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Philosophies of Crime Fiction provides a considered analysis of the philosophical ideas to be found in crime literature - both hidden and explicit. Josef Hoffmann ranges expertly across influences and inspirations in crime writing with a stellar cast including Conan Doyle, G K Chesterton, Dashiell Hammett, Albert Camus, Borges, Agatha Christie, Raymond Chandler and Ted Lewis.





Hoffmann examines why crime literature may provide stronger consolation for readers than philosophy. In so doing, he demonstrates the truth of Wittgenstein’s claim that more wisdom is contained in the best crime fiction than in philosophical essays.





Josef Hoffmann’s combination of knowledge, academic acuity and enthusiasm makes this a must-have book for any crime fiction aficionado - with or without a philosophical nature.







‘More wisdom is contained in the best crime fiction than in conventional philosophical essays’ – Wittgenstein
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There is no escape from philosophy. The question is only whether [a philosophy] is good or bad, muddled or clear. Karl Jaspers, Way to Wisdom: An Introduction to Philosophy





And since I wanted you to feel as pleasurable the one thing that frightens us —— namely, the metaphysical shudder —— I had only to choose (from among the model plots) the most metaphysical and philosophical: the detective novel. Umberto Eco, postscript to The Name of the Rose
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Introduction


This book does not claim to analyse the topic of the philosophies of crime fiction in an academic manner. Rather, it is a selection of related essays that refer to aspects of academic research in crime fiction and philosophy. The text is aimed at readers of crime fiction who would like to know more about their favourite literature and I would be delighted if there were one or two philosophers or readers of philosophy among the readers of this book.


For critical reading, references and suggestions, I am grateful to Peter Philipp, Hilde Ganßmüller, Jutta Wilkesmann and above all my wife Gabriele Kern.
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Crime Fiction and Philosophy:


Introduction and Overview


Crime fiction and philosophy – how might they be related? Firstly, we can analyse the influence of philosophy on writers of crime fiction and their oeuvre. Secondly, crime fiction may have influenced philosophers and their writings. There is a third possibility, the philosophy-thriller, composed of philosophical texts and narrative strategies commonly found in crime fiction. I am thinking here of books such as Markus Thiele’s HirnStröme and Tibor Fischer’s The Thought Gang. However, I shall not address such hybrids here since they appear to me to be of little significance and even less appeal. This leaves only the first two possibilities. The mutual influence of philosophy and crime fiction is manifold and can be made explicit by way of a quotation or implied more subtly in the structure of the text. Further, it may include ways of thinking or argumentation, themes, narrative styles or aesthetic reflections regarding the literary form. However, when we examine the interrelationship between crime fiction and philosophy, we encounter a fundamental problem. Globally, the sheer volume of crime fiction is so large that no one can claim to have read even just a tenth of it. The number of philosophical texts is equally overwhelming, which makes it necessary to confine oneself to selected texts.


I have restricted myself, firstly, to works and writers of the western tradition and, secondly, to the so-called classics. Even this would normally be too large an area to cover, which is why the third restriction is a completely subjective one. I include crime writers whom I have enjoyed reading during at least some stage of my life. A further restriction results from the choice of topics: crime fiction rather than philosophy is of primary interest here. An expert in philosophy will hardly come across anything new here, while I hope that readers of crime fiction will gain deeper insight into their favourite books.


a) The philosophical thoughts of crime writers and crime fiction


The title of this book deliberately reads Philosophies of Crime Fiction instead of The Philosophy of Crime Fiction. In view of historical changes and the diversity of crime fiction and philosophical writings, one must resist the temptation to model the philosophy of the crime narrative. Umberto Eco – the crime writer, philosopher, cultural theorist and more, whose historical detective novel The Name of the Rose is enriched with philosophical and theological allusions, ideas and explanations, – already succumbed to this temptation. In his postscript to The Name of the Rose he adds a chapter entitled ‘The Metaphysics of the Crime and Detective Story (romanzo poliziesco)’. In it, Eco explains that the pleasure of reading crime fiction is due neither to a fascination for murder and manslaughter nor to the re-establishment of order after the crime, but rather to the fact that the crime novel represents the purest form of conjecture. The reader is attracted by the adventure of speculating and testing those speculations step by step. The investigating detective seeks to answer the same questions as a metaphysician does. ‘Ultimately, the fundamental question of all philosophies is the same basic question asked by the detective novel: who is to blame? To know the answer, one must assume that all facts underlie a formal logic, the logic that the culprit has put upon them.’ According to Eco, a story substantiated in such a manner leads to an abstract model of conjecture, to the labyrinth. Eco adopts the labyrinth metaphor from the introduction to the Encyclopaedia by the philosophers of the French Enlightenment, and it represents the manifold connections between the production, collection and localisation of knowledge. The detective – like the reader – finds himself confronted by a tangle of traces, clues and statements. He must find his way through this labyrinth, this time and space, by arranging particles and sequences of knowledge. At the centre of the labyrinth is the monster, the crime (or the criminal), which the detective must conquer. The detective is the hero in a narrative about a journey to the centre and back, the archetypal hero on a quest. In crime fiction, however, the detective – as opposed to the mythical hero Theseus – does not have Ariadne’s thread at his disposal to bring him back to safety once he has accomplished his quest in the social labyrinth in which the criminal is to be found and punished. The detective must patch together his own Ariadne’s thread bit by bit with the help of observation, interrogation, discussions, violent acts and collaborators so as not to lose himself in this criminal labyrinth, but instead to reach the exit. In this regard he is a true philosophos in the ancient Greek sense of the word. Accordingly, a philosopher is not someone who loves wisdom, but rather someone who appropriates knowledge, who actively pursues it. Socrates saw himself as the progeny of the genius inventor Daidalos, who devised both the labyrinth and Ariadne’s thread, a magical ball of yarn. The thoughts and conversations in Socrates’ dialogues reflect a search within the labyrinth of imagination, opinion and concepts of truth, whereby ‘logos’, reasonable consideration, is meant to guide us as a kind of Ariadne’s thread that, nonetheless, does not guarantee certain knowledge. Rationality, or reason, is also an important tool in a detective’s work, though by no means the only one.


Those who are even slightly familiar with crime fiction and philosophy will consider Eco’s bold claim regarding the connection between the two subjects to be a highly subjective opinion without general validity. Frederic Jameson believes even a typical detective story to be a literary form without explicit political, social or philosophical meaning, though this does not exclude a subtle, hidden meaning. In crime fiction, the fundamental question regarding the perpetrator is reserved solely for the classic whodunit. Other subgenres of crime fiction, such as the psycho thriller, the gangster thriller and the police procedural, often make do without the search for the perpetrator because he or she is presented to the reader from the outset. This is even the case in some detective novels. Nor does the fundamental question have a monopoly in philosophy. An alternative fundamental question might be, for example, ‘What can we know?’ This need not have anything to do with the action of a guilty party. The multiple approaches of philosophical thought as well as crime fiction prohibit a single philosophy of the crime fiction. All that remains is to analyse texts by various writers in both fields and create a joint discourse.


There are classic writers of crime fiction whose work includes philosophical references. And there are also several significant philosophers who regularly read crime fiction, traces of which can be found in their own work. Furthermore, some crime writers have composed philosophical texts. The primary example of this is Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Eureka’, a natural philosophical essay. G. K. Chesterton published several philosophical monographs and a biography of Thomas Aquinas, one of the greatest philosophers and theologians. Dashiell Hammett composed a shorter philosophical essay, published posthumously, entitled ‘The Boundaries of Science and Philosophy’. On 5 March 1935 Dorothy Sayers gave a talk in Oxford on ‘Aristotle on Detective Fiction’, while Jorge Luis Borges’ narratives and essays overflow with philosophical thoughts. The same is true of Eco.


W. H. Auden and Umberto Eco later both referred to Aristotle’s poetics to analyse the aesthetics of detective fiction. They did so without recognising or even mentioning Sayers’ famous talk. At the beginning of her lecture she makes the bold claim that Aristotle, for historical reasons, sets out his poetic criteria based on Greek theatre, but that he actually desired a good detective story. To prove her assertion, she quotes several passages from Aristotle’s Poetics and compares them to texts of detective fiction. Thus Aristotle finds that we take pleasure in the realistic illustration of things, such as dead bodies and repugnant animals, which we would only watch with unease in reality. He appreciates a myth (fable) in which the sequence of single episodes is probable and necessary and which contains the essential component of recognition, in other words a transformation from ignorance to knowledge. This can take the form of discovering whether or not someone has committed a crime. Aristotle demands of the tragedy, which Sayers considers to be the ancient Greek version of the detective story, the presentation of a serious and completed plot. Both requirements also apply to the detective story because murder is a serious plot element and the construction of a detective story should conclude with all questions answered. Like a tragedy, it should lead to catharsis, a cleansing through the stimulation of pity and fear. To accomplish this, it is important that the detective represents virtue and that the novel sublimates potential vices through emotional and intellectual beauty.


As with the tragedy, plot and characterisation are the essential elements of the detective story. The plot must have beginning, middle and ending. A detective story usually begins with a murder. The middle consists of the investigation of the crime and the resulting peripeteia, or vicissitudes of fate. The ending features the perpetrator’s unmasking and execution. In order to remain in the reader’s memory, the plot should be of appropriate length. This is especially important in crime fiction, where the reader must remember clues from the first to the last chapter in order to appreciate and fully enjoy the final revelation. The plot should be long enough to represent the switch from happiness to unhappiness or unhappiness to happiness. Yet the plot should not depict everything. The parts of the plot should be connected in such a manner that the whole is changed if only a small section of it is removed or rearranged. In a detective story this is especially true of those parts that contain a clue for the solution. In choosing the plot – and equally in creating the characterisation – the impossible but probable must take preference over the possible but improbable. It may well be that the criminal investigative proof is impossible according to the latest scientific knowledge, but it will not bother the uninformed reader to whom such proof seems plausible. However, the reader distrusts a protagonist with a particular character and social status if he does something that might indeed be possible, but utterly unlikely. All parts of the narrative must be comprehensible.


Plot in crime fiction contains three essential elements: pathos, peripeteia (change in the plot), discovery. Pathos consists of an act that leads to destruction or agony such as death, injury and the like. Pathos should be used to serve the consequences of the criminal act, and not to create a thrill or disguise a weakness in the plot. Peripeteia may affect a single protagonist or all of them: a rich person can be turned into a corpse by murder, or a wrongfully accused person may be saved from death row as a result of exonerating evidence. Such plot twists make for an action-filled story and evoke emotions such as fear and pity in the reader. Ideally, fateful incidents should result from a mistake by the person concerned rather than by chance. For example, a detective might himself create problems due to an erroneous observation or hastily drawn conclusions. Or an innocent suspect brings himself into a precarious situation because he has suppressed evidence, and so on. Discoveries lead to the solving of the crime and generally relate to the perpetrator’s identity or the sequence of events. Discoveries made by the author himself are particularly questionable in detective stories and are only considered when the perpetrator is known. Often, the discovery is made based on clues. It is also common for discoveries to be made based on memories; for instance, when the detective remembers a previous technical process similar to the one used to commit this particular murder. The most common method is the discovery by conclusion, where, based on crime scene evidence and the time of the crime, only one person fitting all criteria could possibly be the murderer. Aristotle is also aware of the discovery by misconception, which Sayers interprets as a discovery by bluff. A bluffing detective may, for instance, declare a random weapon to be the murder weapon in order to lead the murderer to incriminate himself.


The entire art of the detective novel is characterised by Aristotle with the term paralogism, false conclusion. Thus the reader of a story with two actions easily succumbs to the false conclusion that, if one of them is true, then the second, related one must also be true, even though it never happened. A crime writer must master the art of deception. The reader must be led to believe that the criminal is innocent and an honourable character guilty; that a false alibi is true and a living person is dead, etc. The correct way to tell a detective story is to present the truth in such a way that the intelligent reader is led to create his own mesh of lies. It is unfair and therefore unacceptable for the author to lie to his readers.


Sayers also demands a certain degree of realism when it comes to characterisation. She follows Aristotle only to a certain extent in his demand that the protagonists must be noble. Sayers believes they must display a ‘measure of human dignity’ for the reader to take them seriously. Even the worst criminals must not be portrayed as pure monsters or caricatures of evil. According to Aristotle, characters must be reasonable, which Sayers interprets as meaning that they should act in a believable and not entirely improbable manner. According to some translators, Aristotle furthermore demands that characters are in line with their tradition. This, says Sayers, does not mean that they resemble traditional stereotypes, but that they are realistic. Thus protagonists in crime stories should resemble in language and actions the men and women we are familiar with in our own time. For this reason, the plot should not be concerned with the discovery of a monstrously evil perpetrator, but rather an honourable but flawed person. The more average-seeming the criminal, the more the reader will feel pity and fear when faced with his deed and the greater the surprise when he is revealed. Generally, the same applies to innocent suspects and the police; they should be characterised realistically. The most difficult Aristotelian rule to follow is that which deems that characters must be uniform from beginning to end. Even though the perpetrator’s identity should surprise the reader, it should still be plausible. His identity must correspond to the traits and actions described beforehand. Any flaws in his characterisation would destroy the plot’s plausibility and break the fair play rule.


Sayers concludes that Aristotle’s Poetics contains fundamental truths for all forms of literary art and that it is the best guidebook for any up and coming crime writer. Every ambitious author of detective fiction should write in a way Aristotle would approve of.


In a similar vein to Sayers, Auden compares classic detective stories with Greek tragedies based on Aristotle’s poetics. The detective story also includes ignorance, discovery and peripeteia. Innocents appear guilty while the guilty appear innocent until the truth is revealed. There is a double twist in such a story – on the one hand, the twist from supposed guilt to innocence and, on the other, from supposed innocence to guilt. Once wrongly localised guilt is replaced by the establishment of true guilt, this leads, according to Auden, to catharsis. Additionally, there is another similarity between Greek tragedy and classic detective story that differentiates them from modern tragedy: the protagonists remain unchanged by their actions. In Greek tragedy the reason for this is that the plot is predetermined, while in a detective story the murder, the crucial act, has already taken place. To Eco, the detective novel is Aristotle’s poetics reduced to its most essential elements because the novel contains a series of events (pragmata), the threads of which are tangled or have been lost. The plot (mythos) depicts how the detective finds these threads and connects them again.


The Swiss dramatist Friedrich Dürrenmatt wrote The Judge and His Hangman, The Quarry of Suspicion and The Pledge: Requiem for the Detective Novel, three detective novels that critically reflect the genre. In these narratives, the detective’s domineering intellect must take a back seat so that chance can take its rightful place in life, i.e. in the conflict between police and criminals. This is particularly evident in the novel The Pledge. Here the detective is unable to fulfil his promise, made to a murdered child’s parents, to find the culprit, because before the latter can be caught, he himself is killed in a car collision. In this ‘Requiem for the Detective Novel’, a retired policeman criticises crime stories in a conversation with a crime writer. Such stories, he believes, create the illusion that the detective re-establishes order and justice and that criminals get their deserved punishment. Even worse, in his opinion, is the illusion of a logically constructed plot according to which police investigations proceed as logically as in a game of chess. In reality, however, chance and various disruptions interfere in the methodical investigative process. He claims that, in literature, the truth has always been abused by the rules of dramaturgy. They should be dispensed with in order to allow for chance. A series of events cannot be resolved perfectly for the simple reason that only a limited number of necessary factors are known. The rules are based merely on statistical likelihoods and are therefore only generally valid. The individual, on the other hand, remains outside such calculations.


Chance also plays a great part in Dürrenmatt’s philosophical ‘Monster Lecture on Justice and Law’ which he held at the Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz in 1969. He begins with a tale from One Thousand and One Arabian Nights in which, at the foot of a lonely hill, there is a well where a horseman lets his animal rest. Unknowingly, he loses a pouch of coins before riding on. Another horseman comes to the well, finds the money and takes it with him on his journey. Then a third horseman reaches the well and encounters the first who has returned, having realised his loss. He accuses the third horseman of stealing the money, upon which they argue and the third horseman is killed. The first horseman is surprised not to find his money on the man and rides away.


Dürrenmatt shows this incident through the eyes of several characters, such as the prophet Mohammed, Allah, a thief who steals the money, a scientist, a representative of a civil society and a representative of a socialist society, all of whom are invisible to the horsemen. Each character’s perspective changes the perception of justice. While the prophet, for instance, considers the events to be unjust, the omniscient God sees actions by participants that are concealed from the human observer, meaning that each injustice suffered is seen as being justified from the higher perspective of divine providence. To accept this, however, requires a belief in divine justice. The scientist, in contrast, questions the validity of such a paradigm. He provides no definitive answer because the data pool is too specific. The representative of the civil society takes as his starting point the rules and values of his social order, which is based on the tenet that man is wolf to man, or ‘homo homini lupus’. The socialist interprets these events based on the rules and values of a socialist hierarchy that officially functions according to the good shepherd game, but which in reality takes on characteristics of the wolf game. A thief will interpret events very egotistically, if he has any sense of right and wrong at all. To sum up, right and wrong are a matter of perspective; there is no such thing as one clearly defined justice. Above all, as the story of the horsemen and the well proves, chance rules everything and often decides over fortune and misfortune.


In Criminal Convictions, the famous crime writer Nicolas Freeling published an essay entitled ‘Crime and Metaphysics’. According to Freeling, access to metaphysical truth is best found in art and literature. A metaphysical force is in effect when a writer has the impression that a higher power guides his hand and pens the text. Such an experience is primarily emotional and less able to be explained rationally and logically. A crime is also a metaphysical phenomenon, in at least as great a measure as it is a physical act. It often comprises the destruction of the mind rather than the body. Murder, which entails the loss of life, reminds us of our fear of death. Death is irreversible but trivial compared to crimes against the mind. These can take place in childhood, leaving lingering traces of enduring ruin and suffering. Crimes are not only prevalent in crime literature, but in narrative literature as a whole.


The examples given above should suffice to prove that it is worth searching for philosophical influences in selected crime writers’ works. This is the case particularly with older writers who have been educated in Greek and Latin, which entailed the reading of classical texts by the philosophers of antiquity. While philosophical assumptions form the backdrop of older crime writers’ texts, this changes with Georges Simenon and Patricia Highsmith. From then on psychological and sociological observations and theories in particular are woven into the crime story, which does not exclude the presence of philosophical sprinklings in some more recent and contemporary texts of crime fiction. When postmodern theory became popular and widely accepted in the 1980s, philosophy – and not just postmodern philosophy – increasingly found its way into crime fiction. A particularly popular method seems to be to enrich a narrative with philosophical references by having the detective read a famous philosophical text and interspersing the story with quotes, making the detective ponder their significance. For example, Zoj Werstein in Jean-Bernard Pouy’s La Pêche aux Anges reads Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, while Ulrich Ritzel’s Commissioner Hans Berndorf reads the work of a different philosopher in every novel. Wittgenstein, in particular, is a philosopher held in high esteem by crime writers. The German title of Philip Kerr’s crime novel about a serial killer is Das Wittgenstein-Programm, the Wittgenstein programme, while its original English title A Philosophical Investigation imitates the title of Wittgenstein’s famous second book. Jens Johler invented a serial killer who calls himself ‘Kant’ and murders brain specialists attempting to find proof against free will. Modelled on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Critique of Practical Reason, the crime novel’s title reads ‘Critique of Murderous Reason’. Other criminals also have philosophical preferences, such as the professional burglar and antiques dealer Bernie Rhodenbarr, who likes to read Spinoza and other philosophers in Lawrence Block’s The Burglar who Studied Spinoza.


The historical crime novel is particularly suitable for philosophical references, since a famous philosopher of a bygone era may investigate in it. In Pablo De Santis’ book Voltaire’s Calligrapher, for instance, Voltaire has his scribe investigate the case of Jean Calas, a real case in which Voltaire intervened as counsel for the defence. In Margaret Doody’s crime novel Aristotle Detective, Aristotle investigates in ancient Athens, though he seems not to have done so in reality. In Roman Blood, author Steven Saylor has Cicero defend a man accused of patricide. In order to find exonerating material, Cicero assigns Gordianus, an investigator, to the task.


Alexander McCall Smith created a popular detective series with a philosophical touch, set in the present. The first novel, entitled The Sunday Philosophy Club, revolves around amateur detective Miss Isabel Dalhousie, a studied philosopher, editor of a journal of applied ethics and member of a philosophical debating club. Miss Dalhousie is characterised not only by her amiability, but by the way she approaches events in the crime narrative from a philosophical point of view.






b) The philosophers’ views on crime fiction



Let us move from crime writers with philosophical affiliations to philosophers who enjoyed reading crime fiction and demonstrated this fact in their texts. In this context, Sartre’s comments in his autobiographical work The Words are probably the best known. In the book, he explains the passion with which he bought and read crime stories featuring Nick Carter and other detectives from kiosks and booksellers on the banks of the Seine as a boy. He once even stole a crime novel at the age of 32, as he had not enough money to buy it. Sartre pointed out that he still preferred crime novels to Wittgenstein’s texts. As it happens, the opposite was also true. Wittgenstein, who read detective stories with a passion after his return to Cambridge, apparently never read or commented on any of Sartre’s texts. Neither in Ray Monk’s extensive, detailed bibliography nor in Wittgenstein in Cambridge: Letters and Documents 1911–1951 do we find any mention of Sartre, while Wittgenstein’s interest in crime stories is copiously documented.


Twentieth-century philosophers writing in German who are worth mentioning here are Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer and Ernst Bloch. Walter Benjamin wrote about crime stories in ‘One Way Street’ and ‘Travelling With Crime Novels’ and referred to Conan Doyle, A. K. Green and Gaston Leroux, among others. According to the view expressed in One Way Street, the centre of terror in certain crime novels is the grandly furnished home. The arrangement of the furniture is at the same time the site plan of deadly traps, and the suite of rooms prescribes the fleeing victim’s path. The bourgeois apartment tremulously awaits the nameless murderer ‘like a lascivious old lady her gallant’. In his second essay, Benjamin explains the popularity of crime novels on railway journeys with the fact that they cover fears connected with travel with artificially aroused fear from the narrative. In 1925, Siegfried Kracauer composed the ‘philosophical treatise’ The Detective Novel which was only published in its full length in 1971. In 1960, Ernst Bloch composed the essay ‘Philosophical Views of the Detective Novel’ to which we will return towards the end of this chapter.


Apart from Sartre, there are a number of famous French philosophers of the twentieth century who are connected to crime fiction. Albert Camus referred to the American crime novel in his book The Rebel. The psychoanalyst with philosophical leanings, Jacques Lacan, wrote an article about Poe’s detective story ‘The Purloined Letter’. Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze both made references to this and to Lacan’s text in their own philosophical writings. Further, Deleuze published a short essay on the ‘Philosophy of the Série Noire’, the most renowned series of crime novels in the French language.


In this essay, he contrasts the concept of the old, classic crime novel with the philosophy of the Série Noire novels. In the former, the detective devotes himself, quite philosophically, to the search for truth as a result of the actions of the mind. The police investigation adds an ‘unusual object, the crime that is to be solved’ to the philosophical enquiry. The police appeal to justice to legitimise their actions. The classic French detectives use primarily deduction, based on basic intellectual intuition, which places them in the same tradition as Descartes. English detectives, in contrast, interpret primarily tactile or visible signs and pursue an inductive approach, thus following in Hobbes’ tradition.


In the Série Noire novels – Deleuze names the writers Chester Himes, James Hadley Chase, Charles Williams and James Gunn – the police investigation ‘has nothing to do with a metaphysical or scientific search for truth’. Any breakthroughs in the investigation are based on denunciation, information from spies or even torture. The guilty person, the murderer, is often known and the main point is to devise a trap to catch him in the hope that he will commit yet another crime, possibly of a different kind such as tax evasion. The detective takes chances and risks being proved wrong, but he believes that his actions will have some kind of successful outcome. The criminal also makes mistakes, despite his in-depth preparation of the coup. In this respect, the aim of the police investigation is not to uncover the truth, but to achieve equilibrium, an ‘evening-up of mistakes’. Ultimately, the aim is to ‘uphold a balance that represents society as a whole in its highest power of the false’. Capitalist society excuses murder, child abuse or rape more readily than a bad cheque. The mutual intersection of police and criminal activity is real, and the agreement is compensatory. The power of the false is characterised by denunciation, corruption and torture. ‘A society is reflected in its police and its criminals, even while it protects itself from them in equal measure through a deep-seated complicity.’ For Deleuze this is the common thread, the philosophy of the Série Noire. By providing the police and criminals with only limited room for manoeuvre in relation to each other, capitalist society prevents the emergence of a police state or a criminal society and can, for the most part, go about its business undisturbed.


Deleuze’s philosophy is also influenced by crime fiction. In one of his main works, Difference and Repetition, he claims that a philosophical book must in part be a special kind of crime novel. This means that concepts must be applied within a certain operating range in order to solve a local issue. These concepts change along with the problem. The question is: how many, how, when, which? The question is not, what is? The significant question is not about the essence, but rather the accident, the event, and multiplicity. The event that evokes the right questions (who, where, when, how, why) that help to solve an issue is the crime itself, determining the course of the investigation and its handling. This usually differentiates a crime novel from a philosophical text, even one by Deleuze.


I would like to highlight two philosophers in particular who engage intensively with literature, including crime fiction. One is the American philosopher Stanley Cavell, who, in his well-known article ‘The Uncanniness of the Ordinary’, refers to Poe, among others, and his ‘The Purloined Letter’. He interprets the story as an allegory of the philosophy of the ordinary language and its impositions. While Freud understands the uncanny to be something that is evoked by the threat of castration, Cavell argues that, in fact, the point is the differentiation between inanimate/animate. Daily life appears uncanny to an individual if the oedipal drama of the threat of castration has not been overcome, then he is unable to recognise others as living, animate, independent beings whose speech and actions may appear strange. Poe’s narrative deals with a stolen letter hidden quite openly in a card rack. When the letter is recognised, found and returned, it is perceived as something familiar, resulting from a feeling of the unfamiliar and a recurrence. Thus it also returns as something uncanny or odd. Poe’s detective, Dupin, believes his abilities of detection to be a kind of mind-reading ability. As an example, he uses the childhood game ‘even or odd’, in which one player holds a few marbles in his closed hand while the other players try to guess whether they are even or odd in number. In this mind-reading context, the child who manages to correctly assess the opponent wins. The game is a form of communication just like reading and writing, particularly the reading of Poe’s detective story. For when perusing this story, the reader tries to read the author’s mind in a contest and is challenged by the text to guess whether individual events in the story are even/everyday/ordinary, or odd/remarkable/extraordinary.


The Slovenian psychoanalyst, philosopher and cultural critic Slavoj Žižek also refers to Poe’s story of the purloined letter and other crime stories and films in his different works, particularly in Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture from 1991. According to Žižek, there are two ways to avoid the real of desire (as defined by Lacan): the Sherlock Holmes mode and the Philip Marlowe mode. It begins with murder as the traumatic act that cannot be reconciled with one’s personal history and experience. In the classic whodunit, the detective must, at the end, provide a detailed explanation of the case by relating the true sequence of events and their consequences. This explanation is structured in a chronological and linear manner, which differs from that of the detective story itself, which is built up on the crime, a mystery and the investigation. The way in which a classic detective such as Sherlock Holmes proceeds resembles in some ways the methods of psychoanalysis, but it is also quite distinctive. On relating his dream to the psychoanalyst, the patient constructs a certain superficial unity and coherence that disguises the chaos of heterogeneous elements that underlie it. Yet one paradoxical element stands out as being irrational in reality, and this is then used by the analyst as a means to interpret the dream. In a detective story, this element would be the clue or clues: obviously awkward or unusual details the detective uses to decipher the story – devised by the perpetrator with illusions much like a dream – that surrounds the crime. In the Sherlock Holmes story ‘The Adventure of the Speckled Band’, the dying woman’s information about the speckled band is one such unusual detail. This does not, however, as the undiscerning witness may think, point to a band of gypsies camping near the crime scene, but rather the impression of a speckled deadly snake, which the murderer let into the victim’s room. In order to see through the murderer’s intention to deceive, the detective must first examine closely the exact sequence of events with Watson’s help. Only by realising the wrong conclusion can he discover the clues and ultimately interpret them in such a way that the illusion is broken and the murderer is caught. The detective in this crime story is thus viewed as the subject who is assumed to be in the know, much like the psychoanalyst when treating a patient. What differentiates the two, however, is that by catching the murderer, the detective removes all blame from the remaining suspects who also had murderous thoughts and intentions, thereby ensuring their and ‘our’ innocence. This is an elementary lie, a kind of realised hallucination that requires a scapegoat in the form of the captured murderer to make up for our sins. It seems as though no one must pay a painful price for the realisation of his desire. The psychoanalyst, by contrast, confronts the patient with the price, which is the loss that accompanies the access to one’s desire.


The old-school detective not only keeps a level head, but also an inner distance when dealing with the investigation and his clients. His fee after the completion of his duties also serves as a means to prevent any further obligations, to free both parties from any debts, and to guarantee the independence of the detective. It is a different matter, on the other hand, in the hard-boiled school, a prime example of which is Chandler’s Philip Marlowe. He jumps head first into the fray that has been caused by the murder and risks becoming a victim of violence himself. Marlowe is also emotionally engaged when he uncovers the morass of the crime. His fee is of minor importance; what matters are his male pride and his professional reputation. Usually, a femme fatale forms the centre of the crime rather than a gangster and she exerts a damaging but seductive power over men. The hard-boiled detective must now prove himself to her. This femme fatale draws her fascination from a radical ethical stance: she embodies the woman who embraces her desire and gets what she wants, even if it means – sometimes literally – over someone’s dead body. She accepts the death wish without reservation. The instant she is revealed as the murderer, thus breaking down and losing her seductiveness, is the moment of triumph for the hardened detective. By rejecting her ultimately in spite of her sexual allure, he regains his integrity. As long as the femme fatale embraces her fate completely, it remains only for the hero either to sacrifice his desire, reject the woman, re-establish his imaginary, narcissistic identity and play chess with himself or to identify with her and face his own ruin in this suicidal gesture. This, briefly and simply, is Žižek’s theory of the classic and hard-boiled detective story in which philosophy, literary theory and psychoanalysis are seamlessly joined.


Now, at the end of this chapter, we shall focus our attention on Bloch’s essay on the affinity between detective stories and philosophy since he, like Eco, claims to present the – or at least one – philosophy of the detective novel. Like Eco, Bloch restricts himself to the classic whodunit, at the core of which a detective investigates. The detective novel, or rather its philosophy, is characterised by three traits: the suspense of guessing, the uncovered revealed (of which the most important is often gained from seemingly unrelated sources), and actions or events that must first be introduced from the untold pre-story. Bloch considers the latter to be the essential trait: ‘One dark aspect has as yet remained unnoticed. It is the aspect from which and towards which all following events are set in motion: a crime, usually murderous, stands at the beginning… Nor are the dark events depicted in any part of the previous plot, simply because it is not yet possible to depict them other than with the help of detection and clues that allow us to reconstruct them.’ Bloch defines the detective novel’s form as oedipal, which says a lot about the type of crime story he refers to and also about his understanding of philosophical methods, which consist mainly of guessing, revealing and reconstructing. Bloch finds parallels to a dark criminal original event in the works of the German philosopher Franz Baader and the later writings of Schelling. A wider philosophical spectrum comes into view if the dark refers not to a crime, but simply to the ‘incognito of the beginning’. No one has as yet solved the mystery of the ‘incognito of that which is’, the reason why what we perceive as the world exists in the first place. Moreover, it is clear, according to Bloch, that no process would exist – be it searching, changing, possibly healing – if there were not something that should not be as it is. After all, even the reader trying to solve the mystery in the dark remains in what Bloch calls his ever-beginning, not yet visible being in the moment. The sphere of the unknown is enhanced by the situation of estrangement in which the individual finds himself. It includes both the people around us and the created environment and lends a fundamental insecurity to life, a state of being displaced or dissembled, which corresponds to general mistrust. Anything can now be expected from anyone, according to the barter economy, which can now also refer to faces, and which does not know the direction from which the blow comes, Bloch claims. That is why it is not entirely implausible for an apparently innocent character in a detective story to be revealed eventually as the murderer.


A micrological view is essential for the explanatory work of a detective. It is the only constant in a variety of detective stories. While Sherlock Holmes, for instance, proceeds scientifically and inductively and unveils the truth behind carefully arranged details, Hercule Poirot, on the other hand, intuitively gauges the entirety of the case by using his ‘little grey cells’. According to Bloch, then, Bergson’s philosophy or method has replaced that of John Stuart Mill in crime detection. The micrological view, nonetheless, is and remains necessary in order to look behind the camouflage of the individual and the façade of the environment.






c) Philosophical themes and methods in crime fiction



The examples given prove that there are references between crime fiction and philosophy, from crime writers and philosophers in both directions. Central themes are discussed and treated by each, such as truth, justice and injustice, power and violence, causality and free will, intent and coincidence, evil, fear and death. There are also similarities in argumentation and ways of thinking, and not only where logic is concerned. Therefore, it is not uncommon for a detective to use ‘Ockham’s razor’ to solve a case. This law of economy, named after William of Ockham, requires that the simplest hypothesis is preferable to more complex ones. This would be the case, for example, if a detective focused on the spouse of a murder victim who would profit from their partner’s death. Consequently, all other suspects would be exonerated on evidence and the spouse’s seemingly secure alibi would be shattered in order to prove his guilt. However, a detective may also act contrary to this approach, using instead Derrida’s method. Derrida mistrusts simple explanations that derive from a cause-and-effect relationship or deed-guilt complex. He thinks it is necessary to complicate and differentiate things. In crime stories, suspicion is often cast initially on a single person who is then arrested by the police, though in fact innocent. A private detective or lawyer who believes in his client’s innocence later uncovers a complex conspiracy involving several people, leading to his client’s release. Our next chapter examines further the early beginnings of crime fiction in which a noticeable connection between genres and schools of thought in philosophy and fiction becomes evident.
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