 
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conventional bestsellers, like Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003) and Mathew 

Pearl’s The Dante Club (2004) in denying easy resolutions to their readers. Rather than 

manifesting the kind of postmodern skepticism or irony attributed to many contemporary 

representatives of the genre, the tradition of texts under consideration here, that derive 

from yet somehow move beyond the familiar genre of the crime novel, does more than 

what is conventionally called a postmodern move. These novels do more than use the 

conventions of crime fiction ironically or citationally. Instead, they make crime, 

detection, and punishment a problem of social justice in a society that makes crime 

domestic—crime becomes a social cognitive problem. 

 These contemporary crime novels represent violence, not as an isolated event or 

action, but as a pervasive cultural logic. They frame violence as a cultural and 

institutional problem, instead of as a disruptive social anomaly, and they thereby expose 

violence as a constitutive force in a world and era in which social relations are always 

already mediated by the disciplinary apparatus of institutions. The novels mentioned 

above draw attention to the cultural logic of violence by reproducing conventions 

associated with traditional crime fiction—a crime to be solved, a “detective” figure, and 

the gradual revelation of clues, —but they break with traditional crime fiction in one 

important way: they do not follow the trajectory of crime and punishment familiar from 

genre fiction, limiting violence to sites of violence. Such a trajectory necessarily limits 

our understanding of violence to isolated actions that can be punished and to individuals 

who can be reformed, within a society that makes sense. By breaking with the logic of 

crime and punishment, these novels position violence as a master narrative or as an 
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interpretive lens that invites readers to engage in a critique of institutionalized and 

systemic violence. 

 In this study, I analyze in detail the constituent elements of episodes of violence 

in the works listed above as representatives of a new subgenre of crime fiction. I argue 

that they do not concretize the readers’ horizon of expectations, as one would expect 

from genre fiction, but rather shatter the integrity of the horizons of expectations, the 

assumptions of a community of readers, while still relying on the “memory” of the 

horizon of expectations of such a community. I make the case that the turn of the century 

has seen the creation of a new kind of reading experience through the representation of 

violence as a cultural logic. My readings argue that the status of crime fiction as narrative 

and as epistemological paradigm has profoundly changed in the latter part of the 

twentieth century, and we thus need to evolve a new narratology to deal with the 

cognitive and ethical consequences of their ability to intervene into the readers’ horizon 

of expectations in episodes of represented violence. 

 These remarks suggest that what is at stake in this study can best be underscored 

in graphic form in the chart “The Poetics of Crime Fiction” included as a figure here. 

There, the idea of a new crime fiction subgenre emerges clearly as a historical evolution 

of classical thinking about genre: 
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Figure a: The Poetics of Crime Fiction 

 

 Graphically, that chart summarizes traditional scholarly thinking about genre 

according to a Cartesian system of reference in which the y-axis denotes the cultural 

status of the field of poetics, moving from hegemonic to popular, while the x-axis denotes 

time, from ancient to contemporary. That representation allows us to trace a trajectory 

between genres accepted as hegemonic, or which have been considered most central to 

The Poetics of Crime Fiction
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genre theory in poetics, and the evolving time of culture, where genres gradually accrue 

respectability once they are taken up by scholars. This cultural field of poetics, in this 

case, is plotted as moving forward historically along the x-axis, showing that the 

discipline has successively moved beyond the classical distinction between epic, lyric, 

and dramatic modes (and its uneasy equation with the more modern and structurally 

driven idea of genre, forged in the early modern period). Most strikingly, the discipline of 

poetics and its modern offshoot, narratology, have been on a gradual expansion curve, 

moving beyond hegemonic and popular concepts of genres. Inside this field, different 

narrative forms (following classical poetics deriving from Plato and Aristotle) have been 

specifically divided initially into the modes of lyric, dramatic, and epic literature. I am 

aware that several branches of narrative studies and genre theory raise objections to the 

confusion of genres and modes. Nonetheless, it is still the most commonly and 

structurally attested division of genres into the objects of scholarly studies. This 

prescriptive division serves only as a structural tool and as a point of departure—its 

advantages to be questioned and investigated, and it can help study what is at stake when 

a genre convention evolves. 

 Among these three primary modes of literary communication, I focus on narrative 

(the epic mode of story-telling, in its classical form), and specifically on the set of genres 

gathered around the general rubric of the crime novel, construed broadly. Thus my 

definition of the crime novel is loose and includes stories of mystery and detection, 

thrillers, hardboiled novels, spy stories, etc.: a genre that entails a high degree of 

standardization (Duff 2000, xiii). The new subgenre that, I argue, grows out of crime 



 7 

fiction shows an understanding of narrative more sophisticated than even the high-culture 

narrative of the latter twentieth century. Discussing both the theory and practice of this 

new subgenre, I take up this new generation of crime novels as an extension to the 

conventional late twentieth century horizon of expectations for genre fiction, that no 

longer participates in the traditional (most often pejorative) divide between popular and 

high culture. The genres evolve to aim instead at reappropriating the conventions of genre 

fiction in order to reclaim the epistemological authority of narrative—as active ethical 

experiments in how narrative instantiates, questions, or counters a system of truth based 

on the comfortable trajectory of crime and punishment. 

 This study will thus seek to define this new, late twentieth century subgenre of 

crime novels, combining cultural studies with a narratological approach. In the end, this 

is a narratological study of representations of violence in contemporary literatures and 

cultures. The urgency of this research lies in revealing a new, as yet unaddressed 

narratological function that attempts to raise audience consciousness about the role 

violence plays in mass culture, and its merit lies in its exploration of interdisciplinary 

work at the confluence of literary, social, and cultural studies. 

  

PROJECT BREAKDOWN 

 This study is divided into five chapters and a conclusion. The first chapter, 

“Toward a Definition of Narrative,” presents strands of narrative theory that support an 

understanding of narrative as a set of cognitive structuring elements that help give 

meaning to experienced and represented events. These expositions of narrative theories 



 8 

will ground the discussion of a new subgenre that consciously exploits its epistemological 

power. To make this case, I address major strands of narrative theory contributing to this 

vision. Mainly, I focus on some theories of narrative that have today acquired the status 

of classics in the field of modern narratology: Franz Karl Stanzel, Gérard Genette, and 

Seymour Chatman. These three scholars approach narrative distinctively and through 

specific theoretical lenses, which also reflect prominent twentieth century philosophies. A 

review of their theories centers my discussion on the particular theoretical association of 

narrative with epistemology: a narrative practice producing knowledge and a morality of 

knowledge. 

 In order to move the discussion toward an epistemology of contemporary crime 

narrative, I will pair these three main theories with Paul Ricoeur’s analysis of mimesis, to 

explore the claim about how a narrative can be meant to intervene in a reality. I will also 

borrow Monika Fludernik’s concept of ”natural” narratology to explain how I define 

narrative as initiating a functional empathy between readers and fictional characters that 

bridges real and fictional worlds. This chapter will consider if and possibly how the 

epistemological paradigm of narrative has changed, and if we need to evolve a new 

narratology to deal specifically with the cognitive and ethical aspects of the deployment 

of narrative in conjunction with its structural meanings. 

 The second chapter, “The Rhetoric of Contemporary Crime Fiction,” proposes 

that genre conventions help readers recognize the form of the text as a communication 

strategy, and readers fit each text into the horizon of expectations that a specific genre 

calls forth from their reservoir of reading experience. In this way, the idea of genre 
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fiction shifts from being defined as an author’s engagement with a formulaic process of 

composition, and toward a consideration of the epistemological implications of rhetorical 

conventions—toward original uses of formulae and conventions. Here, I argue that some 

novels use a rhetoric that functions within a particular audience’s horizon of expectations 

as characteristic of a genre, but which can hardly be simply defined as crime fiction (one 

kind of genre fiction), because such a categorization maintains a divide between serious 

and popular literature that I aim to counter-argue because these novels seem to. 

 To make this case, in this chapter I briefly trace the conventional scholarly history 

of the crime fiction genre and its critical literature. Such a genealogical and critical 

overview of the crime fiction genre proposes that the use of the rhetoric of crime fiction 

by some contemporary authors explores the liminality of genre fiction and enacts ethical 

and political repercussions of new sorts in their readers—repercussions that move beyond 

the commonplaces of more familiar forms of genre fiction, which often work on simple 

scripts of crime and punishment. Rather than simply taking up the genre as pre-scripted 

stylistic or compositional choices with certain formulae, the authors I have identified 

have made deliberate decisions about how to produce new forms of argumentation with 

the older conventions, and about what kinds of communication they wish to engage their 

readers in. 

 The third chapter, “An Epistemology of Violence,” introduces the question of an 

epistemological analysis of narrative space, as revealing the violence that can emerge in 

an encounter between audience and narrative. At the basis of this chapter lies the 

assumption that a narrative centering on acts of violence is imbued with an audience’s 
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pre-structured understanding that violence is at the core of the representation of criminal 

acts. Here I address the local and often controversial decisions about how to define the 

essence of represented violence. Methodologically, this decision must interrogate how the 

representation of violence as conventionally defined in an era can also have rhetorical 

force that inflicts violence actively, enacting an epistemic rupture that destabilizes an 

audience’s sense of coherence and truth. 

 In this chapter, I consider the controversial issue of defining violence as not only 

a social act, but also a narrative-cognitive one. In this way, the novels that I treat as 

examples of a new crime fiction subgenre require readers to find a new sense for crime 

narrative and the nature of the violence represented in it. Readers engage in an act of 

hermeneutical understanding reaching beyond conventional definitions that insist on the 

formulaic stability of the justice brought upon by crime and punishment. In order to 

suggest that these examples of a new subgenre engage with, but also enact, violence 

against the conventions of crime genre fiction as stable elements in an audience’s horizon 

of expectations, I consider here how violence affects knowledge, and how some narrative 

situations representing violence emerge as critiques of the contemporary master narrative 

of violence with which the audience is familiar. 

 Chapter four, “A Reading Methodology,” introduces the strategies of 

interpretation needed to produce the individual readings. This new theory anticipates the 

work I perform in chapter five, reading scenes of represented violence in the crime novels 

chosen as examples of the new subgenre. Chapter four investigates the theoretical part of 

this intervention: how this new generation of crime novels work through the use of 
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conventions—they force their readers to confront the limits of canonical forms and to 

consider violence as a contemporary master narrative. To substantiate such a statement, 

narratology needs to present a reading methodology that recognizes these novels’ 

connection in a new, single subgenre. To help in this endeavor, I expand on Alain 

Badiou’s generic procedure as a theory that introduces a new level to the theoretical 

problem: it clarifies the argument that these novels constitute a new crime fiction 

subgenre. 

 In the final chapter, “The Alienating Effect of Represented Violence,” I analyze 

specific scenes in the four novels I have chosen as representing these new narratological 

problems, in order to clarify links between narrative and critical analysis in an era 

characterized by a master narrative of violence. The first section explains how Eco’s 

Foucault’s Pendulum appears to be a crime story following the conventions of the 

hardboiled novel, but it disrupts these conventions because the discovery of clues neither 

supports the mystery nor provides a truth-solution. In the second section, I look at how 

Wallace’s Infinite Jest manipulates the conventions of the spy story as a variant of the 

crime and punishment type of genre fiction—the incompleteness of the novel undermines 

the search for a solution and directs readers to locate the solution to the mystery in 

systemic rather than individual violence. In the third section, I contend that Farah’s 

Secrets uses the conventions of the murder mystery to explain how familial violence is an 

interpretive lens to understand the instability of Somali institutions in postcolonial 

history. The fourth section concentrates on “The Part about the Crimes” in Bolaño’s 

2666. I argue that the episode constitutes a rupture with traditional crime novel 
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conventions: the focus is not on the detective figure trying to solve crimes but on crimes 

repeated seemingly without logic. 

 The conclusion to the project re-evaluates the connections between narrative 

strategies and what these authors try to do with them. Here, I revisit the study of genre 

fiction vis-à-vis serious fiction, and I return to the notions of narratology and genre that 

framed my investigation. These examples of a new crime fiction subgenre both mirror 

and further the social, ethical, and political changes that preoccupy the end of the 

twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries. Ultimately, this study reveals 

how these contemporary crime novels exemplify how narrative conventions need to be 

situated very specifically in a historical, ethical, and epistemological horizon of 

expectations. Moreover, it reveals how an active engagement with the readers’ horizon of 

expectations about representations of violence can become a rhetorical act with 

argumentative force—that formulaic literature can indeed have cultural force. This new 

subgenre of crime fiction presents violence not as an act devoid of logic, but rather as a 

social event that ruptures preconceived ethical assumptions. Represented violence offers 

an antagonistic logic in society’s political discourse: the violence of the act is not external 

to society’s discourse, but each act partakes of a violence that is endemic to 

contemporary society. 

 

 

 

 



 13 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter I:  

Toward a Definition of Narrative 

The centrality of narrative in everyday life is a well-attested phenomenon and 

subject of much scholarly interest. Many if not all introductions to narrative studies start 

with a section dedicated to the explanation of how narrative is present in all forms of 

human interaction and thinking.1 Narrative is said to affect and shape all activities of 

ordinary life: from the literary enterprise of reading or writing books, to the social aspects 

of sharing anecdotes or jokes, to the commercial reception of ads in newspapers or on 

television. Some, like Donald E. Polkinghorne2 in Narrative Knowing and the Human 

Sciences (1988), have also argued that the human brain is able to understand many 

complex relationships in the form of narrative structures. Yet not all agree on a single 

definition of narrative and what it should entail. Some say it is closely related to story 

(Herman 2007), others that it presents a series of events (Abbott 2008), still others that it 

is based on an anthropomorphic representation of a possible world (Fludernik 2009), to 

                                                
1 To cite just a few recent ones: Monika Fludernik’s An Introduction to Narratology (2009), H. Porter 
Abbott’s The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (2008), David Herman’s The Cambridge Companion to 
Narrative (2007), and Luc Herman and Bart Vervaeck’s Handbook of Narrative Analysis (2005). 
2 Professor of Counseling Psychology at The University of Southern California, author also of 
Methodology for the Human Sciences (1983) and Practice and the Human Sciences (2004), among others. 
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stick with the most recent and wide-circulated debates about narrative. Gerald Prince,3 in 

his Dictionary of Narratology (1987), defines narrative as: “The recounting (as product 

and process, object and act, structure and structuration) of one or more real or fictitious 

EVENTS communicated by one, two, or several (more or less overt) NARRATORS to 

one, two, or several (more or less overt) NARRATEES” (58).  

Etymologically, narrative can also be considered a mode of knowledge, being 

related to the Latin term gnarus, which can be loosely translated with: being in the know 

of. Yet what exactly does one know when involved in narrative, and how exactly one 

changes in respect to not being in the know, still remain unclear. What is clear is that 

narrative has more and more often been envisioned as an epistemological category, rather 

than a term used to bring together texts that can be descriptively similar in outward 

structure elements or other external features of genre. That is, narrative has been 

reconceived in the last quarter-century as a set of cognitive structuring elements that help 

to give meaning to experienced and represented events. 

 The overriding purpose of this chapter is to present strands of narrative theory that 

support our understanding of this epistemological turn in the study of narrative. The 

expositions will not be exhaustive, but they will ground our subsequent discussion of a 

genre fiction subgenre as a category of narrative that consciously exploits its 

epistemological power. To make this case, I will address what I consider major strands of 

narrative theory contributing to this vision. 

                                                
3 Professor of Romance Languages at the University of Pennsylvania, author also of A Grammar of Stories 
(1973) and Narrative as Theme (1992), along with several articles in narrative studies. 
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 These recent developments in narrative studies depart from and expand some 

theories of narrative that have today acquired the status of classics in the field of modern 

narratology: specifically those of Franz Karl Stanzel,4 Gérard Genette,5 and Seymour 

Chatman.6 Obviously, many others have contributed through the years to the 

development of narrative theories, and specifically to the works of the three scholars 

mentioned above. Prince, for example, in the Dictionary of Narratology, argues that 

many narratologists, among them Arthur Danto,7 Algirdas Julien Greimas,8 and Tzvetan 

Todorov,9 characterize the study of narrative as having a continuing subject and 

constituting a whole (58), so that to focus on only a few narratologists while dismissing 

others might be reductive. Historically, in fact, the study of narrative goes back to Plato 

and Aristotle, to the neo-platonists, to Goethe, Hegel, the Russian formalists, the 

Structuralists, etc., to name just a few.10 Stanzel, Genette, and Chatman account for these 

                                                
4 Prominent Austrian literary theorist (born 1923), and Professor Emeritus of English literature at Karl 
Franzens Universität in Graz (Austria). His scholarly work includes Narrative Situations in the Novel 
(1971) and A Theory of Narrative (1984). 
5 French structuralist scholar (born 1930), former Research Director at the École des hautes etudes en 
sciences sociales, Paris (France). Among his most known works are Narrative Discourse (1980), Figures of 
Literary Discourse (1982), and The Architext (1992). 
6 American film and literary critic (born 1928), Professor Emeritus at the University of California, 
Berkeley. He is associated to the American structuralist movement. His major works include Story and 
Discourse (1978) and Coming to Terms (1990). 
7 American art critic and professor of philosophy (born 1924). In the field of narratology, his most influent 
work is Narration and Knowledge (1985). 
8 French semiotician (1917-1992), mostly known for his concepts of “isotopy” (repetition of meaning) and 
the “actantial model” (a way to analyze the action in a story), developed in Structural Semantics (1966). 
9 French philosopher (born Bulgarian, 1939). His research deals with issues of literary characters 
questioning reality in The Fantastic (1973), and aspects of poetics in The Poetics of Prose (1977) and 
Introduction to Poetics (1981). 
10 For an introductory history of this narrative canon, I suggest The Cambridge Companion to Narrative 
(2007) and The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (2008). 
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historical sources, reorganizing them in a more technical way, to give credit to and 

support their own theories. 

 The three scholars I will focus on here approach narrative distinctively and 

through specific theoretical lenses, which also reflect prominent twentieth century 

philosophies. My primary focus on these three narratologists in this first chapter is 

therefore an attempt to center my discussion on the twentieth century’s particular 

theoretical association of narrative with epistemology in general, rather than with rhetoric 

alone. I consider this tendency of contemporary narrative theory as part of a more general 

contemporaneity: a historical and social period in which, I argue, a new narrative practice 

is manifested—a practice producing knowledge and a morality of knowledge. 

 In order to move the discussion toward an epistemology of contemporary 

narrative in general, and of crime narrative in particular, I believe that it is fruitful to pair 

these three main theories in narratology with Paul Ricoeur’s11 analysis of the threefold 

mimesis in Time and Narrative (1984). There, he forces us to consider narrative as a 

predicative assimilation, grasping together and integrating into one whole a series of 

actions and events (x). Furthermore, I will borrow Monika Fludernik’s12 concept of 

“natural” narratology, expressed in Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology (1996), in order to 

explain how I will use the word narrative and why I consider some contemporary crime 

novels as a very specific narrative form: one in which “readers actively construct 
                                                
11 French philosopher (1913-2005), he combined phenomenology and hermeneutics. His works in literary 
criticism include, along with the three volumes of Time and Narrative (1984-88), The Conflict of 
Interpretations (1974) and The Rule of Metaphor (1978). 
12 Austrian narratologist, student of F.K. Stanzel, now Professor of English literature and culture at Albert 
Ludwigs Universität, Freiburg (Germany). In addition to the works cited in the text, it is worth mentioning 
her The Fictions of Language and the Languages of Fictions (1993). 
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meanings and impose frames on their interpretations of texts […] in terms of available 

schemata” (12). Specifically, the novels I will consider in following chapters as examples 

of this narrative form are: Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), David Foster 

Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets (1998), and Roberto Bolaño’s 

2666 (2004). 

 It is worth noting at this junction that I share with Fludernik many theoretical 

points that help to chart this analytical course, but I depart from her on a very important 

issue that underscores the urgency of the study of narrative I pursue. Fludernik, in An 

Introduction to Narratology (2009), identifies narrative in these terms:  

A narrative is a representation of a possible world in a linguistic and/or visual 

medium, at whose center there are one or several protagonists of an 

anthropomorphic nature who are existentially anchored in a temporal and spatial 

sense and who (mostly) perform goal-directed actions (action and plot structure). 

(6)  

For the purposes of this study on a contemporary crime fiction subgenre, I must rearrange 

Fludernik’s definition in this way, to capture the question of a re-deployment of a 

familiar narrative type for an audience: a literary narrative is a representation of a 

fictional world in a linguistic and/or visual medium, at whose center there are one or 

several characters; this representation initiates a functional empathy between the 

characters and the readers (or the audience), notwithstanding their being anchored in a 

temporal or spatial specificity. 
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 The details of this definition will be explained and made clear in the final pages of 

this chapter, but in order to situate and anticipate the more detailed arguments I make 

below, let me locate briefly each of my main theoretical protagonists to build up to this 

definition. Stanzel’s narrative theory, in A Theory of Narrative (1984), can be said to be 

an attempt to construct a system—a heuristic for analyzing narrative—that situates its 

effects both synchronically and diachronically, with the ability to preserve its own 

structural rigor while being constantly modified and expanded with the passing of time. 

Stanzel is not a solo voice: major narratologists who share by and large Stanzel’s 

approach are Fludernik, Käte Hamburger,13 and Ansgar Nünning.14 Still, I have chosen 

Stanzel because of his careful attention to the position of the narrator: one of the major 

terms I need to pursue as I take up narrative as an epistemological intervention. 

 My second major source, Genette’s theory, as laid out in Narrative Discourse 

(1980), is the most structural and schematic, largely based on the grammatical categories 

of verb analysis of voice, tense, and mode, which make it quite precise and 

straightforward to apply. Major narratologists that can be paired with Genette’s approach 

are Roman Ingarden15 (for his attention to grammatical structures, although he could be 

                                                
13 German literary scholar (1896-1992). Her Logic of Literature (1957) is a capital work in narratology, in 
which she introduces her definition of “I-Origo” (a way of differentiating literature and reality). 
14 German narratologist (born 1959). His research focuses on English literature. His major works in 
narratology include his Habilitationsschrift, Von historischer Fiktion zu historiographischer Metafiktion 
(1995), and the recent Cultural Ways of Worldmaking (2010). 
15 Polish philosopher (1893-1970), student of Edmund Husserl. He is best known for his work in aesthetics, 
specifically in The Literary Work of Art (1931). 
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paired with Stanzel for his phenomenological approach to temporality), A.J. Geimas, 

Mieke Bal,16 and Wayne C. Booth.17 

 My third major source, Chatman’s analysis in Story and Discourse (1978), bases 

narrative analysis on the distinction between, clearly enough, story and discourse, loosely 

definable as content and expression. Most critically for the present discussion, he 

considers other media—film, music, ballet, etc., rather than only the novel—in his 

definition of a narrative semiotic structure. Major narratologists who share Chatman’s 

more inclusive approach, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, are Gerald Prince and H. 

Porter Abbott.18 In sum, while in Stanzel one can detect a philosophically “German” 

approach based on hermeneutics and ontology, and while Genette’s analysis relies on 

French structuralism with excursions into post-structuralism, Chatman focuses 

predominantly on a rhetoric based on communication and media studies. 

 The positive achievements of these three theorists and their peers, however, by no 

means exhaust the explanatory paradigms for prose narratives. Notably, such major 

approaches to narrative are typically exemplified by reference to literary works in several 

different genres across literary history, evolving them as tools against a particular canon 

whose mechanics they elucidate. At the same time, however, these theories are seldom 

                                                
16 Dutch cultural theorist and critic (born 1946). Her prominent work in narrative studies is Narratology 
(1985), in which she addresses and revises Genette’s method. 
17 American literary critic (1921-2005). His work centered on the intersections of narrative and rhetoric, 
specifically in The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961, 2nd Ed. 1983) and A Rhetoric of Irony (1974). 
18 Professor Emeritus of English, the University of California-Santa Barbara. Author of The Cambridge 
Introduction to Narrative (2008). 



 20 

applied to contemporary works, endorsing in a way Hans-Georg Gadamer’s19 position, in 

Truth and Method (1975), that “the judgment of contemporary works of art is desperately 

uncertain for the scholarly consciousness” (297). In this respect, these theories do not 

help to elucidate issues about the social, historical, and ontological issues of narrative, 

such as the often pejorative divide between popular and high culture, even as they still 

posit narrative as historically determined and as part of a literary period: something 

concluded and to be analyzed as a system, exemplifying an aesthetic or ideology 

representative of an era. 

 Such an approach is useful when one considers narrative in terms of historical 

taste or convention. Nonetheless, that view ignores the structural issues central to the 

history of narrative, especially the persistence of narrative forms over time, and the 

ideological re-deployment of older forms in newer contexts. I propose that it is possible 

and indeed promising to take up contemporary narrative, especially in its sub-category of 

crime fiction, as a re-deployment of a narrative type that is approaching two hundred 

years old in the West. We could thus see if and possibly how the epistemological 

paradigm of narrative has changed, and if we need to evolve a new narratology to deal 

specifically with the cognitive and political aspects of the deployment of narrative in 

conjunction with its structural meanings. 

Let me therefore introduce in more depth the epistemological claims of these 

three major approaches to narrative to which I allude above. This work will ground a later 

                                                
19 German philosopher (1900-2002). He elaborated on the Heideggerian concept of “philosophical 
hermeneutics” (the study of interpretation and understanding) as linked to prejudice in his Truth and 
Method (1975). 
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part of my study, where I turn specifically to the case of a rhetorical re-deployment of a 

familiar narrative type: the contemporary crime narrative that relies on genre fiction 

formulae. 

I.1 A CIRCULAR NARRATIVE THEORY 

F. K. Stanzel’s theory represents a generation of work interested in capturing the 

effects of narrative as a stable structure that constructs a world for the reader, and directs 

the reader through it in the reading process. The reading process, in turn, is posited as an 

active cognitive dialogue between narrative/text and reader, as the narrative type 

constructs a world according to its conventions and delivers a message through those: the 

reader confronts the text in terms of reading hypotheses about what ought to come next, 

and what actually the text does. In this respect, we might assume that the reading process 

instantiates a purely intentional objectivity, to use the words of Roman Ingarden, in 

which the literary world “in its total essence is dependent on the existence and essence of 

the appertaining act of consciousness” (122).20 

 At the core of Stanzel’s theory of narrative—what distinguishes his work from 

other structuralist narratologies of his era—is the concept of mediacy: the fact that the 

narrative sets up a dialogue with the reader from a point of origin—the narrator, or origin 

of a narrative voice. In other words, Stanzel argues that every narrative text presupposes a 

                                                
20 “Purely intentional objects,” Ingarden argues, “are ‘transcendent’ with respect to corresponding, and, in 
general to all, conscious acts in the sense that no real element (or moment) of the act is an element of the 
purely intentional object, and vice versa. Nevertheless, they belong to the corresponding acts from which 
they draw their source; and they constitute a necessary ‘intentional correlate’ of these acts, in the sense that 
this correlate flows from the essence of the acts of consciousness” (118). Ingarden’s intentionality is 
derivative of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology, specifically the temporality aspects of retention and 
protention (see footnote 41 below). 
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mediator, which is discernable in the voice of the narrator. Referring back to the tradition 

of Western Aristotelian aesthetics, Stanzel posits mediacy as a fundamental difference 

between narrative (or epic if one follows the traditional categorization of prose texts), in 

which a narrator serves as a mediator for the narrative, and lyric and drama, in which the 

narrated material seems unmediated by a character fulfilling the role of the narrator. In 

drawing distinctions between the positions of the narrative and the narrator in this 

mediation (and leading to theoretical distinctions like that between Erzählzeit and 

erzählte Zeit, the time of narrative versus the time narrated—a ubiquitous distinction in 

that generation of German narratology), Stanzel postulates three basic structures for 

narrative situations, or types: first-person, authorial, and figural. These refer respectively 

to narratives told by a participant in the story, those told by an observer or creator looking 

in on the narrated situation, and those who deploy the perspective of a reflector-character, 

functioning as a transmitter of the story from the inside, but without being as involved in 

or limited by the events as a first-person narrator. 

 To elucidate what these distinct narrative situations imply, Stanzel analyzes each 

in terms of what he defines as the three most important constitutive elements of narrative 

prose: mode, person, and perspective. In first-person narration, “the mediacy of narration 

belongs totally to the fictional realm of the characters of the novel”; in authorial 

narration, “the narrator is outside the world of the characters”; and in figural narration, 

“the mediating narrator is replaced by a reflector: a character in the novel who thinks, 

feels and perceives, but does not speak to the reader like a narrator” (4-5). The three 

narrative situations are based on what I need to highlight as the implication of the 
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mediacy of narration: how much the narrative presents or claims the truth or 

verisimilitude of narrative content within a specific context of truth-telling or narrative 

authority. Therefore, we have “the first person as a character in the novel in the first 

person narrative situation, external perspective in the authorial narrative situation, and 

reflector-mode in the figural narrative situation” (5). Stanzel does not highlight how these 

narrative situations actually create narrative mediations with different truth statuses, but 

he does recognize the importance of exploring such narrative situations as prototypes, or 

ideal types, and therefore not as absolute prescriptions for how a narrative works. Instead, 

he points out that the act of narrating through such structures depends not only on how 

the mediating is structured, but also on the synchronic and diachronic situations in which 

the reader encounters the narrative. 

 What he means by the synchronic function of a narrative situation is articulated in 

the structure of Stanzel’s typological circle (Typenkreis), a guide to narrative analysis that 

suggests how narratives need to be understood as constructing an encounter between a 

narrated content and a reader. He describes these encounters in terms of three 

oppositional pairs that position the truth-value of the act of narration vis-à-vis the 

content: teller/reflector character, external/internal perspective, and non-identity/identity 

of the realms of existence in the narrative.21  

These are not closed categories that refer without further qualification to 

structural features of a narrative in a particular genre; moreover, any particular narrative, 

such as a novel, can be positioned either at their center or at their periphery (that is, using 

                                                
21 A replica of Stanzel’s typological circle can be found on page 25. 
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narrative strategies that situate the narration into these frames either strongly or weakly), 

while sharing aspects of different types. Stanzel’s circle has also a diachronic function in 

exposing the narrative situation which “to all appearances is the most widely used by the 

authors of a certain period. Accordingly we shall have to differentiate a prototype of the 

narrative situation in the Victorian novel and a prototype of the narrative situation in the 

modern novel” (7).22 As a consequence, using the heuristic of this type-circle to 

characterize narratives, it is possible (and necessary) to note that a majority of novels of 

the nineteenth century (especially the so-called Realist or Naturalist narratives) have 

authorial narrators, while modernist novels of the early twentieth century (identified with 

the historical moment of Modernist aesthetics) tend to shift toward a reflector-mode. 

 

 

 

                                                
22 Stanzel adds that the experimental aspect of contemporary narrative “cannot yet be classified according 
to narrative theory” (8). The present study, in this respect, is an attempt to produce a narrative theory that 
might classify a type of contemporary crime narrative. 
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Figure b: Stanzel’s Typological Circle 
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For the present project, it is critical to note that Stanzel’s tool need not be used 

exclusively to characterize these traditional genres just because he worked it out in 

reference to such historically specific moments of genre aesthetics, moments in time 

when particular narrative strategies were preferred for specific social/ideological reasons 

and were theorized as such. The three oppositional pairs that form the typological circle 

need also be seen as pointing toward the three main constitutive elements of many, if not 

all, narrative situations. 

The first constitutive element, mode, defines the agent who performs the 

narrative, whether as “a narrator who appears before the reader as an independent 

personality or one who withdraws so far behind the narrated events that he becomes 

practically invisible to the reader” (47). Mode is a category comprising all possible 

narrative forms between the two opposite poles of teller-character (either in a first-/third-

person, or figural narrative situation) and reflector, as seen by a reader. The second 

constitutive element, person, “is based on the relations between the narrator and the 

fictional characters” (48). Person, that is, explains the situation of the narrator as either 

inside or outside the realm of existence of the novel. The third constitutive element, 

perspective, centers around the reader’s perception of the fictional reality represented: 

“[t]he manner of this perception depends essentially on whether the point of view 

according to which the narration is oriented is located in the story, in the protagonist or 

its center of action, or else outside the story or its center of action, in a narrator who does 

not belong to the world of the characters or who is merely a subordinate figure” (49). 
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Perspective shifts between the two typological poles of omniscience (external 

perspective) and limited point of view (internal perspective). 

 The three narrative situations described, moving along the axes of their 

constitutive elements, are characterized by an opposition of ideal types: the opposition 

mode, the opposition person, and the opposition perspective.23 This opposition, as argued 

before, defines the synchronic aspect of a systematic presentation of narrative forms: a 

narrative text finds its place along these axes as it interacts with its contemporaneous 

readers. The diachronic aspect of Stanzel’s typological circle rests in the insight that most 

texts produced in a specific historical period tend to be positioned together in clusters 

around certain permutations of these elements. Therefore, these decisions about narrative-

focus seem to yield texts with similar stylistic and rhetorical features—texts that share 

structural elements usually associated with genres. In order to better understand the 

theory behind Stanzel’s strategy of ideal opposites, it is helpful to expose in more details 

what the three oppositions achieve, starting as Stanzel does from the opposition person, 

which he considers the most obvious (80). 

 The opposition person originates in the realization that both first-person narrators 

and authorial third-person narrators are fictional teller-characters. Stanzel’s approach 

contrasts with Wolfgang Kayser’s24 assumption, expressed in “Wer erzählt den Roman?” 

(1965), that the main difference among types of narrative is found between author and 

                                                
23 Stanzel borrows the concept of opposition from the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), 
who in his Course in General Linguistics (1916) argued that between signs there is only opposition, 
defining a minimal pair. 
24 German literary scholar (1906-1960). His ideas on narrative authorship can be inferred also from the title 
of his influential work: Das sprachliche Kunstwerk (1948). 
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narrator, because such assumption would simplify the narrator’s opposition between first- 

and third-person narrative. Wayne C. Booth seems to back up Kayser’s assumption when, 

in The Rhetoric of Fiction (1983), he deems the difference between first- and third-person 

narration structurally meaningless, emphasizing on the other hand an opposition between 

dramatized and undramatized narrators—a content distinction, not a grammatical one. 

For Stanzel, the difference between first- and third-person narrators is not to be 

found in what Käte Hamburger25 names the narrative function of the narrator, in which 

third-person epic fiction involves an impersonal function, while first-person fiction 

produces a “feigned reality statement” (56). Their structural difference “must proceed,” 

in Stanzel’s words, “from the opposition of the identity and non-identity of the realms of 

the narrator and of the characters in a fictional narrative” (87). The difference between 

these two narrative strategies is not one of function, but one of belonging to a frame of 

meaning—and of the epistemological status of the representations involved. The first-

person narrator belongs to the represented reality of the narrative, while the third-person 

narrator does not: in other words, the opposition rests on a degree of embodiment, “of 

physical presence of the narrator who says ‘I’” in the represented reality (91). The 

embodiment of the narrator in the represented reality, in turn, motivates his/her narration. 

While the first-person narrator can be said to have an existential motivation to narrate, 

                                                
25 A more detailed discussion on Hamburger’s theory follows below in I.5. 
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based on his/her experiences, ideas, and feelings, the third-person narrator’s motivation 

is, according to Stanzel, purely aesthetic.26 

While the opposition person is based on the conceptual gap between the identity 

and non-identity of the narrator’s realm and that of the characters, the opposition 

perspective “involves the control of the process of apperception which the reader 

performs in order to obtain a concrete perceptual image of the fictional reality” (111). 

That is, the narrator controls the flow of information to the reader in explicit ways. This 

opposition can, in turn, be construed internally or externally to the narration’s world of 

knowledge. A narration with internal perspective represents the main character’s point of 

view, or puts him/her as the center of events. A narration with an external perspective is 

when the point of view is not that of the main character, or is at the periphery of the 

events. As Stanzel argues, “the opposition internal perspective/external perspective 

serves to describe how the reader’s apperception of that which is narrated is regulated by 

means of the spatial and temporal categories of perception” (112). Usually, he claims, the 

narrative’s internal perspective builds up its representations mainly with categories of 

space, while external perspective uses categories of time.  

Stanzel differentiates between perspective and focus (113-15). When the authorial 

narrator, because of his/her omniscience, provides an insight of a character’s thoughts 

and feelings, s/he still has an external perspective, but with an internal focus—the world 
                                                
26 “In summary,” Stanzel argues, “the essence of the difference between first-person narration and third-
person narration lies in the manner in which the narrator views the events of a story and in the kind of 
motivation for the selection of what is narrated. Everything that is narrated in the first-person form is 
somehow existentially relevant for the first-person narrator. For this existential relevance to the first-person 
narrator, there is no corresponding and similarly effective dimension of meaning in third-person narration 
[…]. The narrative motivation of an authorial narrator is literary-aesthetic, but never existential” (98). 
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of meaning is outside the narrator’s world, but is presented as part of it. In this respect, 

one must not confuse Stanzel’s focus with Gérard Genette’s focalization,27 which 

coincides more closely with Stanzel’s perspective. Perspective is strictly linked with 

narrated space and time, which are schematic structures—to use Ingarden’s terminology, 

referring to a representation as a reality construct. For contrast, each such construct is 

schematic because it contains many “areas of indeterminacy which are blanks for the 

reader. [Its] realization or ‘concretization’ is left to a large extent to the reader’s 

imagination” (116). In addition, a narrative from an internal perspective creates a 

representation with a limited point of view, and thus “a restriction of the kind and degree 

of knowledge […] of the teller-character or the reflector-character” (126), while external 

perspective calls for the omniscience of the authorial narrator. We must also remember, 

however, that Stanzel’s description of perspectives functions diachronically as well: 

whether internal or external, perspective is often an indication of historical narrative 

conventions, rather than an abstract, logical reference.28 

For the present purposes, we must never forget that these historical conventions 

also implicate logical structures that will find historical analogies in the narratives. For 

example, a narrative built on the opposition mode centers on the contrast between a 

                                                
27 See I.2 below. 
28 This quote from Stanzel is particularly important for what will follow in this study, about the relevance 
of both a synchronic and diachronic analysis of literary forms: “The opposition internal 
perspective/external perspective calls our attention to a hermeneutic problem involving interpretation. 
When internal and external perspective are combined in the same work, it is usually difficult or even 
impossible for the reader to decide whether a certain passage exhibits the internal perspective of a fictional 
character or the external perspective of an authorial narrator. The reader’s expectations and demands have 
changed very decisively in regard to the perspectival focus of presentation in the course of the last century. 
The historical dimension cannot be ignored, therefore, when considering this question” (130). 
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narration by a teller-character and that by a reflector-character.29 In contrast, the 

opposition between first- and third-person narrators refers to a possible gap in the 

fictional world, to be found in the realm of identity or non-identity with the fictional 

world. An analysis of narrative through the perspective of opposition reveals that a 

reflector-character narration is usually characterized by internal perspective, and a teller-

character narration by an external perspective: “the opposition mode embraces the 

following two manifestations of mediacy, the generic characteristic of narration: overt 

mediacy of narration and that covert or dissimulated mediacy which produces the illusion 

of immediacy in the reader” (141). 

The opposition mode rests on a specific logical framework that can also be 

identified with one of the oldest issues of narrative theory: the contrast between mimesis 

and diegesis that Plato30 criticized in the Republic (c. 380 BC). There, Socrates explains 

that “one type of poetry and storytelling is purely imitative—this is tragedy and comedy 

[…]. In another type, the poet tells his own story […]. The third type, using both 

imitation and narrative, can be found in epic poetry” (82, 394c). Stanzel’s assumption of 

the overt mediacy of narration is what Plato refers to as narrative, while a narration that 

does not reveal mediacy (dissimulated) is imitation. The overt mediacy of narration, 

perceivable in the narrative mode of a teller-character, “tends toward the conceptual 

                                                
29 In using the denominations teller- and reflector-character mode, Stanzel implicitly criticizes the binomial 
characterization of telling and showing, as introduced by Henry James (American novelist, 1843-1916) in 
“The Art of Fiction” (1888). Implicit in Stanzel is the stance that, no matter how minimally perceived, there 
is always someone telling the story. Booth shares this view as well, arguing that “though the author can to 
some extent choose his disguises, he can never choose to disappear” (Rhetoric of Fiction 20). 
30 Classical Greek philosopher (428/427 BC, 348/347 BC). His writings employ the technique of the 
dialogue, thus forcing the limit between written and spoken word. 
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summarizing of the concrete event in the form of a compressed report supplemented by 

commentary which explains or evaluates it,” while the dissimulated mediacy of narration 

relies on the presentation by a reflector-character, where “individual and concrete details 

which have not been reduced or abstracted dominate, just as they are experienced and 

perceived by that character” (153).31 

In sum, Stanzel’s typological circle illustrates how the three constitutive 

oppositions of person, perspective, and mode, influence the three narrative situations of 

first-person, authorial, and figural narration. It explains how each narrative work is not 

fully characterized by a static condition in the circle, but oscillates within a certain sector 

or region of logical experience. It suggests, also, that the position of a narrative work in a 

sector largely depends on the historical period in which the work was composed. 

Stanzel’s synchronic and diachronic analysis facilitates the understanding of narrative 

genres, while at the same time holding separate the logical question of representation 

within the narrated text, not as referring to reality. His distinction between the narration 

type (first-person, authorial, or figural) and the logical oppositions on which they are 

built (characterized in terms of person, perspective, and mode) opens the narration to 

further investigation: narrative as a nuanced epistemological construct whose structure 

conveys degrees of certainty or uncertainty about the contents narrated. 

                                                
31 Interestingly, Stanzel argues that “to all appearances there exists a structural connection between a 
narrative beginning with a reflector-character or a reflectorized teller-character and an open ending” (163). 
As we will see later on in this study, this is true for the examples of contemporary crime narrative that I 
consider. 
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I.2 A DISCOURSE ABOUT NARRATIVE 

Gérard Genette presents his narrative theory comprehensively in Narrative 

Discourse (1980). He introduces his study with a note on the ambiguity of the word 

narrative, which has several definitions. One such definition “has narrative refer to the 

narrative statement, the oral or written discourse that undertakes to tell of an event or a 

series of events.” A second definition “has narrative refer to the succession of events, real 

or fictitious, that are the subject of this discourse, and to their several relations of linking, 

opposition, repetition, etc.” (25). A third definition “has narrative refer once more to an 

event: not, however, the event that is recounted, but the event that consists of someone 

recounting something: the act of narrating taken in itself” (26). These three meanings 

combined are what Genette calls narrative discourse, or in a more specifically literary 

way, the narrative text. 

 He proposes three terms to clarify such ambiguity about what I am calling here 

the content of narrative. For Genette, the word story (histoire) is the signified, or 

narrative content, of narration; the word narrative (récit or discours) is the signifier, 

statement, or discourse—i.e. the narrative text proper; and the word narrating (narration) 

is the narrative action or practice producing that narrative text and, “by extension, the 

whole of the real or fictional situation in which that action takes place” (27). Among 

these three terms Genette focuses primarily on narrative—i.e. on the stylistics of a text 

structure, —but story and narrating are essential to it: he argues that a narrative can only 
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be such if it recounts a story, and if it is narrated by someone.32 Thus, in his model, the 

analysis of narrative discourse is a study of the relationship between these three aspects. 

Most significantly, he factors in the author/narrator in a more dynamic way than Stanzel 

does. 

 Genette fabricates his narrative division of story, narrative, and narrating around 

some theoretical assumptions pursued by Tzvetan Todorov in “Les catégories du récit 

littéraire” (1966), according to which the problems of narrative were grouped in three 

categories following the grammatical terminology of verb analysis: tense, “in which the 

relationship between the time of the story and the time of the discourse is expressed”; 

aspect, “or the way in which the story is perceived by the narrator”; and mood, “the type 

of discourse used by the narrator” (29). He then rearranges Todorov’s classifications in 

the following determinations:  

those dealing with temporal relations between narrative and story, which I will 

arrange under the heading of tense; those dealing with modalities (forms and 

degrees) of narrative ‘representation,’ and thus with the mood of the narrative; 

and finally, those dealing with the way in which the narrating itself is implicated 

in the narrative, narrating in the sense in which I have defined it, that is, the 

narrative situation or its instance, and along with that its two protagonists: the 

narrator and his audience, real or implied. (30-31)  

                                                
32 He states: “As narrative, it lives by its relationship to the story that it recounts; as discourse, it lives by its 
relationship to the narrating that utters it” (29). 
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These last determinations he arranges under the heading voice. We can see that his 

handling of these grammatical terms takes on greater cognitive weight than Todorov’s, 

since Genette bypasses their structural use deriving from grammatical classification and 

relates them to the cognitive apperception of narrators and readers. 

 The tense determination, i.e. the relations between the time of the story (the 

erzählte Zeit in the German tradition) and the time of the narrative (Erzählzeit), is further 

divided into aspects of order (the succession of events in the story and their arrangement 

in the narrative), duration (the length of the events in the story and in the narrative), and 

frequency (the repetition of the events in the story and the narrative). For the present 

purposes, we can summarize these issues as pointing to different kinds of cognitive 

manipulation that the narrative imposes on the narrated content. Each has a separate role 

in that manipulation. 

 The order in a narrative text is performed by several narrative figures, called 

anachronies: the various available time correspondences between narrative and stories. 

They are characterized by their reach and extent: “an anachrony can reach into the past or 

the future, either more or less far from the ‘present’ moment (that is, from the moment in 

the story when the narrative was interrupted to make room for the anachrony): this 

temporal distance we will name the anachrony’s reach. The anachrony itself can also 

cover a duration of story that is more or less long: we will call this its extent” (48). These 

anachronies can take the form of analepses if they refer to the past in relation to the time 

of narration—and they can be internal if they deal directly with events narrated in the 

story, or external if they do not—and prolepses if they anticipate events that will occur in 
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the future in respect to the time of narration—and they can be internal or external as well. 

When analepses and prolepses mix we have an instance of achrony. 

 The narrative figures of duration are called anisochronies (meaning periodic 

occurrences), and they compare the duration of a narrative to that of the story narrated. 

Anisochronies, establishing the relationship between duration-of-story and length-of-

narrative, are responsible for effects of narrative rhythm. The anisochronies are: pause, in 

which the narrative time is infinitely bigger than the story time (in commentaries 

performed by the author); scene, in which the narrative time is equal to the story time (in 

dialogues between characters); summary, in which the narrative time is smaller than the 

story time (in instances where several years are mentioned en passant in a single 

paragraph); and ellipsis, in which the story time is infinitely bigger than the narrative 

time (in locutions like “several days later” or “after many years” and so on). 

 Figures of frequency, which entail repetition both of events and their narration, 

combine in “a system of relationships that we can a priori reduce to four virtual types, 

simply from the multiplication of the two possibilities given on both sides: the event 

repeated or not, the statement repeated or not” (114). The frequency can be singulative if 

an event that happened once is narrated once, iterative if an event that happened several 

times in the story is narrated only once, and repetitive if an event that happened once in 

the story is narrated several times. 

 The determination mood aims at regulating the narrative information, in an 

extension of the grammatical concept, pointing to a basic framing of the narrated content. 

It deals with the perspective of narration (internal or external) and the focalization of 
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narration (the function of the narrating instance in the text). We can have zero 

focalization when the narrator is completely detached from the events s/he narrates, 

which is similar to Stanzel’s authorial narrator. Focalization can be internal (coming from 

within) when the story is narrated by a character who is also the protagonist of the story, 

either in first -person or third-person narratives, or external (from outside) when the story 

is narrated by a character that participates in the story, but is not the protagonist—thus 

being similar to Stanzel’s figural narration. 

 The determination voice is concerned primarily with the narrating situation and its 

complexity in terms of what the narrator enacts. As Genette argues,  

a narrating situation is, like any other, a complex whole within which analysis, or 

simply description, cannot differentiate except by ripping apart a tight web of 

connections among the narrating act, its protagonists, its spatio-temporal 

determinations, its relationship to the other narrating situations involved in the 

same narrative, etc. (215)  

The voice of narration can be homodiegetic (meaning it creates a single perspective) if 

the narrative is in the first-person, or heterodiegetic (meaning it creates more than one 

perspective) if the narrative is in the third-person. The voice of narration also has a 

temporal position in respect to the events narrated: the time of narration can be 

subsequent (the classical position of the past tense narrative); prior (predicative narrative, 

generally but not exclusively in the future tense); simultaneous (reported at the same time 

of the events narrated); and interpolated (when the narrative is performed between the 

events narrated). Moreover, the voice has a spatial position in respect to the narrated 
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events, which Genette terms level. The level can be extradiegetic (the narrator reports 

several events), intradiegetic (the communication happens between characters), or 

metadiegetic (when a character tells a story within the narrated story).33 If a narrative 

transitions from one level to the other, then it employs metalepses (meaning it 

transgresses the regularity of the levels). 

 To sum up, Genette focuses on the constitutive elements of the style of a literary 

text. These, he calls figures. The text’s figures can be related to their use in a specific 

temporality, making style relate to history. In other words, a hermeneutical approach to a 

narrative must start from an analytical study of its style elements. For the present 

argument, his categories are less important in themselves than as a set of indicators about 

the complexity of the act of narration within a narrative. Where Stanzel characterized 

principally the position of the narrator as a situation or restriction of the truth claims 

within the narrative (as correlated with the narrator), Genette shows that there are more 

complex cognitive manipulations going on within the content presentation, beyond just 

the act of the narrator. His attention to how narrative manipulates the narrated content 

will be critical to assessing further truth claims that a readership will be sensitized to, as 

questions of the adequacy and scope of the representations themselves, not just the scope 

and adequacy of the representations of what a narrator knows and shows. 

This latter problem is addressed by the third of my critical narrative theorists, who 

contributes particularly a sense that the information value of narrative is a problem for 

                                                
33 Mieke Bal, in Narratology (1985), prefers to term this level hypodiegetic, since the prefix “meta” usually 
denotes a superordinate level rather than a subordinate one. 
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more than literary texts, but is actually inherent in the act of extended representation, or 

narrating in general. 

I.3 AN EXPANSION OF THE CONCEPTS OF STORY AND DISCOURSE 

In Story and Discourse (1978), Seymour Chatman, like Stanzel, bases his 

narrative theory on the traditional European differentiation of genres into epic, lyric, and 

drama. He does not, however, consider this distinction as materially determined by a 

particular medium or genre. That is to say, he considers each as a mode, a construct or 

composite of narrative features, which can be found both in literary texts and in other 

artistic forms such as paintings, films, and ballet. A film, for example, can belong to the 

epic or narrative mode, which he defines as the presence of plot and characters (18). In 

working to circumvent genre and uncover such basic modal properties of narrating, 

Chatman reflects on issues introduced by structuralist theory—and followed by Genette 

as well, —which in his opinion  

argues that each narrative has two parts: a story (histoire), the content or chain of 

events (action, happenings), plus what may be called the existents (characters, 

items of setting); and a discourse (discours), that is, the expression, the means by 

which the content is communicated. In simple terms, the story is the what in a 

narrative that is depicted, discourse the how. (19)  

The events of a story are the actions or happenings narrated, involving a change of state 

in the narrative situation. The existents of a story are the characters involved and the 
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spaces where the story takes place. As the events are contained in the story-time, so the 

existents are contained in the story-space. 

Chatman’s expansions of this basic premise amplify what Genette offered in 

describing the cognitive properties of narrative. Narrative, according to Chatman, is a 

semiotic structure based on the two binomial, cross-categorical pairs of content and 

expression, referring to the materials (ideas, facts, story) present in the narrative, and 

substance and form, i.e. the material supporting the act of narrating these materials. The 

substance of the expression, for example, is any medium used to communicate a story, 

and its form is the narrative discourse made up of all the elements shared by other media 

narrating the same story. 

As an example, if one considers the Cinderella narrative, specifically in the 

version reported by the brothers Grimm,34 the substance of the expression is the book and 

the form of the expression is the recurring similarities (elements) between the Grimm’s 

story and, say, its Disney filmic cognate—the story grammar, or irreducible elements of 

that particular story. The substance of the content is made up of the “representations of 

objects and actions in real and imagined worlds that can be imitated in a narrative 

medium, as filtered through the codes of the author’s society” (24), while the form of the 

content is the way these objects and actions (events, existents) are connected: in other 

words, their stylistic representation. To go back to our Cinderella example: the substance 

of the content includes the representation of a prince, a ball, and a crystal shoe, while the 

                                                
34 Jacob (1785-1863) and Wilhelm Grimm (1786-1859), German philologists, best known for publishing 
collections of folk and fairy tales. 
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form of the content entails the narrative structure, or how things are narrated and 

presented. 

The narrative semiotic structure that Chatman employs might cause some 

problems for some analyses, in its insistence on logical-material frameworks, especially 

if compared to Stanzel’s theory (which focuses on how the narrative act controls the story 

internally), or to Genette’s (which describes expression particularly in a more nuanced 

logical fashion). Chatman focuses his attention exclusively on the finished product as its 

audience receives it, bringing the narrative, as it were, out of its history of production and 

making it a product representing a meaning rather than something engaged in a process 

with the reader. 

Chatman is interested in the overall conditions of possibility for the narrative in 

any of the forms discussed by the other two theorists—the narrative’s external rather than 

internal structure. He considers impossible a narrative without an agent performing some 

sort of actions, but possible a narrative that excludes the presence of a narrator 

(nonnarrated). Examples of non-literary nonnarrated narratives are, in Chatman’s 

opinion, films and ballet. Here, his bias for objectifying the narrative shows itself, as he 

seemingly forgets that, if we rely on his schema of story and discourse, in those instances 

we need to consider the director of the film and the choreographer of the ballet as the 

narrators of those narratives: they are as much part of the form of the content of a 

narrative as a narrator (particularly an omniscient narrator) is in a novel. The error, I 

think, in Chatman’s thinking is that, although he expands the borders of narrative to other 

media, he nonetheless keeps as a unifying trait a sort of verbal literariness, i.e. the 
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narrator uses words. Yet the cognitive manipulations of narrative can be other than 

verbal: there is no reason, for example, not to consider the camera’s point of view as a 

narrative point of view. 

Additionally, Chatman’s analysis of nonnarrated stories is likewise based solely 

on a rather static analysis of reception—of how the narrative is received by its 

reader/viewer. Contrary to Stanzel, who argues that all narrative is mediated, for 

example, Chatman argues that the narrative’s presentation can be either direct or 

mediated. He states that “direct presentation presumes a kind of overhearing by the 

audience. Mediated narration, on the other hand, presumes a more or less express 

communication from narrator to audience. This is essentially Plato’s distinction between 

mimesis and diegesis, in modern terms between showing and telling” (146). Chatman 

recognizes that, whenever there is telling, there must be a teller, but he disagrees with 

Stanzel, Genette, or even Booth, on the instance that there is always telling in narrative. 

While for the latter pure narrative mimesis does not exists, Chatman considers as pure 

mimesis narratives reporting untouched transcripts of characters’ dialogues or 

uncommented actions. 

Such assumptions lead Chatman to provide, as an example of unmediated 

presentation, the soliloquies in Virginia Woolf’s35 The Waves (1932), in which the 

narrator is limited to introducing the direct speech of the characters only by tagging them 

with “said [name of character].” Yet, as I have argued elsewhere, there are stylistic 

                                                
35 English author of novels and essays (1882-1941), one of the most renowned exponents of British 
Modernism. 
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indications in The Waves suggesting that one of the characters in the novel is actually the 

narrator protagonist: Bernard (“Bernard” 2003). What might speak against Chatman’s 

assumption of unmediated presentation is a simple fact of this narrative: all the 

soliloquies in The Waves share the same grammar and the same syntax—the same style; 

all characters “speak” in the same way, which means that there is a single reporting 

voice, acting like a narrator, reporting in soliloquy form the words of the other characters. 

Since Bernard’s soliloquies make up 43% of the text of The Waves, and since he is 

described throughout the book as “a story teller,” it is safe to say that the style used in 

The Waves is meant to represent Bernard’s style, and so he must be considered the 

mediating narrator. Although it might look to Chatman like there is a direct, nonnarrated, 

purely mimetic fictional narrative, this example shows a logical problem in his work. 

Despite these shortcomings, Chatman’s theory of narrative provides stratagems 

for dealing with the story reported in the narrative. His attention to events and existents is 

useful because, through them, narrative analysis can be applied to any media, enlarging 

the definition of narrative in terms of referentiality in general—a broader set of acts than 

are posited in the two prior theorists. Unfortunately, his view of discourse as mainly 

based on nonnarrated stories and covert and overt narrators pushes his analysis of 

narrative back into an essentially literary realm based on words, thus ultimately excluding 

all media that he wished to include, other than the written artifact. At the end of Story and 

Discourse, Chatman pays his “respects in advance to the person who will build the better 

model” for a narrative analysis. Of that person, he asks a method (deductive or 

inductive), a model (different from his dualist formalist one), taxonomies (the theory 
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must be economical and simple, and must accommodate all examples of the new 

structure proposed), and timeliness. About the last point, he specifically asks: “what sort 

of texts have appeared that need to be accounted for? By what criteria can they in fact be 

demonstrated to be new?” (265). 

For the present discussion, I believe that, in respect to the first three points, 

Stanzel’s typological circle provides better solutions in being not only descriptive but 

also diachronic and synchronic. In regard to the last point, not only has Genette provided 

a larger variety of narrative types that affect what and how is narrated in texts, but the 

texts that I will consider later in this study have also appeared, and they need to be 

accounted for in new ways, because they specifically do not follow Chatman’s 

descriptions in central ways. The criteria demonstrating that they are new will be pursued 

in the following chapters. 

Ultimately, what Chatman’s theory lacks, and what Stanzel’s and Genette’s 

theories anticipate, is a cognitive intersection, on the part of the reader or audience, of 

synchronic and diachronic aspects, and of diegetic manipulations. Or, in other words, 

how time and narrative always correlate. Paul Ricoeur has wonderfully explained such 

correlations. One further theorist, therefore, deserves pride of place in these expositions. 

I.4 THE CORRELATION OF TIME AND NARRATIVE 

Paul Ricoeur’s concept of narrative, exposed in Time and Narrative (1984-88), 

separates itself from the previously considered approaches in focusing on the logic 

behind narrative composition, rather than on the phenomenological elements of the 
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narrative text. Rather than analyzing descriptive aspects like voice, perspective, and style, 

Ricoeur centers on narrativity as an epistemological process of the productive 

imagination based on the concept of plot, making the narrative the surface structure of a 

cognitive deep structure that can be more critical than the narrative itself. He thus argues 

that 

[t]he productive imagination at work in the metaphorical process is […] our 

competence for producing new logical species by predicative assimilation, in spite 

of the resistance of our current categorization of language. The plot of a narrative 

is comparable to this predicative assimilation. It ‘grasps together’ and integrates 

into one whole and complete story multiple and scattered events, thereby 

schematizing the intelligible signification attached to the narrative taken as a 

whole. (I x)36 

It appears clear from this quote that plot has for Ricoeur a meaning that is ontological, 

rather than phenomenological/epistemological. The plot is not one aspect of the text that 

helps defining its style and that can be disposed with as a literary figure in order to create 

experimental narrative. There is always a plot in narrative, or rather narrative implies 

emplotment: how the features of temporal experience connect with the narrated events. 

                                                
36 Ricoeur’s predicative assimilation is here similar to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s adventure, defined in Truth 
and Method (1975): “An adventure is by no means just an episode. Episodes are a succession of details 
which have no inner coherence and for that very reason have no permanent significance. An adventure, 
however, interrupts the customary course of events, but is positively and significantly related to the context 
which it interrupts. Thus an adventure lets life be felt as a whole, in its breadth and its strength. Here lies 
the fascination of an adventure. It removes the conditions and obligations of everyday life. It ventures out 
into the uncertain” (60). We can therefore say that even the Gadamerian adventure relies on emplotment in 
Ricoeur’s sense. 
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The process of emplotment implicates three stages of cognitive processing that Ricoeur 

calls mimesis1, mimesis2, and mimesis3. 

 Since, in the final estimation, Ricoeur’s analysis focuses on the temporal aspects 

of narrative, he uses as his tools primarily the commonly perceived cognitive temporal 

categories of past, present, and future. Yet he recognizes that these temporal categories 

are not closed or fixed systems, but rather states of being. Ricoeur borrows from 

Augustine37 the idea of the tripartite present in order to construct his idea of a tripartite 

projection of time in emplotment as a cognitive act: “the present of past things is the 

memory; the present of present things is direct perception; and the present of future 

things is expectation” (I 11). Augustine’s threefold present is thus the central aspect of 

Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis, in which the operations of memory, direct perception and 

expectation stand behind his dynamic new terms of figuration, configuration, and 

refiguration. The plot, or muthos in Aristotle,38 and the representation of events, or 

mimesis, are therefore “operations, not […] structures. Imitation and representation, 

therefore, must be understood in the dynamic sense of making a representation, of 

transposition into representative works” (I 33). 

 Ricoeur’s mimesis is not a Platonic mimesis, a copy of an underlying original, but 

an Aristotelian mimesis, an act of making. Mimesis is an activity, inasmuch as it 

                                                
37 Augustine of Hippo (354-430), Latin philosopher and theologian. His Confessions (398) is a very 
influential work in the development of Roman Catholicism. 
38 Greek philosopher (384 BC-322 BC), student of Plato. One of the founding figures in Western 
philosophy. 
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produces something: the organization of the events. As S. H. Butcher39 commented in 

Aristotle’s Theory of Poetry and Fine Art (1951), imitation for Aristotle is an aesthetic 

term: “imitation, in the sense in which Aristotle applies the word to poetry is […] seen to 

be equivalent to ‘producing’ or ‘creating according to a true idea,’ which forms part of 

the definition of art in general” (153). If mimesis is an activity requiring emplotment, it 

deals with praxis rather than theory. Ricoeur explains that “the universals a plot 

engenders are not Platonic ideas. They are universals related to practical wisdom, hence 

to ethics and politics. A plot engenders such universals when the structure of its action 

rests on the connections internal to the action and not on external accidents” (I 41). As a 

consequence, if the structure of the plot rests on connections that are evoked in the telling 

of represented truth rather than accidents, the simplistic differentiation in Chatman (but in 

Genette as well) between story (the what of a narrative) and plot (the how of a narrative, 

or discourse) cannot stand any longer. Story and plot become more than simply narrative 

figures, but the consequence of a narrative activity, which entails what here is called 

structuration, as an act of reading beyond anything contained in the text itself. 

 With structuration Ricoeur implies “an oriented activity that is only completed in 

the spectator or the reader” (I 48). As a consequence, narrative is not a one-way 

communication between an “addresser” (the author or narrator) and an “addressee” (the 

reader, viewer, or listener), but a joint activity between creator and receptors producing 

meaning—what Aristotle called the diegetic effort. Such a production of meaning can 

                                                
39 Samuel Henry Butcher (1850-1910), Anglo-Irish classical scholar. His translation of Aristotle’s Poetics 
(c. 335 BC) was originally published in 1894. 
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only occur if the receptors recognize the universals employed in the work and are able to 

rearrange them, through experience, in a cohesive unit. Ricoeur states that “what is 

experienced by the spectator must first be constructed in the work. In this sense we could 

say that Aristotle’s ideal spectator is an ‘implied spectator’ in the same sense Wolfgang 

Iser40 speaks of an ‘implied reader’—but one of flesh and blood capable of pleasure” (I 

50). In this respect, structuration rests on three essential aspects, which form the kernel of 

Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis: universals, recognition, and meaning. 

 Structuration is a central aspect of the epistemology of poetic composition, both 

in its production and reception, namely in respect to the temporality expressed in and 

through the text but employed by the reader. Temporal experience is brought forth by its 

instantiation in poetic composition—it does not exist as mere literary figure (as seemed to 

be implied in some of the earlier theorists discussed above): “[w]hatever the innovative 

force of poetic composition within the field of our temporal experience may be, the 

composition of the plot is grounded in pre-understanding of the world of action, its 

meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character.” Defining 

composition as related to structuration implicates the preliminary competence required of 

a reader to understand the plot in the Aristotelian sense of imitation of action, joining the 

acts of reading and writing as two coincident processes involving “the capacity for 

identifying action in general by means of its structural features” (I 54). This is an 

                                                
40 German literary scholar (1926-2007), one of the most authoritative exponents of reader-response theory. 
Ricoeur specifically quotes his Der implizite Leser (1972). 
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extension of phenomenology’s ideas of protention and retention: understanding is a 

process based on a shared framework of understanding.41 

 Ricoeur identifies the symbolic resources of emplotment as a supplementary 

competence required to elaborate an articulated significance of understanding as an 

action: the symbolic resources are thus “an aptitude for identifying […] the symbolic 

mediations of action” through the cultural processes that articulate experience. The 

temporal aspect of composition is brought forth by these symbolic articulations, “from 

which proceed more directly the very capacity of action to be narrated and perhaps the 

need to narrate it” (I 54). The structural universals essential to the process of figuration 

ground mimesis1; the symbolic mediation that entails the process of configuration of the 

structural universals grounds mimesis2; and the temporal elements that refigure the 

narrative in order to give it meaning ground mimesis3. It is important to notice, though, 

that the three mimeses are not stages of analysis following a specific order, from 1 to 3, 

but are simultaneous moments in the circular aspect of analysis. Nothing prevents 

mimesis3 from happening prior to mimesis1; the only proviso is that mimesis2 is always 

mediation. 

 The circle of mimesis with its three moments is in fact a constant mediation 

between the familiar and the unfamiliar—this is Ricoeur’s rewriting of the traditional 

hermeneutic circle in light of explicit cognitive and narrative conditions. Every narrative, 

                                                
41 Protention and retention are central aspects of Edmund Husserl’s (German philosopher and 
mathematician, 1859-1938) phenomenology. They epitomize aspects of temporality: protention is the 
perception of the moment yet to come, while retention is when the past moment becomes part of one’s 
consciousness. For an in depth examination of Husserl’s philosophy, I suggest The Essential Husserl 
(1999) and Lanei M. Rodemeyer’s Intersubjective Temporality (2010). 
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he expands, presupposes a familiarity with terms such as “agent, goal, means, 

circumstance, help, hostility, cooperation, conflict, success, failure, etc., on the part of its 

narrator and any listener,” which set up the shared structural universals. That is, these 

universals are based on “an explicit or an implicit phenomenology of ‘doing something’” 

(I 55). Yet what is available to the act of narrative is not limited to our knowledge of the 

structural network of action. It also implies discursive features that distinguish it from a 

report of actions. These discursive features mediate between narrative as a sequence of 

events and as a cohesive whole, thus “to understand narrative is to master the rules that 

govern its syntagmatic order. Consequently, narrative understanding is not limited to 

presupposing a familiarity with the conceptual network constitutive of the semantics 

alone. It further requires a familiarity with the rules of composition that govern the 

diachronic order of a story” (I 56). 

According to Ricoeur’s three forms of mimesis, then, plot is not a static structure, 

but a process of emplotment: the ordering of the events and the interconnection between 

the action sentences into a total whole that constitutes the narrated story. Human action in 

turn, based on structural universals, can be narrated as plot, because signs, rules, and 

norms always already symbolically mediate it. Furthermore, the symbolical mediation of 

structural universals can never be ethically neutral: it is always already refigured through 

traditional, social, and political values, and hence also implicated in a particular time and 

place. 

We have here therefore three moments of the threefold mimesis that work within 

the reader’s contact with the text to articulate an underlying meaning into a surface plot, 
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which then engages individuals in acts of reading. Mimesis1 implicates a protention based 

on prior knowledge: “to imitate or represent action is first to pre-understand what human 

action is, in its semantics, its symbolic system, its temporality. Upon this pre-

understanding, common to both poets and their readers, emplotment is constructed and, 

with it, textual and literary mimetics” (I 64). Mimesis2, or “the kingdom of the as if,” is 

the moment of an individual engagement with a narrative: “[i]t has an intermediary 

position because it has a mediating function. This mediating function derives from the 

dynamic character of the configurating operation that has led us to prefer the term 

emplotment to that of plot and ordering to that of system. […] Emplotment is the 

operation that draws a configuration out of a simple succession” (I 65). Mimesis3 points 

to a possible synthesis—a retention, in phenomenological terminology: “the intersection 

of the world of the text and the world of the hearer or reader; the intersection, therefore, 

of the world configured by the poem and the world wherein real action occurs and 

unfolds in specific temporality” (I 71). 

As a consequence, the plot brought into existence (concretized, using Roman 

Ingarden’s terminology42) by the moments of the threefold mimesis is “a synthesis of the 

heterogeneous between circumstances, goals, means, interactions, and intended or 

unintended results” (II 8). The understanding of each individual work relates in turn to 

underlying cognitive coherences that bring past experiences in line with future 
                                                
42 Ingarden affirms that “[i]n perceptual acts, in which we apprehend the phonetic stratum (or in which 
reproduced objects are presented to us in a stage play), as well as in the imaginative beholding of 
represented objectivities, manifold of concrete aspects are simultaneously experienced in the form of either 
perceptual or imaginational modifications. […] All these acts of apprehension and these experiences 
naturally constitute the condition under which a literary work can be vividly apprehended in one of its 
possible concretizations” (333-35). 
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possibilities of play. Thus literary works can be related to one another in terms of 

resemblances, which can be established on the level of emplotment, initiating a narrative 

order. Each individual narrative, however, is individual: the narrative order depends on 

the productive imagination of the writer, the recognizing imagination of the audience, and 

the temporal imagination of traditionality, considered as the specific time-frame of 

composition and reception. Ricoeur calls figurativity this imagination of figuration, 

configuration, and refiguration. 

Unfortunately, like his predecessors, Ricoeur falls victim here to a historiography 

of closed systems, when he argues that the threefold mimesis is not applicable tout court 

to the contemporary novel. He asserts that “the contemporary novel, in large part, may be 

defined as an antinovel, to the extent that contestation wins out over the taste for simply 

varying the application of the paradigms” (I 70). My aim in the analyses that follow is to 

prove that even the contemporary novel of the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries is based on a variation in the application of the structural paradigmatic 

universals, and that the contestation Ricoeur talks about is an aspect of mediation, easily 

refigured by the reader in a specifically historical temporality of ethics. Such figurativity, 

I argue instead, lies at the core of contemporary crime fiction, specifically in 

contemporary novels engaging with the formulae of genre fiction. Ricoeur’s contribution 

to narratology allows us to highlight the ethics of using figurativity, which leads to a 

questioning of a faithful or unfaithful act of narration that can force readers into probing 

their own protention-retention cycles, rather than re-instantiating them. 
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Monika Fludernik’s more recent narratological contribution, which originates 

from Käte Hamburger’s work, will help in fleshing out what that questioning can consist 

of. While not original in all its parts, it provides some definitions we need. 

I.5 A “NATURAL” NARRATOLOGY, ITS MODES, AND THE IMPACTS OF NARRATIVE 

Monika Fludernik’s theory of narrative, as presented in Towards a ‘Natural’ 

Narratology (1996), follows the line I have been pursuing here by conceptualizing 

narrative in terms of cognitive, rather than formalist, parameters. In this respect, it merges 

with linguistics, hermeneutics, and reception theory. It also follows Stanzel’s approach in 

being both synchronic (in pointing out organic frames of reading), and diachronic (in 

being explicitly historical). The description of narratology as “natural,” that is, stems out 

of three separate fields: 

It acknowledges a fundamental inspiration from natural narrative, i.e. unelicited 

conversational storytelling, and relies on the results of much research in discourse 

analysis in the Labovian43 tradition. [It alludes] to natural linguistics which in one 

manifestation (the Austrian school linked with the name of Wolfgang Dressler44) 

deals with cognitive parameters that relate to a theory of naturalness. [And its 

reception-oriented approach] enlists Jonathan Culler’s45 concept of naturalization 

                                                
43 William Labov (born 1927), American linguist. His research centers on sociolinguistics, language 
change, and dialectology. 
44 Austrian linguist (born 1939). His research focuses mainly on phonology, morphology, text and clinical 
linguistics, and child development. He is a prominent representative of the “naturalness theory.” 
45 American literary theorist (born 1944). He is an important figure in American structuralism. Exemplary 
in this respect is his Structuralist Poetics (1975). 
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and redeploys it for the purpose of narrative re-cognization during the reading 

process. (xii) 

Natural, in this framework, must not be understood in contrast to man-made, or artificial, 

but as pertaining to the cognitive functioning of the human mind, which in regard to 

fictional texts tends to abstract narrativity as the defining characteristic of a narrative text. 

Narrativity, the aspect of narrative, thus is almost another term for experientiality: a 

cognitive frame that relates to human existence and human concerns, and to a particular 

naturalistic framework of understanding based on convention. 

 In one sense, Fludernik locates the natural on the level of the mimetic, “as the 

product of an illusion generated and engineered by the narrative to evoke that which 

cannot be imitated or reproduced but merely represented by means of suitable 

correlatives of linguistic or pictorial shape” (10). Fludernik is not alone in this attempt. 

Here, she borrows from Käte Hamburger’s definition of the fictional: not mimesis as 

opposed to diegesis, but mimesis as an aspect of narrative diegesis. 

 Käte Hamburger, in The Logic of Literature (1973), set the stage for Fludernik in 

trying to define a logic of literature that departs from literary aesthetics and reaches a 

more abstractly logical analysis of the realm of narrative and cognition. Although art is 

always overtly defined with respect to aesthetics, the work of literary art has a specific 

place in a logical system defined as literature. With her notion of a logic of literature 

Hamburger intends to ground cognitively a relation between literature and language, but 

one which is not limited to a descriptive or expressive function. Rather, it is intended to 

be a theory of language, or more properly a theory of statement. Logic, therefore, is 
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synonymous in her work with a theory of statements that designate different underlying 

cognitive relations. Her overriding goal in evolving this system is the definition and 

establishment of the concepts literature and reality, rather than just defining narrative. 

She thus argues that “the fictive is to be distinguished from the state of being feigned” 

(57). Reality represents the mode of being of human life, as opposed to that which 

creative literature represents, “the as-reality […], semblance, the illusion of reality, which 

is called non-reality of fiction” (59). As a consequence, the logic that Hamburger traces 

as the domain of literature is a paradoxical one: literature is something other than reality, 

but reality is the stuff of literature (9). In one sense, this is a naturalistic rewriting of the 

hermeneutic/phenomenological circle of understanding that enables further evolutions 

like Fludernik’s. 

 This paradox can again be explained in Aristotelian terms, to help us make the 

link to ethics that I need below: mimesis (representation) and poiesis (making) are in a 

real sense identical in meaning from this overarching point of view. While poiesis is the 

craft of writing (the making of the literary artifact), mimesis is represented reality, and 

the two converge in narrative. For Aristotle, the concept behind literature was 

representation: the “making” of men in action. Hamburger’s way of extending Aristotle’s 

ideas lies in the definition of the statement: language is a statement-system, opening the 

action between the two poles and articulating their various relations. The statement-

subject is the teller of the statement, while the statement-object is what is told. A 

statement is always in a subject-object relation, and so the study of the statement-subject 
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explains the nature of the reality-statement. The subject, furthermore, is always 

characterized by what Hamburger calls an I-Origo: 

[t]hat which is narrated [in fiction] is referred not to a real I-Origo, but rather to 

fictive I-Origines, and is therefore itself fictive. Epic fiction is defined solely in 

that it contains no real I-Origo, and secondly in that it therefore must contain 

fictive I-Origines, i.e., reference or orientational systems which epistemologically, 

and hence temporally, have nothing to do with a real I who experiences fiction in 

any way—in other words the author or the reader. […] For only the appearance, 

or respectively the anticipated appearances of the fictive I-Origines, the persons of 

the novel, is the reason why the real I-Origo disappears. (73-4) 

There are three kinds of statement-subject in Hamburger’s theory that help to connect the 

world of the cognitive structure with the natural world and that amplify what the narrative 

structure is after: historical (the essential feature is its individuality: narrative, history), 

theoretical (the essential feature is its generality: mathematics, philosophy), and 

pragmatic (the essential feature is non expository: questions, commands, wishes).  

The statement of literature is ultimately a reality-statement in which reality is in a 

fictive rather than actual mode of understanding: “fiction (not merely epic, but likewise 

dramatic and cinematic fiction), in producing the semblance of life, suspends this 

semblance from the past, suspends it from time; and this means nothing other than the 

semblance of life is suspended from all reality” (87). As a consequence, the ultimate goal 

of any analysis of narrative is to differentiate, through a logic of phenomenology, 

between the reality-statement of reality (which is a pragmatic one) and the reality-
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statement of fiction (which is a fictive one). This notion of pragmatics will be important 

for my later analyses, because I believe the examples of crime narrative that I consider 

are not only interested in the reality-statements of fiction, but also in conflating or 

challenging the reality-statements of reality by these means. 

 Starting from such perspectives on reality and fiction, Fludernik also rewrites the 

impact of literature this way, always considering reading as an interpretative effect 

reshaping symbolically the world represented through available cognitive schemata, not 

just recovering meaning. Her model posits that readers actively engage in constructing 

meaning—both in real-life situations (listening to the news, sharing a joke, learning a 

skill), and in fictional texts (decoding the plot of a novel, sympathizing with the 

characters, picturing the geography of the story). Narrative is not dependent or centered 

on the concept of a sequentiality of events or plot, but rather based on the recognition of 

an anthropomorphic representational mimesis, or experientiality. As a consequence, she 

affirms that “the reading process and the reading experience can be defined in relation to 

readers’ cognitive reliance on such embodied schemata and parameters, and this applies 

on a number of interactive and independent levels” (19). In other words, the 

understanding of narrative always already implicates a world of understanding and will 

automatically affect it in some way. 

 Taxonomically, for Fludernik, the most relevant cognitive factors of 

experientiality in narrative are “the presence of a human protagonist and her experience 

of events as they impinge on her situation or activities.” In other words, the sequentiality 

of events or the teleology of a story’s plot only combine to evoke human consciousness 
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and experience against what I will call a historical horizon of expectations, or a 

background of expectations—they are not, though, necessary to it. As Fludernik remarks, 

narrativity […] is primarily based on a consciousness factor rather than on 

actantial dynamics or teleological directedness. Teleology and dynamics in many 

experimental texts are constituted not on the level of emplotment (with its 

emphasis on suspense) but on the interpretative level where the reader imposes a 

generic aesthetics on recalcitrant textual givens. (30) 

Experientiality is therefore what allows readers, even when confronted with highly 

experimental or stylistically heterogeneous texts, to understand them as narratives, and 

fictional ones in the case of novels. Readers re-cognize narratives in terms of parameters 

or schemata that are naturally present in their symbolic perception and that are 

reactivated by the generic way in which a text is presented: for example, a text may well 

be inconsistent in relation to its plot, but if it bears the marking “a novel” under the title 

or in its designation, it will be re-cognized as such, as long as it deals with 

anthropomorphic characters. 

 The theory by no means oversimplifies the relation of truth and narrative: it 

contributes particularly to ideas of ethics in the act of narration. Fludernik builds her 

model of natural narratology on four levels. Level I “comprises the schema of agency as 

goal-oriented process or reaction to the unexpected, the configuration of experienced and 

evaluated occurrence, and the natural comprehension of observed event processes 
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including their supposed cause-and-effect explanations” (43).46 This level is directly 

linked with a cognitive apperception of real-life experiences, referring to the what of 

narrative experience. Level II includes “four basic viewpoints which are available as 

explanatory schemas of access to the story: telling, viewing, experiencing, and action” 

(43-4). These storytelling schemata are macrostructural and refer to the how of narrative 

experience. Level III “comprises well-known naturally recurring storytelling situations. 

[…] These patterns include not only a knowledge about storytelling situations and the 

structure of that situation (who is telling what to whom, interaction or non-interaction 

with listeners, etc.), but also an understanding of performed narrative and particularly an 

ability to distinguish between different kinds or types of stories” (44). Level IV is based 

on the interpretative abilities of readers, who turn unfamiliar or unexpected material into 

familiar and interpretable schemata, and so they “utilize conceptual categories from 

levels I to III in order to grasp, and usually transform, textual irregularities and oddities” 

(45). The theory uses the reader as a medium for making coherence on the basis of 

learned and innate cognitive abilities. 

 More theoretically, if the manifestation of narrative is its experientiality, the 

concept of a unitary plot can be dispensed with as long as the reader relates with the 

human schemata engaged in the text—what Fludernik calls “situational embodiment” 

(310). Narrativization stands for a process of interpretation in which the readers engage 

with the experimental cognitive parameters evoked by the text, with emphasis on 

experience rather than on logical coherence like emplotment. 

                                                
46 As Fludernik recognizes, this level is identical with Ricoeur’s mimesis1. 
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 The four levels of analysis that Fludernik proposes are in the final assessment a 

mixture of the theories of Stanzel, Genette, Chatman, and Ricoeur, as they were analyzed 

earlier in the chapter. Level I reproduces the temporal relevance in a story as presented by 

Ricoeur’s emplotment; level II with its structural viewpoints follows Genette’s 

methodological and grammatical approach; level III is synchronically and diachronically 

dependent on Stanzel’s oppositions, remarking the fact that the predominant presence of 

a style of narrative (the use of the narrator figure, the difference between an authorial or 

figural narration, etc.) is mostly of historical causes and takes into consideration literary 

fashion shared in a specific era; level IV owes to Chatman the insight that narrativity is 

based on experientiality, thus not only limited to literary texts, but including other media 

as well. 

 At this point in our discussion, considering these primary sources and all the 

others that have been tangentially mentioned in the pages above (like Booth, Gadamer, 

Ingarden, Todorov, etc.), we can move toward a definition of narrative that will allow us 

to situate the contemporary crime novels I deal with in this study in a more inclusive 

cognitive paradigm of ethics and truth telling in narrative—one not confined by reference 

to realist or modernist novels, as is so much twentieth century narrative thought. 

I.6 THE NARRATIVE OF CONTEMPORARY CRIME NOVELS: SOME METHODOLOGICAL 
ASSUMPTIONS 

The narrative theorists that I have briefly outlined will all contribute to my 

description of how recent crime novels work, and to the readings of the individual texts in 
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the final chapter of this project. Their terminology will be useful in describing studies and 

uses of various texts. 

 In one sense, Fludernik’s is the most comprehensive and insightful narrative 

theory up to date, because it reproduces Stanzel’s synchronic/diachronic model and bases 

it on a cognitive experientiality rather than strictly on formal literary aspects. What I do 

not wholeheartedly endorse, though, is that such a definition of experientiality need be 

based on the anthropomorphic nature of the characters involved in the narrative. Instead, 

I believe that the anthropomorphization of the characters is a consequence of a functional 

empathy between readers and narrative, which includes both characters and events—

more anthropological than anthropomorphic, one schema among many that can be 

automatized. Rather than accepting a text as a narrative because of the presence of 

anthropomorphic characters with whom to relate, I argue in what follows that a text is 

understood as a narrative because of cognitive schemata that recall situations with which 

readers can relate. These cognitive schemata are activated through the engagement with 

the formulae of a genre familiar to its readers, thus allowing the recognition of a specific 

horizon of expectations, shared by text and reader in the act of sense-making. This 

expression comes from Hans Robert Jauss’s47 theory, specifically in Toward an Aesthetic 

of Reception (1982), who derived it from the description of schemata in Roman Ingarden 

                                                
47 German literary critic (1921-1997). One of the most prolific proponents of an aesthetic of reception, he 
is considered, together with Wolfgang Iser, a founder of reader-response theory in the so-called “School of 
Constance.” In this respect, capital are his studies Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics and 
Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, both published in English in 1982. 
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and was later adopted by Tzvetan Todorov as well.48 This term also corrects the more 

cognitive biases that run through the rest of the theorists I enumerate, no matter their 

respective strengths in illuminating parts of the act of narrating. 

 After having surveyed the narrative theories I deem more relevant for this project, 

and after having introduced the concept of the horizon of expectations, I believe it is now 

possible to return to the definition of narrative that I anticipated at the beginning of this 

chapter and explain it in somewhat greater detail, so that the scope and implication of my 

overall project become clearer.49 

 The narrative type that I consider in this study on contemporary crime fiction is 

literary, because it is produced for the kind of reading these theorists describe as literary 

(and thus I can overlook the issue of literary quality or taste that so bedevils discussions 

of genre fiction). Moreover, although the examples I use are novels, the theory of 

narrative I use to produce readings of what the individual texts intend to do could be 

applied to films, or other narrative media, as well. To attempt to further discuss what a 

novel is in intrinsic terms, or what one means by historically contingent genre 

                                                
48 Ingarden in The Literary Work of Art (1973) argues that “in question here are not aspects that are 
experienced once and then lost for all time but certain idealizations, which are, so to speak, a skeleton, a 
schema, of concrete, flowing, transitory aspects” (262). They are thus the reverse of concretizations. Jauss 
in Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (1982) evolves Ingarden’s phenomenological argument stating that 
these schemata allow “one to grasp a literary system in so far as the genres that are specified are not just 
accidentally selected, but rather form the specific horizon of expectations before which the new and often 
parodistic tale […] must take place” (97). Subsequently, Todorov in Genres in Discourse (1990) tries to 
link the Jaussian horizon to a more structural codification: “In a given society the recurrence of certain 
discursive properties is institutionalized, and individual texts are produced and perceived in relation to the 
norm constituted by that codification. A genre, whether literary or not, is nothing other than the codification 
of discursive properties” (17-8). 
49 A literary narrative is a representation of a fictional world in a linguistic and/or visual medium, at whose 
center there are one or several characters. This representation initiates a functional empathy between the 
characters and the readers (or the audience), notwithstanding their being anchored in a temporal or spatial 
specificity. 
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terminology (such as the distinction between film or movie), would only make things 

more esoteric, so I follow a more commercial and pragmatic, historical definition: if 

something is published under the header “a novel,” then it needs to be considered a novel, 

by dint of its experiential reference to the term for its community of users; and if 

something is produced with the intent of being circulated around movie theaters, or 

released in the other forms historically identified with the materials (“straight to video,” 

for example), it is a film. At the same time, such narratives in any media represent 

fictional worlds in the Hamburgerian sense that they depict imagined I-Origines. These 

are the narrative characters, with the ability to designate meanings in ways outlined by 

the other theorists I have treated above. 

 Narrative, therefore, represents the structure of events in which these characters 

are involved and makes it accessible to the readers’ act of meaning-making. In this 

respect, the definition of narrative is not limited to the teleology that so much theory 

attributes to a story, or to a coherent plot. Furthermore, notwithstanding Fludernik’s 

insightful analysis, a text in any medium is perceived as narrative not because its 

characters have anthropomorphic characteristics, but because the readers or the audience 

recognize these represented events as something in which they might be involved, in the 

reality of non-fiction—as structured verisimilarly, as a possible isomorphism to their own 

experience. That is to say, in my rewriting of Fludernik’s definition, I want to shift my 

focus onto the ground of narrative, moving it from a human morphology to a more 

general hermeneutics of the human state of existence and cognition, based on the 

recognition of imitated situations (à la Ricoeur’s emplotment). This follows Hans-Georg 
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Gadamer’s assumption, in Truth and Method (1975), that “the cognitive import of 

imitation lies in recognition” (113), and Ricoeur’s argument that “the pleasure of 

recognition is therefore both constructed in the work and experienced by the reader. This 

pleasure of recognition, in turn, is the fruit of the pleasure the spectator takes in the 

composition as necessary or probable” (I 49). 

 Such recognition of the human aspect of narrative understanding is what I call 

functional empathy—the awareness of, and involvement in, the plausibility of the event 

described (represented, imitated) in a human environment, yet not necessarily structured 

only anthropomorphically. Such awareness is strictly linked to knowledge and the 

epistemology of narrative, if we believe with Gadamer that “imitation and representation 

are not merely a repetition, a copy, but knowledge of the essence” (114). In this case, the 

essence of narrative is the human—not in its morphology, but in its epistemology, its 

cognitive element. This human aspect is recognized through the use of literary formulae, 

which lead, inside the various genres, to the types of the comic, the tragic, the mysterious, 

and all the ones Ricoeur mentions as predicative of mimesis1. The formulae used in 

narrative introduce a specific horizon of expectations, which orients the recognition of 

the events narrated. Yet, as Jauss pointed out, the horizon of expectations will not 

necessarily be fixed throughout the narrative, and “a corresponding process of the 

continuous establishing and altering of horizons also determines the relationship of the 

individual text to the succession of the texts that form the genre” (Aesthetic of Reception 

23). 
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 The analyses of literature present in the last chapter of this project focus on such a 

moment when, to use Jauss’s words once again, “new texts evoke for the reader the 

horizon of expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then varied, 

corrected, altered, or even just reproduced” (Aesthetic of Reception 23). Jauss goes on to 

say that a change in the horizon of expectations determines the artistic character of a text: 

the more a text conforms to the horizon of expectations of the reader, the less artistic 

value it has. In this sense, the very process of recognition, as Gadamer and Ricoeur 

argued, also implies the introduction of the new, and thus narrative achieves an ethical 

status. I will in what follows further underscore that this ethical status is also a political 

one—another value scheme within the horizon(s) of expectations through which the 

narratives oscillate, and an explicit appeal for the reader to act in society. 

 For the purposes of this introductory chapter, and starting from the definition of 

narrative with which I have engaged to this point, I therefore propose a definition of 

narrative that can be applicable to more than just realist and modernist fiction, but also to 

some contemporary crime and mystery fiction, which will be further developed in the 

following chapters. To be sure, the contemporary crime novels analyzed here are literary 

narratives representing a fictional world in which the events reported, through the use of 

formulae, recall the emplotments familiar from crime and mystery genres, and thus are 

recognized as mysterious. At the same time, they engage with a “horizonal change” (to 

use Jauss’s term), a change of horizon, that challenges the reader’s expected functional 

empathy, therefore introducing unexpected aspects and an unexpected vision of reality. 

Or, to simplify: the functional empathy of these novels engages with, but does not resolve 
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in, the formulae of crime genre fiction, creating cognitive change and the possibility of 

different existential calls to act. 

 As I proceed, I will by necessity be situating these acts of narrating within the 

horizons of expectations that enable these formulae and that empathy to function. Yet at 

the same time, I will attend to the kinds of shifts located in the other narratological 

theories I have introduced above, because it is in these, I believe, that these texts assume 

their distinctive roles in challenging the links between acts of narrative and the 

epistemological and ethical challenges which they issue to their readers and their 

horizons of expectations. Therefore, in the next chapter I will discuss the specific 

instances, in crime fiction, that make such functional empathy possible, and how it takes 

place. That is, I will reread contemporary definitions of a genre in terms of its cognitive-

narrative potential, as described here. 
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Chapter II: 

  The Rhetoric of Contemporary Crime Narrative 

 In the previous chapter, I introduced the idea that narrative functions by 

instantiating functional empathy, and that this functional empathy is actualized by the 

recognition on the part of the reader or audience of the subject narrated in a text. Yet I did 

not specify what makes such empathy possible, nor how it takes place. In this chapter, I 

propose that recognizable literary forms make the functional empathy possible. In this, I 

am endorsing and expanding some ideas initiated by recent studies in cognitive 

narratology and synthesized by Monica Fludernik in “Narratology in the Twenty-First 

Century” (2010), in which “readers do not see texts as having narrative features but read 

texts as narrative by imposing cognitive narrative frames on them” (926). I argue here 

that these imposed cognitive frames start when readers recognize the form of the work as 

a strategy for communication, and then commence fitting each work into the horizon of 

expectations (to use Hans Robert Jauss’s expression) that a specific genre calls forth from 

their reservoir of reading experience. To expand on this claim, I need first to specify what 

it is that we call genre, especially whether we consider it classically prescriptive (and in 



 68 

this way leading to a formulaic and conventional notion of literature), or rather, as John 

Frow1 does in Genre (2006), as a “social structuring of meaning,” and in this way also as 

a cognitive structure learned through experience of culture (1). 

  If genre, as I hope to demonstrate, is considered as an organization of knowledge 

within a specific context of social, pragmatic communication functions (a definition of 

genre that derives from the works of scholars like Jauss and Tzvetan Todorov and, more 

recently, from John Frow and Wai Chee Dimock2), we can redefine it as a situated social 

performance, in which its situatedness is called forth in the readers’ minds by rhetorical 

strategies commonly describing features of genres in general, but which emerge most 

clearly in the highly codified forms known as genre fiction. That is, recent theorists take 

the rhetorical formulae of the romance, the gothic novel, the crime story, the novel of 

detection, etc., as a means to situate the audiences within a specific horizon of 

expectations. In this way, the idea of genre fiction shifts from being centered on a 

formulaic process of composition (writing following certain conventions), to a 

consideration of the epistemological implications of the rhetorical formulae used. In other 

words, the conventions used are not conceived exclusively in terms of stylistic traits or 

habits of expression, but rather also in terms of their epistemological weight: they do 

something to their readers or audience. As classical rhetoric would argue, they engage the 

readers or audience in argumentation as they express a recognizable ethos of a faithfully 

                                                
1 Australian professor of English (born 1948). His research joins genre theory with cultural studies, 
specifically in Cultural Studies and Cultural Value (1995). 
2 Professor of English and American Studies at Yale University (born 1953). Her research on genre 
revolves around the concept of “kinship” (how genre and media are linked together), as she expresses in 
“Genre as World System” (2006). 
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or not faithfully applied communication situation that is partly socially and historically 

dependent. They thus also exert the force of an expected pathos (a certain range of 

emotional appeal) that reminds the readers or audience of the horizon of expectations 

involved, and a systemic logos (a narrative logic that presents the world) that steers them 

toward a recoverable, shared idea of society and social relations. 

 Not only do the implications of classical rhetoric lead us to consider genre fiction 

as a category that might straightforwardly include some cognate literary works, but they 

also allow us to see, conversely, that some literary works use a rhetoric that functions 

within a particular audience’s horizon of expectations as generic (characteristic of a 

genre), because of their recurrences in plot structure, delineation of characters, and 

stylistic traits that are culturally familiar to that audience—often even in non-fictional 

narratives. In this chapter, I debate any too-simple analogy of this sort, arguing instead 

that some novels produced at the end of the twentieth and at the beginning of the twenty-

first centuries use the rhetoric of the crime story but can hardly be simply defined as 

crime fiction (one kind of genre fiction), because such a categorization contains within it 

the generally pejorative divide between serious and popular literature. I am simply stating 

here that genre fiction shares with rhetoric a reliance on an audience’s habituation—the 

sense of how and why the plot, characters, and style function as part of a distinctive 

narrative type. 

 To support this assertion, I briefly trace the history of this popular genre, pointing 

out the various ramifications that either derived from it, or grew parallel to it, in its many 

related incarnations: the detective story or whodunit, the hardboiled detective novel, the 
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police procedural, the spy novel, and so-called postmodern metaphysical detective 

fiction. I also need to consider the critical literature about this form of genre fiction, both 

in its prescriptive implications, like S. S. Van Dine’s3 “Twenty Rules for Writing 

Detective Stories” (1928), and in its hermeneutical complications: how critics like 

Todorov, Umberto Eco,4 Fredric Jameson,5 and others have reinterpreted the analysis of 

crime fiction. This overview of work done on genre fiction will help us to consider in 

what ways the use of a specific rhetoric calls for, or instantiates, a specific functional 

empathy and, in turn, why some contemporary novels cannot avoid coming to terms 

thematically with the implications of the use and meaning of crime in society, and with 

the more structural possibility of truth-telling using the formulaic rhetoric familiar from a 

genre.  

 In addition, combining a rhetorical approach to genre fiction with such traditional 

analyses will justify, in the chapters that follow, my grouping of some novels that would 

otherwise be not perceived as cognate. Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), 

David Foster Wallace’s6 Infinite Jest (1996), Nuruddin Farah’s7 Secrets (1998), and 

                                                
3 Pseudonym of Willard Huntington Wright (1888-1939). American art critic and creator of the popular 
detective Philo Vance, who appears for the first time in The Benson Murder Case (1926). 
4 Italian semiotician and author (born 1932). His critical work addresses reader-response theory and 
structuralism, specifically in The Role of the Reader (1979) and The Open Work (1989). As a novelist, he 
wrote best-selling mysteries such as The Name of the Rose (1980) and Foucault’s Pendulum (1988). 
5 American literary critic and Marxist theorist (born 1934). His research evolves from psychoanalysis and 
structuralism in The Political Unconscious (1981) to cultural studies in Postmodernism (1991). 
6 American novelist and essayist (1962-2008). His works include the novel The Broom of the System 
(1987) and the collection of essays A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (1997), among others. 
7 Somali novelist (born 1945). Secrets is the last novel in the Blood in the Sun trilogy. 
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Roberto Bolaño’s8 2666 (2004), as we shall see below, use the rhetoric of crime fiction 

with specific purposes: to act on their readership, and thus on society, in specific ways. 

These novels do not perform a straightforwardly antagonistic move against generic 

conventions—they are not “the anti-modernist novel,” for example, —but they confront 

their readers with more nuanced cultural and ethical messages than formulaic uses of 

genre conventions or their simple suspension would suggest. As we shall see in 

subsequent chapters, each of such novels not only enacts the formulae of the genre, but 

also questions on a different scale how genre works to produce social and cognitive 

knowledge within the horizon of expectations of a communication community. In other 

words, these novels explicitly address the epistemology of representation as codified in 

the poetics of individual modes inside the common category genre fiction that they 

extend and problematize. 

 Such a genealogical and critical overview of the crime fiction genre will lead me 

to conclude the chapter by proposing that the use of the rhetoric of crime fiction by these 

contemporary authors explores the liminality of genre fiction and enacts ethical and 

political repercussions of new sorts in their readers—repercussions that move beyond the 

commonplaces of more familiar forms of genre fiction, which often work on simple 

scripts of crime and punishment. Rather than simply taking up the genre as pre-scripted 

stylistic or compositional choices with certain formulae, the authors I have identified 

have made deliberate decisions about how to produce new forms of argumentation with 

                                                
8 Chilean novelist and poet (1953-2003). His works include the novel The Savage Detectives (1998) and the 
collection of poems The Romantic Dogs (2000), among others. 
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the older conventions, and about what kinds of communication they wish to engage their 

readers in. In this respect, I consider and counter James Crosswhite’s9 statement, first 

expressed in his influential A Rhetoric of Reason (1996), that “argument is a kind of 

social conflict, and that in important ways it resembles violent conflict” (103). In the 

individual novel analyses that follow later in this study, I will propose instead the 

possibility that these novels, all having been produced around the time or after the fall of 

the global power blocks, take up the theme of violence as a kind of master narrative—the 

master crime—of contemporary times. They seem to propose thus that the “conflict” or 

“violence,” real and represented, has to be taken up as an argument that can help or force 

a community of readers to work through, rather than simply being a metaphor for, some 

represented situation whose violence is real, but which can be adjudicated only with 

difficulty. 

II.1 GENRE AS A SITUATED SOCIAL PERFORMANCE 

 In order to move the discussion toward the analysis of contemporary crime 

narrative’s rhetorical implications, I start by situating crime narrative in a context that 

allows us to consider it, so to speak, as a literary system rather than a literary form. It is 

apparent that such a contextualization forces us to rethink crime narrative as a genre. The 

purpose of this section is to briefly explore the history of genre theory, so that we can 

                                                
9 Associate Professor of English at the University of Oregon. He holds a Ph.D. in philosophy, and is 
associated with the field of New Rhetoric (a reevaluation of the classical rhetorical canon). His research 
focuses on the commonalities between philosophy and rhetoric, and on developing teaching strategies for 
composition classes. 
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understand how, and if, crime narrative can be considered as a generic system, especially 

in its newest incarnation. 

 Since my purpose is, ultimately, to address genre from a cognitive-narratological 

perspective, I can set as a point of departure for a definition of genre a few structural 

issues that John Frow proposes in Genre. These structural issues help to take account of 

the history of genre theory through the centuries, and move toward a new framework for 

genre analysis, using rhetorical-cognitive assumptions.  

 Frow attests that genre can be summarized as having: a set of formal features, a 

thematic structure, a situation of address, a structure of implication, a rhetorical function, 

and a physical setting (9). These points have been widely debated, and before I can focus 

on how they might apply to the variant of genre I am considering in this study—crime 

fiction, —it is useful to briefly map the history of genre theory, even though 

unfortunately limited through a predominantly Western lens. 

 In Book 3 of the Republic (c. 380 BC), Plato introduces the classical division 

among genres when Socrates tells Adeimantus that “one type of poetry and storytelling is 

purely imitative—this is tragedy and comedy, as you say. In another type, the poet tells 

his own story. I imagine you’d find this mainly in dithyramb. The third type, using both 

imitation and narrative, can be found in epic poetry, and in many other places” (82, 394b-

c). In this passage, Plato distinguishes between three modes of describing, or imitating, 

an object or a person: description (with words), mimicry or impersonation (by imitating), 

and a mixed mode, in which there is an alternation of narrative and dialogic parts 

(Preminger 456). Description’s tripartite division laid the foundation for Western genre 
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theory, in which genre was often identified with a mode of representing speech as a 

structured communication. Consequently, we have the basic division of genres between 

Epic, Lyric, and Dramatic, which highlight different ways of representing actions and 

characters that emerge as their distinctive poetic conventions. This division, nonetheless, 

does not seem to point toward a specifically stylistic or structural-formal identity of the 

works considered as part of a single genre (save probably for the Lyric, in which the use 

of the dithyramb is characterized as the main, but not unique, medium). In fact, Plato 

signals the possibility of such stylistic difference with the phrase “in many other places” 

that concludes the quoted passage. In Plato, that is, the tripartite division distinguishing 

the epic, lyric, and dramatic modes of communication pertains to the mode of narrating, 

rather than the form of the narrated artifact—a differentiation that we have recovered 

today, but which was sometimes lost in eras fostering normative poetics. 

 Aristotle, in the Poetics (c. 335 BC), follows Plato’s tripartite division, but with a 

distinction: while for Plato there are three modes of representation, one of which is 

imitation (or mimesis), for Aristotle all representation is imitation, and the distinction 

among genres lies in “the manner in which [each object] may be imitated” (Butcher 13, 

1448a). Aristotle goes on to say that there are three ways to distinguish artistic imitation: 

one must consider the medium, the objects, and the manner of presentation. By doing so, 

he anticipates that literary artifacts can be considered cognate if they share the same 

form, if they deal with the same topic, or if they reproduce similar stylistic norms or 

rhetorical conventions. Considering genre as a difference in strategies of imitation rather 

than representation, Aristotle anticipates the division between Epic, Tragedy, and 
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Comedy which, as Gérard Genette pointed out in The Architext (1992), supersedes the 

moralizing aspect of genre in Plato, which makes one genre potentially more socially 

useful and acceptable than the others (21-2). Furthermore, Aristotle seems to introduce 

what would later on be described as a reader’s response when he mentions “the pleasure 

felt in things imitated” (Butcher 15, 1448b). It seems thus that Aristotle strictly links 

imitation to recognition, and so the generic division is “performed” by a specific mode of 

imitating and instantiated in an act of perception. That is, a reader perceives a generic 

division as a specific mode of receiving and recognizing the imitation.10 

 The tripartite division of genres, although always and still prominent particularly 

in Western poetics, is not the only one. One must here mention Quintilian,11 who in the 

Institutiones Oratoriae (c. 95) suggests readings in several genres for those who study to 

become orators: history, philosophy, oratory and poetics—he divides these last two 

genres further into subgenres. As Frow points out, “some of these seem to be defined by 

their metrical form, some by their mode of presentation, and some by their content or 

their characteristic attitude towards the world” (Genre 58-59). A similar list can be found 

a millennium later, in Philip Sidney’s12 Defence of Poesie (1580-1) and in Nicolas 

                                                
10 Because the initial focus here is genre in a specifically literary context, I will not comment here on 
Aristotle’s distinction between forensic, deliberative, and epideictic genres in his Rhetoric (c. 322 BC). I 
reprise this distinction below, focusing particularly on epideictic rhetoric, when I talk about the rhetoric of 
crime fiction in II.4. 
11 Marcus Fabius Quintilianus (c. 35-c. 100), Roman rhetorician. His Institutiones Oratoriae (c. 95) is a 
manual on the technical aspects of rhetoric. 
12 Elizabethan poet and critic (1554-1586). He is mainly known as the author of the collection of sonnets 
Astrophel and Stella (1581). 
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Boileau’s13 Art poétique (1674), hallmarks for the modern study of genre under the rubric 

of poetics rather than as classical rhetoric. We can infer here that such lists usually refer 

to a genre as embodying either a way of representation or imitation, and so in this 

framework genre must be seen as based around a relationship, which can pertain to a 

combination of argument, form, performance, and composition. We can also infer that 

these divisions do not straightforwardly contrast with the Platonic/Aristotelian 

schematization of the three main categories of Epic, Dramatic, and Lyric, but rather just 

serve to make these categories adjectival (transposing classical modes of argument into 

stylistic features of poetic structures). Yet Frow’s work suggests that these categories 

ought to be seen as embodying modalities of narration, rather than formal structures. We 

can deduce, following Frow, that the three modalities of genres must refer to categories 

“larger” than the genres defined as individual, historically attested forms (as they were in 

Neoclassicism and beyond), and that they describe an attitude about communication, 

rather than a style (Genre 60). 

 The principles of Neoclassical poetics were relatively short-lived in the history of 

genre discussion. Less than two centuries after their high point, Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe14 further turned to a modal strategy to distinguish among genres, and in the West-

östlicher Divan (1819) he distinguishes between genres (Dichtarten) and natural forms 

                                                
13 Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux (1636-1711), French critic and poet. He wrote on the concept of taste, 
especially in Le lutrin (1674). 
14 German writer (1749-1832). He is considered one of the most influential writers of the Weimar 
Classicism, a cultural and literary movement at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the 
nineteenth centuries based on Romantic, Classical, and Enlightenment ideas. His literary works include The 
Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) and Elective Affinities (1809). 
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(Dichtweisen or Naturformen).15 Such a distinction allows for several combinations that 

reinterpret and repurpose literary artifacts according to both intent and form, so that we 

can have a lyrical drama, a dramatic epic, an epic lyric, and so forth. Goethe visualizes 

this modal distinction by constructing a wheel “in which the three spokes represent the 

natural kinds, and specific genres are distributed around the wheel in relative proximity to 

or distance from them” (Genre 62).16 Still, this schema makes it difficult to come up with 

a strictly inclusive paradigm that might encompass most known literary forms, and any 

particular work could easily be left in the theoretical limbo between the paradigms that 

describe genres either adjectivally or nominally, and so the discussion of what is achieved 

in a certain work would require further nuances about form and modes. For instance: 

what would the difference be between a dramatic epic and an epic drama? To go back to 

the Socratic triad, moreover, if one adopts a scheme like Goethe’s, one runs the risk of 

reaffirming the difference between diegesis (narration) and mimesis (imitation), implying 

as a consequence a binary relationship between form and content that could give way to a 

prejudicial hierarchy between the two. 

 To sum up the several traditional models of genre viewed so far: we can say that 

the term genre is used prescriptively (in reference to several works) in the 

Platonic/Aristotelian tradition, and descriptively (as understood by a communication 

community) in the studies of Goethe and in the Romantic tradition, such as in Friedrich 

                                                
15 Emil Staiger (Swiss germanist, 1908-1987) will later on call the three Naturformen styles rather than 
genres in Basic Concepts of Poetics (1946). 
16 F. K. Stanzel, in A Theory of Narrative (1984), will adopt the same wheel structure for his Typenkreis, as 
anticipated in Chapter I. 
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Schlegel’s17 Literary Notebooks 1797-1801 (1825) and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 

Hegel’s18 Aesthetics (1835).19 About this dichotomy, Genette presents in The Architext 

the different models in play by postulating classes of works as either genres, which are 

mainly characterized by a thematic content and thus can be considered “proper literary 

categories,” or modes, which deal with the enunciative forms of speech introduced by 

Plato and Aristotle (72-74). Retroactively, this division also explains how Mikhail 

Bakhtin,20 for example, can use in The Dialogic Imagination (1975) the genre term novel 

in a modal rather than formal way. As Michael Holquist21 comments in the introduction 

to Bakhtin’s text,  

novel is the name Bakhtin gives to whatever force is at work within a literary 

system to reveal the limits, the artificial constraints of that system. […] As 

formerly distinct literary genres are subjected to the novel’s intensifying 

antigeneric power, their systematic purity is infected and they become novelized. 

(xxxi-ii) 

                                                
17 German poet, critic, and scholar (1772-1929). He and his brother August Wilhelm (1767-1845) were 
leading figures of German Romanticism. 
18 German philosopher (1770-1831). An influential figure in German Idealism, he laid the theoretical 
foundations for Continental philosophy and Marxism. 
19 The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (1993) reports that the Romantic tradition 
remained roughly unquestioned until the twentieth century, when Benedetto Croce, the Russian formalists, 
branches of French structuralism, and postmodern theory overtly challenged it (458). 
20 Russian literary critic and semiotician (1895-1975). A leading figure in Russian Formalism, he analyzed 
the concepts of the carnivalesque in Rabelais and His World (1965) (how artistic forms can resist the 
official culture through laughter), and the chronotope (how a connection of time and space constitutes 
literary genres) and the dialogic aspect of language (representing the multivoiced nature of discourse) in 
The Dialogic Imagination (1975). 
21 Professor Emeritus in Comparative Literature at Yale University. His work includes a variety of topics, 
from translating the works of the Russian Formalists, to writing about detective fiction and kitsch in 
“Whodunit and Other Questions” (1972). 
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We still need to see, though, if breaking the constraints of the different models of genre is 

to be considered “antigeneric,” or rather if genre, in its modality, relies on cognitive 

aspects of recognition that elude strict formalization. 

 The separation between genres and modes summarized here has led some critics 

to distinguish them in terms of social and historical contingencies. For example, in 

Genres in Discourse (1990), Tzvetan Todorov affirms that the mode of each particular 

genre is actually social: each particular sub-class of writing, like the gothic novel, the 

Bildungsroman, or detective fiction, can be classified as either lyric, or epic, or dramatic 

as a particular culture defines it. He states that “[i]n a given society the recurrence of 

certain discursive properties is institutionalized, and individual texts are produced and 

perceived in relation to the norm constituted by that codification” (17-18). Todorov 

characterizes genre as the codification of discursive properties—as a social performance, 

not just a form or rhetoric. Then, a sub-class as crime fiction could have a lyrical mode in 

one determinate era and an epic one in another. Many seem to endorse this idea, among 

them the novelist and critic Dorothy L. Sayers,22 who in her Omnibus of Crime (1929) 

considers the stories of Daniel and Susanna in the Apocrypha as the first examples of 

detective fiction. 

 Hans Robert Jauss, in Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (1982), also highlights 

genre’s social and cognitive basis. As anticipated in Chapter I, he states that each genre 

forms a particular horizon of expectations in the readers, who read the genre in historical 

                                                
22 British novelist (1893-1957). She is best known for her whodunit novels, which employ the aristocrat 
turned detective Lord Peter Wimsey, starting from Whose Body? (1923). 
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and process-habituated terms. Readers, he argues, focus their interpretation of each 

literary artifact included or partaking in a genre on “the reciprocal relations that make up 

the literary system of a given historical moment” (105). This relation is somewhat akin to 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s23 vision of genres as families rather than closed systems, 

explained in Philosophical Investigations (1968). Yet the idea of family raises questions 

about how to define the relationship between artifacts. In this vein, John Frow in 

“Reproducibles, Rubrics, and Everything You Need: Genre Theory Today” (2007) also 

comments that genres are apprehended in re (cognitively) rather that ante rem 

(normatively) or post rem (descriptively), and in Jauss’s terms this would mean that we 

can “ascribe no other generality to literary ‘genres’ […] than that which manifests itself 

in the course of its historical appearance” (1982, 79) —genre appears to readers similarly 

as it appears today. As a consequence, one could propose that the difference between, 

say, the whodunit and the hardboiled detective novel is not a difference in genre per se, 

but a difference in the historical and process-habituated understanding of the crime story 

that scholars have found useful to codify on the basis of individual readers’ experience. 

 Furthermore, the separation between genres and modes based on social and 

historical contingencies would elicit a contrast between possible hierarchies for the two. 

Jacques Derrida24 for example, in “The Law of Genre” (1980), points out that “a text 

would not belong to any genre. Every text participates in one or several genres, there is 
                                                
23 British philosopher (born Austrian, 1889-1951). His only publication in his lifetime was the Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus (1921), an investigation of the relations between language and reality. In the last part 
of his life, as exemplified in the posthumous Philosophical Investigations (1968), he retracted many of his 
previous assumptions, and was mainly concerned with the word-game aspect of language. 
24 French philosopher (1930-2004). Founder of the critical theory called Deconstruction, he researched the 
connections and differences between spoken and written word, as exemplified in Of Grammatology (1967). 
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no genreless text, there is always a genre and genres, yet such a participation never 

amounts to belonging” (230). Yet such a view of “participating without belonging” could 

lead to extreme cases in which infinite numbers of genres are posited, and where each 

text becomes a genre of its own. An example is the famous question Todorov raises in 

The Fantastic (1970): “Are genres finite in number or infinite?” (4).25 As Anne 

Freadman26 in “Le Genre Humain (a Classification)” (1986) comments, “Derrida’s 

paradox [of participating without belonging] holds for just those genre statements that are 

made according to the Aristotelian model of genre theory, i.e. class-names asserted 

positively” (363). Considering the Romantic idea of genre as descriptive, then, we can 

admit that each text might actually be its own genre, because each text reaffirms its own 

singularity. At the same time, however, considering Jauss’s idea of the horizon of 

expectations, we can also say that each text is put in a determinate category in advance, 

by simple social acts as even the information blurb on the text’s jacket—a novel, a 

bestseller, a mystery—which attach a genre to the mode of reading appropriate to the text 

in question. 

 More recently, in “Literary Genres from a Systemic-Functionalist Perspective” 

(1999), Dirk de Geest and Hendrik van Gorp27 bypass the prescriptive/descriptive 

impasse of genre analysis exemplified in the preceding debates by considering genres 

cognitively, as “specific processing codes or communicational strategies embedded in 

                                                
25 An idea also shared, and perhaps inspired, by Benedetto Croce (Italian idealist philosopher, 1866-1952) 
in Aesthetic (1902). 
26 Professor of French at the University of Melbourne (Australia). Her research focuses on how genre can 
be used as an analytic device to understand semiotic practices. 
27 Genre theorists and Professors at Leuven University (Belgium). 
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cultural institutions and in a global societal constellation” (34). They do so by introducing 

what they call prototype theory, in which texts are not inserted into the category for a 

specific genre because of “discrete objective decisions, but primarily [as] a matter of 

degree” (40). As attractive as this theory may sound in trying to overcome the fixity of 

genre categories and in introducing a synchronic/diachronic reception of genres based on 

cognitive schemata, it still seems to retain some fixity in the assumption that cognitive 

schemata themselves rely on prototypes of communicative situations. In this case, the 

prototypes seem to work following a signified/signifier relation, as introduced by 

Ferdinand de Saussure in his Course in General Linguistics (1916), and thus they seem to 

be based on a fixed and unchanging origin. Their theory does not explain, for example, if 

the realization of a single story in different media produces two genres or one, or if the 

prototype for the versions in two media is the same: do the Sherlock Holmes film and 

novel The Hound of the Baskervilles have the same generic “degree”? And if so, is the 

prototype then one of story or plot, if we can use some Formalist terms? 

 Such media-related questions have become more and more relevant in cultural 

studies, specifically considering the contemporary trend of reproducing the same story in 

different media, particularly when it comes to bestselling books. For instance Jason 

Mittell,28 in “A Cultural Approach to Television Genre Theory” (2001), argues that 

genres surpass the boundaries of media texts because they are cultural categories shaped 

by industry, audience, and cultural practices. He proposes five principles for genre 

                                                
28 Professor of American studies and film and media culture at Middlebury College. His publications 
include Genre and Television (2004), in which he expands on the ideas introduced in the article quoted. 
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analysis in a cultural framework, which he says could work once we define an artifact as 

a cultural object, rather than a literary or visual one. He proposes that “genre analysis 

should account for the particular attributes of the medium,” that “genre studies should 

negotiate between specificity and generality,” that “genre histories should be written 

using discursive genealogies,” that “genres should be understood in cultural practice,” 

and that “genres should be situated within larger systems of cultural hierarchies and 

power relations” (16-18). An earlier generation’s definition of genres in terms of social 

functions thus is extended to include current concerns about cultural politics. 

 In a recent PMLA issue (2007), Wai Chee Dimock extends in her “Introduction” 

the debate around genres focusing on their open-endedness,29 while maintaining the 

features that unify texts under specific categories. She argues that “genre is […] a kind of 

general solvent out of which particular entities can acquire particular features. Open sets 

endlessly dissolved by their openness. They function as a ‘horizon of expectations’ to 

some extent (Jauss 79), but that horizon becomes real only when there happen to be texts 

that exemplify it” (1379). She comes to the conclusion that in the end genres work as 

“world systems,” in which the historicity of their reception has to be matched by a 

“geography” of reception—in this respect they can be called “fields of knowledge” 

(1377).  

                                                
29 In this respect, Dimock follows in the tradition Umberto Eco initiated in Open Work (1962). 
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In the same issue, in an article titled “Genres in Motion,” Stephen Owen30 

endorses this “geographical” aspect of genre reception, stating that “in reading a text, we 

‘identify’ or ‘recognize’ a genre. […] To identify something assumes a paradigm with a 

limited set of choices. […] The politics of genre is intensely territorial, and the 

hinterlands of a genre are often contested territory. […] Genre is the primary category of 

sorting” (1389).  

John Frow nonetheless, in the same issue’s article titled “Reproducibles, Rubrics, 

and Everything You Need: Genre Theory Today,” rebuts positions like Owen’s when he 

affirms that  

genre cues act rather like context-sensitive drop-down menus in a software 

program, directing me to the layers and sublayers of information that respond to 

my particular and local purposes as speaker, reader, or viewer. But note that this 

is always a matter of interpretation, not of recognition. […] The text is ambivalent 

and inconsistent in the use that it makes of these genres, and it rests with the 

reader to decide, from a limited range of possibilities, which frame yields a 

preferred reading. (1631) 

The overarching question for this generation’s theorists thus seems to be whether genre is 

identified through a reader’s interpretation or recognition, or through a set of formal 

features of the narrative alone.  

                                                
30 Professor of Chinese literature and Comparative Literature at Harvard University. His research involves 
canon formation in manuscript and print cultures, as he argues in Readings in Chinese Literary Thought 
(1992). 
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Karlyn Campbell31 and Kathleen Jamieson,32 in Form and Genre (1978), define 

genre as something “composed of a constellation of recognizable forms bound together 

by an internal dynamic [that is] a fusion of substantive, stylistic, and situational 

elements,” which works as a range of potential “strategic responses to the demands of the 

situation” (146). Here we can see how interpretation, viewed as an internal cognitive 

dynamic, is not considered to be separate from the recognition of genre forms, but rather 

that interpretations “bind together” forms as in creating a constellation.33 Following this 

framework, I can therefore theorize that genre is not descriptively or prescriptively static 

in a framework that stresses interpretation rather than recognition, but fluid and realized 

only within the horizon of expectations of actual readers. A genre constantly moves 

cognitively in the direction of recognizing descriptions and prescriptions. Such a 

recognition is not a transcendent a priori, as in the recognition of a prototype, but 

immanent to temporal and cultural situations. As such, this model posits a horizon of 

expectations that is affected by social, historical, and geographical forces. Still, the idea 

of a fluid reception characterizes the acts of the readers or audience in multiple, perhaps 

incompatible ways, making genre a situated social performance, as well.  

 In the case under consideration here, crime fiction, we can thus propose that its 

definition and existence as a genre (or set of genres) cannot be simplistically related to 

either descriptive issues (some recurring formulae like modalities of murder, the logos of 

                                                
31 Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (born 1937) is Professor of Women’s Studies at the University of Minnesota. 
32 Kathleen Hall Jamieson (born 1946) is Professor of Communication and director of the Annenberg 
Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania. 
33 The idea of the constellation, as used here, derives from the work of Walter Benjamin, specifically The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama (1963). 
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detection, the resolution of the crime, etc.), nor to modal-stylistic issues (the presence of a 

specific narrative voice, the use of suspense, the novel form, etc.), without which a text is 

excluded from the genre. Crime fiction is a genre for simple reasons: because some or all 

of these issues can be recognized and connected to other texts using similar literary 

devices addressing issues of crime and punishment. Moreover, some crime fiction novels 

produced at the end of the twentieth and at the beginning of the twenty-first centuries 

(among them the case studies to be considered below) move beyond this minimal set of 

criteria and so can legitimately be categorized as a new subgenre of crime fiction because 

their reception is based on the recognition of issues within a specific geopolitical and 

temporal horizon of expectations through the conventions of crime fiction, but in 

innovative ways, answering often to liminal and non-conventional social systems. 

To return to Frow’s structural delimitation of genre introduced at the beginning of 

this section, the texts investigated in the final chapter of this study share a set of formal 

features that makes them recognizable to readers as cognate: they have multiple 

perspectives of narration in them, rather than multiple narrators. In addition, these texts 

are extraordinarily long for crime fiction. They share a thematic structure, with multiple 

almost unrelated plots that do not conform to a teleological narrative. They share a 

situation of address in which the authority of the narrators’ speaking positions are so to 

speak fractured among the multiple perspectives of narration. They share a structure of 

implication that invokes the searching for clues in order to solve the crime or mystery at 

the center of the novel, and that allows the reader to participate in the detection. And they 

have a similar rhetorical function in choosing to remain unresolved. That is, in them, the 
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absence of a solution to the crime does not stand for a hermeneutical open-endedness, but 

for an epistemological persuasion that every argument detects aspects of the human 

through a pervasive violence.  

If this is a legitimate summary of genre theory’s recent cognitive implications and 

of what they suggest about how we must address “new” genres, then before we can go 

into greater detail about the structural dimensions of genre fiction, I need to introduce the 

more general case of this new subgenre of crime by tracing its history, briefly. 

II.2 THE GENEALOGY OF CONTEMPORARY CRIME FICTION 

In order to ground our discussion on contemporary crime narrative in terms 

recognized in literary history as gathering the stylistic element and thematic evolution of 

the genre, and in so doing define it, I need to map, both diachronically and 

synchronically, the context of crime fiction that critics accept today. In this way, I will be 

able to put the purported origin of the genre in perspective—a moment commonly set at 

the publication of Edgar Allan Poe’s34 “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841), —and 

trace how the genre developed, at least as professional readers see it.  

I include in the conventional rubric “crime fiction” stories of detection, thrillers, 

police procedurals and hardboiled novels, following John G. Cawelti’s35 comprehensive 

definition of mystery in “The Literature of Mystery” (2004). Cawelti believes that 

“despite important individual differences, these story types can be seen as subgenres of a 
                                                
34 American author (1809-1849). An exponent of the American Romantic movement, he is best known for 
his tales dealing with the macabre and the mysterious. 
35 American scholar (born 1929). He has published several books analyzing the formula story and mystery 
fiction, among which are Adventure, Mystery, and Romance (1976), and Mystery, Violence, and Popular 
Culture (2004). 
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single master genre, which [he calls] mystery literature” (329). In conceding Cawelti’s 

insight, I prefer to name the single master genre crime narrative, because I believe that he 

is undervaluing the content of these stories in favor of the form. Much as Todorov 

describes the fantastic as the cognitive premise of a group of literary texts,36 the broader 

category of crime fiction takes up the mysterious as a rhetorical device (or one of several 

rhetorical devices) used to treat a thematic core, which is crime and violence. The 

purpose of this section, then, is to propose that the examples of contemporary crime 

narrative considered here, in turn, employ numerous genre conventions of their 

contemporaneous forms of popular genre fiction in only a partially formulaic way, in 

order to engage readers in argumentation about the limits of truth-telling in society. That 

is, they operate at the borders of conventional definitions of crime and violence to 

challenge their readers’ potentially too-simple vision of the world. 

 As Dorothy Sayers, author of the novels featuring the detective Lord Peter 

Wimsey, comments in her Omnibus of Crime, stories of crime have been present all 

through literary history, and although they might not be identified as examples of crime 

fiction as it is intended today, they lay the foundations for the genre. However, she writes 

that four stories can be considered the ancestors of the genre: “All native folk-lore has its 

ghost tales, while the first four detective stories in this book hail respectively from the 

Jewish Apocrypha, Herodotus, and the Aeneid” (72). Sayers is pointing to the story of 

Susanna and the Elders, the story of Daniel and the Priests of Bel, Herodotus’s story of 

King Rhampsinitus, and the story of Heracles and Cacus the thief in the Aeneid. What 

                                                
36 In The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1975). 
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these stories have in common, as John Scaggs37 suggests in Crime Fiction (2005), is that 

“the criminal is always identifiable as ‘other,’” and that these stories “establish the 

boundaries of acceptable social behavior” (9). As a consequence, these tales have 

primarily a didactic function establishing the transcendental justice of the law. In fact, 

stories in which the law is transgressed, even for a presumably just cause—i.e. tales of 

revenge and self revenge such as Sophocles’ Theban tragedies, the late Elizabethan and 

early Jacobean tragedies, or William Shakespeare’s Hamlet (c. 1599), among others—

end with the shared punishment of both the perpetrator and the avenger. Justice, that is, in 

these early examples of crime stories is always a synonym for the law, which, as Michel 

Foucault38 argues in Discipline and Punish (1975), “represents the will of the sovereign” 

(48). 

 The didacticism of these early crime stories also served as a warning about the 

consequences of breaking the law. Examples of such a warning are the stories in the 

Newgate Calendar39 (1773), and William Godwin’s40 Caleb Williams (1794), in which 

the criminal is apprehended and punished. In this sense, these stories “were a response to 

the popular demand for bloody and shocking accounts of violent crime” (Scaggs 14). On 

                                                
37 Lecturer in English at Mary Immaculate College, Limerick (Ireland). 
38 French philosopher (1926-84). His research involves critical studies of social institutions and behaviors 
like the school, the prison, medicine, and sexuality. The title of this sub-chapter owes its name to Foucault, 
as his research centered on mapping a genealogy of knowledge. Other relevant works include The 
Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) and The History of Sexuality (1978). 
39 Originally a bulletin providing a list of executions, it then became a five-volume collection of crime 
reports. 
40 British political philosopher and novelist (1756-1836). An original figure in utilitarianism and 
anarchism, he often attacked aristocratic privilege in his writings. Many consider Things as They Are; or 
The Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794) the first mystery novel. 
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the other hand, as Fred Botting41 notes in The Gothic (2001), some stories of the period 

also mark the passage from pre- to post-enlightenment ideas, in which criminality, 

justice, and social order are reconsidered through representations of individual freedom 

and the disruption of social norms. In this sense, the Gothic novel epitomizes a legal 

tension, in which crime is portrayed as fascinating and suggestive, while still implicating 

the dangers of social disorder (2-3). 

 As Scaggs reports, the increasing danger of social disorder in the eighteenth 

century, elicited by the capitalist migration of populations from rural to urban areas, led 

to the establishment of an organized police force. Bad city planning and unemployment 

were in the popular mind linked to an increase in crime in urban areas. A paramount 

example is London, where the first street policemen (to be known as “Bobbies” after Sir 

Robert Peel) were appointed with the Metropolitan Police Act of 1828. The development 

of police forces, Scaggs continues, also led to the refinement of evidence analysis over 

the century, with the use of photography, phrenology, and fingerprinting in order to 

identify the criminal and solve the crime (18-20). As Sayers claims in the Omnibus, “the 

detective story had to wait for its full development for the establishment of an effective 

police organization” (75), and thus the originating characteristic of the modern detective 

novel out of the more general idea of crime fiction is the shift in narrative focus from the 

criminal’s charming aspects to the detective’s infallible acumen.  

                                                
41 Professor of Film, Media, and Cultural Studies at Lancaster University (England). His work examines 
popular fiction (especially in the gothic mode), from the eighteenth century to the present, for example in 
his recent Gothic Romanced (2008). 
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 It is not by chance that the first so-called “real” mystery stories, identified by 

scholars in Poe’s self-described tales of mystery and ratiocination, were written in the 

middle of this historical period. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” stands as a model for 

the innovative detecting spirit who works with the law and uses the new technological 

discoveries to solve a crime deemed irresolvable. Consequently, Poe’s C. Auguste Dupin 

will create the stereotype for the analytical genius of detectives to follow, like Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s42 Sherlock Holmes and Agatha Christie’s43 Hercule Poirot. Poe’s stories 

also created the stereotyped form for the narrative to be constituted around a parallel 

narration, in which a less astute character narrates the events, and with whom readers 

could relate. Usually, a first-person narrator is characteristic of these stories. One, 

however, who is not the detective protagonist of the story, but rather who leads the reader 

through the events experienced by the protagonist. “The first person narrator,” Scaggs 

explains, “in the detective story normally performs three functions: they act as a contrast 

to the abilities of the detective, emphasizing in the detective’s genius a difference in 

degree, rather than a difference in kind; they act as recorders, not only of the story, but 

also of the physical data upon which the detective’s analytic ability depends; and they 

embody the social and ideological norms of the period” (21). 

                                                
42 Scottish physician and writer (1859-1930), mostly known for his mysteries portraying the adventures of 
the private detective Sherlock Holmes, starting with A Study in Scarlet (1887). 
43 British writer (1890-1976). She wrote many detective novels featuring the Belgian Hercule Poirot, 
starting with The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920), and the feisty Miss Marple, starting with The Murder 
at the Vicarage (1930). 
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 As is familiar in scholarly histories of the genre, Poe’s stories first influenced 

Wilkie Collins,44 who many consider the first British writer of detective stories with The 

Woman in White (1863) and The Moonstone (1868), and then Arthur Conan Doyle, who 

published the first Sherlock Holmes novel, A Study in Scarlet, in 1887. While Conan 

Doyle maintains a conventional style of parallel narration, with Watson as the narrator of 

Holmes’s adventures, Collins especially in The Moonstone employs more complicated 

multiple and split narratives, in a way that will influence the contemporary crime novels 

under investigation in this study. 

Aspects of such detective fictions, as well as of crime and mystery narratives of 

other types, are also characteristic in the work of Charles Dickens,45 a close friend of 

Collins’, especially in Bleak House (1853) and in the unfinished The Mystery of Edwin 

Drood (1870). Moreover, near the turn of the century we can see a flourishing of writers 

who decided to write using the conventions of the crime and mystery story: especially 

Gilbert Keith Chesterton46 (the creator of Father Brown), Maurice Leblanc47 (the creator 

of Arsène Lupin, although he is more of a Robin Hood figure, robbing the rich to give to 

the poor), and E. C. Bentley48 with Trent’s Last Case (1913). This proliferation attests to 

the fact that, although stories concerning crime and mystery and detection have 

purportedly been present throughout literary history, only at the end of the nineteenth and 

                                                
44 English author and playwright (1824-89).  
45 English novelist (1812-70). Perhaps the most popular novelist of the Victorian era, his novels include 
The Adventures of Oliver Twist (1837-39) and Great Expectations (1860-61). 
46 English writer (1874-1936). Often his works have theological implications, following his conversion to 
Roman Catholicism in 1922. The first story featuring Father Brown is “The Blue Cross” (1910). 
47 French novelist and writer of short stories (1864-1941).  
48 English novelist and humorist (1875-1956). 
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at the beginning of the twentieth centuries do these stories acquire an overwhelming 

popularity, paving the way to the introduction of the formula story and a second tier of 

publication, and pointing toward the establishment of a well-defined set of genre fiction. 

 The trend will find full affirmation with the publication of Agatha Christie’s The 

Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920), starting what is generally called the Golden Age of the 

whodunit novel. The Golden Age, which is conventionally considered to run until the 

Second World War and which mostly involves British writers, also marks a shift in 

gender concerning the authors of crime stories. While up to this point authors were 

prevalently male, between the two World Wars the most popular crime and mystery 

writers were female: Agatha Christie (with Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple), Dorothy L. 

Sayers (with Lord Peter Wimsey), Margery Allingham49 (with Albert Campion), and 

Ngaio Marsh50 (a New Zealand native, whose novels portray the Scotland Yard detective 

Roderick Alleyn). The Golden Age of what came to be called the whodunit also seems to 

shift the status of the crime and mystery story from the category of serious writing to a 

sort of divertissement or pastime, which might correlate with the number of serial authors 

who exploited the genre at the time.51 In this regard, Father Ronald Knox52 founded in 

                                                
49 English crime writer (1904-66). The detective Albert Campion first appeared as a supporting character in 
The Crime at Black Dudley (1929). 
50 New Zealand writer of crime fiction (1895-1982). The detective Roderick Alleys first appears in the 
novel A Man Lay Dead (1934). 
51 Perhaps incited by a veiled misogynistic sense felt by male authors, who witnessed the success of female 
writers in this field. I have not conducted research in this direction, but it seems significant that, while more 
female authors were having success in writing crime and mystery stories, male authors decided to acquire 
pseudonyms to “mask” their own identities as serious writers. Examples are Anthony Berkeley Cox (who 
dropped the last part of his name while writing mysteries), the poet Cecil Day-Lewis (who used the 
pseudonym Nicholas Blake), and John Dickson Carr (a master of one of the forms of the whodunit, the 
locked-room mystery, who also wrote under the name Carter Dickson). 
52 Catholic priest and writer of crime stories (1888-1957). 
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1929 the Detection Club: a society of writers who swore to adhere to the rules of “fair 

play” in writing stories of mystery and detection. As Scaggs comments: “The idea of fair 

play is grounded in the notion that the reader should, at least in theory, be able to solve 

the crime at the heart of a story of detection, and for this reason should have access to the 

same information as the fictional detective” (27). The idea of fair play, that is, seems to 

point toward the more formulaic game-like aspect of crime fiction (or other forms of 

genre fiction), devoid of the deep mental and emotional narrative strata that affected, in 

the same era, modernism. 

 In the United States the Golden Age of the whodunit had its main examples in 

works by Carter Dickson,53 Ellery Queen,54 S. S. Van Dine, and Rex Stout,55 who based 

his detective Nero Wolfe partly on the extravagant genius of detectives like Sherlock 

Holmes, but whose parallel narrator (Archie Goodwin) seems to be more perspicacious 

than the everyman Watson. Nonetheless, American crime fiction in its mystery mode has 

found its most distinctive contribution to the history of crime fiction in the hardboiled 

detective novel. 

 The hardboiled novel developed in the United States at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, and although it progressed alongside the whodunit, it thrived 

particularly after World War II in a way that the whodunit did not. Scaggs suggests that 

                                                
53 Pseudonym of John Dickson Carr (1906-77). American author of detective stories, his most significant 
novel is considered The Three Coffins (1935). 
54 Pseudonym used by the cousins Manfred B. Lee (1905-71) and Frederic Dannay (1905-82), from 
Brooklyn, NY. He is also a fictional detective, appearing for the first time in The Roman Hat Mystery 
(1929). 
55 American crime writer (1886-1975). The first Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin novel is Fer-de-Lance 
(1934). 
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“one reason for this survival was the uncertain post-war world in which writers, and 

readers, found themselves, to which the calm certainties of the whodunit were unsuited 

and in which they were no longer useful” (29). It can also be said that the grid geography 

of the American city allowed for a better contrast between a constructed “order” and an 

emotional “disorder” in the plots and characters used. The most recognized writers of the 

period are Dashiell Hammett,56 Raymond Chandler,57 and Ross Macdonald,58 who never 

considered themselves as writing across the divide genre fiction/serious literature. The 

“survival” of hardboiled fiction in an era of cozier crime writers such as Christie, in this 

sense, is parallel to the thriving of the crime genre in other non-Anglo-Saxon countries in 

forms different from the tamer Anglo-American whodunit. Thus in France we have the 

more and more popular reception of the roman noir, epitomized in its most refined form 

by George Simenon’s59 Inspector Maigret, and in Italy we have the birth of cheap 

editions of weekly poliziesco novels (police procedurals), sold at newsstands and called 

gialli because of the yellow color of the series cover. 

 After World War II, hardboiled fiction was also the preferred genre fiction to 

introduce to a wide audience political considerations about issues like gender, ethnicity, 

and cultural difference. Such is the case of feminist appropriations of the genre by the so-

                                                
56 American writer (1894-1961). Among the enduring characters he created are Sam Spade in The Maltese 
Falcon (1930), Nick and Nora Charles in The Thin Man (1934), and the Continental Op in Red Harvest and 
The Dain Curse (both 1929). 
57 Anglo-American novelist and screenwriter (1888-1959). His usual protagonist, Philip Marlowe, is often 
considered the quintessential private eye. His first novel is The Big Sleep (1939). 
58 Pseudonym of Kenneth Millar (1915-83). His hardboiled novels are set in Southern California and 
employ the detective Lew Archer: the first one is The Moving Target (1949). 
59 Belgian novelist (1903-89). Between 1945 and 1955 he resided in the United States and Canada, and he 
transposed his detective Maigret in an American setting: for example in Maigret à New York (1947). 
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called sisters in crime, with the introduction of female private eyes. Examples of such 

appropriations are P. D. James,60 who in 1972 published An Unsuitable Job for a Woman 

featuring the private detective Cordelia Gray; Sue Grafton,61 who since the 80s had 

produced about twenty Kinsey Millhone novels; Sara Paretsky’s62 iconic V. I. (Victoria 

Iphigenia) Warshawski, whose rude and at times violent ways contrast with the 

commonly perceived notion of the “weak sex.” 

It is possible to posit acts of cultural appropriation in the works of female writers 

who used the conventions of the mystery story in a formulaic yet critical way. Such is the 

example of Elizabeth George,63 who created the noble Detective Inspector Thomas 

Lynley. George, although American, set her detective novels in England, reproducing the 

formulae of the British whodunit. Another peculiar voice in this chorus is Anne Perry,64 

who created two historical detective series featuring the private investigator William 

Monk and the Police Inspector Thomas Pitt (helped by his wife Charlotte, who embodies 

his “Watson”). Many consider Perry an insider of the genre, since when she was sixteen 

she was found guilty of murder. Like Perry, Ellis Peters65 wrote historical detective 

fiction, introducing the Benedictine monk turned detective Brother Cadfael. Furthermore, 

                                                
60 Phyllis Dorothy James (born 1920). English crime novelist, many of her novels feature the policeman 
and poet Adam Dalgliesh, first appearing in Cover Her Face (1962). 
61 Sue Taylor Grafton (born 1940). American author whose detective novels make up the “alphabet series” 
starting with “A” is for Alibi (1982). 
62 American author (born 1947). Her first novel featuring the private detective V. I. Warshawski is 
Indemnity Only (1982). 
63 Susan Elizabeth George (born 1949), American author. Her first novel featuring Inspector Lynley is A 
Great Deliverance (1988).  
64 Juliet Marion Hulme (born 1938). English author of historical detective fiction. Her first novel, featuring 
Thomas and Charlotte Pitt, is The Cater Street Hangman (1979). 
65 Edith Pargeter (1913-95). British author and linguist. The first novel introducing Brother Cadfael is A 
Morbid Taste for Bones (1977). 
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Carolyn Gold Heilbrun66 can be enumerated in this group. Heilbrun was an English 

professor at Columbia University, who wrote under the pseudonym Amanda Cross 

detective fiction set in an academic environment. 

Such is also the case for the so-called postmodern appropriation of the crime 

fiction formula by writers whose work in academic circles is considered part serious 

literature, rather than popular fiction, such as Paul Auster.67 As Michael Holquist in 

“Whodunit and Other Questions: Metaphysical Detective Stories in Postwar Fiction” 

(1972) argues, “when after World War II Robbe-Grillet68 (and Borges69 and Nabokov70) 

was searching for ways to overcome the literary tradition of the novel he so naturally 

turned to the detective story as mode.” Holquist also compares the characteristics of 

postmodernism to those of modernism, stating that “postmodernism exploits detective 

stories by expanding and changing certain possibilities in them, just as modernism had 

modified the potentialities of myth” (Most and Stowe 165).71 

                                                
66 American scholar (1926-2003). Cross’s novels feature Kate Fansler, who was, like Heilbrun, an English 
professor. The first of the series is In The Last Analysis (1964). 
67 American novelist (born 1947). He is considered one of the best examples of the metaphysical detective 
story, with his The New York Trilogy (1987). 
68 Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008). French novelist and screenwriter, associated with the Nouveau 
Roman. He subverts the detective story formula in the novel Les Gommes (1953). 
69 Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986). Argentine writer, his works have contributed to the genre of magical 
realism. His most famous books are Ficciones (1944) and El Aleph (1949). 
70 Vladimir Nabokov (1899-1977). Russian-American writer, one of his most famous novels is Lolita 
(1955). 
71 A more debatable point is when Holquist comments that the metaphysical postmodern detective story 
“represents the real end of the novel: its telos is the lack of telos, its plot consists in the calculated absence 
of plot. It is not a story—it is a process” (Most and Stowe 171). As seen in Chapter I, this definition relies 
on the identification of the novel form with the presence of a teleological plot and concluded story, but if 
we consider Paul Ricoeur’s concept of emplotment as explained in Time and Narrative Vol. 1 (1984), then 
the novel form always entails a process. 
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 Recent crime narrative after the fall of the global power blocks seems to follow 

Holquist’s explanation of the metaphysical mystery, but without the impulse he identifies 

as the attempt to overcome the literary tradition. Thus in today’s so-called serious 

literature it is hard to find novels that are formulaic in toto, nonetheless it is becoming 

more common to find novels that use some of the conventions of genres like the crime 

and mystery story to tap into a specific horizon of expectations in their readership, one 

that moves beyond their audience’s everyday definition of justice and order. In this sense, 

we can see at the end of the twentieth century the birth of a “genre” (or genres) with new 

rhetorical claims because the forms of the message to be sent are used to address contents 

beyond what they conventionally can communicate: authors use crime and mystery 

formulae not as a stylistic or plot device, but as a rhetorical tool—as conditioning their 

choice of a specific language with which to communicate on more than crime and 

punishment in the conventional sense. Moreover, they use them to address moments at 

which assumptions within the audience’s horizon of expectations break down—to the 

limits of the conventional understandings that no longer suffice to understand the worlds 

in question. 

Theorists of narrative, however, have not often followed this evolution in their 

theoretical outputs, and hence remain behind the literature they purport to explain. When 

Geoffrey H. Hartman72 in “Literature High and Low: The Case of the Mystery Story” 

(1975) says that “the example of Robbe-Grillet […] suggests that sophisticated art is 

                                                
72 American literary theorist (born German 1929). He is identified with the Yale School of Deconstruction, 
specifically thanks to his Saving the Text (1981). 
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closer to an antimystery rather than a mystery” (212), he situates one “new” type of 

mystery novel as a kind of sophisticated art in an era that had only tentatively defined a 

turn from modernism to postmodernism. The quote might be adequate to Robbe-Grillet’s 

narrative, but it can hardly be applied to all narrative post-1989 that uses the formulae of 

crime genre fiction. The texts to which I point may be less sophisticated artistically 

(meaning less stylized and less original in expression), but they may be every bit as 

challenging morally-cognitively as anything that high art can deliver. Moreover, when he 

says that “the trouble with the detective novel is not that it is moral, but that it is 

moralistic; not that it is popular but that it is stylized; not that it lacks realism but that it 

picks up the latest realism and exploits it” (225), he succumbs to the academic pitfall that 

demands that serious literature be esoteric, stylistically obscure and original, and morally 

pure—often in a way that would follow a certain established canon. He is thus not 

focusing on the kind of texts that I highlight, those at the borders of the “realism” that he 

questions, which are only moralistic in the sense of exposing the limits of all morality 

when applied to new radical situations of being. 

Recent novels such as Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum, Wallace’s Infinite Jest, 

Farah’s Secrets, and Bolaño’s 2666 cannot of course be considered simply as hallmarks 

for popular genre fiction, and yet they are popular, in no small part because they use the 

conventions of crime and mystery genre fiction combined with other genre formulae. 

Specifically, Infinite Jest reproduces and gravitates around the formulae of the espionage 

novel; 2666, especially the fourth book, “The Part about the Crimes,” reflects the ways of 

the police procedural; Secrets borrows the conventions of the murder-mystery; and 
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Foucault’s Pendulum mirrors the style and the language of hardboiled fiction. These 

novels, as we will see in greater detail later on, rather than being either moral or 

moralistic, employ a formulaic style to claim new ethical ends for their acts of writing—

new, uncharted regions in the horizons of expectations in order to expose their limit as 

opposed to the order they are supposed to represent. The formulae become the letters of 

an alphabet to be used to communicate with their audience in a specific social, temporal, 

and geographical context: the increasingly global world of contemporary readers. 

However, their raison d’être cannot simply be found in the originality of their style, or in 

their use or exploitation of realism, but mainly in their rhetoric and argumentation as they 

are used to supersede the conventional contents of these rhetorical narrative gestures and 

point to something beyond conventional realism.  

As we will see in the next section, the change in the narrative patterns of the 

crime and mystery story, from its origins to these recent appropriations, finds its parallel 

in the theoretical approaches and interpretations of this mode of genre fiction. 

II.3 THE EVOLUTION OF CRITICISM ON CRIME FICTION 

One way to discern if a literary trend composed of similar genres like mystery and 

crime fiction can be considered a genre system is to verify if there exists criticism 

holistically analyzing its form and conventions as discrete. Thus it is necessary, in 

discussing the evolution of the literary form, also to address the critical consciousness of 

it. The development of the critic’s rubric “crime and mystery narrative” can strengthen 

the perception of the members of that literary trend as a single genre. However, the 
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existence of such criticism can also mean simply that critical perception has fossilized 

into a monolithic single formula. In this section I consider several critical views on the 

crime/detective genre in order to determine if it has been deemed a fixed literary form, 

and of what kind—as some critics suggest, a genre strictly associated with a particular 

style of composition, or rather as a narrative category associated with a particular mode 

of reception, a rhetorical attitude shared by writers and readers. Such a difference would, 

for example, shift the scholarly conversation from defining a genre in formalist terms to 

defining its center as a certain approach to argumentation. A survey of the options chosen 

by scholars would help us along our analyses of the rhetorical implications of 

contemporary crime narrative. 

In The Art of the Mystery Story (1976), Howard Haycraft73 states that “the earliest 

critical discussion of the genre as such […] appeared in the London Saturday Review for 

May 5, 1883” (1). That discussion was an unsigned editorial commenting on the 

increasing popularity of crime and detective fiction. Since then, many others have 

attempted to analyze the popularity and the style of crime fiction, but the first major 

critics of the genre were the writers of crime stories themselves: Chesterton, Sayers, 

Wright/Van Dine, Chandler, and others. Their efforts attempted to canonize their own 

works by taking up serious aspects of a genre that had been perceived as divertissement 

without the same literary quality as other contemporaneous literary movements, such as 

realism in the nineteenth century and modernism at the beginning of the twentieth 

                                                
73 American publishing executive, editor, and author (1905-1991). His seminal work in analyzing detective 
fiction is Murder for Pleasure (1941). 
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century. These first critical efforts, therefore, serve to both explain and defend the 

authors’ own genre: explaining its rules and the ontology of the crime formula, and 

defending it as literary. 

Some of these early critics, though, attempted to convey respect for the genre 

precisely by differentiating it from academic literature, and by creating a niche that might 

stir the interest of the culturally oriented mind. That is, they tried to propose that, 

although crime fiction might not have the same emotional depth as “serious” fiction, it 

still was a serious intellectual endeavor. Thus R. Austin Freeman74 argues in “The Art of 

the Detective Story” (1924) that “the entertainment that the connoisseur looks for is an 

exhibition of mental gymnastics in which he is invited to take part; and the excellence of 

the entertainment must be judged by the completeness with which it satisfies the 

expectations of the type of reader to whom it is addressed” (11).75 Similarly, William 

Huntington Wright (writing fiction under the pseudonym S. S. Van Dine) attests in “The 

Great Detective Stories” (1927) that “novels of sheer entertainment belong in a different 

category from those written for purposes of intellectual and aesthetic stimulation; for they 

are fabricated in a spirit of evanescent diversion, and avoid all the deeper concerns of art” 

(34).76 Marjorie Nicolson77 furthermore reiterates in “The Professor and the Detective” 

                                                
74 Richard Austin Freeman (1862-1943). British writer of detective stories, most of which feature the 
forensic investigator Dr. Thorndyke, starting with The Red Thumb Mark (1907). 
75 The use of the noun “entertainment” will acquire particular relevance when we deal later on with 
Wallace’s Infinite Jest. 
76 Wright’s opinion becomes tainted by a certain zeitgeist when he affirms that “any attempt to measure 
[detective novels] by the same rules [of serious novels] is as inconsistent as to criticize a vaudeville 
performance and the plays of Shakespeare from the same point of view, or to hold a musical comedy to the 
standards by which we estimate the foremost grand opera” (34). Here Wright historically 
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(1929) that “the detective story does constitute escape; but it is escape not from life, but 

from literature” (113). Yet she also comments that together with being an escape from 

literature, detective fiction is also a return to the novel of plot and incident, “that genre 

despised these many years by littérateurs” (116). 

As a consequence, crime writers attempting to write criticism often tried to 

disseminate rules of composition, making the genre more and more “a kind of intellectual 

game,” as S. S. Van Dine, in “Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Stories” (1928), cast 

in the formalist terms preferred by modernist authors of “serious” literature. His twenty 

rules for writing detective fiction attest that “for the writing of detective stories there are 

very definite laws—unwritten, perhaps, but none the less binding; and every respectable 

and self-respecting concocter of literary mysteries lives up to them” (189).78 In a similar 

vein, Monsignor Knox, the well-known priest who authored several detective stories and 

initiated The Detection Club, wrote a sort of “ten commandments” for writing detective 

fiction in his “Detective Story Decalogue” (1928), in which the most important point was 

the constant attention to fair play. 

Some other early critics stand in clear contrast to this escapist view. G. K. 

Chesterton for instance, in “A Defence of Detective Stories” (1902), introduces his 

argument by saying that “it is not true, for example, that the populace prefer bad literature 

to good, and accept detective stories because they are bad literature” (3). On the contrary, 
                                                                                                                                            
misconceptualizes the fact that Shakespearian plays were in fact considered “entertainment” in the 
Elizabethan period, and that operas were initially the popular version of classical music. 
77 American Professor of English and critic (1894-1981). 
78 As we will see later on, the contemporary crime novels that I consider in this study often do not follow 
these rules, but clearly acknowledge them. An example is the fact that the name of one of the main 
characters in Infinite Jest is Joelle Van Dyne, clearly reminding the readers of S. S. Van Dine. 
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Chesterton proposes that detective fiction stands as “a rude, popular literature of the 

romantic possibilities of the modern city” (5). What Chesterton is trying to highlight is 

the introduction, in literary analysis, of characters that are not strictly human, but likewise 

pertain to the domain of the natural. That is, part of the literary value of the detective 

story is its introduction of the setting as a character: a definition that makes that narrative 

strategy tantamount to the genre. Through the setting, the narrative also introduces a 

criticism of modern times and the pitfalls of industrialization, in the sense that urban 

migration fosters social disorder. Thus Chesterton affirms that “by dealing with the 

unsleeping sentinels who guard the outposts of society, [the crime novel] tends to remind 

us that we live in an armed camp, making war with a chaotic world, and that the 

criminals, the children of chaos, are nothing but the traitors within our gates” (6). 

Dorothy Sayers in “Gaudy Night” (1937), an essay that reproduces the title of one 

of her novels, tries to contradict the game-like aspect of crime fiction asserted as essential 

by Freeman and Wright when she suggests that “if the detective story was to live and 

develop it must get back to where it began in the hands of Collins and Le Fanu,79 and 

become once more a novel of manners instead of a pure crossword puzzle” (209). She 

also adds in the Omnibus of Crime that “there is one respect, at least, in which the 

detective-story has an advantage over every other kind of novel. It possesses an 

Aristotelian perfection of beginning, middle, and end” (101). Here Sayers argues that it 

might be a mistake to consider popular literature as devoid of formal aspects similar to 

                                                
79 Sheridan Le Fanu (1814-1873). Irish writer of gothic tales and mystery novels, such as The Wyvern 
Mystery (1869). 
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serious literature, or that the difference between detective fiction and artistic narrative is 

to be found in the former’s lack of style. Rather, crime fiction in its detective story mode 

is very formalist, and its formality is based on the same kind of “literary” rules that work 

for any other literary masterpiece of Western civilization, i.e. the Aristotelian rules of 

generic composition. Sayers suggests that the critics who tend to canonize the crime 

genre as a mind-game misunderstand the most important aspect of reading literature, 

which is emotional rather than intellectual. Thus, she rebuts her interlocutors by noting 

that “it must be emotion revenging itself upon the intellect for some injury wrought by 

the intellect upon the emotions” (214). 

 A similar contrast of opinions between formalist and emotive compositional 

qualities can be seen in some critical writings about this fiction’s hardboiled mode 

offered by writers of hardboiled novels. Thus Erle Stanley Gardner80 remarks, in “The 

Case of the Early Beginning” (1946), that “it is a mistake to confuse the so called ‘hard-

boiled’ type of detective story with the action type of detective story. For very apparent 

reasons, the hard-boiled story is almost invariably told in the format of the action story; 

but the action story in not necessarily the hard-boiled story” (204). With the distinction 

between action and hardboiled story, Gardner suggests that their difference has to be 

found in the rules of composition, and in very specific formulae that are to be reproduced 

in one, but not essentially in the other. The main rule for the hardboiled story, for 

Gardner, has to be that the story must be logical, which conveys “an air of authenticity 

                                                
80 American lawyer and author of detective stories (1889-1970). Most of his works feature the lawyer Perry 
Mason and the district attorney Douglas Selby, such as The Case of the Velvet Claws (1933) and The D.A. 
Calls It Murder (1937). 
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and generally is getting to be more true to life. […] The more that detective stories 

become logical in treatment and development, the more the mystery fans—or addicts if 

you will—are developing their power of deductive reasoning” (207). To compare 

Gardner’s formalism to Van Dine’s, for example, we can see here that, while Van Dine 

considers readers of mysteries as already knowledgeable and in possession of a vast 

cultural capital (as players of the same game, so to speak), Gardner implies the possibility 

of crime fiction’s pedagogical aspect (mystery stories helping the readership to develop 

logical reasoning). This comparison shows the general difference in audiences between 

the whodunit and the hardboiled mode: while the whodunit has always been a pastime 

reading of the British upper class, the hardboiled story originated in pulp magazines and 

always had a rather “blue collar” audience. 

 In contrast, Raymond Chandler, the creator of Philip Marlowe (and together with 

Dashiell Hammett probably the prominent writer of hardboiled novels), rejects a 

formalism based on compositional rules to propose a return to realism, which in his view 

characterizes any kind of narrative literature. Thus, he opens “The Simple Art of Murder” 

(1944) with the statement: “Fiction in any form has always intended to be realistic” 

(222). And he considers the writers who slavishly follow any specific set of 

compositional rules as “based on a sort of indirect snob-appeal, carefully escorted by the 

trained seals of the critical fraternity, and lovingly tended and watered by certain much 

too powerful pressure groups whose business is selling books, although they would like 

you to think they are fostering culture” (222-3). 
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There is, in Chandler’s words, a sort of malcontent attitude in play directed 

toward the state of crime prose, and a critique aimed at its generic categorization as 

literary play. Because he privileges a drive toward realism, he also rejects the thought that 

crime fiction’s subject matter can be lightheartedly compared to an intellectual game, 

when he candidly says that “murder is an act of infinite cruelty, even if the perpetrators 

sometimes look like playboys or college professors or nice motherly women with softly 

graying hair” (236). The public’s growing interest in crime fiction is thus not based on 

the pleasure of solving an intricate puzzle, but in dealing with emotional dilemmas, 

which cannot be left out of any kind of literature, even under the pretence of escapism. 

For Chandler “all reading for pleasure is escape, whether it be Greek, mathematics, 

astronomy, Benedetto Croce, or The Diary of the Forgotten Man. To say otherwise is to 

be an intellectual snob, and a juvenile at the art of living” (232). What distinguishes good 

literature from bad literature, then, is not the formulaic or escapist aspect of the latter and 

the original and mental implications of the former, but the text’s capacity to affect its 

readers, to involve them in a realistic portrayal of the world and society, and to act in 

light of the possibility that reading can induce redemption: “In everything that can be 

called art there is a quality of redemption. It may be pure tragedy, if it is high tragedy, 

and it may be pity and irony, and it may be the raucous laughter of the strong man” (237). 

 In a similar vein, Fredric Jameson opens his essay “On Raymond Chandler” 

(1970) with this quote from one of Chandler’s letters: “My theory was that the readers 

just thought they cared about nothing but the action; that really, although they didn’t 

know it, the thing they cared about, and that I cared about, was the creation of emotion 
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through dialogue and description” (122-23). Jameson brilliantly observes that emotion in 

the audience is created also through the recognition of ordinary objects: “Chandler’s 

description of furniture, his description of women’s clothing style, [functions] as a 

naming, a sign of expertise and know-how. And at the limit of this type of language, the 

brand-names themselves” (138). We will see later on, especially in the final chapter, how 

the use of stereotypes as brand-names is an important feature in the novels under 

consideration here. 

 Such a critical debate around the prominence of compositional rules over 

emotional traits also characterizes the poles of opinion present in analytical texts written 

by scholars who were not writers in the genre, but academics. The trend toward academic 

criticism of genre fiction becomes more prominent after World War II, when crime 

fiction starts assuming a specific existence as an individual genre, parallel to the 

romance, the gothic novel, etc. The critic Roger Caillois81 for example, in “The Detective 

Novel as Game” (1947), reiterates some of the issues already presented above in 

describing crime fiction as strictly regulated, as he also stresses the fact that this 

regulation of genre separates the detective novel from literature and brings it closer to 

mathematics. He argues that “there is no essential difference between a detective novel 

and a mathematical problem,” and he explains how “nothing could better demonstrate the 

extent to which the detective novel has become a mental exercise” (10). His argument 

goes further in delineating a strict difference between serious literature and the popular 

aspect of crime fiction, deeming the two antithetical: 

                                                
81 French intellectual (1913-78). His criticism on crime fiction includes The Mystery Novel (1984). 
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At this extreme point, or course, the detective novel no longer deserves its name. 

It demonstrates its true nature at the end of its evolution. It is not a tale but a 

game, not a story but a problem. This is why just at the moment when the novel is 

freeing itself from all rules, the detective novel keeps inventing stricter ones. Its 

interest, its value, and even its originality increase with the limitations it accepts 

and the rules it imposes on itself. (10-11) 

It still seems unclear, though, how Caillois defines a text belonging to either one of the 

classes he delineates, either the novel or the detective novel. Especially because Caillois, 

rather than referring to the “rules” he seems to deem so important in delineating the 

genre, resolves his argument by saying that the main difference between the two classes 

of texts is that the novel takes human nature as its basis, while the detective novel 

“admits human nature because it must” (11), thus ending up implying that the difference 

is in the end one of anthropological value versus moral quality. 

 The thesis in play, consequently, seems to be that crime fiction has no social 

mission—a thesis that Ernst Kaemmel,82 in “Literature under the Table: The Detective 

Novel and its Social Mission” (1962), rejects, putting the genre instead into a context of 

east/west, socialist/capitalist political relations. Writing from the political context of East 

Germany, Kaemmel questions the possibility of a pure detective fiction in a socialist 

state. He does argue, following Caillois, that in crime fiction, which epitomizes the social 

characteristics of a capitalist society,  

                                                
82 East German scholar and professor of literature (1890-?). 
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the reader does not become conscious of its real social mission; instead, the whole 

thing takes on the appearance of a quiz, in whose solution the reader’s 

combinatory impulse (solution of the murder) and simultaneously his ethical 

requirements (sense of justice—reconstitution of the violated order of law) are 

taken account of. (59) 

Kaemmel does not conceive the possibility of crime literature, especially in its detective 

mode, in a socialist state because of the narrative’s lack of social mission. He goes even 

further in saying that detective literature will perish with the collapse of capitalism. 

The historical error in Kaemmel’s analysis is evident, and yet he does end his 

essay with some prescient insight. He foresees, for example, that even though the 

political order might change, there will still be a literature that uses the technical devices 

of crime fiction for a social purpose,  

and in this sense one can conceive of a development from classic schematic 

detective literature to a really modern criminal literature, whose main purpose 

would then no longer be to pass the time and to titillate the nerves. It would have 

attained the function of transmitting knowledge, and thereby for the first time a 

serious literary function. (61) 

I contend that Kaemmel’s insight finds its realization in the novels under analysis in this 

study, as examples of a crime fiction using formulaic devices, but with a “serious” 

(ethical, political) literary function. It is in a way ironic, though, that such modern 

criminal literature, foreseen by someone in the eastern block, would find its realization in 

the western block, in purely capitalist countries, after the collapse of Soviet communism. 
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 In contrast to Kaemmel from both a literary and a political perspective, Richard 

Alewyn83 argues in “The Origin of the Detective Novel” (1974) that detective fiction’s 

main mission is to portray a democratic civic consciousness—one that reiterates the fact 

that in democratic societies crime does not pay. Alewyn contends that crime fiction has 

moral implications, but rather than simply having a function of transmitting knowledge, 

as it had in Kaemmel’s epistemological assumption, it reprises the early assumption that 

the genre teaches justice—and justice as intended in a capitalist, individualistic way. He 

assumes that “if we are looking for a political and sociological position for the detective 

or the detective novel, then it would make more sense to think of the liberalistic spirit of 

self-help which has been so impressively developed in the Anglo-Saxon countries and 

which has often enough not been especially pious toward the state” (67). Here Alewyn 

seems to suggest that the veiled anarchism behind the attitudes of the detective mirrors a 

social trend in capitalist states, where the government is seen suspiciously as intrusive 

and corrupted. He also seems to suggest that the individualistic aspect of detective stories 

is a direct consequence of philosophical trends and narrative genres that anticipated and 

influenced crime fiction: specifically romanticism and rationalism. 

 Out of a more recent critical debate originating from rationalism and realism, 

some structuralist critics like Umberto Eco, Tzvetan Todorov, and Roland Barthes84 

proposed that crime narrative involves a sort of closed form, a rigid structure that guides 

                                                
83 Western German literary critic and professor of Germanic philology (1902-80).  
84 French literary theorist and semiotician (1915-80). His work is influential in many critical movements, 
such as structuralism, Marxism, and poststructuralism, and it includes Mythologies (1972) and The 
Pleasure of the Text (1975). 
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the readers’ response to it. The structuralists were more interested in figuring out the 

conventions and rules of the genre, rather than investigating crime fiction in a more 

holistic way, within the context of narrative theory. Heta Pyrhönen85 for example, in 

Murder from an Academic Angle (1994), comments that “the task the structuralist critics 

set for themselves was the delineation of this abstract structure, conceived in terms of 

formulating a general ‘grammar’ of the detective narrative” (13). In this spirit Umberto 

Eco provides, in “Narrative Structures in Fleming” (1979), a formalistic analysis of the 

structural conventions of Ian Fleming’s James Bond novels, pointing out recurring 

aspects and game-like conventions: “In fact,” Eco notices, “in every detective story and 

in every hard-boiled novel, there is no basic variation, but rather the repetition of a 

habitual scheme in which the reader can recognize something he has already seen and of 

which he has grown fond” (113). It is rather striking that Eco uses the word “every” so 

easily and categorically here, since as a writer of detective stories, first with The Name of 

the Rose (1980) and then with Foucault’s Pendulum, he seems to negate the very 

theoretical axioms he set up. 

 Similarly, Todorov points out in “The Typology of Detective Fiction,” an essay 

included in his The Poetics of Prose (1977), that the general feature of all detective 

stories is a sort of temporal displacement, i.e. something necessary to the understanding 

of the plot that is revealed only at the end of the story, retroactively creating the logic of 

narration. Thus, all detective stories seem to reproduce in a way the conventions of the 

                                                
85 Associate Professor in Comparative Literature at the University of Helsinki (Finland). Her latest work on 
genre fiction is Bluebeard Gothic (2010). 
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closed room mystery. He believes that “at the base of the whodunit we find a duality, and 

it is this duality which will guide our description. This novel contains not one but two 

stories: the story of the crime and the story of the investigation” (44). He admits, though, 

that such a narrative feature is hard to create, and that it defines a way to distinguish 

between good and bad detective fiction: good detective fiction has always to follow the 

concept of verisimilitude. As Pyrhönen explains, “the concept alludes to the various 

techniques whereby the detective narrative renders itself understandable as well as to the 

specific kinds of expectations and hypotheses it arouses in readers, on which they draw 

when reading one” (Murder 28). That is, Todorov’s readers recognize specific features 

only if those are plausible, motivated by logic, and justifiable. 

 Roland Barthes, only tangentially but influentially commenting on the detective 

novel in S/Z (1970), proposes that the detective novel provides a model of a “hermeneutic 

tale,” pointing again to the similarities between formulae in narrative writing and 

grammatical rules in language. Thus he argues, in section XXXII. Delay, that 

the hermeneutic code has a function, the one we (with Jakobson) attribute to the 

poetic code: just as rhyme (notably) structures the poem according to the 

expectations and desires for recurrence, so the hermeneutic terms structure the 

enigma according to the expectation and desire for its solution. Expectation thus 

becomes the basic condition for truth: truth, these narratives tell us, is what is at 

the end of expectation. (118-9) 

Consequently, in this view, the hermeneutic narrative of the detective story, based on a 

structure of question and answer, is constructed in the same way of the grammatical 
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sentence: as a sentence can go on and on ad libitum but is always fixed in the necessity of 

the subject and the predicate, so the detective story is always fixed on the instances of 

mystery and solution. Suspense, one of the formulaic marks of crime fiction, comes out 

of the implied possibility that expectations might not be confirmed—even though the 

reader knows that the expectations will be confirmed. 

In Suspense in the Formula Story (1989), George N. Dove86 expands Barthes’s 

thought, arguing that “in the formula story, there is no such thing as an unresolved 

mystery or a conflict without an ending” (6). Yet he misreads Barthes when he deems as 

crucial “the author’s purpose for the critic undertaking the interpretation of fiction 

through examination of process” (15). Granting that examining the process of 

composition is always a fruitful critical endeavor, I don’t think that the author’s purpose 

is crucial in Barthes’s corpus, as Barthes himself debated in “The Death of the Author” 

(1967). 

Pyrhönen comments that Barthes’s hermeneutic dimension, centered around the 

confirmation of expectations, “by emphasizing the narrative enigma and by reassuring the 

reader that a reply will eventually be supplied, […] has sacralized closure” (Murder 37) 

for the formulaic aspect of crime genre fiction, but it has also paved the way for a 

“postmodern” detective story “which structures itself on another opposite constructive 

principle: the suspension of the solution” (Murder 30). Examples of the so-called 

metaphysical detective story can be found from the 1930s on, written by authors such as 

                                                
86 American critic, he wrote extensively on the formula story from a reader-response perspective, 
particularly in The Reader and The Detective Story (1997). 
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Carlo Emilo Gadda,87 Leonardo Sciascia,88 Jorge Luis Borges, Vladimir Nabokov, Alain 

Robbe-Grillet, Paul Auster, and Umberto Eco among others, but this mode became a 

literary category by itself only with the advent of postmodernism.89  

Today’s critics often link the metaphysical detective story to postmodernism 

because it is said to perform a “parody” of the formulae of mainstream crime fiction 

while preserving a “nostalgia” for an age that never really was, apparently following the 

precepts that Fredric Jameson laid out in Postmodernism: Or, The Logic of Late 

Capitalism (1991). Pyrhönen notes that one of the main differences between traditional 

and metaphysical crime narrative is that the latter “is strewn with clues, but since the 

clues do not connect with one another, they parody simple sequentiality. The plot 

foregoes linear teleology by not providing a neat ending (solution) and by replacing it 

with its parody, denial, nullification” (Murder 42). 

A similar point about the parodistic nature of postmodernism can be found in 

Linda Hutcheon’s90 A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988). Yet she misreads Jameson when 

she argues that “it is precisely parody—that seemingly introverted formalism—that 

paradoxically brings about a direct confrontation with the problem of the relation of the 

aesthetic to a world of significance external to itself, […] to the political and the 

                                                
87 Italian writer (1893-1973). He reinvented the conventions of the giallo in Quer pasticciaccio brutto de 
via Merulana (1957). 
88 Italian author (1921-89). Many of his novels deal with Mafia crimes in Sicily, like Il giorno della civetta 
(1961) and Porte aperte (1987). 
89 As Pyrhönen notes, the term metaphysical was coined by Howard Haycraft in 1941, in respect to 
Chesterton’s Father Brown stories, in which the solutions are allegories of God’s truth. In the postmodern 
conception these allegories become secular (1994, 42). 
90 Canadian literary theorist (born 1947). She extensively wrote on the political implications of 
postmodernism, both in the work cited and in The Politics of Postmodernism (1989). 
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historical” (22). Jameson’s “postmodernism” (and the parodic aspects of it) is not 

apolitical. Postmodernism still shows the utopian aspects of the political, being “a 

transitional period between two stages of capitalism” (Postmodernism 417). 

For the present purposes, it is critical to note that it seems a stretch on the part of 

recent theorists to consider as parody anything that does not follow the formulae codified 

by some writers in the genre—those who intended the crime story to be a mental game. 

The danger in such an assumption is to elevate some made-up characteristics, like the 

essential aspect of compositional traits forming the gridlock of generic classification, to 

the level of an ontological necessity, thus assuming that everything falling out of the 

framework of, or not slavishly reproducing, these compositional traits must in some way 

be seen as a sort of contrast, requiring the demolishing of the “popular” hierarchy. In this 

framework, the parody is justified because it brings to light the non-qualitative aspect of 

formulaic writing.91 Nonetheless, as I have tried to outline in these pages, crime narrative 

can be defined as its own genre also in terms of its “emotive” and cognitive traits, rather 

than only its “formalist” ones. The narrative’s “emotive” and cognitive traits, as 

Chesterton said, are particularly directed toward modernity and the modern city, and as 

Sayers suggested, they imply the return to a novel of manners. Moreover, as Chandler 

argued, the realistic portrayal of the contemporary world and society can induce a 

redemptive quality in the readers.  

In this vein, if we consider all the novels that have been deemed postmodern and 

metaphysical as alternatives to the status quo of the crime story as formal exercise, we 

                                                
91 This assumption is treated at length in John T. Irwin’s The Mystery to a Solution (1994). 
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can also say that they actually “conform” to a vision of the crime story as an 

argumentative effort: a vision present in scholarly research. They can be deemed cognate 

to a sort of archetypal crime literature, rather than being texts written only to provide 

entertainment—partly because the differentiation between literature and entertainment is 

a far fetched one brought about to increase marketability. My thesis about the rhetorical 

evolution of the crime novel counters the common perception, expressed in David 

Harvey’s92 The Condition of Postmodernity (1990), that “postmodernism represents some 

kind of reaction to, or departure from, modernism” (7). Rather, the so-called “reaction to” 

and “departure from” of their production are to be linked to the evolution of the cultural 

market, in which any literary artifact assumes the condition of entertainment (meaning 

that its production is dependent on sale profits). 

Patricia Merivale93 points in a similar direction as Pyrhönen, when she assumes 

that the metaphysical detective story is “negatively hermeneutic,” since the “lack of 

solution stands for the lack of answers to any question of essence, knowledge, or 

meaning” (Murder 42). This assumption falsely rests on the hypothesis that the essence, 

knowledge, or meaning of the questions posed are uniquely related to an adherence to 

formal traits, rather than to a rhetorical argumentation about the cognitive expectations 

brought about by the re-deployment of familiar formulae. Consequently Linda 

Hutcheon’s argument, in Narcissistic Narrative (1984), that the metaphysical detective 

                                                
92 Anthropologist and geographer (born 1935). His work involves a social critique of contemporaneity 
from a Marxist perspective, specifically in his recently revised The Limits to Capital (2006) and Social 
Justice and the City (2009). 
93 Professor of English at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver (Canada). She is the author of 
Detecting Texts (1998). 
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story is closer to Barthes’s “writerly” text because it requires the reader’s active 

participation in producing the “meaning” of the text, is valid only if we presuppose that 

what is lacking in the text is some sort of formal necessity, without which the text does 

not make sense as a detective narrative. Yet this also implies that the “meaning” of a text 

is in a way dependent on its form, rather than on its rhetorical claims.94  

Moreover, to say that the postmodern/metaphysical crime story existentializes a 

human condition that refuses any system or telos, as Stefano Tani95 does in The Doomed 

Detective (1984), is to endorse the view that a system or telos need be at the center of 

human epistemology, to be followed or contested. What these views do not consider is 

the possibility that epistemology, or any question pertaining to how knowledge is 

acquired and transmitted, be based on argumentation, rather than on the presence or 

absence of a system or telos based in its cultural context. Once epistemology is linked to 

argumentation, the epistemology of crime narrative must be recovered from its rhetoric 

(from its formulae and address), rather than from its formalism, taken as casual agency. 

In other words, the formulae become argumentative tools that encourage a reader to 

interrogate specific master narratives of a certain era—they do not force particular 

insights onto the reader, as the necessity of their systematic relationship to context. 

It becomes essential, then, if we want to trace or map the epistemology of crime 

narrative, to consider not just its form, but also the rhetoric involved, and to see how the 
                                                
94 I am in no way suggesting that the form of a text is detached from its meaning, but rather that the form of 
a text cannot only be defined as following compositional rules. I am, in fact, reprising what I introduced 
above about genre, i.e. the possibility that “form” has a “modal” meaning. Following Bakhtin, as there is no 
clear-cut formality describing the novel, so there is none defining the crime story. 
95 Professor of English at the University of Verona (Italy), he focuses on postmodern detective stories, 
specifically in The Doomed Detective (1984). 
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argument of crime is critically situated in a specific era. For the purposes of this study, 

since we are dealing with contemporary narrative, the production and reception of the 

genre coexist and intermingle because of the tradition of scholarly and author 

commentary summarized here. For the purposes of the history of crime narrative, I here 

take as relatively unproblematic the cultural-historical aspect of the 

modernism/postmodernism divide and endorse Jon Thompson’s96 thoughts in Fiction, 

Crime, and Empire (1993), bypassing a diachronic distinction between modernism and 

postmodernism: I rely instead on the bigger historical category of “modernity.” In doing 

so, I follow a historical classification in line with Aloïs Riegl’s97 Historical Grammar of 

the Visual Arts (1966), which roughly divides historical periods between Antiquity, the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and Modernity. “Modernity,” a cultural epoch, rather 

than “modernism” or “postmodernism,” literary styles (and often described in formalist 

terms), is the context in which the crime and detective genres have risen and in which the 

theoretical discussions traced above function. 

Thompson argues that crime fiction is deeply rooted in the experience of 

modernity, considered as “a world dominated by the contradictory forces of renewal and 

disintegration, progress and destruction, possibility and impossibility” (2).98 In this sense, 

the term crime fiction can be clarified as a historical reference, as a kind of literature that 

                                                
96 Critic and author. Professor of English at North Carolina State University. 
97 Austrian art historian (1858-1905). One of the major figure in establishing art history as an independent 
discipline, he was a member of the Vienna School of Art History. 
98 This perspective is partly shared by R. Gordon Kelly (Professor of American Studies at the University of 
Maryland) in Mystery Fiction and Modern Life (1998), when he states that “the broad, stable continuities 
characterizing mystery fiction as a set of related works owe their key features to the nature of modernity 
rather than to the nature of, for example, democracy or capitalism” (1). 
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includes all genres and subgenres dealing with the violation of the law, mostly in a 

violent manner. Therefore, even though we might ask if a novel or text in question meets 

the formal or rhetorical requirements of a given genre, we might also consider that the 

term “genre fiction” always includes hybrid examples. Asserting the hybrid nature of 

some texts due to historical accident also allows critics to bypass restricting discourses 

about literary quality. In sum, “the traditional dismissal of genre fiction cannot logically 

be sustained because all fiction is genre fiction; all fiction acquires an identity through its 

incorporation of genres” (4). Consequently, to dismiss crime fiction as genre fiction is to 

succumb to an esoteric version of high modernism, which is based on an “unstable 

opposition” (5) like genre-identified versus non-genre-based writing, serious versus 

popular literature, and realism versus modernism. 

What characterizes artistic modernism, Thompson illustrates, is the critical 

evaluation of modernity. In this respect, rather than focusing on how this evaluation is 

performed through the use of a particular style or formalism, the critic should focus on 

the centrality of the evaluative endeavor itself, as that evaluation is grounded in the 

readers’ experience of the metropolis and the alienating consequences of living among, to 

use a term dear to Raymond Williams,99 a “crowd of strangers.”100 To do otherwise, and 

thus to formalize the definition of a literary movement such as modernism in terms of a 

set of strict compositional rules, is difficult if not impossible, because 
                                                
99 Welsh Marxist critic (1921-88). He was influential in creating the British New Left, and his works bring 
together canonical art with popular culture, for example in Marxism and Literature (1977). 
100 Thompson’s work is indebted to the theoretical concepts of “residual,” “dominant,” and “emergent” 
literature as defined by Raymond Williams. He proposes that “by using theories from the work of 
Williams, Bakhtin, and Gramsci in conjunction with post-structuralist insights, [he relates] the formal 
structures of the novels to the hegemonic relations of which they are part” (7). 
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from the beginning [the term] was used to designate both the largely European 

modernism that flourished in the first few decades of the [twentieth] century and 

the largely American post-World War II modernism (what many people now refer 

to as ‘postmodernism’). This original formulation was always somewhat 

ambiguous, and this initial ambiguity has only fueled the more recent controversy 

surrounding the term, that of the distinction between modernism and 

postmodernism, if indeed there is one. (14) 

To analyze the different modes of representation inside modernism (taking modernism as 

a set of genres rather than as a monolith), Thompson distinguishes between two canonical 

traditions: one that tends towards “experimentalism, seemingly eschews referentiality, 

and is frequently seen as self-referential” (14) —what is commonly known as British 

high modernism, —and one that “is more continuous with the techniques of the 

nineteenth century classical-realist tradition and is often seen as less experimental, less 

self-referential, and less autotelic” (15) —most often associated with popular fiction. 

Thompson explains the transition from modernism to postmodernism in these 

terms: “Far from modernism inventing itself anew, less purely self-referential forms of 

modernism took over, adapted, and problematized realist strategies of representation, all 

the while integrating them with modernist ideologies, forms, and techniques” (37). Such 

a transition stands as a clear counter-argument to David Harvey’s assumption, in The 

Condition of Postmodernity, that postmodernism is brought about by a “loss of historical 

continuity in values and beliefs” (56). In fact, the same values and beliefs affect the 

content of artistic objects, and yet they are expressed through a different formal strategy. 
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We thus need to account for this loss of “historical continuity” as a feature of the readers’ 

horizons of expectations in receiving the text. 

 In analogy to Thompson’s argument, considering modernity as a historical period 

that is subject to discontinuities of value allows us to perceive what texts have in 

common and what holds them apart in different ways than the critics have done to this 

point, making them part of the genre of crime stories written after the commonly 

perceived origin that is Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” It is not a stretch, then, 

to extend the critical paradigms followed here and include under the rubric crime fiction 

both novels that are considered serious literature—like some stories by Borges and 

Nabokov, Gadda’s Pasticciaccio (1956), Robbe-Grillet’s novels, etc.—and novels that 

are considered popular fiction. Such an assumption gets rid of the disturbing question of 

whether Collins, or Chesterton, or Chandler are to be included in the former or the latter 

category, each of which is itself a historical artifact. The presence of a specifically 

formulaic and mass-produced literature is not to be considered as the birth of a new 

genre, thus defining it as a whole as low-quality, but as the necessary connection that 

literature also has with the rise of capitalism and consumerism, and as the fact that 

books—any book—become in a market society commodities of entertainment, and 

acquire a cultural capital specific to their target of distribution. 

 This exploration allows us to assert that what texts have in common that makes 

them part of the genre of crime stories written after their commonly perceived origin is a 

specific vision of knowledge, law, and justice—a sense of being at the tipping point to 

unknown moralities. Such a vision is strictly linked to master narratives pertaining to the 
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urban evolution of the metropolis, the migration of the masses to industrial centers, the 

rise in anonymous criminality, and more recently the overall non-directional effect and 

presence of violence in society, fostered by an imperialist system based on territorial 

domination and political intrigue aimed at destabilization. How those insights are 

presented can be treated and analyzed in various ways: hermeneutically (following the 

classically modernist assumption of finding the core of truth behind “the nightmare of 

history”), or through a postmodern conception of a “labyrinthine complexity of events” 

(Thompson 111, 160). In the optic I am suggesting here, either mode of presentation 

emerges principally as a stylistic choice about how to address master narratives that lie 

behind the genre and that affect the modern world and contemporary society alike. 

In contrast, within our expanded category of crime fiction, we can place texts that 

reflect a similar approach to analyzing these master narratives in terms of their 

epistemological content, rather than their formal innovation or “artistry.” These texts 

often offer a similar style and address to issues, often relying on the conventions of genre 

fiction in quite orthodox ways, and they argue within the readers’ horizon of expectations 

for a shared (and often critical) vision of contemporary society: texts like Eco’s 

Foucault’s Pendulum, Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Farah’s Secrets, and Bolaño’s 2666 (of 

course, always, among others). 

 It is now possible, after having traced the canonical history of the genre crime 

fiction (as the category including mysteries, detective fiction, police procedurals, etc.), 

and after having considered some of the prominent critical debates about it, to return to 

the genre’s structural issues as defined by John Frow and introduced at the beginning of 
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this chapter. Now, we must ask if this newest generation of novels represents a sub-set of 

crime fiction (a new subgenre, so to speak) in its era. 

As a first point, Frow suggests that a genre is a group of texts that share a set of 

formal features. The texts under analysis here are all novels, notwithstanding the difficult 

enterprise of defining what a novel is: that is, they modally represent a novelistic attitude. 

They all are structured to include a multiplicity of narrative foci, that is to say there is no 

single narrator (or perspective of narration) of the events reported in the narrative. 

Moreover, these “narrators” are rarely identified, but it is made clear through the 

narrative that they do not reproduce “authorial” perspectives. The typical narrative in this 

class shifts multiple times from first-person to third-person, thus eluding a 

narratologically fixed voice—or even pair of voices. They all resist the canonical division 

of a long prose narrative into chapters, and they are all rather long. 

 As a second point, Frow states that all items in a single genre share a thematic 

structure. The novels in this study draw upon the conventional topoi of the crime story, as 

situated in the modern city: a crime has been committed and there is an investigative 

character trying to solve it. Clues are dispersed and revealed throughout the narrative. 

The metropolis is the stage of the investigation and the reader can, in theory, either 

“outsmart” the investigative character (as in the whodunit tradition or the police 

procedural) or speculate about the reasons on the part of the criminal for committing the 

crime (as in the hardboiled or spy novel). 

 Items in a genre, Frow notes as the third point, share a situation of address. This 

point is dependent on a formal feature, as introduced in point 1. The multiplicity of 
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narrative foci and the difficulty in defining the identity of the narrator in this set of texts 

do not conform to a single structure, but they do create a similar effect, giving the reader 

the sense of a fractured narration, in which speaking positions shift and the authority of 

narration is shared.101 That situation of address is manifested in the change in 

grammatical and syntactical aspects of the language used in different parts of the novel. 

That is, even though the reader is not warned that a change in narrative authority has 

taken place, the reader will clearly notice that the prose used is grammatically and 

syntactically (and even lexically) different from what came in the preceding part or 

chapter. Still, these novels’ multiple narrative foci present the same thematic topoi 

introduced in point 2, thus making the narrative fractured: just because the position from 

which the story is narrated changes does not mean that the narration’s overall perspective 

has—the text has a consistent point of critique that is not exhausted in any of the 

individual voices in it, or from their relations. 

 A genre implies a more general structure of implication, Frow says, which 

“invokes and presupposes a range of relevant background knowledges, and in so doing 

sets up a certain complicity with the reader” (Genre 9). It is not by chance that the novels 

treated in this study are bestsellers, read both by lovers of the crime fiction genre and by 

lovers of narrative in general. Their relatively widespread popularity is indication that 

readers recognize in these texts some issues that imply the pleasure of reading them. 

These pleasure-inducing issues can be a set of expectations initiated by their invoking the 

                                                
101 This fractured narration represents the relations between literature and interpretive communities. 
Deleuze and Guattari would use the term rhizome to describe part of this phenomenon, but I feel fractured 
narration is more accurate, since a different narrative origin expresses a similar content. 
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mystery form, or expectations of a certain literary value granted by the cultural capital 

provided by the intellectual fame of the authors, allowing the narrative to be received as 

both popular and serious literature. That is, the cognitive framework of these novels is 

one of recognition and interpretation, which attracts multiple readerships. 

 Lastly, Frow implies the presence of a specific rhetorical function in all items of a 

genre. In terms drawn from classical rhetoric, all these novels share a similar ethos of 

presentation, a similar logic of narration, and a similar pathos in the images and plots 

described. Moreover, the ethos and logic of presentation rely on a fractured structure 

different from the academically imposed modernist master narratives of individualism 

and objectivism so present in the imperial, capitalist, contemporary world. The pathos of 

these novels’ presentation is based on the descriptive force of acts of violence, which are 

so numerous and manifold that they become unavoidable and a “natural” part of society. 

Overall, these rhetorical appeals argue in a distinctive, suasive manner.  

To clarify what that implies we must now turn our attention to some basic 

concepts of rhetorical discourse, and how rhetorical discourse stages the interactions of 

stakeholders in the debate on violence, society, and master narratives. 

II.4 A RHETORIC OF CRIME 

To shift the discussion from an analysis of the forms of crime narrative to an 

investigation of its rhetoric as a social engagement, as I have suggested be done, entails a 

shift from criticism based on style or form to one based on argumentation. Obviously the 

two are related and style is one of the means through which argumentation is performed, 
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as classical rhetoric would have it. On the other hand, many at times considered style 

itself as the way in which a crime narrative argues—the central compositional 

requirements of genre fiction, as seen through the lens of structural(ist)-aesthetic 

criticism. I argue, though, that these novels do something more than simply engage with 

the horizon of expectations of the audience of crime narratives. Instead, they encourage a 

change of horizon in their audience, to adopt Jauss’s term, implying that a new point of 

view emerges for the readers because of the narration (through it), not in it. By defining 

the genre in terms of such cognitive change, it is possible, as I introduced at the end of 

Chapter I, to minimize the issue of literary quality or taste in order to focus both on the 

ground of narrative as a place where the audiences, challenged by the texts’ perspectives, 

perform a critical hermeneutics of the human, and on the moral-ethical systems that 

purport to guarantee them through the agency of the state.  

To expand conventional approaches to genre as analyzed in the pages above, by 

further recourse to the idea of a genre possibly offering a rhetorical argument, we can 

now consider a specific model of argumentation that expands Chaïm Perelman102 and 

Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s103 The New Rhetoric (1969): one that “aims at securing the 

adherence of those to whom it is addressed,” and “it is, in its entirety, relative to the 

audience to be influenced” (19). An essential trait of this type of argumentation is to rely 

                                                
102 Polish-born philosopher and rhetorician (1912-84). He is one of the most important argumentation 
theorists of the twentieth century, specifically in considering how argumentation helps define legal issues. 
In this respect, relevant is his The Idea of Justice and the Problem of Argument (1963). 
103 Belgian rhetorician, she collaborated extensively with Perelman. 
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on the adherence to it and subsequent action of the target audience based on it—a trait 

that I attribute also to this newest generation of crime fiction. 

 James Crosswhite, starting from the assumptions established by Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, argues in A Rhetoric of Reason that the cognitive structures of 

argumentation affirm “particular ways of disclosing the world,” furthering a specific 

ideology that “depends on the audience before which one makes a claim about ideology” 

(190). That is, argumentation will be performed if a particular audience is receptive to it, 

understanding how it is structured (how it “discloses the world”) and seeing the reference 

for that argument within that disclosed world. I would like to propose that the authors of 

the type of contemporary crime fiction under analysis here posit their audiences as 

receptive to their argumentation, because that argumentation is based in no small part on 

recognizable and familiar formulae of crime and mystery fiction. Yet at the same time 

these authors do something more: by grounding their prose on familiar formulae they 

captivate their audiences to reason about things for which the audience might have a 

strong feeling of rage and repulsion—reactions rather than reasoned positions, —like 

violence, murder, and a chaotic vision of society. The authors of such texts counter the 

canonical idea that a story of crime and detection originates from, and is dependent on, 

reason and ideas of rational justice and morality. In fact, they seem to offer the 

hypothesis that violence has become the most present and influential master narrative of 

the contemporary age.  
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These novels, in other words, seem to exemplify in literary form what Michael 

Hardt104 and Antonio Negri105 expressed theoretically in Empire (2000). Hardt and Negri 

argue that “along with the global market and global circuits of production has emerged a 

global order, a new logic and structure of rule—in short, a new form of sovereignty” (xi). 

Such sovereignty is a level of control within a state (yet not necessarily exerted by the 

state itself), which today manifests itself as strictly related to an idea of violence that 

changed, through the centuries, from mere retaliation or punishment along state-approved 

channels to an epistemic presence that supersedes the sphere of the state and in many 

ways evades its control or limits its ability to argue. Violence creates the background for 

any argumentation on contemporary issues, rather than rationalities, and it cannot be 

disposed of. Hardt and Negri also point out that “although the practice of Empire is 

continually bathed in blood, the concept of Empire is always dedicated to peace—a 

perpetual and universal peace outside of history” (xv). I believe that these novels aim to 

perform historical analysis through the use of fictional narratives. As a consequence, 

these texts argue against the relationship between authors and readers as Heta Pyrhönen 

explains it in Mayhem and Murder (1999): “All in all, authors and readers agree that 

there has to be a moral transgression—the worse the better—for this game to take off, but 

without the distressing features such a transgression contains in real life” (164). In fact, 

these novels represent all the distressing features of a “real life” in which violence has 
                                                
104 American literary theorist and political philosopher (born 1960). Together with Antonio Negri he 
published a trilogy examining political aspects of revolt and new forms of democracy in contemporary 
time: Empire (2000), Multitude (2004), and Commonwealth (2009) 
105 Italian Marxist sociologist and philosopher (born 1933). Before collaborating with Michael Hardt, he 
taught at the universities of Padua (Italy) and Paris (France). He is also known for his work on the 
philosopher Spinoza, in The Savage Anomaly (1991). 
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become a master narrative and resist the restitution for that transgression that 

conventional crime fiction provides. 

 These novels also challenge Crosswhite’s notion that “every instance of 

argumentation establishes a domain of what is arguable and what is not” (192). As a 

matter of fact, these novels try to do exactly the opposite: they seek to bring what is not 

arguable into argumentation, specifically about represented violence. I do agree with 

Crosswhite when he says that “it is audiences that disallow certain claims, find them 

shocking or improper” (195), but it is precisely these audiences whom the novels under 

study address, for a specific reason: the audience’s part in performing acts of critique 

summoned forth by the narrative.  

Following the teachings of The New Rhetoric, Crosswhite traces the history of the 

audience, dividing it into a universal audience “which has been constructed quantitatively 

by adding together all the things which we can imagine as thinkable for all the audiences 

we can imagine” (196), and a paragon (sic, exemplary or ideal) audience “which knows 

in each case what should be thinkable and what should be left unthought” (197). He then 

proposes that a rhetoric of reason, that is of dialogue, “interprets the concepts of universal 

and paragon audiences as aspiration for agreement, hopes for reconciling conflicting 

parties in peaceful ways” (198). As hopeful and uplifting Crosswhite’s theory is, 

however, it still relies on the concept that an audience understands the text’s represented 

violence as a consequence of failed argumentation from moral reason, or that the violence 

is preventable by using a rational dialectics that engages the audience and teaches how to 

avoid it.  
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In contrast, these novels seem to acknowledge the inevitability of violence and so 

offer an argumentative analysis of society that intends to detach the moral identity of 

human beings from the violence that surrounds them, thus juxtaposing the existence of 

violence within an essentially moral human community that will fail to resolve its 

experience by reference to moral argumentation. To do this, the novels evade the 

question of whether violence is moral or not—it is simply present, —and focus instead on 

the ethical status and acts of characters in a violent society. They show the characters 

grappling with the insufficiency of their moral reasoning, rather than its triumph. 

 In consequence, these novels turn the ethical questions of certain groups of crime 

novels into political ones, i.e. they force the readers from their reactive position of feeling 

something into doing something by engaging in epideictic rhetoric, but also by making 

explicit what the affective goals of their narrative are—they show how reactions are as 

scripted a logic as morality is. As Crosswhite explains, “epideictic discourse is a way of 

strengthening certain claims on people without making those claims explicit” (107). He 

also states that “epideictic is the means by which we strengthen an audience’s attachment 

to certain ideas. Instead, we tell stories, paint pictures, describe feelings, recall past 

events, and generally increase the presence, the felt power, of shared beliefs” (208). The 

awareness of shared beliefs that the novels highlight, in stressing what transgresses 

against the “normal,” is meant to incite the audience to act on society. We might say that 

these texts rely on the formulae of crime genre fiction to imply that the background and 

motivation for action is not rationality, but cognitive expectations, rather than a horizon 

of expectations stressing conventional logics, based on the presence of violence as a 
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master narrative of the contemporary age. In performing this situation, they seek to 

instigate into their audiences a sense of redemption of the human—to use Chandler’s 

expression—through a critical understanding of the ethical stakes inherent in the narrated 

situation, and what constrictions conventional horizons of expectations impose on their 

participants. 

These works question Cawelti’s early assumption, in Adventure, Mystery, and 

Romance (1976), that “while [serious stories] tend toward some kind of encounter with 

our sense of the limitations of reality, formulas embody moral fantasies of a world more 

exciting, more fulfilling, or more benevolent than the one we inhabit” (38). The world 

represented in these novels is in fact as real or serious as can be, often with direct 

citations of events and commercial brands blurring the divide between reality and fiction. 

Rather than considering violence always as human activity, these novels treat it as 

a social master narrative with a logic just as compelling as morality, even if one that has 

not yet been explored because it has been confined to affective space and hence rendered 

impervious to argumentation. Furthermore, considering violence as a master narrative 

allows the audience to identify with the narrative, as introduced in Chapter I, enacting 

narrative’s anthropological empathy in new ways—to begin to see its moral ground. In 

order to explain how the anthropological empathy of crime narrative is instantiated 

through a master narrative of violence, though, another aspect that Crosswhite analyzes in 

his influential text comes to the fore: the relationship between rhetoric and conflict, 

which I am highlighting in the present analysis. 
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 Specifically tying the text to a kind of social performance, Crosswhite proposes 

that “argument is a kind of social conflict, and that in important ways it resembles violent 

conflict” (103). In expressing this thesis, though, he seems to consider conflict, and the 

violence behind it, as ordered and somehow logical (or dialogical) in pointing toward a 

resolution. The assumption of violence’s logic (which I consider still largely hidden, 

outside these texts) explains why Crosswhite argues that, although the conflicts in 

argumentation and war are similar, they differ in their media: one is performed through 

reasoning, the other through war. I would stress his next point: that the violence 

considered here always requires the readers to recognize the two parties involved in 

argumentation—the stakeholders involved in a debate exist in a kind of war between two 

sides involved in a violent altercation. 

Yet what Crosswhite ignores is that there is a violence that is not so neatly 

organized as a conflict between armies: one that is expressed through outbursts of 

anarchic revolt or through irrational acts of rage, which has no clear teleological goal at 

its end. The violence represented in these texts is not exacted in order to achieve 

something (to conquer or to resolve), but rather functions as a so-called epistemic 

violence that erupts when the social system succumbs and its truth-practices are no longer 

accepted. Since the novels in this study narratologically lack a teleological goal at their 

conclusions, i.e. they defy the closed system of a given solution or a reasoned resolution 

to a moral dilemma, it might be fair to say that the violence that revolves around the 

crimes portrayed is of this kind, signaling the liminality of conventional horizons of 

expectations, and there is something unknown beyond its conventional logics: an 
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epistemic, and systemic, violence calling for the performance of a critique rather than a 

too-simple reaction. 

 Drawing and expanding on Perelman and Olbrecht-Tyteca, Crosswhite concedes 

that “epideictic seems to lack the connection with social conflict, and looks more like a 

struggle with nature” (104). He proves the point by acknowledging that explicit 

argumentation, rather than epideictic, seems always to be organized around the duality of 

“a determinate particular against a determinate particular” (105). He also rebuts the 

assumption that epideictic is motivated by social conflict, because “just as in a war a 

great deal depends on keeping one’s intent hidden from one’s enemy, so in epideictic 

discourse one often keeps one’s affective goal concealed from the audience” (108). This 

is rhetorically correct and one could see how on the surface these novels do seem to keep 

their ultimate goal hidden from their audience.  

What I argue against this point, though, is that, when Crosswhite categorizes 

epideictic as a struggle with nature, he seems to exclude the possibility that violence be 

part of this nature as well, or that nature determines culture. He suggests that violence 

always pertains to a negation of the sphere of ethical human activity, something outside 

its sphere rather than emerging as part of human epistemology. Rather, the violence 

narrated in these texts, so present and portrayed in great detail and performed with almost 

no rational justification, indicates that it has indeed become a “natural” part of society of 

a certain era, as a master narrative that society can do nothing to cope with, because that 

society has no tools for argumentation in its sphere. I share this insight with Fredric 

Jameson, who in “On Raymond Chandler” (1970) notices that “the attribute of being a 
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murderer can no longer function as a symbol of pure evil when murder itself has lost its 

symbolic qualities” (146). He further comments that “murder comes to seem moreover in 

its very essence accidental and without meaning” (147), and thus a natural event in a 

society following a master narrative of violence. 

 What these novels do is engage with an audience that is already familiar with 

narrative violence—the audience of crime fiction—and address their horizon of 

expectations, the violence they expect as part of the represented world. Yet current 

authors also note that these novels must necessarily also modify such horizons, especially 

by tweaking the formulae of genre fiction to introduce new logics into a horizon of 

expectations that needs new rhetorics of argumentation, and by shifting from a 

teleological definition of violence (focusing on the correlation of violence to a specific 

goal) to one that defines violence as part of the system of human society: a force with its 

logic and argumentation. In focusing on these non-moral logics, these texts rely on the 

narrative recognition (or functional empathy) established by the narration of events 

expressed in familiar formulae.  

That recognition or empathy, though, rather than being focused on the 

individualistic pursuit of a solution common to many generic crime and mystery stories, 

focuses instead on the multitudinous pursuit or performance of the human, of a set of 

affective truths that need to be argued in new ways and that perhaps can redeem a society 

afflicted by systemic violence. In consequence, these novels, rather than rhetorically 

engaging with crime as most of crime genre fiction does, and rather than parodying the 

formal conventions of the genre as metaphysical detective fiction does, engage the 
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rhetoric of crime itself as a necessary part of the horizon of expectations, yet one without 

any argumentative capacity. Forcing readers to engage the arguments of violence as 

logical implies a different view of society as a whole and a different conception of the 

human inside a violent system. 

In order to evaluate the contemporary age’s violent system we need to look at 

how this system is epistemologically and narratologically put in place, and how these 

novels stand together as genre cognates. This will be the project of chapters III and IV. 
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Chapter III: 

 An Epistemology of Violence 

To this point, we have discussed how literary narrative represents a fictional 

world by initiating a functional empathy between the characters and the audience, and 

how crime and mystery narratives engage the horizon of expectations of an audience 

familiar with genre conventions. Addressing the former in Chapter I, we concluded that 

the study of narrative, or narratology, must consider both how a text is formally and 

stylistically structured, and how a specific audience receives it. We dealt with the latter in 

Chapter II, suggesting that the use of a rhetoric of crime points to a systemic violence 

against an audience’s horizon of expectations that erupts when that audience no longer 

accepts the truth-practices of the social system embedded in it. We thus have two 

concentric circles that model the space of crime narrative, and the theoretical tools that 

help us understand that space: narratology, as a key to how a narrative addresses an 

audience, and rhetorical analysis, pointing to the possibility that a narrative can have an 

impact—a narrative of crime is an intervention into an audience’s expectation about how 

narrative works. This chapter will introduce a third analytical tool and the aspect of 
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narrative that it unfolds: the question of an epistemological analysis of narrative space, as 

revealing the violence that can emerge in this encounter between audience and narrative.    

The discussion to this point, moving from the broader field of narratology to the 

narrower field of rhetoric, has suggested that rhetorical appeals and narratological 

descriptions are based on a specific view of conventions and formulae, thus on a specific 

cultural knowledge shared by an audience in a determinate time period. That knowledge 

in turn acquires new epistemological relevance when an analysis historicizes how it is 

articulated and transmitted as a specific statement within the shared horizon of 

expectations. Thus, a narrative that centers on acts of crime is imbued with the audience’s 

pre-structured understanding that violence is at the core of the representation of criminal 

acts. Yet how to define the essence of that violence is a local and often controversial 

decision, which requires an epistemological inquiry into the period’s culture.  

Methodologically, that inquiry must also interrogate how the representation of violence 

as conventionally defined in an era (and within the horizon of understanding of the novels 

being read) can also have the rhetorical force that inflicts violence actively, within the 

reader’s horizon of expectations. This kind of violence enacts an epistemic rupture, a loss 

of coherence within that horizon that destabilizes the audience’s sense of coherence and 

truth. 

 It is critical to establish some common ground for the analysis of scenes of 

violence that rupture the epistemic stability of crime fiction formulae in contemporary 

novels, specifically those written around the turn of the twenty-first century that blur the 

boundaries between “serious” fiction and genre fiction. To do so, I will consider in this 
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chapter the controversial issue of defining violence as not only a social act, but also a 

narrative-cognitive one. Questions like “what is violence?” and “how do we know that a 

violent act happened?” are central in understanding how novels like Eco’s Foucault’s 

Pendulum, Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Farah’s Secrets, and Bolaño’s 2666 require readers to 

find a new sense for crime narrative and the nature of the violence represented in it, an 

act of hermeneutical understanding reaching beyond conventional definitions that insist 

the formulaic stability of crime novels rests on the justice of crime and punishment. In 

order to suggest that these novels engage with, but also enact, violence against the 

formulae of crime genre fiction as stable elements in an audience’s horizon of 

expectations, we must consider how violence affects knowledge, and how certain 

narrative situations representing violence emerge as critiques of the master narrative of 

violence with which the audience is familiar. 

In fact, the definition of violence has already been broadly problematized in 

scholarly literature, highlighting how the very concept is intertwined with issues 

regarding morality, legality, and politics. Cultural history is rich in attempts to define and 

categorize violence, and an exhaustive survey that would stress all the different, and at 

times antithetical, definitions of violence would be excessive. Some dominants do 

however prevail, which can be introduced briefly. For example, The Shorter Routledge 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1998) attests that “violence is a central concept for much 

discussion of moral and political life, but lots of debate employing the concept is 

confused by the lack of clarity about its meaning and about the moral status it should 

have in our development of public policy.” Furthermore, the Encyclopedia introduces an 
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aspect that this chapter will address before suggesting how violent scenes in these novels 

can portray violence as pointing to a new master narrative and thus as an epistemic 

rupture, rather than simply as an act reaffirming conventional morality: “It is better to 

confront directly the important and disturbing claim that violence is sometimes morally 

permissible than to settle it by definitional fiat” (1042). Such a statement problematizes 

the morality, legality, and politics of violence and stresses violence’s plural definitions 

within a culture’s horizon of expectations. Most important to exemplify the consequences 

of this logic are three contemporary, antagonistic views that take into account the 

historical evolution of defining violence in their related fields: a sociological definition, 

taking as example Larry Ray’s1 Violence and Society (2011); an epistemo-literary 

definition, specifically considering Slavoj Žižek’s2 Violence (2008); and an ontological 

definition, following Willem Schinkel’s3 insights in Aspects of Violence (2010). These 

three sources synthesize many of the traditional definitions of violence that have been 

proposed in intellectual history, and they provide an excellent point of departure for a 

more specific and targeted study about violence as a product of narrative. 

 These three sources, as we shall see, all assume that violence has become a 

natural part of society, in the sense that it has stopped being considered simply as a 

cluster of acts that are detrimental to the preservation of society’s well being. Instead, 

violence has become a lens through which society is perceived, notwithstanding the 

                                                
1 Professor of Sociology at the University of Kent. His work focuses on social theory. 
2 Senior researcher at the Institute of Sociology, the University of Ljubljana. His publications include: The 
Sublime Object of Ideology (1989), Looking Awry (1991), and The Ticklish Subject (1999). 
3 Sociologist at Erasmus Universiteit in Rotterdam. His fields of interest are theoretical sociology and 
social philosophy. 



 141 

moral implications that a violent act might have. Violence thus has been redefined: it is 

no longer an act devoid of or outside normal logic—violence is not an absence of logic, 

—but rather a socio-political phenomenon that has its own ethical status. Violence is 

manifested socio-politically because its presence affects the behaviors and ideologies of 

society’s collective subjectivity, rather than being confined to the illegal acts of society’s 

outcasts. To justify such a claim, Michel Foucault4 and his Archaeology of Knowledge 

(1972) can be drawn to witness: “the analysis of thought is always allegorical in relation 

to the discourse that it employs” (27). That is to say, the final step of the new argument 

about the epistemic status of violence in narratives must be to trace this allegorical 

function that re-constructs violence as an epistemic discourse with distinct political and 

ethical conditions in the contemporary era. 

To this end, critics most often draw on Foucault’s discourse on violence and 

legality mainly to reference with Discipline and Punish (1975). The present argument 

will instead draw a parallel to his History of Sexuality: Volume I (1976). Foucault argues 

that, in the nineteenth century, we have a shift from sexual acts (perverse or not) to 

sexuality as a species-defining category (sexual acts become what defines the 

individual’s sexuality and being). In consequence, it can be argued that, at the end of the 

twentieth century, violence shifted from being the description of an act that ran counter to 

society’s morality to being an epistemological category, as an act that exposes violence as 

endemic to contemporary society. As a result we can argue that violence, rather than 

                                                
4 French philosopher and social theorist (1926-84). His most known works beyond the ones directly quoted 
in this study are: Madness and Civilization (1961), The Birth of the Clinic (1963), and The Order of Things 
(1966). 
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being an immorality, is simply a presence, an active force, in today’s society. Morality 

thus shifts to the background of the definition of violence, as part of the context (in 

narrative: the horizon of expectations) where the violent act is performed (or 

represented). Morality thus no longer defines violence in the contemporary era; morality 

is simply one of several discourses that can be perceived or queried through the lens of 

violence. 

Let us now turn to constructing a strategy of reading violence epistemologically, 

in order to set up the idea that violence represented in narratives, particularly in the 

limited class of narratives that will be addressed in the final chapter, can be represented 

as the lever revealing an epistemic rupture of its society’s master narrative. Returning to 

the theorists addressed briefly above, we first need to come to terms with talking about 

violence as part of a cultural horizon of expectations: how people perceive it, how they 

situate it in society, and how they define it. 

III.1 MAPPING VIOLENCE 

 As noted, definitions of violence vary widely, as do prevalent lines of argument 

about it. Some contend, as Ray does in Violence and Society, that “violence is not only 

descriptive of a form of behaviour, but is always normative in that it evokes a negative 

evaluation [of violent acts]” (7), offering sociological qualitative data as reasons and 

evidence to convince his audience. That is, Ray integrates violence into the affective and 

evaluative structures of groups, in a sociological approach to the problem. Such an 
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approach also characterizes the work of Norbert Elias5 and Zygmunt Bauman,6 among 

others. In all these theorists’ studies, violence offers the critic a field of “biosocial 

analysis” (3), the acts of which can be quantified and evaluated in correlating the social 

statements, acts, and reactions that “read” the violent act—that render it epistemically 

meaningful on its own right. 

Some variance arises about such sociological assumptions, however. As Žižek 

explains in Violence, he agrees that “the obvious signals of violence are acts of crime and 

terror, civil unrest, international conflict” (1), and that it is legitimate to call these acts a 

manifestation of “subjective” violence. Yet Žižek also underscores that there is an 

“objective violence,” which is “no longer attributable to concrete individuals and their 

‘evil’ intentions, but is purely ‘objective,’ systemic, anonymous” (13).  This objective 

violence is important to distinguish from the meaning of individual, subjective acts of 

violence, because this second dimension of violence is implicated in the epistemic 

structures of social meaning in ways that are generally legible to all—a set of thresholds 

within a horizon of expectations that characterize where and what can be classified as 

violence. Alain Badiou7 in Logics of Worlds (2009) and Peter Sloterdijk8 in Rage and 

Time (2010) seem to follow a similar perspective. These critics offer different reasons 

and evidence in support of their claims, such as the epistemologico-literary tradition 
                                                
5 German sociologist (1897-1990). Elias’s work focuses on the relationship between behavior and 
knowledge. His most important work is The Civilizing Process (1939, published in English 1969). 
6 Polish sociologist (1925). His work analyzes the link between modernity and the Holocaust, specifically 
in Modernity and Ambivalence (1991) and Modernity and the Holocaust (1989). 
7 French philosopher (1937). His research centers on categories of truth to perform a philosophical critique. 
His opus magnum is Being and Event (1988, published in English 2006). 
8 German philosopher (1947). In his work he deals with “hyper-complexities” (rejections of binary 
relations), mostly in his trilogy Spheres (1998, 1999, 2004).  
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based on continental philosophy (from Plato to Heidegger, from Kant to Lacan), and each 

uses examples taken from literary texts and popular culture to show violence as a 

statement of meaning rather than as an act opposing morality. 

Some other critics, as Schinkel expresses in Aspects of Violence, believe that “no 

understanding of violence will be propagated without a philosophical stance concerning 

the question of what violence is” (3). Yet in Schinkel’s view, any such philosophical 

stance creates a paradox. He differs from Ray and Žižek in declaring the impossibility of 

defining violence through the analysis of violent acts, because violence seen as a 

phenomenon acquires a fixed identity and establishes specific social relations of 

marginality and illegality (10). Grounding his definition of ontological evidence in the 

works of Martin Heidegger,9 Carl Schmitt,10 and Walter Benjamin, Schinkel ultimately 

defines violence as a “reduction of being” (45). 

Other recent collections of essays in violence studies are worth mentioning as 

evidence of current intellectual interest in the topic, reflecting the importance that the 

discourse on violence has reached in the contemporary age. Many of these studies are 

more particular, targeted in their scope as case studies, and therefore will not be treated 

extensively here. Yet the overall stated goals of each anthology confirm the 

epistemological turn in interpreting violence just outlined.  For example, Performances of 

Violence (2011) proposes the view that violence is performed—it is therefore an action, 

                                                
9 German philosopher (1889-1976). He dealt with issues of existentialism and phenomenology, especially 
in his renowned Being and Time (1927). 
10 German political theorist (1888-1985). He analyzed aspects of political power in a controversial, 
conservative way. Paradigmatic are his Political Theology (1922), and The Concept of the Political (1926). 
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“a phenomenon that is deeply connected to what it means to be human, in structure, 

intent, and consequence” (2). Rethinking Violence (2010) focuses on the difference 

between state and non-state violence, affirming that “in the twenty-first century, much of 

the political violence that we witness looks quite different from conventional war” (2). 

This collection of essays therefore centers on the evolution of the role and relevance of 

violence in conflicts. This issue also emerges as critical in Political Violence in Twentieth 

Century Europe (2011), where James McMillan,11 in his essay entitled “War,” argues that 

the “appetite for war remains all too healthy. Now, however, it tends to be slaked by 

watching war on television screens” (86). McMillan thus presents the notion that the 

global media, in the contemporary age, has replaced the agency of the state in providing 

representations of violence, and that virtual violence needs to be considered as part of 

individuals’ understanding of the more general problem. 

III.1.1 VIOLENCE AND SOCIAL STUDIES 

Where the above collections remap where and in what forms violence can be 

understood as comprehensible in contemporary life, the three texts I briefly introduced in 

this section move away from considering the abstract entity of violence and into a 

consideration of the behaviors that produce and/or are produced by acts of violence. 

In Violence and Society, for instance, Larry Ray focuses on defining violence as a 

behavior that, rather than being individualistic, is “embedded in social and cultural 

relationships” (21). While he concedes that many theorists view violence as an innate 

                                                
11 Professor of History at the University of Edinburgh (1949-2010). 
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human condition, he also stresses that violence “expresses complex forms of social 

organization, power and communication” (42). As such, Ray’s central thesis is that 

violence is a human behavior, and that it can be analyzed through the consideration of the 

social and economic conditions that enable it. Therefore, Ray ends up defining violence 

as the comprehensive cluster of acts that are deemed violent by a particular society, 

mostly because they fall outside of a legality that has been agreed upon: homicide, rape, 

hate crimes, etc., are violent acts because they are illegal. He further reports that statistics 

show how public violence has overall diminished with modernization, but that private, 

intimate violence has increased. He specifically points out that violent crime is 

predominantly a masculine activity, possibly caused by a masculine hegemony in a still 

patriarchal society. About this latter claim, Ray notes that “violence is a normalized 

means of exercising and sustaining patriarchal power linked to a masculine emotional 

gratification derived from the exercise of power” (116). 

In order to prove his point, Ray performs a comprehensive reading of Norbert 

Elias’s The Civilizing Process (1994). Elias’s main point is, as Ray reports it, that “there 

is a long-term trend towards the pacification of civil society that is linked to the 

emergence of state control of the means of violence and the widening of the scope of civil 

society as opposed to the military or warrior elite” (Ray 43). While a statistico-historical 

analysis might demonstrate that we are witnessing, with modernization, a process of 

pacification in the civil spaces because of the state’s heightened monitoring presence, 

Ray is skeptical that such pacification would make violent acts disappear. Instead, as the 

presence of the state becomes more widespread, he believes violence will happen mostly 
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in private spaces. Therefore, while Elias’s thesis suggests that “there is a long-term trend 

towards reduced violence and cruelty,” it also “theorizes violence in relation to historical 

relationships between the body and its boundaries, emotions and cultural meanings” (45). 

The argument that Ray stages, therefore, historicizes violence and ties it to civil society. 

More recently, Elias’s theory seems to be backed up by Steven Pinker,12 who, in 

The New Republic article “A History of Violence” (2007), asserts that “if the wars of the 

twentieth century had killed the same proportion of the population that die in the wars of 

a typical tribal society, there would have been two billion deaths, not 100 million,” 

ultimately considering the end of the twentieth century as the least violent period in 

human history. Yet Ray shares with Bryan S. Turner13 the insight that, in the Holocaust, 

for example, the guards were civilized, but they played along with dispassionate mass 

killings—a thesis that somehow derives from Zygmunt Bauman’s Modernity and the 

Holocaust (1989), where the Holocaust is considered as embodying “the spirit of 

instrumental rationality” (18).14 Such a contrast between Elias’s modernization theory 

and this analysis of the Shoah allows Ray to introduce his ultimate goal: rather than using 

“modernity,” “rationality,” or civilization to understand the presence of violent acts, one 

should consider the social and historical conditions that made those acts possible. 

                                                
12 Canadian-American linguist and cognitive scientist (born 1954). He is an advocate for evolutionary 
psychology and the computational system of mind. One of his best-selling books is The Language Instinct 
(1994). 
13 Professor of Sociology and Head of the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences at Cambridge 
University. 
14 The thesis that civilized people can be capable of violent acts, particularly during Germany’s Nazi 
period, has been famously treated by Hannah Arendt (German-American political theorist, 1906-75) in 
Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963). 
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Thus, in Ray’s words, “violence is affective behaviour that engages neurological 

processes—mostly people get aggressive when they are angry or aroused and particular 

areas of the brain and physiological systems that underlie emotion are generally active” 

(22). These neurological processes might be triggered by a society that retains material 

and cultural differences among its members. By considering quantitative data and 

statistics about the homicide rate both internationally and nationally, for example, Ray is 

able to conclude that “at a macrosocial level the homicide rate will be higher the greater 

is social inequality, combined with concentrated poverty and weak social welfare, since 

these create spaces of local decivilization” (147).15 Ray seems therefore to stress the link 

between economic conditions and acts of violence that Pierre Bourdieu16 explicated in 

Acts of Resistance (1998); that is, “the structural violence exerted by the financial 

markets […] is matched sooner or later in the form of […] crime and major everyday acts 

of violence” (40). 

Ray’s study is statistically comprehensive and historically documented. Most 

significantly, he introduces his research with a sociological genealogy of how violence 

has been defined. The whole first chapter is a survey of what people in the field have 

proposed in violence studies: from Elizabeth Stanko’s17 definition of violence, in The 

Sage Dictionary of Criminology (2001), as “any form of behavior by an individual that 

intentionally threatens to or does cause physical, sexual or psychological harm to others 
                                                
15 The sources for these statistics are, among others, the FBI, the United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime, Statistics Canada, the British Home Secretary Office, and many other national governmental sites. 
16 French sociologist and anthropologist (1939-2002). In his research he investigates how economic capital 
affects social status. He centers on two major terms: field (a structured social space) and habitus (a system 
of dispositions).  
17 Professor of Criminology at Royal Holloway College, University of London. 
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or themselves” (316), to Mary Jackman’s18 generalization of violence, in the Annual 

Review of Sociology (2002), as “actions that inflict, threaten or cause injury”; from Johan 

Galtung’s19 classic concept of “structural violence” (unjust social, political, and economic 

systems cause physical and psychological harm), in the Journal of Peace Research 

(1969), to Michel Wieviorka’s20 distinction, in Violence: A New Approach (2009), 

between instrumental and expressive violence (instrumental violence is oriented toward a 

specific goal, while expressive violence is performed to gain personal gratification). 

Furthermore, Ray excels in introducing, succinctly, classical versions of violence 

in social theory: what Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, Sigmund Freud, and Michel Foucault, 

among others, have expressed about the relationship between violence and power. Ray 

suggests that, although Marx saw violence as an inevitable “cleansing force” in 

revolutionary change, he never considered it as an agent of social formation. Durkheim 

on the other hand treated violence as “an outcome of the mode of moral regulation and 

integration” (27). Freud’s focus on primal violence initiated the idea of an innate 

aggressiveness, while Foucault dealt with violence as a transformation and repression of 

bodily functions—thus being strictly linked to power. By stating that “power is […] 

encoded in systems of communication and normativity” (13), Ray reasserts with Foucault 

                                                
18 Professor of Sociology at UC Davis 
19 Norwegian sociologist (born 1930). He founded the discipline Peace and Conflict Studies. 
20 French sociologist (born 1946). He is known for his theory of social change. Particularly important, in 
Violence, is his argument that we have entered a new era of violence and conflict, different from the one of 
the 60s, which was “characterized by significant experiences of violence, by certain intellectuals’ 
commitment to that violence, and by the importance of revolutionary ideologies” (8). This new era centers 
on the subject of violence, which may provide an outcome of “a loss of meaning, non-meaning or the 
expression of unbridled cruelty, or of logics that are dominated by boundless subjectivity” (100). 
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the notion that any analysis of violent acts must be linked to an analysis of power 

structures. 

Such a statistico-historical approach nonetheless causes some problems. By 

considering violence as the sum, statistical or historical, of violent acts, Ray ends up by 

reaffirming the tautology that violence is violent. In other words, he dodges the question 

“what is violence?” and focuses on considering how violent society is. The title of his 

book, Violence and Society, does not therefore portray its contents, because violence ends 

up always serving an adjectival function (a violent society) rather than standing as a noun 

in its own right. Although Ray seems to ground his research on the relationship between 

violence and power, he also seems to exclude the possibility that violence is power, and 

vice versa. To suggest an identity, rather than a relationship, between violence and 

power, would imply shifting from an analysis of acts of violence to an analysis of 

violence as a manifestation of power. This would mean also to turn around causes and 

effects: from a society that expresses violence because of the presence of violent acts, to 

acts that are deemed violent because of the power structures present in society.   

This change of perspective is at the basis of another contemporary theorist’s 

work, Slavoj Žižek’s research on violence, which definitely acknowledges violence as an 

entity in its own right. 

III.1.2 THE PARALLAX VIEW OF VIOLENCE 

In Violence, Žižek concedes that “the obvious signals of violence are acts of crime 

and terror, civil unrest, international conflict” (1), but he also attests that violence can 
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exist in itself, without any clearly identifiable agent: a violence “inherent to [the] 

‘normal’ state of things” (2). Žižek mainly focuses on this “systemic” violence, linking 

its causes to a societal shift in the consideration of the “other.” As often with Žižek, the 

“other” is construed in Lacanian terms21 and so needs to be considered as having more 

than one role, as the other and an Other, with all the relative psychoanalytical 

complications. Without going into esoteric Lacanian details, suffice it to say here that the 

other is the cause of desire: a reflection and a projection of the self, of the ego, in the 

imaginary—an acknowledgment of the self through an object of desire. As Žižek clarifies 

in How to Read Lacan (2006), the other with a small “o” (or objet a) “is nothing but the 

inscription of the subject itself in the field of objects, in the guise of a blotch that takes 

shape only when part of this field is anamorphically distorted by the subject’s desire” 

(69). 

The Other with a capital “O,” on the other hand, is a more general state of being, 

here defined in terms of an unconscious desire to recognize different subjects, in the 

symbolic—Žižek explains it as “society’s unwritten constitution […] a complex network 

of rules and other kinds on presuppositions” (How to Read 8-9). At the core of Violence 

we find this distinction of potential, the tension between the self and its possible objects 

that is considered the cause of  “systemic” violence. As Žižek explains, “the Other is just 

fine, but only insofar as his presence is not intrusive, insofar as this Other is not really 

other” (41). A possible cause of systemic violence can therefore be the “fear of the over-

proximity of the Other as subject of desire” (58). 

                                                
21 Jacques Lacan, French psychoanalyst (1901-81). 
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Thus for Žižek, systemic violence has specific valences in the contemporary 

world, several almost automatic triggers for the outbreak of violence: the loss of 

indigenous national identities and the difficult co-existence of several ethnicities and 

cultures in an increasingly global environment. It is not by chance that he considers as 

paradigmatic acts expressing such violence: terrorist attacks, crimes of intolerance 

against immigrants, and ideological repression by state entities under the mask of 

tolerance. To make this case in another way, his book is organized to show how these 

structures of the Other lead to violence, as it is divided into chapters bearing titles as: 

“Fear thy Neighbour as Thyself!,” “Antinomies of Tolerant Reason,” and “Tolerance as 

an Ideological Category.” Žižek also assumes that a possible ultimate solution to such a 

systemic violence is Walter Benjamin’s divine violence (violence excluded from, or on 

the outside of, the legal system), as Benjamin expressed it in “Critique of Violence” 

(1955). Thus by its very nature, divine violence functions as if it were detached from any 

worldly role (such as subject, object, perpetrator, or sufferer). Divine violence is in this 

sense simply systemic violence exercised against the system itself. 

In order to support his analysis, Žižek employs many analogies, as he pairs social 

theory with numerous examples from world news and pop culture, and anecdotes 

referring to continental philosophy. He comments that to reflect upon ethnic roots is to be 

involved in a Kantian “private use of reason,” where “the public space of ‘world-civil-

society’ designates the paradox of the universal singularity, of a singular subject who, in 

a kind of short-circuit, by-passing the mediation of the particular, directly participates in 

the universal” (143). In this case, he argues, with Badiou, such a public space has become 
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“worldless,” in which “the only form protest can take is ‘meaningless’ violence” (79). He 

furthermore suggests, with Sloterdijk, that the neighbor assumes the role of an 

“imponderable Other as enemy, […] someone whose very reasoning is foreign to us” 

(55).  

In the end, Žižek proposes three theses: first, Western societies have become 

insensitive to the most brutal violent acts because they suffer from an ideological 

humanitarian sympathy toward the victims of these acts; second, this humanitarian 

sympathy has made it difficult, for ordinary people, to perform brutal acts of violence, 

but it has made it easy to accept them; third, and most importantly, “the lesson of the 

intricate relationship between subjective and systemic violence is that violence is not a 

direct property of some acts, but is distributed between acts and their contexts, between 

activity and inactivity” (213). That is, violence is not caused by acts—it characterizes the 

very state of being of the acts and hence is innate to them. 

In order to completely understand this last assumption, we need to go into greater 

detail about how Žižek differentiates between objective and subjective violence. 

Subjective violence is the whole of violent acts performed by identifiable agents. It is 

thus very close to what Larry Ray, in Violence and Society, considers violence: murder, 

rape, beatings, etc. Even if these crimes remain unsolved, they still have been perpetrated 

by a recognizable, although anonymous, criminal. Therefore, “subjective violence is 

experienced as such against the background of a non-violent zero level. It is seen as a 

perturbation of the ‘normal,’ peaceful state of things.” 
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Objective violence, in contrast, “is invisible since it sustains the very zero-level 

standard against which we perceive something as subjectively violent.” This kind of 

violence is thus very close to what Ray considers power: the unequal and unjust social 

conditions activated by state authorities, economies, and political institutions that can be 

identified in acts perpetrated by those entities. Objective violence becomes systemic 

when it becomes, so to speak, naturalized as part of the system, “but it has to be taken 

into account if one is to make sense of what otherwise seem to be ‘irrational’ explosions 

of subjective violence” (2). 

Žižek ultimately asks whether the true evil of society is the present capitalist 

system, or rather “our attempt to extricate ourselves from [it]—all the while profiting—

by carving out self-enclosed communal space, from ‘gated communities’ to exclusive 

racial or religious groups” (27). He suggests that there exists more violence inherent in 

ordinary, so-called rational social systems than in the particular criminal acts that 

seemingly disrupt social peace: “social-symbolic violence at its purest appears as its 

opposite, as the spontaneity of the milieu in which we dwell, of the air we breathe” (36).  

The naturalization of systemic violence into our perception of the social world, 

which makes acts of subjective violence seem irrational, can only be contrasted, so Žižek 

seems to think, by what are most often seen as purely irrational acts of violence, 

outbreaks of violence which thus de-naturalize the violence perpetrated by the system 

itself. This is how Žižek interprets the Benjaminian “divine violence”: as violence against 

itself. Therefore, in his words, “the most obvious candidate for ‘divine violence’ is the 

violent explosion of resentment” (185), but such a violence would be linked to a specific 
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reason for its rage, and “the problem is simply that there is never enough rage capital” 

(187) to turn such a subjective response to objective violence into a systemic solution. 

Moreover, such explosions of resentment often fall outside of the realm of legality, and 

they are therefore considered criminal acts. However, violence becomes pure and divine 

when it embodies the domain of sovereignty, 

the domain within which killing is neither an expression of personal pathology 

(idiosyncratic, destructive drive), nor a crime (or its punishment), nor a sacred 

sacrifice. It is neither aesthetic, nor ethical, nor religious (a sacrifice to dark gods). 

So, paradoxically, divine violence does partially overlap with the bio-political 

disposal of Homini sacer: in both cases, killing is neither a crime nor a sacrifice. 

(198) 

In this explication, Žižek moves the conversation about violence one step beyond Ray 

because of his introduction and analysis of divine violence as a condition outside the law 

but nonetheless implicit in the system.  

In Žižek’s view, divine violence is a way that a system reasserts itself and 

confirms itself as natural through a “justice” beyond the legal system. Ray includes all 

statistics inside a system resting on an underlying legality that considers violent acts 

criminal because they stand outside the legal system. In contrast, Žižek suggests that the 

legal system itself, in its universality, is predicated on the existence of violence itself and 

is thus bound to produce acts appearing as violence: “the mode of appearance of an 

abstract universality, its entering into actual existence, thus produces violence: it 

violently disrupts a preceding organic poise” (150). 
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Žižek’s theory, however, seems at the same time too practical and impractical. In 

shifting the analysis from violent acts to systemic violence, he seems to suggest, and 

justifiably so, that there is an underlying barbarism in contemporary society—barbarism 

is a part of society’s culture. Yet such an assumption is totalizing, in that it depends on 

society being defined by the presence of “cultures,” rather than a “culture.” When Žižek 

says that “the ultimate source of barbarism is culture itself, one’s direct identification 

with a particular culture, which renders one intolerant towards other cultures” (141), he is 

actually introducing two separate cultures: a global, pervasive culture that is structured 

inwardly to contain a cluster of national, identity-based cultures. In this respect, global 

culture is viewed as “worldless,” to use Badiou’s words, while the identity-based cultures 

are viewed as “lifeworlds.” This antinomy suggests, in Žižek’s words, that “the ‘subject 

of free choice’ in the Western ‘tolerant’ multicultural sense can emerge only as the result 

of an extremely violent process of being torn out of a particular lifeworld, of being cut off 

from one’s roots” (146). That is, not only does this world structure generate acts of 

violence that are objective instead of subjective (perpetrated by individual, defined 

agents), but it also forces these acts to be seen as natural, inherent in the whole way 

culture is viewed. 

Violence is therefore linked by Žižek to a paradoxical “parallax view” of culture: 

in his model, culture is singular and plural, both other and Other, both activity and 

inactivity, pure as well as situation-bound. Žižek concludes that the “domain of pure 

violence, the domain outside law (legal power), the domain of violence which is neither 

law-funding nor law-sustaining, is the domain of love” (205), which seems to point to 
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pure violence as the ultimate activity. At the same time, he also concludes that 

“sometimes doing nothing is the most violent thing to do” (217), which seems to point to 

pure violence as the ultimate inactivity. This parallax seems to rest on a still unresolved 

double rift between being/doing and violent/violence (in all their combinations)—a rift 

that other theorists refuse to accept. Willem Schinkel’s attempt to resolve this dilemma 

may be taken as paradigmatic for what is at stake in a new social model of violence. 

III.1.3 VIOLENCE AS A REDUCTION OF BEING 

 Schinkel, in Aspects of Violence, focuses on the purportedly close ties between the 

concepts of power and violence, and on how they both gravitate around the concept of 

subjectivity. Subjectivity, though, is a concept defined quite differently in various fields. 

Rather than following the social science tradition in viewing the subject as “the identity 

of the source of action,” Schinkel points to “an alternative tradition which stresses the 

negation implied in every identity, and therefore the decentered place of the subject” 

(39). Such a purportedly anti-humanist stance is connected to a humanist tradition, in 

which “any study of violence, any questioning of the nature of violence, cannot avoid the 

claim that there exists, in some cases, a pre-reflexive apprehension of violence” (4-5). 

Power and violence are therefore strictly related to the concept of being, rather than of 

doing. This is Schinkel’s epistemological shift in dealing with violence in ways that move 

beyond the prior theorists noted here: rather than considering violence as a series of acts, 

he considers violence as a reduction of being—a term with its own philosophical 

resonance. 
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 The idea of a reduction of being takes origin from Johan Galtung’s studies, where 

he defined violence as “the cause of the difference between the potential and the actual, 

between what could have been and what is” (1968, 168). Galtung points out that an 

action cannot be defined as violent without considering the context in which the action 

was performed and how the whole context affects the people involved. For example, a 

punch thrown by a pugilist at another in the context of a boxing match is something 

different from a punch thrown by other people in a different context. At the same time, to 

say that boxing is not violent would be incorrect. Therefore, one way to discern between 

the two situations is to consider violence a process, rather than an act, in which the 

subjectivities involved are somehow altered. Schinkel stresses this aspect when he argues 

that “violence […] consists of actions that recursively follow each other and that cannot 

be wholly singled out without losing the identity (“violence”) of the process as a whole” 

(36). 

 Schinkel expands Galtung’s definition by introducing the Heideggerian concept 

of Dasein22 (being-in-the-world) as a way to talk about the ontological aspect-horizon of 

an individual being, focusing on the difference between the ontic (what Heidegger 

describes as “thinghood,” focusing on the mere physical presence of objects) and the 

ontological (how categories of being are related and situated in the world). He argues that 

acts by themselves are part of the ontic (they happen), but how acts are perceived—how 

violence becomes a social issue—creates an ontological horizon because it situates a 

particular act in the world, and its meaning as part of world understanding. Therefore, 

                                                
22 Dasein expresses the temporality of being human, as Heidegger explained in Being and Time (1927). 
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violence is an aspect of the social that is always at work in a more or less 

highlighted sense. That is, it is an aspect that is, qua, aspect, always present (in a 

non-ontic sense), but the degree to which this aspect is actualized as effective in 

practice differs. (48) 

The assumption of an ontological horizon of violence allows us to apply a sort of sliding 

scale to understand ontically violent acts—the violence of the system, not the individual. 

The scale to be used, in such an understanding, refers to how severely the subject of a 

situation is affected by or implicated in the events in the situation. 

 In consequence, Schinkel concludes that “violence is precisely that aspect of 

human interaction which consists of a reduction of being, of selection of ontological 

aspects and simultaneous non-selection of others” (49). He also points out that such a 

reduction of being is common to all aspects of social life—people focus on different 

ontological horizons depending on the social relations in which they are engaged—and 

thus violence is, one way or another, present in all human interactions. The constant 

presence of violence introduces the additional notion that violence is not disruptive of 

social life, but constructive: “only when the social is a priori seen as a harmonious and 

(these are not opposites) non-violent realm of human being-together, can violence be […] 

conceptualized as something which runs counter to that being-together.” 

 In order to defend violence as a social reduction of being into ontic acts that can 

be constructive or destructive, Schinkel revisits many philosophical positions held about 

violence and indicates how they portray biaphobia (sic, fear of life). Thus, Kant’s notion 

of humanity, which is the totality of the ontological horizon, “does recognize that people 
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are instrumentalized and that morality depends on the degree to which the other is always 

at the same time regarded as an end in itself” (63). However, such humanity must 

“necessarily be reduced in social practice, [so] violence is not a priori to be regarded as 

immoral” (55). 

 In contrast to Kant’s position, Levinas distrusts the idealism of the ontological 

horizon and so attests instead that the other escapes that reduction of being that is 

encompassed in a social relation objectified as a state of “alterity.” Yet Derrida counters 

Levinas’s assumption, implying that a necessary reduction of being must happen “in 

order to be in-relation-to the other. This violence, which is ever present, has a positivity 

to it, it is enabling. Without it, being-in-relation, or being-social, would not be possible” 

(67). Nonetheless, Schinkel sees even such a reaffirmation of a relationship between the 

subject and the object as biaphobic, because it reduces the complexity of social systems. 

Likewise, Benjamin’s divine violence emerges here as “free of [the] violent circle of the 

law” (93), but it nonetheless seems to promise a messianic justice that is never quite 

possible to determine. 

 In this account, there is thus violence in the very definition of violence, since the 

ontological reduction of being implies the choice of a specific semantics, “a constellation 

of meanings that is historically contingent but intricately tied up with socio-structural 

developments pertaining to the nature of political organization and regimes of 

punishments” (21). Such a contingency indicates a sort of biaphobia—a fear of life—that 

seems to be present in many writings about violence, precisely because violence is 

commonly seen as something external to the status quo of social life, irrational in its 
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happening, and morally wrong. A case in point is again Benjamin’s Critique of Violence. 

Schinkel argues that, although Benjamin in his study affirms the ability of individuals to 

speak of violence, he himself speaks only of justice. When Benjamin argues that the 

cause behind an act can be deemed violent only if it pertains to moral relations, he 

actually confines violence inside the realm of the law. To escape such a restriction, 

Benjamin comes up with the idea of a divine, or pure, violence.  

 While mythical violence, for Benjamin, is law-establishing and law-preserving, 

divine violence is law-destroying. Yet Schinkel asks if “is there not always, even after 

[…] a manifestation of divine violence, a fall back into the mythical categories of means 

and ends? What comes […] after divine violence?” In order to bypass such a temporal 

reduction of violence which, Schinkel believes, leads to biaphobia and to a fear of the 

constructive aspect of ontological violence, he comes up with the idea of an autotelic 

violence, “a violence that is its own goal, a violence in which means and ends are 

conflated.” Schinkel states, in Platonic terms, that “autotelic violence is the Form or the 

Idea of all phenomenal violence” (96). For Schinkel, Benjamin’s critique of violence, 

together with many other philosophical and social disquisitions about violence, “claims to 

be concerned with violence when in fact it is not; it claims to discuss the nature of 

violence when in fact it reduces and thereby violates it” (100). The only way to not 

reduce the ontological horizon of violence is to consider it immediate and autotelic, 

transforming it from violence against itself to violence that is seen as its own goal. 

 This shift of models creates a paradox, which Schinkel recognizes: while autotelic 

violence does not reduce the ontological horizon of violence, ontological violence is a 
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reduction of being. Thus, pure violence violates itself, “it exists only by negating its 

potential purity” (102). At which point, we might ask, what is the purpose of delineating 

a violence that does not serve any purpose? Here Schinkel seems to fall into the same 

categorizing “error” of the sociologists, à la Ray, and the epistemologists, à la Žižek, that 

he wants to address. While social studies have focused on acts of violence without 

considering what violence really is, and while an epistemological view of violence might 

create a parallax between being and doing, so ontological violence might resolve in a 

definition of being that has no relations with the social stratum—it might end up being a 

definition without practical realization. What exactly is the difference, in realization, 

between evil as “a violence for the sake of itself, without morality, extrinsic meaning, but 

purely destructive” (120), and a constructive, intrinsically meaningful, moral violence? 

Would the receiver of such violence perceive the difference? In short, Schinkel seems 

still to disregard the “audience” of violence. 

 Schinkel attempts to answer these questions by comparing and contrasting 

autotelic violence and symbolic violence: when autotelic acts of violence become 

naturalized, or part of an epistemic violence, they lose their constructive aspect, because 

they become aestheticized and thus can be grouped under what he calls symbolic 

violence. He argues that “popular culture is full of violence that serves no other purpose 

than to please” (123), and that “the autotelic aspect of violence can be said to be a 

recurring theme in contemporary art” (124). Finally, he summarizes that “the average 

violent film that is directed towards a large audience allows the viewer to enjoy autotelic 

violence, but in an acceptable and non-explicit way” (125). Yet here Schinkel seems to 
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consider symbolic violence as merely causative of popular culture, denying the 

possibility that popular culture might, precisely because of its wide audience reception, 

be used as a means to address symbolic violence—always inside a social condition of 

systemic violence. 

 Schinkel here operates in reference to yet another body of theory: he has joined 

together symbolic violence and Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus,” from Outline of a 

Theory of Practice (1977), which states that symbolic violence is “a kind of violence that 

takes place with the (silent) consent of those to whom it befalls” (188). Symbolic 

violence is thus, for Bourdieu, linked to how a society perceives, or knows, things, and 

therefore “is the violence of the hierarchy of a social space, which is perpetuated by 

means of naturalization of the legitimate schemes of perception by means of doxa and 

illusio” (189). Yet I believe that Benjamin’s Critique of Violence already manifests the 

continued presence of ontological violence as a reduction of being and the autotelic 

violence as either constructive in the ontological horizon or destructive in the symbolic 

representations of language. 

 Benjamin affirmed that “the critique of violence is the philosophy of its history—

the ‘philosophy’ of this history, because only the idea of its development makes possible 

a critical, discriminating, and decisive approach to its temporal data” (299). In so doing, 

he already introduced something very like the concept of habitus, via the analysis of 

specific temporal data that separate a specific social culture from another. Benjamin also 

recognized the practical downside of focusing too narrowly on a out-of-this world, 

theoretical violence (divine violence), because only practical acts of violence (mythical 
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violence) can be recognized with certainty, and can be put in relationship with social 

issues concerning morality and the law: “Less possible and also less urgent for 

humankind, however, is to decide when unalloyed violence has been realized in particular 

cases. For only mythical violence, not divine, will be recognizable as such with certainty” 

(300). In Benjamin, therefore, behind his metaphorical language, we can perceive the 

presence of a theory and practice of violence, which are both based on a historico-

philosophical view of the law. 

Considering all the voices that we heard about violence and its meaning, I must 

now introduce how violence will be considered in this study, and how narrative 

representations of acts of violence in crime novels written around the turn of the twenty-

first century blur the boundaries of “serious” fiction, yielding a genre fiction that can 

induce an epistemic rupture in the audience. 

III.2 VIOLENCE AS A MASTER NARRATIVE 

The mapping of violence that we have performed so far defines it in various ways, 

ranging from a sociological standpoint, to an epistemo-literary one, to an ontological one. 

Here, I will aim at providing a more comprehensive definition of violence as systemic 

violence that in the final chapter we can apply to Foucault’s Pendulum, Infinite Jest, 

Secrets, and 2666. These novels differ from more traditional crime and mystery stories 

following the conventions of crime and punishment inside the legal system because they 

adhere to a vision of systemic violence that does not assume the benevolence of such a 

system. Instead, they portray violence as representing a reduction of being in the 
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ontological horizon of its participants, a moment when conventions rupture and reveal 

something beyond law or justice. Such a reduction of being can have more or less severe 

forms, as they produce violent acts. Such systemic violence comes into evidence when 

violent acts seem not to be enacted by specific social agents for specific purposes, and 

with a recoverable logic. Moreover, systemic violence is a master narrative from a 

particular socio-historical condition, a part of its final being. 

In order to expand our analysis to how these literary artifacts might represent 

instances of systemic violence as a master narrative in the contemporary age, we must 

follow Benjamin’s advice and retrace a historical evolution of systemic violence and the 

evidence in artifacts for its epistemological presence. To do so, we might follow 

Foucault’s indication, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, and consider how systemic 

violence has become a discursive object in contemporary time. In order to interpret the 

discourse of systemic violence, Foucault would say that we need to delineate its 

formation as an object of knowledge, as something that can be studied and interpreted in 

discourse and as discourse. 

To make this case, two texts in particular out of the Foucauldian corpus can guide 

our writing of a more contemporary history of the concept of violence: the afore-

mentioned The Archeology of Knowledge, in which Foucault laid out the theory about the 

formation of discursive objects of knowledge, and The History of Sexuality: Volume I, in 

which he put the theory into practice and correlated acts and behaviors with discursive 

values (values that exist by virtue of their use within the structures of study). Since the 

present study is ultimately concerned with the analysis of literary texts, I will later have 
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to establish how textual expression correlates with systemic violence as an object. I will 

make that correlation in Chapter IV, where I will consider Badiou’s concept of the event, 

as a good description of how such texts intend to intervene in their audience’s horizon of 

expectations. The event that I am positing is the historical appearance of a constellation 

of texts that form a new subgenre: texts that represent a social truth of a situation of 

systemic violence (rather than the traditional assumption that crime fiction addresses 

issues of truth and justice). 

 For now, I need to characterize the topic of that text event: systemic violence.  

Systemic violence as an object of knowledge emerges, in Foucault’s account, according 

to specific rules of formation, its “conditions of existence […] in a given discursive 

division” (38). We have seen in Chapter II that the discursive division (here: a set of 

genres) that concerns us here is the tradition of the crime and mystery story, from Edgar 

Allan Poe onwards. The subgenre I am defining here can thus profitably be described not 

as an evolution, but rather as a discursive rupture in the inherited patterns of existential 

operators in the genre—a disruption of its commonplaces such as crime, detection, and 

solution. 

 As his case study, Foucault takes as his epistemic object the specific example of 

psychopathology, a discipline and a discourse that is strictly connected to how crime 

came to be evaluated in the nineteenth century. He argues that “if criminal behaviour 

could give rise to a whole series of objects of knowledge, this was because a group of 

particular relations was adopted for use in psychiatric discourse” (43). That is, once a 

social issue became the property of a discipline, it could be managed as an object in other 
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ways, including fiction. The connection that Foucault makes with psychiatric discourse is 

particularly relevant here because, in the formation of objects of knowledge that would be 

the focus of this new subgenre, we can see a shift in the authors’ attention from the act 

committed (the classic “whodunit”) to a condition of being anterior to the crime: the 

criminal is in these tales not only someone who commits a crime, but someone who is 

evil and predisposed to a certain behavior, or who is an agent of a world which 

predisposes individuals to a certain behavior. Thus, in nineteenth-century 

psychopathology, it was possible to define a particular group of people who were 

criminals in a new way, not just as someone who chose to do wrong. During trials, 

evidence was provided to establish the accused’s relationship to this psychopathological 

group, to see if the accused was part of this group, whose crimes were of a different order 

than traditional law believed. Foucault points out that this system of relations, this system 

of evidence, is discursive: the stories told in court were new and were echoed in the crime 

fiction of the era, as well.   

 The specific relations that are expressed in this discourse as an epistemic object 

form and characterize the psychopathology of crime in the nineteenth century, but they 

can be extended to any other discourse, even in different social circumstances. One 

passage out of Foucault’s text makes this case in representative ways:  

a discursive formation is defined (as far as its objects are concerned, at least) if 

one can establish such a group; if one can show how any particular object of 

discourse finds in it its place and law of emergence; if one can show that it may 
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give birth simultaneously or successively to mutually exclusive objects, without 

having to modify itself. (1972, 44) 

This passage establishes the fact that the discursive objects formed out of this system of 

relations are not constant—they can change in form and content. Yet discursive objects 

are always formed with reference to a system of relations. As I will suggest below, the 

system of relations forming the discursive object defined as systemic violence can be 

traced through the analysis of scenes of violence representing an epistemic rupture in 

crime novels produced at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first 

centuries. 

 Foucault stresses that objects are formed not before, but in the practice of 

discourse, yet these objects have no foundation: they are defined by their relation to the 

discourse, “to the body of rules that enable them to form as objects of a discourse and 

thus constitute the conditions of their historical appearance” (1972, 48). The question 

posed here thus becomes one of history: how the historical appearance of systemic 

violence has been formed as an object of discourse, and how such formation has become 

so pervasive to acquire the status of a master narrative of contemporary time. 

 Foucault provides examples of this method in The History of Sexuality, where he 

notes: “Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was transposed 

from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the 

soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species” 

(43). Once the act is redefined as a condition of being (a discursive fact, not just an act), 

it is easier to instrumentalize it: “it is through the isolation, intensification, and 



 169 

consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the relations of power to sex and pleasure 

branched out and multiplied, measured the body, and penetrated modes of conduct” (48). 

The passage from act to being has therefore a social function, one in which power can be 

exercised. To use an analogy from Schinkel, once a being is created, a being is also 

reduced. 

 In Foucault’s view, the formation of such discursive objects of knowledge also 

initiates specific relations of truth, so that the formation of homosexuality “attested” to 

the truth of homosexuality’s existence. That is, the history of homosexuality as an 

epistemic object now becomes legible discursively as the history of all the discourses 

(legal, social, cultural) that shifted a particular act into ontological being. Furthermore, a 

history of such discourses becomes a history of relations of power, which is performed 

and actualized through the statements of the law. 

 I have drawn this parallel to Foucault’s The History of Sexuality because I believe 

a similar discursive formation has shifted, at the end of the twentieth century, in the field 

of crime. That is, we can notice in several such narratives, that violence has shifted from 

being considered as an act of crime acknowledged by a justice system, to being 

considered as an aspect of being. Rather than being marred by acts of violence punished 

by the law, contemporary society as represented in the subgenre under examination is 

now characterized in terms of violence appearing inside the juridical system. Rather than 

having specific agents performing acts of violence at the core of the crime novel, today’s 

violence is perceivable even without the presence of an agent and thus is represented as 

systemic. 
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 Such an assumption is backed up on a historical level, not just a narratological 

one, by recent sociological studies on the rhetoric of vulnerability. Frank Furedi,23 in 

“Vulnerability – Analytical Concept or Rhetorical Idiom?” (2008), argues that 

vulnerability, or the potential for being a victim, “has emerged as one of the dominant 

frames through which social problems are communicated to the public” (36). He brings in 

studies and statistics taken from the International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 

database, attesting to how the term has been over-used in both print and visual media. Yet 

he also stresses how the significance of the term has evolved through time. Empirical 

data show that “since the early 1990s, vulnerable is increasingly used as an intrinsic 

quality of an individual or group rather than referring to an episode in their life” (38). 

Even more importantly, an analysis of the use of the term in national and international 

media reveals that the contemporary “rhetoric of vulnerability constructs actual and 

potential victims, without constructing a distinct group of victimizers. The vulnerable 

suffer from harm for which it is difficult to assign direct responsibility” (39). The passive 

construction of such a concept, i.e. the absence of a direct agent, seems to back up the 

idea that violence has become so present that identifying a direct agent is no longer 

necessary. It is common sense to believe that such an absence of victimizers might find 

its way into literary representations, as well, acquiring the status of a new formula inside 

the crime genre. In this respect, the absence of a culprit at the end of Foucault’s 

Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 might best be conceived not as a postmodern 

                                                
23 Professor of Sociology at the University of Kent. His research deals primarily with risk and panic in 
Western societies, as in his Invitation to Terror (2007). 
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reaction toward genre formulae, but rather as marking the birth of a new genre formula 

based on contemporary social conditions. 

 The absence of representations of direct responsibility is in line with a recent 

study by Ruth A. Miller,24 “Violence without Agency” (2011). There, she argues that 

“delinking agency from the performance of violence might broaden conversations about 

violence, might open up new dimensions for thinking about the violent act” (43). Miller 

draws parallels between acts of violence and acts of language, thus addressing physical 

and linguistic performance as two aspects of the same act. She concludes that, in 

contemporary times, “agency is irrelevant to the performance of the violent act” (61), 

because agency instills a relationship between subject and speech that might lead to 

binary formations such as cause and effect, perpetrator and sufferer, etc., which might be 

detrimental to analyzing the pervasive presence of violence. 

 Furedi also reports that, as data showing the pervasive use in the media of the 

term “vulnerable” indicate, “the term has achieved the status of what political 

sociologists characterize as a master frame or a broad interpretative perspective on social 

ills that resonate with ideas that prevail in popular culture” (40). If vulnerability, as data 

show, is a sociological master frame, then it is not a big leap to propose that the same 

concept that enforces the constant ontology of being a victim, yet without the presence of 

a recognizable agent for that violence who can be punished inside the legality of a social 

system, can straightforwardly be considered the master narrative of systemic violence 

allowed by that frame. 

                                                
24 Associate Professor of History, the University of Massachusetts Boston. 
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 This point has not passed unobserved by critics. For example, Žižek, in Violence, 

seems to connect the concept of vulnerability to the two opposite ideological spaces he 

defines as characterized by subjective and objective violence. On the one side, the 

ideological space of considering violence as the whole of violent acts, we find a “respect 

for the vulnerable Other brought to an extreme through an attitude of narcissistic 

subjectivity which experiences the self as vulnerable, constantly exposed to a multitude 

of potential ‘harassments.’” Such is the hyper-legal, law-enforcing attitude that strives to 

find possible agents to blame for all acts of violence. Yet on the other side, the 

ideological space of considering violence as systemic, we find a “reduction of humans to 

‘bare life,’ to Homo sacer, that so-called sacred being who is the object of expert 

caretaking knowledge, but is excluded […] from all rights” (42). Such is the law-

establishing attitude that attempts to create “beings” out of actions, and to 

compartmentalize people into an unchanging ontology—people who, because of what 

they are, need to be tended to by the expert knowledge of state power. 

 Both of these two opposite ideological spaces are violent, but if we apply to them 

the Benjaminian distinction between mythical and divine violence, as Žižek does, then 

we notice that these two ideological spaces are actually both characterized by mythical 

violence, which is either law-enforcing or law-establishing. Thus Žižek concludes that 

they coincide in a very peculiar way, in a passage that is worth quoting at length: 

What these two poles share is precisely the underlying refusal of any higher 

causes, the notion that the ultimate goal of our lives is life itself. This is why there 

is no contradiction between the respect for the vulnerable Other and the readiness 
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to justify torture, the extreme expression of treating individuals as Homini sacer. 

(42) 

I might add here that there is no contradiction between these two aspects of mythical 

violence because they both rely on the notion that mythical violence (or the presence of 

acts of violence) is inescapable and ever-present one way or the other. After looking at 

data from the last 50 years, as Ray does in Violence and Society, and after considering 

Schinkel’s reduction of being in Aspects of Violence, one can easily conclude that there 

has been a rise both in general awareness of violence related to conventional crime (thus 

with a clear agent) and in violence related to systemic power functions—state agencies, 

ideological organizations, political parties, etc. (thus without a clear agent but within the 

discursive categories of an era’s ontological understanding). Such a rise could mean that 

violence in a new sense has become a master narrative of the contemporary era. 

  Marie-Laure Ryan,25 in “Toward a Definition of Narrative” (2007), defines 

master narratives as “global explanatory schemes that legitimize institutions, such as the 

practice of science, by representing them as necessary to the historical self-realization of 

an abstract or collective entity, such as Reason, Freedom, or the State” (33). In an era that 

Jean-François Lyotard26 defines, in The Postmodern Condition (1984), as no longer 

having “recourse to the grand narratives—we can resort neither to the dialectic of Spirit 

nor even to the emancipation of humanity as a validation for postmodern scientific 

discourse” (60), we can posit with a degree of confidence that what legitimizes 

                                                
25 Independent scholar based in the U.S., she has published widely about issues of narrative theory and 
virtual reality: Narrative as Virtual Reality (2001), Avatars of Story (2006). 
26 French philosopher and literary theorist (1924-98). He is well known for his analysis of postmodernism. 
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institutions, and what represents the realization of a contemporary entity, is the pervasive 

presence of violence.  

 I believe that this statement can be proved in part by the historical forms of the 

production and reception of contemporary crime novels, following what Fredric Jameson 

suggests in The Political Unconscious (1982): we can prove that “a sequence of historical 

events or texts and artifacts is rewritten in terms of some deeper, underlying, and more 

“fundamental” narrative, or a hidden master narrative which is the allegorical key or 

figural content of the first sequence of empirical materials” (13). 

The thesis of this study about the defining ontology of these contemporary crime 

novels is that they can represent the hidden master narrative of a new kind of social 

violence. Specifically, these novels follow the formulae of crime fiction and introduce as 

a new formula the absence of agency inside a legal system. They all represent systemic 

violence and deserve to be called part of the same event—the emergence of a new 

subgenre. 

III.3 THE BARBARIC CONTEMPORANEITY OF THE NEW CRIME NOVEL: AN 
ANALYTICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 I conclude the present chapter with some brief comments on two well-known 

sayings that can complete my connections between contemporary history and specific 

discursive formations: Theodor W. Adorno’s27 “to write poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric,” in “Cultural Criticism and Society” (1967), and Walter Benjamin’s “there is no 

document of culture which is not at the same time a document of barbarism,” in “Eduard 

                                                
27 German sociologist (1903-69), and member of the Frankfurt School of social theory. 
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Fuchs: Collector and Historian” (1937). These comments will help me situate Foucault’s 

Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 inside a discourse of systemic violence as a 

master narrative of the contemporary age (not as a sign of its purported barbarism). That 

is to say, these comments support my assertion that contemporaneity’s barbarism is not 

one of actions (the crimes are barbaric, therefore immoral), but one of epistemic rupture 

in a new era characterized by systemic violence (actions are interpreted through 

violence’s epistemological lens). Such a rereading of Adorno and Benjamin’s sayings 

will allow us to understand how the master narrative of systemic violence has become a 

genre formula. 

 Benjamin’s barbarism stands for the unacknowledged sources that make up the 

construct (Konstruktion) of cultural history as a narrative of understanding. A work of art, 

as it is produced and circulated, reproduces not only the final product of a series of 

stylistic and thematic choices, but also the contrasts that led to such choices. Therefore, 

historical materialism must not be concerned solely with the object of art, but mostly with 

the objective and discursive formation of the conditions that allowed the production of 

that object in that particular culture and at that particular time. Inside culture, there is 

always the potential for a kind of barbarism (an opposition) that is present although not-

represented in the art-object. Barbarism is a term that refers to the systemic condition that 

allowed the crystallization of an idea into a cultural artifact. In this case, “barbarism” has 

to be considered amorally, because it only expresses a posited contrast to historical 

culture. Barbarism therefore is culture in potentia. 
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 In consequence, I suggest that these novels address crime as the “barbarism” of 

the contemporary age. They do so not by positing decline, but rather by focusing in a 

historico-materialistical way on the political implications of a crime documented by an 

eruption of violence—not the type of violence enacted in a crime by an agent, but 

pervasive in the social interactions of the characters. It is the recognition of the non-

representation of such a “barbarism” that allows the crystallization of these novels into a 

new subgenre. 

 Similarly, Adorno points to what might be considered the same barbarism in his 

saying. Here again, the discourse of crime refers to the emergence and creation of cultural 

artifacts marked by violence, rather than to morality. If one considers, as I introduced in 

Chapter I when discussing Hamburger’s The Logic of Literature, that fiction has fictive I-

Origines, while poetry stems from a “real” I-Origo, then it is possible to perceive how an 

unmediated I-Origo participates directly in the historical construct of culture. Thus, I am 

positing that this new subgenre of crime novels points to the existence of a real I-Origo in 

the historical conditions of the latter twentieth century. In addition, if these suggestions 

are valid, then these novels document a particular historical event: the barbarism of an era 

that is epistemically ruptured, as is foregrounded in the discourse on violence and its 

representations. 

 There is one further consequence of these assumptions. Žižek, in Violence, 

suggests that “it is not poetry that is impossible after Auschwitz, but rather prose” (4). 

Žižek explains his assumption saying that poetry does not address things directly, that it 

only alludes to things. He thus implies that realistic prose fails to represent the pervasive 
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systemic violence of contemporaneity—in this respect it is impossible, or barbaric. 

Although I concede that Žižek’s analysis is overall accurate in pointing out how 

pervasive systemic violence resists representation, I also propose that the strategy of 

these four novels directly addresses that difficulty. 

As anticipated in Chapter I, these novels, through their realistic prose and 

formulaic style, establish a functional empathy with their audiences: an empathy that 

recognizes and accepts the pervasive presence of systemic violence. Furthermore, as 

debated in Chapter II, these novels engage the rhetoric of crime to open a new horizon of 

expectations in their audiences: audiences who would first recognize and accept a change 

in their original horizon when the emplotment of the events departs from the generic 

formulae of the crime story. Lastly, as I argued in Chapter III, this departure is not a 

reaction against generic formulae, but a critique of systemic violence in introducing a 

new aspect to the generic formulae: the emplotment of these novels follows a master 

narrative of violence in order to point out an epistemic rupture that is ethical in requiring 

the audience to find a new sense, to discover a new logic, behind representations of 

violence. 

We can now move into the specifics of how actually to read the discourse 

elements through which these novels reach their audiences. In other words, I see to 

uncover a distinct discourse formation in these novels, in which particular scenes 

represent violence as an ethical epistemic rupture in the audiences. This will be the focus 

of Chapter IV, leading to the critical readings of Chapter V. 
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Chapter IV: 

 A Reading Methodology 

 In the previous chapters we engaged with theories of narratology, crime fiction, 

and violence in order to develop a theoretical framework for understanding how a new 

generation of novels, including Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), David 

Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996), Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets (1998), and Roberto 

Bolaño’s 2666 (2004), navigate the divide between “serious” and popular fiction in 

dealing with representations of violence. We argued that narratology in the last quarter-

century has shifted from focusing on the rhetorical study of stylistic conventions—the 

role of the narrator, the evolution of the plot, the depiction of characters—to considering 

a more cognitive approach: exploring how the elements of the text act on readers to give 

meaning to experienced and represented events. We claimed that narrative’s cognitive 

function starts when readers recognize the form of the text as a strategy for 

communication and then commence fitting each text into the horizon of expectations that 

they have acquired through reading specific genres. We further considered how crime 

fiction as a genre represents violence as a crime to be solved. However, when novels 
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break with the conventional horizon of expectations created by genre fiction, I argue that 

they open up the possibility of a more nuanced representation and critique of violence. 

The conventions used in these novels are not conceived exclusively in terms of stylistic 

traits or habits of expression, but rather also in terms of their epistemological weight: 

rather than reaffirming a conventional genre, they do something to their audience because 

they rupture their readers’ horizon of expectations (and define new forms of violence). 

When novels do this, they are able to expose violence as one of the new master narratives 

of the cultures they challenge. The moments that break with traditional crime novel 

conventions offer an interpretive lens through which scholars of narrative theory can 

develop a new understanding for crime narrative beyond the stability promised by the 

“crime and punishment” trajectory. 

 How this new generation of crime novels work is the project for this chapter, in 

theoretical terms, and for the case studies that follow in Chapter V. Crime novels written 

around the turn of the twenty-first century sometimes consciously blur the boundaries 

between “serious” fiction and genre fiction: they represent violence, not as an isolated 

event or action, but as a pervasive cultural logic that cannot be circumvented or resolved 

in the way that older crime novels did. In other words, they frame violence as a cultural 

and institutional problem, instead of as a disruptive social anomaly, and they thereby 

expose violence as a constitutive force in a world and era in which social relations are 

always already mediated by the disciplinary apparatus of institutions. Foucault’s 

Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 represent this trend well; they draw attention to 

the cultural logic of violence by reproducing conventions associated with more traditional 
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crime fiction—a crime to be solved, a “detective” figure, and the gradual revelation of 

clues, —but then these novels break with traditional crime fiction in one important way: 

they do not follow the trajectory of crime and punishment that characterizes many 

examples of crime fiction, often in moving past the conventional moment of punishment 

into a new frame that questions the closure that might have been reached. Such a 

trajectory necessarily limits our understanding of violence to isolated actions that can be 

punished and to individuals who can be reformed. By breaking with the logic of crime 

and punishment, these novels position violence as a master narrative or as an interpretive 

lens that invites readers to engage in a critique of institutionalized and systemic violence. 

 In narratological terms, these contemporary novels constitute a new project: a 

narrative that, through the use of conventions, forces its readers to confront the limits of 

canonical forms and to consider violence as a contemporary master narrative. In this 

sense, they acquire the status of a new subgenre inside the genre of crime fiction, and 

they should be read as cognate texts attesting to violence’s epistemological presence in 

society. To substantiate such a statement, narratology needs to present a reading 

methodology that recognizes these novels’ connection in a single subgenre. 

Alain Badiou’s exposition of the generic procedure,1 in Being and Event (2006), 

can help in this endeavor. Granted, Badiou argues that there are four types of generic 

procedure (artistic, scientific, political, and amorous) and these types are considered 

sources of truth rather than methodologies to detect a literary genre. We can, though, use 

                                                
1 Badiou uses “procédure générique” in the original French text. The English translation is probably too 
literal and might sound awkward, but it is the one commonly used. 
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Badiou’s enactment of the genre as a theory that does not implicitly help to reconstruct 

the canon of crime fiction but introduces a new level to the theoretical problem. We can 

borrow Badiou’s theory to clarify the argument that these novels constitute a new crime 

fiction subgenre. 

IV.1 THE SUBGENRE AS A LITERARY EVENT 

All through this study I have referred to a group of late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries’ novels as a test case: novels that have common characteristics such 

as the depiction of a crime, the gradual revelation of clues about the crime, the attempt to 

solve such a crime by a “detective” figure, and most importantly the unresolved nature of 

the crime. There are other examples in literary history that fit the bill, and the latter 

twentieth century argues that we cannot consider our analysis as dealing with a closed 

system composed solely of the four novels mentioned. To use Badiou’s language, these 

novels are multiples of a narrative situation that possesses these properties. From a 

narratological perspective, all these texts use the formulae of crime fiction and then exile 

the readers from them: from classic examples like Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White 

(1860), to avant-garde experiments like Alain Robbe-Grillet’s The Erasers (1953); from 

postmodern exercises like Paul Auster’s City of Glass (1985), to political re-

appropriations of the genre like Paco Ignacio Taibo II’s Frontera Dreams (2002). What is 

crucial is that these novels have common aspects, allowing judgment about whether these 

common aspects designate a common property. The existence of such frame-breaking 

narratives attests to a knowledge that the audience possesses, as the horizon of 
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expectations the audience shares in reading crime fiction. These novels cannot exist 

without that reserve of common narratological knowledge. 

Badiou calls this knowledge an encyclopedia, “a summation of judgements under 

a common determinant” (328). Yet here I also propose that novels like Foucault’s 

Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 are multiples of a single subgenre that sets 

them apart from other texts like the ones mentioned above, and therefore multiples of a 

different narrative situation. These texts share the narrative aspects that link these texts to 

traditional forms of crime fiction or to experimental re-appropriations of the genre inside 

the logic of crime and punishment. While the four novels share stylistic and thematic 

characteristics with many other texts participating in the crime fiction genre, their 

common determinant for their subgeneric identity must be situated precisely with their 

novelties: their breaking with the logic of crime and punishment in representing violence. 

 The novels here considered constitute therefore what must be defined as a new 

subgenre because they all follow the general truth of a common knowledge: crime fiction 

and its evolution from the first Edgar Allan Poe’s stories to the last genre fiction 

paperback. The narrative situation that brings these novels together, though, evolves 

rather different strategies of crime in an horizon of expectations that sets them apart from 

the common knowledge of crime fiction: these novels intend to use crime fiction 

conventions in a nuanced way, while introducing the possibility of breaking them in light 

of a different reality about what constitutes the nature of crime and punishment. 

Furthermore, their breaking of conventions allows a methodology of rupture, which is 

ethical in proposing a new logic, offering readers a new sense to read acts of violence as 
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part of a social problem instead of a set of narrative social functions. As Badiou explains, 

“a truth is always that which makes a hole in a knowledge” (327) —a hole in the 

common encyclopedia of crime fiction, we might say, which is the horizon of 

expectations shared by crime fiction readers. The new subgenre identified here ruptures 

the audience’s expectations in subverting what comes at the end of a crime story, both in 

terms of actions to be expected and solutions to be provided. This subgenre proposes that 

the crime represented is not simply an action requiring resolution, but rather a violence 

inherent in institutions and systems that have purported to be able to classify and punish 

adequately. In this sense, the crime this subgenre reports is only formally fictional, 

because contained in a work of fiction, but it becomes ultimately very real as a property 

of an episteme: the subgenre reveals how systemic violence causes an institutionalized 

reduction of being, because the closed narratives of crime and punishment it presents do 

not exhaust the problems of morality and legality concerning individual subjects. 

 Badiou, importantly for his project’s efforts, also argues that a specific knowledge 

becomes generic and indicates an event if the multiples sharing a common determinant 

can be grouped under a single name. This necessity derives from his ontological need to 

categorize the multiples as One in order to provide a logico-philosophical explanation of 

what being means—being is an event horizon, a frame that makes sense of data in a 

certain way. I will not go so far as to speak of every being, and I do not need to, because 

my purposes are not philosophical but cultural. Instead, my efforts move toward the 

recognition of a literary subgenre whose implications are ethical in requiring readers to 

find a new sense for represented violence, and they are political in inviting readers to gain 
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awareness of this new sense. Such a crime fiction subgenre acknowledges its “being” to 

what Badiou refers, but also refers to what is beyond it. 

 Nonetheless, even before choosing a name for a possible subgenre, we have 

analytical tools available, presented in Chapters I and II, that allow us to recognize the 

four novels as belonging to the narrative situation I am introducing—a situation where 

the narratives within the horizon of expectations can no longer encompass its common 

knowledge adequately. I might, therefore, observe the connections between these novels 

as what Badiou considers “the minimal gesture of fidelity” (329). This is important 

because a fidelity, or “the apparatus which separates out, within the set of presented 

multiples, those which depend upon an event” (232), establishes these novels as 

representations of a different kind of event on the same ground, which is the ethical 

rupture that I suggest happened at the end of the twentieth century in judging and 

accepting violence. 

 It is worth pursuing this philosophical point to clarify how this subgenre refers to 

its genre. Badiou defines an event as “the multiple composed of: on the one hand, 

elements of the site; and on the other hand, itself (the event)” (506). With site Badiou 

means a multiple in a situation, so each text in the subgenre is a potential site of an event. 

As I construe them, the texts under analysis here can be defined as sites of an event 

composed of mimetic representations of violence in contemporary society (the elements 

of the evental site, the novels), and violence itself (as a master narrative), with the goal of 

showing how they are incommensurate, rather than inscribable. It is important to describe 

this subgenre as an event because the term describes well how the novels intend to 
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intervene on their audience’s horizon of expectations framed by conventional, similar 

narrative issues (those of genre fiction), modifying them in order to create historical 

awareness about the presence of violence in society. The result is a text that faithfully 

reproduces conventional representations and evaluations of violence, yet that refuses 

fidelity to them. 

 Such a work of fidelity establishes a narrative situation that recognizes the 

potentially infinite truth of the narrative situation, because it establishes the impossibility 

of classifying all examples as part of the traditional knowledge (Badiou’s encyclopedia) 

of crime fiction as a genre. In other words, these novels rupture the knowledge the 

audience has of crime fiction, and they introduce a situation in which crime fiction is the 

point of departure in order to address issues of crime and violence that are beyond the 

formulae, beyond the stable image of crime and punishment. The novels’ common 

properties in addressing crime and violence thus instantiate what Badiou calls a “generic 

procedure.” This subgenre, therefore, proceeds to enact a narrative intervention that 

opens a seemingly closed or determined horizon of expectations. 

  Badiou argues that, once the multiples having a certain property are joined in a 

class, then another class immediately is created, the class of all the multiples that do not 

possess such a property. For Badiou, the multiples grouped together express a truth if “all 

the terms of the situation… are positively connected to the event” (335). That is to say, 

all the examples considered should express the same property that differentiates them 

from the encyclopedic knowledge prior to the event. In the case of the crime fiction 

subgenre I am introducing, Badiou’s description holds if all the examples rupture 
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determinate conventions of crime fiction and modify the horizon of expectations the 

audience has in respect to crime fiction and to the civic order it has traditionally been 

assumed to refer to. 

 Let us consider now in narratological terms the specific situation we are facing. In 

the crime fiction subgenre I am introducing, all the novels are positively connected to an 

event that is the negation of the older genre conventions: all the novels represent violence 

as a pervasive cultural logic breaking with the crime and punishment trajectory. That is, 

these novels form a group that evades perhaps the most important convention in crime 

fiction: a solution—they evade it because culture itself does. By evading such a 

convention, and consequently by making such evasion a literary and stylistic necessity in 

order to belong to the subgenre, these novels change the common knowledge of crime 

fiction. Badiou would say that the fidelity that they enact establishes an enquiry that 

avoids a determinant of the encyclopedia (338). In more lay and literary terms, this means 

that a group of texts can be joined together because they share a characteristic that 

modifies the audience’s expectations, and they can be considered a new genre if 

subsequently this modification becomes institutionalized as a new convention that can be 

qualified and as a discernable literary element. 

 Retrospectively, it appears clear that in Chapters I, II, and III we dealt 

predominantly with what Badiou terms “the encyclopedia of the situation” related to 

narrative crime fiction in assessing existent links between narrative and epistemology as 

today’s narratology does. We discussed narrative as initiating a functional empathy 

between text and readers (the purpose of narrative), we argued that such empathy for 
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crime fiction is linked to an acceptance of violence (the social, epistemological ground 

for the genre), and we debated that violence seen as a reduction of being at the end of the 

twentieth century is institutionalized and systemic, thus becoming a master narrative or 

an interpretive lens in itself (as the negative of that social ground, in a new subgenre). 

Thus it is possible to justify the subgenre by revealing how Foucault’s Pendulum, Infinite 

Jest, Secrets, and 2666 traverse the existing knowledge of crime fiction and establish a 

fidelity to the literary event of a new subgenre. 

 In order to describe the narrative of this new subgenre in terms that can constitute 

an anti-genre as well as a subgenre, a few additional steps are necessary, following 

Badiou. These steps model the methodology I need to follow in order to track how the 

new subgenre of which these novels are members actually works for its readers to enact a 

break rather than a reaffirmation. I must analyze the narrative of each of the four texts, 

specifically referring to those scenes in the novels in which the representation of violence 

takes center stage. In these examples of the subgenre I must first determine, stylistically 

and thematically, what brings these representations of violence together (this is what 

Badiou calls the enquiry). Following narratological assumptions, I then need to consider 

what role the narrator plays in these scenes, how the plot develops, how characters are 

introduced and how they respond, and the scenes’ narrative typology. Through these 

actions, I define a possible event, a genre break. 

After that, I must find a multiple of that event. I then must distinguish these texts 

from other crime novels as multiples connected by their styles and themes, in a way that 

these styles and themes refuse the traditional resolutions of crime fiction (what Badiou 
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calls the lack of connection with an encyclopedic determinant). Using the analysis of 

each text’s rhetoric, I can discern what kind of argument they make, what audience they 

approach, and what ideology of argumentation they address. Considering that my case 

novels were originally published in Western countries, additional questions arise. Do they 

express a specifically Western condition? Is it possible to find examples of 

representations of systemic violence in cultures other than Western? And in media other 

than the novel? Here I can establish some parallels to film and visual art created in a 

global environment.  

To finish this work, I must question the existence of the subgenre by implying 

that a potentially infinite group of texts can belong to it (that the subgenre convention is 

ultimately productive rather than anomalous), so that my analysis is not exclusively 

confined to Foucault’s Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 (what Badiou calls the 

truth of the generic). I must examine the way in which the subgenre modifies the horizon 

of expectations of its audience (Badiou’s avoidance), and I must consider the ways in 

which these texts change the reality of crime fiction by institutionalizing the breaking of a 

literary convention as a new literary convention (Badiou’s enactment of the genre, or 

generic procedure). The absence of a resolution through justice in the representation of 

systemic institutionalized violence serves as the narrative intent for a social critique. In 

this case, I should focus specifically on how the audience receives these novels—if, in 

fact, the lack of resolution is rhetorically and narratologically perceivable. I will therefore 

read each novel’s archive of audience responses, to see if there is a common set of 

receptions. I will also need to see if the audience’s receptions allow these novels to be 
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treated both as crime genre fiction because of the formulae used, and as a critique of 

crime genre fiction because of how they address a master narrative of systemic violence. 

One final issue emerges by establishing the existence of a subgenre: the reception 

entailing a qualitative or aesthetic aspect of the narrative, ennobled in literary theory as a 

question of taste, which Pierre Bourdieu considers in his definition of habitus, in Outline 

of a Theory of Practice (1977), as “a socially constituted system of cognitive and 

motivating structures” (76). As Bourdieu argues, “reception depends to a large degree on 

the objective structure of the relations between the interactive agents’ objective positions 

in the social structure, […] which governs the form and content of the interactions 

observed in a particular conjuncture” (25). What Bourdieu means is that a specific 

reception is the product (partly, at least) of a recognizable historical time, and so for the 

present project I need to evaluate how the historical time of the turn of the twenty-first 

century relates to the production and reception of particular representations of violence. 

In the final instance, the purpose of the readings of the four case novels in the 

chapter that follows is to validate the assumption that violence has become a master 

narrative in the contemporary era. The readings will also express how these novels, rather 

than providing a simple reaction to such a master narrative, perform a critique structured 

as an intervention into the ground of the horizon of expectations in which each operates, 

turning a single into a multiple focus for fidelity, and thus they acquire a specific social 

and ethical function. These novels base their literary theme on issues that are 

sociologically relevant, and they participate in the sociological inquiries they introduce. 

In this respect, they provide, through fiction, a key to read contemporary society and a 
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critical lens to understand how society works, but they also capitalize on the formulae of 

genre fiction in representing violence. 

 I already anticipated that the most important trait unifying these novels at the end 

of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries is their abandonment of a 

logic of crime and punishment. Such a unifying trait already has a literary name in 

narrative studies, which figuratively initiates the modification of the audience’s horizon 

of expectations. Such a trait is what Bertold Brecht named Verfremdungseffekt (V-effect), 

or estrangement effect (defamiliarization). What I suggest is that an analysis of the parts 

in the novels set at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries 

in which we can detect the use of the V-effect will help us to recognize a crime fiction 

subgenre that emerges at that historical mark, because in their common use of the V-

effect we can discover the tipping point that crystallizes these novels as multiples of a 

single subgenre. Moreover, following Fredric Jameson’s insights in Brecht and Method 

(1998), such an analysis will allow us to establish the ways in which this subgenre, based 

on an ethical rupture, is political in the modification of the audience’s horizon of 

expectations. 

 Before I perform such analyses, though, it is best to introduce in detail the V-

effect and Jameson’s political reading of it, so that the specific political valence of this 

historical moment becomes clear. 
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IV.2 THE POLITICS OF THE V-EFFECT 

Brecht defines the V-effect as anything that “prevents the audience from losing 

itself passively and completely in the character created by the actor, and which 

consequently leads the audience to be a consciously critical observer” (Brecht on Theatre 

91). Such prevention is nothing other than an estrangement or defamiliarization from the 

audience’s horizon of expectations. Brecht did not limit the V-effect to his theatre 

production, and so I can consider myself justified in applying such a method to fiction as 

well. In this specific case, I can see the departure from crime fiction conventions in 

Foucault’s Pendulum, Infinite Jest, Secrets, and 2666 as a V-effect to lead the audience 

to critically observe aspects of violence in contemporary society. 

 Fredric Jameson, in Brecht and Method (1998), suggests that the V-effect is 

implemented with a specific political purpose. He suggests that conventions express the 

familiar or habitual aspect of the real world in a fiction world and therefore that they are 

“reidentified as the ‘natural’.” The estrangement or defamiliarization from this fiction 

world “unveils that appearance, which suggests the changeless and the eternal as well, 

and shows the object to be instead ‘historical’, to which may be added, as a political 

corollary, made or constructed by human beings, and thus able to be changed by them as 

well, or replaced altogether” (39). The novels addressed in the final chapter of this project 

represent the violence of the latter twentieth century’s real world in a fiction world that is 

based on crime fiction conventions, and these conventions are associated with a ‘natural’ 

progression of the narrative. But by defamiliarizing the audience from these conventions, 

these novels argue that the violence represented is a historical object, and the systemic 



 192 

and institutionalized violence is constructed by human beings, which allows for the 

possibility of its social justice consequences to be changed or resolved. 

 The political scope of this particular historical instantiation of the subgenre is 

contemporaneous with Brecht’s definition, since it allows the possibility of changing or 

resolving epistemic violence while representing it. Jameson argues this point for Brecht: 

If we decide to identify the V-effect, for example, with a nominalism that some 

have positioned at the very emergence of modernity itself, then this strategy 

confronts a situation in which the artificial categories of the various universals—

so many words or names—serve to classify a host of radically distinct existents, 

and to obscure or occult their differentiation. (42) 

This new subgenre is thus composed of texts that, in their using crime fiction 

conventions, are radically different in impact through their ground texts, even while 

working with them. As will be argued in greater detail in the last chapter of this study, 

Foucault’s Pendulum draws from the conventions of the hardboiled novel, Infinite Jest 

reproduces the formulae of the spy-story, Secrets uses the murder-mystery as a frame, 

and 2666 that of the police procedural. But at the same time they are radically cognate in 

representing systemic violence and in critiquing it through the narrative use of the V-

effect. 

 To refer again to Walter Benjamin, after our discussion of his divine violence in 

Chapter III, I can say that these novels participate in a literary constellation, a thought-

image that crystallizes a heterogeneous and heteromorphous relation of resemblances that 

works as a Badiouan event. As a historical constellation denoting a common 
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epistemological view of violence, these texts follow and illuminate Benjamin’s and 

Adorno’s views on society’s barbarism, introduced at the end of Chapter III: a society 

made barbaric not because of the acts committed by its citizens, but because of the 

epistemological assumption that violence works as a master narrative. 

Fredric Jameson, in “Benjamin’s Readings” (1992), said it best in depicting the 

Benjaminian constellation as “a mode of relationship (which it might be better to call 

automethodological rather than autoreferential) in which a part, while remaining in its 

place as part, also programs the totality and offers its unexpected manifesto” (31). 

Similarly, the idea of a narrative representation of systemic violence’s epistemic object, 

in the historical present, stems out of the incompossible reception that these novels call 

forth as bestsellers in popular fiction—they are and aren’t part of the contemporary 

world. The incompossibile reception derives from the texts’ fracturing and restructuring 

of master codes, creating multiple, perhaps even incompatible communities of readers, all 

the while modifying their horizon of expectations. 

 Paraphrasing what Jameson says about Brecht’s theatre, I can then assume that 

not only these novels are political in their formal effects, in opening the narrative 

resolutions that should be closed, but also that they are figures “for the social more 

generally, which [they] seek to divide and set against itself” (72). They represent a 

society that can do nothing to cope with a master narrative of violence, because that 

society has no tool for argumentation to resist it. Therefore, the only tool available for 

questioning the closed narratives is a process of estrangement or defamiliarization, to 

reenact or allegorize society’s struggle against epistemic violence. In this respect, these 
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novels act against themselves. They use the conventions of the crime story to expose the 

purportedly natural aspect of crime as encompassed in the narratives of contemporary 

society, and then they estrange the contemporary audience by exposing the interpretive 

logic of epistemic violence. As Jameson argues, “the theory of estrangement, which 

always takes off from the numbness and familiarity of everyday life, must always 

estrange us from the everyday” (84). These novels originate from the “numbness” and 

“familiarity” of crime and violence in a genre whose formulae are perhaps too familiar, 

but they also estrange the audience from crime and violence because they represent crime 

and violence as systemic, rather than following a logic of crime and punishment—that is, 

they show how a culture causes crime, not just punishment. 

 The narrative technique of the V-effect in which these novels engage proposes a 

political technique of reification. Ultimately, these novels do not attempt to create “art” 

or any other ideal category expressing an aesthetic experience—this is proven (in terms 

set by literary critics) by the fact that they are bestsellers and have been conceived as 

bestsellers. Rather, they “destroy the ideological images of experience handed down by 

society’s masters and intended to sap any nascent sense of history and change” (Jameson, 

Brecht and Method 132). They situate themselves in a specific historical time with 

specific historical issues—the turn of the century and the presence of violence. They act 

against the conventions of crime and punishment because such conventions express an 

ideology based on the supposed benevolence of the legal system, which they want to 

uncover as anything but. Finally, they provide a sense of history in exposing a master 

narrative of contemporary time: violence. 
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IV.3 AN INTRODUCTION TO THE READINGS 

In the next chapter, I analyze specific scenes in the four representative novels to 

clarify links between narrative and critical analysis in an era characterized by a master 

narrative of violence. The first section explains how Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum, at first 

glance, appears to be a crime story following the conventions of the hardboiled novel, but 

it disrupts these conventions because the discovery of clues neither supports the mystery 

nor provides a truth-solution. Specifically, the two final episodes of the novel, “Yesod” 

and “Malkhut,” work to re-educate the readers in terms of what to expect in the place of a 

solution. These episodes suggest that the represented violence does not relate to a crime 

committed but rather initiates a truth-process: violence explains, in Eco’s words, why the 

“mystery lies not in existence but in the leaving of existence” (622). Or, in other words, 

why the mysterious events surrounding a crime must be searched in what breaks the 

conventions of a mystery story in order to produce a social critique. 

 In the second section, I look at how Wallace’s Infinite Jest manipulates the 

conventions of the spy story as a variant of the crime and punishment type of detective 

fiction. The events narrated pertain to international espionage, a sordid account of drug 

related crimes, and a videocassette that kills. The novel invites readers to find a culprit 

behind these events, but it ends with a long violent scene that leaves the solution out of 

reach. The incompleteness of the novel undermines the search for a solution and directs 

readers to locate the solution to the mystery in systemic rather than individual violence. 

The novel’s often quoted passage, “The truth will set you free, but not until it’s done with 

you,” suggests that the truth is not a revelation but violence itself. 



 196 

 In the third section, I contend that Farah’s Secrets uses the conventions of the 

murder mystery to explain how familial violence is an interpretive lens to understand the 

instability of Somali institutions. From the beginning the novel sets up whodunit 

expectations: it begins with the announcement “one corpse, three secrets!” However, the 

chronology of the events does not follow from such an introductory statement. At first, 

readers think that the corpse belongs to one person and the secrets will be revealed 

through the discovery of clues, but as the novel proceeds, readers discover that the corpse 

belongs to another person and that there are no clues to solve the secrets. Such a narrative 

strategy implies that the mysteries are intertwined with Somalia’s history of violence, 

highlighting how institutional violence is a pervasive cultural problem. 

 The fourth section provides a reading of Bolaño’s 2666. The sense of mystery in 

the novel, produced through the conventions of the police procedural, calls for a typical 

story of detection: the search for the German writer Archimboldi, the search for the 

culprits behind a series of murders in Santa Teresa (a fictional name for Ciudad Juarez in 

Mexico), and the search for evidence linking Archimboldi’s nephew to the killings. In 

this section I concentrate primarily on an episode entitled “The Part about the Crimes,” 

because I argue that it constitutes a rupture with traditional crime novel conventions: the 

focus is not on the detective figure trying to solve crimes but on crimes repeated 

seemingly without logic. Such a narrative choice suggests that violence is pervasively 

cultural and institutional. 

 These readings trace how this new practice of crime narrative seeks to exile 

readers from horizons of expectations that would ordinarily be associated with crime 



 197 

fiction. These contemporary novels constitute a new project: a narrative that, through the 

use of new conventions, forces its readers to confront the limits of canonical forms and to 

consider violence as a contemporary master narrative. 
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Chapter V: 

 The Alienating Effect of Represented Violence 

In this chapter I discuss episodes of represented violence in crime novels written 

around the turn of the twenty-first century. As anticipated in the previous chapters, the 

definition of crime novel used here stems from the presence in these novels of codified 

conventions pointing to the crime fiction tradition. At the same time, such conventions 

are subverted by exiling the narrative arc from its conventional trajectory of crime and 

punishment. Episodes dealing with and thematizing violence as their narrative element—

both in terms of their content and the audience’s horizon of expectations—clearly express 

a shift from a vision of violence as episodic and functional within the development of the 

plot, to a vision of violence as epistemic and essential to the understanding of the reality 

represented in these novels. In this new generation of the crime debate, violence is 

therefore used not as an event to be investigated, resolved, and punished, but as an 

interpretive lens to understand the ways in which the text-world relates to contemporary 

societies. Such violent episodes subvert the conventions of the crime and mystery genre 

(consisting of a crime committed, an investigation through the revelation of clues, and a 
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solution in the form of punishment), because they break the link between actions and 

consequences inside the presumed stability of legal systems on which most crime and 

mystery texts rely. Thus, episodes of violence function as sites where the audience is 

estranged from genre conventions and invited to consider the argumentative nature of 

violence itself: violent episodes are therefore also sites in which the socio-political nature 

of these texts becomes apparent. 

 At the same time, episodes of systemic rather than personal violence in these 

novels fulfill a more intra-textual, narrative function: they prevent the linear development 

of the plot, and they negate the safety of a revealing conclusion. Such violent episodes 

are, to be sure, part of both the content of the text—a crime story—and the tone and style 

of the text—what we can call the poetics of the crime and mystery genre. Yet in the cases 

I have been focusing on, rather than highlighting knowledge based on deductive reason, 

the authors of these texts seem to propose that there is an argument to be detected even 

when reason fails. They seem to acknowledge or even legitimize violence’s presence as a 

sine qua non condition of contemporaneity—violence is an indispensable and essential 

presence. To make this case, authors problematize concepts of accepted morality and 

ethical behavior and refer instead to a web of affects put in place by the argumentative 

force of violence. They seem to propose that, around the turn of the twenty-first century, 

because of socio-historical events that occurred in the twentieth century, we can detect a 

shift from a model of truth that is illuministic, based on scientific reasoning, to a model 

for a new truth based on a web of intersecting affects: a rhyzomatic archive that prevents 

any organizing structure. This new truth—a truth that muddles rather than discovers—is 
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correlated less with traditional master narratives such as the legal system, the disciplinary 

apparatus of institutions, or the empowering individuality of the subject, and more with a 

master narrative of violence that collectivizes subjectivity as an affective response. The 

subject is therefore not the one who, through thinking, reaches a solution, but the one 

who, through feeling, does not. In the stories based on this new truth, social and historical 

logics may be satisfied, but rarely affective truths. 

 This chapter discusses how violence is represented as such a new kind of truth. It 

will be informed by a comparative analysis of some contemporary novels dealing with 

crime. My close reading of each novel’s distinctive violent episodes focuses primarily on 

four bestsellers navigating the thin line between the formula story and “serious” 

literature. Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988), David Foster Wallace’s Infinite 

Jest (1996), and Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 (2004) are representative narratives that 

reproduce, even if in a sophisticated way, the conventions of the hardboiled novel, the 

spy story, and the police procedural. Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets (1998) uses the 

conventions of the murder-mystery to explain how familial violence is an interpretive 

lens to understand the instability of Somali institutions. Last but not least, this 

comparative analysis will reveal the implications involved in the study of contemporary 

fiction—in this respect the analyses will function as a social history of contemporary 

crime fiction. 

 To date, violence studies have provided little insight into the nature and function 

of episodes of violence in contemporary fiction. As we addressed in Chapter III, most 

studies on violence follow either a sociological or ontological trajectory, without 
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addressing the epistemological importance that representing violence in fiction has in 

understanding violence in reality—where memory studies have tied affective terror into 

individual knowledge through narrative, violence studies have not. Equally absent from 

the secondary literature are critical evaluations of how representations of violence are 

also historically determined.  

 One exception is Ernest Mandel’s1 Delightful Murder (1984), which attempts to 

provide a social history of crime fiction. There, Mandel draws connections between the 

evolution of capitalism and the kind of crime story produced. The literary history of 

crime fiction in its traditional forms (the whodunit, the hardboiled novel, the thriller, etc.) 

is therefore linked to the presence of crime in a predominantly bourgeois society. Mandel 

does succumb to the differentiation between “serious” fiction and popular narrative, 

arguing that while “serious” fiction represents violence in relation to “human destiny,” 

popular narrative more superficially relates violence only to crime (41). As I discussed in 

previous chapters, such a differentiation would pertain to the content of the novels, not to 

the poetics they follow. Mandel does reach the conclusion that contemporary crime 

stories reflect the evolution of capitalism from a generalized commodity production 

system to a state apparatus, but his study stops at the beginning of the 1980s, before the 

fall of the political power blocks and the globalization of financial capitalism. He ends 

his study with these words: 

                                                
1 German Marxist critic (1923-95). Among his most famous books are Long Waves of Capitalist 
Development (1978) and The Place of Marxism in History (1994). 
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The history of the crime story is a social history, for it appears intertwined with 

the history of bourgeois society itself. If the question is asked why it should be 

reflected in the history of a specific literary genre, the answer is: because the 

history of bourgeois society is also that of property and of negation of property, in 

other words, crime; because the history of bourgeois society is also the growing, 

explosive contradiction between individual needs or passions and mechanically 

imposed patterns of social conformism; because bourgeois society in and of itself 

breeds crime, originates in crime, and leads to crime; perhaps because bourgeois 

society is, when all is said and done, a criminal society? (135) 

Bypassing Mandel’s Marxist terminology, which seems to point to a vision of violence as 

action, we can see that this passage hints towards a pervasive “criminality” as the natural 

evolution of bourgeois society, which is another way to express the epistemic presence of 

violence in contemporary society. 

 As this brief summary suggests, despite its merits, Mandel’s study lacks an 

analysis of the elements that I argue make these episodes revelatory of a new subgenre of 

crime fiction. I concede that the texts I take into examination might not generally be 

considered examples of a conventional crime story. This is a good point, but their very 

deviance supports my argument. These texts follow the poetics of the crime story—they 

recognize the crime story as their ideological origin—to alter the horizon of expectations 

of their audiences. The fact that all these texts are bestsellers confirms that they have a 

popular appeal. The difference between, say, Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum and Dan 

Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003) is not one of poetics (considered as the intersection 
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of style and content), but one of representation of violence. Therefore, before proceeding 

to the actual analysis of violence in these texts, let me briefly address how I define 

violent episodes.  

 My definition of violent episodes takes into account the various narrative 

elements, or textual instances, that describe, report, or engage in some way in the act of 

reducing the being of the characters involved—when this reduction of being is 

symptomatic of a condition of the system in their worlds rather than an action motivated 

by an individual or set of individuals. In a more narratological vein, one could argue that 

an episode in which characters are reduced in being directly addresses that functional 

empathy that I introduced at the beginning of this study. 

 In relation to the narrative they employ, violent episodes in these crime novels 

fulfill a functional empathy based on the understanding of violence as epistemic in 

society, not simply chosen or motivated by individual choice. In this respect, these 

episodes make clear that the realization of the subject matter in these novels, which is 

what readers reconstruct from the narrative’s story or what is narratologically defined as 

the plot level, relies exclusively on expectations brought about by crime fiction 

conventions. In what follows I discuss in great detail how each episode relates to the 

poetics of the crime story in the novel, and how each episode evades the conventions of 

the crime story shifting its trajectory from violence considered in the optic of the legality 

of crime and punishment to violence considered as a master narrative. 
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V.1 “FIRST THERE WAS FASCISM”: VIOLENCE IN FOUCAULT’S PENDULUM 

At first glance, Umberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988) appears to be a crime 

novel following the traditional formulae of mystery genre fiction. The back cover of the 

Harcourt paperback edition describes it as a “captivating intellectual thriller” and “an 

encyclopedic detective story.” The mystery aspect of the novel—a thriller and a detective 

story—is constantly brought up in the narration, with multiple comparisons between the 

main narrator, Casaubon, and Sam Spade, creating a link between that character and 

Hammett’s iconic detective. The adjectives used in the back cover, though, point toward 

something more profound than a simple formulaic story of detection. “Intellectual” and 

“encyclopedic” might seem to justify Eco’s status as a professor of semiotics, but they 

also provide an excuse for the general impression that the novel is difficult to read. The 

two adjectives, therefore, are in this particular instance the commercially proposed 

aspects marking the difference between Foucault’s Pendulum and other bestsellers such 

as Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003). While both are “thrillers” and “detective 

stories,” the editor of Eco’s paperback edition seems to warn readers to be prepared for 

something “intellectual” and “encyclopedic.” Both Eco’s and Brown’s novels deal with 

the Templars, the search for the Grail, mysterious sects in cahoots with the clergy and, 

apparently, detection through the interpretation of clues. In fact, many readers familiar 

with both novels agree that the two books share many similarities concerning theme and 

emplotment. But while many readers might like The Da Vinci Code because of the way 

its plot captures the attention of its readers, those who read Foucault’s Pendulum might 
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be startled a little and agree that the novel is indeed intellectual and encyclopedic in quite 

different ways.2 

 In this section, I propose that what makes Foucault’s Pendulum a peculiar 

example among thriller fiction, and therefore what makes it a member of the new 

subgenre I am proposing here, is the way in which violence is represented. Rather than 

being an episodic event in the emplotment of the novel that invites readers to find a 

culprit behind it, violence is pervasive in the texture of the narration, creating the 

conditions for the numerous events that happen as the story evolves. 

 The difficulty that many readers find in Foucault’s Pendulum derives from the 

two adjectives mentioned above, “intellectual” and “encyclopedic,” as confusing the 

formulae in the novel. Defining detection through the interpretation of clues as 

intellectual and encyclopedic would mark the novel as “different” from other examples of 

mystery fiction from a stylistic perspective rather than a thematic one. This difference 

creates a hiatus between “generic” hardboiled novels, with which Foucault’s Pendulum is 

clearly in dialogue, considering the already mentioned Sam Spade connection and the 

relevance that the metropolis plays in the story, and “postmodern” re-appropriations of 

the genre, following the examples of Alain Robbe-Grillet and Paul Auster, both 

acknowledged as moving beyond modernism in their various national contexts. Eco’s 

project, though, is not just a stylistic twist to an established formula, but actually a 

remodeling of the formula in dealing with how violence has epistemological relevance. 
                                                
2 To gather a sense of the scholarship produced addressing Eco’s style of writing, as much as his 
intellectual and encyclopedic nature, I suggest reading Eco’s “How and Why I write” (1998), together with 
Peter Bondanella’s Umberto Eco and the Open Text (1997) and the anthologies Reading Eco (1997) and 
Illuminating Eco (2004). 
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Eco’s use of the mystery fiction formulae, I argue, cannot be dismissed as intellectual or 

encyclopedic detection in the vein of a hardboiled novel. Rather, how those formulae do 

not support the generic trajectory of crime and punishment is a different kind of 

intellectual and encyclopedic endeavor imposed on the reader: intellectual because it 

requires a knowledge shift on the part of the audience, and encyclopedic because it takes 

into account, in a sense familiar to Alain Badiou’s theories I introduced in Chapter IV, 

the conventional history of the genre. Eco’s work presupposes a reader who knows those 

conventions and is willing to work to move beyond them. 

 At first, Foucault’s Pendulum develops as a conventional thriller, and passages in 

the novel constantly remind the audience that the horizon of expectations is that of a 

detective novel in the hardboiled tradition. As anticipated, in the first pages of the novel 

the narrator introduces himself with the description: “you’re supposed to be Sam Spade. 

Exploring the mean streets—that’s your job” (12). Such a description clearly inserts the 

novel in the crime story tradition, as is reinforced by other examples, such as when 

Casaubon wonders: “wasn’t that how Sam Spade did it? Or was it Philip Marlow?” (29), 

and “I’d have felt like Marlowe” (217). Even Inspector De Angelis, a policeman whose 

work of detection is parallel to that of the three main characters in the novel (Casaubon, 

Belbo, and Diotallevi), asks Casaubon if he hadn’t ever read a detective story (165), 

implying that the action in the novel resembles the actions that take place in detective 

fiction. Furthermore, the novel is constellated with hardboiled iconography: mean streets 

crowded with prostitutes (170), drugs altering the personality (205), private eyes (216), 

and a language that expresses cold-blooded empathy (“A poor bastard to destroy,” 245). 



 207 

In other words, readers are constantly reminded of a thriller tradition and consequently 

expect a plot development that follows such a tradition. 

 The crime story tradition is abruptly subverted in the final pages of the novel, 

which serve as a re-education for the audience in terms of expectations and conclusions. 

The novel is divided into episodes bearing the names of the Kabbalistic Sephirot, and 

“Hod” (majesty, glory) is the episode where the formulae get subverted, while “Yesod” 

(foundation) and “Malkhut” (kingdom) represent a change in the narrative path caused by 

the subversion of the traditional formulae. 

 The “Hod” episode describes the apparent solution to the mystery. Casaubon, 

Belbo, and Diotallevi have come up with a “plan” that explains the presence of Templars 

in contemporary institutions and provides a formula to dominate the world. In the course 

of the story the three characters realize that what they thought was just a facetious 

exercise is actually taken very seriously by some secret societies, which are out to extort 

that secret from the three characters. The whole novel in fact starts at the moment when 

Casaubon tries to save his friend Belbo, who has been captured by these sects, and the 

story is narrated in flashbacks to reach the conclusion. Such a conclusion, though, is 

marred in the authority it can claim as “explaining” its very development, since Casaubon 

admits right away that he is not a reliable narrator. The action takes place in the 

Conservatoire des Arts et Métiers in Paris, where Foucault’s pendulum is housed. It is 

here that all the “diabolicals” meet in order to extort the secret they believe Belbo 

possesses. Yet, Casaubon introduces the narration of these final struggles with these 

words: “I had to relax. I breathed through my nose rhythmically, my breaths gradually 
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deeper and deeper. This is how, under torture, you can make yourself lose consciousness 

ad escape the pain. And in fact, I sank slowly into the embrace of the Subterranean 

World” (564). So, right from the start, readers know that Casaubon lost consciousness, 

and they cannot decide whether what follows is fruit of Casaubon’s imagination, or 

reality. 

 Even if readers believe that Casaubon regained consciousness and witnessed the 

events narrated, things get more unreliable when he admits that he’s observing “an 

alchemistic party,” where drugs are used to alter perception. He says: “I held my 

handkerchief to my nose and mouth, as a filter. Even so, I seemed to see two Bramantis,3 

and the Pendulum swayed before me in several directions at once, like a merry-go-round” 

(566-7). Such a revelation clearly undermines Casaubon’s narrative reliability and 

strengthens the doubt that, perhaps, Casaubon’s perception was as altered, as was that of 

the other participants in the ceremony. 

 It can therefore be Casaubon’s imagination prompting him to recount the presence 

of the Freaks Mignons, inhuman characters who generate creatures out of their vomit. 

Casaubon recounts: “And the miracle began to take place. From Theo Fox’s lips a 

whitish foam trickled, a foam that seemed to thicken. A similar substance issued from the 

lips of his brothers” (573). The unreliability of such a narration is strengthened by the fact 

that Casaubon admits: “I stepped from the sentry box, exposing myself still more to the 

fumes that spread and curled beneath the vaults” (574). These revelations are important 

because throughout the novel the narration had always been based on rationality and 

                                                
3 Bramanti is another character in the novel. 
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precise perception. The whole plan was actually built around a web of analogies and 

existing knowledge. Therefore, the events taking place in the Conservatoire exile from 

the narrative rationality maintained up to this point. 

 The narrative rationality employed in the novel demanded that each event 

described was explained and made “realistic” by long passages, clarifying in great detail 

how imagined analogies could indeed be real. But in this episode such a narrative 

rationality is discarded in order to give space to descriptive violence. The violent deaths 

of Agliè, Lorenza, and Belbo are narrated in three short paragraphs, in which each 

intellectual explanation is abandoned to focus on the representation of the victims’ 

physical suffering:  

What happened next took only seconds. Madame Olcott’s knot of hair 

came undone; all rancor and flames, like a Medusa, she bared her talons, 

scratched at Agliè’s face, shoved him aside with the force of the momentum of 

her leap. Agliè fell back, stumbled over a leg of the brazier, spun around like a 

dervish, and banged his head against a machine; he sank to the ground, hid face 

covered in blood. Pierre, meanwhile, flung himself on Lorenza, drawing the 

dagger from the sheath on his chest as he moved, but he blocked my view, so I 

didn’t see what happened. Then I saw Lorenza slumped at Belbo’s feet, her face 

waxen, and Pierre, holding up the dear blade, shouted: “Enfin, le sacrifice 

humain!” Turning toward the nave, he said in a loud voice: “I’a Cthulhu! I’a 

S’ha-t’n!” 
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 In a body, the horde in the nave moved forward: some fell and were swept 

aside; others, pushing, threatened to topple Cugnot’s car. I heard—I must have 

heard it, I can’t have imagined such a grotesque detail—the voice of Garamond 

saying: “Gentlemen, please! Manners!…” Bramanti, in ecstasy, was kneeling by 

Lorenza’s body, declaiming: “Asar, Asar! Who is clutching me by the throat? 

Who is pinning me to the ground? Who is stubbing my heart? I am unworthy to 

cross the threshold of the house of Maat!” 

 Perhaps no one intended it, perhaps the sacrifice of Lorenza was to have 

sufficed, but the acolytes were now pressing inside the magic circle, which was 

made accessible by the immobility of the Pendulum, and someone—Ardenti, I 

think—was hurled by the others against the table, which literally disappeared 

from beneath Belbo’s feet. It skidded away, and, thanks to the same push, the 

Pendulum began a rapid, violent swing, taking its victim with it. The wire, pulled 

by the weight of the sphere, tightened around the neck of my poor friend, yanked 

him into the air, and he swung above and with the Pendulum, swung toward the 

eastern extremity of the choir, then returned, I hoped without life, in my direction. 

(579-80)  

While the descriptions of personal relationships had been given ample space in the 

previous pages, here they are erased by a neutral, and cold, reporting. Furthermore, while 

most of the novel is narrated in either a slow-down or a speed-up mode, that is the 

narration time is longer or shorter than the action time, here the narration is scenic, 
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employing the narrative figure Genette calls isochrony, i.e. the discourse time is identical 

with story time. 

 Such cold neutrality pervades the final pages of the episode, in which Casaubon is 

incapacitated to feel any sort of sadness or empathy for his friends Belbo and Lorenza. 

He simply asks, without any following response: “Belbo dead?” (585); and “Lorenza is 

dead. But is she?” (586). Rather than trying to understand the violent events he just 

witnessed, Casaubon decides to wander around Paris, ending up under the Tour Eiffel, 

which he describes as a “foul metal spider” and a “modern beast” (591). Rather than 

engaging in some rational self-analysis, Casaubon loses himself even more in selfish 

irrationality, proclaiming: “Now I know that Belbo is dead, and the Plan is real, because 

the Tower is real” (592). These words seem to suggest that Casaubon is still inebriated 

with alchemistic fumes, and that he has visions that might not be faithful to reality. In 

fact, he seems to acknowledge such a possibility when he decides to visit Dr. Wagner, a 

psychoanalyst that Belbo knew, in order to ask him “if it had happened” or if he 

“imagined the whole thing” (595-6). 

 Dr. Wagner plays an important role in understanding Casaubon’s narration. He 

first appears in chapter 36, in the episode entitled “Gevurah” (strength, judgment). He 

appears as a character in one of Belbo’s computer files—his attempts at literary creations, 

—so the whole event is narrated through Belbo’s voice, not Casaubon’s. It is clear that 

Dr. Wagner stands as a caricature for Jacques Lacan: he is an Austrian psychoanalyst 

(referencing Freud) who lives in Paris and whose theories are politically appropriated by 

the May 68 movement. The chapter is important because it introduces a particular 
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interpretation of truth as a function of a particular moment in culture. Belbo affirms that 

Dr. Wagner “executed [him] with the truth” (233), telling him that “what [Belbo] 

understood was what [Belbo] wanted to understand” (226). Dr. Wagner’s responses 

introduce the subjection of the ego to the Other, as he casually asserts that ultimately the 

truth is that people fear the thing they desire. Or, vice versa, they desire the thing they 

fear. Dr. Wagner stands therefore as the voice of judgment of truths embedded in the 

logic of society, as exemplified by the Sephirah giving the name to the episode.  

Visually, since the Sephirah of judgment stands above the Sephirah of glory, one 

could propose the reading that the glory is determined by a judgment made. It is also 

revealing, in analyzing Casaubon’s reliability in “Hod,” that Dr. Wagner’s response to 

Casaubon’s narration is: “Monsieur, vous êtes fou” (596). But what exactly is Casaubon’s 

folly? This can be discovered in the last two episodes of the novel: “Yesod” and 

“Malkhut.” 

“Yesod,” which is the sephirah of “foundation,” grounds Casaubon’s whole 

narration in a history of violence that has its origins in the aftermath of World War II. 

That historical event, Eco seems to suggest, changed the contemporary ethical scale of 

perception. The reality of the Plan does not reside in esoteric and supernatural events that 

inexplicably take place, but rather in the assumption that, after World War II, violence 

permeated social interactions and established a new moral compass for society: a 

compass that readers can use to understand the final events of Foucault’s Pendulum. 

It is peculiar that Casaubon, at the beginning of “Yesod,” seems to embody the 

“detective” character, as a throwback who, before the events at the Conservatoire, 
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provided the “formulaic” aspects of the novel. In fact, in trying to regain his rational 

senses, he affirms: “I’m Sam Spade again, looking for the final clue.” Furthermore, if he 

is looking for the final clue, that means that the mystery is not resolved yet, and its 

solution does not lie in a separation between victims and culprits, or in a victory or 

compensation granted by the stability of the legal system, but in an epistemological key 

that might help to make sense of the events narrated in the novel. It is also peculiar that 

this key needs to be found in one of Belbo’s files, inside the computer Abulafia, but 

Casaubon, rather than reporting the files untouched as he did throughout the preceding 

chapters, decides to gain narrative authorship by telling one of Belbo’s autobiographical 

events in third person, thus fulfilling what Stanzel calls “authorial narration.” We have 

seen in Chapter I that authorial narration requires a supposed omniscience on the 

narrator’s part, and the presumption of omniscience is totalizing because it is based on 

epistemological violence that erupted in Europe because of World War II. 

The solution to the mystery of the book is found in epistemic violence, not in a set 

of events—this story is no locked room with all necessary elements present at the start. 

The solution can be found in Belbo’s childhood, spent in an era of civil war that shaped 

every interpersonal relationship and that made violence not an event caused by hate, but 

an ordinary presence of everyday life, almost a trivial aspect of social life. Such a trivial 

aspect of violence appears in previous parts of the novel, as well, every time Belbo tells 

some anecdotes about his childhood during the war. In the reality of countryside Italy, far 

from the chambers of power that decided the political fate of nations, partigiani, 

Badogliani, and Germans seemed to embody roles in a game rather than ideologies. 
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Belbo’s Uncle Carlo, for example, might have had opposite political views from the chief 

of the partisans, but when the two met they both realized their role as soldiers, and so 

their actions seemed devoid of any individual choice, once they realize their 

commonality: I am on this side, but I could have been on your side. 

The episode tying the mystery to violence takes place at the end of the war, with 

the victory of the allies over the fascists. The atmosphere is one of somber jubilee. The 

population is happy because the war is over, but sad because there are casualties to 

mourn. One of Belbo’s fears that transpired during the novel is that he had never been 

brave enough, he had never performed a heroic act. In “Yesod” he does just that. He 

performs a couple of mourning songs with a trumpet, and Casaubon narrates Belbo’s 

actions as if he had access to Belbo’s feelings. Furthermore, while during the whole novel 

Casaubon always referred to Belbo using his last name, here in this biographical narrative 

Casaubon switches to Jacopo, Belbo’s first name, as if to fictionalize him, as if to make 

even clearer the allegorical aspect of the narrative. So, Jacopo  

continued holding that virtual note, because he felt he was playing out a string 

that kept the sun in place. The planet had been arrested in its course, had become 

fixed in a noon that could last an eternity. And it all depended on Jacopo, because 

if he broke that contact, dropped that string, the sun would fly off like a balloon, 

and with it this day and the events of this day, this action without transition, this 

sequence without before and after, which was unfolding, motionless, only because 

it was in his power to will it thus. (614-5) 
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What is this action without transition if not the realization that the ordinary violence 

experienced during the war was also the ordinary affects that shaped the way people 

reacted to violence? In this ordinary violence, the tragedies of war become “that place of 

happiness” (616), and a life without violence, introduced by Belbo’s father with the 

words “Don’t you realize the bad days are over?” (618), appears false and empty, almost 

hurtful. 

 In this light, it makes sense that episodes of violence and urban protest are 

narrated in the previous chapter with an almost insensitive rationality, because they were 

all manifestations of an all-pervasive epistemological violence that transcends the 

brutality of the individual act and draws the attention of the reader to a broader scale of 

violence existing in their world. So Casaubon is detached when he says that “In the 

months that followed, some students started using guns” (152): the violence is not in the 

use of guns, but in the event appearing as natural. 

In Foucault’s Pendulum, Eco leads the readers toward a total rearrangement of 

the expectations of a crime story by fracturing the structure of mysterious events that 

combine into the plot of the novel. Rather than moving from interpretation to truth (from 

detection to solution), thus following the formulae of crime genre fiction, Eco moves 

from expected to unexpected knowledge (the truth-ontology of a solution), thus 

modifying the reception of the genre’s formulae through the use of the alienating effect in 

the final episodes. 

The passage from expected to unexpected knowledge through the use of genre 

fiction formulae appears evident in this paragraph: 
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We invented a nonexistent Plan, and They not only believed it was real but 

convinced themselves that They had been part of it for ages, or, rather, They 

identified the fragments of their muddled mythology as moments of our Plan, 

moments joined in a logical, irrefutable web of analogy, semblance, suspicion. 

(603) 

This passage explains, I believe, Eco’s narrative project once we substitute “Plan” with 

“crime fiction” and “They” with “the readers.” In this respect, Foucault’s Pendulum is a 

nonexistent crime novel because the finding of clues neither supports the mystery nor 

provides a truth-solution—in fact, as we have argued, Foucault’s Pendulum is left 

unresolved and readers do not really know if the story tells what happened or what has 

only been perceived. But readers still (and to a degree correctly) believe that Foucault’s 

Pendulum is a crime novel because they identify themselves with the horizon of 

expectations of the novel—the mythology stands as the beliefs in genre formulae and 

conventions of detections, which are used throughout the narration, almost slavishly 

reproducing the conventions of the hardboiled novel. Foucault’s Pendulum is, in the end, 

a crime novel because the “logical, irrefutable web” of narration is one of “analogy” with 

a tradition of crime novels (starting from Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler), 

“semblance” to other examples of generic bestsellers (like Brown’s The Da Vinci Code), 

and a “suspicion” towards events, which requires detection. 

 Such a fractured interpretation of knowledge relies on the horizon of expectations 

specific to crime novels. Always towards the end, Casaubon explains: 
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If you’re a sexual maniac, you don’t want sex; you want the excitement of its 

theft, you want the victim’s resistance and despair. If sex is handed to you on a 

platter, here it is, go to it, naturally you’re not interested, otherwise what sort of 

sexual maniac would you be? (606) 

Similarly, if you are a reader of crime fiction, you do not want the solution; you want the 

excitement of detection, you want the difficulty of the quest—otherwise, what sort of 

reader of crime fiction would you be? But what if your will, as a reader, is satisfied even 

if some essential constituent elements of a crime story are missing, like credible clues, or 

logical detection, or even a solution? Eco provides the reader with all this: crime, 

suspicion, and detection. And yet, he does more. He fractures the authority of narration 

by exemplifying that author and reader share the same knowledge—not one of facts and 

clues, but a symbolic knowledge of epistemic violence deriving from an all-permeating 

fascist ideology. 

 It is only fitting, then, that in the last episode of the novel, “Malkhut,” which 

recalls the sephirah of kingdom, Casaubon admits that the mystery of truth “lies not in 

existence but in the leaving of existence.” And it is only fitting that this existence is one 

of epistemic violence—one that is impossible to leave. In fact, Casaubon cannot leave the 

existence of the last episodes, and he admits such impossibility in the last words of the 

novel: “So I might as well stay here, wait, and look at the hill.” A hill marked by the 

fighting during World War II. A hill that, despite that past and the subsequent 

epistemological shift, is “so beautiful” (623). 
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 Such an aestheticization of the perils of the Italian civil war at the end of World 

War II is in direct contrast with the cultural moment of the novel, which is Italy at the end 

of the eighties, when an odd and immaterial euphoria, to use the words of Antonio 

Pascale,4 seemed to possess everyone. This common euphoria, brought about by 

economic wellness and more accessible ways of communication, seems to be in line with 

Lyotard’s definition of a postmodern society, in which communication becomes global 

and master narratives disappear. In contrast, Eco’s project reaffirms that such a 

postmodern openness is none other than another master narrative of culture. By opening 

the closed narrative of the crime story, Eco suggests that there is more than fiction in 

literary representation. In the case of Foucault’s Pendulum, it is easy to see a critique of 

the ideological radicalism that, at the end of the 80s, started to affect Italian politics.  

 A couple of years after Foucault’s Pendulum’s publication, Italy would 

experience a revolution in its political system in what is commonly known as the mani 

pulite (clean hands) movement. This movement led to the dissolution of traditional 

political parties, like the Christian Democratic and the Communist parties, but 

paradoxically it also paved the way to the ascent of Silvio Berlusconi as the prominent 

political figure of the Italian turn of the century, preserving the realm of corruption and 

favoritism that mani pulite was initially to subvert. It is not a stretch, given Eco’s political 

activism, to read behind the novel’s diabolicals the exponents of such a new, corrupt, and 

immoral political class, led by Silvio Berlusconi.  

                                                
4 Italian journalist and writer (born 1966). 
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 What the novel historically does, then, is to examine the ways in which a 

particular audience (the wealthy Italian liberal bourgeoisie) is introduced to a shift in 

master narratives of culture: from a master narrative of the nation state, to one of 

capitalist violence. The novel’s open ending addresses the impossibility to counter-argue 

a master narrative of violence. 

 Such a master narrative of capitalist violence as an extreme reduction of being is 

represented in even more dire ways in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, where the 

juxtaposition of several layers of fiction shows the real violence of capitalism at the end 

of the twentieth century. 

V.2 “IN TERMS OF LIKE A GESTURE”: THE NARRATIVE VIOLENCE OF INFINITE JEST 

David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996) is another novel with an intricate plot 

that looks like a mystery novel. As Frank Louis Cioffi5 commented in “An Anguish 

Become Thing” (2000), the book “is really three intertwined novels in one” (165). One 

plot deals with the experiences of a few junior tennis players at Enfield Tennis Academy 

and their vicissitudes in experimenting with narcotics. Another plot centers on the life 

experiences of a few drug addicts in the Ennet House, a halfway home for recovering 

addicts. The third plot is a spy story in which a Canadian group of terrorists tries to get in 

possession of a videotape that forces its viewers into catatonic states, and in which 

Canadian and American informants try to come up with a secret deal that might prevent 

further acts of terror. Cioffi reveals that each of these plots “compels a ‘traditional’ 

                                                
5 Associate Professor of English at Central Washington University and author of Formula Fiction? An 
Anatomy of American Science Fiction, 1930-40 (1982). 
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narrative interest, their stories mimicking or vaguely resembling recognizable, archetypal 

situations” (165), and he adds that there are aspects of the Bildungsroman, science 

fiction, and the quest story in the novel. What the novel does not mimic or vaguely 

resemble is its fidelity to the conventions of the crime story, reproducing formulae of the 

spy story and the thriller, with scenes in which aspects of gore and violence are 

predominant. 

 The crime story formulae are introduced in the novel from the beginning. The first 

pages are a kaleidoscopic succession of seemingly unrelated episodes that enhance the 

suspense in the reader, who tries to find a trait d’union linking them together. The linking 

aspect, the reader soon discovers, is that all these episodes deal with addiction: Hal 

Incandenza, a junior tennis player who is arguably the protagonist in the novel, is 

incapacitated to speak because he is going through withdrawal; some petty criminals are 

trafficking drugs in the Boston metro area; and a medical attaché of a Saudi minister is 

addicted to watching a videotape, so much so that he cannot stop and dies in an overdose 

of watching. The principal theme of addiction is therefore linked to urban criminality, 

state terrorism, and drug abuse. At this point readers are left with several questions: who 

produced the deadly videotape? What is the relationship between urban criminality and 

state terrorism? What is the connection between a junior tennis player and the sordid 

world of urban violence? Clues to answer these questions are disseminated throughout 

the text, creating interpretive links and gradually clarifying the apparent dissonance of the 

episodes reported. The revelation of these clues points to the fact that the creator of the 

videotape, director James Incandenza, is Hal’s father and benefactor of the Ennet house, 
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as well as a Canadian citizen linked through his wife to some terroristic cells that attempt 

to re-design the national borders of the O.N.A.N (Organization of North American 

Nations), a new political system comprising Canada, the United States, and Mexico. The 

fragmentary narration of episodes only enhances the suspense in finding a solution to this 

complex political thriller. 

 Much has been written about Infinite Jest and the possible readings the novel 

allows. There is a growing body of critical readings that follow on the medical aspects the 

book touches upon, like addiction, depression, and monstrosity.6 Several critics have 

performed parallel readings of Infinite Jest and older classics like Hamlet and The 

Brothers Karamazov, utilizing the Bakhtinian notion of the Carnival in a postmodern 

setting.7 And of course many critics have commented on the use of irony in the novel. 

James Annesley, for example, describes in a Review Essay (2009) how the prose in 

Infinite Jest is “densely comic” and “a narrative that builds intricate interlocking arcs 

upon paranoid foundations” (131), and Iannis Goerlandt, in an article entitled “Put the 

Book Down and Slowly Walk Away: Irony and David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” 

(2006), focuses on how James Incandenza’s films portray an irony that contrasts with 

much of the cruelty represented (325). Mary K. Holland, on the other hand, counters 

                                                
6 To explore this body of research, I suggest reading: Catherine Toal, “Corrections: Contemporary 
American Melancholy” (2003); Petrus van Ewijk, “I and the Other: The Relevance of Wittgenstein, Buber 
and Levinas for an Understanding of AA’s Recovery Program in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” 
(2009); Elizabeth Freudenthal, “Anti-Interiority: Compulsiveness, Objectification, and Identity in Infinite 
Jest” (2010); and Emily Russell, “Some Assembly Required: The Embodied Politics of Infinite Jest” 
(2010). 
7 Relevant articles in this field include: Catherine Nichols, “Dialogizing Postmodern Carnival: David 
Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” (2001); and Timothy Jacobs, “The Brothers Incandenza: Translating 
Ideology in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov and David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” 
(2007). 
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Goerlandt’s argument in her article “The Art’s Heart’s Purpose: Braving the Narcissistic 

Loop of David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” (2006), where she comments on the ironic 

fallacies of the novel, arguing that  

Infinite Jest fails to deliver on the agenda that Wallace set for it, not only because 

it fails to eschew empty irony for the earnestness that Wallace imagines but also, 

and more importantly, because it fails to recognize and address the cultural drive 

toward narcissism that fuels and is fueled by that irony. (218) 

Although I think that the use of irony is one of the most successful and interesting aspects 

of Infinite Jest, the fallacy in Holland’s argument is one that allows me to introduce the 

position that the cultural drive Infinite Jest fuels, and by which it is fueled, is not irony 

linked to a supposedly contemporary American narcissism, but systemic violence. Irony, 

therefore, rests on a stylistic realm that contrasts and soothes the thematic brutality of 

violent representation. As my reading of the final episode of the novel will show, even 

irony fails, and readers remain alienated by a violence that epistemically describes the 

contemporary world. 

 To make this case, I will expand an argument proposed a few years ago by Frank 

Louis Cioffi in an article entitled “An Anguish Become Thing: Narrative as Performance 

in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” (2000). While Cioffi’s excellent article 

anticipates many of the conclusions I propose, he stops short in providing a reason for the 

effects the novel produces in the readers. Cioffi’s shortcomings depend on his attention to 

a hermeneutic reading of the novel, as he considers several literary critics such as Noël 
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Carroll, Avital Ronel, and Jean Paul Sartre, while he avoids a narratological reading. It is 

such a reading, I argue, that can provide evidence for the reader’s alienation. 

 Cioffi shows acute insight in defining the world described in Infinite Jest as 

disturbing, suggesting that the novel disrupts the reading process itself. There is a 

paragraph worth reporting in full: 

The novel’s impact derives in part from how it is at once an easy, pleasurable 

novel to read—full of narrative action, excitement, local delights—and at the 

same time a trying, annoying, difficult novel that is constantly interrupting itself, 

breaking comfortable routines it has set up, and, in many cases, syntactically 

reinventing the English language. Essentially, Wallace’s art stimulates what has 

been called Einfühling or “empathy” and what Russian formalist critics called 

ostranenie or “estrangement.” Infinite Jest epitomizes a kind of art described by 

Bertold Brecht. […] The novel, in short, uses alienation effects to create its 

quirky, highly performative world in which the reader empathizes but from which 

she must also withdraw. (162) 

It is easy to spot in this passage several similarities to what I have been describing in this 

study as the characteristics of a new subgenre of crime fiction: the narrative is one of 

functional empathy, the pleasure of reading lies in its use of action formulae, and the 

horizon of expectations set up for the reader is disrupted by the use of episodes that 

produce an alienating effect on the readers. 

 Cioffi, however, explains this disturbing effect as the consequence of blurring the 

boundary between reality and fiction, which he describes as a purely emotional process. 
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In fact, Cioffi states that “the disturbing text resists formal description. Something about 

the text causes mental distress, but the distress seems unrelated to genre, mode, or 

specific textual features” (163). As a consequence, Cioffi considers the novel’s 

heteroglossia and its mixture of formulaic and high prose as the alienating effects sucking 

the readers into the world of the novel as if it were the real one, thus making the readers 

as the addicts the novel describes. The novel, then, 

evokes its greatest disturbance not merely by showcasing scenes of horror 

involving torture, violence, rape, and mutilation, but by its forcing of the reader to 

perform these scenes, to assume its curious language and its strange world, to dive 

deeply into these and then apparently come out via A-effects (alienating effects), 

but not really emerge. (178) 

Cioffi correctly describes the symptoms the reader is left with after reading Infinite Jest, 

but he does not venture into establishing the causes, which I argue reside in the use of 

poetics of narration in the final episode of the novel. The alienating effect, then, is not 

one of lexicon or improbability, but one that forces readers to consider violence as the 

only argumentative authority tying the story together, as the perspective through which 

the events of the novel need to be understood. 

 Granted, it is somewhat difficult to categorize the section of the narrative that I 

am going to analyze as one single narrative because, as it is for the several other episodes 

in the novel, events overlap and interrupt each other. The episode narrates the events that 

led Don Gately, a petty criminal and one of the main characters in the novel, to recover 

from drug addiction and join AA. Specifically, it narrates how Don Gately assisted in his 
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friend Gene Fackelmann’s death and how the violence of that experience forced Don 

Gately out of the crime business. One important aspect of the episode is that it is narrated 

as a memory Gately is having while being in the hospital after having been badly shot in 

the attempt to protect some guests at Ennet House. By this time in the novel, Gately has 

already won the sympathies of readers as a good-hearted man with a sordid past, so 

readers are induced to empathize with the physical pain he is suffering and with his 

determination not to take any pain medication that might push him back into addiction. 

 Such sympathy toward Gately is emphasized by the fact that the episode of Gene 

Fackelmann’s death is narrated in parallel with Gately’s almost unconscious state in the 

hospital. This parallelism suggests that, just as the intubated Gately is unable to 

communicate his wishes or perform any action of free will in the hospital, so was he 

unable while under the influence of drugs. In these parallel episodes, the narration 

switches back and forth from a teller character with external perspective to a reflector 

character with internal perspective, at times seemingly reporting Gately’s thoughts in free 

indirect discourse, at times reporting someone else’s thoughts, and at times using free 

indirect discourse but with a vocabulary that is clearly not the one of the reflector-

character. In this passage, for example, it seems that the narrator is a reflector character 

who has spoken with several characters in the novel, but who is not Gately: 

Gene Fackelmann had, it turns out, for years been getting fraudulently over on 

Whitey Sorkin’s bookmaking operations in all sorts of little ways that Gately and 

Kite (according to Kite) hadn’t known about. (917) 
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The meta-fictional parenthetical “according to Kite” seems to suggest that the narrator 

had a conversation with Kite and is reporting what Kite said. In contrast, in the following 

passage readers seem to get a glimpse of Gately’s thoughts, as he would report them: 

Ultimately, Gately gave Sorkin his half of Fackelmann’s secret $ mostly to try 

and cheer Sorkin up. Let him know somebody cared. He also did it for 

Fackelmann’s memory, which he was mourning Fax’s gruesome death even at the 

same time he cursed him for a liar and a rat-punk. It was a time of moral 

confusion for Don G., and his half of the post-mortem $ seemed like the best he 

could do in terms of like a gesture. (918) 

Here the use of nicknames, fragment sentences, and interjections (like), seems to suggest 

that readers see Gately’s thoughts almost unabridged. At the same time, another passage 

in which readers might recognize Gately’s free indirect speech, sounds like this: 

And then when she reaches way up to unscrew a bolt in some kind of steelish 

plate on the wall over the empty bed the like hemline of her uniform retreats up 

north so that the white stockings’ rich violinish curves at the top of the inside of 

her legs in the white LISLE are visible in backlit silhouette, and an 

EMBRASURE of sad windowlight shines through her legs. (919) 

In this passage the perspective is clearly Gately’s, but the lexicon used is not. Such a 

lexicon is closer to the one used by Joelle van Dyne, a girl linked to the Incandenza’s 

family for having been James’s artistic muse and Orin’s girlfriend, and who has 

developed a close relationship with Gately, often visiting him in the hospital. If this is the 

case, it might not be a stretch to imply that Gately subconsciously picked up Joelle’s 
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lexicon during one of her visits. But the syntax of the passage is closer to the one used by 

Hal Incandenza, whom Gately will only meet once recovered from his wounds and 

outside the hospital. In turn, this might suggest that Hal Incandenza is the implied author 

of Infinite Jest, given the fact that there are parts in the novel narrated in first person by 

Hal.  

 Another point that might suggest Hal’s authorship is the frequent use of 

interjections like “but so,” “and but so,” “so and but,” which adorn Hal’s narration as 

well. But Hal’s “teller-character” narration would not justify the visual perspective of the 

description. Nor it would justify why all of a sudden Gately’s memories are narrated in 

his former girlfriend’s free indirect speech, for example in a long passage without periods 

that seems to convey Pamela Hoffmann-Jeep’s wandering thoughts: 

…a guy who in yore-days interned at Sandoz and was one of T. Leary’s original 

circle of mayonnaise-jar acid-droppers at T. Leary’s now-legendary house in 

West Newton MA, and is now (60s B.) an intimate acquaintance of Kite, because 

Sixties Bob is an even bigger Grateful Dead fanatic maybe even than Kite, and 

sometimes got together with Kite and several other Dead devotees (most of who 

now had canes and O2 tanks) and traded historical-souvenir-type tiger’s eyes and 

lava lamps and bandannas and plasma spheres and…, Pamela Hoffman-Jeep 

emphasizes. (927) 
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These passages exemplify how the narration is always fluid and, as Wallace himself 

described in a radio interview with Michael Silverblatt,8 fractal—without a perspective 

that might be considered dominant, but with the constant presence of the whole fictional 

world of the novel. It is as if all the main characters participate in a chorus of voices, 

which is the narrative of the novel. 

 This chorus of voices, whose plurality conveys an empathetic collective 

personality capturing the reader inside the world of the novel, continues during the 

different episodes that are interspersed throughout Gately’s episode. Hal’s first person 

narrative reappears, Joelle’s actions are narrated in a neutral third-person narrative, an 

AA meeting conveys some hilarious, yet tragically violent, moments, and Orin’s 

narrative is reported by someone who clearly cannot be any reflector character, but an 

authorial narrator. 

 In fact, Orin’s episode introduces the final pages of Gately’s episode, conveying 

once more the fictionality and formulaic aspect of the narration. Orin is being tortured, 

but the violence of the passage acquires a literary fictionality: 

Mlle. Luria P-------, who disdained the subtler aspects of technical interviews and 

had lobbied simply to be given a pair of rubber gloves and two or three minutes 

alone with the Subject’s testicles (and who was not really Swiss), had predicted 

accurately what the Subject’s response would be when the speaker’s screen was 

withdrawn and the sewer roaches began pouring blackly and shinily through, and 

                                                
8 “Bookworm” (4/11/96), 
<http://web.archive.org/web/20040606041906/www.andbutso.com/~mark/bookworm96/> 
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as the Subject splayed itself against the tumbler’s glass and pressed its face so flat 

against the absurd glass’s side that the face changed from green to stark white, 

and, much muffled, shrieked at them “Do it to her! Do it to her!” (972) 

The final part of this passage clearly repeats probably the most known passage from 

George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), communicating once again the literary 

cornucopia of references that is Infinite Jest up to this point.  

 The narration changes abruptly in the very last pages of the novel, becoming 

utterly neutral, not attributed to any particular voice that had been speaking. The 

carnivalesque sympathy is gone, almost creating an empty space where the narrative is 

reported coldly and without emotion or concern. This cold narrative goes on in a parallel 

structure both in the hospital scene and in Fackelmann’s death scene, so it cannot be 

related to a time condition experienced by one of the characters. Granted, one could 

suggest that, since Gene Fackelmann’s death and Don Gately’s illness are overall 

connected in Gately’s experience, the cold narrative is an effect reflecting Gately’s 

sensations at that time in the hospital, but this would not explain the narrative 

kaleidoscope present up to this point, considering also that the last 300 pages of the novel 

deal with one single day, and thus the narrative tempo is one of “stretch.” The sentences 

are short, the language dry, and the tone emotionless: 

Human beings came and went. An R.N. felt his forehead and yanked her hand 

back with a yelp. Somebody down the hall was jabbering and weeping. At one 

point Chandler F., the recently graduated nonstick-cookware salesman, seemed to 

be there in the classic resident-confiteor position, his chin on his hands on the 
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bedside crib-railing. The room’s light was a glowing gray. The Ennet house 

Manager was there, fingering the place her missing eyebrow’d been, trying to 

explain something about how Pat M. hadn’t come because she and Mr. M.’d had 

to kick Pat’s little girl out of the house for using something synthetic again, and 

was in a too shaky place spiritually to even leave home. (972-3) 

The scene changes abruptly to Fackelmann’s death episode, continuing in the same style: 

Somebody overhead asked somebody else if they were ready, and somebody 

commented of the size of Gately’s head and gripped Gately’s head, and then he 

felt an upward movement deep inside that was so personal and horrible he woke 

up. Only one of his eyes would open because the floor’s impact had shut the other 

one plump and tight as a sausage. (974) 

The scene continues with this neutrality, describing without emotion the horrible violence 

Gately and Fackelmann suffer: broken bones, injections, excrements, eyes getting sewed 

open. The whole scene seems to reproduce Gately’s perspective, but it is as if even 

Gately is absent reporting the episode.  

 Just as importantly for my overall project, this ultra-violence is left without a 

commentary, sterile as a hospital room, until the very last words of the novel: 

The last rotating sight was the chinks coming back through the door, holding big 

shiny squares of the room. As the floor wafted up and C’s grip finally gave, the 

last thing Gately saw was an Oriental bearing down with the held square and he 

looked into the square and saw clearly a reflection of his own big square pale 

head with his eyes closing as the floor finally pounced. And when he came back 
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to, he was flat on his back on the beach in the freezing sand, and it was raining out 

of a low sky, and the tide was way out. (981) 

The absence of any kind of emotional involvement in the narrating voice leaves an empty 

space that can only be filled by whatever is left: the cold representation of violence. This 

violence, though, taking center stage as the narrative force behind the narration, is not 

limited to the acts described, but seems to pervade the whole reality of the scene. In fact, 

the acts described, even if extremely violent, seem to soothe the overall intangible 

violence of the whole situation: “there was a gentleness about C, for a kid with the eyes 

of a lizard” (980); “It was obscenely pleasant” (981). The acts committed are made even 

more fictional by comparing them to a literary tradition, mentioning the torture scenes 

that readers might remember from Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962): “The 

cartridge with the held-open eyes and dropper had been the one about ultra-violence and 

sadism” (981). This citation suggests that violent acts are, in a sense, familiar, again in no 

small part because they belong to a tradition of literary formulae. What is not familiar is 

the fact that these acts have become naturalized—they are not ultra-violent and sadistic 

anymore, but ordinary representations of an ultra-violent and sadistic condition. 

 What Cioffi identified as disturbing, then, is not the representation of acts that go 

against the readers’ sensibility. It is, rather, the absence of any empathetic authorial voice 

in representing those acts. Such a narrative empty space, which alienates readers because 

it grabs them away from the fractal kaleidoscope of narrative authorship in all other 

episodes in the novel, attests to the presence of an epistemic violence. The whole novel, 
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in other words, is understood through the interpretive lens of epistemic violence, of this 

non-empathetic presence, which works as a master narrative. 

 In this respect, all actions and events in the novel are described “in terms of like a 

gesture” (918) in the pervasive, epistemic violence of the world represented. It is not a 

stretch, then, to suggest that the title of the novel, considering the fact that the spy story 

conventions are linked to a Quebequois terroristic cell, can be translated and interpreted 

as the French “geste infini.” Actions are left unfinished—they do not acquire ethical 

status in a reality that still cannot understand the argumentative force of epistemic 

violence. 

 Such an epistemic force, Infinite Jest seems to propose, comes out of the 

disappearance of the historical power blocks. By opening the narrative of a particularly 

closed genre as the spy story, the novel opens particular classes of closed narratives, i.e. 

how the political power structure of global powers affects the relationships among 

individuals. The new global market represented in Infinite Jest foresees the production of 

a new global order based on product placement and finance capitalism.  

 The new political sovereignty the novel foresees, therefore, is one in which the 

control exerted by the state is contrasted by the control exerted by multinationals and 

corporations. We might read the fictionalization of the calendar in Infinite Jest as a 

manifestation of this new financial violence, where sponsorization substitutes progressive 

numeration: the year of Depend, the year of Glad, etc. This sponsorization reveals the end 

of a cultural master narrative of progress, which moves from decade to decade, and the 
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beginning of an open master narrative of capitalist violence, in which the subjects are 

always already reduced by the disciplinary apparatus of corporations. 

 To make this case, the novel addresses an audience that is already familiar with 

product placement and global finance capitalism—policies that the Clinton 

administration made possible with its attention to the dot com bubble and internet 

marketing—and it creates a dystopia that counter-argues an ideology of finance capitalist 

argumentation. In doing so, Wallace seems to propose that finance capitalism itself works 

like genre fiction, and that a strategy of revolt can be based on addressing the fictionality 

of such a closed system and the extreme violence that derives from it. A violence that, 

among its many ways to reduce the being of its citizens, reduces also the world to a 

simplistic and closed narrative of power blocks, and it totally eradicates the presence of 

nations that do not belong to a capitalist power block. 

 Such a closed narrative of power blocks, which entails a strictly Western 

perspective, as we have seen for Foucault’s Pendulum and Infinite Jest, finds a counter-

argument in Farah’s Secrets. That novel represents how a Western perspective influences 

nations outside the Western world. 

V.3 “IN A WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN”: POSTCOLONIAL VIOLENCE IN SECRETS 

It is somewhat astonishing that not much literature is dedicated to the analysis of 

Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets (1998) as a murder mystery. Most critical analyses focus on 

how the novel situates itself as the last “chapter” of a trilogy discussing the problematics 

of Somalia as a postcolonial state, so particular attention is given to metaphorical 
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readings about the significance of being an orphan.9 Other analyses offer social readings 

about a Somali identity caught between a colonial past and an Islamic present.10 Granted, 

the narrative conventions of the crime story in Secrets have not passed unnoticed. In an 

article entitled “Secrets and a New Civic Consciousness” (2000), Francis Ngaboh-

Smart11 describes the novel as a “mysterious family saga” (129), and Derek Wright,12 in 

“Private and Public Secrets: Family and State in Nuruddin Farah’s Secrets” (2004), 

reflects on “the genuine mystery that is the novel” (25), but both critics seem to consider 

the mysterious aspects in Secrets more as a plot-complication than as a narrative strategy. 

Here I argue that the novel directly addresses an audience familiar with the Anglo-Saxon 

mystery tradition, but diverts from that tradition in the final scene, forcing the audience to 

reflect on how postcolonial history is steeped in epistemic violence. 

 The connection with the mystery tradition, and with readers’ awareness of it, is 

clearly established in the cover of the American Penguin paperback edition of the novel. 

To reproduce a blurb praising the quality of the novel on the cover is a marketing strategy 

intended to attract a specific audience, and out of all the praise written about Secrets in 

literary magazines and national newspapers, the editors at Penguin decided to single out 

some comments published in Newsday, a suburban newspaper circulated throughout the 

New York metropolitan area. The blurb reads as such: “Hypnotic… Secrets is a shape 
                                                
9 See Patricia Alden and Louis Tremaine, “Reinventing Family in the Second Trilogy of Nuruddin Farah” 
(1998) 
10 About this body of research, I suggest reading: Ousseina D. Alidou and Alamin M. Mazrui, “Secrets: 
Farah's Things Fall Apart” (2000) and Jaqueline Bardolph, “Dreams and Identity in the Novels of Nuruddin 
Farah” (1998). 
11 Associate Professor of English at the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. 
12 Professor at the University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia, and editor of a comprehensive anthology 
about Farah’s Narrative, “Emerging Perspectives on Nuruddin Farah” (2002). 
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shifter—murder mystery, family saga, magical realist thriller.” This blurb is the only 

instance in which cognate formulaic genres are mentioned: murder mystery and thriller. It 

is therefore curious that the novel is marketed in this way but has not raised more critical 

inquiry about the narrative conventions it employs. 

 The novel’s events take place at the end of the Siad Barre’s regime in Somalia 

(1969-1991), and Farah describes with vivid details the civic chaos of those times, 

characterized by acts of violence perpetrated by rival militias on the populations. These 

violent events are so ingrained in the everyday experience of Somalis that they appear 

almost irrelevant and they do not produce the shock effect they would in other 

circumstances. The shock effect is caused by other events that take place amid such an 

ordinary civic chaos. As Wright concisely and precisely summarized, 

The political situation is in fact a mere backdrop to the two intertwined personal 

quests that dominate the novel. In the first of these the thirty-three-year-old 

Kalaman, who has long been anxious about his secretive parents and his curiously 

non-patrilineal name, seeks to settle doubts about his paternal ancestry by digging 

out the secrets of his birth, now of crucial importance in the light of impending 

inter-ethnic warfare that is about to make clan lineage a matter of life and death in 

Mogadiscio. (8) 

The novel’s events thus revolve around Kalaman, a modern and adult Somali who 

embarks on a search for the solution to the mystery of his family’s history. Such a search 

is presented to the audience as a family murder mystery almost reproducing the formulae 

of the “closed room whodunit,” as the very first words of the novel introduce: “One 
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corpse, three secrets!” (1). Such an opening formula and the mystery aspect of the 

narration in its first pages invite readers to expect that an act of detection in trying to 

solve a murder will lead to a solution revealing what the initial three secrets are. 

 The mystery aspect of the narration is also conveyed by Farah’s use of language 

and lexicon. Farah’s language is carefully crafted to transport his readers into a fictional 

reality that clearly identifies with that represented in more conventional examples of the 

mystery genre. To make this case, it is useful to consider some not very positive critical 

remarks about the novel, made by Said S. Samatar13 in his article “Are there Secrets in 

Secrets?” (2000). Samatar’s critique addresses Farah’s little realism in representing 

Somali verbal conventions, without considering that such a little realism is part and 

parcel of Farah’s project to use the formulae of mystery fiction in order to perform a 

critique of postcolonial violence. 

 Samatar is perspicacious in noticing that “the English idioms and utterances that 

Farah selects to depict his chosen slice of Somali experience sit rather awkwardly with 

Somali life and lore, to say nothing of Somali literary temper and tastes” (138). Samatar 

brings many examples from the text that reveal Farah’s appropriation of Anglo-Saxon 

expressions. He even recognizes that “[i]n fact, it could be said justly that the language of 

Secrets is roughly evenly divided between Britishisms and Americanisms to the outrage 

of the reader appreciative of the violence done to the Somali style of speaking” (138). To 

stress his point, Samatar calls Secrets “a fiercely non-Somali novel” (143), and he is 

                                                
13 Professor at Rutgers University and author of several books on Somalia, among them Somalia: A Nation 
in Turmoil (1991). 
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right. The problem with Samatar’s analysis is that he considers the novel as a social 

critique of Somalia, rather than a critique of an epistemic violence that is linked to 

postcolonial history and therefore must include in its audience those who were part of 

Somalia’s colonial occupation, namely the British and the Italians. Therefore, Farah is 

speaking a language familiar to that audience, and he is using literary conventions 

steeped in that tradition. As we discussed in Chapter II, the whodunit tradition is often 

considered one of literary divertissement, of intellectual game that cannot be at the same 

level of high literature. By dealing with such a concept and the pre-conceptions 

associated with it, Farah is directly addressing social implications: a critique of 

postcolonial history must start from the popular strata of society, from those people who 

might not have a targeted interest in social criticism, but who might “enjoy” a good 

thriller. 

 In his article, Samatar highlights another peculiar aspect of Secrets, one that reveals 

the novel as an example of the subgenre I am introducing in this study. This aspect 

pertains to how violence is represented. Farah subverts the conventional tradition of the 

mystery story in which the murder is not described in details and its violence always 

remains a side issue to the act of detection, by providing gruesome details that lead the 

audience out of a literary comfort zone. Samatar worries that “[a]nother cause for alarm 

is the growing cancer of bestiality in Farah’s recent fiction” (142). He narrates an episode 

in which, at one of Farah’s readings, one member of the audience had to ask: “Where is 

the men’s room? I feel I want to vomit” (142). His critical commentary on the issue is 

that “the difference is that the crudities in [other texts] are part of a craft designed to lift 
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them off to sublime beauties. Farah’s is just lumped on” (142). In this case, Samatar does 

not recognize Farah’s attempt to de-sacralize literary sublime beauties in order to bring 

the audience to face a reality of epistemic violence, one that exiles from the fictive realm 

of literature and becomes social critique. That is, the crude scenes in Secrets function as 

an alienating effect in order to invite readers to perform a social critique—readers who 

get estranged from the fictional representation of violent events. 

 This estrangement effect is realized through two distinct narrative techniques. 

One is again the fracturing of the narrating voice throughout the novel. Narration is 

distributed among several first person narrators, of which Kalaman is the predominant. 

As Ngaboh-Smart points out, “[e]nveloping Kalaman and the tertiary narrators is a 

transient third-person narrator who is of limited omniscience in that he or she profusely 

cites the I narrators, as if Farah wants the narrative to incestuously feed on itself” (129). 

Such a fractured narration suggests that each character/narrator shares a common 

knowledge, one that goes beyond the events reported or the reasons assumed, but rather 

shapes the very act of thinking. Narration therefore assumes the contours of a 

representation of reality steeped in a common knowledge of violence as a social driving 

force. Ngaboh-Smart comments that “the impression one gets is that there is beauty in 

grossness” (133), but I would like to add that it is possible to find beauty in grossness 

because the two have lost the moral connotation they have in a trajectory of crime and 

punishment. Rather than having a subversion of moral values in which what is right is 

wrong, and vice versa, Farah seems to suggest that violence’s argumentative force lies in 
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considering the possibility that as the narrators coexist in a common knowledge—they 

share the same epistemology of violence, —so right and wrong coexist in a violent world. 

 The second moment in which readers perceive an alienating effect is in the final 

pages of the novel. Of the characters in the novel, Shoolongo seems to embody the 

antagonistic position, while Nonno seems to embody traditional reason. Shoolongo is one 

of Kalaman’s childhood friends who reached to Kalaman in the novel to ask for his 

sperm to conceive a child, while Nonno is Kalaman’s grandfather, although they are not 

blood relatives. In the scene before the last one, Shoolongo narrates about her mating 

with Nonno, in an attempt to bear his child because Kalaman refused the request. The 

readers are captivated by the event in that they assist to a battle of moral intentions in the 

shape of love making, and they sympathetically side with Nonno as the bearer of moral 

value. This scene, however, seems to subvert such a concept because some magical 

aspects are introduced, which portray Nonno as almost a devilish figure, and not quite as 

benevolent as previously thought. In the final scene of the novel, Kalaman asks Nonno 

about his affair with Shoolongo, and Nonno answers in this way: 

“She slipped into my bed,” he said, “and I let her. I thought to myself that in a 

world turned upside down, in which brothers are gathering deadly weapons to kill 

brothers, a world with no sense of morality, a society with no sense of taboos, no 

knowing where we are ending up and what has become of us—I asked myself, is 

it worth my while to remain true to my moral sense, when no one is?” (294) 

Here Nonno realizes that the moral sense has changed, so in the society represented in the 

novel as in the readers. Rather than openly criticizing the moral sense of a nation, this 
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passage suggests that a re-evaluation of what morality implies is necessary—especially a 

new kind of civic morality. 

 The re-evaluation of civic morality goes hand in hand with the re-evaluation of 

crime fiction conventions. As actions and events need to be contextualized inside an 

epistemology of violence, so crime fiction conventions need to be contextualized in a 

performance of social critique. The novel ends with the same words with which it 

opened, “One corpse. Three secrets.” But they stand to mean something different: the 

corpse is another corpse, and the secrets are other secrets. This last corpse, which is 

Nonno’s, exiles from a trajectory of crime and punishment because it indicates the result 

of a moral re-evaluation, rather than the result of a crime. The last secrets, moreover, 

cannot be solved by any clue. They stand as the evidence of the argumentative force of an 

epistemic violence that is synonymous with postcolonial history. 

 This narrative gesture—to leave secrets unresolved—challenges a master 

narrative of national identity. The secrets work as layers of fiction that represent the 

absence of a central government controlling Somalia as an independent country, thus 

revealing the fictionality of Somalia as a nation. It seems as if the idea of a nation is 

another violence imposed by Somalia’s colonial past. The absence of a central 

government also undermines the prospect of having a national economy that might 

cooperate with the economies of capitalist states, thus leaving Somalia in a liminal 

position in respect to nations who built their economic strength partly because of their 

colonial endeavors. 
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 The power of Farah’s narrative lies in directly engaging with a literary tradition 

that is extraneous to Somali literary history, while revealing the impossibility of that 

tradition as a closed system based on formulae and conventions. Farah’s intervention in 

the mystery tradition, therefore, also exposes the fallacies of a capitalist system. While in 

literary history, as we have seen in Chapter II, the mystery form is often linked to the rise 

of financial capitalism, Farah argues that the form can be used to represent the downfall 

of that very system. Rather than representing the progress of capitalism as a closed 

system, Secrets denounces its consequences.  

 These consequences take the shape of violent acts that cannot be contained in a 

crime and punishment trajectory, but rather become part and parcel of a global system 

based on systemic violence. Bolaño, our last example of the new crime fiction subgenre, 

confirms such a global system of systemic violence in 2666, where systemic violence is 

not confined to a particular geographic area but is pervasive on a global scale. 

V.4 “A SYSTEM THAT FEEDS ON ITSELF”: EPISTEMIC VIOLENCE IN 2666 

2666 is Roberto Bolaño’s last novel, published posthumously in 2004.14 The 

novel, structured in five episodes, centers on the figure of the German writer Benno von 

Archimboldi, but such a “biographical” theme is surrounded by scenes and conventions 

that remind of the police procedural and the detective story. Bolaño himself, in a 2001 

                                                
14 There is a scarcity of scholarly research in English about Bolaño or 2666. Nonetheless, I suggest 
reading: Will H. Corral, “Roberto Bolaño: Portrait of the Writer as Noble Savage” (2006); Ilan Stavans, 
“Roberto Bolaño’s Ascent” (2008); and Grant Farred, “The Impossible Closing: Death, Neoliberalism, and 
the Postcolonial in Bolaño’s 2666” (2010). 
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interview, explains how crime narrative conventions are essential to the emplotment in 

his novels:  

En mis obras siempre deseo crear una intriga detectivesca, pues no hay nada más 

agradecido literariamente que tener a un asesino o a un desaparecido que rastrear. 

Introducir algunas tramas clásicas del género, sus cuatro or cinco hilos mayores, 

me resulta irresistible, porque como lector también me pierden.15 (Bolaño 2006, 

118) 

The “four or five threads” are scattered, in 2666, throughout its five episodes. So in the 

first episode, “The Part about the Critics,” four academics become detectives in their 

attempts to trace the volatile German writer. The third episode, “The Part about Fate,” 

deals with a reporter coming into a reality resembling the situations of the hardboiled 

novel. And the fourth episode, “The Part about the Crimes,” is a police procedural sui 

generis, in which several detectives and policemen deal, as much as they can, with some 

mysterious murders happening in Santa Teresa,16 a fictitious city at the border between 

Mexico and the United States. 

 Here I will argue that “The Part about the Crimes,” playing with police procedural 

conventions, alienates readers from considering 2666 a generic crime novel, and it 

introduces them to the perception of a totalizing violence that transcends the criminal acts 

committed, but rather invites readers to engage with such an epistemic violence in order 

                                                
15 “In my works I always try to create a detective plot, because there’s nothing literary that pleases me 
more than tracking down a killer or a missing person. I find it irresistible to introduce some classic 
formulae of the genre, its four or five major trends, because as a reader as well I get lost in them” [my 
translation]. 
16 The city stands to represent Ciudad Juarez in Mexico, where a long series of murders took place. 
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to be receptive to its argumentative force. Such an engagement starts on the narrative 

level, and an analysis of the narrative techniques adopted in “The Part about the Crimes” 

will reveal how the representation of crimes alienates readers from the fictive world 

represented and introduces them to a critique of cultural politics. 

 In this respect, my analysis of “The Part about the Crimes” counters with Alexis 

Candia Càceres’s opinion, expressed in her article “Todos los males el mal. La ‘estética 

de la aniquilación’ en la narrativa de Roberto Bolaño” (2010), that “Bolaño aborda sus 

novelas, por lo general, desde la perspectiva de los investigadores o de lo testigos que 

recostruyen los asesinatos y no desde la Mirada de los victimarios” (44).17 I argue that the 

episode eludes any narrative perspective, or any character from which such a perspective 

could be communicated, in order to alienate readers from the fictive formulae of crime 

fiction so that the represented violence is perceived as a rhetorical act with argumentative 

force. 

 The episode reports detailed narrations of more than a hundred atrocious murders 

of women workers in Santa Teresa. The tone of the episode is very neutral, almost like a 

clinical report, as can be seen in the opening part of the episode, which I report here in 

full because it will serve as textual reference: 

The girl’s body turned up in a vacant lot in Colonia Las Flores. She was dressed 

in a white long-sleeved T-shirt and a yellow knee-length skirt, a size too big. 

Some children playing in the lot found her and told their parents. One of the 

                                                
17 “Generally Bolaño, in his novels, deals with issues from the detective’s perspective, or from the witness’ 
perspective, but rarely from the point of view of the victims” [my translation].  
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mothers called the police, who showed up half an hour later. The lot was bordered 

by Calle Peláez and Calle Hermanos Chacón and it ended in a ditch behind which 

rose the walls of an abandoned dairy in ruins. There was no one around, which at 

first made the policemen think it was a joke. Nevertheless, they pulled up on Calle 

Peláez and one of them made his way into the lot. Soon he came across two 

women with their heads covered, kneeling in the weeds, praying. Seen from a 

distance, the women looked old, but they weren’t. Before them lay the body. 

Without interrupting, the policeman went back the way he’d come and motioned 

to his partner, who was waiting for him in the car, smoking. Then the two of them 

returned (the one who’d waited in the car had his gun in his hand) to the place 

where the women were kneeling and they stood beside them staring at the body. 

The policeman with the gun asked whether they knew her. No, sir, said one of the 

women. We’ve never seen her before. She isn’t around here, poor thing. 

 This happened in 1993. January 1993. From then on, the killings of 

women began to be counted. But it’s likely there had been other deaths before. 

The name of the first victim was Esperanza Gómez Saldaña and she was thirteen. 

Maybe for the sake of convenience, maybe because she was the first to be killed 

in 1993, she heads the list. Although surely there were other girls and women who 

died in 1992. Other girls and women who didn’t make it onto the list or were 

never found, who were buried in unmarked graves in the desert or whose ashes 

were scattered in the middle of the night, when not even the person scattering 

them knew where he was, what place he had come to. (353-54) 
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The part reproduces, in miniature, narrative contents and techniques that are repeated 

throughout the episode, creating a “list” effect that disengages readers from any sort of 

narrative plot or authorial presence. This authorial presence is undermined even more by 

the fact that the murders reported did actually happen, conveying a factual aspect to the 

fiction. 

 The dead body of the victim is in thematic position, creating a sort of center of 

narrative gravity for every other event described. The dead body’s examination starts 

with a description of inanimate objects, like clothes, creating a parallelism between the 

body and the object. All further description of the body thus assumes the tone of a 

description of objects, and even anatomical details later expanded acquire the sense of 

something that is on the inanimate body, rather than of the inanimate body, annihilating 

the presence of any human emotion in the body and suggesting that what readers “see” is 

not a person but the symptom of embodied violence. The anatomy “on” the body rather 

than “of” the body can be seen in the next part of the episode, and in many others after 

that, repeated for more than a hundred times in less than 300 pages: 

There was bruising on her chin and around her left eye. Severe bruising of her 

legs and rib cage. She had been vaginally and anally raped, probably more than 

once, since both orifices exhibited tears and abrasions, from which she had bled 

profusely. (354) 

Such a neutral tone reproduces legal autopsy reports, as Carlos Walker comments in “El 

tono del horror: 2666 de Roberto Bolaño” (2010): “La Parte de los crímines está escrita 

en un tono que reproduce, con ciertas variaciones, el modo de utilización del lenguaje 
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propio de los informes medicos, el que pareciera luchar contra cualquier desviación en 

aras de un rigor descriptivo” (106).18 Such a descriptive rigor, though, seems to eliminate 

a descriptive subject, so that readers are left viewing the dead body without any narrative 

presence. 

The first part of the episode subverts the conventional assumptions of the police 

procedural and the detective story in representing the policemen and detectives as 

incapable of reading the clues disseminated on the body and throughout the text, and thus 

policemen and detectives appear the victims of a crime bigger than themselves, rather 

than people with an intelligence above average who will solve the crimes, which is the 

convention in the whodunit tradition. The policemen’s sense of loss is a trope repeated in 

almost any part in the episode, and furthermore it does not seem to bother the policemen 

that much, as if their job were not to solve a crime, but to live in a crime-ridden reality. 

Crimes thus appear not as events to be understood, but as natural occurrences. 

The first part introduces a list in a non-committal tone that permeates the whole 

episode and is repeated not only for bodies but also for objects and cultural notions. As a 

list of bodies exasperates the singularity of a solvable crime, so a list of fears precludes 

the singularity of a criminal, because it eradicates the personification of the criminal. 

Criminals, in conventional crime stories, are personified by the fear they instill, which is 

the result of their modus operandi, but this episode objectifies fears as well, as we can see 

in this passage: 

                                                
18 “The ‘Part about The Crimes’ is written in a tone that reproduces, with some variations, the way those in 
the medical professions speak, which seems to struggle with anything that might exile from a descriptive 
rigor” [my translation]. 
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There are other things than sacraphobia, said Elvira Campos, especially if you 

consider that we’re in Mexico and religion has always been a problem here. In 

fact, I’d say all Mexicans are essentially sacraphobes. Or take gephyrophobia, a 

classic fear. Lots of people suffer from it. What’s gephyrophobia? asked Juan de 

Dios Martínez. The fear of crossing bridges. That’s right, I knew someone once, 

well, it was a body, really, who was afraid that when he crossed a bridge it would 

collapse, so he’d run across it, which was much more dangerous. A classic, said 

Elvira Campos. Another classic: claustrophobia. Fear of confined spaces. And 

another: agoraphobia. Fear of open spaces. I’ve heard of those, said Juan de Dios 

Martínez. And one more: necrophobia. (382) 

This list of fears goes on for two pages, ending with fear of fear itself. 19 Elvira Campos, 

one of the characters in the episode, comments on this last fear in an emblematic way. 

She says: “But if you’re afraid of your own fears, you’re forced to live in constant 

contemplation of them, and if they materialize, what you have is a system that feeds on 

itself, a vicious cycle” (383). The whole part thus stands as a contemplation of fears, and 

thus as their materialization, representing the system that feeds on itself which is 

epistemic violence. 

                                                
19 Other long lists include cults and healers (“Then too, she was against all those despicable people who 
tried to swindle the poor. She thought botanomancy, or the art of predicting the future through plants, was 
trickery. Still, she knew how it worked, and once she explained to a third-rate healer the different branches 
of the divinatory art of botanomancy, namely: floromancy […], dendromancy […], and phyllomancy […]” 
(428). This list goes on for two pages) and jokes about women (“And the teller of the first joke continued. 
He asked: why don’t women know how to ski? Silence. Pues because it never snows in the kitchen. Some 
didn’t get it. […] And the joke teller said: all right, friends, what’s the definition of a woman? Silence. And 
the answer: pues a vagina surrounded by a more or less organized bunch of cells” (552). This list goes on 
for two pages). 
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 The first part’s narrative tone also introduces a narrative technique that excludes 

any narrative intervention. Direct speeches are not introduced by quotation marks, and 

sometimes the characters’ words intersect with the clinical narrative tone in a continuum 

of unmediated narration. Such an unmediated narration is not a characteristic of all 2666. 

Three episodes out of five (“The Part about the Critics,” “The Part about Fate,” and “The 

Part about Archimboldi”) include quotation marks that suggest a narrator’s intervention, 

the presence of a narrator that reports in direct speech the voices of the characters. “The 

Part about Amalfitano” seems at first to follow the same unmediated narration of “The 

Part about the Crimes,” but there, even if quotation marks are avoided, readers find meta-

narrative commentaries of the sort of “asked Amalfitano,” “thought Amalfitano,” and 

“said Amalfitano.” Moreover, “The Part about Amalfitano” deals almost completely with 

Amalfitano’s reactions and responses to the events he is going through, so it is easy to 

consider the narration in that episode as that of a reflector character. These meta-narrative 

comments, although present in “The Part about the Crimes,” cannot be pinpointed to a 

single narrative perspective, as can be seen in this passage: 

Let’s say the Penitent lives downtown. You could walk downtown from Reforma, 

and if it was nighttime, no one would notice you smelled like piss. But to walk 

downtown from Lomas del Toro, that would take, I don’t know, at least an hour. 

Or more, said Epifanio. And how far is it from Lomas del Toro to Kino? At least 

forty-five minutes, assuming you don’t get lost, said Epifanio. And that’s not to 

mention Reforma to Kino, said Juan de Dios Martínez. So the bastard gets around 

by car, said the police chief. It’s the only thing we can be sure of, said Juan de 
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Dios Martínez. And he probably carries a change of clothes in the car. What for? 

asked the police chief. As a safety precaution. So in other words you think the 

Penitent is nobody’s fool, said Negrete. (371) 

In this way, the blending of meta-narrative commentaries with the narrative itself seems 

to suggest the absence of any narrative authority. In Chapter I we debated that, even 

when considering the differences between showing and telling, a narrative figure is 

always present. So in this case we need to consider why the narrative voice in this 

episode decides to mask his presence behind the characters’ unmediated free speech, 

becoming one with them by avoiding even the most basic syntactical differences between 

narration and meta-narration in combining the two.  

In the following passage, for example, readers must combine three narrative 

levels in a short sentence: “My brother’s a churchgoer, said the police chief, as if thinking 

out loud” (371). The first clause (My brother’s a churchgoer) is understood as direct 

speech; the second part (said the police chief) is understood as a reflector narrator; and 

the third part (as if thinking out loud) is a meta-narrative commentary that invites readers 

into the police chief’s affective state—the introspection of “thinking out loud” declares 

the chief’s preoccupation without expressing a direct commentary on that preoccupation. 

The absence of an authorial narrator in the description of the emplotment seems to 

suggest that there is no causative explanation. Readers, therefore, are left with an 

authorial, argumentative void that they need to fill with something else. It seems that 

violence itself fills this authorial void, becoming the interpretive lens readers have to use 

to make sense of the events described. In this respect, represented violence does not 
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indicate, as Candia Cáceres comments, “la función del mal” (44),20 nor is the repetition of 

the crimes, as Juan Carlos Galdo comments in “Fronteras del mal/genealogías del horror: 

2666 de Roberto Bolaño” (2005), “una genealogía del mal” (23).21 Represented violence 

cannot be linked to a “presence” of evil because that presence would assume authorial 

status in the narrative: evil makes people do certain things. The authorial narrative 

emptiness seems on the other hand to suggest that the events described are not 

consequences of good or evil behavior, but that the people’s ethical status has to be read 

through the unavoidable violent nature of life. 

Walker, in his excellent article, anticipates how “la constucción de esa voz neutra, 

impersonal, que al paso de las muertas hace gala de su desafectación, genera una 

extrañeza que no puede ser contenida por el rigor descriptivo señalado, sino que esa 

presencia ambigua del discurso medico tiene la estraña virtud de anticipar su proprio 

estremecimiento” (109).22 Such an estrangement is most visible in some lyrical parts 

reoccurring throughout among the sterile descriptions of murders. The first part of the 

episode introduces some lyricism in the last sentence that clashes with the clinical 

neutrality of what came before. Such lyricisms, which could be considered as narratorial 

commentaries, are present in almost all parts of the episode, making the desolate brutality 

of the situations described almost poetical. Such lyricisms are textually rendered by the 

increased length and syntactical complexity of the sentences, in examples such as: 
                                                
20 “The function of evil” [my translation]. 
21 “A genealogy of evil” [my translation]. 
22 “The use of such a neutral, impersonal voice, which displays its emotional coldness as it displays the 
women’s bodies, creates an estrangement that cannot be contained by its descriptive rigor, were it not for 
the fact that the ambiguous presence of medical language possesses the weird virtue to anticipate its own 
shudder” [my translation]. 
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Of course, there wasn’t always a party at a house nearby and sometimes the 

director couldn’t or didn’t want to drink, but the dim light was always the same, 

the shower was always repeated, the sunsets and the mountains never changed, 

the stars were the same stars. (384) 

…and then Juan de Dios Martínez set his coffee cup on the table and covered his 

face with his hands and a faint and precise sob escaped his lips, as if he were 

weeping or trying to weep, but when finally he removed his hands, all that 

appeared, lit by the TV screen, was his old face, his old skin, stripped and dry, 

and not the slightest trace of a tear. (534) 

He knew her, of course he did, it was just that sometimes reality, the same little 

reality that served to anchor reality, seemed to fade around the edges, as if the 

passage of time had a porous effect on things, and blurred and made more 

insubstantial what was itself already, by its very mature, insubstantial and 

satisfactory and real. (582) 

These three passages, compared to other narrative parts, show a more constant use of 

adjectives, a more refined lexicon, and a more complex syntax. They also seem to portray 

a narrative melancholy that expresses, as its only judgment, and incapacity to judge. 

 The narrative techniques employed in “The Part about the Crimes” thus act on 

readers as alienating effects in respect to the emplotment of crime fiction that the novel 

follows. They derange the readers’ horizon of expectations in abolishing an authorial 

presence and in representing an ethical void that can only be interpreted through the lens 

of epistemic violence. It is no mystery, then, that the following part, “The Part about 
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Archimboldi,” introduces elements of magic realism in the narration, because the 

authorial void disengages readers from a realistic representation of violence as an act or 

event. The clinical realism in representing crime has rhetorical force in presenting an 

argumentation that is based on violence. Therefore, countering what Ilan Stavans argues, 

in “Roberto Bolaño’s Ascent” (2008), that in 2666 “the central narrative motif is moral 

inversion: good is evil and vice versa” (B20), the central narrative motif is that good and 

evil are behavioral manifestations of a reality of epistemic violence, and both have to be 

interpreted as events in a condition of epistemic violence. 

 Grant Farred,23 in his article “The Impossible Closing: Death, Neoliberalism, and 

The Postcolonial in Bolaño’s 2666” (2010), clearly addresses Bolaño’s intervention in his 

readers’ horizon of expectations. There, he argues that 2666 is “an indictment of 

neoliberal capital” (692), because neoliberal capital makes life irrelevant, or rather 

neoliberal capital is indifferent to individual lives. Following Bolaño’s narrative 

trajectory, he traces capitalism’s indifference toward life back to World War II, when the 

concentration camps—examples of capitalist modes of production—“can be said to have 

inaugurated, with an unwitting fatality, a mode of death that we now understand as 

belonging properly to, or having as its heir, the postcolonial death” (690). Farred 

therefore proposes that Bolaño’s intervention seeks to find a language to express such a 

postcolonial death, in order to invite readers to challenge an endemic vision of death as 

unremarkable. 

                                                
23 Professor of English and Africana Studies at Cornell University. 
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 Farred, in his analysis of death scenes in 2666, tries to describe death as a political 

event. He does so by describing death as “singular, un-repeatable, signal, and life-

changing” (692), and therefore demanding the production of a language for death that 

might destabilize capitalism’s hegemonic indifference. Farred’s argument, in the end, is 

that Bolaño attempts to create such a language in giving back subjectivity to the victims 

of a capitalist system. He argues, “there is no term, no proper word, for the maquiladora 

murders except the innocence of desubjectification: the denial of a thinking in a manner 

that most requires, demands, and affects subjectification” (704). In doing so, Farred 

describes 2666’s open narrative as a refusal to comply with capitalism’s social structures. 

 Farred’s argument is compelling and it addresses the central role neoliberal 

violence plays in 2666. At the same time, as my reading of scenes of violence in “The 

Part about The Crimes” suggests, I propose that the episteme behind Bolaño’s narrative is 

not death, as an event, but systemic violence. Following Foucault’s description of the 

episteme in Power/Knowledge (1980), “the episteme is the ‘apparatus’ which makes 

possible the separation, not of the true from the false, but of what may from what may not 

be characterized as scientific” (197). In 2666, such a strategic apparatus is not death, but 

violence. Granted, such an episteme has historical origins, and I agree with Farred’s 

reading that Bolaño traces the genealogy of epistemic violence to World War II, seen as 

the origin of “a larger globalized system of capital and genocide” (Farred 692). At the 

same time, I argue that the representation of such a genealogy is not Bolaño’s project 

alone, but rather the epistemic project of the new subgenre of crime fiction I have been 

discussing. 
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 All the texts that I have been reading in this chapter engage with the same 

historico-epistemological assumption in order to describe aspects of contemporaneity. All 

determine World War II as a paradigm shift in considering violence. In Foucault’s 

Pendulum this paradigm shift can be seen in the way a civil war affects social relations. 

In Infinite Jest it can be seen in the interaction of global power blocks and the decline of a 

nation state. In Secrets it can be seen in the repercussions that such a capitalist violence 

has in nations that a colonial exploitation relegated to the economic margins. And in 2666 

it can be seen in the desubjectification of workers. In this sense, the capitalist system is 

grounded in the most extreme reduction of being, and therefore it is the most extreme 

form of violence. In other words, these novels use the conventions of the crime story to 

reveal that the true social criminal of contemporaneity is a capitalist system that is rooted 

in epistemic violence. These novels are open narratives because the criminal, so to speak, 

has not been apprehended yet, nor maybe an apprehension is even possible. But the 

narrative structure of detection employed in these novels challenges this system of 

epistemic violence. 

 As my readings of episodes of represented epistemic violence show, these novels 

subvert the conventions of the crime and mystery genre, because they break the link 

between actions and consequences inside the presumed stability of legal systems on 

which most crime and mystery texts rely. Rather, they propose that the legal system is 

part of the same epistemic crime committed by capitalism. We might use Bolaño’s words 

and argue that capitalism is the “system that feeds on itself,” but these novels seem to 

propose a strategy to stop feeding it, by opening the narrative of particular master 
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narratives. Thus, these episodes of violence function as sites where the audience is 

estranged from genre conventions and invited to consider the argumentative and political 

nature of violence itself. This new crime fiction subgenre, therefore, becomes a site for 

socio-political intervention. 

 To end this project, and to address the connections between narrative strategies 

and interventions, we should revisit the study of genre fiction vis-à-vis serious fiction and 

return to the notions of narratology and genre that framed this investigation. 
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Conclusion 

This comparative investigation has focused on episodes of represented epistemic 

violence in crime novels written at the turn of the twenty-first century; it is situated at the 

confluence of two scholarly endeavors. On the one hand, this project set out to trace how 

a new generation of authors uses the conventions of genre fiction in order to address 

social issues. Drawing on several narratological theories, among them those by Stanzel, 

Ricoeur, and Fludernik, my reading of crime fiction highlights the connections among 

these authors and what they try to do with their narratives within their readers’ horizons 

of expectations and to those horizons. This analysis of represented violence indicates that 

there are a number of recurring narrative elements and rhetorical functions that constitute 

a new, as yet unaddressed subgenre inside the crime fiction genre—the novels analyzed 

here are multiples of that subgenre. The common narrative elements and rhetorical 

functions that evolve standard crime fiction include: a fracturing of the narrator’s 

identity; a non-teleological sense of detections that departs from the crime and 

punishment trajectory and instead points toward shared premises within the horizon of 

expectations rather than to style; references to more traditional examples of the genre to 
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create a particular horizon of expectations in the audience; and representations of acts of 

violence in a crude, detailed way to alienate readers from that horizon. 

 By doing so, these novels evoke for their readers possible correspondences 

between fictional and non-fictional events to attest that there is more than fiction in their 

narratives. These novels juxtapose several layers of fiction to show the fictionality of the 

epistemic social system—to show that the master narratives of a horizon of expectations 

are also fictional in many ways. The narratology of these novels shows that, in terms of 

both their story grammar and their ethical agenda, genre fiction has come of age as a 

variant of “high” literature, a hundred years after its beginning with Sherlock Holmes. 

The forms of address of these novels parallel closely those of more conventional crime 

genre fiction, suggesting a very clear set of expectations in their audiences. The crime 

fiction community that these authors tried to join—readers who engage with crime fiction 

but also with “high” literature—is grounded in the use of narrative conventions, but is 

also able to accept a circumvention of those conventions as a narrative strategy. 

 Yet these novels transcend the crime fiction on which they are based. In these 

novels, the narrators of acts of violence seem to lose their particular, established identity, 

which is set in a peculiar syntax and lexicon, and they reproduce more a common identity 

for their texts and their readers based on shared knowledge. Such an epistemology can be 

recovered from its rhetoric. The multiplicity of narrative voices and the difficulty in 

defining the identity of the narrator in this set of texts creates a fractured effect, in which 

speaking positions shift and the authority of narration is shared—the authority of 

narration depends on the argumentative force of the scene represented, rather than on the 
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voice speaking. In other words, this formula of fracturing becomes an argumentative tool 

that persuades readers to interrogate an epistemology based on a specific master narrative 

of the contemporary era: violence. The narrators do not seem to force particular insights 

onto the readers, but force the readers to shift the argumentative authority from the 

narrators to the cultural context in which the narrators act. The social structures often 

cause the violence, not the perpetrators, and the violence is not resolved once the crime is 

solved, because it is endemic in the system. 

 These novels introduce the open narrative as a formula: clues do not lead to a 

solution. The crimes in these texts are left unresolved, if somewhat solved, and the 

investigative characters do not fulfill their function of discovering the truth behind a 

crime, but can only speculate about the reasons on the part of the criminal for committing 

the crime. Departing from a trajectory of crime and punishment, these novels expand the 

notion of violence from an isolated action that can be punished to a pervasive social and 

cultural condition, as they reframe the figure of the criminal from an individual who can 

be reformed to an individual whose actions are always already part of the disciplinary 

apparatus of institutions. In other words, the disciplinary apparatus of institutions that is 

neoliberal capitalism is the true culprit of these stories, and these authors create a new 

narrative language to address the crime of capitalism. 

 The novels treated in this study are all bestsellers, inviting as their audience both 

lovers of the crime fiction genre and lovers of “high” narrative. Thus they blur the 

boundaries between “serious” fiction and genre fiction. Their relatively widespread 

popularity indicates that readers recognize in these texts some issues that imply the 
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pleasure of reading them. These pleasure-inducing issues can be a set of expectations 

initiated by their invoking the crime fiction genre, or expectations of a certain literary 

value granted by the cultural capital provided by the intellectual fame of the authors, 

allowing the narrative to be received as both popular and serious literature. That is, the 

cognitive framework of these novels is one of recognition and interpretation, which 

attracts multiple readerships. The hermeneutic process that these multiple readerships go 

through, though, is based on a horizon of expectations set in place by the presence of 

crime fiction formulae. 

 These audiences, nonetheless, share a historical experience that they might not 

want to confront: the unresolved ethical problem of a capitalist system. In this respect, 

these authors bring their audiences to confront a particular historical episteme: the 

cultural logic of violence. They also invite a change in expectations in their audiences. 

They shift the master narrative of the genre from one of crime and punishment to one of 

epistemic violence. Such master narrative of justice is strictly related to an idea of 

violence that changed, through the centuries, from mere retaliation or punishment, to an 

epistemic presence. Violence, that is, creates the background for any argumentation on 

contemporary issues, and it cannot be disposed of. 

These novels’ intervention is to engage with audiences already familiar with 

narrative violence—the audience of crime fiction—and address their horizon of 

expectations, the violence they expect as part of the represented world. Yet these novels 

also modify such horizons, especially by circumventing the conventions of genre fiction. 

To do so, they shift from a teleological definition of violence (focusing on the correlation 
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of violence to a specific goal) to one that defines violence as part of the global system of 

contemporary society: capitalism. In doing so, these narratives initiate a functional 

empathy that can redeem a society afflicted by systemic violence—they can challenge the 

master narrative by acts of feeling toward disruption. 

 To enact this disruption, these novels represent violence in a crude, realistic way, 

omitting any sort of moral commentary. The absence of a moral commentary frames 

these violent acts not as isolated events, but as a cultural logic, and they propose that 

violence is a rhetorical act with argumentative force. These representations of violent 

episodes problematize violence in terms of morality, legality, and politics, and they stress 

how violence has become a natural event in world societies—it is not simply a disruptive 

act detrimental to the preservation of society’s well being. These novels propose the 

argument that violence is not an act devoid of logic, but rather a social event that ruptures 

preconceived ethical assumptions. The violence perpetrated against individuals is less a 

matter of choice than of the predisposing factors of culture and history and of the 

narratives that are provided to the individuals trapped in it. Violence presents an 

antagonistic logic in society’s political discourse that alienates readers from cultural 

preconceptions. In this vein, these novels propose that, in the contemporary era, violence 

has become a rhetorical act with argumentative force: the violence of the act is not 

external to society’s discourse, but each act partakes of a violence that is endemic to 

contemporary society. 

 This dual orientation of the new crime fiction subgenre—its place between genre 

fiction and social commentary, between narrative and ethics—is made possible by a 
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constant and structural engagement between real and fictional history, geography, and 

politics. The confluence of genre and ethics in these narratives provides an invaluable 

insight into the relationships between fiction and its readership. Ultimately, I hope that 

the narratological inquiry and the readings performed in this study may not only help in 

establishing a new narratology for contemporary crime fiction, but also open up new 

cultural possibilities in addressing violence. 
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