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Abstract

This study is concerned with redefining and providing a theoretical framework for the 

analysis of the vigilante in select works of contemporary fiction. Vigilantism is a concept that 

has no stable definition and varies in terms of the vigilante’s characteristics, motivations and 

aims. Popular culture manifestations of the vigilante portray the figure as an avenger, seeking 

vengeance for personal injury as well as for other helpless members of society. Historical and 

political studies of the vigilante reveal the figure variously as a revolutionary, an upholder of 

the status quo, a prejudiced and occasionally cowardly individual afraid of social change. 

This thesis departs from reductive definitions of vigilantism and instead pays attention to the 

complex and contentious nature of the phenomenon that emerges from contact with an 

ineffectual State that is unable to protect the rights and liberty of its citizenry. I examine the 

ways in which the contemporary vigilante of fiction is birthed and how the figure functions 

within the different spaces of the State. The various genres that I use, ranging from superhero 

tales to crime fiction, horror and postapocalyptic fiction offer a variety of milieus for the 

investigation of different types or strains of vigilantism: motivated by factors other than 

revenge, where the enforcement o f enshrined values of society is no longer a vigilante 

prerogative and where vigilante characteristics spread among individuals and communities to 

assume epidemic, endemic and pandemic proportions.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE VIGILANTE STRAIN AND THE SPACES OF THE STATE IN CONTEMPORARY

FICTION: INTRODUCTION

In Pierre Lemaitre’s Alex, translated into English from French in 2013, a young 

woman is stalked, kidnapped, tortured, caged and left to die in an abandoned warehouse. The 

police, attempting to rescue her, find that she is related to a string of serial killings involving 

the horrible mutilation of her seemingly random victims. The woman, however, escapes on 

her own as she continues her murder spree culminating in her suicide and the framing of her 

brother for what is made to look like her murder. A victim of child sexual abuse by her 

brother and a large number of his friends (her future victims), she is while still a teenager 

genitally mutilated as punishment for a lesbian relationship, and her mother is complicit in all 

of this. The novel is a mixture of familiar genres: the detective crime thriller, the serial killer 

tale and the rape-revenge saga. Alex, the protagonist, is victim and victimiser, hero and 

villain, the vigilante who seeks vengeance for crimes that go unnoticed and unpunished by 

the law. A familiar figure, shades of her character, compulsions and modus operandi are 

evident in protagonists o f a wide variety of genres ranging from the aforementioned crime 

drama, revenge tales to superhero and even postapocalyptic fiction and film. The vigilantes of 

these genres are not necessarily motivated by revenge, although the initial reason for their 

embarking on a path of vigilante activity may be to seek vengeance for wrongs committed 

against them or their loved ones.

This thesis is interested in variations of what I refer to as the ‘vigilante strain’, where

the vigilante is symptomatic of not just temporary break downs of law and order, but of

conditions of larger political distress. Although in the interests of plot resolution, Lemaitre’s

Alex wraps up nicely after tying most loose ends through acts o f vengeance, it shows how
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society is dysfunctional at various levels. As the novel illustrates, the family, the school, 

hospitals, crisis centers, the police and judiciary and thus the State as a whole have been 

ineffectual in protecting its inhabitants. This inevitably calls for a reevaluation and a 

refinement of what constitutes the vigilante as there is no one wrong that can be rectified, and 

the system as a whole must be taken to account. I contend that there are multiple strains or 

different kinds of vigilantism that emerge and function both in the presence and absence of a 

functional State. I concentrate on novels where democratic governments are far from ideal 

and are potentially dystopian, as well as apocalyptic fiction where the vigilante must 

negotiate the remnants of a fallen State. The absence of a recognised establishment has the 

potential to redefine the vigilante strain; in other words, of showing how the figure is not 

necessarily characterised by the need to merely reinforce the establishment. I concur with 

Ray Abrahams that the vigilante is a flexible figure whose characteristics cannot be 

ascertained by looking only at recurring historical and fictional manifestations (1998). This 

need to re-read the vigilante in contemporary fiction is the starting point for my thesis.

This thesis is interested in the different forms of vigilante resistance, particularly the

related themes of subjectivity (e.g. the acquisition and exercise of agency as well as the fluid

nature of identity) and of resistance against the violent, coercive and consent mongering

forces of a dominant bloc/State/group. I place particular emphasis on the relationship

between the vigilante and the State. My use of the word ‘State’ throughout this and further

chapters has a tendency to portray the State as a monolithic entity, a Goliath of sorts that is

the sole cause of crime and inequality. While I am aware of the pitfalls of this and remedy

this through a more nuanced reading of the functioning of the State throughout this study,

such a portrayal of the State is partly due to my choice in fiction. The graphic novels, novels

and comic books that I have selected allow for a close reading of the dysfunctional

mechanisms of the State and it is part of the rhetoric of more contemporary fiction featuring
2



the vigilante to make the State appear a veritable bogeyman -  flawed, sometimes even fatally 

so (in works of postapocalyptic fiction). The State and its functions are defined by a 

multitude of theorists ranging from Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Gramsci, Foucault, 

Poulantzas, Rawls and others. I discuss some of these in this chapter and later on in the thesis 

as they each bring out different conceptions of the power that the State holds, its constituents, 

duties and capabilities. My understanding of the State in fiction is based on Foucault’s (1979, 

2009) reading of it as only one of the many regimes and institutions through which 

power/discipline is exercised. When I refer to the ‘State’, I am working on the assumption 

that it is an instrument (albeit a powerful one) as well as effect of political manoeuvres. 

Gramsci argues that it comprises of both civil and political society, and is constituted and 

defined by its institutions (2007). The State is supported by and in turn supports the socially 

and economically powerful who demand the creation of a docile populace. The vigilante of 

fiction as I understand her is a dissonant element who both attempts and disrupts the attempt 

to create and maintain a disciplined public. My thesis is concerned with the relationship 

between the vigilante and State, the discordance caused by the vigilante to the establishment, 

the result of such disruptions and the possible creation of a more equitable state of affairs 

within the fiction I analyse.

This is a study of manifestations of the vigilante in select works of contemporary 

popular fiction. The figure of the vigilante is a familiar one from a multitude of Hollywood 

thrillers, tales of vengeance, horror films and their various sub-genres. Examples of these 

include Dirty Harry (1971), Death Wish (1974), Eye for an Eye (1996), the Batman films 

(1989, 1992, 1995), the more recent Batman Begins (2005), The Dark Knight (2008), The 

Dark Knight Rises (2012), Four Brothers (2005), The Brave One (2007), Kick-Ass 1 and 2 

(2010, 2013) and many others. The vigilante also features in television adaptations, the more

recent of these include Supernatural (2005-), Dexter (2006-), The Walking Dead (2010-).
3



These are illustrations of the arguably better known filmic/television equivalents of fictional 

tales featuring the figure even as they belong to genres as varied as horror, crime and 

postapocalyptic zombie fiction.

The early vigilante films such as the Dirty Harry and Death Wish films that emerged 

in the 1970s and 1980s were a response to the high crime rate and dissatisfaction with the 

forces of law and order. The police could do little to prevent crime, while the judiciary 

seemed unsuccessful in sufficiently prosecuting criminals and setting an example to deter 

further crime. Over the last decade or so, films featuring vigilante figures have experienced a 

revival either through remakes or the almost mass produced hi-action bloodbaths where 

revenge is often the character’s driving force. In an article on vigilante films1, Eric 

Lichtenfeld draws a correlation between the vigilante films in the 1960s and 1970s and more 

contemporary cinema displaying such tendencies. The films of the earlier eras evolved from 

America’s “toxic domestic scene” which involved the energy crisis, a scandal-ridden 

presidency, a surge in crime rates and inflation. The years after 9/11 have witnessed a repeat 

of these events in the form of wars fought for fuel, global recession and an increase in 

reported crime2. Lichtenfeld, however, concludes that the rise of such films is not due to an 

increase in crime as much as a belief in the ineffectuality of the government to deal with it. 

Hence the rise of the vigilante: “In a pop culture of tumultuous times, he is a steadying 

presence, a recognisable archetype. At such moments, vigilante movies offer gut-level 

reassurance, as if  saying, ‘There’s good news and bad news. The bad news is that we lost 

habeas corpus; the good news is that the Twinkie defense also just became moot.””3 The

1 Lichtenfeld 2007.

2 The Bureau o f  Justice Statistics in the United States 2011.

3 Lichtenfeld 2007.
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vigilante is an answer to the inadequacy of the state’s provision for justice. The figure is 

additionally popular because of the public nature of punishment that is meted out against 

criminals and wrongdoers.

My contention is that the protagonists of these films and television dramas are not 

merely heroes; rather I define them as vigilantes because their motivations and actions can be 

imminently decoded to reveal characteristics of the vigilante. While I do this in each chapter 

of this thesis, the following chapter on the vigilante strain offers an insight into possible 

forebearers of the fictional vigilante from studies of history, sociology, anthropology, 

political science and myth.

My interest here, while alert to the many filmic and television manifestations of the 

vigilante (which I use intermittently for illustration) lies in various genres and mediums of 

popular fiction featuring the figure. Consistent studies of the vigilante in fiction are few in 

number, the most recent full-length works being Bradley Mengel’s Serial Vigilantes o f  

Paperback Fiction: An Encyclopaedia from Able Team to Z-Comm (2009) and Alison 

Graham-Bertolini’s Vigilante Women in Contemporary American Fiction (2011)4. Other 

studies are often of the figure in superhero comics (Uricchio and Pearson 1991, Blackmore 

1991, Reynolds 1992, Brooker 2000, Dubose 2007, Graham Murphy 2008, Lanci 2011), the

4 Alison Graham-Bertolini’s Vigilante Women in Contemporary Fiction (2011) is possibly one of the first full 
length studies o f the phenomenon in select pieces of American fiction ranging from the work o f William 
Faulkner to Rita Mae Brown and Bharati Mukherjee among others. Bertolini, differentiates between male and 
female vigilantes, suggesting that the former are ego driven in their desires to ensure justice whereas the latter 
do so out of the need to maintain their dignity and to protect their loved ones. While this is certainly the case 
with the texts under analysis in her book, it grounds itself firmly within a feminist tradition. Bertolini is 
interested in how the female vigilante amends an exclusively male American tradition as well as the plots of 
women’s literature as well. She does not account for the global nature of the vigilante phenomenon nor its 
inextricable relationship with the State, although arguably this would deviate from the focus of her work on 
exclusively female vigilantes engaged with obtaining personal justice.

Bradley Mengel offers a brief but fairly thorough catalogue of serial vigilantes in fiction, although an analysis of 
these works is absent.
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serial killer vigilante (Beeler 2010, Donnelly 2012) and the vigilante in crime and horror 

fiction and film (Mengel 2009, De Welde 2012, Caryn Murphy 2012, Rees 2012, Harris 

2013). Most of these studies of the vigilante only feature in journal articles, chapters and 

selected essays from collections on particular genres, television, film or fictional characters 

such as Dexter (Howard 2010, Donnelly 2012), the Millennium trilogy (King and Smith 

2012, Astrom, Gregersdotter and Horeck 2012, Messent 2013), the Dirty Harry and Death 

Wish series (Lipsitz 1998, Cawelti 1999, Cobley 2000) and the heroes in westerns (Cawelti 

1970, Kitses and Rickman 1998, McMahon and Csaki 2010, Miller and Van Riper 2012).

A good number of these studies classify the vigilante as an avenger, as the ‘Other’

who is located outside the norm and yet defends the values of civil society and as an extra

judicial upholder of the status quo. The vigilante is occasionally analysed as influenced by

the empowering forces of feminism (Graham-Bertolini) as well as against a background of

revelations of violence underlying American culture in the form of stories from Abu Ghraib

and Guantanamo Bay (Donnelly). The figure is decisively placed within an American

sociopolitical landscape (in works set in America) coloured by events such as the Nazi era,

the Vietnam War, Soviet tension and the Reagan presidency, all of which are instrumental in

shaping the vigilante. I engage with the vigilante of contemporary fiction who is formed and

affected by these and more contemporary global and domestic issues such as a climate of

increased austerity, growing racial, gender and class inequalities and the rise of punitive

penal measures. This occurs in concurrence with a downscaling of resources and facilities for

the poorer areas and classes of society which include immigrant populations as well as racial

and ethnic minorities. According to Taqi-Eddin, Macallair and Schiraldi’s Class Dismissed:

Higher Education vs. Corrections during the Wilson Years (1998), during Governor Pete

Wilson’s years in office (1990-1999), the budget allocation for higher education in California

was cut by about three percent while spending on prisons saw a sixty percent rise. The
6



authors show how links exist between budget cuts in the field of education, the rise in the 

number of prisons and a concurrent surge in African-American and Hispanic prison 

populations. While this study focuses exclusively on the United States and is not necessarily 

representative of the rest of world, these conditions do resonate at least partially with events, 

government measures and policies across large parts of the globe. Similarly, these tears in the 

social, economic and political fabric cannot be seen as being directly reflected in works of 

popular culture, although traces of these events and their effects are evident. To borrow a line 

from Scott McCloud (2001), a quality of enduring prose is “realism through observation, a 

naturalistic approach to the details and texture of everyday life (35, emphasis in original). 

While the ‘naturalistic’ approach to life in popular fiction is subject to quibbling, these works 

and especially those featuring vigilantes that I study here convey the texture of everyday life 

through words and visual imagery. A pertinent example would be Miller’s The Dark Knight 

Returns published in 1986 that I analyse later in this thesis where the dark and narrow alleys 

of Gotham littered with rubbish are visually evocative of the fear of victimisation that 

walking through such an area in any city can convey.

The crippling fear o f crime generated in the art work and dialogue in Miller’s work is

interesting in the light of what Cawelti (2004) has to say about early perceptions of popular

culture. Cawelti refers to the work of initial mass culture critics who perceived popular

culture as merely reflecting the dominant ideology and endorsing capitalist interests. Such a

view of popular culture as a tool for the manipulation of the masses, as Cawelti suggests

oversimplifies it. Popular culture cannot be looked at as an instrument or vessel that merely

disseminates mainstream values, although its forms do have a tendency to both subtly and

overtly call for a reinforcement of the status quo even as voices of dissent are raised against

the socially powerful, as this study will illustrate. This is evident in Miller’s work where the

emergence and re-emergence of the vigilante after a hiatus is at once welcomed as well as
7



reviled by different sections of the populace. In addition, Batman himself vacillates in his role 

as vigilante as he occasionally re-establishes the status quo while revealing the rot and 

corruption that has affected various institutions and State bodies. In a fascinating reading of 

the intricate relationship between politics and popular culture, Street (1997) maintains that 

our lives are inextricably connected with popular culture even though “we are not compelled 

to imitate it just as it is not compelled to imitate us” (4). Further Street refers to Iain 

Chambers (1986 13) who understands popular culture as offering “a democratic prospect for 

appropriating and transforming everyday life” (Street 4). While Street himself finds the 

extent of ‘democratic’ prospects and transformative capacity a bit suspect (especially 

considering the power wielded by producers of popular culture as opposed to audiences and 

readers), he does acknowledge that popular culture is a lived experience. This thesis analyses 

the vigilante in select works of popular fiction which include Frank Miller’s Batman novels 

{Batman: Year One 1987, The Dark Knight Returns 1986 and The Dark Knight Strikes Again 

2001), Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 2008, The Girl 

who Played with Fire 2009, and The Girl who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest 2009), Colson 

Whitehead’s Zone One (2011) and The Walking Dead comic books (2003- ) by Robert 

Kirkman.

These texts, belonging to the print medium, range from superhero tales, 

detective/crime fiction, horror to postapocalyptic zombie fiction. Except for the first two 

Batman novels, all the other works have been published since the 1990s. As far as the U.S. is 

concerned, these years signified a move away from the 1960s programmes of eliminating 

poverty and racial prejudice while heralding an age of increasingly disciplinary penal 

methods in the wake of the war against terror where an all pervasive good and evil rhetoric



has prevailed5. While reflecting these anxieties, such works also bear the imprint of earlier 

epochs and events: in the Batman and Larsson texts these would include historical events 

such as the rise of Nazi Germany and the pervasive effects of its anti-Semitic and other 

beliefs, the Cold War era, the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal. In more recent fiction 

such as Whitehead’s and Kirkman’s work (Larsson’s too), issues such as the pernicious 

effects of capitalism, increased deregulation, globalisation, social prejudice and a strikingly 

moralistic attitude which perceives the downtrodden as responsible for their lack of upward 

social and economic mobility play a strong role in shaping the plot and the ways in which the 

vigilante engages with political and civil society. Although Larsson’s texts were originally 

published in Swedish and later translated into English, global events such as the Nazi and 

Cold War eras as well policies of deregulation have had a bearing on the events within the 

novels, not to mention the fact that the author was an avid reader and fan of crime fiction, 

film and comic books that came out of the U.S. and U.K.6. The rhetoric produced in the 

fiction analysed here is affected by historical, social and political factors outside the text. In 

turn, such popular fiction also has a reverse effect, contributing to the production of new 

texts: spinoffs and sequels as well as responses to arguments, ideas and issues raised. For 

example, Colson Whitehead’s Zone One (2011) draws from both early zombie fiction and 

cinema as well as historical and political debates surrounding the meaning of the figure of the 

zombie and the zombification process.

My aim here is to examine the way in which the contemporary vigilante is birthed and 

how the figure functions within the different spaces of the State. These various genres

5 For an insightful reading into the war propaganda following 9/11, refer to Ivie, Robert L. ‘The Rhetoric of 
Bush’s War on Evil’. The Journal o f the Kenneth Burke Society. 1:1 (2004).
<http://www.kbjoumal.org/ivie Bush> Accessed 29 August 2013.

6 Forshaw 2010, 54 and 256 and Forshaw 2012.

http://www.kbjoumal.org/ivie%20Bush


ranging from superhero tales to crime fiction, horror and postapocalyptic fiction offer a 

variety of milieus for the investigation of different types of vigilantism: motivated by factors 

other than revenge, where the enforcement of enshrined values of society is no longer a 

vigilante prerogative and where vigilante characteristics spread among individuals and 

communities to assume pandemic proportions.

Sasha Abramsky (2007), analysing the recent tendency towards mass imprisonment

and the perception of incarceration as involving ‘doing time’ as opposed to rehabilitating

individuals, points out that places such as Minnesota were until recently engaged in running

prisons based on the Scandinavian rehabilitation type model. Of late, however, these

progressive social welfare models have been replaced by massive incarceration which

according Pat McManus (former director of the Kansas Department of Corrections and

deputy director of corrections in Minnesota) entails joining “the rest of the U.S.” as “being

tough on crime is an incredibly popular political position” (Abramsky xiv). These changing

attitudes to crime are reflected in fiction featuring the vigilante, and especially in the works

that I discuss in this thesis. In the Batman chapters, while prison does not feature

significantly, the rehabilitatory rhetoric of the State is evident in interviews given by Dr

Wolper who is in charge of the ‘Arkham Home for the Emotionally Troubled’. The media too

agrees with him as does Bruce Wayne. The change in such rhetoric occurs with Batman’s

inception in The Dark Knight Returns (1986) as well as The Walking Dead (2003- ) comics

that I discuss towards the end of this thesis. The vigilante, especially Batman, is a reflection

of popular displeasure with the rehabilitatory, soft-on-crime stand of the 1980s and 1990s.

Both Miller’s and Kirkman’s texts are inherently conservative in their leanings, and reflect

this changing ethos in American culture, a transformation that is also evident in the

Scandinavian fiction that I analyse. Contrary to the opinion expressed by Abramsky

regarding the pioneering rehabilitation system in Scandinavian countries, Larsson’s
10



Millennium series while not dealing with prisons per say, unravels the recuperative rhetoric 

of the welfare State through the portrayal of Salander’s and her mother’s lives. Salander’s 

chaotic life is the result of the State’s divisive crime-tackling measures. To put this 

differently, the novels show that the State is only tough on crime when the perpetrators 

belong to a class or group of people who are dispensable and who threaten its hegemony. The 

vigilante here emerges in a situation where administrative rules and regulations are 

insidiously used to formalize and codify negative and even punitive policies against the lower 

classes.

The vigilante does not, however, stand as a revolutionary hero speaking for the 

masses. Rather I contend that vigilante figures of contemporary fiction are often ambiguous 

models of dissent engaged variously in upholding the mores of the establishment even as they 

reveal the injustice perpetrated by the ruling class. The texts that I focus and reflect on 

comment on this double move by utilizing and disrupting the codes and conventions of the 

genres they borrow from. The shifts and tensions generated in terms of innovations within the 

fiction respond to a changing sociopolitical landscape which in turn reconfigures the 

vigilante. While I consider the possible historical and mythical origins and influences that 

form the vigilante in the following chapter, I briefly refer to one of his various forbearers 

here.

Cawelti (2004) refers to the American belief in “regeneration through violence”, a 

phrase eloquently coined by Richard Slotkin (1973) to explain the frontier myth where 

violent action was an almost sacred duty of the settlers to purge the land of its savage Native 

American inhabitants. Individual violence according to Slotkin was thus sanctified as the 

vicious Natives were either destroyed or corralled into reservations where they could only 

harm themselves (212). This frontier role of the pioneering American has been used
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repeatedly through American history as Cawelti and Slotkin both point out, when the nation 

was faced with threats in the form of newly emancipated slaves as well as immigration by 

various minority ethnic groups in the nineteenth century. Even later events such as the 

women’s movements for equality and the Cold War era involved policy making that reflected 

a frontier type resistance reminiscent of the early settlers protecting their selves and ways of 

life as they extended the borders of a then fledgling nation (213).

The vigilante in contemporary fiction that I analyse reflects certain features of this 

frontier lawman. However cracks appear in this myth of purification through violence as the 

vigilante often emerges from these corralled masses and the violence he or she metes out is 

only symptomatic of a larger malaise that affects society as a whole. Hence the purging is no 

longer a frontier activity, but one that encompasses the whole of the State whose democratic 

foundations have rotted from within. This is most evident in Larsson’s novels where the 

author focuses on violence within the domestic plane, for example the abuse that goes on in 

the protagonist, Lisbeth Salander’s family. Cawelti argues that by sanctifying the myth of 

American violence through crusades to rid the land of its uncivilised elements, one of the 

things that the early settlers turned a blind eye to was the violence within the domestic sphere 

of the family as well as racial and class prejudice (212-13). My thesis considers the 

continuing legacy of this manoeuvre.

The vigilante, I suggest, is engaged in breaking down the complex spaces within the 

borders of the nation by maintaining a position of inclusionary exclusion vis-a-vis political 

and civil society. Paul Cobley’s (2000) reading of Travis Bickle (Taxi Driver 1976) as an 

individual who is both part of civil society, and yet one whose experiences have made him an 

outsider, offers an insight into the kind of vigilante that I am interested in analysing in this 

thesis. Cobley analyses Travis’s Mohawk as representative of his position as “archetypal
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‘insider’” (179), the savagery and ferocity of his forbearers transferred over time in the form 

of a purifying rain to wash away the scum and trash off the streets (echoing Travis’s voice 

over as he writes in his journal at the start of the film). As Cobley suggests, he is an insider 

because he has represented America as a member of the elite Marine Corps during the 

Vietnam War. However, his experiences have pitted him against a nation that generated a 

multitude of voices decrying the war and atrocities performed by the soldiers. Unlike the 

protagonists of the Dirty Harry and Death Wish films, Travis is an ambiguous hero whose 

heroism is a conflicted one and whose actions seem “to be dictated by an equally inscrutable 

and unresolvable logic” (179). While Travis’s inscrutable motives are a far cry from the 

vigilante figures analysed in this thesis, his position of insider outsider is one that Batman, 

Salander, Spitz and The Walking Dead's protagonists share. Their position of inclusionary 

exclusion, of being part of and yet alienated from civil society, occurs as they are placed 

firmly on the margins of the societies/communities of which they are a part.

The chequered history of vigilantism and its often conflicting motives disallows a 

concrete definition of the phenomenon. I propose to go back to the etymological origins of 

the term to ground my analysis of the figure in various genres. The word ‘vigilante’ 

etymologically derives from the word ‘vigil’ used in the early thirteenth century to indicate 

the eve of a religious festival that demanded devotional observance or watchfulness. The 

Latin ‘vigilia’ referring to wakefulness has also been linked to the Sanskrit ‘vaja’ meaning

7 “Vigilante, n.” Oxford English Dictionary. OED Online. September 2012. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/223335?redirectedFrom=vigilante#eid> Accessed 9 July 2013.

“Vigilant, adj. and n.” Oxford English Dictionary. OED Online. March 2013. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.eom/view/Entry/223334#eidl5570517> Accessed 9 July 2013.

“Vigil, n.” Online Etymology Dictionary. Douglas Harper, Historian.
<http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=vigil&allowed_in_frame=0> Accessed 9 July 2013.
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‘strength and agility’ as well as the Latin ‘vigere’ meaning ‘to thrive’. The Old English 

reference to the word has from the 1700s alluded to the act of keeping awake for a purpose or 

event. The vigilante is thus a watchman, a survivor possessing strength, agility and always on 

the alert: keeping vigil or watching over. The act of watching over is also related to the word 

‘wake’, where one watches over the dead. The vigilante, the watcher, the protector, is 

ironically the survivor-saviour in popular fiction featuring the living undead (vampires) and 

the living dead (zombies). Surveillance is a key characteristic of the vigilante and one of the 

identifying markers of the figure across generic barriers.

In order to explore how the vigilante has been reconstituted over time and to provide a

• • 8theoretical frame for the analysis of the vigilante syndrome , I use the work of spatial 

theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja, David Harvey as well as theorists of State 

power such as Foucault and Gramsci, since I contend that vigilantes are products of particular 

spatial formations. These theorists provide a useful window into the analysis and 

understanding of the vigilante. As Cawelti suggests, since the 1950s with the emergence of a 

rich and complex body of critical theory such as Gramscian readings of Statehood and 

hegemony, the work of Louis Althusser and Walter Benjamin, theories of structuralism and 

poststructuralism among others, popular culture will have to be evaluated through a careful 

consideration and a “synthesis” (xiii) of these variously potent formulations and perspectives.

The figures that I analyse belong to a space constantly side-lined and on the margins 

of the main spaces of the State, offering their resistance from an interstitial space that I term 

‘gutter space’. Gutters are inside-outside spaces on the margins of the State, which I suggest 

include asylums, prisons, slums and other marginal areas that are part of and yet outside the

A term I use to refer to the recurrence o f the vigilante strain in various situations in the real world, history, 
myth and in works o f fiction.
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civilised spaces of civil and political society. Gutter spaces possess an intricate geography: a 

series of encrypted spaces within and underlying the main spaces of the State. They are 

spaces that are evidence of the government’s inability to prevent crime and its involvement in 

the perpetration of crime itself.

The necessity of such a category of space to analyse vigilante resistance is evident 

from the lacuna within Edward Soja’s study of space across the last three decades from The 

Political Organisation o f  Space (1971), Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other 

Real-and-Imagined Places (1997) to Seeking Spatial Justice (2010). The spatial division of 

the State is necessary to my analysis of the vigilante because it speaks to/about the practises 

of hegemony and the way in which the aspirations of dominant and emerging social blocs 

pervade various systems of social relations within the State. I use Soja’s work to arrive at and 

substantiate the necessity of gutter spaces of resistance on the margins of the State. In the 

course of this study, and especially in chapter three, I engage with the futility of certain forms 

of resistance and the ways in which the State is able to neutralise and appropriate dissenting 

individuals within its fold. In order to analyse how vigilante dissent against State institutions 

and policies operate, I use Foucault’s theories of how power is distributed within society and 

its various institutions. I refer to works such as History o f  Madness (2006), Madness and 

Civilisation (1982), Discipline and Punish (1991), The History o f  Sexuality (1979), ‘Society 

Must Be Defended’ Lectures at the College de France, 1975-76 (2004), and to a lesser extent 

Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France, 1977-1978 (2009), to 

analyse how power and domination operate at multiple points within the social body. 

According to Foucault, the individual is “a power-effect, and at the same time, and to the 

extent that he is a power-effect, the individual is a relay: power passes through the individuals 

it has constituted” (2004 30). This power is constituted and transmitted within the basic
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family unit, the prisons, hospitals, madhouses, schools, religious bodies and even the gangs9 

that inhabit city streets. Foucault’s ideas on power and surveillance and especially the way in 

which they operate in domestic spheres of the family allow for a reading of the vigilante’s 

method and aims of functioning within the State. I examine how the vigilante operates as an 

individual possessing agency (an autonomous individual) and at the same time as a mere 

relay for State power who only re-establishes a beleaguered status quo.

The State as I understand it, whether democratic, monarchic, autocratic or dictatorial, 

thrives through a series of intricate mechanisms — occasionally the support of its citizenry, 

or a reign of terror —  all of which survive as much through consent as through coercion. To 

read the State through Foucault or Gramsci (as I do in subsequent chapters) is only a means 

of understanding how it may on occasion operate. This is by no means the way every State 

functions; it is only one of many methods through which the contemporary vigilante of 

fiction and her/his negotiations through State spaces and the gutter space can be analysed. 

Apart from theses theorists, I also refer to the work of Althusser (1971), Bordo (1990), 

Clover (1992), Wendy Brown (1995), Lefebvre (2000) and Curtis (2010) among several 

others to substantiate my analyses of the vigilante in fiction. While I do not discuss their 

work here, I do so in detail in relevant chapters. This study is divided into five chapters.

The second chapter is a review of literature on vigilantism which extends from the 

work of Langford (1893), Brown (1975), Rosenbaum and Sederberg (1976) and McGrath 

(1984) who concentrate on frontier vigilantism to the work of more recent writers such as 

Ray Abrahams (1998) and Pratten and Sen (2007). The latter critics focus on the

9 Every clique within streets, pimp or mafia minion wields a certain amount o f power that s/he distributes further 
down the network. Each o f these power points within the network works as a disciplinary normalising body, on 
the one hand disciplining and on the other setting down parameters for the normal within each 
scenario/system/neighbourhood.
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anthropological and sociological causes and effects of vigilantism. My purpose in this chapter 

is to establish the necessity of redefining the vigilante and to show how the strain has 

deviated from a uniquely American frontier phenomenon. The vigilante of contemporary 

fiction and cinema I suggest, has in addition to the features of the frontier lawman, accrued 

characteristics from historical and mythical figures such as the madman and the trickster and 

is no longer geographically constrained to an American landscape. I read the contemporary 

vigilante as an amalgam of the social bandit, the trickster, the joker at court, the madman and 

the scapegoat. The vigilante is invited into the spaces of the State to purify it of its unsavoury 

elements and once the purification is done, remains an unsightly reminder of the State’s 

former impure status. The vigilante must then be ejected from the pristine spaces of the State 

and leads a liminal existence on the fringe. The vigilante syndrome is a consistently repeated 

formula or strain in crime, horror and thriller genres where the syndrome becomes endemic, 

an epidemic and occasionally a pandemic (in terms of the number of individuals engaged in 

vigilante activity) within a particular work of fiction, a genre or across texts and genres. This 

chapter sets the foundations for further analysis of the vigilante and his relationship to the 

State.

The third chapter analyses Frank Miller’s Batman novels, Batman: Year One (1987),

The Dark Knight Returns (1986) and The Dark Knight Strikes Again (2001). I begin my

analysis with Batman, as this is a figure whose vigilante credentials are indisputable even as

he has been subject to multitudinous incarnations in print, film and television since his

inception in May 1939 {Detective Comics Issue 27). However, Frank Miller’s Batman is

unique in that he breaks out of his role of tortured avenger and embraces his traumatic

history, thus refusing to allow his vigilante activity to be rooted in his past as a victim of

crime. Miller’s Batman, especially from The Dark Knight Returns (1986), has been analysed

by a number of theorists who look at the relationship between Batman and his doubles, his
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connection with Gotham and so on (Reynolds 1992, Brooker 2000, Klock 2002, White and 

Arp 2008). As opposed to these theorists, my attempt is to consistently analyse three of the 

most widely read and discussed Batman novels by Miller and the evolution of the vigilante 

across time (from one novel to another) in order to gauge the extent and effects of Batman’s 

changing relationship with spaces of Gotham. Like the familiar vigilantes of the Dirty Harry 

(1971) and Death Wish (1974) films, he mimics the dominant groups of the State in terms of 

their methods of surveillance and coercion. Yet, his purpose is not to replicate and replace 

existing State formations, but rather to ensure better hegemonic practise within prevailing 

structures of State. Batman’s relationship with the city and State engages with what Peter 

Messent (1997) suggests is the “ongoing vitality of the debate about authority and individual 

agency, centrality and marginality, the law and its limits, and social system and individual 

criminal act, which it has inspired” (2). Messent is writing about crime fiction, but these 

issues are pertinent to contemporary fiction featuring the vigilante and particularly Miller’s 

Batman novels analysed in this study. In this chapter I argue that Batman is a product of 

spatial injustice and show how his emergence as a vigilante is a result of acts of recurring 

repression perpetrated by the State upon marginalised individuals.

The fourth chapter analyses Stieg Larsson’s novels, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo

(2008), The Girl who Played with Fire (2009), and The Girl who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest

(2009). Although studied extensively by critics such as Stenport and Aim (2009, 2012), King

and Smith (2012), Messent (2013) who analyse the social welfare State, Salander’s vigilante

justice and her relationship with State institutions, I use Salander as a case study to illustrate

the universality of the vigilante strain and the way in which the various spatialisations of

power within different State formations lead to the emergence and evolution of the vigilante.

I am interested to see how factors such as class, gender, physique, one’s legal status and the

welfare State mediate the ability of the individual body to resist corrupt State practises. In this
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chapter, the theme and trope of space continues as I proceed from the fictional spaces of 

Gotham to the more intricate spaces of the State portrayed in the Millennium trilogy. Fiction 

featuring vigilante characters in general and Larsson’s novels in particular, like the Batman 

novels, draw attention to the inability of the State to protect the rights of its inhabitants. The 

vigilante is an insider outsider, excluded from the State through a denial of rights. Having 

been denied rights, the vigilante is not bound by the concurrent obligations of citizenry. This 

unique position of being inside and yet outside the State (what I refer to as a position of 

inclusionary exclusion) allows the vigilante and fiction featuring the vigilante strain, a 

panoramic view of the systemic ills that characterise various systems of social relations. The 

novels show how the State is complicit with destabilising forces such as right wing 

extremists, finance capital, patriarchy and occasionally the vigilante herself to ensure its 

continued survival. The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate, through an analysis of 

Larsson’s novels, how this kind of fiction simultaneously reinforces and undermines State 

institutions and authority. Through this process, I also study whether novels featuring the 

vigilante strain are capable of producing and furthering a politics of dissent. I conclude that 

the dissent the Larsson novels produce against the current political system is fractured as the 

vigilante is an ambivalent model of dissent, at once enabled and disabled by genre 

conventions, the forces of capital and the State.

The fifth chapter concentrates on the vigilante within Colson Whitehead’s

postapocalyptic zombie novel Zone One (2011). Zombies are currently the most popular

monster on television with the success of a whole host of T.V. shows ranging from The

Walking Dead (2010- ), Les Revenants (2012-) to In the Flesh (2013- ). The same goes for

films and fiction featuring the zombie in recent years since Danny Boyle’s 28 Days Later

(2002) and Max Brooks’ The Zombie Survival Guide (2003) and World War Z: An Oral

History o f  the Zombie War (2006). Although Zone One is part of the surge of zombie related
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tales, I use it as a case study because this zombie novel is unique in that the narrative 

combines the formulas of both traditional zombie and postapocalyptic fiction and does not 

end with the reestablishment of society. Rather it illustrates the breakdown of the State for a 

second time after the events of the apocalypse. This chapter is an attempt to understand the 

evolving nature of the vigilante strain and mutations caused to it by changes in the make-up 

of the State/ former State. I study how the vigilante is birthed by the fall of the State, the 

tension between pre-apocalyptic identities and circumstances that corrode their legitimacy, 

and the formation of new identities within new spaces. The State falls in its inability to 

contain the outbreak of infection and the vigilante here battles the effects of State 

ineffectuality, namely the zombie plague. Yet, the vigilante is also aligned with the zombie as 

both resist the machinations of a State that rebuilds itself along pre-apocalyptic lines. Dissent 

in Whitehead’s novel is both from a growing and evolving zombie population as well as from 

individuals who increasingly display vigilante characteristics. The latter are people and 

groups who are capable of seeing beyond the repressive divide -  and -  rule policy of the 

State where resources and security are selectively and unequally distributed. The vigilante 

here illustrates an ability to adapt and think beyond relations of domination and subordination 

which are inbuilt into the fabric of the State. This ability to conceive of egalitarianism by 

delegitimising the State and imagining the possibility of different forms of social and political 

organisation is what make the vigilante and to some extent the zombie, contributors to a 

progressive dissenting politics.

The sixth and final chapter of this thesis focuses on Robert Kirkman and Tony

Moore’s comic book series The Walking Dead (2003- ). Kirkman’s comic books have not

received sufficient critical attention and although quite popular among comic book

enthusiasts, they are now more famous for the AMC T.V. series that debuted in 2010. The

figure of the zombie has been studied extensively by critics such as Evan Calder Williams
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(2011), Richard Greene and K. Silem Mohammad (2010), Kyle William Bishop (2010) and 

Sarah Juliet Lauro and Deborah Christie (2011). Each of these critics and others within their 

edited collections offer a fascinating analysis of zombie films ranging from the Halperin 

brothers White Zombie (1932), George Romero’s Night o f the Living Dead (1968) to the more 

recent 28 Days Later by Danny Boyle (2002). The studies concentrate on issues as varied as 

the political uses of early zombie films based on voodoo in order to cement America’s 

invasion of Haiti to the zombie apocalypse’s relationship with the effects of late capitalism. 

These readings provide an awareness of the socially potent figure of the zombie that I wish to 

tap into for my examination of Kirkman’s work. My purpose in studying Kirkman’s work is 

to show how the inheritance from an annihilated State (i.e. its institutions and capitalist 

enterprises) operates within a gutted landscape and the resultant effects on survivors. I 

concentrate on Kirkman’s work because the structural collapse of the State aids in a 

reshaping of what constitutes vigilante identity and shows how this ensures better hegemonic 

practise. In other words, the postapocalyptic landscape of The Walking Dead comics provides 

the setting for a re-evaluation of old forms of authority and ways of governance. The 

vigilante helps in this by spearheading a move towards counter-hegemonic practise. At the 

same time, the relations of domination and subordination that characterise every aspect of life 

in a pre-apocalyptic State continue to persist and affect the lives of the survivors, and 

especially characters that display vigilante traits. Postapocalyptic fiction is a useful genre to 

investigate vigilante activity because this is a space where basic amenities have become a 

luxury over which survivors fight. The vigilante is redefined as a figure who must battle not 

only his own self from becoming authoritarian, a trait that characterised early American 

frontier vigilantes and lynch mobs, but also the zombie mobs that threaten to rob the figure of 

his or her life/humanity. In the process, the vigilante and the zombie become osmotic figures
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drawing from each other, growing more organised and tenacious as they evolve and adapt to 

a wasting landscape.

The Walking Dead comics along with Whitehead’s novel are examples of gutter 

spaces that have overrun the spaces of the State. In the Batman novels, the vigilante emerged 

periodically from the gutter spaces to purify the State and aided in confining gutter space 

inhabitants that he identifies with such as the Joker and Dent, within the space. At the end of 

each novel, gutters and main spaces are kept separate. Within the Millennium trilogy, 

however, the gutters encroach upon the main spaces of the State and begin a process of 

subsumation of the latter. An example for this is the way in which Salander sheds her 

marginal status as a subjugated, delinquent, almost illiterate ward of the State to become a 

keen investigator capable of bringing to light the injustices perpetrated upon her as well as 

other crimes that are shielded by the State. In the process the State and its institutions are 

swamped with allegations of blatant injustices and wrong doing it has committed. The 

chapters on Batman and Salander look at how gutter spaces operate within the confines of a 

democratic State where a semblance of order still exists. In postapocalyptic zombie novels, 

order descends to chaos where new forms of dissent emerge to tackle new kinds of enemies. 

My attempt is to study the various permutations and combinations of vigilante resistance 

against a constantly mutating State as well as dissent in the absence of a State. I argue that 

power is not of one variety and hence dissidence must also evolve to overthrow the variations 

of the exercise of power. I also analyse how generic conventions: of the superhero comic 

book, crime, slasher and traditional postapocalyptic fiction and the expectations of readers 

both enable and disable the aim, forms, means and end result of vigilante resistance. The 

purpose of this thesis is to study the reconfiguration of the vigilante strain in fiction through 

space and to investigate whether the vigilante is capable of furthering a progressive politics of 

resistance, is merely a State agent or if the figure is an ambivalent model of dissent.
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE VIGILANTE STRAIN

“You don't... get it, boy... This isn't a mudhole... It's an operating table. And I'm the

surgeon.”10

The term ‘vigilante" is now common parlance. The simplest, most widely understood 

definition of the phenomenon is of an individual who is forced to take the law into his/her 

own hands after being wronged and betrayed by the system of justice. The vigilante spills 

blood as she eliminates those who have victimised her and occasionally shows how the State 

is ineffectual and even instrumental in the perpetration of injustice. Task accomplished, she 

recedes into movie/fictional history, only to rise again after a fresh outbreak of injustice. This 

thesis intends to dispute this basic understanding of vigilantism which is potentially reductive 

as it reduces a complex, contentious phenomenon into a simplistic saga of revenge and 

retribution. The term ‘vigilantism ’ is a polemic one owing to its historical and archetypal 

trajectory, particularly the vigilante tradition in America. The phenomenon is often 

considered uniquely American and used to denote “a particular pattern of American frontier 

violence: that designed to impose some sort of order on a fluid and disrupted social situation” 

(Rosenbaum and Sederberg 261).

My purpose in this chapter is to offer a review of the literature on the vigilante. 

Studies on the vigilante in fiction are scarce and as mentioned in the introduction, often 

confined to select chapters in books, journal articles and the rare full length academic work. I 

attempt to fill this gap in scholarship on the fictional vigilante as I focus on the relationship 

between the vigilante and the State to understand the complexities of the figure more fully. In

10 Miller 2002, 101.
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order to do so, I trace the origins and current manifestations of the vigilante in contemporary 

fiction to studies of the figure from fields as varied as history, political science, criminology, 

sociology and myth. This is not to suggest that the fictional vigilante under scrutiny in this 

thesis is a prototype of the ‘real’. Rather the fictional vigilantes have their roots in real life 

and myth and draw from them as if from a cultural memory bank. This chapter attempts a 

genealogy of the modern fictional vigilante which will enable a keener analysis of the 

vigilante character in subsequent chapters, particularly the complexity of the figure and what 

it reveals as regards the functioning of the State of which he is a part.

Rosenbaum and Sederberg’s collection of essays, Vigilante Politics, published in 

1976, is arguably one of the first systematic studies of vigilantism from diverse disciplines 

such as history, political theory and psychology; the book as a whole attempts to map 

vigilantism as a distinctively American phenomenon. In their foreword to the collection, the 

authors identify vigilantes as individuals who are in concordance with the establishment, but 

who use informal means to maintain the boundaries of the system in place (4). Vigilantism is 

thus not so much about providing instantaneous justice to the wronged, but rather a form of 

violence that is clearly aimed at maintaining the values of the existing forms and structures of 

governance. Rosenbaum and Sederberg refer to the work of E. Victor Wolfenstein (1967) 

who identifies the revolutionary personality as one who is engaged with displacing dominant 

blocs and heralding social change. In contrast, they perceive the vigilante phenomenon as 

involved in sustaining the status quo and hence different from “reactionary” or 

“revolutionary” violence, which is aimed at a redistribution of values and thus possibly a 

change in the system itself (5, 24). Dividing the function of vigilante activity into crime 

control, social control and regime control, the authors seek to firmly entrench the 

phenomenon as supportive of the existing state of affairs. Consequently, any act of resistance 

against the established order by those discriminated against due to socioeconomic class, race
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or gender among other factors, is relegated to a zone of dissident violence in contrast to 

vigilante activity, which has historically supported the leading social group’s quest for 

dominance.

The essays in Vigilante Politics are based on the work of historians and critics such as 

Dimsdale, Langford and Brown" among others. The latter chronicle and investigate the 

activities of vigilante groups and organisations that existed on the frontiers of an expanding 

American settler population. These newcomers required protection from the indigenous tribes 

as well as bandits, outlaws and other miscreants in a situation where the law and order 

mechanism was not fully developed and lacked the resources to offer its citizens security and 

protection. Consequently, the majority of vigilante organisations in Montana, Idaho, Oregon 

and Washington were made up of prominent citizens such as land and cattle owners, lawyers 

and other important townsfolk12. When the threats to their livelihood were eliminated they 

went back to being regular citizens.

Once the topographical borders of the United States were more or less established, a

shift occurred in the aims and purposes of vigilante activity. This was particularly so in the

years during and after the Reconstruction and the later Civil Rights Movement. The

miscreants and horse thieves of the frontier were replaced by perceived border threats that

were not just geographical, but rather those defined by race, class, ethnicity and gender. Later

twentieth century groups of neo-vigilantes that operated in urban areas have been engaged in

the persecution of individuals and groups who are perceived as a threat to the supremacy of

the dominant social group. The vigilante is thus, as Kreml opines, historically characterised

as a frightened conservative individual (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 63). Terrified of change,

" Dimsdale 1977, Langford 1996 and Brown 1975.

12 Brown 1975 and Burrows 1976.
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he13 is a non-intellectual who is unable to face deviations and adapt. He seeks to maintain an 

old, glorified state of affairs14 that, in the context of America, prefers white male upper class 

Anglo Saxon supremacy. Vigilantism is consequently analysed as a negative phenomenon as 

it is directed at suppressing any dangers to the status quo15. Both Rosenbaum and Sederberg’s 

findings and their general framework for the vigilante character and vigilante movements 

across American history are confined to the foreword to Vigilante Politics. This was then 

distributed among the contributors as a template to work with prior to writing their individual 

pieces (Rosenbaum and Sederberg viii). The majority of contributors to their seminal 

collection have adhered to the model of vigilante politics laid down by the editors. The 

vigilante was identified predominantly as an anti-democratic individual engaged in violently 

upholding the values of traditional society. While this is arguably only a characteristic of 

frontier vigilantism, Richard Maxwell Brown suggests that the same model continues after 

the 1900s with the emergence of neo-vigilantism. Thus the horse thieves, the lazy and the 

supposedly morally deficient populace of an earlier era were replaced by immigrants such as 

Catholics, Jews, African Americans -  those who fought for civil liberties and held politically 

radical views (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 99).

13 Rosenbaum and Sederberg confess to have never encountered a female vigilante in their studies.

14 Kreml 1976, 63.

15 The negative connotations o f  the word emerged with the Southern lynch mobs chronicled extensively by 
James E. Cutler, Jonathan Markovitz and Michael J. Pfeifer (James Elbert Cutler’s Lynch-Law: An investigation 
into the history o f  lynching in the United States originally published in 1905 (Montana: Kessinger Publishing, 
LLC, 2007), Jonathan Markovitz’s Legacies o f  Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory (Minneapolis: 
University o f Minnesota Press, 2004) and Michael J Pfeifer’s Rough Justice: Lynching and American Society, 
1874-1947 (Urbana: University o f Illinois Press, 2004)) and which still remains a subject of study in the wake of  
new vigilante organisations such as the recent Minutemen. The Minutemen patrol the U.S.-Mexican border and 
prevent unlawful immigration. Although the group’s name is associated with the elite Minutemen who fought 
during the American Revolution, it has been subject to criticism and has been accused o f harbouring white 
supremacist tendencies and working with neo-Nazi groups.
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This model vastly hinders a critical analysis of the progressive potential of the

vigilante phenomenon and does not allow for a reading of it beyond pre-defined

characteristics. For instance, it does not account for the evolution of the vigilante from a

supporter of the establishment to one who identifies State institutions and the dominant social

group as being responsible for the inequalities that lead to crime. Neither is the vigilante’s

belief in the right to revolution that is central to the American psyche investigated in any

depth. The model that the authors and subsequently the contributors propose does not allow

for a definition and investigation of vigilantism where there is no “recognised

‘establishment’, where conditions of internal war exist, or where there are no rules governing

the application of coercion” (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 27). However, some of the authors

refer to vigilante characteristics and actions that deviate from the definitive confines set out

by the editors. Edward Stettner, for instance, points out that the vigilante’s aims need not be

confined to restoring and maintaining law and order but to bring about a more just and

egalitarian state of affairs. In fact the vigilante’s “disenchantment with the regime in practise

turns him towards extralegal channels to realise the principles he seeks in his society”

(Rosenbaum and Sederberg 65, emphasis added). The principles that the vigilante seeks to

maintain need not necessarily be those of the dominant social bloc or the establishment as it

were. Rather, they are those that follow, as Stettner claims, Locke’s laws of nature, and may

subsequently be partial or lead to excessive punishment. Similarly, Richard Maxwell Brown

deviates from the notion of the vigilante as an exclusively anti-democratic individual keen on

a violent re-establishment of the status quo. He suggests that the three key features of the

vigilante strain include the drive for self-preservation, the right to revolution and the belief in

the necessity of popular sovereignty (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 103). The revolutionary

impulse of the vigilante is in sharp contrast to the editors’ reading of the phenomenon as one

that is not interested in change but rather maintenance of the status quo. These variations
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indicate that the figure of the vigilante and acts of vigilantism are subject to constant re

definition and do not necessarily serve reactionary ends. Incidentally, even Rosenbaum and 

Sederberg themselves raise the question of whether new types of vigilantism are likely to 

evolve (29). This question is key to a reading of the vigilante syndrome and the way in which 

it retains its potency through centuries and across geographical space. The vigilante survives 

through history and in popular cultural imagination not only by preserving some of its 

traditional conservative characteristics, but also by evolving to adapt to systemic, 

demographic and other changes.

These changes are evident in subsequent studies in fields of anthropology,

criminology, sociology and ethnography, particularly in the work of Suzette Heald (1989),

Ray Abrahams (1996, 1998) and Les Johnston (1996). Their definitions of what constitutes

vigilantism and the vigilante character are influenced by their respective fields of study as

well as by earlier works on the American vigilante. The anthropologist Ray Abrahams, one of

the first to analyse vigilantism as a global phenomenon, roots his evaluation in earlier works

on the American frontier vigilante. He considers vigilantism a cross country ‘frontier’

phenomenon that manifests itself differently across nations. The ‘frontier’ is, according to

Abrahams, no longer a geographical category, but rather includes the spaces of race,

ethnicity, religion, culture and class among others. The vigilante is someone who patrols a

variety of frontiers and is in conflict not so much with the State itself, but with its day to day

performance (Pratten and Sen 423). Abrahams further points out that vigilantism is an

unstable, labile concept whose characteristics cannot be pinned down to features of vigilante

movements and actions that seem to recur (Abrahams 1998, Pratten and Sen 2007).

Abrahams’s reading of vigilantism as a fluid concept allows for alternate and occasionally

radical readings of the phenomenon. Vigilante activity and the vigilante himself evolve

differently depending upon the particular socioeconomic and political scenarios that produce
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vigilantism16. This is in stark contrast to Les Johnston’s more narrow criminological 

approach which defines vigilantism as an autonomous activity engaged in voluntarily by 

private citizens who use violence or the threat of violence in order to rectify transgressions 

against the prevailing social order (1996). These readings act as a prelude to more recent 

work on vigilante groups and organisations across continents that break the notion of 

vigilantism as being exclusively American, confined to nations where the State has failed and 

necessarily involving violence.

My study, while focussing primarily on a variety of texts from America (graphic 

novels, novels and comic books), also looks at fiction that has emerged from Scandinavia, all 

of which feature various types of vigilante figures. While the protagonists I look at are not 

representative of these different manifestations of vigilantism, they do enable an illustration 

of how the phenomenon is reconfigured depending upon geographical location, type of 

governance as well as categories of gender, race, class and ethnicity among other factors. The 

emphasis on the fluid, amorphous nature of the vigilante allows for the reinterpretation of the 

figure as someone not simply involved in reinforcing the status quo. These vigilantes are a 

mixture of characteristics: characteristics that are derived from historical and mythical tales 

of vigilantism coupled with those that emerge in response to current changes such as the 

effects of increased globalisation and deregulation.

As far as fictional vigilantes go, the adaptable nature of vigilantism, contingent on 

circumstance, is manifested across cultural products. These cultural products such as works

Daniel M. Goldstein suggests that contrary to popular negative conceptions o f lynch mobs that emerged in the 
aftermath o f the American Civil War, the spate o f lynching that occurred in Bolivia recently is neither anti
democratic nor the spontaneous expression o f a barbaric nature. Rather, they are “collective expressions o f rage 
and despair in a context o f  total vulnerability, not only to crime but to the ravages of a political-economic order 
that has a disproportionate and prejudicial impact on poor and indigenous people” (Pratten and Sen 242). What 
is evident here is the change in the nature and substance o f vigilante activity in another sociopolitical context.
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of fiction and film, as Cawelti (2004) suggests, contain a mixture of “conventions” and 

“inventions”. The conventions of popular culture genres guarantee continued audience 

identification while the inventions in terms of changes in formula for instance ensure that 

texts are innovative and separate from each other:

conventions represent familiar shared images and meanings and they assert an 

ongoing continuity of values; inventions confront us with a new perception or 

meaning that we have not realised before ... Conventions help maintain a culture’s 

stability while inventions help it respond to changing circumstances and provide new 

information about the world (Cawelti 7).

To an extent, the features of conventional vigilantism discussed earlier help identify 

characters within fiction as vigilante figures. These features include, for instance, the motif of 

revenge, the belief in the necessity of re-establishing a former state of affairs and prejudicial 

violence against minority groups. They are comforting characters who remind the reader that 

justice will eventually be served and the status quo restored. Having said that, the unstable 

nature of the vigilante character and activity are indications of how the figure responds to 

changed circumstances, allowing for variations of what I call the ‘vigilante strain’. These 

variations, in terms of the gender, race or liberal politics of the vigilante for example, 

contribute to innovations which indicate the evolutionary and possibly progressive potential 

of the vigilante in fiction. In other words, the vigilante is no longer always male, 

conservative, scared or an enforcer of the status quo who promotes the interests of the 

socially powerful. Rather the figure is affected by race, class and gender politics and crafted 

anew as his or her aims and method of functioning undergo both subtle and overt changes. 

The portrayal of the vigilante in fiction further changes in a contemporary setting where the 

advances in communication, information sharing and gathering via the internet, progresses in
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transportation, monetary transactions and the migration and immigration of people across 

geographical and other borders over the world contribute to the empowerment of the figure 

while posing new challenges that have to be tackled. Instances of this are evident in Stieg 

Larsson’s Millennium trilogy where the protagonist’s access to such resources disallows the 

socially powerful from subjecting her to acts of injustice once she reaches adulthood. Yet 

these very advances have a tendency to derail her acts of resistance against her oppressors, 

evident in the way in which her own money is subject to control via her State appointed 

guardian. The effect of a global economy on acts of vigilantism is acutely pertinent to my 

analysis of the vigilante in subsequent chapters.

David Pratten and Atreyee Sen’s collection Global Vigilantes (2007), which emerged 

out of a key anthropological conference in Sussex in 2005, presents essays on vigilantism in a 

neoliberal, globalised world where the complexity of defining vigilantism and pinning down 

its salient features emerges from case studies from the Middle East, Asia, Africa and from 

parts of Europe. The research is undertaken within the larger framework of a changing 

economic system whose effects are, according to Pratten and Sen, clearly evident upon the 

system of law and order across nations not just in the West, but in other parts of the world 

where security services and even policing is outsourced (3). In their introduction to Global 

Vigilantes, Pratten and Sen suggest that the free market doctrine has seeped into every aspect 

of governance to the extent that policies and measures to ensure social justice and welfare for 

every strata of society can no longer be guaranteed. Examples of these as Pratten and Sen 

point out abound in countries across the globe:

In China commentators write of the ‘commodification of policing’ as police have 

become private security companies wholly owned as subsidiaries of local ministries; 

in Poland police officers are ironically heralded as leaders in labour ‘flexibility’ since
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their services are open to the highest bidder; and in Brazil, the continual circulation of 

personnel between private security, vigilante organizations and government agencies 

serves to disguise the perpetrators and victims of urban violence (3).

As a result, categories of helpless individuals, who cannot afford protection from a law and 

order apparatus, are created and reinforced. These groups involve the poor, the immigrants, 

those with no hope of upward social and economic mobility; in short, individuals and 

communities who occupy a “carceral social zone” (Pratten and Sen 3). For Pratten and Sen, 

in such a situation, increased privatisation becomes part of the new repressive apparatus of 

the diminished State.

Although diminished as far as its security apparatus is concerned, the State is far from 

weakened. This is because it adapts and strengthens itself by outsourcing its functions and 

responsibilities. In such a situation it becomes even more important to study the vigilante’s 

negotiations within an ever mutating State. On the one hand, the drive towards the 

privatisation of security, evident in the proliferation of non-governmental security agencies, 

the rise in neighbourhood watches, the encouragement to install security alarms and so on can 

be empowering to the general populace. This is because individuals are supposedly conferred 

a modicum of agency and choice in the matter of personal security against crime to one’s self 

and property -  either relying on the State, private security firms or arming oneself in 

countries such as the United States. However, such a move can be disempowering as well, 

reflecting the advent of a situation where rights, liberty and justice are commodified, and are 

only for those who can afford to pay for it as is evident in the situation in Poland as Pratten 

and Sen point out (3). The changes in the nature of the State affect the way in which acts of 

vigilantism play out within fiction. For example, the vigilante is reincarnated as a competitive 

security provider (and dispenser of violent justice) in some of the fiction I analyse in this
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thesis, either competing with the State or other individuals and groups in the event of a 

breakdown of the State (the situation in postapocalyptic fiction). In Larsson’s Millennium 

trilogy, Salander, her mother and sister belong to a socially and economically impoverished 

background. The systematic abuse that they face at the hands of Salander’s father, 

Zalachenko is of no concern to the State as long as his identity which is cardinal to the 

security services remains a secret. When Salander grows to adulthood, the access that she has 

to a variety of resources including the internet, the friendships she maintains with fellow 

hackers and her own hacking abilities not only protect herself but also other individuals such 

as the publisher Erika Berger in a situation where the police have proved ineffectual (The 

Girl who Played with Fire). In Robert Kirkman’s The Walking Dead comics, the protagonist 

and his group offer other survivor communities security in exchange for food at competitive 

rates when compared to other ruthless and sadistic groups such as Negan’s Saviours (Issue 

96).

This model is a deviation from Max Weber’s definition of the modern State where the 

latter monopolises and legitimises violence within clearly demarcated geographical zones or

• 17grids . And yet the State still exerts control, authority and threatens violence through more 

insidious ways. The State’s refusal to relinquish power while evading accountability produces 

a new kind of vigilante. This figure is neither a de facto State agent, nor does she, like 

Salander, take on the State’s responsibilities. Rather, the vigilante must deal with a State that 

is more omnipresent than ever before. Referring to the essays in their edited collection, 

Pratten and Sen argue that disruptions in the social fabric especially during moments of 

transition from an old form of governance to a new one (for instance the move from a welfare

'7 Weber 2012.
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State to a neoliberal State18) cause an increase in crime, and subsequently vigilantism, to 

battle that crime (19).

While I fully agree with this view, as mentioned in the introduction, I am interested in 

the day to day avatars, permutations and combinations of acts of vigilantism in fiction, and 

the way in which the vigilante operates within the State, seeking vengeance when wronged 

and ensuring her and other’s survival while protecting their means of sustenance. In other 

words, I analyse how and to what extent vigilantes are able to alter the structures, institutions 

and day to day operations of the State, whether these alterations are likely to lead to a more 

egalitarian state of affairs. In the process I look at how the vigilante herself is reframed, 

affected as she is by factors such as gender, class, finance and the changing nature of the 

State. I look at how this leads to marked deviations from the character of the frontier vigilante 

and popular manifestations of the avenger/saviour.

The type of State that plays a pivotal role in the rise and regeneration of the vigilante 

that I analyse in works by Larsson, Whitehead and Kirkman is entrenched in, controls and is 

occasionally controlled by a variety of elements, the most obvious in a present-day world 

being the forces of capital. The Salander novels, for instance, show how the flows of 

production and consumption in a capitalist economy manufacture, regulate, exchange and 

sometimes eliminate bodies and their identities. Salander is a socially dysfunctional 

individual, distrustful of people, even callous and self-serving on occasion. Her identity as 

well as possibly malnourished, underdeveloped body is formed by the policies of a ruling

18
For a clear understanding o f the term, I refer to Alfredo Saad-Filho and Deborah Johnston’s reading that 

defines neoliberalism as “part o f a hegemonic project concentrating power and wealth in elite groups around the 
world, benefiting especially the financial interests within each country...” (2005 1). Saad-Filho and Johnston 
further suggest that neoliberalism works hand in glove with globalisation and imperialism, operating in complex 
ways in economic, social and political spheres where state power is used in a systematic manner “to impose 
(financial) market imperatives” (3).
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class and institutions such as the security service, the asylum and the police. Caught in a web 

of oppression and constant regulation by State agents such as her guardian, former physician 

and officers of the law, the second and third novel of the trilogy show how she is a 

dispensable commodity as repeated attempts are made on her life. The State, supportive of 

the capitalist interests exemplified in her sadistic father Zalachenko’s seedy business 

enterprises and keen to ensure the power of the security service, actively engages in 

discrediting her claims of abuse and goes as far as trying to exterminate her and her 

supporters such as Blomkvist and Erika Berger. The flows of capital also possess the ability 

to sharpen and at times mute the effects of differential elements such as class, race, gender 

and finance. Pertinent here is the way in which Salander’s acquisition of wealth offers her a 

certain amount of protection from the very forces that seek to restrain her. The police for 

instance are unable to locate Salander who has bought herself a high rise apartment and uses 

disguise to move around unobserved. Additionally, the changes brought about by a capitalist 

economy which include the exchange of information, ideas, easier communication and the 

relationships formed as a result of this eliminates barriers between individuals. The 

friendless, almost defenceless child Salander is empowered by the social and actual capital 

that she acquires as an adult, indicating again how a changing economy and capitalist 

enterprises can be beneficial for individuals.

Jonathan Spencer, referring to the socially potent figure of the vigilante, points out 

that there exists:

a deep political structure in these fantasies of popular justice and popular violence -  a 

structure of feeling which combines issues of justice, violence, democracy, 

sovereignty, and possibly masculinity too -  ... the global manifestations of vigilante 

violence ... may draw on equally widely distributed anxieties and suspicions about
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law, violence and the State. The fantasies themselves may. often take place on the 

margins of the State, but their appeal is by no means combined (sic) to the populations 

of frontier zones or so called ‘failing States’: these are also, I suggest, central motifs 

in the political imaginary of the world’s most powerful State (Pratten and Sen xi-xii).

The contemporary vigilante of fiction and cinema may have roots in conservative historical 

movements (such as the ones extensively studied in America) aimed at restoring the status 

quo. However, the vigilante should not be understood as exclusively male and intent on 

maintaining the boundaries of the establishment as the studies by Rosenbaum and Sederberg 

(1976), and Brown (1976) among others indicate. The recent deluge of films, novels and 

comic books featuring anti-establishment vigilantes of both genders and occasionally 

non/semi-human entities such as the Alien films’ Ripley (1979, 1986, 1992, 1997), the 

Preacher comics’ Jesse Custer (1995-2000), the Millenium series’ Lisbeth Salander (2008- 

2009), Kick Ass' s Hit-Girl (2008-2010), Colombian^ s Cataleya (2011) and Rorschach from 

Moore’s The Watchmen (1986-1987) among others are just a few examples of how the figure 

demonstrates the capacity of both confronting as well as buttressing the authority of the State. 

The vigilante undermines the establishment by revealing the ghettoised spaces produced and 

sustained by State inequalities. Miller’s Batman, who I analyse in the following chapter for 

instance, shows that the State is ineffectual, corrupt and responsible for the creation of 

elements that plague the system itself such as criminal activity, social and economic 

inequality and injustice (conditions that are embodied by his antagonists such as the mutants, 

Dent and the Joker). The vigilante that I explore in this thesis allows for a keener examination 

of the spaces, policies and institutions of the State, its carceral social zones and the 

possibility, extent and result of dissent.
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I analyse fictional characters from a variety of genres, geographical locations and time 

frames. The examination will enable an illustration of how the vigilante emerges primarily as 

a result of social prejudice and what I call ‘spatial injustice’. Critics such as Stenport and Aim 

(2009, 2012) have looked at how an evolving State affects Larsson’s Salander and Miller’s 

Batman has been read in relation to the spaces of Gotham (Reynolds 1992, Brooker 2000, 

Fitzgerald 2004). However, a consistent analysis of the formation of the fictional vigilante as 

a result of the unequal allocation of resources, space and rights has not been attempted. 

Pratten and Sen’s collection does undertake such studies as does Eric Hobsbawm (in relation 

to social and criminal bandits that I analyse later on in this chapter) but it has so far not 

percolated in a substantial way to analysis of works of fiction. My purpose is to make 

connections between vigilantes of fiction across geographical and other spaces such as those 

of race, class and gender. In the process, I show how a State that is engaged in promoting the 

interests of elite industrial societies, is instrumental in the creation of vigilantes who are 

vastly different from the figure of the frontier vigilante and other neo-vigilantes studied by 

historians and cultural critics such as Dimsdale (1866), Langford (1893), Slotkin (1973) and 

Brown (1975) among others.

I also suggest that the strain of vigilantism that takes centre stage in a wide range of

fiction and cinema allows for the possibility of vigilantism’s revolutionary potential, in other

words of bringing about radical social and political change by delegitimising corrupt State

institutions or policies. Rosenbaum and Sederberg distinguish between the revolutionary

engaged in dissident violence and the vigilante in establishment violence. However, I propose

that the vigilante in the fiction I analyse indicates an evolution, not necessarily as a

revolutionary figure deliberately attempting to overthrow the status quo but as one who

strives to subtly undermine it, ushering in a possibly more equitable state of affairs for

him/herself and others as well. To elaborate further, in the novels that I analyse, particularly
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Larsson’s and Whitehead’s work, the vigilante is a subtle manipulator of the status quo, 

selectively choosing to obey rules and regulations of the State, while flouting others and on 

occasion forsaking violence. What this implies is that the tables are turned on the State whose 

unequal and differential policies are used to subjugate such figures as Larsson’s Salander and 

Whitehead’s Spitz. This change (from reinforcer of the establishment to agent of de- 

legitimisation of the status quo) in the vigilante psyche reveals an understanding that 

characteristics of criminal elements that the vigilantes seek to put away, punish or eliminate 

are not very different from aspects of themselves. Additionally, the vigilante is not always the 

righteous individual of some works of popular culture evident in films such as Death Wish 

(1974), Mad Max (1979), The Exterminator (1980), Harry Brown (2009) who operates within 

a basic Christian notion of the world where individuals are divided into good and evil. 

Rather, as ex-criminal-turned-household-security provider MT in Doncaster puts it, ‘“ there’s 

only one person who can do this job [of protection] and that’s a villain ... they have great 

respect for that person in these areas, and the people in the housing estates will know this, 

and they will be left alone’” (Sharp and Wilson 120). The vigilante, I suggest, is then both 

villain and hero, something that in turn suggests that vigilantism itself is an unstable concept 

that acquires new meaning with each new articulation and according to the particular context 

in which he operates.

Although fictional vigilante figures may on occasion enforce an established law, this 

is not always done out of a genuine belief in the sanctity of the law, as is the case with 

Batman’s acts of vigilantism in Miller’s novels. Rather it is a reflection of the vigilante’s 

flexible nature and awareness of the need for compromise as a means of survival and self- 

preservation (the latter which is one of the cardinal features of the vigilante figure according
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to Richard Maxwell Brown).19 Contrary to Kreml’s20 understanding of the vigilante 

personality, the vigilante figures under analysis in this study indicate that they are not always 

afraid of change but rather embrace and adapt to new circumstances even as they subtly and 

overtly question the dominant social group’s credentials for superiority. This is not to propose 

the vigilante as some kind of revolutionary figure nor is it to disavow this figure’s radical 

potential which can involve dismantling corrupt structures of State and ensuring social and 

economic justice. The vigilante may contest the State’s monopoly of violence21, but as 

Miller’s Batman, Larsson’s Salander and the vigilantes in a series of works of fiction such as 

Rorschach {The Watchmen 1986-87), Spawn {Spawn: Blood Feud 1995), Hit-Girl and Kick 

Ass {Kick Ass 2008-2010), Joe Pike {The Sentry 2011) and Alex {Alex 2013) indicate, there is 

no deliberate attempt to acquire State power or actively overturn the existing form of 

governance.

My thesis seeks to study these figures, both male and female, and the social, political, 

generic and geographical spaces they emerge from and in turn the way fiction featuring the 

vigilante responds to events in the real world. My contention is that fictional vigilantes are 

influenced by these outside happenings and vigilantism is not, as the majority of historical, 

anthropological and ethnographic work discussed earlier seems to suggest, restricted to 

groups or individuals intent on maintaining the establishment order and/or the socioeconomic 

and political status quo. Rather, vigilantes are portrayed as individuals on the margins or 

borders who are denied opportunities, rights and justice like Larsson’s Salander. As

19 Brown 1975, 103.

Kreml 1976, 63.
21

I am referring to Max Weber’s understanding o f the modem State as one that monopolises and legitimises 
violence within clear geographical borders. The problems that arise when this State prerogative is challenged 
and usurped as is evident in Miller’s Batman novels.
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Salander’s case will illustrate in my analysis in chapter four, characters displaying vigilante 

characteristics are persecuted by an ever more aggressive neoliberal order that is intent on 

withdrawing the protection of the welfare state and letting the market determine the 

dispensation of basic rights and liberties. In such a situation, the vigilante operates by subtly 

undermining State power as well as the forces of capital. The figure problematises the State’s 

prerogative of legitimate violence and manipulates the very technologies of a neoliberal 

State, often adopting capitalist self-interest and tempering it with a social conscience. 

Larsson’s novels show this in the way in which State institutions and representatives misuse 

their right to legitimate violence, when it is practised unjustly to subjugate Salander, 

Blomkvist and Berger. Further, Salander herself is apathetic to the plight of a large number of 

poor, immigrant women who have been murdered in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2008). 

In order to protect herself, she sides with an industrial family to cover up their murderous 

history while denying the dead women’s families knowledge about their loved ones; they are 

instead ostensibly paid large sums of blood money in return for their silence.

The Salander type of vigilante is modelled on the lone avenger, the villainous 

hero/heroic villain, who shares characteristics with other vigilante characters such as Lady 

Death in Brian Pulido’s Lady Death (2005) or The Saint of Killers from Garth Ennis’s 

Preacher (1995-2000). This project’s main focus of interest is this type of vigilante, a figure 

who is an occupant of liminal/in-between spaces: straddling civil society and the marginal 

deprived spaces of the State as well as a character who falls within grey moral spaces. 

Neither of these figures have been the object of extensive and systematic research to date22.

22
In The American Thriller: Generic Innovations and Social Change in the 1970s (2000), Paul Cobley analyses 

Travis Bickle (Taxi Driver 1976), as an inside outside character, part o f and yet alienated from civil society. 
Bickle is a character who belongs to grey moral spaces and whose actions are, as Cobley suggests, unlike the 
irrefutable heroism that characterise a Dirty Harry (Dirty Harry 1971) and Paul Kersey (Death Wish 1974). In 
the following chapters o f  this thesis, I analyse this inside/outside subject position in detail with regard to
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The spaces that these figures occupy are twilight zones, unpredictable, ambiguous areas that 

contain a wide variety of characters spread across history and mythology.

The presence of vigilantes has long been evident in the myths, folklore, half-forgotten 

and rewritten tales and of course in modern-day fiction and cinema in a variety of genres such 

as the thriller, the detective novel, science fiction and horror. Some of these characters, I 

suggest, include the social bandit, the criminal bandit, the trickster, joker at the King’s court, 

the anti-hero of numerous tales and the messiah, all of whom possess characteristics that 

inform the figure of the contemporary fictional vigilante. Ray Abrahams agrees with a 

mytho-historical genealogy of the vigilante and argues for an affinity between the vigilante 

and other liminal figures such as the social bandit (Pratten and Sen 422). These connections 

are arguably tenuous and have not yet been studied in any great detail. I contend that the 

vigilante retains his/her popularity and is such a staple character across different genres due 

to the connections that audiences and readers make to such figures of history and mythology. 

The vigilante figures retain treasured places in our collective cultural memories. In Men, 

Women and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film (1992), Carol Clover suggests 

that horror films have a wide fan-following not because of special effects or technological 

innovations: “audiences may thrill to the killer’s particular shtick (his hockey mask or knife- 

fingers or whatever) or to the special effect that shows the bloody stump up close -  surface 

effects are the stuff of fanzines -  but the structure, functions or subject positions are as old as 

the hills” (10). The functions and subject positions of the American frontier vigilante 

influences the way in which the modern fictional vigilante is defined and perceived as is 

evident from the connections made by scholars in The Western Reader (Kitses and Rickman

Batman, Salander and the protagonists o f the postapocalyptic zombie novels, to show how vigilante activity in 
contemporary fiction plays out in a variety of social settings.
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1998), The Philosophy o f  the Western (McMahon and Csaki 2010) and Undead in the West: 

Vampires, Zombies, Mummies, and Ghosts on the Cinematic Frontier (Miller and Van Riper 

2012). Similarly, I argue that entities such as the social and criminal bandit, the trickster, the 

insane and the messiah resonate with audiences and some of their characteristic features and 

archetypal trajectory contribute to the makeup of various vigilante protagonists of 

contemporary fiction and film.

These often conscious and sometimes unconscious references to archetypal figures are 

seminal to my understanding of the vigilante and help in tracing her/his negotiation of the 

State in contemporary fictional narratives. Unlike the privileged citizens who engaged in 

vigilantism to rout their lands of cattle thieves and miscreants in the early days of American 

expansion, the contemporary vigilante of fiction is often modelled on the bandit or primitive 

rebel who rose from the ranks of the partially or wholly dispossessed to fight oppressive 

dominant blocs. Perhaps the closest connection to the vigilante is the figure of the bandit 

studied extensively by the historian Eric Hobsbawm in Bandits (2009) and Primitive Rebels 

(1971) and later on by Brad West who concentrates on the Australian anti-hero23 (2002). The 

vigilante crusade against the social and political causes of crime as well as increasingly 

evident capitalist self-interest could have its roots in the theme of banditry prevalent in oral 

and historical narratives. In his study of the historical bandit figure, Hobsbawm makes clear 

demarcations between the social bandit, the criminal bandit, the revolutionary, the peasant 

robber and rogues from the criminal classes. Even as they share certain characteristics and 

functions in society, each of these figures is markedly different from each other. Their 

differences are based mostly on their genesis: emerging during times of famine or oppressive

23 West 2002, 127-141.
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rule, as supporters of stable regimes or as revolutionary figures who challenged the social 

order and the State.

Of these figures, the one that Hobsbawm (2009) concentrates on is that of the social 

bandit who is supported by the peasant underclass and whose status as outlaw does not exile 

him from the community to which he belongs. His depiction as a criminal is a matter of 

perception and it is only the oppressive upper classes and the State who treat him as one. This 

figure is closely connected to the Robin Hood-like robber whose characteristics, according to 

Hobsbawm, were often superimposed on real life bandits. The bloody exploits of these 

bandits, particularly involving pillaging and murder, were then glossed over when they 

became figures of myth. Hobsbawm provides a list of nine characteristic features of the 

Robin Hood-like social bandit, some of which are present in contemporary manifestations of 

the vigilante. The noble robber, as Hobsbawm points out, becomes an outlaw due to 

circumstance and as a victim of injustice, not a perpetrator of crime. His crime, as mentioned 

earlier, is a matter of perspective. It is an offense only to unjust authority figures and not to 

the common folk, the class to which the figure belongs. Wrongs are righted as he steals from 

the rich only to give to the poor. Killing is confined to acts of just revenge or self-defense. He 

is very much a part of his community, in that, if he survives his life of outlawry, he returns in 

triumph to settle down to a normal life. He has the support of his people and only betrayal 

can lead to his capture or death. He perpetuates a myth of invulnerability and is not an enemy 

of the King, but rather of the latter’s oppressive and corrupt minions (Hobsbawm 47). 

Hobsbawm’s social bandit is clearly an individual from the marginal, deprived spaces of the 

State. Although an actor in primitive, pre-capitalist forms of rebellion, the deprivations that 

herald his entry into a life of outlawry are not substantially different from those produced by 

a modern neoliberal economy, occasioning the modern fictional vigilante’s genesis, interest 

and intervention.
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The peasant societies that produced social bandits, as Hobsbawm suggests, were 

characterised by relationships based on exploitation. Landlords, the government and money 

lenders controlled and manipulated the agrarian economy: dividing societies along class lines 

and tyrannizing the peasants, the landless and other outcasts. According to Hobsbawm, the 

social bandits that emerged from these underclasses were more often than not reformers 

rather than revolutionaries (26). They were not so much interested in changing the status quo 

of exploitation; rather, the bandits and the peasant communities they emerged from were 

quite clear that oppression had to restrict itself to social and moral limits. Consequently, the 

social bandit did engage in revolutionary activity, but only when traditional society and its 

values of justice and fairness were threatened. Having said that, Hobsbawm also points out 

that these bandits have the potential to develop into a force capable of drastic social change: 

working towards striking visions of equality and egalitarianism. Their actions are, however, 

also grounded in a very basic need for vengeance and in the process a restoration of balance 

within relationships between equals as well as between the dominant and the subordinate. I 

argue that the vigilante of contemporary fiction draws from some of these characteristics. 

While these aspects do not translate as they existed in an agrarian environment, they are 

modified to suit the vigilante of a globalised, often urban landscape.

Like the Robin Hood figure, the vigilante’s entry into a life of outlawry is the result of 

acts of injustice. Having been the victim of a crime, the individual is often re-victimised 

through the failure of the State to provide impartial justice. Additionally, the neoliberal State, 

as suggested earlier, is marked by vast inequalities. The law and order mechanism and the 

dispensation of justice do not adequately seep into communities that are on the margins as is 

evident in Miller’s Batman: Year One (1987) where crime is rife within the poverty stricken 

areas of Gotham and inhabitants are largely ignored by the police and City Council. Such 

neighbourhoods where crime and poverty are rife have been studied extensively by Jacobs
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and Wright (2006). They suggest that the occupants of these spaces do not consider 

incarceration for short or long periods of time adequate punishment for criminals. Instead, 

pain must be answered by pain. The acts of vengeance and counter-vengeance that 

characterise these zones of deprivation resemble the situation within agrarian economies that 

gave rise to the social bandit. Just as exploitation was considered a part of peasant life, crime 

and injustice in a present-day world is merely an everyday risk which requires the presence of 

the vigilante to tackle and resolve satisfactorily. The landscape ravaged by impoverishment, 

crime and acts of vengeance that Jacobs and Wright study translates to an extent into 

contemporary fiction that features the vigilante strain. Hobsbawm points out that the peasant 

communities themselves glossed over the real life bandit’s murderous exploits when stories 

moved from the realm of history to myth, rendering the figure more heroic, noble and I argue, 

an upholder of enshrined values of the system than he may originally have been. Similarly, 

the role of the vigilante of fiction and film, is often reduced to that of one who is keen on 

interfering between victim and victimiser only if the offices of due process are corrupt and 

result in failures of the judiciary system. Thus the violent actions of the contemporary 

vigilante are often streamlined to appear for just cause. An example for this is Lemaitre’s 

(2013) Alex whose gruesomely violent murders are explained as just revenge for crimes 

committed against her as a child in a situation where the law and order system cannot be 

depended upon to punish her victimisers.

The revolutionary potential of the social bandit that Hobsbawm hints at is more 

strongly evident in the other figures that he mentions in passing. One of these figures, the 

criminal bandit, for instance, belonged to a class even lower than the peasants. These were 

outcasts who were ill-treated not only by the State, but also by the social bandits who 

emerged from the peasant classes and by the oppressed peasant classes themselves. 

Hobsbawm suggests that the criminal bandits, unlike the merely reformist social bandits,
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posed a challenge to the State and all forms of authority. According to Hobsbawm they were 

“social protestors” who were considered criminals by not only the State but by the common 

populace as well (175-176). Their acts of protest did not emerge from a belief in a new and 

more equal society, but rather from an intense resentment of the unjust treatment meted out to 

them. They belonged to groups of the “idle, vagrant and foreign poor” and were treated 

ruthlessly by both the ruling classes and the peasant workforce (176). The treatment meted 

out to these individuals finds a parallel in the prejudice against immigrants, Catholics, Jews 

and African Americans, among others in America who were subject to vigilante violence. 

This signifies a parallel between situations in Europe and Mexico that Hobsbawm studies and 

the American sociopolitical condition that gave rise to vigilante activity.

In contemporary fiction featuring the vigilante, I suggest that two things are evident. 

First the vigilante resembles the criminal bandit or the rogue more than the social bandit. This 

is because the figure often emerges from or aligns himself with the most marginalised groups 

in the State. Furthermore, the vigilante breaks the State monopoly over the use of violence, 

usurps it and uses it against corrupt representatives of the State or a ruling elite, the way 

Batman does when he attacks the Mayor in Miller’s Batman: Year One (1987). The vigilante 

remains an active threat to the legitimacy of the State: one that promises swift, sure and 

decisive action and is more cost effective for victims of injustice. Secondly, the support for 

the vigilante waxes and wanes as severe measures are often called for against the figure by 

both the upper classes, as well as the common folk. Doubly aligned with the criminal bandit 

of yore, the present-day vigilante also functions as a social protestor, acting against the 

prejudicial State and the socially powerful. However, I suggest that the vigilante’s anti

authoritarianism goes beyond the mere reactionary violence that materializes from resentment 

for unjust treatment. It also surpasses the reformist politics of the social bandit that

Hobsbawm identifies (26). Instead, the contemporary vigilante, who is aware of the
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repressive forces of the State and capitalist enterprises, utilizes and manipulates both to 

achieve a more egalitarian state of affairs for himself and for others. This is not to suggest 

that the figure is altruistic and cast in the role of the Robin Hood-like messiah figure who 

sacrifices himself and returns in times of crisis. The vigilante is a product of the neoliberal 

State, seething against the unjust distribution of wealth, resources and access to security 

services as is evident in Salander’s resentment against the industrial and political elite, 

embodied by individuals such as Harriet Vanger and Erika Berger (The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo 2008). Hobsbawm compares the criminal bandit (who I suggest is one of the forebears 

of the contemporary fictional vigilante) to the anarchists, terrorists and modern 

revolutionaries on the margins of society whose oppressed lives and the resentment generated 

forms a connecting factor between them. I suggest that the new age vigilante treads a fine line 

between a reformist and revolutionary politics: contributing towards the restoration of the 

status quo when necessary and subtly or actively undermining it based on the sociopolitical 

conditions at hand.

Walter Benjamin (1978) provides an additional insight into this aspect of vigilante 

activity through the classification of violence into Taw making’ and Taw preserving’ 

violence. Benjamin considers “law making” violence to be of a revolutionary nature that is at 

once spontaneous and productive, leading to possibly equal sociopolitical relations among 

people while “law preserving” violence attempts to maintain the establishment through the 

utilisation of legitimate forces of State. These forms of violence, however, are not separate, 

but often operate simultaneously24. Vigilante violence, I suggest, consists of both “law 

making” and “law preserving” activities, and favouring one or the other depending upon the 

particular situation with which the vigilante is faced. More often than not, both types of

24 Benjamin 1978, 281-300.
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violence operate concurrently in modem fiction and film featuring the vigilante, contributing 

to the ambiguous motives of the figure, as well as to the unstable definition of vigilantism. 

The ambiguity surrounding the intentions and object of vigilante activity relates to the 

figure’s relationship with the forces of capital and the State. The vigilante, although relegated 

to carceral zones such as ghettoes, asylums, prisons, is, as I have suggested earlier, also part 

of civil society. The figure is included within civil society as Larsson’s Salander is when her 

place is cemented via her status as ward of the State. At the same time the vigilante is also 

excluded through the State’s measures of subtle incarceration or separation from other 

citizens through diminished rights and liberties, exemplified in the way in which Salander has 

no control over her finances under Bjurman’s guardianship and is further labelled delinquent 

and insane as an adult based on her unlawful incarceration as a child within an asylum (The 

Girl who Played with Fire 2008, The Girl who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest 2009).

The vigilante who belongs to confining zones such as those of the asylum, prison, 

slums and the marginalised spaces defined by class, race or finance is aware that these spaces 

are formed and nurtured by both the State and by the flows and counter flows of a global 

market that influence State policy. The figure thus develops an affinity with the criminal 

underclass, as Miller’s Batman does with the mutants, Joker and Dent {The Dark Knight 

Returns 1986). Part of developing this empathy involves the realisation that the State cannot 

be perceived as an impartial entity that punishes the victimiser and provides justice to the 

victim and hence the changes in Batman who was initially involved in stopping petty street 

crime only to realise that a ruling class of the socially and economically powerful are 

responsible for Gotham’s problems {Batman: Year One 1987). This is not to suggest that the 

contemporary vigilante’s role is solely that of a revolutionary seeking to overturn the status 

quo. Rather, in most tales the individual first assumes the role of the vigilante by exacting 

vengeance for personal injury. The vigilante’s actions, however, are not limited to acts of



revenge. The vigilante evolves as is evident in figures such as Mark Spitz from Whitehead’s 

Zone One (2011), who do not indulge in violent vengeance even as they retain certain 

characteristics of the vigilante as regards keeping vigil, their position of inclusionary 

exclusion, of manipulating State conferred identities and so on. This progression occurs when 

the figure realises that the dominant social bloc must equally be held accountable for crime, 

thereby destabilising the notion of the State as an impartial or neutral arbitrator.

The portrayal of the State in the fiction that I analyse in subsequent chapters is 

problematic in that the State is conceived of as a monstrous body and the root cause of crime 

and the perpetuation of inequalities based on wealth, class, race and other factors. My choice 

of novels is deliberate though, as the focal point of my analysis is the relationship between 

the State and the vigilante as well as the conditions within the State that give rise to the 

vigilante. Hobsbawm argues that the emergence of the social or criminal bandit occurred 

during periods of flux that usually involved the lower classes being subjected to exceptionally 

repressive measures. The sociologist Brad West (2002) draws on Hobsbawm’s work to trace 

the history of social banditry in Australia, analysing the latter as figures that existed in times 

of “abnormal change and disruption when people feel powerless in the face of oppressive 

authority” (4). The emergence of the figure in moments of crisis not only parallels the rise of 

the social/criminal bandit as primitive rebel (Hobsbawm) but also shares similarities with the 

historical frontier vigilante of America. In modern societies, disruptions occur when the State 

offers its services only to a select few and remains largely ineffectual in fulfilling its 

responsibilities as regards the protection of lives and property of denizens. As the vigilante 

fictions examined in this thesis show, a State that does not accommodate the needs of 

subordinate groups, such as the American Phoenix that rises after the apocalyptic events in 

Whitehead’s Zone One (2011) is doomed to instability and failure.
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Times of social unrest, transition from one form of governance to another and the 

reaffirmation of class and other hierarchies in history and myth produced another figure 

besides the rogues, social and criminal bandits. Closely related to the vigilante in genesis and 

makeup is the trickster, a cardinal feature of folktales and mythology in both Western and 

non-Western traditions who also emerges during periods of flux.

I contend that the trickster, joker, fool, the insane and the bandit are figures evidently 

related to each other and are the “other dwellers in the twilight zone” whom Abrahams 

suggests might be useful for a better understanding of not only the vigilante character but also 

the figure’s continued potency and popularity (Pratten and Sen 422). An insight into the 

characteristics of these archetypal forbearers of the vigilante allows for a more nuanced 

reading of the figure as well as the way in which she negotiates and alters structures and 

spaces of the State. The trickster, the fool and the clown are tolerated and allowed to survive 

and yet this is not so for the vigilante although trickster-like survival into sequels of novels or 

films such as Officer Ripley in the Alien films (1979, 1986, 1992, 1997) does take place. This 

is because in addition to being a pastiche of the social bandit, trickster, fool, the incarcerated 

insane and the joker, the vigilante is also a figure that assumes messianic proportions. As a 

messiah the vigilante is not only saviour, but also the scapegoat that purifies the State, and 

must then be cast out as he is a reminder of the State’s formerly impure status.

Hobsbawm does mention the fact that the bandit, supported by the peasant 

community, was on occasion referred to as a messiah, feeding into the myth that the good 

King or bandit would return again in times of need and bring justice and harmony back to the 

land. This resurrection is almost messianic and is, as Hobsbawm points out, one of the 

cardinal features of the Robin Hood-like social bandit, who is never dead, but will rise again 

in times of need to restore justice. C.G Jung comments on the trickster figure’s messianic
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quality, suggesting that “he is a forerunner of the saviour, and, like him, God, man, and 

animal at once” (Radin 1956 203). This description of the trickster echoes the contemporary

vigilante who is cast as the promised one, on whom power is thrust and who saves the day

. . . . .  despite his human failings and his propensity for ferocious almost ‘animal’ violence.

The trickster occupies border spaces, challenging all that is stultified, bland and 

prescriptive (Smith 1997 xii). The ethnic American trickster figure that the folklore critic 

Jeanne Rosier Smith investigates is a dynamic force who, like the contemporary vigilante 

(both law preserver and law breaker), simultaneously embraces tradition as well as change. 

Additionally, the trickster is habitually representative of, if not actually, a member of 

subordinate groups. As James C. Scott (1990) suggests, “the structural position of the 

trickster hero and the stratagems he deploys bear a marked resemblance to the existential 

dilemma of subordinate groups” (162). The fact that the trickster belongs to these groups is 

reemphasised by portraying the figure as often physically weak and diminutive in size. A 

keen observer of his enemies who are usually much larger and stronger, he finds their 

weaknesses and defeats them through rhetoric, cunning and wit. Frequently confined to the 

role of the underdog, the trickster’s functions are not restricted to intellectually outwitting his 

antagonist. Instead, it extends to theft and exacting physical revenge from the dominant 

enemy for past injuries (Scott 163). The trickster is thus not only armed with superior 

intellect, but is capable of punitive action as well.

Smith extends the trickster’s role from physical and intellectual disruptor of 

boundaries to that of a rhetorical agent. The figure manipulates narrative to create radical 

political subtexts within the narrative fabric by disrupting established rules and boundaries 

(Smith 2). The trickster is capable of providing a politically engaged critique of the world and 

influencing narrative structures as he is a figure constantly on the borders of mainstream
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society and able to look into it from an inside-outside position. Smith, referring to the work of 

the anthropologist Victor Turner (1968), argues that the trickster is an occupant of liminal 

spaces, an ambiguous figure who refuses to accept the sanctity of borders of hierarchy, class 

and other socially imposed limitations. The indeterminate nature of the trickster and his 

refusal to be constrained by barriers of gender, class or race is a characteristic of the 

contemporary vigilante of fiction and film as well. Aside from this, the new age vigilante 

shares other features with her trickster ancestor. A wide variety of cultures perceives the 

trickster as an androgynous being, as one who dissolves the barrier between male and female. 

This further emphasises the trickster’s place in thresholds or border spaces25. Smith argues 

that trickster possesses the ability to escape any situation and survive as he functions as a 

“transformer” who creates “order out of chaos” (3). These qualities elevate the figure from 

someone who provides comic relief to the status of a hero (Smith 8). Displaying a boundless 

will and ability to survive, the trickster combines the sacred and the profane, is at once 

deceitful, selfish and untrustworthy, but at the same time a life giver who teaches survival 

and defines culture (Smith 3-7, 8).

My contention is that the figure of the contemporary vigilante is informed by the 

trickster of folklore and childhood tales to the same extent that he is by the criminal bandits 

of yore. Just as the trickster challenges the ruling elite and its intensely hierarchal views and 

policies, the vigilante too is engaged in undermining and dismantling states of oppression. 

While the trickster, who is physically weak, uses his intellect to defeat his enemies, the same 

cannot be said of the vigilante. The vigilante of modern film may occasionally be an

25
Smith bases her observations on William Hynes’(1997) work of collating certain features common to 

tricksters from various cultures. These features include the “(1) the fundamentally ambiguous and anomalous 
personality o f the trickster... (2) deceiver/trick-player, (3) shape-shifiter, (4) situation invertor, (5) 
messenger/imitator o f Gods, (6) sacred/lewd bricoleur” (34).
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underdog as far as class and influence are concerned, but is often capable of physically taking 

on his/her enemies, examples of which abound from the heroes in the Mad Max films (1979, 

1981, 1985), Escape from New York 1981, Kill Bill 2003, 2004, Colombiana 2011 and 

Lockout 2012. In more contemporary popular fiction and occasionally film, the vigilante is 

sometimes androgynous, intellectually superior despite physical limitations and capable of 

using the technological and other advantages of capitalist enterprises to make up for 

limitations of physique, race, class or gender. The trickster as hero correlates with the 

vigilante as hero as well, although both are not necessarily heroic. The trickster is not 

bothered by notions of good and evil and is a slave to his passions and appetites (Radin 1956 

ix). The trickster’s motives cannot be pinned down as Radin who studies the Winnebago 

trickster points out and this feature is evident in the vigilante whose intentions are similarly 

obtuse. The vigilante occupies a grey area between good and evil and is sometimes selfish, 

self-serving and untrustworthy. Having said that, both figures are disruptors of the status quo, 

occasionally to strengthen it further but more often than not, to reveal how hegemony and 

power are unjustly maintained. Andrew Wiget (1990) points out that the “trickster functions 

not so much to call cultural categories into question as to demonstrate the artificiality of 

culture itself. Thus he makes available for discussion the very basis of social order, individual 

and communal identity” (94). This feature of the trickster mirrors the contemporary 

vigilante’s inside-outside position as far as being a preserver of the law and a law breaker is 

concerned. The vigilante is concurrently both law preserver and law breaker, a figure whose 

function is not restricted to wreaking vengeance. Instead the vigilante is an agent of 

revelation, showing that the hegemony of the dominant bloc and State sponsored identities 

and subjectivities are not natural but manufactured, and hence can be and needs to be 

dismantled when necessary. Salander does this in The Girl who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest 

(2008), when she dresses garishly to court, playing up to the role that her antagonists and the



press have created for her. When she is acquitted of all charges and well-dressed, respectable 

members of society such as her former psychiatrist charged with wrongdoings, she reveals 

that markers of identity such as clothing, speech, demeanour and the perception of a person 

via identities conferred by one’s occupation are all carefully manufactured. The vigilante is 

an agent of this process of destruction, revealing flaws and sometimes heralding the process 

of change from repressive forms of governance to more egalitarian ones.

According to Paul Radin, who as mentioned earlier, chronicles the Winnebago 

trickster, the figure represents order and chaos, engages in duplicity and is duped in turn, is 

an amoral being who constantly gives into his appetites and yet who reflects the foibles and 

strengths of the other animals, monsters and human beings around him. The trickster is 

simultaneously flawed and yet redeemable, ostensibly civilised and yet prone to acts of 

barbarism. This, in all probability accounts for his popularity, not only across cultures, but 

time periods as well. This double-edged quality humanises the trickster and, from my point of 

view, provides a way of thinking about the vigilante who moves between the same polarities. 

The vigilante is correspondingly capable of mimicking conventional mores but will always 

embrace violence if demanded by the situation. This is an indication of the adaptability of the 

vigilante and also her in-between status, characteristics that are possibly inherited from the 

vigilante’s trickster forbearer.

The trickster who contributes to the makeup of the contemporary vigilante is also 

related to other figures from history, literature and myth. These characters, particularly the 

court fool or the joker, the madman and the scapegoat also inform the vigilante if only 

tangentially. They all form part of the archetypal trajectory of the vigilante, their 

characteristics evident in the figure’s makeup.
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According to J. Gifford , who studies the medieval fool and jester figures, the court 

fool from works of literature is a prototype of the trickster even though he is never the hero of 

the tale (Williams 31). Gifford traces the presence of the fool in works of medieval art and 

literature, identifying three main forms in which the figure is represented. The fool assumes 

the role of the prince keen on mayhem and carnage, the naked madman and the individual 

keen on disputes and arguments. All of these avatars of the fool derive from the trickster. 

However, unlike the trickster who is a source of comedy even as he is the hero of the tale, the 

fool is depicted as increasingly serious as one travels back in time from fifteenth century 

manuscripts to the ninth century Utrecht Psalter (Williams 31). In the realm of myth, as 

Gifford suggests, the fool can further be traced to the Seth-Typhon of Egypt who sows 

disorder and tests borders by transgressing limits and breaking taboo. This aspect of the fool 

as vicious entity keen on violent transgressive acts even going as far as murder is reflected in 

the vigilante of fiction and cinema. While Seth’s actions (of murdering Osiris) are governed 

by jealousy, vindictiveness and sibling rivalry, the vigilante’s acts of violence are portrayed 

as emerging from righteous anger against injustice. Harry Brown from the film by the same 

name (2009) is a pertinent example as he is wreaked by grief and rage and must avenge his 

friend’s death and protect himself when his friend’s killing fetches the murderer nothing 

more than manslaughter charges. And yet, not all modern vigilantes are depicted in such a 

manner. I suggest that the flawed vigilante is not only an occupant of spaces between good 

and evil (like the trickster), but occasionally veers towards evil. This last feature is a 

reference to the vigilante’s fool ancestor, depicted as a plundering rapacious individual 

racked with resentment and murderous anger. The fury and resentment that characterises the 

vigilante is evident in some of the vigilantes I analyse such as Larsson’s Salander and even

26 Gifford 1979, 18-35.



Kirkman’s Rick Grimes, who torture and occasionally murder their enemies although they 

are able to channel their rage in ways that do not prove destructive to themselves. The feature 

is also apparent in Batman’s antagonists, particularly Harvey Dent, who is no vigilante, but as 

I argue in the following chapter, is one of Batman’s doubles. Batman sees a reflection of 

himself in Dent (The Dark Knight Returns 1986), indicating that they are the same, the only 

difference lies in the paths of crime fighting and criminality that they have respectively 

chosen.

William Willeford (1986), who studies the nature of the fool as clown and his 

enduring popularity, refers to the figure’s physical deformities and mental deficiencies which 

give rise to laughter. These characteristics, which also afflicted circus clowns and King’s 

fools or which they consciously adopted, are related to the traditional trickster’s lack of 

physical prowess in the face of larger and stronger antagonists. Mocked by the public for 

these deficiencies, both the trickster and the fool are cast as underdogs and were sometimes 

combined in literature as Scott suggests resulting in either playing dumb or outwitting the 

enemy through the clever use of rhetoric (162). The vigilante, like the fool, sometimes adopts 

the persona of a mentally deficient individual and hides her superior physical prowess to fool 

more powerful antagonists. Larsson’s Salander is an expert at such camouflage, outwitting 

enemies who are physically bigger and stronger than her, as well as playing the mentally 

retarded delinquent to have her antagonists underestimate her and pay the price for it. In 

addition, the fool’s motley patchwork of clothes and ill-fitting accessories, although a source 

of mirth, could also be a reference to possible origins of the vigilante figure -  from poor, 

alternate or subordinate groups27. Not all contemporary vigilantes extend their masquerade to

27
Willeford writes that the fool o f the modern circus has predecessors in wandering entertainers who included 

prostitutes, hunchbacks, dwarves, the blind and the crippled (14).
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items of clothing. However, like Batman, Salander and Rorschach (The Watchmen 1986-87), 

they do use disguise to give themselves an advantage over their enemies. The State and its 

repressive structures are prone to gross underestimations of the vigilante based on this quality 

of masking.

I suggest that the vigilantes who belong to or align themselves with subordinate 

groups or individuals are capable of moving between marginal and dominant positions and 

spaces. Their talent at masking and at pretending to be less than they are allows them to 

occupy a privileged position vis-a-vis the dominant bloc. This position of privilege enables 

them to tap into loopholes within the structures and institutions of the State and utilise them 

to their advantage. Enid Welsford, who has worked extensively on the social and literary 

history of the court jester, argues that the fool (e.g. both jester at court and the clown of 

traditional festivals) derives from a common ancestor, the madman whose semi-divinity was 

widely acknowledged until roughly the fifteenth century (74). While the fool and the trickster 

possessed aspects that could potentially threaten the State, their talent at subterfuge prevented 

them from being subject to punitive action. However, their common ancestor, the madman 

who was historically venerated as a wise man or sage, does not share a similar fate. This 

could be because the trickster is confined to myth and the fool to the circus arena, King’s 

court or other spaces where folly is allowed. The madman on the other hand does not occupy 

a particular space, but rather belongs to all spaces. In other words, madness or mental 

aberrations and abnormalities can affect or infiltrate any level of society. In a strictly 

hierarchized State, where individual identity is subject to control by the State and the 

demands of capitalist enterprises, the insane present a grave danger to society. They cannot 

be controlled by apparatuses such as the family, the church, the school or other institutions 

and must be permanently incarcerated in zones that are within and yet outside mainstream 

society. Assigning the mad to such institutions of inclusionary exclusion like the asylum



allows for careful monitoring and prevents the insane from infecting the ‘normal’ spaces of 

the state.

In Madness and Civilisation (1982), Foucault analyses the position of inclusionary 

exclusion of the asylum inmate -  in particular, the reasons, means and modes of 

incarceration. The mental hospital, as Foucault describes it, is a limiting space where the 

deviant subjectivities of the insane are allowed free reign, but only within certain confines. 

This insidious exercise of power possibly originated with the establishment of a non-medical, 

semi-judicial institution with “already constituted powers, and outside of the courts” that 

“decides, judges and executes” (Foucault 40). The establishment of the Hopital General in 

order to confine the mad coincides with Welsford’s later findings that they ceased to be 

perceived as semi-divine beings. The founding of the asylum heralded an age in which the 

insane were no longer immune to the machinations of the State. They were subject to a 

“jurisdiction without appeal, a writ of execution against which nothing can prevail” (Foucault 

40). Foucault, like Welsford, points out the change in the perception of madness from a 

divine gift to a bodily illness and even the product of sexual immorality and perversion. The 

insane were previously banished from the State and thus excluded. However, once asylums 

were established, they were used as examples by the State to illustrate to the public the result 

of immorality and decadence. Even as late as 1793, the famous Bicetre “still contained a 

confused mixture of the poor, the old, criminal and mad [...] including political prisoners” 

(Foucault 2006 467). What this indicates is that the asylum served as a space to incarcerate 

more than just the mentally ill. Rather, illness was a condition imposed upon individuals who 

refused to toe the line and follow the dictates of the State.

These spaces of the asylum are, as indicated earlier, incarceratory zones of the State 

along with hospitals, prisons and ghettoes. The vigilante of contemporary fiction refuses to
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abide by the injunctions of a State controlled by a socially powerful class. As a result, for the 

State, he is a prime candidate for the asylum -  a place for the monitored expression of 

deviancy. Foucault’s observation that the asylum was not only a home to the insane, but also 

to the poor and those who opposed the ruling coalition, questions the dominant bloc’s right to 

remain in power through the consent of all citizens. Although Foucault draws his examples 

from a specific time period, his insights are relevant as far as an analysis of the State’s 

treatment of the contemporary vigilante goes. The vigilante is a threat to the State as she is 

aligned with these individuals such as asylum dwellers who possess deviant subjectivities. I 

do not suggest that the asylum is merely a prison of permanent and unlawful incarceration. 

Rather, in popular fiction and film featuring the vigilante such as Miller’s The Dark Knight 

Returns (1986), it is usually identified as a space birthed by State failure and containing 

elements that pose a threat to State authority and legitimacy. The vigilante is at once a 

reminder of an inchoate past and the solution to the chaos, like Radin’s trickster bringing 

order, but not necessarily re-establishing it. The vigilante’s role in society (evident in fiction 

and cinema) is comparable to that of the katharmos and pharmakos.

In her work on horror, Julia Kristeva analyses the human body and, by extension, the

body of the city as she uses the Oedipus myth to indicate the dichotomous relationship

between the katharmos (the purifier) and the pharmakos (the scapegoat). The katharmos is

invited into the city to purge the city of it impurities. Once it achieves this purpose, it serves

as a constant reminder of the former unclean, abject nature of the city. Hence, it becomes

necessary for the survival of the city to abject the outsider, as proof of the city’s purification.

The pharmakos is also discussed in Jacques Derrida’s Dissemination (1981) as that which

represents an external threat and which must be expelled to secure the borders of the city.

Derrida ascribes several roles, that of a wizard, magician and even a poisoner to the

pharmakos or scapegoat. Derrida compares the nature of the pharmakos to a scapegoat who
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must be sacrificed in order to purify the city at critical moments such as plagues, famines and 

other calamities. He quotes John Tzetzes -  a twelfth century Byzantine poet and grammarian, 

who in his Thousand Histories writes of the sacrifice made of such a scapegoat: “they led 

forth as to a sacrifice the most unsightly of them all as a purification and a remedy to the 

suffering city” (132). Derrida uses this to further strengthen his concept of dual inclusion and 

exclusion as he notes that:

The city body proper thus reconstitutes its unity, closes around the security of its 

inner courts, gives back to itself the word that links it with itself within the confines of 

the agora, by violently excluding from its territory the representative of an external 

threat or aggression. That representative represents the otherness of the evil that 

comes to affect or infect the inside by unpredictably breaking into it [...] The 

ceremony of the pharmakos is thus played out on the boundary between inside and 

outside, which it has as its function ceaselessly to trace and retrace (132-134 emphasis 

in original).

The vigilante functions as an external threat in two ways. Like Derrida’s pharmakos, he is 

evidence of the once impure status of the city, reminding it constantly of its fragile borders. 

Remaining within the city limits, the vigilante’s very presence is also proof of the State’s 

inefficiency and inability to deal with threats and hence questions its right to sovereignty as 

well. Having ensured justice, the vigilante remains an unsightly remnant of a formerly 

disordered system; hence the need to expel or exterminate him. However, as Brown points 

out, the vigilante28 possesses three key properties. These include a strong belief that

sovereignty ought to be by popular consent, the right to indulge in revolutionary action to

28

Brown bases his arguments on an analysis o f the frontier vigilante and vigilante movements. Brown, Richard 
Maxwell. ‘The History o f Vigilantism in America’. Vigilante Politics. Ed. Jon H. Rosenbaum and Peter C. 
Sederberg. New York: University o f Pennsylvania Press, 1976, 79-109.
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ensure consensual rule, but more importantly, the drive for self-preservation (Rosenbaum and 

Sederberg 103). This last feature of surviving all odds is in contrast with the vigilante’s role 

as a messiah/scapegoat, in Derrida’s thinking, that must be annihilated once his cycle of 

purification/establishment of order is complete. I contend that this characteristic ties in with 

three key features that I identify in the modern vigilante.

The vigilante endures as a popular trope because the instinct to survive at any cost 

perhaps derives from an ability to adapt, mutate and evolve. These are the three key features 

evident in the vigilante in contemporary horror, crime, thriller, science fiction and cinema as 

they battle arch enemies or villains, be they aliens, zombies, vampires, werewolves, 

repressive State authority or multimillion dollar corporations. The words ‘adapt’, ‘mutate’ 

and ‘evolve’ in themselves seem quite similar. However, I use them consciously as they 

indicate different aspects of the vigilante strain. The ability to adapt involves being able to fit 

in with changes in circumstance, modifying oneself to suit new situations. This is evident in 

the way in which the vigilante is quick to acclimatise herself to the changes wrought by, for 

example, a neoliberal State. This is exemplified by the way in which Salander adapts her 

resistance against her tormentors over time, initially fighting her enemies herself and later 

outsourcing their extermination to others. Mutation, which I identify as another vigilante 

characteristic refers to change or transformation29 and in common parlance, often hints at a 

change for the worse. The vigilante is capable of unsavoury acts and can become equally if 

not more despicable than the antagonists she is pitted against. I suggest that the vigilante’s 

potential for violence is evidence of this mutation. In contemporary fiction and film featuring 

vigilantes, this mutation is evident on a physical and psychological level as the figure

“Mutate,v” Oxford English Dictionary. Third Edition. 2003. OED Online. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com/search?searchType=dictionaryandq=mutateand_searchBtn=Search> Accessed 21 March
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increasingly resembles her antagonists, adopting their methods and in some cases even 

becoming them. Ellen Ripley of the Alien series is a case in point for the latter kind of 

mutation where she becomes part alien, part human in Alien Resurrection (1997). Her 

mutation in the film gives her the strength and guile to fight the alien menace and save the 

remaining crew on the space ship. Evolution on the other hand involves moving forward, 

expanding one’s horizons. The word ‘evolve’ comes from the Latin word ‘evolvere’ meaning 

to unroll. It also connects with another word ‘vulva’, which refers to the opening of the womb 

from which new life emerges. Evolution thus involves the idea of birthing, of emerging anew
O A

into a new state of being .

The ability to evolve, mutate and to adapt to changing situations harks back to the 

vigilante’s antecedents, the trickster, while the revolutionary potential of the figure evokes 

the criminal bandit whose resistance against the establishment or dominant blocs acquire 

endemic, epidemic and even pandemic proportions. As Pratten and Sen suggest, 

contemporary vigilantism does not simply respond to the chaos wrought by an increasingly 

neoliberal world, but also obeys its own “historical and cultural logics” (5). The vigilante is 

thus able to evolve, but is also subject to devolution or mutation, regressing into archetypal 

patterns of the trickster, bandit, frontier vigilante or messiah/scapegoat. By tracking the 

connections between the figure’s mythological and cultural functions my aim here is to better 

understand the function and potency of the vigilante within a contemporary scenario.

My aim in this chapter has been to explore how the vigilante has been restructured

over time and to provide a theoretical frame for the analysis of the vigilante strain. The

vigilante is a product of historical, cultural, socio-ecological processes of formation and in

W “Evolve, v” Oxford English Dictionary. Third Edition 2008. OED Online. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com.queens.ezp l.qub.ac.uk/view/Entry/65458?redirectedFrom=evolve#eid> Accessed 12
March 2013.

http://www.oed.com.queens.ezp%20l.qub.ac.uk/view/Entry/65458?redirectedFrom=evolve%23eid


turn affects and transforms the very processes of her creation. The vigilante is, however, not 

merely a product of transitional periods, rising in moments of instability. I would rather 

classify the phenomenon as a force that underlies every aspect of daily life, affecting 

individuals and institutions and always acutely connected with the State. As Ray Abrahams 

indicates, given the “persistence of the state and the intrinsic flaws in its workings”, there is 

no likelihood of there being a dearth of vigilante activity and thus ethically and intellectually 

stimulating material for exploration (Pratten and Sen 440).
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CHAPTER THREE

BATMAN AND THE GUTTERS OF RESISTANCE

The city is afraid of me. I have seen its true face. The streets are extended gutters and 

the gutters are full of blood and when the drains finally scab over, all the vermin will 

drown. The accumulated filth of all their sex and murder will foam up about their

waists and all the whores and politicians will look up and shout “save us!”...... and I’ll

look down and whisper “no”1.

This epigraph from Rorschach’s journal in Alan Moore and Dave Gibbon’s 

Watchmen (1986-87) captures what the city and, by extension, the State has become in 

contemporary fiction featuring the vigilante. Rorschach is a masked vigilante who refuses to 

function as a mere supplement to the law and order apparatus. Breaking away from 

characteristics that defined the frontier vigilante, he operates on his own, dispensing violent 

justice on behalf of victims of crime in the face of an apathetic public and State. Rorschach 

was conceived as a figure disillusioned with the world and unable to conceive of people and 

situations in anything other than black and white terms. One of the most memorable comic 

book vigilantes of all time, Moore based Rorschach on another vicious vigilante, Batman, 

who patrols the violence-ridden city of Gotham. According to Moore, Rorschach was “a way 

of exploring what that Batman type -  driven, vengeance fuelled vigilante would be like in the 

real world and the short answer is -  a nutcase”2.

1 Moore and Gibbons 1986-1987, 1.
2

" Alan Moore, appearing on the BBC 4 (television) programme Comics Britannia (a four part interview) where 
he discusses V For Vendetta, Watchmen, The League O f Extraordinary Gentlemen and Lost Girls.
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Although Moore describes Batman as a vigilante fuelled by vengeance, the figure is 

more than just that. Batman’s entry into the world of crime and punishment was initiated by 

the traumatic death of his parents at the hands of a mugger. However, he does not merely 

engage in avenging his parents’ death or finding solace in protecting and exacting retribution 

on behalf of other victims of crime. Batman transcends constraining popular culture 

definitions of a vigilante: as a retaliator, reinforcer of the status quo or mere supplement to 

existing forces of law and order. Tortured, traumatised, and psychotic, Batman has emerged 

in comic history as a complex and nuanced figure who embodies the unstable nature of the 

vigilante phenomenon. This progression, however, is a problematic one, since the character 

originally conceived of by Bob Kane and Bill Finger in 1939, is owned by DC Comics. Since 

its inception, comics featuring Batman have been appearing on a regular monthly basis under 

the pen and inkmanship of several writers and artists, each of whom infuse the character with 

new life and blood by occasionally conforming to, but mostly deviating from previous story 

arcs and former writers’ visions. While this proves tricky for an analysis of a vigilante whose 

motives, acts and aspirations vary with each writer and artist’s conception of the character, it 

does prove testament to the multitudinous possibilities that this vigilante has to offer.

Batman comics over the years have reflected reigning cultural anxieties, particularly 

regarding crime, the law and order situation and the State’s role in protecting the rights and 

liberty of its citizenry. In this chapter, I focus on Frank Miller’s Batman novels, Batman: 

Year One (1987, hereafter BY1), The Dark Knight Returns (1986, hereafter TDKR) and The 

Dark Knight Strikes Again (2001, hereafter TDKSA)3. While characters displaying vigilante 

tendencies abound in contemporary fiction and cinema ranging from genres such as crime,

Miller has written another Batman comic, collected as All Star Batman & Robin, the Boy Wonder (2005-2008). 
Although occasionally considered part of the Dark Knight Universe, I do not include it in my analysis as it 
deviates from the other Batman books in terms of Batman’s character, origin story as well as plot development.
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thrillers, horror, and postapocalyptic fiction, I focus on Miller’s Batman for the following 

reasons. Batman enjoys mass appeal over generations of readers and cinema goers and yet his 

various permutations do not deny his identity as a vigilante. Miller is credited with revamping 

and rejuvenating this iconic figure after a series of films, television series and comic books 

caused Batman to lose his appeal and potency, rendering him a government stooge or worse, 

slightly camp, after the Adam West series of the 1960s. In addition, Miller’s treatment of 

Batman allows for a detailed study of the spaces from which the vigilante emerges as well as 

the process and conditions that lead to his graduation from mere crime controller to one who 

has a clearer understanding of, and ability to tackle, the State’s unequal and differential 

justice mechanisms. Miller’s Batman illustrates how spatial injustice causes the rise of the 

vigilante and the way in which the figure develops a progressive politics of resistance to 

tackle these spatial inequalities. The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it seeks to 

analyse the material and conceptual spaces of the State and identify where and how the 

vigilante emerges from within these spaces. Second, this chapter proposes to investigate the 

vigilante’s actions, motives and relationship with other inhabitants and the State in order to 

attempt a composite sketch of the figure and his politics in contemporary fiction.

Vigilante figures in popular fiction and cinema arise out of acts of spatial injustice. 

Space, as Henri Lefebvre (2000) defines it, is a system of social relations and “when we 

evoke ‘space’, we must immediately indicate what occupies that space and how it does so” 

(12). Space is not merely the setting for events, but is the result of encounters between 

individuals. Space as a system of social relations is a site of conflict as well as a unit capable 

of controlling, manipulating and warring with other spaces by virtue of its constituents, both 

past and present. This potential is best exemplified in texts and films which belong to the 

horror genre. Space here is not neutral, but haunted by people, events and acts that have



occurred in the past. Events repeat over time when encounters between individuals happen 

within its borders and occasionally spill out beyond the space, extending its borders4.

The study of space has gained significant interest over the past decades ever since 

Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics o f  Space (1958), Henri Lefebvre’s The Production o f Space 

(1991) and Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), the last of which maps out the various 

geographies of colonialism and colonial perception. Space has been extensively theorised by 

writers like Foucault, Kristeva and Deleuze (West-Pavlov 2009) and studied in praxis by 

Edward Soja and a host of his students at UCLA who concentrate on spatial injustice and the 

injustice of space5. The spaces that the former theorists analyse are social spaces such as 

asylums, prisons, hospitals (Foucault) as well as purely subjective space (Kristeva). Edward 

Soja, Mustafa Dike9, Konstantina Soureli and others at UCLA on the other hand analyse 

politically organised space. They use case studies from Los Angeles to France in an attempt 

to illustrate spatial injustice.

Spatial injustice, as Soja understands it, is acutely geographical and occurs on three 

overlapping levels. The first level constitutes the political organisation of space and the 

marking of boundaries that promote segregation. Injustice in the form of unequal distribution 

of wealth and resources by individuals, firms, institutions and governments form the second

4 Bruce Hunt’s 2005 film The Cave for instance, chronicles the journey o f successive generations o f humans 
battling creatures within the spaces of an underground ecosystem. Each battle is reminiscent o f previous ones as 
the creatures finally manage to expand the borders of the space to the outer world by infecting one o f the 
explorers who manages to escape.

Edward Soja uses the terms spatiality o f injustice and the injustice of spatiality from Mustafa Dikes’s 
discussion in ‘Justice and the Spatial Imagination’ (Seeking Spatial Justice. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2010). Dike? agrees with Soja’s reading of the spatialisation o f every aspect of social life as 
well as the way in which a better way o f life can be ensured “through spatially conscious practices and politics” 
(Soja 2000 352). Drawing from Soja’s arguments, Dike? perceives the spatiality of injustice as extending from 
the locational, geographical aspects of space to a more abstract reading o f space, encompassing both “social and 
economic relationships that sustain the production o f injustice”(2001 1792). The injustice of spatiality according 
to Dike? involves the erasure o f any possibility for a political response to injustice, prevented often through 
capitalist modes o f spatial domination and unjust geographic distribution of industry (2001 1792).
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level, while the third level includes unequal geographical development on a global scale (Soja 

2010 8-9). Soja focuses his attention primarily on urban spaces where resources are only 

selectively accessible to inhabitants. Spatial injustice and the injustice of space, as I 

understand it, involves the unequal treatment of individuals by virtue of the location, gender, 

sexual preference, class, caste, religion, race and ethnicity of the spaces to which they belong. 

This differential attitude is produced and reproduced by the institutions that serve, protect and 

control individuals and that contribute to the formation and sustenance of their identity as 

citizens. These structures, which include the police, the courts, the church, the family among 

others, consistently allow and actively engage in the selective denial of justice.

Injustice in contemporary fiction featuring the vigilante is uniquely gifted with a 

domino effect: the victim of crime, once victimised, is subject to further victimisation 

because the first act of injustice is indicative of a failure of the State to protect the rights of its 

citizenry and serves as a constant reminder of its inadequacies. This continues in a vicious 

cycle of violence from which the vigilante emerges. The rise of the vigilante is a result of acts 

of recurring repression. These acts uncannily resemble events in the past because they are 

often perpetrated against select individuals who like the criminal bandits of yore analysed in 

the previous chapter, refuse to function within the roles assigned to them by the State, in 

other words, the unspoken rules and codes of gender, class or race. These figures, rendered 

scapegoats, carve and occupy a space for themselves within the State, a space that is 

constantly sidelined and on the margins of the main spaces of the State, offering their 

resistance from an interstitial space that I term ‘gutter space’.

My category of gutter space emerges from a crisis of space. The crisis stems from the 

fact that spatial resistance, especially the kind that Edward Soja describes in The Political 

Organisation o f  Space (1971), Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-



Imagined Places (1997) to Seeking Spatial Justice (2010) is always subject to co-option. Soja 

divides urban cityscapes into First, Second and Thirdspace. The first two types of space 

tangentially correspond to spaces that contain the judiciary, the law and order apparatus of 

the State as well as other institutions such as the family, the church and educational 

institutions respectively. As opposed to these main spaces of the State, Soja describes 

Thirdspaces as areas of collective resistance where every kind of marginality finds place. My 

argument with this space and the necessity of another category of spatial resistance hinges on 

two important factors. The first has to do with the fact that resistance is always subject to 

appropriation. Thirdspace resistance is especially subject to appropriation because it is partly 

based on a politics of ressentiment (where the perpetrators of crime and its victims are 

confined to particular social positions leaving the State an impartial adjudicating body). I use 

Foucault’s theories on power and Wendy Brown’s reading of Nietzschean ressentiment to 

illustrate this point. The second is connected to the figure of the vigilante who is not always 

part of a collective and whose motives move beyond the personal. Vigilante resistance enjoys 

continued popularity in fiction and cinema because it is not based on a deliberate attempt to 

acquire power that is contained and distributed within the main spaces of the State. The 

resistance is worth critical attention because a) it emerges from a subjective position that is 

disallowed by the State, b) it usurps the State’s monopoly of violence to achieve its ends and 

c) it encompasses the negative, unsavoury aspects of deviance6.

Space is multi-layered. It begins from the bubble of subjective space ensconcing the 

individual and extends to include a network of other individuals and their subjectivities as 

well. Violent vigilante figures, I argue, emerge due to transgressive acts of violence

Here I allude to the fact that gutter space inhabitants include arch villains in fiction who are as much a part of 
the space as are their enemies.
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perpetrated upon these spaces of the person or personal space that includes one’s network of 

family, friends and acquaintances. Batman is a useful example of the infiltration of personal 

space and the trauma that can result. Miller’s trilogy illustrates how the vigilante emerges as 

reactionary avenger and develops into a revolutionary figure spearheading a movement 

against the corrupt spaces of the State. His constant rejuvenation in both fiction and cinema, 

as evidenced by Batman films from the sixties to the more recent ones under the direction of 

Christopher Nolan (.Batman Begins [2005], The Dark Knight [2008], and The Dark Knight 

Rises [2012]), is also proof of the figure’s evolutionary potential. While Batman started off as 

a comic book superhero, his vigilante roots are evident in the way in which he enters the 

world of crime fighters. He emerges from the marginal gutters of the State, traumatised by 

the untimely death of his parents that he seeks to avenge through every act of crime fighting 

he performs within Gotham.

Batman is a gutter space inhabitant. The word ‘gutter’, which formerly referred to a 

watercourse or channel has, over time, acquired the figurative sense of something decidedly 

low or profane, both uncivilised and uncivilisable. The gut is the seat of one’s emotions and 

instinct, therefore kept repressed and subservient to the ‘rational’. However, ‘guts’ also imply 

a reckless courage in the face of adversity. In horror/dystopian novels such as The Stand 

(King 1978, 1990) or The Passage (Cronin 2010) and films like Pitch Black (2000) or the 

Underworld series (Underworld [2003], Underworld: Evolution [2006], Underworld: Rise o f  

the Lycans [2009], Underworld: Awakening [2012]), it becomes a necessary feature of the 

survivor/saviour. The past participle form of the word -  ‘gutted’ -  indicates destruction as 

well. Gutter spaces are profane spaces capable of indomitable courage and which possess a 

potential for destruction (of destroying the fa£ade of integrity that surrounds State policies 

and institutions) by virtue of their inhabitants.
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Gutter space is a term used to refer to the space between the panels of comic books 

and graphic novels. These (often) white spaces act as connectors, at once connecting events 

across panels as well as keeping them from merging into each other. In the publishing 

industry the spaces between the binding and the text forms the gutter or the margin which for 

the reader is usually the space for notes and scribbling. They are in a sense footnote spaces 

that clarify, pose questions of, argue with, answer the main text and contribute to the writing 

of new texts. Scott McCloud (1994) reads them as spaces of the imagination which bridge the 

gap between panels and aid in piecing together the story (66). Furthering McCloud’s 

argument, gutters are spaces that can be moulded, that allow for multiple readings and offer 

the possibility of reshaping the tale/text. These spaces, however, are often taken for granted, 

until they break out from their marginal position and impinge upon the main spaces of the 

text or as another text. For example, as Will Brooker points out, the first Batman comic book 

by Bill Finger and Bob Kane had possible influences in the silent film The Bat (1926) and its 

1931 remake, The Bat Whispers. Other influences included the Douglas Fairbanks film The 

Mask ofZorro (1920), Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, the radio show The Shadow and the successful 

Superman comics which debuted in 1938 (Brooker 2000 43). Brooker reads these as 

inspirations that resulted in the genesis of the Batman figure. Batman, I suggest, emerged 

from the margins, the gutter spaces of these texts just as later Batman novels by artists and 

writers over the years developed from each other’s work, popular culture and political events.

7 •Gutter spaces are in the nature of horrific spaces , defined by the horrifying nature of 

the occupants (animate and otherwise) that occupy them. They are marginal spaces, and not 

necessarily spaces of marginality because the inhabitants do not seek a place within the

Horrific spaces include the haunted houses, attics, cellars, forests, caves o f horror films and fiction where 
murder and mayhem repeat over and over again. Camp Crystal Lake in the Friday the 13lh (1980-2009) 
franchise is an example o f  a site where such events recur.
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pristine spaces of the State. These spaces are eternally marginalised through a process of 

inclusionary exclusion because, as I illustrate later in this chapter and in the course of this 

thesis, the marginal nature of the inhabitants refuses and disallows co-option. Gutter spaces 

are also areas underlying the main spaces of the city state, necessary to carry the city’s wastes 

to its borders and beyond. These are seen and yet unseen spaces that purge the city of its 

detritus and are ventured into only when blockages occur and the debris seeps into the main 

body of the city (like the white coloured gutters in books, these spaces in the State are 

constantly blanked out or whitewashed by a dominant bloc keen on masking its failures). 

They become further significant when the city expands and its gutters must equally swell to 

take out the excessive accumulation of waste. These are spaces where the State’s authority is

no longer recognised, is only partially operative and where the laws that deter the

• • • • 8 perpetration of violence and crime are negligible at best .

Gutters are incarceratory spaces that exist on the margins of the State and contain 

individuals who are unsightly reminders of the State’s failures in terms of its policies, 

policing and law and order mechanism. However, these spaces are doubly incarcerating, 

enclosing not only their own unsavoury inhabitants, but also surrounding the spaces that they 

border. In other words, the gutters are barricaded spaces that in turn enclose the privileged 

policed spaces of the State, forcing their inhabitants into fearful gated communities. 

Marginalised spaces, but not always on the borders of the State, these are badlands of a kind, 

an intrinsic part of the State and a constant dumping ground for individuals who no longer 

conform to State sanctioned roles and identities. Second class citizens, if citizens at all, gutter 

space inhabitants include the vigilante as well as the forces that he is pitted against. These are

Rosenbaum and Sederberg (1976) acknowledge that vigilantism has not been studied in situations where there 
>s no “recognised ‘establishment’, where conditions of internal war exist, or where there are no rules governing 
the application o f coercion” (27).
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spaces of discontent that spill over and infect the protected spaces of the State, an infection 

that must be purged in order to restore the status quo. In contemporary fiction, the vigilante is 

entrusted with this role of purification (though not necessarily the reestablishment of the 

status quo), avowedly the best candidate for it as he is produced partially or wholly by the 

very inequalities that characterise the inhabitants of the spaces. Once the purging is done and 

law and order restored, the vigilante is a constant reminder of the city’s formerly impure 

status. Temporarily tolerated, he is then cast out from within the city limits and is forced back 

into the gutters.

At the beginning of TDKR, the Zorro movie that Bruce Wayne watches on television 

merges with a panel sequence of memories from the night his parents were killed in front of 

his eyes (the catastrophe in his life when they went to watch the same film in a theatre). The 

past collapses on to the present until he changes channels in an effort to escape. But each 

“klik” (1986 24) of the remote only features multiple news items of rape and murder in a 

decaying society, further traumatising and enraging the emotionally exhausted Wayne. 

Memories and the present merge ‘on screen’ because crime still abounds in Gotham; they flit 

across Wayne’s mind until the next series of kliks from the answering machine herald the 

arrival of a sign -  the bat looming at the window and then symbolically bursting through it to 

signal the arrival of a new messiah -  every time Gotham is in trouble. One of the recurrent 

images here is Bruce’s mother’s pearl necklace which was pulled off her neck by the gunman 

who murdered his parents. Miller sketches the pearls in such a way that they seem to be a 

ceaseless string of eyeballs torn from their sockets and always looking from the dark. Wayne 

is rooted in the past; constantly watching and watched by the trauma that heralds his 

inception as vigilante.
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The product of spatial injustice via the death of his parents, Bruce Wayne as Batman 

is aligned with the gutter spaces of Gotham city. His traumatic past is woven into current 

events in Gotham as he transcends the position of revenger to a figure uniquely coloured by 

historical rebels such as social and criminal bandits, the trickster, the insane, the madman and 

the joker at court, figures that I have analysed briefly as antecedents to the vigilante in the 

previous chapter. When Batman bursts onto the crime-ridden spaces of Gotham, the pristine 

surface of the city is peeled back to reveal its true nature. This is evident in the way in which 

Gotham is pencilled and inked in Miller’s TDKR. The city is initially drawn as a drab, but 

almost neatly organized space with stone eagles perching on the corners of its towers. The 

lines become progressively blurred and the buildings are shaded darker as they move further 

away within the panel, indicating a different landscape seen from a keener, bird’s eye vantage 

point. This cityscape changes when Batman occupies it at night. The city is a dark, brooding 

presence with Batman either perching on the eagles, which have morphed into gargoyles or 

with Batman becoming one of the gargoyles himself. The city reveals itself anew once 

Batman enters the vicinity showing how he and the gutter spaces he occupies are very much a 

part of the landscape, underlying every aspect of the city.

Gutter spaces possess an intricate geography. They are spaces within the State that

can be analysed in terms of formation, location and structure. This will in turn enable an

analysis of the vigilante’s genesis, location and makeup. These spaces are formed due to the

way in which the State exerts power and control over its subjects. I propose to analyse where

gutter spaces are located within the State, as well as how inhabitants locate themselves

within. Identifying the structure of gutter spaces is an attempt to map its borders. Gutter space

borders, I argue, are nebulous and shifting, constantly encroaching upon the main spaces of

the State that they pulse through, vein and underlie. Characters, events and settings recur

uncannily within them, which allows for a measure of structural stability within a space
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whose borders are shifting. The permeable nature of the gutters enables characters such as the 

vigilante to occupy multiple spaces of the State, while belonging to the gutter space.

1) Gutter space formation and the rise of the vigilante:

Frank Miller’s Batman novels draw from a long tradition of superhero comic books 

which initially featured superheroes and vigilante figures who maintained the status quo of 

their governments, but slowly began to deviate as the notion of the State and its powers was 

constantly being redefined. Superhero comic books which captured the imagination and 

sustained the reading habits of children and adults across the two major and successful WWII 

nations, had their foundations laid in the late 1930s with the creation of Superman (1938), 

Batman (1939), and later Captain America (1941) and Wonder Woman (1941). These 

characters, who fought for democracy, aimed at re-establishing the enshrined values of the 

system. They were used as propaganda figures for the war and were recommended reading 

for the troops sent out to fight (Brooker 2000). Popular culture in its multitudinous forms was 

harnessed to the war effort through media that included Hollywood films, Disney characters 

like Donald Duck and even advertisements. They constantly referenced the war and, as Will 

Brooker points out, served as incessant reminders of the battle overseas (67). A shift occurred 

in the post-war years as public outcry from parents groups and educational institutions on 

comics featuring crime and horror themes came to the forefront, calling into question the 

ethical responsibility of superhero comics toward their target juvenile audience. Their 

popularity was temporarily dimmed by Fredric Wertham’s Seduction o f  the Innocent (1954), 

which called for the ban on comic books featuring crime or engaging in subjects deemed 

immoral, perverse, profane and not ‘normal’.
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Wertham’s campaign was partly successful as he was a highly respected psychiatrist 

and his efforts led to the establishment of the Comics Code9 similar to the Hays Code that the 

motion picture industry had created. Wertham concluded that comics were the cause for an 

increased percentage of juvenile delinquency across America. The portrayal of crime, the 

overtly sexualised bodies of the crime fighters, the graphic use of violence and bloodshed 

supposedly gave rise to an interest in the perverse and this was staunched to an extent through 

the establishment of the Comics Code. While the Code was established to keep the industry 

in check and ensure the continued ‘innocence’ of its target readership, it also indicated what 

the State considered ‘normal’ and emphasised the values that it upheld. Wertham succeeded 

in relegating comics to the underground, the gutter spaces of literature, not so much because 

of their content, often classified as low or profane, but perhaps because comic books fed into 

a need to find a scapegoat for increased juvenile delinquency. Hence the emergence of the 

Underground Comix10, which employed themes of violence, sexuality and social commentary 

denied to a sanitised mainstream that was forced to follow the Comics Code. The evolution of 

the comic book was thus curtailed and its characters forced to follow the status quo.

While I agree that all of these factors contributed to the formation of the Comics 

Code, I propose that the fear of comics that Wertham and his allies generated received 

government sanction not only because it led to the rise of juvenile delinquency, but also 

because it exalted extra-legal heroes who did not have government sanction and yet who took 

the law and the means to enforce it, into their own hands. This method was unacceptable to

Code of the Comics Magazine Association o f America. Inc. Adopted on October 26, 1954.

These comics emerged in the U.S. in the 1960s and were called ‘comix’ to differentiate them from a sanitised 
mainstream comics scene. These books proliferated as a response to the injunctions o f the comics code which 
prevented the display o f violence, sexually explicit content or the corrupt behaviour o f State representatives. For 
an in-depth reading on comix, refer to Sabin, Roger. Comics, Comix & Graphic Novels: A History o f  Comic Art. 
London: Phaidon Press, 1996.
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the State as some superheroes refused to follow the pattern of acceptable dissent, which 

sought redress via the judiciary, through acts of petitioning and other peaceful methods that 

did not involve challenging the State. In the wake of characters such as Batman and, to a 

lesser extent, Superman, established authority was losing face. These characters dealt with 

crime, frequently before it even took place and at a personal, individual level. This is not to 

say that superhero and later vigilante narratives do not support State imperatives and enforce 

the status quo. Some of them, like Superman, have alternately mirrored either conservative or 

liberalist views on how justice is obtained in keeping with the government’s stance. Both 

Superman and his rival Batman participated in the war effort by bashing up Nazi villains and 

selling war bonds11, yet over the years, Batman has retained a uniqueness which is evident 

through comics, cinema and several television series. The comics that emerged from the war 

years have, as Richard Reynolds (1992) points out, maintained the status quo and endorsed 

the policies of their government (77). However, cracks began to appear in featuring 

characters such as Batman, who is an example of a gutter space inhabitant. His ‘human’ 

nature refused him the immunity of a Superman or Wonder Woman whose powers were alien 

and non-human or super-human. He was a hero whose heroism could be aspired to, a being 

given to human failings and someone whose life was built on trauma, namely the loss of his 

parents to a random street crime.

Will Brooker suggests that the Batman comics that came out during the war years 

only paid lip service to the war effort and that any propaganda, especially the anti-Japanese 

propaganda, was restricted to the cover pages of the comic books. It did not percolate into the 

storyline (2000 75), rather it displayed a neutrality as far as fighting the war outside was

Will Brooker studies early war issues of Batman in Batman Unmasked: Analysing a Cultural Icon (London 
and New York: Continuum, 2000).
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concerned. The refusal to act as a propaganda machine or medium during the war effort ties 

in significantly with Batman’s rejuvenation in two of Miller’s Batman novels, TDKR and 

TDKSA, where he becomes a full-fledged gutter space inhabitant once his identity as Bruce 

Wayne is revealed. Batman operates as a figure who works with the State only as far as 

justice as he sees it is served and in BY1 and TDKSA, he works against a corrupt State. From 

a protector of the status quo alongside Superman, he emerges as a figure discontent with the 

present circumstances because the State as it should be, no longer exists. Although one could 

argue that Batman still maintains the status quo in an attempt to bring back a democratic 

government as opposed to the dictatorship run by Lex Luthor and Brainiac in TDKSA, it is 

probably this feature that prevented censorship and ensured mainstream popularity, even 

though several tenets of the Comics Code were broken. The streets are extended gutter spaces 

in BY1, TDKR and TDKSA. In the first novel, the city is ruled by a corrupt police force which 

finds an ally in the mafia. In the second, the streets are overrun by the mutant gangs, by Dent 

and the Joker. The last novel extends the borders of the gutters, making them spill out of the 

city of Gotham to the rest of America; Luthor and Brainiac control the populace through 

intricate methods of surveillance, imprisoning superheroes and genetically modifying 

orphans.

In BY1 and TDKSA, the entire police force and the established authority of political 

and civil society are portrayed negatively, with corruption being rampant within these bodies. 

Of particular interest here is Miller’s BY1 where most of Gotham’s police force is depicted as 

corrupt and Gordon, who has newly been transferred from Chicago, is the outsider who must 

purify the city of its vermin. Power within the State of Gotham12 is a rather nebulous entity

Although Gotham is a city, it stands for the United States of America and is often cast in the mould of New 
York, a city representative o f most cities, a theme discussed later on in this chapter. Gotham is granted 
Statehood in a sense because it is uniquely representative o f and yet divorced from the rest o f the country. It is
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that is concentrated within the bodies, offices and organisations of certain individuals, namely 

the Police Commissioner, the judiciary, and the mafia. This power is distributed within 

various individuals in a network where, to apply a Foucauldian reading, each individual 

becomes a conduit, a relay for power (1980 98). Gordon, in refusing to be part of the conduit 

in BY1, is beaten up by Detective Flass and his friends on the force while his child is 

kidnapped by the Mafioso Falcone’s nephew, with whom the majority of the police force is in 

cahoots. Here, Gordon represents a break in the power structure, just as Batman later does 

when he begins his attack on the rich and powerful, such as Commissioner Loeb and Falcone, 

within Gotham. The existence of such a power structure, however, is not confined to legal 

bodies and the economically empowered.

Within the seedier parts of Gotham in BY1, Bruce Wayne encounters the child 

prostitute Holly and her pimp -  Staan. In defending Holly who is beaten by her pimp, Wayne 

is stabbed by Holly herself. Holly is clear about where her loyalties lie and the disguised 

Wayne is an outside interruption within the structure of power between Holly and her violent 

pimp. Following these events, when Selina Kyle herself punches Staan and takes Holly away, 

the structure is broken from within by those who are part of it. This is made evident in the 

juxtaposition between Kyle and Wayne, Wayne was attacked after his altercation with Staan, 

Selina was not. Kyle’s aggression is not a display of the righteous anger of the injured or 

weak. Nor does she turn to an outside law like the State, or even Batman to fight for her and 

Holly. Kyle belongs to the gutter space; she understands how to operate from within. 

Wayne’s transformation into a gutter space inhabitant, possessing an insider outsider status to 

survive and mete out justice, is incidentally responsible for Kyle’s later actions. Hearing of

*eft to fend for itself in TDKR when the mutants and the Joker attack it. The Presidential Media Advisor Chuck 
Brick reinforces this refusal to intervene when he answers an interviewer: “The President is concerned, you can 
bank on that pal. But don’t you expect him to go jumping in on Gotham’s own fine Mayor and Governor. No, 
Sir- This is America” (1986 102).
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Batman’s exploits sparks off a vigilante syndrome in Kyle, albeit with economic incentives, 

when she embarks on a life of stealing from the rich and corrupt like Commissioner Loeb and 

the Falcone.

When Bruce Wayne becomes Batman after his encounter with Kyle, he begins a 

journey of vigilantism by firmly placing himself within the gutters. In other words, he aligns 

himself with the poor, the petty criminals and downtrodden of Gotham as he threatens 

Commissioner Loeb, the Falcone and the others at the Commissioner’s party, creating 

enemies among the dominant bloc in Gotham. At the end of the novel, although Detective 

Flass and Commissioner Loeb are prosecuted, the state of affairs does not change greatly. As 

Gordon muses:

Loeb’s holding up pretty much under the strain. Judge Norton’s on the case, so I don’t

think Dent has a chance of putting him behind bars-----but word is that Loeb’s

conferring with the Mayor on the terms of his resignation. They’ve got Grogan 

primed to replace him, who’s worse. Still things aren’t so bad, right now (1987 96).

The novel closes with Gordon working with Batman, thus conferring an illegitimate 

legitimacy on him because, although Batman may not have official State sanction per se, his 

support comes from the just Detective Gordon. Miller, while not quite challenging State 

authority, questions its definition of justice and its ability to protect the rights of the general 

populace13.

As Gotham’s honest cop Commissioner Gordon is about to retire in TDKR, Batman 

re-emerges to maintain order and justice. Miller’s TDKR further exemplifies the operation of

This act of conferring an illegitimate legitimacy on the vigilante figure is later evident in TDKR to an extent 
and again in TDKSA where the public cries out for their superheroes, in this case Superman: “This isn’t fair! We 
need him! We deserve him!” (2001 143).
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power across State spaces in two notable instances. When Dr Wolper of the ‘Arkham Home 

for the Emotionally Troubled’ advocates Harvey Dent’s return to civil society, Commissioner 

Gordon, impartial and morally upright, objects: “No, I am not satisfied. Dr. Wolper’s report 

seems overly optimistic -  not to mention sloppy” (1986 17). This remark within the panel of 

aT.V. news channel is immediately followed by a statement from millionaire Bruce Wayne -  

a wealthy member of society and the person who sponsored Dent’s treatment: “Gordon’s 

remarks seem overly pessimistic -  not to mention rude. The Commissioner is an excellent 

cop—but, a poor judge of character. We must believe in Harvey Dent. We must believe that 

our private demons can be defeated” (1986 17). Wayne belongs to the moneyed class that 

helps sustain the power of Gordon and other authority figures such as Wolper. Wolper too 

belongs to a prominent disciplinary normalising body in society, the mental asylum, which 

exercises its control over the populace, a theme which I discuss in detail in the next section. 

Gordon, although part of the State controlled police, is impartial in his opposition over Dent’s 

release. Yet, his remarks are brushed aside, indicating that normalising bodies such as the 

asylum brook no challenge against its disciplinary techniques. This is further evident when 

Gotham’s new Police Commissioner Ellen Yindel files a protest with the Media Council 

against having the Joker on a popular chat show. Her request is denied and the Joker kills 

everybody in the show including the very Dr. Wolper who considered him cured. Thus 

Gordon, Yindel and even Wayne are constrained by the dictates of the disciplinary 

normalising bodies of the State and are forced to abide by often unspoken rules, since not to 

abide by them is an indication of one’s alien status.

Wayne must follow the norms of the society to which he belongs. By sponsoring

Dent’s mental as well as physical treatment and siding with Dr. Wolper, he is evidently a part

°f civil society and harbours the ‘right’ kind of opinions as opposed to Batman who sees a

^flection of himself in the demented Dent: I see...a reflection Harvey. A reflection”
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(1986 55). Batman is therefore alienated from civil society as well as from recourse to justice 

and rights because, in identifying with Dent’s psychosis, he hints at several possibilities: 

Arkham is ineffectual as a space of rehabilitation (it can neither discipline or normalise its 

inhabitants nor cure them of their psychosis); Batman, as Dr. Wolper points out repeatedly, 

belongs to Arkham and requires treatment for his violent obsession with crime. The 

individual who is in Foucauldian terms ‘realised’ through the power that operates through 

him (1980), can continue to be so only as part of the community by ensuring the goals of the 

society to which they belong. Wayne can thus only exist as a powerful figure in Gotham as 

long as he shares the opinions of the dominant bloc and its institutions. His position in society 

offers him a certain amount of immunity, particularly evident in BY1, when he is under 

investigation on the suspicion that he is indeed Batman: “They were so eager to support my 

story with Lieutenant Gordon — all I had to say was that a woman was involved (1987 66). 

He is able to set up an alibi for himself and keep Gordon at bay. The moment he is revealed 

as Batman towards the end of TDKR, he becomes an alien figure whose resources and wealth 

are subject to scrutiny and investigation by Internal Revenue Agents. This shows that the 

individual cannot have needs or demands that are not those of its community.

State failure in preventing crime and its inability to ensure justice births the vigilante. 

The figure, who may begin with a desire to exact vengeance by causing perpetrators to suffer 

for crimes in the same measure as their victims, is in effect maintaining the status quo (of the 

State). However, he moves beyond personal vendettas, understanding the enemy as part of 

the self, just as Batman identifies with Dent and the Joker. This transcendence is concurrent 

with the development of a new subjective position that disallows State appropriation, because 

this position is not based on a need for domination, which constitutes the basis of State 

power.
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2) Gutter space setting and the vigilante’s milieu:

Gutter spaces exist alongside the main spaces of the State. They are continuously 

formed and reformed when encounters take place between individuals from different social 

spaces. These encounters result in the emergence of new subjectivities. Subjectivity for 

Althusser (1971) is related to an act of interpellation by Ideological State Apparatuses 

whereby institutions in authority and their members ‘hail’ each person. The individual, for 

Althusser, recognises himself through this act of hailing and is recruited into or transformed 

to suit the subjective position he is called upon to occupy (174). The individual is therefore 

accepted as such only through a subjectivity created by a State apparatus that legitimises his 

existence. Vigilante figures like Batman resist these acts of hailing and confinement within 

particular roles, as they constantly adapt themselves to the changing sociocultural and 

political scenario. The vigilante materialises through the emergence of a subjectivity that 

refuses to be interpellated. This new subjectivity is contrary to Althusser’s act of 

interpellation, because it develops out of a series of encounters which define the individual 

anew:

Subjectivity can be glimpsed as a process of finding yourself becoming a subject over 

the course of an infinite series of encounters, involving reflexivity and creativity in 

the imaginative transformation of desire and anxiety. The effort and desire involved in 

communication provoke a self that is new to oneself, specific to that encounter. 

(Henriques et all 1998 xvii)

The above definition of subjectivity illustrates the emergence of the vigilante who is formed 

from a single or series of violent and traumatic encounters. The vigilante rises when the
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system fails to interpellate a subject’s identity as he refuses the subjectivity imposed by 

Ideological State Apparatuses14.

The popularity of vigilante figures can be partially credited to their ability to escape 

interpellated subjectivities which may over a course of repetitive hailing(s) result in the 

formation of an interpellated identity. In other words, some characteristics of the vigilante 

which may have seemed unique and revolutionary can over time become conventional and 

aid in the reinforcement of the status quo. Frank Miller’s Batman, however, is still distinctive 

as he is a figure birthed from violence whose fluid nature and actions are constantly suspect 

as far as support for the establishment is concerned. Batman is unique, and enduring as a 

vigilante, because he escapes the abyss of ‘ressentiment’, that I have referred to earlier, but 

explain in detail below.

Batman’s subjectivity is beyond State conception and control because he has 

transcended the politics of ressentiment that, I contend, is a characteristic of resistance. 

Ressentiment, according to Nietzsche, accrues from the morally superior position of the weak 

who resent the domination of the strong (Brown 1995). Wendy Brown, in her analyses of the 

politics of ressentiment, suggests that the injured perspective of the weak attempts to identify 

victims and victimisers as occupying particular social positions. In the process, the State is 

cast as an impartial judge, not as a body capable of causing injury. The State becomes the 

sole agent capable of meting out punishment for wrongs that it attributes to individual 

culpability rather than as an indication of “deep political distress” (Brown 27). Brown 

succinctly explains the failure of such power because “power born of weakness and 

resentment fashions a culture whose values and ambitions mirror the pettiness of its

These are bodies like the families, schools, asylums, religious bodies as opposed to the police or the military.
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motivating force” (44). In escaping the politics of ressentiment, the vigilante delegitimises the 

State as a neutral arbitrator of wrongs. The State is in fact as much a culprit as the individuals 

it seeks to prosecute. Batman comes to this realisation as he moves across the social spaces 

within Gotham in each of the three texts discussed, as well as from one text to another. In 

BY1, he realises that the petty thieves he catches and the violence within the red light area has 

deeper political implications. This understanding turns his attention to a corrupt police 

department and the mafia. The fact that Miller worked on the prequel after TDKR indicates an 

evolution in the writer’s vision of the State as well. TDKR has an ageing Batman concerned 

with street crime and arch villains in the tradition of most superheroes. By the end of the 

novel though, he understands that he has been fighting the wrong people. TDKR is followed 

by BY1 (chronicling Batman’s early years in Gotham) and TDKSA, both of which find the 

State and the forces behind it responsible for the violence in Gotham and America.

The city of Gotham beckons to a rejuvenated Batman who is capable of meeting it 

with equally violent means. Frank Miller and his co-artists across the three books have 

rebirthed the Batman myth, paving the way for a grimmer, darker and more violent being 

who throws light on State spaces and how these spaces are negotiated differently by its 

various inhabitants. These negotiations of space are of interest in the light of the following 

description of New York (a city representing, replicating and appropriating cities, upon which 

numerous cities, fictional and real are modelled), the milieu for more superhero comic books:

The locus of superhero comic books was then, as it largely remains, New York. 

Writers and artists living in the city depict it in their work -  so successfully that 

superhero stories set in any other city may require a certain degree of justification for 

their choice of locale. The New York of the 1940s was a place seemingly chosen for 

the preservation of the values of European civilisation, and a destination for large
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numbers of artists and intellectuals seeking refuge from the Nazi conquest of Europe 

[...] the New York (or Gotham City, or Metropolis) that dominates the superhero story 

and has become its almost inevitable milieu. New York draws together an impressive 

wealth of signs, all of which the comic reader (of the 1940s or the 1990s) is adept at 

deciphering. It is a city which signifies all cities, and, more specifically, all modern 

cities, since the city itself is one of the signs of modernity [...] And New York has 

always been the great point of disembarkation in the history and mythology of the 

New World [...] New York is a sign in fictional discourse for the imminence of such 

possibilities -  simultaneously a forest of urban signs and an endlessly wiped slate on 

which unlimited designs can be inscribed. (Reynolds 1992 18-19)

Will Brooker, in his analysis of Batman as a cultural icon, connects part of this passage with 

a rather perceptive comment from one of Batman’s villains, the Riddler:

‘When is a man a city? When it’s Batman or when it’s Gotham. I’d take either 

answer. Batman is the city ... That’s why we’re here. That’s why we stay. We’re 

trying to survive in the city. It’s huge and contradictory and dark and funny and 

threatening.’ (2000 49)

The vigilante here is curiously representative of and synonymous with the city he seeks to

clean up repeatedly and endlessly. Batman is one of the several faces or selves of Gotham

and represents it just as Gordon, the Joker, Dent or even the Riddler do. They are all signs

that signify various facets of the city, the effects of its policies, activities and institutions.

Although Batman, his enemies and the other criminal inhabitants of Gotham occupy main

and interstitial spaces (asylums, prisons, slums) within the State, they contribute to the

revelation of the State’s capacity for multiplicity. To put this differently, some of these

characters are formed from and embody the effects of the unequal rules and treatment by the
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State. They have developed identities that result from traumatic encounters with the system of 

justice, a flawed law and order apparatus, or from the effects of privatisation and subsequent 

deregulation of services such as health care. For example in BY1, Albert Blume, who is 

discharged from Arkham Asylum despite continuing to suffer from paranoid schizophrenia, 

takes a family of children hostage. The State’s first response is to send a SWAT team, 

Branden’s “lunatic gestapo” (1987 26), as Gordon describes them, to bring down Blume and 

in the process, cause the death of the hostages.

The seedy places within the city that Blume occupies are often left to their own 

devices and those who belong to spaces such as Arkham Asylum as well as derelicts living in 

abandoned buildings and rundown areas are dispensable to the State. This is further evident 

in BY1 when Branden’s team is sent again by Commissioner Loeb to apprehend and kill 

Batman in a tenement occupied by squatters. The squatters die at the hands of the SWAT 

team and this is considered mere collateral damage. These incidents illustrate State failure on 

more than one account. Not only has the asylum been unable to treat Blume, letting him out 

while he is still a threat to others, the use of the SWAT team to take him out is evidence of 

State inability to deal with such individuals other than by exterminating them. Additionally, 

the way in which the child hostages are treated and the squatters killed is indicative of gross 

apathy on the part of State officials and members of the law and order fraternity. 

Incidentally, this reinforces the State’s unequal treatment of individuals based on 

geographical location and social class. These events, places and individuals are indicators of 

the State’s malfunctioning. They can hence be treated with indifference as their lives are of 

no consequence to those of the dominant bloc.

Similarly, the attempt at curing Dent in TDKR through plastic surgery and making his 

scarred face whole is another failure on the part of Arkham and the medical establishment
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who are unable to identify and treat Dent’s scarred psyche. Gotham as a city is populated by 

these figures. Efforts are made to devein15 their dysfunctional subjectivities either through 

incarceration within Arkham (attempting their rehabilitation) or by eliminating them. What 

this indicates, is that Batman and his villains are faces of the State that the latter is unable to 

cope with. As far as the Joker and Dent are concerned, the intention to shut them away in the 

asylum and the attempts made at their restoration to civil society at first seems a good idea, as 

their psychosis had led to hundreds of deaths in the city. However, the endeavour to 

incarcerate vigilante characters like Batman and Oliver Green becomes problematic, as their 

actions and existence are constant reminders of the failure of the State to control crime.

Gutter spaces are perhaps best exemplified by the asylum for the insane, which is both 

a literal as well as metaphorical space. The location of gutter space is signified by its 

occupants, traditionally the barbarian, the poor, the social outcast and, significantly, the leper. 

The leper occupied the spaces of exclusion, segregation and repression, but, according to 

Foucault in Madness and Civilisation (1982), this was soon replaced by a non-medical 

establishment, a quasi-judicial body with “already constituted powers, and outside of the 

courts” that “decides, judges and executes” (40). He further describes this Hopital General as 

a power established by the sovereign, as a “quasi-absolute sovereignty’ and a “jurisdiction 

without appeal, a writ of execution against which nothing can prevail [...] a third order of 

repression” (40).

The asylum then is a space of permanent incarceration. To be classified insane is to be 

incarcerated; consequently having been incarcerated is proof of permanent and irrevocable 

insanity. This is evident across Batman’s comic history because none of the villains that

151i use the term metaphorically. It refers to the process o f removing the digestive tract or the guts o f shrimp 
which contain all its waste and can be harmful when ingested.
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Batman has filled Arkham with have ever recuperated or been able to correct their “social 

misalignment” (1986 65). Harvey Dent’s treatment has been a definite failure and 

premonitions of this abound early on in TDKR, when Batman finds a coin scarred on both 

sides with one of Dent’s henchmen and discovers that Dent’s room “is split between light and 

dark, clean and dirty. But the split isn’t even - it  favors the dirty. It’s as if the dark side is 

claiming the room...as it claimed the coin...” (1986 44). This indicates two things: that the 

insane, like Dent, suffer from perhaps more than a misalignment which can be corrected and 

that the State as mentioned earlier is unable to act as a rehabilitative body. The insanity of the 

Joker and Dent in TDKR is permanent and hence fearful because, like Batman, they have 

emerged from the abyss of traumatic encounters within Gotham, but can never be cured via 

the methods employed by the various palliative bodies of the State.

To return to Edward Soja for a moment is crucial here, as in his attempt to explain the

category of a Thirdspace of communal resistance, he uses Foucault’s category of the insane

and insists that asylums are spaces of Thirdspace protest. Soja’s Thirdspace of protest is a

collective space of eternal marginality where the individual moves beyond oppressive

categories of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, geographical location, institutional

and religious allegiance (1997). Foucault’s heterotopic spaces, primarily asylums, prisons and

hospitals, occupy an in-between ‘other’ space which functions as a space of transgression.

Transgressions are permitted within the spaces of the brothel, and the loss of normative

rationality is permissible within the confines of the asylum. I argue that these heterotopic

spaces are not part of a Thirdspace, but are instead structures of inclusionary exclusion built

by the State in an attempt to control inhabitants of civil society through a process of coercion

and consent. These are gutter spaces (by virtue of their occupants) that are repopulated by a

variety of individuals who refuse to abide by the spoken and unspoken rules and regulations

°f the State. The rules include the laws of a constitution as well as implicit rules of conduct
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enforced by bodies such as the family, religious organisations and educational institutions, in 

other words, Althusser’s state apparatuses. These incalcitrant individuals are consequently 

incarcerated or relegated to other marginal spaces and an attempt is made to interpellate them 

by clubbing them under the category of the ‘socially misaligned’.

Asylums are a testament to the State’s belief in its rehabilitative capacity. Significant 

here is the renaming of Arkham Asylum. In BY1, it is called ‘Arkham Asylum for the 

Criminally Insane’. In TDKR, placing emphasis on its rehabilitative capacity, it is 

rechristened: ‘Arkham Home for the Emotionally Troubled’. The asylum is now supposedly a 

home, a place of refuge and recuperation, no longer populated by the criminally insane but 

rather the emotionally disturbed. Interestingly, the Ark in ‘Arkham’ recalls the Biblical 

Noah’s Ark, a place of refuge and renewal for the menagerie within when the world was 

overrun by floods. Arkham here provides a space for both the Joker and Dent to restore 

themselves and enter Gotham, again a degraded setting -  the grotesque underbelly of 

America that is overrun by mutant gangs. The mutants, incidentally, only fill the place of a 

corrupt police force evident in BY1, a vacant space that is recurrently appropriated to fill a 

void in Gotham. Hence any and every attempt made to rehabilitate the individual is in vain, 

as the social setting he is promised a place in (Gotham) is not very different from the one he 

currently occupies, i.e. Arkham. Gotham is thus revealed as a dystopic space, worse than 

Arkham and requiring the constant presence of the vigilante to cull its criminal elements. 

Also evident here is the fact that the supposedly pristine spaces of the State (Gotham) can no 

longer be seen as separate from its contaminated and contaminating spaces (Arkham), but are 

as equally problematic and responsible for the creation of such marginal gutter spaces and its

inhabitants.
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Incarcerating the criminally insane within an asylum’s walls and occasionally 

resorting to capital punishment are attempts to promote and channel ressentiment, which is 

the morally righteous anger of a weak public that has handed over its right to exact justice to 

the State. Asylums and their inhabitants are spaces that promote and assuage a dissatisfied 

populace. The occupants of the asylum belong to the gutter spaces of the State because they 

are the result of the State’s failure in protecting the rights, livelihood and aspirations of its 

citizenry, both inside and outside the asylum. As none of Batman’s villains who are 

committed to Arkham have ever recuperated, the State fails in its attempt at ‘realignment’, 

which reinforces the fact that the villains represent a form of resistance that refuses co-option. 

The notion that their interpellated subjectivity is one that can be ‘realigned’ is thus also a 

failure.

This is not to say that every insane individual has attained a heightened state of

consciousness over and above their ‘normal’ counterparts. Rather, their incarceration and

attempts at treatment are an example of the State’s initiative to homogenise its populace and

maintain social integration. The individual within the asylum is constantly gazed upon as he

is a marker for the success or failure of the State. The litmus test of the State’s success takes

place when Dent is brought out to face the public (1986 16-17), and later when the Joker

appears on the David Endochrine show (1986 126-31). What is clearly apparent here is an

attempt to validate a belief in the therapeutic nature and utopian vision of these institutions.

In the light of the events in TDKR when both ex-inmates go on a killing spree after leaving

Arkham, it becomes obvious that Arkham is a failure. Dent’s psychosis, as the result of an

acid attack from the mafia and the Joker’s rise to crime being fuelled by poverty and

desperation (chronicled by Alan Moore in The Killing Joke 1988), are examples of a State’s

failure to not only protect its citizenry but also offer it conditions conducive to ‘life, liberty

and the pursuit of happiness’. These State failures recur repeatedly, resulting in the genesis of
91



mutants in TDKR as well as engendering the deal they strike with the army. Nathan Briggs, a 

military general, is discovered to have made a deal with the mutants in order to fund medical 

treatment for his wife that insurance refuses to cover. This plot hints at ongoing debates about 

the American healthcare system and the dissatisfaction and consequences such discontent 

may lead to in times of desperation.

To draw together the arguments so far, it is by confining these individuals to the 

madhouse, or the mutants in prison, that the State banishes or excludes them whilst including 

them within its borders. Their exclusion by inclusion illustrates the State’s attempt to negate 

the existence of a space and individuals beyond its jurisdiction. The gutter space encompasses 

individuals who possess deviant subjectivities which refuse realignment in the rehabilitative 

spaces of the State such as prisons, asylums or even heteronormative families. The State 

understands this and therefore encourages resistance that is based on a demand for rights, 

which can in turn be used as a disciplinary instrument by the State. Individuals such as 

Batman, his enemies, the mutants and other dregs of Gotham city understand this punitive 

power of rights. Their dissent is not always collective nor does it use the channels set apart 

for redress such as courts of law or the police.

These aberrant individuals (Batman, the Joker and Dent) are either occupants of the 

asylum or destined for it due to their psychosis. The attitudes toward this institution and its 

effects change across BY1, TDKR and TDKSA, illustrating the State’s shifting attitudes 

towards individuals who do not conform to the norm and about the way in which they must 

he dealt with. In BY1, reverting back to the case of Albert Blume, the act of eliminating the 

individual (and his hostages in the process), although the only feasible solution that the State 

comes up with is frowned upon by upright members of the public such as Gordon. Gordon 

apprehends Blume and in all probability has him re-incarcerated in the asylum for treatment.



In TDKR, psychiatrists and the media are convinced of the asylum’s rehabilitatory function 

and perceive it as more or less a half-way home before inmates are allowed back into the very 

societies in which they wreaked havoc prior to their incarceration. However, they are 

eventually deemed incurable. In TDKSA, Arkham Asylum is completely shut off from the 

rest of society, as every attempt at treating its occupants has disastrous results (2001 130-31). 

The place is almost locked down and sealed, therefore protecting Gotham from its incurable 

denizens. The way in which the asylum and its inmates are portrayed in each of the three 

novels is a reflection of key ideas of the period regarding crime, punishment, the necessity of 

mass incarceration, the changing face of the law, but more importantly, of the type of 

vigilante who must emerge to tackle these problems.

In BY1, Batman is still finding himself and his place within society. While 

tangentially aligned with the downtrodden in Gotham, his vigilante identity emerges more 

forcefully in TDKR. In the latter novel, as Bruce Wayne, he is sympathetic of Dent’s plight 

and convinced of his recuperation (1986 17). As Batman, however, he sees himself in Dent 

and understands the futility of the cosmetic treatment for Dent’s scars. In other words, Dent’s 

problems run deeper than his acid-ravaged face, just as Batman’s do. In TDKSA, Batman has 

embraced his traumatic past and resultant psychosis, exerted control over it and channelled it 

to serve his ends. This is evident when the very Zorro film that he can barely watch in TDKR 

is incorporated into his modus operandi in TDKSA, as he carves the ‘Z ’ symbol across Lex 

Luthor’s face (2001 125). Batman is thus no longer tied down to his traumatic past and forced 

to connect every act of fighting crime to the death of his parents. Rather, he faces up to those 

Memories and channels them to mete out justice anew.

3) Gutter space structure and concurrent vigilante attributes:
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In the preceding sections, the vigilante has been identified as a figure that emerges 

from a space beneath or alongside the pristine spaces of the cityscape. Studying the formation 

and location of these spaces has enabled an understanding of how the vigilante comes into 

existence and where he is located within/out of politically organised spaces of the State. The 

third and final section of this chapter aims to define the characteristic features of the gutter 

space and through this identify certain attributes of the vigilante who occupies this space. 

Providing a structure to gutter spaces offers it a measure of stability. This stability is of 

interest because gutters are spaces subject to constant transformation by virtue of the 

mutational capacity of its inhabitants. These individuals consistently transform and adapt 

themselves to the changing nature of the State and the institutions that attempt to repress or 

appropriate their resistance.

Gutter spaces are structured in such a manner that they possess permeable borders.

This permeability works as a two way process because it occurs through flows and counter

flows. Flows take place when the vigilante is forced out of the margins and into the public

realm of civil society as he purges the State of criminal and other disruptive elements. He

infects the State with his mode of operation, adopting the State prerogative of violence and

disrupting hierarchical chains of power within the State. Counter flows are evident when

members of civil society merge their agendas with gutter space inhabitants. An example for

this would be citizens and law and order officials such as Commissioner Gordon (BY1 and

TDKR) and Yindel (TDKR) supporting Batman and either condoning or following his

methods of extra judicial violence to function within the State. Apart from flows and counter

flows, another characteristic feature of the gutter space is the uncanny nature of repetition in

terms of events, settings and individuals. This repetition occurs because the victimised are

repeatedly subject to further victimisation and forced to or volunteer to inhabit these

sporadically policed spaces of the State. Hence, Batman, the Joker and Dent undergo constant
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rejuvenation in order to cope with the changes within gutter spaces as well as main State 

spaces that they infect and alter.

Gutter spaces bleed into the main spaces of the State and occasionally allow the main 

spaces to bleed into them. The borders are permeable because its inhabitants simultaneously 

belong to multiple spaces, just as Batman and Bruce Wayne belong to both spaces. Russell 

West-Pavlov (2009) suggests that space is formed as the result of a desire between two 

beings that form a connection, thus establishing a “territoriality” and leaving a “trace of a 

vector of attraction” (179-80). The term vector can be defined multiply as a variable quantity 

containing several components, as referring to direction in space and as a carrier and 

transmitter of disease16. State establishments such as the family, educational institutions and 

occasionally the law and order apparatus, are constantly involved in preventing such 

territorialities from taking place. When individuals from different spaces, not just 

geographical, but spaces of class, race, wealth, poverty, and ethnicity, to name a few, meet, 

they possess the potential to reorganise space, and carve it anew. This in turn interferes with 

the already existing politically-organised space. An example of such a territorial formation 

and its prevention takes place in Miller’s BY1 where Detective Flass beats up one member 

out of a group of boys who meet up in a street corner. The panel shows the lone black boy of 

the group being roughed up for possessing nothing more than a pocket comb and being 

significantly tossed next to a dumpster which says “Dept of Sanitatio[n]” (1987 5).

Flass, a corrupt representative of the law is engaged in preventing a relationship from 

forming, in this case, across races, as the boy attacked is possibly the sole African American

“Vector, n.” Oxford English Dictionary. Second Edition June 2013. OED Online. Oxford University Press. 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/221825?rskey=7zwX9B&result= 1 &isAdvanced=false#eid> Accessed 29 July
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in a group of white children. Attempts are made to prevent such formations again when 

Gordon is severely beaten up by Flass and his friends (1987 8-9). Gordon disrupts the status 

quo of Gotham by being an honest policeman and fashioning a new space for himself within 

a corrupt city. The infection spread by vectors is one that disrupts the status quo of the State 

(in Gotham this is one where the mafia, the police and the Councilmen are in cahoots with 

each other). Vectors are new directions in space, caused when connections occur between 

two beings. In the above examples, attempts are made to create new spaces when the boys 

meet at the street corner, and when Gordon meets Gotham and its inhabitants.

Incidentally, when Batman begins his acts of vigilantism within Gotham in BY1, he is 

not considered a threat as he does not work to overturn the hegemony of those of the ruling 

class, but rather operates at the level of petty street crime and within the red light areas. 

Commissioner Loeb explains: “Two sides to everything friends. Look at the long term. A few 

street operators are put out of action, yes -  But the people of Gotham city have a hero. Makes 

them feel safe. And the safer they feel, the fewer questions they ask” (1987 37). This 

allowance made to the vigilante ends, however, when the higher echelons of power -  the 

Commissioner, industrialists and the mafia, are attacked. Batman realises that the criminals 

he has fought so far within the slums of Gotham are created by a corrupt police force and by 

officials who control the economy in Gotham. From this point onwards, Batman no longer 

has unofficial sanction and an order is put out to arrest and possibly exterminate him. 

Batman’s usurpation of the right to violence, which is a State prerogative, now becomes a 

threat because the people attacked are those who belong to and control the State. The 

‘normal’ is here menaced as Miller portrays Batman as a distinctly Robin Hood-like figure 

when he growls out: “Ladies, Gentlemen. You have eaten well. You have eaten Gotham’s

wealth. Its spirit. Your feast is nearly over. From this moment o n ---- none of you are safe”

(1987 39).
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Batman in BY1 and the other novels is creating a new space for himself where the 

right to use violence has been taken over from the State. This space is appropriated 

periodically by the Joker, Dent and the mutants, each of whom uses violence but is not 

subjected to the same. The State would rather have them undergo rehabilitative care to 

correct what they perceive as ‘social misalignment’ since to treat them otherwise would 

indicate that the State has not fulfilled its responsibility of ensuring social and spatial justice. 

The incarceration of these individuals prevents them from forming relations with other people 

or altering the status quo. The State, represented by Loeb and even Gordon in BY1 and later 

the President in TDKR, attempts to suppress these spaces and its inhabitants, particularly 

Batman, because his use of violence and efficient subjugation of those who menace the city 

are an indication of the State’s inability to protect its inhabitants. Hence also Dr. Wolper’s 

repeated attempts to declare Batman responsible for crime in Gotham and to commit him to 

Arkham Asylum (TDKR 65-6, 102, 113).

The vigilante is akin to the werewolf of the mythical world. They possess the

potential for transformation, from human to lupine and back, simultaneously occupying two

biological categories that are opposed culturally: the civilised human versus the savage wolf.

Modern day werewolves of fiction and cinema are rarely found feeding on their victims.

Rather, they infect them with their bite, turning victims into new werewolves and hence

potential victimisers. They serve the purpose of infecting and thus creating further vectors

and, in their transformed state, are occupants of liminal spaces who have access to State

spaces and the associated resources. An example for the utilisation of State resources can be

found in all three Batman novels discussed here. In BY1, Batman has access to the Wayne

millions as well as regular information from Dent regarding the whereabouts of the criminal

classes whom Commissioner Loeb and the mob boss Falcone refuse to let the judiciary touch.

The narcotics dealer Jefferson Skeevers for instance, who is in cahoots with Detective Flass
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of the Gotham metropolitan police and Commissioner Loeb, is threatened into testifying at 

any cost by Batman (1987 78). The fear Batman inspires is worse than the fear Skeevers has 

for those in the official ranks of legitimised power (1987 82). This rapid creation of new 

spaces that do not abide by the injunctions of the powerful individuals in Gotham, makes 

hunting the vigilante down necessary as he is undeniably a carrier of infection, disrupting the 

activities and powers of the dominant groups that control the State.

Individuals like Batman and Gordon refuse to be a medium or conduit for State power 

and are rather ends in themselves. The carrier nature of the vigilante is evident in BY1 and 

TDKR in various instances. In BY1, inspired by Batman’s trickster like abilities at outwitting 

his enemies, Selina Kyle takes on the mantle of Catwoman and robs Commissioner Loeb 

with further plans to attack Falcone as well. Catwoman only attacks the rich and is decidedly 

materialistic in her aims, unlike Batman. The debate that goes on, on television as to whether 

Batman is simply a thief or a Robin Hood figure in BY1, takes a decidedly different tone in 

TDKR, where the discussion rages regarding his psychosis. Batman proves an inspiration to 

members of the public like Peppi Spandeck, who may not quite approve of Batman’s violent 

crime fighting methods, but through using them, Peppi is infected by the ‘vigilante 

syndrome’:

A devout Catholic, Peppi Spandeck can’t say he approves of this Batman. And when 

he hears the woman scream down the street, he knows he should be afraid. Instead 

he’s looking at the alarm system that cost him two months profits and the iron bars 

over his windows that make his beautiful shop look like a prison...He can feel his 

pulse. He knows he’s gone crazy. But the mugger is running, afraid. Afraid of Peppi. 

(1986 90)
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In media debates, Batman the vigilante is dualistically cast as representative of the 

commoner’s will to resist oppression, and as “an aberrant psychotic force” (1986 41). The 

later part of this dualism is evident in Batman’s doubles, namely the Joker and Dent, whose 

psychosis is directed toward perpetrating crime, unlike their dual nemesis, who perpetually 

fights crime. Incidentally, Batman’s transformation from playboy millionaire to creature of 

the night recalls Count Dracula’s metamorphosis. In several instances in TDKR, he is 

described as a creature resembling the famous Count (“a huge man dressed like Dracula” 

[1986 32]) and simultaneously growling and snarling like a wolf. Interestingly and as referred 

to earlier, the first Batman comic book by Bill Finger and Bob Kane were influenced by the 

silent movie The Bat (1926) and its remake, The Bat Whispers (1931). The Mask o f Zorro 

(1920) starring Douglas Fairbanks, Bela Lugosi’s Dracula and the radio show The Shadow 

were among some of the influences that created this vigilante (43). These are further 

compounded by Miller’s unique sketching of the raging Bat that heralds Batman’s resurgence 

and entry into Gotham.

The Bat is significantly ‘wolfish’ in its appearance and Batman’s growls throughout 

BY1 and TDKR are often described as wolf-like. This feature characterises Batman who in 

BY1 descends on criminals with “a growl I‘ve brought all the way from Africa—” (1987 31). 

The corrupt detective Flass, describes Batman as a huge winged figure with claws and 

impervious to bullets -  a figure that closely resembles a vampire. The vampire and the 

werewolf are traditionally abject creatures, cast out of legitimised spaces in society. Their 

occupation of different social spaces and their simultaneously dualistic existence (as human 

and vampire/werewolf) serves as a reminder for the abject parts of the self that are to be 

constantly repressed. Incidentally, the werewolf has been synonymous with the outlaw or the 

robber and is according to Mark J. Lidman, an archetypal reminder of our dualistic Jekyll and
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Hyde like aspects17. This then further coincides with the way Batman is perceived as 

rapacious vampire/wolf like violent creature and at the same time an inspirational Robin 

Hood-like figure, representing a resistance to oppressive forces and inspiring others to follow 

suit.

Just as flows are created when Batman intrudes into the main spaces of the State, a 

counter flow is created when members of civil society unite with gutter space inhabitants. 

The latter spaces, as mentioned earlier, are also characterised by an uncanny repetition of 

events and characters that resemble each other. All of Miller’s novels open with Batman re

entering Gotham after a hiatus -  of study abroad as in BY1 or an enforced break, as in the 

case of the other novels. Each time he arrives in Gotham, the city is grimmer, dirtier and 

more violent than before. Kristeva, in Strangers to Ourselves (1991), refers to the uncanny 

nature of epilepsy and madness: their presence in fellow human beings “worries us the more 

as we dimly sense them in ourselves” (185). The incarceration of the criminally insane in 

Gotham and the repeated efforts to commit Batman to the asylum are examples of the State’s 

attempt to permanently repress the unsavoury elements which remind it of itself. The 

barbarian, the leper and the insane are uncanny reminders of repressed selves which one can 

disassociate from oneself only through acts of repression. Kristeva (1991) quotes Freud from 

Das Unheimliche (1919) to define the uncanny as “in reality nothing new or alien, but 

something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become alienated 

from it only through the process of repression” (241). The angst caused by the uncanny is a 

“frightening element” which is “something repressed which recurs” (Kristeva 1991 184). 

Recurrence, as mentioned earlier, is an essential feature of gutter spaces as well. Batman, the

17 Lidman 1976, 388-397.
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Joker, Dent and other arch villains recur across comic history, as these characters never fail to 

lose their potency and popularity among readers. Their reappearance is evidence of the 

repetitive nature of the uncanny. These figures are formed from inequalities, acts of unjust 

treatment and repression within the State. Thus, as long as the State and its mode of 

functioning persists, so too will these individuals.

Just as Batman is portrayed as the frightening, repressed side of Bruce Wayne, the 

Joker and Dent also function as the repressed sides of Batman himself. These are individuals 

who reappear in Gotham only after news of Batman’s activities surface in the media. They 

are evidence of the abject parts of the self that Batman dimly senses and from thence springs 

his identification with Harvey Dent. When captured by Batman in TDKR, Dent asks his 

nemesis to see him for what he is beyond a reconstructed face after his surgery: “... Got the 

whole world to smile at me...got them all to keep their lunches down when they saw my...my 

face saying I was cured...saying I was fixed...Take a look...have your laugh. I’m fixed all 

right. At least both sides match...” (1986 55). And Batman sees: a face scarred equally on 

both sides as a series of panels display a hideously scarred Harvey, followed by his surgically 

‘fixed’ face, then a panel sequence consisting of a masked Batman, the raging Bat symbol 

that often heralds his entry into Gotham, to a final panel, where Batman faces the reader head 

on after he tells Harvey “... I see a reflection, Harvey. A reflection” (1986 55).

In Powers o f  Horror (1982), Kristeva refers to the relationship between the katharmos 

or purifier and the pharmakos or scapegoat. Once the katharmos, who is invited into the city, 

succeeds in purifying it, its exile becomes necessary as proof of the city’s non-abject status. 

Batman acts as a constant reminder of Gotham’s gutter spaces. When the city is overrun by 

mutants, the Joker and Dent, who merge the gutters with the pristine spaces of the State, 

Batman must step in as purifier. Wolper periodically and perhaps rightly blames Batman for



the rise of Dent and the Joker. Yet this clash of the titans cleans up the city of its barbaric 

fringes (the mutants). Once the city is purged of the Joker, Dent and the mutants, the 

President orders Superman to take down the pharmakos: Batman (1986 185). Batman stands 

as a reminder of the city’s formerly impure status and must be cast out because he repeatedly 

reminds the State of its ineffectuality in policing itself. He must recede into the gutter spaces, 

which he does almost literally, moving into the caves beneath the former Wayne mansion, 

away from the public gaze (1986 199).

Uncanny resemblances can be identified in the way in which Miller etches and inks 

Batman, Dent, Gordon and Ellen Yindel with their lantern jaws. In BY1 written in 1987, a 

year after the Dark Knight re-debuted as an ageing crime fighter, one observes a young Bruce 

Wayne attacking not only petty criminals, but also taking on Gotham’s rich and corrupt such 

as Commissioner Loeb and the Falcone. He goes to the extent of stealing the Falcone’s Rolls 

Royce and dropping it into the river, leaving him naked and tied up (1987 40). The latter act 

is curiously reminiscent of Gordon tying up Detective Flass and leaving him naked to be 

found by the police later on (1987 19). Gordon does serve as the law-abiding dual of Batman 

and this becomes increasingly evident when one follows the events in BY I , where both of 

them arrive in Gotham at the same time and find their way through the corrupt city. They are 

inked almost similarly in terms of body structure and jaw line; and are both expert fighters. 

They share an obsessive need to set things right, although Batman’s compulsive nature 

borders on the psychotic, which heightens his affinity with all the arch enemies he fights 

across comic history like the Joker, Dent, the Penguin, the Riddler, Scarecrow and others.

The doubling or replication which occurs after traumatic events is evident in Batman 

and the Joker as well as in Batman and the former District Attorney Harvey Dent. Each 

character reflects the other, but their respective psychoses are directed towards different ends.



‘Doppelganger’ entities, they function as microcosmic reflections of a larger macrocosmic 

doubling in the nature of social spaces such as Gotham and its double, Arkham, rendering 

them both uncanny spaces where horrific events take place repeatedly. The respective 

inhabitants of Arkham and Gotham are mirrored bodies. As the psychiatrist Dr. Wolper 

points out, Batman provides a challenge to the Joker and others (1986 65-66). He shares with 

his enemies an almost psychotic obsession; his to punish crime and theirs to provide him with 

worthy enough adversaries and grandiose plans to thwart. Their rise is also a ‘doubling’. The 

Joker, who has been catatonic for almost ten years, is inked as an extremely drab entity by 

Miller; the panels show an incremental addition of hair colour even as the number of 

television reports on the return of Batman increases (1986 41). On watching the news reports, 

the Joker starts stuttering out the name of Batman and, once he utters it, his famous grin 

lights up the panels forcing it into a two way split that is indicative of his recuperation, even 

though psychotic. The inhabitants of both these asylums — Gotham too, as it is singularly 

insular from the rest of America and a dystopic site -  seem to work on a principle of constant 

recycling, almost as if they were material goods acquired temporarily and then sold and 

resold. Jeff Ferrell (1990) discussing the degeneration of used popular culture products in 

second hand settings proposes that the settings in which the objects enter for recirculation 

also contribute to their degradation (92). Every time the Joker and Dent re-enter Gotham, 

they are increasingly vicious and violent, as they become more incurable, like the city of 

Gotham that recuperates only to fall into disrepair and thus necessitating the presence of the 

vigilante for eternity.

Geoff Klock (2002) analyses the relationship between Batman and his villains in great 

detail as he illustrates how their individual psychosis throws light on various aspects of 

Batman’s character:
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Every major member of the villain’s gallery operates as a kind of reflection of some 

aspect of Batman’s personality [...] Two-Face is always given at least some part in 

every major Batman story because of his parallel relation to Batman: a successful 

upper-class socialite, the district attorney of Gotham City had half his face scarred by 

acid thrown when he was prosecuting the mob. This trauma resulted in a split 

personality and an obsession with the number 2. Bruce Wayne, upon seeing his 

parents murdered, suffered a similar personality split: the creation of the Batman alter 

ego. The Penguin reflects the dark side of Bruce Wayne’s millionaire capitalist 

playboy routine [...] (36).

Klock goes on to indicate the similarities between other villains, especially the Joker and 

Batman in TDKR, by hinting at a merging of personalities. This merger immunises Batman 

from being cast in the role of a government stooge (a potential risk, as he shares 

characteristics and features with Commissioner Gordon and Yindel) who constantly upholds 

the status quo, albeit a conservative one. Miller, across his Batman novels, extends the 

heroes’ conservative stand against a largely liberalist State. In the persona of Bruce Wayne, 

he echoes the liberal State’s views regarding Dent that one must believe in the success of his 

rehabilitation process. As Batman, however, his conservative politics emerge, denying 

criminals rights just as they have denied themselves the claim to rights. This is apparent in 

Batman’s interrogation of one of Dent’s henchmen where he mocks: “You’ve got rights. Lots 

of rights. Sometimes I count them just to make myself feel crazy” (1986 45). Setting TDKR 

m the Reagan era, where Ricky Ricardo is modelled on the late President, is an interesting 

move on Miller’s part, as Reagan, with his penchant for supplying arms to anti-communist 

forces, is considered a conservative icon. And yet, his conservatism has limits, because while 

he is willing to use a Superman: ‘[...] Our own little deterrent’ (1986 165), when it comes to 

Batman, he is a Bronco that must be saddled and ridden around lest he lead the other horses



out of the fence (in other words creating an epidemic of vigilante activity) (1986 84). Miller 

attempts to push Batman beyond limits to ensure that he does not quite maintain the status 

quo like Superman.

So far, I have looked at how uncanny replications abound in Gotham, where 

characters and events resemble each other or repeat respectively. I also showed how flows 

and counter flows occur between spaces when individuals such as Batman enter civil society, 

and conversely when representatives of the law and other commoners either adopt or condone 

Batman’s activities. Batman is a liminal figure who possesses characteristics of upright 

individuals such as Gordon and Yindel as well criminal elements, such as the Joker and the 

mutants. This in-between status contributes to the currency of the Batman type of vigilante as 

he is portrayed (and especially so by Miller) as a character who is aware of the minutest of 

changes as regards the State. To put this differently, Batman has his hand/eye on the pulse of 

the nation and adapts himself to tackle the problems that plague the State and, alternatively, 

the plagues for which the State is responsible.

This is evident in the events that span Miller’s Batman novels analysed in this

chapter. Individuals such as the mutants, the Joker and even the superheroes (Batman, Oliver

Green, Flash) belong outside Gotham; they are repeatedly cast out of the city either

physically or reviled by the media. The fact that the superheroes wage a war on crime does

not sit well with the public and its spokespersons such as Wolper, the critic Morrie and

others. As Superman puts it to Batman: “They’ll kill us if they can, Bruce. Every year they

grow smaller. Every year they hate us more’’ (1986 129). By the time the second book

(TDKSA) opens, the public starts clamouring for them, to the extent that they claim: “This

isn’t fair! We deserve him [Superman]” (1986 143). The dominant bloc expects a passive

Public although, paradoxically, it needs members of the public like the mutants, Dent and the
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Joker, to legitimate its existence. When Batman acts in its stead and is able to maintain a 

better system of order, the necessity for such a State apparatus itself is questioned.

During the blackout caused by the detonation of a nuclear warhead, Batman takes 

over the city along with the former mutants and brings order to a chaotic night by declaring 

“Tonight we are the law. Tonight I am the law” (1986 173). In the sequel, the superheroes 

become a defacto State as they join an equally oppressed populace against a supposed 

democracy where anything worth knowing is classified information. Forced and conned into 

working for a populace that does not acknowledge their existence, they harness the popular -  

a rock show -  to gain the support of the populace. The way in which they choose to reveal 

themselves hints at a changing cultural scenario where adaptability is crucial to survival. And 

this again is the key to endurance of the Batman myth itself, as Miller’s work adapts to and 

adopts from the changing face of the media, even transforming the traditional panel structure 

of square boxes to use television panels signifying the medium’s influence on public opinion. 

Miller uses a series of contemporary popular culture references, constantly placing Batman in 

the here and now and lending the story a cultural immediacy, making him a character that one 

has grown up with and will grow old with. Other references include the David Endochrine 

show (the David Letter man show) and sex therapist Dr Ruth Weisenheimer (Ruth 

Westheimer). This use of popular culture references indicates a movement from an interstitial 

gutter space to the Thirdspaces of protest where the superheroes and the spaces of the comic 

book work as a tool of subversion, at once mocking State officials and spokespersons and 

challenging their authority. Their collective resistance against the dictatorial Lex Luthor and 

Brainiac in the final novel aids in re-establishing a democratic government. However, if the 

reinstatement of the status quo at the end of BY1 and TDKR is any indication, then the 

resolution achieved in TDKSA is only temporary and the vicious cycle of achieving power by 

corrupt State forces and concurrent acts of coercion and violent repression will continue.



Bleak as the situation seems, an analysis of Miller’s novels in terms of a timeline from 

the birth of Batman in BY1 to TDKR and finally TDKSA, indicate a shift which occurs in the 

problems against which Batman fights. In BY1, Batman concentrates on corruption and 

economic disparity, threatening Commissioner Loeb, the mafia and others as they have 

allowed Gotham to degenerate feeding on her economy. This concentration on the unequal 

effects of State policy repeats in TDKR as far as the artwork is concerned, with the city inked 

as a drab and desolate place where colour seems forced even on the fairgrounds. Gaiety is 

forced upon a city that is falling apart at the seams, a psychosis ridden space best exemplified 

by the Joker, Dent and Batman. The ‘social misalignment’ that they display and which is 

replicated in the mutants is in some sense a response to the economic crisis that Gotham 

faces, but chooses to ignore. The story of the Joker’s origins, although retold across comic 

history, is perhaps most widely known and most poignant in Alan Moore’s The Killing Joke 

(1988), where he is forced into a life of crime in his attempt to fend for his wife and unborn 

child. Harvey Dent is scarred while prosecuting the mob, and each of Batman’s villains suffer 

due to trauma inflicted by a flawed social space. The mutants are a young generation without 

purpose, each resembling the other in dress and demeanour and possess no future other than 

one that involves sowing mayhem and anarchy. In TDKR the focus shifts from a State 

ensuring the continuation of economic inequalities to a situation where arch villains distract 

the populace from such a crisis. They offer a diversion from the increasingly repressive 

measures of the government, which Batman understands towards the end of the first novel 

when he gets ready to “bring sense to a world plagued by worse than thieves and 

murderers...” (1986 199). Batman constantly transgresses boundaries, identifying

fundamental problems within each era and tackles them accordingly, thus establishing not 

°nly his effectiveness in popular imagination but also the necessity for vigilante figures.

In fact, Miller has this to say in an interview during the process of writing TDKSA:
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I've seen all these characters of my childhood fall into disarray. They've become 

neither fish nor fowl. Those of us who wanted to test the boundaries of what a 

superhero comic book could do, unfortunately broke those boundaries and the results 

have not all been very good. We pushed against the old walls, and they fell -  but 

nothing much has been built to replace them. And now the roof is leaking and the 

sewer's backing up. So I'm taking this romp through the material again and showing
1 o

just how spiffy this stuff is .

Miller uses the analogy of a backed up sewer to signify the deterioration of superhero 

characters. This is indicative of not just the content of superhero comic books, but also of the 

whole comic book industry itself that has had to restrict itself according to the Comics Code 

and other publishing house injunctions. The resurgence of Batman in Miller’s novels 

curiously harks back to the first Batman comic, The Case o f the Chemical Syndicate (May 

1939) where the criminal mastermind falls to his death into a vat of acid, incinerating 

himself. Batman’s words: “a fitting ending for his kind” (9) seems out of place in the light of 

later comic books where he always stops short of taking lives. Brooker suggests that this 

“relish in the death of criminals is characteristic of the early episodes” and “would later be 

modified” (2000 47). Batman’s uniqueness, however, as is repeatedly pointed out by critics, 

lies in his ability to change, and this early Batman evokes a grim, older man who believes 

that it is now a “whole new ballgame” (2001 39, 233) where he has no qualms of similarly 

incinerating his old protege, Dick Grayson, in a volcano. This similarity in modus operandi, 

if you will, indicates a resurgence of aspects of the ruthless frontier vigilante of old in an era 

and in spaces almost equally, although not similarly, lawless and sparsely policed or

18 Miller 2000.



policeable. In other words, just as the vigilante of yore functioned in border lands, Batman 

too operates within the fringes or frontier-like spaces.

Batman’s battles show how the characteristics of these frontier regions are replicated 

within Gotham, almost subsuming its spaces. For Batman, his every act (which is mediated 

by the traumatic death of his parents), is a war against crime in a situation where the law is 

either absent or forced to remain silent (in these events).

Batman remains an eternally marginal member of the gutter spaces, emerging from 

and receding back into them every time Gotham calls out to him in crisis and he solves its 

problems. Towards the end of TDKSA, other superheroes link hands with Batman. Along 

with the ‘Batboys’ (the reformed mutants), they form a collective that seemingly represents a 

Thirdspace struggle, and hence is subject to eventual appropriation by the State. However, 

Batman himself slowly recedes into the background at the end of TDKSA, epitomising his 

own words:

We aren’t here to rule. We aren’t here to bring chaos or anarchy. We’re here to end

the reign of criminals.... this is only the beginning. Tyrants your days are numbered.

You can’t fight us —and you can’t find us, we strike like lightning—and we melt into 

the night like ghosts (2001 183).

This visible invisibility characterises not only the vigilante but also the gutters they 

repeatedly emerge from and disappear into, only to rise again in times of need. Batman 

realises that Gotham is as much an asylum as Arkham. He chooses to remain outside both 

because, like the arch villains in these novels, he too illustrates a critical inability to function 

according to the differential norms of civil society. Additionally, Batman’s acute psychosis 

helps him understand and form alliances with the mutants and other inhabitants who plague



Gotham. This inability to function and integrate oneself into a ‘normal’ world raises the 

question of how one would describe an ‘everyday’ or ‘normal’ world. This is because 

Gotham and Arkham are not very different and are constantly feeding off and into each other. 

And this also recalls the Joker’s extremely perceptive comment to Batman, as Batman leaves 

the gates of the asylum: “Enjoy yourself out there. In the asylum. Just don’t forget--if it ever 

gets too tough...there’s always a place for you here” (Morrison 1989). The nature of the 

asylum and its inhabitants then are no longer confined within its walls. Rather they have 

expanded and infiltrated the State, making the streets into extended gutters and requiring the 

vigilante to penetrate, inhabit and progressively clean and alter these spaces.



LISBETH SALANDER: THE DISSONANT BODY OF THE VIGILANTE AND

ITS AMBIGUOUS POLITICS

That woman deserves her revenge... And we deserve to die. [laughs] But, then again, 

so does she. So I guess we’ll just see...Won’t we?1

The revenge motif is cardinal to the vigilante psyche in popular culture’s manifestations of 

the phenomenon. The vigilante’s uncompromising use of violence and quick, decisive acts of 

retaliation make the figure a staple feature of several crime, thriller and horror narratives. 

Although not all vigilante characters of contemporary fiction are necessarily motivated by 

revenge, their genesis as vigilante is often preceded by injustice and a failure of the State to 

exact retribution for the wrongs perpetrated upon them or their kin. In the Batman novels 

discussed in the previous chapter, Batman functions as a catalyst, exposing and disrupting the 

corrupt practises of State. He progresses from an individual controlled by a traumatic past, to 

one who masters and channels its effect upon him. In the process, Batman redefines the 

vigilante strain. He periodically escapes confining roles of victim and victimiser and 

spearheads a progressive politics of resistance against the State. Batman, however, is only 

one type of vigilante who is aided by factors such as gender and political clout and is backed 

by the unlimited wealth and resources that belong to his alter ego Bruce Wayne. Batman is 

confined to the fictional spaces of Gotham and Metropolis, which serve as cities that 

represent the state of affairs in America. Although he emerges from his lair to purge the
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streets of Gotham of its criminal elements, he quickly recedes into the background and is 

content to allow the status quo to re-establish itself to various degrees.

In this chapter, I focus on another more recent vigilante figure, markedly different 

from Batman in terms of physique, motivation, geographical location and access to resources, 

among other factors. My purpose is to analyse the way in which the vigilante negotiates the 

spaces of an evolving modern welfare State, one where the inroads made by the world of 

finance capital alters the State’s commitment to assume public responsibility for economic 

and social prosperity and justice. As a case study, I use Stieg Larsson’s heroine Lisbeth 

Salander from the Millennium trilogy (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo [2008], The Girl who 

Played with Fire [2009], and The Girl who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest [2009])2. I see Salander 

as an evolution of the Batman type of vigilante. The evolution is enabled by the changing 

nature of space from a fictional Gotham to the more realist spaces of Sweden. This chapter, 

building on the previous one, proposes that the vigilante belongs to the gutter spaces of 

protest. However, unlike gutter space inhabitants such as Batman, Salander is a figure limited 

by factors such as gender, social class, sexual orientation and education. Salander is a twenty 

four year old ward of the State in Sweden. She is the product of a violent relationship, where 

the State and its protective mechanisms in the form of the police, hospitals, crisis centres and 

welfare agencies have deliberately and consistently failed to safeguard her life, rights and 

liberty. Salander is a unique type of vigilante, a product of a changing welfare State where 

proliferating capitalist enterprises modify the way in which the State functions and operates 

upon its citizens. Conversely, these very factors affect the vigilante’s negotiation of State 

institutions and policy. Through a reading of the body of the vigilante and, by extension, the

' From here on referred to as Dragon Tattoo, Played with Fire and Hornet’s Nest respectively. In further 
allusions to the novels, I use these abbreviated forms and not the year of publication to avoid confusion, as 
English translations o f the second and third novels o f the trilogy were published in the same year.



social body of which she is a part, this chapter attempts to investigate if and to what degree a 

reactionary type of vigilante such as Salander contributes to a progressive form of resistance 

against the State. In the process, I will also focus on the manifestation of the gutter spaces in 

Larsson’s novels, on the inhabitants of these spaces and on the mutational capacity of gutter 

space in general as a strategy to survive the machinations of an oppressive State.

Stieg Larsson’s protagonist featured in the Millennium trilogy is not without

• 3 •antecedents. She resembles and draws from figures such as Modesty Blaise and the heroines 

of crime fiction, slasher films and rape revenge dramas who exact torturous vengeance upon 

their tormentors. And yet, Salander is a distinctively complex vigilante whose resistance 

involves carefully adopting and adapting techniques of coercion from the very institutions, 

individuals and circumstances that victimise her. She revises a fairly exclusive male tradition 

even whilst being influenced by historical antecedents of the vigilante such as the criminal 

bandit, the madman and the trickster of folklore. While these factors do not necessarily 

constrain the revolutionary potential of her role as vigilante, the character’s greatest 

constraints stem from the genre conventions of both crime and horror fiction to which the 

novels both consciously and unconsciously subscribe and which I study in detail further on 

in this chapter.

Set in Sweden, Larsson’s novels have been translated into several languages. Larsson 

utilises familiar patterns of popular revenge drama popularised by Hollywood cinema (films 

such as Death Wish [1974], I  Spit on your Grave [1978] and Eye for an Eye [1996]) to

Several reviewers o f the trilogy have pointed out the similarities between Blaise and Salander. While there is 
no indication from Larsson himself that he may have read any of the Blaise comics, the resemblance between 
the characters is striking. For further discussion on this, refer to Rozovsky, Peter. ‘Modesty Blaise: The original 
girl who played with fire.’ Detectives Beyond Borders. August 29, 2009.
<http://detectivesbeyondborders.blogspot.co.uk/2009/08/modesty-blaise-original-girl-who-played.html>
Accessed 14 M arch 2012.
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generate a character that operates within the spaces of a social welfare State. The author 

places a familiar character in an unfamiliar setting. In doing so, the novels problematize and 

distinguish between the way in which the traditional vigilante figure deals with social 

problems and the way in which the State deals with the vigilante. This chapter examines the 

makeup of the vigilante and how placing this figure in a different sociopolitical scenario (i.e. 

Sweden, an increasingly privatised social welfare State) alters the political resonance of the 

vigilante narrative. I use the Millennium series as a case study for two reasons.

Firstly, Larsson’s work, as opposed to Miller’s graphic novels discussed in the 

previous chapter, offers a more elaborate picture of the State which grows from a social 

welfare State to one in which the effects of globalisation and privatisation are felt more 

keenly. The evolution of the nature of the State’s spaces has to do with the shift from the 

welfare state’s involvement in the lives of citizens to increased State intervention4 that is 

necessitated by the growing effects of capitalist enterprises. This disturbs the nature of power 

and the way in which it is wielded by political society, civil society and the individuals who 

are excluded from civil society. Increased privatisation has led to further fragmentation of 

power within the State, because the State’s role as care giver and security provider, for 

instance, can now be privately contracted.5 This is exemplified in the Millenium trilogy 

through acts of investigation and surveillance that are carried out not only by State bodies 

such as the police and the Swedish Security Service (Sapo) but also by a private security 

agency and individual citizens in all three novels. Surveillance as a means of exerting State

4 Bergh, A. ‘Towards a New Swedish Model?’. Population Ageing - A Threat to the Welfare State? The Case o f 
Sweden. Ed. T. Bengtsson. Heidelberg: Springer, 2010: 109-119. Bergh deals with the changing role of the 
Swedish State whose involvement in the lives of citizens has become largely interventionary due to increased
Privatisation.

5 David Garland (1996) suggests that this privatisation o f security is the mark of an encroaching neoliberal 
economy where the State abdicates responsibility but not power. Power is exercised through the monopoly of 
v>olence and punishment through the police and judiciary.



power is thus contested, as it is now no longer a prerogative of the State. My aim here is to 

investigate how and why the vigilante forms part of this power divide and whether the 

vigilante’s access to such resources eventually empowers or subjugates her.

Second, Larsson’s novels indicate a distrust of the social welfare State and an 

emerging free market economy. Such an economy, as the novels indicate has the capacity to 

simultaneously empower the individual and corrupt the State. The novels offer the 

opportunity to study how the political ambitions of the author are in conflict with the generic 

demands of the crime thriller and the slasher genre, thereby questioning whether the vigilante 

is capable of shaking or changing existing power systems such as the State’s law and order 

apparatus.

Norstedts, Quercus and Random House, the Swedish, English and American 

publishers of Larsson’s novels, have marketed them as crime fiction. Critics and reviewers 

(Forshaw 2010, Harris 2012, Gates 2012) have discussed them alongside the work of writers 

Maj Sjowall and Per Wahloo and Henning Mankell. Unlike the work of these writers, 

Larsson’s novels do not feature a policeman investigating crime under the auspices of the 

law. Larsson’s protagonists are a young woman named Lisbeth Salander, who has been 

declared mentally incompetent, and an investigative journalist, Mikael Blomkvist. Of the 

two, Salander emerges as the driving force behind the trilogy, propelling the story forward, 

while Blomkvist is relegated to the role of sidekick. He aids in her exploits, all while leading 

his own professional life as a journalist investigating financial and gender crime. Blomkvist’s 

research collides with the world of Lisbeth Salander when he takes her on as a research 

assistant in the first book. In the second and third book, Salander’s interest in a forthcoming 

Publication of Blomkvist’s Millennium Magazine on the sex traffic industry leads to a spate 

°f murders in which she is implicated. Lisbeth’s attempt to prove her innocence is aided by
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Blomkvist and upright members of the police force and Sapo. The trilogy reveals that 

Salander and her mother have been subjected to gross injustice by a section within Sapo, who 

have been aided by the police and government employed psychiatrists to commit these acts. 

The State is thus not just complicit in covering up crimes, but is revealed to have actively 

perpetrated crimes against its citizenry. The last novel concludes with the State offering 

Salander restitution by rescinding her mental incompetency status and restoring her rights as 

a citizen.

The method of reparation that the State employs is an attempt to reinforce its right to 

hegemony. This reinforcement is necessary because the vigilante, in this case Lisbeth 

Salander, is evidence of the State’s failure to protect its citizenry. Fiction featuring the 

vigilante strain in general and Larsson’s novels in particular draw attention to the inability of 

the State to protect the rights of its inhabitants. The vigilante is an insider outsider, excluded 

from the State through a denial of rights. Having been denied rights, the vigilante is not 

bound by the concurrent obligations of citizenry. This unique position of being inside and yet 

outside the State (the position of inclusionary exclusion) allows the vigilante and fiction 

featuring the figure a bird’s eye view of the systemic ills that characterise various systems of 

social relations.

The Millennium trilogy is structured around four basic themes: the State and its 

crimes, finance capitalism and its complicity with forces of the State, right wing extremism 

(which is mirrored in the methods the State employs to subjugate dissident citizens and 

denies a fundamental equality between peoples), and the possible triumph of feminism over 

Patriarchal State institutions. Each of these themes is interconnected and centred on the body 

°f the State. Larsson’s novels permit an in-depth reading of how the State functions, how the 

vigilante is birthed, and how she conducts herself within and outside State institutions and
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structures. This analysis will show how Larsson promotes and at the same time cripples the 

voice of resistance against the State within his books. In the novels, the vigilante is portrayed 

as a model of transformative dissent capable of undermining State power and reconfiguring 

State structures. I argue instead that Salander’s dissent is rather ambiguous, as she is curtailed 

at every point by the very forces of the State and finance capital against which she fights. 

Additionally, the novels tend to individualise the criminal and the hero instead of focussing 

on the sociopolitical and economic climate within the State that fosters and nurtures crime. 

The politics of ressentiment6 that is subsequently promoted within the novel, limits the 

vigilante’s engagement with the State as well as her ability to generate a politically charged 

critique of the dominant social bloc. To elaborate further, the rhetoric of confining crime and 

its effects to a relationship between perpetrators and casualties exonerates the State’s 

responsibility for conditions that lead to crime in the first place. Larsson’s novels, although 

critical of the State, tend to individualise offenders and victims in the interests of plot 

resolution. This affects Salander’s attempts at jeopardising the State’s carefully constructed 

claim to neutrality, as far as crime and punishment is concerned.

Through an analysis of Larsson’s novels, the goal of this chapter is to demonstrate 

how fiction featuring the vigilante simultaneously reinforces and undermines State 

institutions and authority. Through this process, I also intend to study whether such novels 

are capable of producing and furthering a politics of dissent. This capability has to be 

questioned, because the genre of crime fiction in general, and the Millennium series in 

Particular, are controlled by the demands of the publishing industry. Subject to such control, 

the novels wrestle with the need to show how crime is evidence of “deep political distress”

6 Ressentiment has been defined in detail in the previous chapter using Wendy Brown’s (1995) interpretation of 
Nietzschean ressentiment where victims and victimisers are limited to particular social positions, while the State 
ls cast as a neutral adjudicator o f crime.
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(Brown 1995 27). Crime is attributed to a few individuals who are incarcerated or 

exterminated in the course of the narrative without any repercussions on the socioeconomic 

forces that produced and fostered them .

In order to analyse the role that the State plays in creating and nurturing the vigilante 

in Larsson’s novels, this chapter relies on Gramsci’s (2007) theories regarding the structure 

of the State, David Harvey’s (2000) reading of the individual body as a site of resistance in a 

neoliberal economy and Mary Douglas’ (1976, 1982) list of threats that corrupt the body and, 

by extension, the body of the State. These theorists are from disciplines as varied as political 

philosophy, geography and social anthropology. Yet they are necessary for a nuanced 

understanding of the composition and functioning of the State, because the State is not simply 

a political formation, but is created and sustained by an amalgam of social, political, cultural 

and economic factors. These factors range from class, race, gender and ethnicity to market 

forces, religious views and political leanings of citizens. Gramsci is aware of the social nature 

of power, wielded as it is by hegemonising social groups. Gramsci’s theories about the State 

do not simply construct the State as a two-tiered body: namely, one that dominates and the 

other that is subordinate to the dominant group. The dominant bloc rules with the consent of 

the subordinated, and is constantly modifying itself to acquiesce to the needs and demands of 

the subjects it rules over. Gramsci argues that the dominant hegemonic coalition or bloc 

functions by “securing the development of the group which they represent with the consent 

and assistance of the allied groups” (2007 148). The interests of the dominant group, often 

representing or allied with capitalist enterprises, are brought into harmony with the needs and 

aspirations of the subordinate groups. This ensures the consent of the latter and thus the

\ David Schmid (1995) refers to this problem in detective fiction where both the criminal and the detective are 
individualised, limiting the ability o f the genre to offer a critique of “capitalist, racist and patriarchal 
spatialisations o f power” (243).



hegemony of the dominant social group. The structure of the State cannot be divorced from 

the techniques of control and domination that the State employs, especially those that ward 

off threats to its sustenance and functioning.

Mary Douglas investigates threats to the social body: of the individual and, by 

extension, the State. These threats, which range from local crime to foreign invasion, possess 

the potential to destabilise the borders of hegemonic social formations, violating them 

through the corruption of single individuals. Although Douglas’s anthropological theories are 

based on bodily defilement, they can be applied to the body of the individual who belongs 

either to dominant, subordinate or resistance groups within a modern State formation. The 

threat to the individual body and the threat that it poses, imperils the flow of power within the 

State. This is because the body, as Harvey (2000) suggests, is the sum of socioecological 

processes and cannot be understood outside these processes:

different processes (physical and social) ‘produce’ (both materially and 

representationally) radically different kinds of bodies. Class, racial, gender, and all 

manner of other distinctions are marked upon the human body by virtue of the 

different socio-ecological processes that do their work upon the body (98-99).

If that is so, then the body reveals the socioecological processes that aid in its production. To 

eliminate the body would be to eradicate traces of the processes that were instrumental in its 

formation. The body is conversely capable of affecting these processes because it is 

biologically related to the socioeconomic and political environment that has aided in its

creation.

The body of the individual is a potential site for an emerging politics of dissent. This 

b(%  is, however, not an isolated entity but part of a system of social relations. I place the
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vigilante, who both derives from and influences sociocultural processes of formation, within 

Gramsci’s structure of the State. This placement is essential because the State is not a 

monadic entity incapable of transformation. The State is transformed by and transforms the 

individuals it contains. Gramsci’s theories regarding the structure of the State provide a 

nuanced understanding of how political and civil society forms the State and functions within 

it. To understand State repression, I refer to Gramsci’s views on the State and civil society. In 

one of his formulations regarding the State, Gramsci suggests that the latter is a balance 

between political and civil society (2007). He also refers to the State as a combination of both 

and elsewhere as merely civil society. This final conflation of civil society with the State 

corresponds to another of Gramsci’s definitions, where the State is described as merely an 

“outer ditch”, behind which a “powerful system of fortresses and earthworks” stand (2007 

207). Fortresses and earthworks are defence systems, bulwarks to protect the borders of the 

State. This protection is a two way process: the State is protected from external forces, while 

the citizens are prevented from escaping the boundaries of the State. In spite of that, the 

economic and social elite are able to escape borders that are not only geographical but 

include, for instance, the boundaries of the law.

Larsson’s novels indicate how such an escape is both permitted and prevented, based 

on the social capital that the individual possesses. This in turn throws light upon not only the 

mechanisms that the State employs for its survival, but also the ways in which the State 

changes its policies when its survival is threatened. The emergence of the vigilante and her 

accumulation of social and economic capital through the course of the novels is a key factor 

in the transformation of a State which must modify itself in order to subsume new forms of 

resistance it is faced with. At the same time, one of the questions raised here is whether the 

State changes at all, or whether it is the vigilante who transforms herself to suit the particular 

State formation, thus allowing the State to incorporate and legalise dissent.
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1) The vigilante, the State and the forces of capital:

I argue that the first novel in the Millennium trilogy, Dragon Tattoo, is only partially 

able to offer a dissenting politics capable of effecting systemic change. In order to understand 

how the vigilante operates in relation to the State and capitalist enterprises, I divide the events 

of this novel into two parts: the story of the investigation into Harriet Vanger’s disappearance 

and Lisbeth Salander’s story, which runs as a parallel subplot to the main events in the novel. 

The purpose of this division is twofold. I propose to show how the forces of capital both 

enable and hinder efforts to further the cause of justice in the first part of the story, which 

deals with the Harriet investigation. In the second part which concentrates on Lisbeth 

Salander’s role in this investigation, I demonstrate how market forces endow the individual 

with agency and at the same time encourage the person to follow a policy of acute self- 

interest at the expense of fellow human beings. This dual function of capitalist enterprises 

shows how Salander’s dissent is subtly co-opted by the very forces that oppress her and 

whose shackles she attempts to break.

The first part unfolds as an investigation into the murder/disappearance of one 

woman. This investigation is generously funded by an ageing patriarch. The Vanger family, 

based in the island of Hedeby, away from mainland Sweden, is part of the dominant social 

bloc. Described once as the backbone of Swedish industry, its former head, Henrik Vanger, 

has several framed photographs of himself with politicians and former Prime Ministers of 

Sweden displayed in his house, a fact that establishes early on the close historical ties 

between the industry and the State. The Vanger family clearly has the resources to look into 

the case of the woman who would later become the CEO of the Corporation. Harriet’s 

disappearance is investigated because it is tied with the collective interest of an industry; if 

she hadn’t disappeared, she would have been groomed to take over the company. Sweden’s
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development from a social welfare State to a rapidly privatised nation is made evident in the 

novel through the proliferation of private security services and freelancers such as Blomkvist 

and Salander. Their access to resources such as the internet and advanced surveillance 

equipment, plus a hefty monetary remuneration at the end of the investigation, are evidence 

of the enabling forces of capital at work and that are provided, in this instance, by the Vanger 

Corporation. The powers of finance capital bring to light the events surrounding Harriet’s 

disappearance, but inadvertently reveal a spate of murders that have occurred over a span of 

several decades. Incidentally, the reason for her disappearance is suspected to be the fact that 

she may have had some information on a member of the family who was embezzling money 

from the firm. The case can only be solved when larger business concerns are broken down to 

a personal level, when Gottfried Vanger’s nationwide trips are no longer scrutinised as mere 

business trips, but as personal ventures. Wealth here is not used to generate more wealth, but 

for the fulfilment of personal sadistic needs. This individualisation of the villain ties in with 

Schmid’s claim about the inability of the crime fiction genre to offer a politically engaged 

critique of the forces that have shaped the individual (Schmid 243). While I agree with 

Schmid’s argument to an extent, Dragon Tattoo does allow for a critique of the self-serving 

forces of capital, as well as Sweden’s past and present relationships with Nazis, other 

extremist groups and individuals.

The villains in Dragon Tattoo, Gottfried and Martin Vanger, belong to a strain of the

Vanger family that has been schooled in anti-Semitic Nazi ideology. Their flirtation with

Nazism and the murders they commit are carefully masked by their access to Vanger

industry’s wealth which provides them unrestricted use of resources to fuel their appalling

exploits. A case in point is Martin Vanger’s position as the head of the declining Vanger

Empire, which allows him to travel all over Sweden, stalking and capturing victims to rape

and murder. He uses the wealth generated by the company in order to build a sound proof
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room in his house, ostensibly for business purposes, but, in actuality, to imprison and murder 

his victims. This shows how capitalist enterprises have been actively engaged to perpetrate 

crimes against scores of women who are, according to Martin, inconsequential: “women 

disappear all the time. Nobody misses them. Immigrants. Whores from Russia. Thousands of 

people pass through Sweden every year” (Dragon Tattoo 401). These women, like 

Gottfried’s victims, belong to the lower classes and lack the economic and social capital that 

their murderers and the investigators of their murders (Blomkvist and Salander) possess. This 

is an example of the arbitrarily enabling forces of finance capital that are actively engaged in 

the perpetration of crime. Martin and Gottfried are not only patriarchal but classist as well; 

they are aware of the advantages in choosing victims from a lower social strata. Larsson 

therefore does manage to offer a critique of these forces by highlighting the means through 

which finance capital is utilised to perpetrate crime.

Another factor that Larsson critiques is the new face of right wing extremism within 

Sweden. In an article published in his magazine, Expo, Larsson refers to the new incarnation 

of right wing forces whose fanatical views and violent tendencies are no longer actively 

professed, but rather buried under a respectable fa?ade of moderation (Poohl 2012 15). 

Martin Vanger’s violent tendencies are also cleverly concealed with the help of resources 

provided by the industry’s proceeds. While Gottfried’s murders were public spectacles, 

constantly courting investigation and arrest, Martin is more careful and has adapted himself 

to a changing socioeconomic scenario. Martin’s victims are illegal immigrants, namely 

women who do not feature in statistics or government data. Their disappearance and murders 

will not be investigated because these women are non-entities, located outside civil society



and therefore inconsequential to political society/ the State8. The world of finance capital, of 

which Martin Vanger is a part, has cleverly adapted itself to replicate the State in form and 

function. The camaraderie that Martin develops with his victims makes it easier for him to 

exert control over them; they consent to Martin’s hegemony. The State and market forces 

thus borrow from each other, acting collusively to maintain hegemony over subordinate 

groups. Although the murderers and the investigators are individualised in the novel, Larsson 

does manage to offer a critique of capitalist, classist and patriarchal forces at work. This 

critique, however, is not sustained by the ways in which events are ultimately resolved. In the 

final analysis, the vigilante’s voice of dissent is problematic. She can change neither the State 

nor private industries that have a say in State policy formation and functioning.

The vigilante’s acts are mired in self-interest and partially lack a social conscience, 

hence reflecting an ambiguous politics of dissent. Larsson portrays the State as a conflicted 

body that must protect citizenry from the brutal forces of capitalism, while also providing 

privately financed establishments with favourable conditions for growth and sustainability. 

At the end of Dragon Tattoo, Martin Vanger’s crimes are covered up for the sake of the 

thousands of workers employed by the Vanger Corporation and for the sake of the future 

CEO, Harriet Vanger. In a letter sent to Mikael Blomkvist, Henrik Vanger writes: “You can 

surely imagine what it would be like for Harriet if the truth were to come out. [...] And I beg 

you to think through the consequences the story might have for the thousands of employees 

in the company” (Dragon Tattoo 460). Henrik here clearly gives precedence to Harriet; the 

workers are secondary. This shows how the seemingly utilitarian policy of protecting the

g

Gottfried, Martin and their victims are all gutter space inhabitants. Just as the Joker and Dent are part o f these 
sPaces, as illustrated in the previous chapter, the villains and their victims in the Larsson novels also form part 
°f these marginal spaces. They are the dregs of society, they have been cast out or have consciously alienated 
themselves from the main body of the State, even whilst being part of the State. Martin, for instance, is part of 
capitalist enterprises, yet his violent murderous tendencies relegate him to the gutter spaces o f the State, where 
his traumatic past and its effects remain buried.
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interests of the greater numbers is only an excuse to safeguard the interests of those who 

belong to an elite class. The victims of Martin’s crimes will remain anonymous because they 

belong to a class of people who do not contribute to the advancement of capitalist interests. In 

fact, the revelation of the sordid crimes committed against them would only prove 

detrimental to Sweden’s industry, here represented to an extent by Harriet Vanger and the 

Vanger Corporation. The resolution of the novel thus does not bring about any change to the 

status quo, since members of civil society (in other words the State, as Gramsci conflates 

both civil society and the State) such as Blomkvist, work in collusion with the Vanger family 

to cover up crimes against women.

The vigilante, Salander, has been a victim of systemic abuse at the hands of the State

and State representatives such as her guardian, Advokat Bjurman. Salander plays a role in

covering up the events in Hedeby as she goes about destroying evidence of Martin’s crimes:

she burns the documentation of his past and future (intended) victims and throws away his

laptop. She does not let Blomkvist or Dirch Frode go to the police, as she refuses on principle

to talk to the authorities. While covering up evidence, she also dictates what Frode must do in

order to save the floundering business empire after Martin’s demise. Salander’s interest in

protecting herself from an investigation gains precedence over the desperate need to enlighten

several families of the fate of their children, siblings and spouses who have been murdered by

Martin. She manages to have the Vanger Corporation identify as many victims as possible in

order to compensate their families and makes sure that the Corporation will annually, and in

Perpetuity, donate a certain sum of money to Sweden’s women and girl crisis centres. The

^tter part of her solution, the crisis centre donations, strikes a sour note, as readers of the

trilogy are aware that these organisations have proved ineffectual in helping Salander’s

family when she was a child. Nor have these organisations been able to protect the interests

and rights of the immigrant prostitutes featured in the second and third novel. By agreeing
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with Henrik to allow the stories to remain buried, Salander sides with the forces of capital. 

Salander is content to allow the status quo to remain in place and Vanger Industries begin to 

flourish under the headship of Harriet. Salander transforms herself to accede to the demands 

of the dominant social bloc as it offers her anonymity from the preying eyes of certain 

sections of the State. Just as the dominant bloc occasionally adopts tactics from subordinate 

groups to remain in power, Salander mirrors the activities of the bloc to remain outside the 

purview of the law. The critique of capitalist and patriarchal forces that Larsson offers is thus 

curtailed by the resolution of the novel. The vigilante fails to represent a dissenting figure in 

the first novel evident particularly from the events on the island of Hedeby, as the forces that 

enable crime are not allowed to flounder, but instead they grow in strength under new 

leadership. However, Salander’s life outside of the events in Hedeby does offer the 

possibility for a politics of dissent to develop. This possibility lies within the body of the 

vigilante and in the way in which she affects the institutions, individuals and circumstances 

that have aided in her creation.

2) The vigilante’s body and how it is formed:

Salander is introduced as an exceptionally talented woman, one of Milton Security 

chief Armansky’s most skilled researchers, and a ward of the State. Salander, like Gottfried 

and Martin, has been subjected to a childhood of trauma and abuse. Her body is marked by 

events in her past that have moulded her both physically and emotionally. For example, 

Salander is deeply suspicious of all the people she comes across, and has possibly suffered 

from malnourishment when she was confined within the asylum (revealed in Hornet’s Nest). 

Salander is affected by additional limitations such as her gender and the class to which she 

belongs -  both of which contribute to her status as potential victim rather than victimiser. 

David Harvey (2000) suggests that the human body is the product of socioecological



processes that are conditioned by factors such as class, race, gender, all of which are marked 

upon the body (99). The body thus cannot be seen outside its processes of formation and is 

subject to the way in which social, economic, political and technological environments 

converge upon it. If the body is capable of adapting and transforming itself to suit the 

changing environment, it survives; if not, it perishes (Harvey 98). The vigilante’s body is 

continuously affected by a variety of socioeconomic forces and she in turn affects the 

processes of her formation. One of the key events that Larsson focuses on in the Dragon 

Tattoo is the abuse that Salander goes through at the hands of her State-appointed guardian 

and the way in which she retaliates against her attacker. Salander’s body is subjected to years 

of physical and emotional abuse by her father, to solitary confinement as a child in the 

asylum and to a series of incidents of sexual abuse which culminate in her being raped and 

tortured by her guardian. The abuse, however, does not condition her in the same way it does 

Gottfried and Martin who have been abused by their respective fathers. Impoverished by her 

lack of social skills, friends, money, and a deep suspicion of authority figures, Salander has 

learnt from her childhood onwards that figures of authority such as the police, doctors and 

crisis centre workers, are incapable of helping her, and that she must take matters into her 

own hands.

Elaine Scarry (1985), in her work on the body in pain, suggests that the purpose of

torture, i.e. of the political infliction of pain, is to isolate the body from systems of

interpersonal communication. Instead, the individual is condemned to a realm of inarticulate

screaming and primordial shouting, all of which indicate a destruction of the ability and

means to communicate (201). When Salander’s cries go unheard as a child and she is gagged

by her guardian, both literally and through blackmail in Dragon Tattoo, she is forced out of

any community, group, or society she may approach in order to voice her pain. The attempt

t0 isolate Salander, and thus control her, is an indication of State’s failure to protect and to
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nurture its citizens. Harvey argues that the body is capable of transformative resistance both 

in the sphere of the work place and the sphere of consumption despite the fact that it is 

controlled by a series of disciplinary measures and the appendages of capital (101-102). The 

body’s capability of acting against the social processes that control its existence occur within 

Larsson’s novels at the level of consumption, through Salander’s use of the resources 

provided within the State to achieve her ends, a point that I illustrate below.

Salander’s status of mental incompetency, anorexic appearance, her perceived social 

and economic impoverishment and incomplete school education work in her favour, as they 

cause her enemies to constantly underestimate her abilities. Her access to information via the 

internet and her ability to hack through private computer systems allows her entry into 

several domains of power and influence within the State. These domains include the virtual 

world of the Hacker Republic (an elite group of hackers across the globe of which Salander is 

a member), the realm of private security services under the tutelage of Armansky, Mikael 

Blomkvist and the economic resources that she manages to swindle from the Wennerstrom 

Empire. The State casts Salander into a chaotic world of disorder, away from civil society 

and the rights, liberties and protection which it only offers to a select group of citizens. This 

act proves to be the State’s undoing as Salander, who belongs to the gutters, uses the 

permeable borders of the space to freely enter and exit the multitudinous institutions, 

communities and bodies of the State without permanently conforming to necessary identity 

markers that the State imposes upon citizens. A case in point is Salander’s use of disguise to 

enter and negotiate the spaces of civil and political society to which she is denied legitimate 

access:

then she put on [...] a dark pea jacket and matching knitted gloves [...] She took the

rings out of her eyebrows and nostril, put on a pale pink lipstick, and examined



herself in the bathroom mirror. She looked like any other woman out for a weekend 

stroll, and she regarded her outfit as appropriate camouflage for an expedition behind 

enemy lines (Dragon Tattoo 93).

Similarly, Salander is able to become a ‘typical’ consumer, buying an apartment and furniture 

(for it) through intermediaries and by adopting another person’s identity (as the Norwegian 

Irene Nesser). Salander here accesses the hostile spaces of the State, which she would be 

unable to do successfully in the way she is usually dressed. The reverse, however, of being 

able to enter Salander’s world is denied to the State. Since the police and Sapo are unable to 

access the structures that she is part of, such as the Hacker Republic, Salander occupies a 

position of power outside systems of State surveillance. This ability to place the individual 

body within communities based on personal choice is an advantage that Salander derives 

from a neoliberal State. In the novels, the practises of deregulation evident in the proliferation 

of private security firms, access to remunerative work outside the purview of the State 

(Salander’s freelance job) and so on endow the individual with the means, flexibility and 

aptitude to act outside carefully monitored channels of communication. The body of the 

vigilante is thus able to offer a critique of the institutions and policies of the State from an 

inside outside position, as her body is part of and yet external to the spaces controlled by the 

State and its institutions.

As we have seen via Harvey, the body is part of and the effect of social, economic, 

political and cultural forces that swirl around it. These forces, and the effect they have on the 

individual, come to light in Larsson’s second and third novel, where Salander chooses to no 

longer remain within the gutter spaces of the State, where she is denied rights and justice. 

Instead, she forges her way into mainstream spaces. These novels indicate how Stieg Larsson 

follows and develops another pattern, that of the slasher genre. I use Carol Clover’s (1992)



seminal work on the slasher genre’s heroine, to show how the fiction I discuss is both 

empowered and curtailed by the conventions of the genre. Tracing staple features of the 

slasher genre within Larsson’s novels enables a clearer understanding of the ambiguous 

politics that the vigilante represents as both an enforcer of and a voice of dissent against the 

State.

The horror genre is constrained from offering a critique of larger political systems in 

place because film makers and novelists tend to individualise crime and punishment by 

confining them to the body of the individual. Carol Clover traces the folkloric elements of 

horror and relates it to myth where, according to Jurij Lotman, there are only two real 

characters: the “mobile” hero who “penetrates” enclosed spaces, and the “immobile” 

person/creature who belongs to the space and must be destroyed (13). Modelled along the 

lines of a quest narrative, as Lotman suggests, these figures are coded masculine and 

feminine respectively, whereby the former destroys the latter and restores the patriarchal 

order. Clover maintains that these single sex models do not work in the horror genre where 

women (the heroic characters) are increasingly masculinised and men (the villains), 

feminised. Salander is based on this model of the slasher genre’s ambiguously gendered hero, 

which Karen A. Ritzenhoff9 points out in a brief essay on the Swedish Millennium films. 

Salander curiously resembles the ‘Final Girl’, a term that Clover coins to describe the lone 

survivor of the film and subsequent sequels:

The Final Girl is boyish, in a word. Just as the killer is not fully masculine, she is not 

fully feminine — not, in any case, feminine in the way of her friends. Her smartness, 

gravity, competence in mechanical and other practical matters, and sexual reluctance

9Ritzenhoff 2012, 27-31.
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set her apart from the other girls and ally her, ironically, with the very boys she fears 

or rejects, not to speak of the killer himself. Lest we miss the point, it is spelled out in 

her name: Stevie, Marti, Terry, Laurie, Stretch, Will, Joey, Max [...] (40).

Lisbeth is often referred to as ‘Salander’ in the novels and additionally shares the culturally 

coded masculine traits of the Final Girl. Her androgynous nature is not only confined to her 

name, but extends to the body as well, because she can pass off as a woman, a man and even 

a child. This gender ambiguity is crucial to the vigilante narrative, as it aids her in negotiating 

mainstream spaces of the State and protects her from hostile State forces. Salander’s gender 

fluidity, enabled by her physique and mode of dressing, allows her to occupy multiple subject 

positions at once. She borrows from the strengths of each position to suit her needs and 

thereby protects herself from the forces of the dominant social bloc that seeks to confine her 

to particular roles (as delinquent, mentally retarded, insane) and to exert control over her. 

Like the slasher genre heroine, Salander has suffered through traumatic events and is 

genetically related to the forces that she is pitted against. This fact contributes to the gravity, 

level headedness and practicality that set her apart from the victims in the novels. The Final 

Girl’s androgyny is diametrically opposite to the victims of the killer who are often hyper- 

sexualised, promiscuous men and women. A great deal of work has been done on this aspect 

by theorists such as Sobchack (1988), Krasniewicz (1992) and others, who suggest that these 

women and their partners are killed off because they conform to society’s fears about the 

breakdown of the sanctity of the family through premarital sex10. Larsson makes a change to 

°ne of the cardinal features of the slasher pattern by portraying Salander as bisexual and as

Larsson too applies this pattern to his work, where the abuse that women such as Erika, Lisbeth and Lisbeth s 
mother undergo, seem to be valid punishment for their non-conformity to heterosexual normativity and the 
m°nogamous folkhem model.
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having multiple long and short term partners, thus violating not only the ‘family home’ 

(folkhem) model that the Swedish State is built on, but also the model of heteronormativity.

Clover points out that the heroine in the slasher genre is masculinised, while the 

villain is often feminised. This only reinforces the patriarchal paradigm of the male as 

guardian and protector of society’s values. The numerous unnamed women who are killed in 

the Larsson novels are, like the human fodder in horror films, described as ‘whores’, forced 

into prostitution or labelled ‘prostitutes’ by their killers. Apart from this fact, the villains 

Salander fights against are symbolically emasculated, as Larsson portrays them varyingly as 

either maimed (Zalachenko), old (the members of the section within Sapo) or with genetic 

defects (Niedermann). When faced with one of the members of the hyper-masculinised biker 

gang in Played with Fire, Salander applies a taser to his crotch, emasculating him and in turn 

reinforcing her masculine characteristics. Therefore, although Salander contributes to a 

politics of dissent by actively engaging with and triumphing over the socially powerful, her 

resistance against it is curtailed by Larsson’s conscious or unconscious appropriation of the 

conventions of the slasher genre. These codes not only individualise criminals and heroes and 

so prevent a critique of the socioeconomic factors that birth and sustain crime, but also 

celebrate the triumph of rational masculinity over hysterical femininity, thus reinforcing a 

patriarchal paradigm.

Nevertheless, Salander is able to push the borders of the Final Girl model to an extent, 

and in so doing, she furthers a progressive political agenda. She does this by stepping out of 

the margins and bringing the horrors that plague her into mainstream society. Dreadful events 

within most horror fiction and film occur in marginal spaces such as the outskirts of cities, 

remote villages, forests or even derelict houses (The Texas Chain Saw Massacre 1974, The 

Hills Have Eyes 1977, Friday the 13th 1980). These spaces are dumping grounds in a sense,



gutters that contain individuals who are neglected by a protective State. They are often cast 

out from civil society because they neither conform to subject positions of acquiescent 

citizens, nor do they contribute to the generation of economic wealth, and are thus deemed 

useless. These spaces, that I term gutter spaces, also include the prison and the asylum, which 

are the evidence of the State’s failure to protect the rights of its citizens. The prison and the 

asylum are hence unsightly spaces. Salander, a former asylum inmate, is condemned to 

irrevocable insanity by society due to her past incarceration. This makes her a threat when 

she enters the spaces of civil society; as Mary Douglas suggests, “the polluter becomes a 

doubly wicked object of reprobation, first because he crossed the line and second because he 

endangered others” (1976 140). When Salander crosses over to the main spaces of the State, 

the relationships she forms and the sense of community fostered with influential individuals 

like Blomkvist, Armansky and Paulo Roberto become a threat to the dominant bloc. This is 

because Salander’s body is marked by the State’s corrupt coercive practises, and these marks 

are potential pieces of evidence that she could reveal to the spaces of which she is now a part.

As far as the first novel is concerned, Salander maintains the slasher genre pattern by

containing Martin Vanger’s villainy within the island of Hedeby. She penetrates the enclosed

space of the island and of the villain’s basement; she prevents not only the villain from

escaping into the larger spaces of the State, but also prevents the story of his crimes from

finding its way into the press. This latter act of containment is crucial, as the forces of capital

are protected from scandal and thus the State from instability. The traditional Final Girl is

known for her role as a figure of containment, preventing the villain from entering and

wreaking havoc within the mainstream spaces of the State. Once we move to the events of the

second and third novels, Salander pushes the borders of the gutter spaces in two ways. She is

both Final Girl and the villain as far as the State is concerned, as she reveals the injustice that

*he State has perpetrated upon her body. She also manages to disclose the existence of the
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gutter space (the asylum in which she was incarcerated) as a realm that is proof of State 

neglect and discrimination. Salander may be denied access to the spaces of civil society, but 

this does not stop her from forming mergers with its members. Both of these factors threaten 

the stability of the State as they cause the dominant coalition to be subjected to scrutiny 

evident when the Section within Sapo, the police, guardianship agencies, the asylum and 

crisis centres come under inquiry and are subject to secret internal investigations in the last 

novel. The formation of an emerging power bloc whose ranks include people like Inspector 

Bublanski, Officer Figuerola, the lawyer Giannini, Doctor Jonasson and others from within 

the structures of the existing establishment furthermore endangers the hegemony of the ruling 

coalition whose integrity is called into question. The formation of this new bloc is evidence 

of the pollution of which the transgressor is capable. Salander is a “doubly wicked object of 

reprobation”11 as far as the State is concerned because she has managed to infiltrate and 

disrupt the functioning of bodies and institutions that ensure the hegemony of those in power. 

Salander provides the press (Mikael Blomkvist’s magazine) with her story, thus publicising 

the chain of events that have formed her. This revelation is a threat to the State as it could 

lead to the loss of the ruling group’s trust capital12. The social bloc that controls the State is 

likely to lose the consent of subordinate groups, which would in turn bring about a crisis of 

authority.

When Salander moves from the gutters to the main spaces and associates with 

members of both spaces, her resistance becomes politically charged. As opposed to the events 

in Dragon Tattoo, where Salander refuses to draw the attention of the police and other

"Douglas 1976, 140.

12 Similar to social capital, trust capital is defined by Francis Fukuyama as “the expectation that arises within a 
community of regular, honest, and cooperative behaviour, based on commonly shared norms, on the part of  
other members o f that community” from Fukuyama, Francis. Trust: Social Virtues and the Creation o f  
Prosperity. London: Penguin, 1996: 26.

134



agencies of law and order to her, the second and third novels illustrate how Salander slowly 

moves into the larger spaces of civil society as her battle against the corrupt forces of State is 

made public. With each book, Larsson’s emerging political critique becomes more clear or 

apparent. James C. Scott (1990), in his study of domination and resistance, argues that the 

transition from a hidden to a public transcript of dissent, breaks the fa9ade of consent. When 

revolt is made in the public realm, it possesses the potential to fundamentally alter relations 

of domination and subordination unless it is immediately halted and remedied (Scott 215). 

Salander manages to turn the State on itself by aiding in the formation of a fledgling coalition 

that contests the acts and policies of the ruling social group. The fa9ade of ‘consent’ that the 

dominant bloc (which consists of politicians, the police, judiciary, asylums, crisis centres and 

the like) requires in order to maintain hegemony, can no longer exist once the State’s 

practises of illegal violent coercion are revealed.

The vigilante in contemporary fiction is controlled by capitalism’s potential to use 

consumerism as a means to derail practises of resistance. The vigilante in Larsson’s novels, 

however, manages to exploit her consumerist capacity to manipulate and unravel the 

processes that constrain her. One of the ways that Salander does this is by probing her own 

body’s limits by refashioning it, as the case of the breast implants she willingly obtains 

suggests. This act of cosmetic surgery scrambles the boundaries that limit the Final Girl; 

Salander is sexually active and even portrayed as promiscuous. Yet, like the virginal Final 

Girl, she survives every horrific situation that she finds herself in and manages to exterminate 

°r alternatively neutralise the various forms of power that repressively act upon her body. She 

signals the birth of a new heroine, who conforms to commercially viable fantasies of the 

female body and casts herself in multiple moulds: as a fetishised sex object and androgynous 

Final Girl. But more importantly, she is a figure who is capable of manipulating the 

•nstitutions and the processes that have formed her.



Salander breaks the mould of the androgynous Final Girl, as she transforms her body 

to suit the image of the whore/victim. Salander is thus not only a mixture of Final Girl and 

villain who escape the bounds of their roles, but also the hyper-sexualised woman victim. 

Unlike the latter figure, the traditional casualty of the horror genre, Salander survives and 

discovers a new-found self-confidence that was previously denied to her. Although this calls 

Larsson’s feminist politics into question (particularly when Salander’s breast implants are 

portrayed as being for medical rather than aesthetic reasons), she does manage to extend the 

Final Girl paradigm by breaking the mould of the virgin hero. In the process, Salander’s body 

becomes increasingly fetishised, as she gives up her androgynous appearance for a more 

culturally coded view of the feminine gender, in other words, she confines herself to socially 

acceptable views of femininity. She views the process of getting implants as an improvement 

of her “quality of life” (Played with Fire 16). Susan Bordo in her essay ‘Reading the Slender 

Body’, analyses the replacement of the preferred hour glass figure of the fifties with the slim 

look that emerged in the eighties and nineties. Bordo suggests that the image of the slender 

woman was a liberating figure to be aspired to, as she represented an escape from a life of 

reproductive domesticity (Jacobus et al. 1990 103). The slight feminine figure that Bordo 

refers to cannot quite be related to Lisbeth Salander’s gender dimorphism. However, Bordo 

discusses controversial figures such as Dolly Parton and Vanna White, who lost weight 

dramatically to the extent that their heavy breasts adorned bodies that were waifishly thin and 

fragile. Bordo suggests that these women represent “the pleasures of nurturant female 

sexuality without any encounter with its powers and dangers” (Jacobus et all 1990 103). This 

analysis is interesting in the light of the change that Salander makes to her body by getting 

breast implants and supporting them on her slender, anorexic looking body for the following 

Masons.

136



This transformation to suit a socially and culturally acceptable view of the female 

body, could be seen as part of the State’s disciplinary practises to create what Foucault (1991) 

terms “the docile body” (136). Foucault suggests that the docile body is created by acts of 

subtle coercion that penetrate and pervade every aspect of the individual’s life. Discipline is 

used to fix the body in space; to categorise and confine it such that the person may be forced 

into subject positions where only transformations that enable the continued sustenance of the 

dominant bloc (in power) are permitted. The purpose of disciplinary methods, Foucault 

continues, is “to know where and how to locate individuals, to set up useful communications, 

to interrupt others, to be able at each moment to supervise the conduct of each individual” 

(143). The docile body is thus consciously created, individualised, supervised and guided 

through processes of transformation, even though it is fixed in particular categories of space 

or in certain subject positions.

Salander’s bodily augmentation hence fixes her in space and categorises her as 

feminine, threatening to divorce her from the gender fluidity that characterised her in Dragon 

Tattoo. What is at play here is the demand that capitalist enterprises create by promoting a 

particular mode of femininity and forcing women such as Salander to perceive their bodies as 

inadequate and in need of enhancement. The enabling market forces which finance her 

surgery thus work in collusion with the disciplinary mechanisms of the State to curtail one of 

Salander’s means of resistance: her ability to escape detection by passing off as man, woman 

or child. This attempt to create a submissive, non-resisting body by the State fails, however, 

because transformation to adapt is a survival mechanism, and the body that is incapable of 

altering itself to suit changing circumstances, perishes (Harvey 98). To clarify further, even 

though Salander is being manipulated into adhering to widely accepted standards of 

femininity, this does not diminish her potential for dissent. Through this surgery, Salander is 

actually adapting herself to life outside the marginal spaces of the State (the asylum, her flat,



her identity as mentally retarded ward of the State). For this new life, she must craft an 

identity that allows her access to her newfound wealth and resultant higher standards of 

living.

Salander is aware of this necessity to transform herself as she travels from the gutter 

spaces of the State to the main spaces. She resorts to disguise in order to penetrate institutions 

within civil society such as rental agencies, mainstream supermarkets and other bodies. 

Salander’s breast implants helps to accentuate her temporary persona of the rich bourgeois 

woman Irene Nesser13, thus protecting her real identity and preventing her resources from 

falling into the hands of the State (that wishes to control her). The State is furthermore 

unaware of the changes that Salander has made to her body: neither the implants, nor the 

removal of her wasp tattoo and piercings. This prevents her identification and capture by the 

police and by other enemies early on in the second novel. When Salander is finally brought to 

court in Hornet’s Nest, she attires herself to conform to the way in which the media, the 

police and general public envision her and seek to categorise her. Institutions and individuals 

such as the asylum, crisis centres, Sapo and their representatives have been actively engaged 

in portraying Salander as mentally incompetent, delinquent and psychopathic. The State 

manipulates the media, members of the police force and other constitutional bodies to 

propagate a certain image of Salander which will aid in fixing her within the confined spaces 

of an asylum for life. Salander seems to conform to this image, transforming herself to fit the 

mould of the particular docile body that the State has created. This transformation, however, 

is only pretence and a performance as Salander is aware of the way in which the State works,

13 Salander uses the identity o f Norwegian Irene Nesser to infiltrate the spaces o f civil society. The vivacious 
Personality that she adopts as part o f her Nesser character grants her access to spaces o f the State that the 
anorexic-looking, pierced and tattooed Salander cannot negotiate without generating hostility and putting her 
Under State surveillance.



and she is able to manipulate the identity forced upon her. This exhibits her ability to become 

a politically engaged model of dissent.

The performativity that Salander engages in by fashioning herself into a compliant 

body that conforms to the subject position created for her, is one of the means through which 

the vigilante undermines State power. Judith Butler (1990) refers to strategies that pose a 

threat to static gender identities and dispute the existence of a ‘natural’/ ’ ‘normal’ self, such 

as drag performance and cross-dressing. She suggests that body surfaces possess the potential 

to become sites of dissonance and agency by revealing “the performative status of the natural 

itself’ (146). Salander utilises the identity that the State creates for her to her own advantage 

and to reveal the performative nature of the State’s bodies that seek to condemn her to the 

asylum. I refer to the court scene at the end of Hornet’s Nest, where Blomkvist describes 

Salander’s entrance in detail as he notices her tattoos, piercings and almost Goth style 

makeup. The reaction of the press to Salander’s presence is pertinent here because, as I have 

suggested, Salander conforms to the identity that the State has fashioned for her via the press: 

“Blomkvist was aware of some of the reporters in the press gallery catching their breath in 

astonishment or smiling broadly. They were at last getting a look at the scandal-ridden young 

woman they had written so much about, and she was certainly living up to all their 

expectations” (.Hornet’s Nest 612). Most of Salander’s usual clothing, as Blomkvist remarks 

to himself, is tasteless. It is cheap, dull and aimed at allowing her to blend into sections of 

society without affording the viewer any insight into her identity or personality. She uses 

attire as a protective mechanism to guard against an interventionary State. When she dresses 

for court in a way that exaggerates her style to the point of parody, Salander enacts a role 

already set out for her. This role works in diametric opposition to the appearance of 

representatives of the State such as Teleborian and the deceased Advokat Bjurman, 

Salander’s guardian. When Salander is acquitted by court and the well-dressed upright



member of society, Doctor Teleborian is arrested on charges of paedophilia, the performative 

ability of identity markers comes to light. The vigilante in Larsson’s novels contributes to a 

politics of dissent by illustrating how factors such as dress, bearing and demeanour are only 

culturally constructed and function as a means through which the dominant bloc seeks to 

exert power.

The vigilante thus reveals the methods by which the State attempts to curb dissent, 

namely by utilising the media and manipulating the meaning of subcultural forms evident in 

clothes, haircuts, makeup. Subcultures may contribute to a politics of dissent, but as Hebdige 

(1979) in his work on youth subcultures suggests, the defiance that a gesture is capable of 

generating against a normative order of domination may only result in the construction of 

style that produces the opposite of the intended effect. Using Walter Miller’s work on 

juvenile gangs in the 1950s, Hebdige points out that subcultural forms only reiterate the 

concerns of the dominant order by using deviant or distorted methods (76). Along with Stuart 

Hall (1974), Hebdige is aware of the challenge that deviant forms pose to a normative order 

which is promoted by those in power. However, Hebdige argues that subcultural forms are 

heavily invested in capitalist enterprises, which produce en masse the paraphernalia of 

dissent. Fashion is used to express subcultural deviance, through body art, clothing and 

accessories. Yet these forms are incorporated into the dominant order by the collusive forces 

of media and market capital that work with and support the ruling social group. Hebdige 

agrees with Hall (1974), who suggests that the media and State bodies such as the police and 

the judiciary record and situate resistance firmly within a dominant social order. When modes 

°f resistance are seen as relational to the dominant order, they are labelled and categorised 

(Hebdige 94), since labels and categories are easier to deal with and to eventually neutralise. 

As the means of expressing dissent is manufactured by or constantly appropriated by the 

dominant group within the State, the use of subcultural forms as a medium for engaging in a



transformative dissenting politics is thus thrown into question. The vigilante’s access to and 

use of such resources render her, a figure of ambiguous resistance.

3) The vigilante as an ambiguous model of dissent:

The State, through Doctor Teleborian and the press, has attempted to diminish 

Salander’s resistance by appropriating her right to generate meaning. In court, her tattoos are 

defined as a manifestation of self-hate and used to illustrate how she is a threat to both herself 

and others in society (Hornet’s Nest 642-3). As part of her defence, Salander’s advocate, 

Giannini, points out that her tattoos and piercings are part of a social ritual. While Teleborian 

seeks to have Salander incarcerated within the asylum, Giannini attempts to have Salander’s 

status of mental incompetency rescinded and her civil rights restored14. In both cases, 

Salander’s mode of resistance is firmly placed within a dominant social order and results in 

the State’s incorporation of the vigilante’s dissenting voice. Rights, according to Wendy 

Brown (1995), possess disciplinary potential (97), and hence the solution of granting 

Salander rights as a citizen is not markedly different from the aims of incarcerating her within 

the asylum. The deviant potential of the body is limited by confining Salander’s resistance to 

a subcultural form. In the process, her acts of dissent are only re-labelled (from self-hate to 

social ritual). This inhibits the generation of any new meanings that would be capable of 

transforming or reorganising the structures that attempt to control and subjugate her.

The question that arises then, is whether the body of the vigilante that is so defined 

and placed within the dominant order is capable of contributing to a radical critique of State 

Practises. Despite being curtailed by pre-generated meanings that categorise every act of

14 Teleborian and Giannini are both examples of what Gramsci terms, the State’s “mechanisms o f hegemony” 
which the traditional ruling class has set in place in the event o f the emergence of a potentially revolutionary 
§r°up that can overthrow its power (2007 210).



defiance, the vigilante is capable of partially generating a politics of dissent. When 

Teleborian concludes that Salander’s tattoos are a manifestation of self-hate, he is referring to 

the infliction of pain upon the body, (of marking it to destructively mar its surface). As Elaine 

Scarry (1985) argues, the political objective of inflicting pain and torture is to exclude the 

body from systems of social relations that allow communication. Salander’s body is a site of 

invisible torture; invisible because the State no longer believes in leaving traces of its violent 

coercive nature upon the body of the individual. This change in State policy, according to 

Paul Virilio (1977), occurred in the late 18th century. Drawing upon a Foucauldian reading of 

new forms of discipline and punishment, Virilio suggests that torture was not abolished out of 

any benevolent concerns for the citizen, but rather because the effects of torture would be 

evident on the body of the victim (170). When the State transformed itself to rule by consent, 

torture had to be replaced by rehabilitation via the judiciary, in order to promote the image of 

the State as a benign body.

Salander’s tattoos, piercings, and provocative clothing are the means through which

she brings the tortured body into existence. Just as speech comes into existence when it is

heard and acknowledged, Salander’s body art, once made public, is the vessel through which

she articulates the body. The markings on the body are pictorial representations; they are

Salander’s method of texting/textualising her torture to an audience illiterate or apathetic to

the violent coercive practises of the State. Her body is capable of a partial politics of dissent

because Salander’s tattoos signify several things. The loop that is tattooed on her ankle is a

reminder of her rape by her guardian. The wasp on her shoulder was in honour of the sense of

community she felt at the boxing club. The series of tattoos on her body signify different

things to Salander and possibly allude to various events in her life. When she removes the

wasp tattoo, it is to prevent her from being easily identifiable and remembered by members of

civil society with whom she comes into contact. Salander also tattoos her guardian with the
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words “I am a sadistic pig, a pervert, and a rapist” (.Dragon Tattoo 235). She confers on him 

another identity, one that is alien to his standing with the guardianship agency, his colleagues 

and neighbours, in whose eyes Bjurman is a pleasant, upright member of civil society. The 

different meanings in each of these events are an indication of the fluid nature of identity. 

Should Salander have tattooed herself to signify traumatic encounters with the State alone for 

instance, she would be eternally confined to the role of a victim. By tattooing her guardian, 

she accrues agency and becomes a victimiser. When her tattoos and their erasure signify 

more than her torture and trauma, she moves beyond the victim-victimiser bind. Bodies that 

are confined to particular subject positions can easily be acted upon and used by the State. 

This is because the modern State is interested in creating ‘docile bodies’ that can be affected, 

supervised and transformed. Salander emerges as a force of dissent to be reckoned with when 

she reformulates the subject position that the State has created for her, by moulding and 

manipulating it to generate more than one meaning.

In order to more carefully analyse the vigilante’s ability to generate a politically

engaged critique of the various spatialisations of power, I refer to the way in which power

operates at different levels within political and civil society. Just as the State cannot be

reduced to an impenetrable, immutable entity, power too cannot be expected to operate in the

same way across the social body. Wendy Brown (1995) suggests that “postmodern capitalist

power like postmodern state power, is monopolized without being concentrated or centred: it

is tentacular, roving and penetrating, paradoxically advanced by diffusing and decentring

itself’ (30). Brown reads power as all-pervasive, diffuse and decentred, since it flows through

a series of networks within political and civil society. Individuals and groups in power mould

themselves, adapting to the needs of subordinate groups by obtaining their consent and using

coercive measures when necessary. Consequently, dissent too adapts itself in the face of

multitudinous avatars of power. The different manifestations of power demand a variety of
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“analytical frames” (Brown 175) to tackle the threat that they pose to the body of the 

vigilante. As far as Dragon Tattoo is concerned, the vigilante does not pose a significant 

threat to the State or the Swedish industry. However, in the second and third novels, Salander 

becomes a formidable force, as she adapts her resistance to the variously repressive exercises 

of State power upon her body by refusing to remain silent about her past. The danger here is 

to see each of the forces that Salander faces (her father Zalachenko, her guardian Bjurman, 

the policeman Bjorck, her former psychiatrist Teleborian) as separate; the individualisation of 

villains and heroes limits a critique of the ubiquitous nature of State power, as Schmid points 

out (1995 243). Power and resistance must therefore be seen as emerging forces that operate 

relationally in terms of economic, political and historical conditions (Brown 175).

Lisbeth Salander is an anomaly, as far as the State is concerned. Restoring her rights 

as a citizen is one of the many ways available to the State for dealing with anomalies. Mary 

Douglas argues that there are both negative and positive ways of tackling the threat that 

anomalies represent. They can be ignored or condemned by society, or alternatively, a new 

pattern may be created where they find a place (Douglas 1976 39). Douglas further suggests 

that when an individual is classified as deviant (outside State-sanctioned categories of 

classification), the outlines of groups that she is not a part of are firmly reinforced. In other 

words, the deviant individual aids in buttressing the borders of civil society. In the course of 

the three novels, Salander is at various points perceived as different kinds of risk to the 

dominant bloc. The State attempts to neutralise the force of resistance that she represents by 

Pigeonholing her into categories of threats with which the State is familiar. Instead of 

strengthening the borders of categories to which she does not belong, I argue that Salander’s 

Presence and body weaken the structures of State institutions by revealing their corruptibility. 

Salander contributes, however temporarily, to a transformative politics of dissent within the
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novels because through her manipulation of the categories into which she is relegated, she 

strikes at the heart of the dominant bloc’s strategies to maintain power.

Mary Douglas, in her anthropological study of rites of purity in primitive cultures, 

asserts that society is acutely aware of the risks it faces and is structured to retaliate and 

protect its borders. Her argument holds good for modern societies as well, where ritual 

purification or in other words, the righting of wrongs, occurs via its institutions, which 

include the police, welfare organisations, the asylum and the judiciary. Douglas (1976) 

identifies four kinds of social pollution that endanger every social formation. These range 

from dangers which press against external boundaries; those that occur when internal 

boundaries of the system are transgressed; dangers that thrive in the margins of the lines and 

dangers that stem from internal contradictions (123-4). Internal conflict occurs when some of 

the basic postulates of the system in place repudiate other basic postulates and so create 

contradictions, which cause the system to be at war with itself (Douglas 1976 123-4). In a 

later work, Risk and Culture (1982), Douglas and Wildavsky refer to four main dangers that a 

society faces, namely the risk of a foreign attack, the risk of an internal collapse of the system 

due to rising crime levels, environmental fears to do with the abuse of technology and finally, 

the risk of economic failure and a resultant loss in prosperity (2). This list corresponds to an 

extent with Douglas’ table of the threats to which every society is susceptible. For Douglas, 

society prepares itself against the eventuality of a series of risks; this preparation is evident in 

the social institutions the particular society creates. When the social body is confronted with 

external threats, it retaliates, moulding its mode of attack to suit the nature of danger with 

which it is faced.

Larsson’s vigilante is in a position of externality vis-a-vis the State because she 

refuses to conform to demands of the hegemonic bloc. Although a member of civil society,



she is excluded when incarcerated within the asylum. When Salander reaches adulthood, she 

is no longer an inmate of the asylum, yet her position of inclusionary exclusion remains 

through her mental incompetency status that requires her affairs to be controlled by a State- 

appointed guardian. Salander is first and foremost perceived as an external threat to the 

dominant bloc. The external pressures that society is susceptible to, according to Douglas and 

Wildavsky (1982), involve the potential risk of a foreign attack, the loss of influence, prestige 

and power (2). Salander is an external pressure because being denied civil rights means that 

she is excluded from being subject to the laws of citizenry15. This position of inclusionary 

exclusion, as I have suggested earlier in this chapter, endows the vigilante with a bird’s eye 

view of the systemic ills within State formations. Salander is thus a threat to the socially 

powerful, as the knowledge she possesses as a victim of State injustice threatens the State 

with a loss of prestige and power. Society, as Douglas and Wildavsky suggest, prepares itself 

for threats to its body through the creation of social institutions to combat such risks (1982). 

The asylum is one such institution that is created to battle the menace that the vigilante 

represents. However, in refusing to be subjected to any of the classificatory tests by her 

doctors, Salander can no longer be confined within its walls. She does not cease to be a 

threat, but has adapted her resistance to suit the particular variation of power that is exercised 

upon her.

Gramsci refers to situations of crisis in authority within the State when those in power 

are threatened by the revolutionary potential of the subordinate group that refuses to remain 

Passive (2007 210). The crisis, however, is only temporary because Gramsci argues that the

15 This may seem to be a contradiction, as she seems to depend on the courts to set her free in Hornet’s Nest. 
However, in this last novel o f the trilogy, Salander’s case has already slipped into the public arena via the press 
and in order to cover up its crimes, corrupt individuals and officials must find her guilty and certified mentally 
ill- Salander herself is averse to cooperating with the police and even her own lawyer, but is convinced to do so 
ln her own interests. She is not so much as interested in gaining rights, but uses the judiciary to punish those 
who have victimised her.



State has hegemonic mechanisms in place, which involve changing personnel and making 

minor alterations to institutional structures. This capacity to adapt quickly to varying 

situations is, for Gramsci, denied to the subordinate strata of society. This denial ensures the 

hegemony of the dominant group. I propose that the vigilante is an exception to this reading 

of power, as she is capable of adapting to each of these means by which hegemony is 

maintained. Just as Salander evolves and adapts to the tentacular nature of power, the State 

too transforms itself, since it reclassifies Salander as a threat to the internal lines of the 

system. When Salander is accused of murder in the second novel, Played with Fire, members 

of the police force and the head of the asylum are actively engaged in persecuting her as a 

criminal, despite evidence that points to the contrary. Salander is labelled a mass murderer, a 

lesbian Satanist and a mentally delinquent adult. All of these tags are classificatory categories 

intended to confine her to particular subject positions and to suppress her resistance 

accordingly. Crime, as Douglas argues, is a threat that may lead to internal collapse and is 

indicative of the failure of the system of law and order. The purpose of punishing acts of 

crime is to reinforce the structural composition of the State, in other words, the front of 

integrity held by State institutions. Salander manages to escape the State’s mechanisms of 

control by becoming the cause of schisms amongst those in power. A case in point is the split 

within government agencies that she causes, which leads to an internal investigation of the 

practises of certain departments within Sapo by other members of the same organisation 

(.Hornet’s Nest). In the process, she exposes how they function and the ways in which the 

organisation has colluded with other public bodies such as the police, hospitals, asylums and 

social services in order to perpetrate severe injustices against citizens such as Salander, her 

mother and sister. While her actions do not lead to a drastic restructuring of the governing
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bloc, the vigilante does manage to reveal the violent coercive capacities inherent within the

State16.

The dominant bloc, as Gramsci suggests, remains in power by obtaining the consent 

of subordinate groups and representing their needs and aspirations. In the Salander novels, 

the State is divided into warring blocs because there is no consensus on the category of threat 

or risk that Salander poses to the State. Blomkvist, Armansky and her doctor Anders 

Jonasson are convinced of her mental competency, sanity and innocence. They are aware that 

she does not pose the risk to the social body that Doctor Teleborian, the Section within Sapo 

and members of the police force, would have them believe. Dissent brews here through the 

lack of consent within inhabitants of the State. Salander is thus the cause of a rupture and is 

also at the centre of an emerging social bloc (which I explicate further below) that threatens 

the hegemony of the dominant group. James C. Scott (1990) suggests that those in power are 

baffled and unable to deal with dissenting voices that emerge from within the body of the 

reigning class, for example, when slave owners themselves become abolitionists (67). The 

links that Salander forms between gutter and main space inhabitants such as members of the 

Hacker Republic, Blomkvist, Armansky and the police, and the dissent that she creates 

amongst a ruling elite lead to a crisis within the State. Salander is thus categorised and re

categorised by the State in terms of different kinds of threats. Each categorisation of the 

vigilante as an external threat, internal threat or the cause of internal conflict is evidence of 

Salander’s shifting subject positions and of the transformative capacity of the body that 

ensures the adaptation and endurance of the vigilante.

16 An instance o f this occurs in Hornet’s Nest when Salander enables the revelation of the State sponsored 
Murder of Gunnar Bjork and foils the Section’s plans to murder Blomkvist and Berger.
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Salander’s survival is also ensured by virtue of the fact that she is a permanent part of 

the gutters of the State; these gutters are not just the spaces of the asylum, but zones that are 

populated by individuals alienated from the rest of the populace, as well as from the rules, 

regulations and expectations of the State. The relations she develops with other gutter space 

inhabitants -  the socially incompetent Plague for instance -  enables Salander to infiltrate 

computer systems. This talent is developed within and fostered by the gutter spaces of the 

State. This aptitude allows her backdoor access, if you will, to individuals and institutions of 

civil and political society. She is able to collate evidence that incriminates corrupt members 

and bodies of the State. She uses information garnered through illegal means to aid her 

acquittal by court and have her civil rights restored to her. What emerges here, is the 

necessity for a fourth space of protest to protect the rights of citizens, as well as to re

establish the extent and limits of State control. The gutters thereby act as a barrier which 

prevents the law from making State illegalities legal. Larsson reduces this space of resistance 

to which the vigilante belongs to a buffer zone that will ensure the continued sustenance of 

the presiding social group. By proving their indispensability to the functioning of the State, 

the gutters in Larsson’s novels (in this instance) cease to offer substantial forms of resistance 

against State power. The space of resistance is temporarily used by parts of the dominant bloc 

to transform itself (from a violent body seeking to incarcerate and eliminate Salander to one 

that accepts her within its fold) by attempting to neutralise the threat the vigilante poses, 

precisely by granting her civil rights.

Gutters, as I have established in the previous chapter, are crucial to the functioning of

the State. They are dumping grounds for the State, as it relegates individuals and

communities to marginal spaces epitomised by asylums, prisons, slums, as well as non-

geographical spatial categories such as those of race, class and ethnicity among others.

Gutters are also cardinal to the existence of political and civil society because the inhabitants
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of these spaces, particularly the vigilante, are a constant reminder of not only the State’s 

failings, but also its propensity for overstepping its limits (for instance, when the State allows 

its own latent inclination for violent coercion to overtake measures of consent). The gutters 

are chaotic and disordered regions as far as the State is concerned, because their occupants 

refuse to abide by the laws of the State. Inhabitants such as Salander and Plague choose 

instead a marginal existence on the fringes of the State. The gutters scramble the careful 

categorisations made and reinforced by those in power in terms of individuals and 

communities based on factors such as race, class, social capital or gender. Mary Douglas 

refers to the dangerous and powerful nature of disorder, which is both capable of generating 

new patterns and disrupting existing patterns (1976 95). Gutter spaces are disruptive zones on 

account of their inhabitants who refuse categorisation or rather, simultaneously occupy 

multiple subject positions inside and outside gutter spaces. Salander, for instance, is 

according to the State, mentally incompetent, illiterate almost and psychopathic. The gutter 

spaces that harbour Salander, however, indicate that she is extraordinarily intelligent and 

competent to take care of herself without having to resort to the State. This multiplicity 

(which characterises the inhabitants) is in defiance of a State that thrives on subjecting 

individuals to particular identities, groups and communities in order to maintain hegemony. 

Gutters are capable of acting as a space that keeps the dominant social bloc in check, since 

they occasionally reinstate the enshrined values of civil society. This function indicates the 

necessity of gutter spaces for the sustenance of the State. At the same time, the transformative 

capacity of the gutters characterises them as potentially destructive spaces capable of 

reordering, even if only temporarily, the structures within the State.

Larsson attempts to mount a critique of the State by providing an alternate vision of

Statehood. This is made evident within the spaces of the Hacker Republic in the novels. The

Hacker Republic consists of a group of elite hackers capable of infiltrating government
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bodies, but who are not interested in causing chaos and destruction. Larsson portrays the 

gutter spaces that the group occupies as a virtual utopia, where members are concerned with 

the wellbeing of each other and are ready to launch attacks on State institutions and 

individuals who act unjustly against the citizens of the Republic. The resources of the gutter 

spaces are utilized by Salander, who is instrumental in forming temporary mergers between 

the gutters and main State spaces (for instance the connections between Plague and 

Blomkvist when Salander is incapacitated). The alliances formed are evidence of a new 

method to fight State oppression while remaining within the main spaces of the State, as 

Salander is when captured by the police. Salander, unlike Batman, discussed in the previous 

chapter, cannot recede into gutter spaces as a place of refuge. Her fight against an unjust State 

is in the public eye: within a court of law and in the media. Hence, the gutters themselves are 

subject to evolution, as they are required to actively resist the machinations of the socially 

powerful that use methods of violence and coercion to achieve their ends.

Yet these mergers formed between different spaces within the State, however

empowering they may be, still render the vigilante an ambiguous model of resistance. This is

because the figure as we have seen so far is curtailed not only by the forces of capital, but

also by the generic conventions of both crime fiction and slasher genres. The capitalist

enterprises enable the vigilante to acquire social and economic capital, which does allow her

to emerge triumphant over a corrupt State, yet she is also denied the ability to develop a

social conscience. The generic conventions of crime fiction and horror that are controlled by

the demands of the publishing/film industry and the expectations of the reading public, fixes

the vigilante and the forces she fights against, in particular subject positions. To elaborate on

this point, I revisit David Schmid’s argument about detective fiction, where criminals and

detectives are individualised, thus preventing a critique of detrimental forces such as

caPitalism, racism and patriarchy (1995 243). This individualisation ties in with Nietzsche’s
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politics of ressentiment that Wendy Brown explicates, and that I have referred to earlier on in 

this chapter. According to Brown, the politics of ressentiment involves developing a 

righteous critique of power from the standpoint of the injured party. The identities of both 

victim and victimiser are limited to particular social positions causing culpability to rest 

solely with the individual (Brown 1995 27). As a result of this, the meanings of their actions 

are codified “against all possibilities of indeterminacy, ambiguity, and struggle for 

resignification or repositioning” (Brown 1995 27). In the process, the State is also cast as a 

dispassionate arbitrator of wrongs, instead of a body capable of causing injury.

Larsson’s novels partially move beyond a politics of ressentiment. The vigilante, as I

have established so far is a victim, victimiser, and one who moves beyond those roles -  she is

a threat as well as an eradicator of threats, thus problematizing these subject positions.

Salander is the result of an injurious State, having been betrayed by almost all of the bodies

instituted to protect the rights of its citizen. I have argued that in the Millennium trilogy, the

State is cast not as a dispassionate arbitrator but is equally culpable in the crimes against

citizenry. The body of the individual and by extension, the State, is a site of conflict and

conflicted interests. I have so far analysed the changing nature of the State and through that,

the evolution of the vigilante in order to understand the forms and means of dissent that can

emerge outside a politics of ressentiment. Larsson’s novels promote an ambiguous form of

dissenting politics that is evident in the trilogy’s conclusion. The State resorts to a politics of

ressentiment, wherein members of the emerging power bloc identify and arrest individual

culprits within the dominant bloc. Criminal activity is individualised as the State manages to

turn itself into a neutral arbitrator of wrongs via the judiciary. The State offers Salander civil

rights previously denied to her. This reparation of wrongs committed against her

Problematizes Larsson’s ability to use the novels as political critique against the welfare state,

market forces, patriarchy and right wing extremism. As Wendy Brown suggests, the
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“destigmatising” effect that rights seem to offer, “has at its cost the loss of a language to 

describe the character of domination, violation or exploitation that configures such needs” 

(1995 126). The conferring of rights ensures that the source of injury (an inherently violent, 

coercive and corrupt State), is allowed to function uninterrupted. The solution that Brown 

offers to this conundrum is the individual’s ability to occupy multiple subject positions at 

once.

I have argued through the course of this chapter that Salander uses disguise to

infiltrate various State spaces. She adopts a series of identities to negotiate institutions and

bodies that belong to civil society. The bodily augmentation that Salander undergoes and the

reasons for the infliction and erasure of tattoos upon her body, are all indicative of an identity

in a constant state of flux that seeks to transform itself and adapt in order to survive. Salander

is also classified and re-classified as a different category of threat at various points in the

novels. These re-classifications illustrate the State’s inability to confine her to a particular

subject position and manipulate her. The refusal to be classified as victim and the rejection of

the remedy that the State offers her at the end of the last novel illustrate the vigilante’s ability

to offer a political critique of the State. Although Salander is granted rights, she is aware that

this does not equate to liberation or emancipation within the State. Nor can the State be

depended upon to protect her life and liberty. At the end of Hornet’s Nest, Salander becomes

conscious of the State’s inadequacies when she considers that handing her half-brother

Niedermann over to the police is not a solution as there is always a chance that he might

escape custody and come after her or order her killing through someone else. She orchestrates

her half-brother’s murder as it is the only way to ensure her safety. To conclude then: the

dissent the Larsson novels produce against the current political system is fractured, because

the vigilante is an ambivalent model of dissent, at once enabled and disabled by genre

conventions, capitalist enterprises and the State. Salander triumphs over the State by adapting
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her resistance to suit the forms and means through which power is exerted upon her. She does 

not bring about a dramatic change, reorganisation or replacement of State structures. 

However, she does identify the permeation of criminality that is sponsored and aided by the 

State, and manages to arrest the processes of permeation.
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COMPADRES: THE VIGILANTE AND THE ZOMBIE IN COLSON 

WHITEHEAD’S ZONE ONE

Best to let the broken glass be broken glass, let it splinter into smaller pieces and dust 

and scatter. Let the cracks between things widen until they are no longer cracks but 

the new places for things. That was where they were now. The world wasn't ending: it 

had ended and now they were in the new place. They could not recognize it because 

they had never seen it before. (2011 257-8)

These lines from the end of Colson Whitehead’s zombie novel Zone One (2011) 

depict a wasted postapocalyptic landscape that promises a new, if not utopian future. 

Whitehead, through his protagonist Mark Spitz, here indicates that a pre-apocalyptic past is 

best discarded and the future built along new lines to suit the changed setting. The future is 

also only for the select few who are able to perceive the cracks not just as cracks, but as 

spaces where things may grow anew. In the context of the novel, Spitz refers to the State, its 

institutions and its policies, all of which create barriers between individuals, as something 

that must be radically revolutionised and dismantled on a physical as well as an abstract 

plane. In other words, such a future can only emerge if power structures, with their protective 

and restrictive mechanisms, are no longer physically present or ingrained within the minds of 

former citizens. In the process, Zone One manipulates the genre of postapocalyptic fiction by 

disrupting and problematizing its narrative structure, both in terms of the tendency of such 

fiction to demand the renewal of the social contract and in terms of who or what it means to 

be a hero/survivor within such a landscape.

CHAPTER FIVE
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Whitehead’s novel engages the reader with an American setting where government 

forces have failed to halt the zombie infection and civil society has dissolved into a state of 

nature1. Following the events of ‘Last Night’, when the majority of humanity fell to the 

zombies, individuals are forced to protect and fend for themselves as they move from one 

settlement camp to another. Several attempts are made by people to re-form civil society, but 

each of these proves to be a disaster, due to human failing and the inability to cope with the 

zombie menace. The novel is situated in real time where the protagonist, nicknamed Mark 

Spitz, is now part of the American Phoenix: an effort by the State and the military to re-create 

civil society (along the lines of the former State). The zombies have been classified by a 

newly formed government (the American Phoenix headquartered at Buffalo) into rabid 

‘skels’, who are exceptionally dangerous, and the harmless, almost catatonic ‘stragglers’, 

who are trapped in a loop of activity which defined their former pre-apocalyptic lives. The 

government, backed by corporations (now referred to as ‘sponsors’ of the rebuilding project) 

have deployed the army to liquidate the majority of the skels in key areas such as Manhattan, 

as part of a reclamation project in New York City. ‘Zone One’ is a space designated to carry 

out the second phase of operations where ‘sweepers’ such as Mark Spitz (and his 

team/surrogate family consisting of Gary and Kaitlyn) are engaged in clearing/4 sweeping’ the 

city of harmless stragglers and the occasional remaining skel in order to make the city 

habitable and to boost survivor morale. As a Buffalo representative puts it, “New York City 

is the greatest city in the world. Imagine what all those heads of state and ambassadors will 

feel when they see what we’ve accomplished ... The symbolism alone. If we can do that, we 

can do anything.” (2011 168). This optimistic view does not last long, as the Phoenix

' 1 use the term to refer to a situation o f  chaos akin to the one described by political philosophers such as H obbes 
leviathan  2008) to signify conditions in a pre-governm ent landscape. Here and further on in the chapter I am 
using Hobbes’s definition o f  the ‘state o f  nature’ as a space where life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and 
short” and is characterised by a situation o f  a war o f  all against all (84).
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collapses with every settlement camp, including Zone One, when it is overrun by the zombies 

who are evolving in their need to survive within the wasted landscape.

The novel opens with a moment of reminiscence, where the protagonist visits in New 

York City as a boy. He compares the horror films he enjoys with the view from his uncle’s 

high-rise apartment: “He liked to watch monster movies and the city churning below. He 

fixed on odd details. The ancient water towers lurking atop obstinate old prewars and, higher 

up, the massive central-air units that hunkered and coiled on the striving high-rises, glistening 

like extruded guts” (5). The city is already marked as the space for horrors, its guts protruding 

from its architecture to the keen observer. This is a point that is re-emphasised throughout the 

novel when Spitz defines the city as disembowelled and spilling its entrails (137), and further 

on towards the end of the novel, when he describes a straggler’s injury as “the exposed meat 

resembled torn-up pavement tinted crimson, a scabbed hollow of gaping gristle, tubes and 

pipes: the city’s skin ripped back” (225). The city therefore, and by extension, the State that 

defines itself materially and symbolically through the control of its space, has been taken 

over by the gutters that underlie and run through it. In other words, the takeover is negotiated 

by the inhabitants of these disembowelled spaces: the dead, who remind the living of their 

own mortality and lack of control over their own bodies (that can easily succumb to 

zombification) as well as the body of the State.

Zone One allows for a reading of the spaces of a pre-apocalyptic State through the 

memories of survivors, then the spaces of the interregnum period where the effects of the 

apocalypse are in full sway, and a later postapocalyptic period of reconstruction. During 

restoration, the State and its capitalist enterprises attempt to re-establish themselves and 

eventually fail. For instance, the Phoenix attempts to unify the survivors by providing them 

with a new national anthem “Stop! Can You Hear the Eagle Roar? (Theme from
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Reconstruction)”, to create a sense of unity and patriotism for the new nation (110). Such 

methods which may have worked in a pre-apocalyptic landscape are a failure here as the 

Phoenix does not take into account the zombies that are also part of the landscape as well as 

the changes in survivor psyche after years of living by their wits in the wild. This State is 

unable to cope with the changing nature of space and its constituents (survivors, zombies), 

thus proving that it is a stagnant body ill prepared for catastrophe. I use Gramsci’s theories of 

the State and civil society to analyse a pre-apocalyptic and postapocalyptic State and its 

capitalist enterprises, in order to establish the detrimental effects of these entities upon 

citizens. I shall also refer to Althusser’s theory of interpellation through Ideological State 

Apparatuses as a method whereby the State exercises control over its citizenry. The 

effectiveness of such a technique and the ways in which it is undermined by the vigilante and 

the zombie before, during and after the apocalyptic events is also a key concern. In addition, I 

will engage with Foucault’s theories on power, which enable a reading of State attempts to 

create dependent ‘docile bodies’ who internalize the hegemony of the ruling elite through the 

military and specialists in fields of psychotherapy and medicine2. This is not to say that the 

newly formed American Phoenix does not revert to violence to obtain survivor consent to its 

claims to hegemony. I shall briefly analyse this technique of maintaining hegemony within a 

postapocalyptic landscape based on a Gramscian understanding of how the State operates.

21 am aware o f the potential difficulties o f reconciling a Gramscian and Foucauldian understanding of power. R. 
Radhakrishnan eloquently captures the differences between the theorists whose concerns are quite similar and 
yet whose approaches and perspective were shaped by vastly different sociocultural and political events: 
“Gramsci precedes Foucault and, unlike the latter, works on Marxist terrain even as he fundamentally 
transforms it. Between Gramsci’s Italy and Foucault’s France, a number o f crucial and decisive events, both 
regional and global, have taken place. The meanings of terms such as “Marxism,” “international communism,” 
“nationalism,” “internationalism,” and “class” have undergone great changes. And finally, if Gramsci seems to 
represent a historical conjuncture that is hopefully expectant of the triumph o f international communism, 
Foucault represents a moment that has been disillusioned of the very dreams that animated Gramsci's world. 
One could even say that poststructuralist pessimism is the expression of what was unconsciously inherent in 
Marxist thought: its potential to failure.” (Radhakrishnan 47) For Foucault, the idea o f a collective is 
problematic as it signifies organisation, totalitarianism and tyranny (Radhakrishnan 42). This is in opposition to 
Gramsci’s notions o f the collective which he explicates in his essay ‘What is Man?’, where man is empowered 
by the network o f relations that he is defined by and in turn defines (1959 76-81).
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Through the manipulation of the narrative structure of the postapocalyptic novel itself, 

Whitehead’s work also enables a re-reading of the social contract theory such as the one 

posited by Hobbes.

My interest in this genre of disaster fiction, particularly zombie-themed texts such as 

Whitehead’s novel and Robert Kirkman’s comic book series, The Walking Dead (which I 

analyse in the following chapter), is for two particular reasons.

First, these novels follow on from the fiction examined in previous chapters where the 

struggle against unjust democratic and welfare States and their institutions follows an 

epidemic and an endemic pattern. In the third thesis chapter on Frank Miller’s Batman 

novels, I illustrate the epidemic nature of the vigilante’s dissent against a corrupt State; this 

dissent which is confined to a particular spatial and temporal zone (to the city of Gotham and 

Metropolis and to a caricature of the Reagan era and soon after), also ends up reinforcing the 

status quo to a large extent. In the fourth chapter of my thesis, on Larsson’s novels, I show 

how vigilante activity progresses from being epidemic to endemic in nature. In this case, 

vigilante resistance is not confined to a particular city or group of similar individuals. Rather, 

it spreads across various parts of the social body to include members of political and civil 

society (the police, the judiciary, constitutional bodies, the press and private entrepreneurs) 

who refuse to abide by the directives of a ruling class in order to provide justice to a few like 

Salander. Both chapters analyse the vigilante as a member of gutter spaces of resistance, 

which are marginal spaces that underlie and run through the main spaces of the State.

Postapocalyptic zombie fiction such as Whitehead’s work concretizes resistance

against the State in protagonists who display variations of the vigilante strain as well as in the

zombies, who function as entities that resist every attempt at subjugation by the State. The

vigilantes and zombies illustrate how resistance against a corrupt, partial and ineffectual State
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becomes pandemic in nature, percolating through each layer of society irrespective of barriers 

such as class, race, gender, finance or geographical boundaries. The vigilante and the zombie 

are both occupants of gutter spaces who contribute to the dissent against State structures, 

policies and institutions. The gutters here are spaces containing individuals who are aligned 

with protagonists such as Larsson’s Salander in their lack of economic and social capital. In 

Whitehead’s novel such individuals are left to fend for themselves when things fall apart 

during the apocalypse. The zombie and the vigilante are both inhabitants of the marginal 

spaces of the State. The State which I read as a construct using Gramsci’s and Foucault’s 

formulations of State structures and functions uncannily persists even after the apocalypse, 

evident in the way in which survivor communities operate and especially with the 

establishment of the American Phoenix.

The majority of common citizens of a pre-apocalyptic State either turn into zombies

or become food for them. These are people who lack the wealth, political clout and power of

some such as the American President who is able to escape the zombies in a nuclear

submarine. I suggest that this majority, of zombies and common survivors inconsequential to

a pre-apocalyptic State (which is why they are abandoned in the first place) are gutter space

inhabitants. Like Salander in Larsson’s Millennium trilogy and the mutants, the Joker and

Dent of Miller’s Batman novels, these zombies and survivors populate the gutters. Their large

numbers cause the gutters to swell, overflow and spread across the State, dismantling its

structures and institutions. The body of the zombie, which is incomplete through the loss of

limbs, is a putrefying mass that contains a million germs and is capable of re-germination

through infection, thus constantly increasing its numbers. The zombie belongs to the gutters

due to its aesthetically unappealing body, its infectious nature, but for the purposes of this

thesis, also for its refusal to remain confined to the roles and places assigned to it (as an

unintelligent shambling mass firmly on the outskirts of the fences and walls of the new State)
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by the American Phoenix. The dissent of the zombies and select survivors displaying 

vigilante characteristics is pandemic in nature, spreading over the entire nation and world and 

amongst the majority of the population. I describe the resistance as pandemic because 

opposition against the State, capitalist enterprises and the institutions they control is 

widespread in terms of the sheer numbers of those who refuse to abide by their rules and 

regulations. Additionally, unlike the vigilante resistance investigated in previous chapters, the 

State can no longer contain and integrate dissenting individuals through asylums, prisons, 

families or by granting them rights and liberties in a postapocalyptic landscape.

Whitehead’s novel is set after the collapse of the State; attempts at its reestablishment 

are thwarted by survivors and the ever growing number of zombies who refuse to consent to 

the State’s hegemony. The State in the novel is portrayed as a pestilential organism that 

replicates itself in terms of practises of control and dominance during the formation of and in 

the functioning of the American Phoenix. In doing so, the Phoenix becomes a calcified 

monstrosity that inevitably disintegrates under the onslaught of the zombies. By contrast, the 

zombie proves an antidote of sorts. It does not cure the newly formed State of its inability to 

evolve to suit the changes in the landscape. Yet the zombie is a model to survivors as it 

exemplifies the ability to evolve consistently and survive. The zombies are not susceptible to 

psychological warfare, physical pain or threats of a denial of rights and liberties, all of which 

the Phoenix indulges in to create a docile population of survivors. Through an analysis of 

both the vigilante and the zombie, I propose to show how dissent operates in the novel within 

a pre-apocalyptic, apocalyptic and postapocalyptic landscape. I suggest that both the vigilante 

and the zombie embody and voice a reformist politics of resistance through a disruption of 

Physical and conceptual barriers of race, class, gender and finance. Such a politics -  actively 

engaged in the erosion of boundaries -  possesses the potential to develop equality among 

individuals outside the official structures of a State.
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The second reason for looking at Zone One is because the novels focus on events both 

before and after the government falls apart, a situation which allows for a reading of how the 

vigilante operates in both settings and whether the figures’ aims and functions change 

according to the setting. The partial and later, the complete breakdown of the State system 

that the novel illustrates, enables a critique and re-imagination of civil society, the law and 

order mechanism of the State, as well as the way in which sovereignty is established and 

contested. The altered landscape of postapocalyptic fiction is a space of possibility. Space is 

given meaning and identity by individuals and the nexus of social relationships that they form 

between other individuals, communities and institutions and is not only defined 

geographically. The interactions between the individual and communities/groups a person 

belongs to provide identity not only to the occupants of the space but to the space as well. For 

instance, the identity of an officer of the law is dependent upon the State (that confers the 

identity upon him) and a community that accepts his role as a representative of the State 

judicial system. Conversely, the presence of the officer within a particular place alters the 

nature of the space by infusing authority into situations and creating a hierarchical 

relationship among individuals.

I refer to Henri Lefebvre’s (2000) definition of space as a system of social relations. 

Lefebvre suggests that when we think of space, it is imperative that we also consider the 

occupants of the space and the ways in which they affect and are affected by the space (12). 

Using this definition as a basis for my reading of space, I examine how the vigilante develops 

the ability to adapt and think beyond relations of domination and subordination which are 

built into the fabric of the State. This capacity to conceive of egalitarianism by delegitimising 

the State and imagining the possibility of different forms of social and political organisation, 

is what make the vigilante in this instance, and to some extent, the zombie, potential 

progressive figures. In other words, they are figures capable of furthering the possibility of



life outside a repressive State (the Phoenix) that is keen on reinforcing pre-apocalyptic codes 

and norms. Zombie novels are acutely concerned with geography: the space of the uninfected 

body functions as a resource (food for the zombie and labour for the Phoenix) and 

consequently becomes a site of conflict as well. Additionally, houses, forts, military bases, 

islands or countries possess borders that have to be guarded to protect the human body from 

infection.

The setting of Zone One, particularly in the interim period, between the collapse of 

the State and the rise of the American Phoenix is akin to Hobbes’ (2008) description of a pre

government space. For Hobbes, the transition from a state of nature to civil society is fairly 

smooth and based on the consent of all individuals (114-5). Hobbes writes of two types of 

commonwealths, one formed out of consent, the other through violent acquisition. The 

former, supposedly ideal kind of society, is portrayed as legitimate/good within a number of 

postapocalyptic novels, which I refer to further on in this chapter. My purpose here is to 

unravel the foundation of consent that the State is built upon, by analysing the way in which 

it re-forms and conducts itself as the Phoenix after the apocalypse in Zone One. Claire 

Curtis’s work on postapocalyptic fiction using Hobbes and Locke among others is useful to 

my analysis of Whitehead’s novel. This is because the novel is a break in the pattern of 

traditional postapocalyptic fiction where a Hobbesian or Lockean type of social contract can 

be applied to the way in which new societies are formed and sustain themselves.

1) Problematizing traditional postapocalyptic fiction and its heroes:

Claire Curtis’s book Postapocalyptic Fiction and the Social Contract (2010) offers a

w<iy into the reading of postapocalyptic fiction and the social contract theories of various

Political philosophers. Curtis’s book is primarily an analysis of ‘end of the world fiction’ of a

more traditional kind: traditional because most of the novels studied are those which involve
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an oft repeated pattern of destruction and rejuvenation of civil society along the lines of a pre- 

apocalyptic State. I use her work as a stepping stone to analyse postapocalyptic zombie 

fiction which questions the ease with which survivors move from a pre-apocalyptic State to a 

state of nature and to a new civil society3. This transition is fraught with tension and has been 

captured on a smaller scale in former chapters of my thesis, where I have studied the 

vigilante’s journey from the gutters to civil society and the resultant trauma which such 

transitions yield on the vigilante herself and on the spaces she negotiates. Gutters are akin to 

‘state of nature’ spaces to a limited extent, in that these are both regions where a functional 

government is absent, the law and order apparatus is minimal at best, and physical and 

financial security is constantly under threat. The movement from civil society to a state of 

nature and vice versa is problematic because these spaces are fraught with power struggles 

between individuals and groups over resources. Whitehead’s novel, on the other hand, 

illustrates mass resistance against the State (one that is concerned with domination over 

individuals and territorial resources) and the possibility of a better future outside State 

structures.

Curtis suggests that the genre of postapocalyptic fiction engages with our deepest 

fears and anxieties while also speaking to our desire for renewal. By re-thinking the 

principles for peaceful coexistence, she reads the genre as engaged in moving “humans from 

the state of nature through the social contract and to a new civil society” (5). This transition is 

an almost staple feature of a wide variety of postapocalyptic fiction that Curtis divides into

3 I refer to Gramsci’s definitions o f civil society and the State because he captures the complicated and 
transformative nature o f the State in his various theories o f State structure. I shall explain Gramsci’s 
formulations more fully later in this chapter, but for now, it is worth noting that Gramsci sometimes describes 
the State as a delicate balance between civil and political society, occasionally as just civil society or an 
amalgamation o f both political and civil society. When I use the term civil society, I am using it to stand in for 
the State as the dominant social bloc is constantly engaged in transforming itself to suit the needs of subordinate 
groups and thus remain in power.
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pre-modern, modern and postmodern novels. The first category involves fiction of a distinctly 

Christian leaning that features the devastation and restoration of the world along Biblical 

lines. The example Curtis offers is of the ‘Left Behind’ series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. 

Jenkins. The third category of postmodern postapocalyptic fiction is dealt with briefly in the 

first chapter of the book, where Curtis analyses McCarthy’s The Road (2006) and Shute’s On 

the Beach (1957). These novels are rather bleak, in that they do not offer any hope for 

surviving a postapocalyptic landscape, nor do they deliberate the conditions of a possible 

future existence. The second category, which Curtis is interested in and which she analyses 

extensively in her book, consists of novels that adhere to the social contract theory4. These 

novels such as Lucifer’s Hammer (1977), Alas, Babylon (1959) and Malevil (1972) reflect on 

the individuals engaged in the inception of the contract and what the contract and resultant 

civil society is expected to produce. Curtis draws from the thinking of several social contract 

thinkers, such as Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau and Rawls, to investigate the conditions that lead 

to the formation of a new contract and the characteristics of individuals who make the 

transition from an apocalypse-induced state of nature to civil society. She is, however, quick 

to point out that the work of some of these theorists such as Hobbes is flawed, as the basis for 

their deliberations on life in a state of nature is their inaccurate reading of the life of 

indigenous people of the Americas. Instead, she suggests that the genre of postapocalyptic 

fiction provides the venue for an understanding of the “spatial and bodily context for the state 

of nature” in the twenty-first-century (4). This second category of modern postapocalyptic

4 A variety of political philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke and Rawls have debated upon the conditions that 
lead to the formation o f a social contract and what such an agreement between individuals and a sovereign 
constitute. Curtis’s use o f the term is primarily based on Hobbes’ social contract theory where individuals in a 
state of nature’ give up some o f their rights to collectively establish civil society. These individuals must also 
c°rne to a consensus on a sovereign or assembly o f people to rule over and protect them from lapsing into a state 
°f nature situation (Hobbes 2008).
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fiction, according to Curtis, focuses on fiction of a secular eschatological nature5 which 

allows for a re-imagination of the social contract theory as well as providing a venue for the 

examination of political and social practices and gender norms that we take for granted. 

Curtis’s final chapters analyse Octavia Butler’s ‘Parable series’ which challenges not only the 

traditional markers of the hero of such fiction, but also complicates our understanding of the 

state of nature and the necessary conditions that enable a new and possibly egalitarian civil 

society to flourish.

The novels analysed in Curtis’s work such as Lucifer’s Hammer, Alas Babylon and 

Malevil feature protagonists and scenarios engaged in reproducing the status quo of an 

annihilated State. In Alas, Babylon for example, the hero, Randy, belongs to a prominent 

political family, is the son of one of the wealthiest landlords in the area and has run for office 

(the Florida State legislature) in the past. The authority he exhibits after the break down of 

society is derived from his pre-apocalyptic identity of the white landlord and an almost 

elected office bearer of a now extinct government. Lucifer’s Hammer shares a similar plot 

line, where the catastrophe renders a former Senator, Jellison, in charge of the town and 

capable of deciding whom to let in and out of their self-sufficient valley. The Senator’s 

successor is his daughter’s partner whose claim to leadership is heavily influenced by his 

relationship to the Senator’s household. Curtis is aware of these facts as she analyses the 

interregnum period between the fall of an old State and the establishment of a new civil 

society, where those deemed unfit for survival -  blacks, criminals, cannibals and other 

bandits are periodically killed off. These novels, along with more recent works of fiction such 

as Stephen King’s The Stand (1990), Robert McCammon’s Swan Song (1987) and Justin

Curtis uses what Warren Wagar has termed “secular eschatology as she concentrates on the popular meaning 
of the term ‘apocalypse’ which involves a violent, catastrophic end to the world as we know it. This is in 
contrast to the Judeo-Christian notion o f apocalypse as regarding the end of the world and the final battle 
between good and evil (Curtis 5-7).



Cronin’s The Passage (2010) are works where “capitalist, racial and patriarchal 

spatialisations of power”6 that are the hallmark of a pre-apocalyptic State, continue to exist 

and proliferate in various permutations and combinations. While the novels may illustrate a 

re-visioning of the social contract theory and lead to the formation of a seemingly utopian 

civil society, I dispute Curtis’s reading of their ‘secular’ credentials. Instead I suggest that 

they subscribe to the technical meaning of apocalypse (where there is a final battle between 

good and evil) and do not offer a critique of the continued propagation of traditional forms 

and regimes of power.

Whitehead’s novel problematizes the narrative structure of traditional postapocalyptic 

fiction such as the novels Curtis analyses as well as the more recent works mentioned earlier 

where individuals are divided into camps of good and evil. The novel allows for a reading of

7 •the vigilante in a situation where there is a lack of an “outside code of jurisprudence” in 

terms of the State’s law and order apparatus. Both an apocalyptic code of good and evil and 

an outside code of jurisprudence (which, I argue, characterises the secular eschatological 

fiction that Curtis analyses) are detrimental to the vigilante’s ability to survive in a 

postapocalyptic world and the formation of a possibly utopian society. This is because these 

codes are based on the creation of barriers between individuals. These barriers, that are often 

racial, gendered, classist, patriarchal or based on abstract concepts of good and evil, end up 

reproducing the social and political logic of a pre-apocalyptic State and can only eventually 

replicate the disastrous events of the apocalypse. Whitehead’s novel, as opposed to a good 

number of traditional postapocalyptic novels, is more critical of the State and the world of

61 borrow the phrase from David Schmid (1995) who refers to the limited ability o f detective fiction to critique 
the ways in which power operates by exacerbating differences and inequalities between people (243).

7 Donnelly, Ashley M. ‘The New American Hero: Dexter, Serial Killer for the Masses’. Journal o f Popular 
Culture, 45.1 (2012): 15-26. Donnelly refers to the gothic tradition where the hero aspires to a culture o f  
jurisprudence to allow the good in him to triumph over the evil other (19).
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finance capital. Whitehead is aware that a utopian future is impossible to conceive of unless 

the insidious and pervasive inheritances of a modern globalized world that protects the 

interests of a ruling elite at the expense of socially and economically impoverished masses 

are completely dismantled and allowed to “splinter into smaller pieces and dust and scatter.” 

(257-8)

The heroes that Curtis analyses, with the exception of Octavia Butler’s protagonists, 

are mostly white, male and destined to rule by virtue of their pre-apocalyptic identities as 

landlords and senators. Even Butler’s protagonist, Lauren Olamina, from the Parable series, is 

the daughter of a Baptist preacher and leader of the community, which allows her a hereditary 

claim to leadership8. All these figures share characteristics with the traditional hero of 

postapocalyptic fiction and cinema that Mick Broderick (1993) studies extensively, using the 

‘Mad Max’ type of figure as a template. Broderick suggests that Max is an example of a new 

hero who evolves beyond expectations of the genre and is “subject to the recasting of the 

traditional Judeo-Christian myth of a messianic hero-saviour annihilating an oppressive 

tyranny, and liberating an elect into a new reign of communal harmony” (375). The Mad Max 

trilogy, like the majority of fiction and cinema of the postapocalyptic genre, is concerned 

more with the travails of a hero and his role in the creation of a new harmonious community. 

Whitehead’s novel offers the possibility for a critique of such mono-mythical heroes and the 

communities that they are engaged in setting free or creating.

Curtis, however, refutes this, and instead suggests that very few people involved in the rebuilding project are 
aware of Lauren’s past. 1 disagree, because her claim to leadership is already established in the reader’s minds 
and keeps with the pattern o f the other postapocalyptic fiction that Curtis herself discusses where the 
Protagonist’s headship is as much inherited as it is earned through trials and tribulations.
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Mark Spitz is a radical subversion of the traditional hero figure, as he is neither white 

nor has he any claims to supremacy based on a pre-apocalyptic identity, an exceptionally 

traumatic past or the fulfillment of a prophecy. Far from being a Judeo-Christian messiah 

figure destined to save survivor communities and herald a new dawn of civilization, the 

protagonist Spitz is alarmingly mediocre and encourages the breakdown of the new State 

formed after the events of the apocalypse.

Spitz conforms to the subject position of an average citizen; the fact that he is of black 

heritage adds a racial dimension to his unexceptional existence as he is neither delinquent9, 

nor does he aspire to greatness, which may upset racial hierarchies. Whitehead only reveals 

Spitz’s race towards the end of the novel, thus subtly undermining the main tropes of the 

genres of postapocalyptic and horror fiction and cinema. The author is undoubtedly playing 

with reader’s assumptions that characters, especially the protagonists, are white unless 

otherwise stated, in line with the understanding that whiteness stands in for universal 

norms10. The token black character in several horror films such as Deep Blue Sea (1999), the 

Alien films (1979-1997), The Cabin in the Woods (2012) and even Romero’s first zombie 

film Night o f the Living Dead (1968) never makes it alive to the end credits. In contrast, Spitz 

is the only character that we are sure is alive at the end of Zone One and who is the most 

likely to outlive all his white and other brethren during the second apocalypse. This indicates 

Whitehead’s refusal to play lip service to the unspoken popular culture norms and formulas 

of genre fiction, where the black man is often a token character who sacrifices himself for the

9 I refer to the term consciously using Gardner’s argument that deviancy in black American populations is 
Popularly conceived o f by a passive dominant group through its power to label and define. Gardner II, Trevor. 
‘The Political Delinquent: Crime, Deviance, and Resistance in Black America’. Harvard BlackLetter Law 
Journal. (20)2004: 137-161.

For an interesting examination o f this issue in mass media, films and advertisements and crime fiction, refer 
to: Richard Dyer’s White: Essays on Race and Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1997) and Maureen 
T Reddy’s Traces, Codes, and Clues: Reading Race in Crime Fiction. (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003).
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safety of humanity, represented by the surviving white characters (the film Deep Blue Sea 

where the character played by Samuel L. Jackson gives an inspirational speech that unites the 

survivors only to die immediately after is a case in point). In portraying Spitz as exceptionally 

unexceptional, Whitehead shows how he endures not because of any special talents, 

privileged position or access to resources and wealth, but for his cockroach-like ability to 

outlive the end of the world as we know it, a quality that he shares with the zombies. 

Whitehead’s manipulation of the character of the hero, is of interest in the light of Franck 

Degoul’s (2011) work on Haitian identity and zombies as far as racial and class lines are 

concerned.

Degoul, writing against the backdrop of the Haitian occupation and re-occupation by 

American forces, refers to the increased curiosity among American researchers to learn to 

practise voodoo. He uses excerpts from interviews with several Haitians, all of whom suggest 

that voodoo and the resultant zombification is an exclusively “Negro” privilege and cannot 

successfully be practised by Americans (Christie and Lauro 2011 24-38). Although there is 

no evidence of Whitehead ever having read Degoul’s work, this privilege seems to be subtly 

reclaimed in the portrayal of Spitz as a mediocre black hero whose affinity with the zombies 

is evident in his survival, as well as his refusal to support the new government’s endeavours 

to label, define and thus exert control over the zombies.

The formula of traditional postapocalyptic fiction is additionally altered at the end of 

the novel. It does not end with the rebuilding of civil society, but rather by showing how the 

re-forging of the social contract can only have disastrous consequences. The term 

‘apocalypse’ is traditionally concerned with biblical notions of the catastrophic end of the 

world, the battle between good and evil, and rejuvenation through the triumph of the forces of 

good (Curtis 5-7). Whitehead disrupts and manipulates both the meaning and resonance of
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the term ‘apocalypse’ itself by dividing his book into three parts titled: ‘Friday’, ‘Saturday’ 

and ‘Sunday’. This reference to the death, burial and resurrection of Christ echoes and 

coincides with the narrative structure of generic postapocalyptic fiction which is structured 

along such lines of the death of an old civilization, a period of mourning and hardship 

followed by the resurrection of a new civil society. However, the resurrection of the State in 

the form of the American Phoenix only leads to further destruction and is evidence of the fact 

that an old Christian template cannot be superimposed upon the disastrous consequences of 

an ineffectual State in cahoots with capitalist enterprises.

Whitehead’s protagonist is one of several people who have managed to survive the 

empty promises of help from an ineffectual State and the zombie hordes. Spitz does not see 

himself as different from any of the other survivors, each with their own ability to negotiate 

both the interregnum period and the settlement camps in which the survivor populations are 

housed. He is, however, aware of the fact that his ‘heroic’ exploits, for instance, his single 

handed extermination of close to seventy skels during his work of clearing highways of 

stranded vehicles for the Phoenix, are treated as an ‘incident’ (146-147, 93). Spitz is not 

given the welcome that other heroes receive. He is also not invited to form part of the new 

government like the heroic Gina Spens, who is now part of the fledgling government in her 

country. This unequal treatment could be because Spitz is black, has no claims to fame vis-a- 

vis his pre-apocalyptic identity and is not a marketable commodity. On the other hand, Spens, 

a former Italian porn star has a legion of fans amongst survivors and her newly minted 

posters are widely sought after by them. To laud Spitz’s heroic achievements would mean 

that other mediocre individuals like him must also be acknowledged for their self-sufficiency 

and acts of bravery that protected themselves and others. This would then throw the State’s 

ability to create a dependent population that needs protection in quandary as the survivors are 

already capable of defending themselves from the zombies.
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Furthermore, Spitz does not blame the zombies for the loss of his old way of life and 

is not motivated by revenge. Vengeance for the victims of the plague in a postapocalyptic 

landscape is problematic, as the nature and extent of the disease prevents an individualisation 

of perpetrators and casualties of crime (namely the crime of zombification). Yari Lanci 

(2012) points out that the modern zombie narrative is often an agonising representation of a 

situation where “the world’s ‘normal’ state of affairs comes to a halt”, as these narratives 

very often do not explain “the causes of the zombie outbreak, nor is it particularly concerned 

about the post-apocalyptic reshape of a new world order, besides few exceptions” (3). In such 

a situation, where the source of the outbreak cannot be ascertained, the culprits are those who 

benefit from resources (the President and others higher up), while the victims are those left to 

fend for themselves (individuals such as Spitz). The effects of the plague are exacerbated 

because of the State’s corrupt, partial policies that favour the elite cloistered at Buffalo and its 

inability to transform sufficiently enough to suit the current situation. This is made 

particularly evident in the way in which the American Phoenix functions as I illustrate in the 

following section.

2) The State in the novel and its vicious cycle of replication:

The fall, rise and fall again of the State in Zone One serves as a critique of 

contemporary practices of governance which include exerting control over subordinate 

groups through unjust violence, the protection of the lives and property of the elite at the 

expense of common citizens and the abdication of responsibility to individuals through the 

Privatization of key institutions11. These practices can no longer be obfuscated in the absence 

°f bodies such as the family, schools, newspapers (and other Ideological State Apparatuses),

" 1 have provided instances o f these in both the Introduction and Chapter Two from studies by Abramsky 
(2007) and Pratten and Sen (2007).

172



as well as in the presence of the zombies who refuse to consent to the dominant bloc’s 

hegemony. The ruling coalition of the Phoenix headed by the former President of America, is 

based in Buffalo, from where orders are dispatched, the distribution of resources calculated 

and major decisions regarding zombies and survivor camps made. A critique of this newly 

emerged State and its eventual failure is unique as far as zombie fiction and a good number of 

postapocalyptic narratives are concerned, where the novel often ends with the founding of a 

new State or civil society.

Gramsci’s conception of how a modern State functions is pertinent to my analysis of

the regenerated State in America following the years referred to as the ‘Last Night’ in the

novel when the zombie epidemic began. The American Phoenix is built along the lines of a

pre-apocalyptic State and the dominant bloc is now headed by the American President. His

privileged place of refuge during the initial apocalyptic events is a nuclear submarine. This

incident is an indication of the unequal distribution of resources based on categories of class,

wealth, and possibly race as well, as the President is probably white and upper class. His

position as head of the ruling elite in America allows him the safety of the submarine from

which he emerges only when relative safety is established with the Phoenix. The new State is

mostly viewed through the critical eyes of Mark Spitz, who perceives it as a four-tiered body

consisting of those at Buffalo (the dominant bloc), the military, the civilian population and

finally the lowest of the low: the sweeper group to which he belongs. The unequal access to

resources, which is a characteristic feature of the State analysed in previous chapters, is also

evident in Zone One. The President has managed to escape the ravages of the zombie

infestation and emerges at the helm of a new State when the Phoenix has been established.

Inequalities continue within the tentative borders of the Phoenix as needs are prioritised. The

Parameters of social capital (i.e. of being granted rights, justice and liberty in a former State)

remain structurally unchanged from the days of the pre-apocalyptic State. Survivors who are
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capable of re-establishing the hegemony of the Phoenix are given preferential treatment and 

invited to form part of the government. Buffalo now consists of members of the dominant 

bloc: Nobel laureates, scientists, famous psychologists (i.e. the intelligentsia) and former 

capitalists who agree to sponsor the reconstruction in exchange for tax breaks when things get 

back to normal. They are offered better food, shelter and access to high quality merchandise 

from looted shops. The military is prioritised next and given the necessary protective gear 

such as heavy mesh suits to safeguard them from zombie bites. These unequal rules are in 

keeping with Gramsci’s reading of how the dominant bloc functions. Gramsci suggests that 

for a ruling class to remain unchallenged, it must satisfy the needs of subordinate social blocs 

in order of priority (2007 148). The military is a necessary tool, instrumental in the process of 

rebuilding; their capacity for violent action also helps reinforce the hegemony of the socially 

powerful group. The needs of the civilian population come next, and at the bottom of the pile 

are the sweepers.

The dangerous work of clearing the city of the remaining zombies, while 

acknowledged and praised in regular dispatches from Buffalo, is not important enough to 

supply the sweepers with the necessary protective paraphernalia: “which meant Mark Spitz 

didn’t have proper face gear, one of those fancy marine numbers with the light weight 

impenetrable wire, proper ventilation, and neck sheathing” (17). Several sweepers, who are 

volunteers from the civilian population, are only given access to necessary resources after 

deaths from preventable zombie attacks, after the needs of the rest of the populace is met and 

only in order to prevent bad publicity for the newly emerged State. The unequal distribution 

°f resources is further emphasised in the anti-looting rules that are put in place through 

directives from Buffalo meant specifically for the sweeper class. The ruling class turns a 

blind eye towards any such activity performed by the military or those at Buffalo. The ‘No- 

No’ cards issued to the sweepers to prevent looting is one way of ensuring the dependence of



the survivors on a newly formed government (12). The new regulations regarding 

consumption of goods manufactured before the apocalypse are aimed at boosting the industry 

within the Phoenix and the new lines of food and clothing that they manufacture. This in turn 

guarantees its legitimacy as well the successful re-emergence of capitalism by creating the 

demand for newly produced goods.

However, some pre-apocalyptic goods can be used with the permission of the 

Phoenix. These are goods that were manufactured by individuals who have survived 

apocalyptic events and have become ‘sponsors’ of the new government: “Buffalo created an 

entire division dedicated to pursuing official sponsors whenever a representative turned up, in 

exchange for tax breaks when the reaper laid down his scythe and things were up and running 

again. (Additional goodies the public would never find out about weeviled the fine print)” 

(39). An example for these kinds of goods are the little notebooks that the sweepers are 

forced to use that were originally manufactured for children prior to the apocalypse. For 

statistical purposes, the sweepers must use these notebooks to record the number of the 

corpses they come across. While the notebooks were previously useless, a role is found for 

them in the rebuilding efforts. The recorded data will project how many sweeper units will be 

required for future missions and the amount of resources that have to be manufactured and 

dispatched. Capitalist forces here learn to adapt to the needs of a new State formation, 

deploying their obsolete goods ostensibly in the service of the nation, but in actuality, to 

make sure that the State and its citizens are caught in a cycle of dependency, both during and 

after the reconstruction. Not only is the State now obliged to pay the sponsor for the use of its 

resources, but the use of the notebooks in this case only leads to the collection of information 

which can benefit the corporations themselves. The vicious circle that the State and its 

citizens are now trapped within will only lead to the replication of old world inequalities: of 

the creation of barriers of wealth and class for instance, in a postapocalyptic scenario. This is



also evidence of the alliance that the governing coalition creates with capitalist enterprises in 

order to retain hegemony over the survivor population: but in this case, the needs of 

subordinate individuals, groups or communities are brought into concordance with the 

interests of the dominant social bloc. This extension of the Gramscian paradigm of how the 

dominant bloc functions (i.e. the successful prevailing bloc is one which changes itself to suit 

the needs of subordinate groups) is evidence of the State’s inability to drastically transform 

itself in order to survive. In other words, although the State seemingly adapts to a ravaged 

world, the changes it makes are merely perfunctory. The State only manages to replicate itself 

within an altered landscape, lacking a comprehensive view of and the ability to tackle the 

extent of the zombie menace at hand.

The Phoenix is aware of the self-sufficiency of its citizens; their survival so far is 

testament to it. The dominant bloc at Buffalo is therefore concerned with transforming its 

citizenry into what Foucault (1991) terms “docile bodies” (136). Foucault argues that such 

bodies are created through the operation of networks (of power) that pervade every aspect of 

society. The purpose of disciplinary methods is to control every aspect of life within society, 

by supervising and manipulating the conduct of and communication between individuals 

(Foucault 1991 143). The State, which according to Foucault is one of the entities through 

which power is exercised, disciplines the body, confining it to particular spaces and identities 

(those of geography, class, race, gender). In this way, the State creates order without having 

to rely on repressive mechanisms.

In Whitehead’s novel, those who control the American Phoenix attempt to create such 

docile dependant bodies through the rhetoric of medicine, whereby a former bestselling 

therapist Dr. Herkimer diagnoses all citizens with PASD (Post-Apocalyptic Stress Disorder).

176



• • 12 rHerkimer, in his attempt to escape life in a regular settlement camp suggests that, of the 

survivors, roughly seventy five percent suffer from the debilitating effects of PASD while the 

remaining twenty five suffer from pre-apocalyptic mental conditions that have been 

exacerbated by life in the interregnum period. The symptoms of PASD include:

feelings of sadness or unhappiness; irritability or frustration, even over small matters; 

loss of interest or pleasure in normal activities; reduced sex drive; insomnia or 

excessive sleeping ... slowed thinking, speaking or body movements; indecisiveness, 

distractibility and decreased concentration; fatigue, tiredness, and loss of energy so 

that even small tasks seem to require a lot of effort ... unexplained physical problems, 

such as back pain, increased blood pressure and heart rate, nausea, diarrhoea, and 

headaches. Nightmares, goes without saying. (54-5)

These symptoms could as much be the result of conditions within settlement camps: the 

unequal distribution of nutritious food, long working hours in factories without payment, the 

lack of belief in the State’s protective capacity or genuine physical ailments. However, in 

classifying them as purely psychological disorders, the State in the novel fashions a diseased 

population whose illness is incurable, as the effects of the apocalypse cannot be reversed. 

Hence survivors are forced to be in permanent need of the State’s care, guidance and 

protection. The appropriation of Herkimer’s PASD theory by the government at Buffalo and 

its list of symptoms is part of an attempt to manufacture a docile, dependant population. The 

socially superior group that controls the American Phoenix here exercises power by allowing, 

and occasionally coercing survivors to display imagined or real symptoms of trauma.

12 For his efforts in aiding the government, Herkimer is whisked away to Buffalo where better food, resources 
and security are assured.
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The Phoenix’s method of keeping the survivor population in a state of permanent 

dependency is one of several methods through which power is exercised. In his History o f  

Sexuality, Volume 1, Foucault studies the “polymorphous techniques of power” (1990 11) and 

questions whether power is exercised through acts of censorship, prohibition or curtailment 

or whether the act of repression is part of the historical network of power, allowing it release 

through legitimised spaces. Sexuality and its deviant forms have been successfully repressed 

by making it the sole prerogative of the family. Its aberrant forms then are perceived through 

the eyes of the family and deviancy is with the approval of the family unit, allowed release 

through the space of the medical profession and, post-Freud, the psychoanalyst’s couch. The 

brothel and the mental hospital as Foucault describes them are spaces of tolerance, where 

difference and deviancy are allowed to be exercised but only within the limits of the space. 

This seeming lack of prohibition by medicalising non-conformative modes of sexuality and 

sexual identity and allowing its existence the fringe spaces of society, is according to 

Foucault a more devious and discreet exercise of power. Any kind of resistance then is part of 

the power structure, in other words, resistance cannot be viewed as exterior to it.

In a postapocalyptic landscape such as the one described in Zone One, institutions 

such as the asylum, prisons and hospitals, all of which are spaces where deviancy is allowed 

expression, no longer exist. In the absence of such a solution to confine aberrant individuals, 

new spaces, practices and norms are instituted. In the American Phoenix, all the people who 

have survived so far (except the President and select others) have done so because they have 

acted independently, having realised that the State cannot be depended upon in times of 

crisis. In that sense, they are a deviant population who have endured the conditions of the 

apocalypse by finding the State’s protective capacities wanting. The ruling elite at Buffalo are 

aware of this. Once the Phoenix is formed, resistance is curtailed at its very inception by 

confining discontent against the State to Post-Apocalyptic Stress Disorder (PASD). Thus the



problems and debilitating conditions that may arise due to the Phoenix’s no pay policy or its 

unequal distribution of resources and rights, is classified as PASD. This classification 

indicates how dissent is effectively medicalised and controlled. The Phoenix ensures that 

resistance is consequently made part of the power structure, as it does not allow opposition 

that is exterior to it or that which cannot be incorporated into the State. If the purpose of 

disciplinary methods is to control every aspect of individual life and supervise conduct, then 

the American Phoenix is successful in its invention of a medical condition and a list of 

symptoms that can be applicable to an entire survivor population. In encouraging survivors to 

express the effects of trauma openly, the State is not only able to categorise citizens, but also 

make sure that they are dependent on the dominant bloc for treatment, both through 

psychopharmacology and for their future security needs.

In the novel, Buffalo, which is the centre of operations, prints and distributes PASD

literature based on the numbers in survivor records. The exact number of copies printed, one

for each survivor, while possibly cost effective, is also another of the State’s disciplinary

techniques. A copy for each individual is meant to show that the State cares about the welfare

of each of its subjects. Yet it is also indicative of the fact that just as there is a pamphlet for

each survivor, there is also a symptom that is marked out for each from within the list. The

State uses these pamphlets as a means to compartmentalise survivors, ostensibly unifying

them under a common medical condition, but also separating them from each other and

supervising their communication with other citizens regarding the possible causes for their

ailments. Dissatisfaction with their lives can only be the result of PASD and the apocalypse,

not the policies of a former or current State. My point here is that the PASD diagnosis allows

the State to abdicate responsibility for any consequences its unequal distribution of resources

and ineffectuality may cause within the new settlement camps. Citizens are also encouraged

to find their symptom(s) from among the list and express it without fear of scorn. The
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Phoenix creates a climate where not to express any symptoms on the other hand, invites 

censure from fellow citizens of the Phoenix. Any sign of good health or of having overcome 

their affliction is frowned upon, because to do so would mean that the State can no longer be 

perceived as being able to offer security and protection, thus questioning one of its defining 

characteristics and its reason for existence.

The Phoenix also attempts to create a passive population by manufacturing the idea of

a nation, again with the help of burgeoning commercial enterprises. For instance, the new

nation is given a name, a symbol, and as mentioned earlier in the chapter, a national anthem.

The authorities even manufacture and issue hoodies and sun visors: “the frigid hues and

brittle lines of the logo conformed to a very popular design trend in the months preceding

Last Night, and it was almost as if the culture was picking up where it left o ff’ (79). The

merchandise that the State issues, with the help of sponsors of the rebuilding of the nation, is

one method used to generate ideas of allegiance and to keep individuals subservient to the

notion of a supposedly all-powerful State. It also ties them to their past (just as the PASD

diagnosis does), as the logos and colours are reminiscent of a pre-apocalyptic State and are

subtly coercive measures to ensure that self-sufficient survivors shed their interregnum

identities and pledge allegiance to a new State, now that things are back to ‘normal’. These

efforts are intended to replicate an old State order, and are attempted because the Phoenix is

aware of its contested claims to hegemony and its need to secure the consent of its citizens.

The Phoenix is also actively engaged in manufacturing heroes whose exploits are celebrated

across nations. For instance, Gina Spens, as mentioned earlier in the chapter, is now part of

the provisional government in Italy and her adventures during the interregnum period are told

and retold by the remaining human population across various countries: “A society

Manufactures the heroes it requires. Gina was that new species of celebrity emerging from the

calamity, elevated by the altered definitions of valour and ingenuity” (42-43). Every country
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has its own survivor heroes whose feats are constantly celebrated through regular dispatches 

to the survivor population, as well as the issue of posters of stars like Spens to boost morale 

and manipulate survivor psyche (216). These methods by the Phoenix and other provisional 

governments across the globe are aimed at generating a nostalgic return to a bygone era that 

generates notions of normalcy. Moreover, by promoting the feats of select individuals, the 

Phoenix nullifies the exploits of the other survivors, thus reemphasising their subordinate 

status as well as cementing the superiority of the hegemonic group at Buffalo.

I read the government situated at Buffalo as Gramsci’s ruling coalition, which

according to Gramsci, must transform itself constantly to meet the needs of not only its allies,

but also subordinate groups within the State (Gramsci 2007 148). This transformative

capability as a means to sustain the dominant bloc’s position is evident in the novel in the

different ways in which discipline is maintained: through methods that generate consent (the

use of posters and merchandise to boost morale among survivors), the use of violence (I

illustrate this below), as well as through acceding to the demands of resisting groups and

individuals (by medicalising dissent through the PASD diagnosis). The American Phoenix

adapts these techniques of maintaining hegemony and yet, in a landscape where conditions of

life are vastly different, their success is suspect. For example, the search and rescue missions

instituted by the American Phoenix are ostensibly to seek out as many survivors as possible

and to bring them under the protective wings of the re-established State. In actuality, they are

more selective operations, as the military is keen to target pharmaceutical chains,

supermarkets, vintner operations and large clothing stores whose merchandise is meant for

the ruling class in Buffalo. The owners or current occupants, who may have been completely

self-sufficient and secure, are invited to join the Phoenix and, if they refuse, are subject to

violence until they surrender and declare their allegiance to the new State. To elaborate

farther, in its attempt to secure one of the biggest pharmaceutical chains in the country, the
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military is forced to engage in pitched battle with a large group that has commandeered the 

premises. The superior firepower of the military is no match for them, as half the group is cut 

down and the rest surrender (35-36). The activities of those at Buffalo are suspect, as these 

missions are not undertaken specifically to find survivors, but rather to gather the necessary 

resources for the survival and comforts of the ruling class. Part of this operation is for the 

purpose of finding sponsors for its rebuilding efforts. This is another indication that the new 

State continues to engage in activities that ensure the perpetuation of traditional inequalities. 

The authorities are not interested in starting up industries with a new crop of survivors, but 

are content to allow the capitalists of a pre-apocalyptic era to take over sponsorship. These 

are former industrialists and entrepreneurs who “generally put a price cap on their goods or 

specified a particular product in their brand family, one not too dear” as part of their 

contribution to the rebuilding efforts (39). Once their credentials as owners are established, 

they are then flown into Buffalo where, as mentioned earlier, they are given access to better 

food, resources, security and promised tax breaks and other forms of remuneration when the 

Phoenix triumphs over the zombie menace.

The State’s attempts at manufacturing a docile populace and obtaining their consent

through violence, as well as the medicalisation of dissent, are evidence of the replication of

old State policies within a new landscape. What is also pertinent here is the State’s

recognition that the new government has not been established through the consent of all its

citizens and that the American Phoenix can grant neither safety and nor security to its current

inhabitants. Since the Phoenix does not have complete consensus, it enforces rules on its

newly acquired citizenry with the aid of the forces of finance capital (i.e. engaged in the

manufacture of arms, ammunition and food) in order to cement its shaky claims to hegemony.

Once survivors give up their right to self-preservation and become part of the State, however,

they are not granted equal rights. This then places considerable strain on my use of Hobbes’
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notion that free individuals freely consent to give up some of their liberty for a promise of

security and do so on an equal basis. Life in a state of nature according Hobbes (2008), is a

nasty, short lived and ruthless affair where self-reliance is the only way to assure life and

liberty (84). Hobbes further suggests that civil society is formed from a state of nature where

individuals give up their rights to a sovereign (who is capable of protecting them) in

exchange for protection and equal treatment. The consent of the citizenry is called into

question when the State is forced to resort to violence and other means to ensure the passivity

of its populace. Violence is also only a replication of the means used by bandits and other

groups to subjugate small communes formed after the apocalypse when the State initially

breaks down (174, 257). The breakdown of social order is best understood as a Gramscian 

• 1 ^war of position where the struggle for dominance is continuously and endlessly enacted.

As Whitehead’s novel indicates, however, such a world is bound to collapse, as it will 

always include conflicting groups who fail to transform themselves beyond the need to 

maintain supremacy over others. The only way the State can control the survivors is by 

curtailing their desires and instead channelling their needs to suit those of citizens of an 

obsolete State. Spitz is aware that the sweepers, like other citizens of the Phoenix, are only 

engaged in offering “servitude to the obsolete directives of an obsolete world” (32). He is 

able to represent a progressive politics of resistance by mutating in such a way that 

challenges the material and conceptual barriers of a discriminating State. In other words, 

what distinguishes the vigilante in Whitehead’s novel from other survivors and the vigilante 

as a reinforcer of the status quo is his ability to adapt and to think beyond relations of 

domination and subordination. At the moment when Spitz realises that the stragglers are

13 Gramsci describes the ‘war o f position’ as a continuous conflict aimed at achieving power by controlling civil 
society which functions behind the State as a “powerful system of fortresses and earthworks” (Gramsci 2007 
238).
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evolving towards the end of the novel, he also muses that there are likely to be others like 

him (242). What this evolution in terms of the vigilante’s and the zombie’s actions illustrates, 

is that the resistance to the structures and very idea of the State itself are pandemic in nature. 

Dissent comes both from a growing and evolving zombie population as well as from 

individuals who increasingly display vigilante characteristics. The latter are individuals and 

groups who, like Spitz, are capable of seeing beyond the repressive divide-and rule-policy of 

the State where resources and security are selectively and unequally distributed.

3) The dissenting politics of the vigilante and zombie:

The vigilante and the zombie in Whitehead’s novel are aligned with each other. Both 

figures enable a critique of the State by revealing its unscrupulous techniques of controlling 

individuals while promoting the interests of the socially powerful such as the President and 

those at Buffalo. In the following paragraphs, I shall first analyse Spitz in a pre-apocalyptic 

State to illustrate how he manages to manipulate the efforts of the governing bloc to control 

and supervise his life. I will then move on to Spitz’s life within the confines of the Phoenix to 

show how he undercuts the State’s attempts at ensuring his docility. My aim here is to 

illustrate the way in which the pre- and postapocalyptic State creates barriers of inequality 

between individuals and I also assert the vigilante’s fluid identity as a means to overcome 

State repression. Before delving into an analysis of Spitz and the zombies in the novel, I shall 

briefly engage with the definition of vigilantism itself and how cultural implications of the 

term differ from and conform to my reading of the strain analysed in the novels in this thesis.

Tom O’Connor, Director of the Institute for Global Security Studies, suggests that 

there is no single definition of vigilantism itself. Rather he suggests it is a culturally mediated
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tradition which does not possess a theoretical framework for analysis14. The vigilante 

tradition is often used to refer to the frontier vigilantes who policed the borders of a newly 

emerging American State. They received the support of the citizenry and acted as a 

supplement to federal government forces. Over time, the connotations of vigilantism have 

become negative and the term has been used to describe racially prejudiced lynch mobs who 

strove to maintain white supremacy over black slaves and the former slave population. In 

recent years, the phenomenon has been culturally associated with acts of vengeance in 

popular fiction and cinema. Vigilantism is also used to denote a radically conservative nature, 

exemplified in vigilante border patrollers who are engaged in preventing illegal immigrants 

from crossing over into America from Mexico. My analysis of the often vengeance-ridden 

strain of vigilantism in contemporary fiction does involve an awareness of these figures and I 

have analysed one such vigilante in the previous chapter on the Larsson novels. Some of the 

characteristics of the traditional vigilante are also present in Whitehead’s Mark Spitz. For 

example, Spitz is a supplement to military forces and is engaged in protecting the borders of 

the newly captured Manhattan from the swarm of zombies who stream into the city. Such 

characteristics, however, reflect a reversal to earlier forms of vigilantism where the borders of 

an expanding American nation had to be protected from raiders, bandits and an indigenous 

population entitled to the land. Spitz’s current role in the Phoenix as a sweeper coincides with 

Ray Abrahams’ reading of the vigilante as a frontier figure. For Abrahams, borders are no 

longer just geographical, but have expanded to categories of race, class, culture and so on 

(1998, Pratten and Sen 2007). In Whitehead’s novel, the State is all too content to tap into

O’Connor, Thomas. ‘Vigilantism, Vigilante Justice, and Self-Help’. (Aug 20, 2007).
<http://www.apsu.edu/oconnort/3410/34101ect04a.htm>. Work used from a Ph.D dissertation by Alison 
Graham-Bertolini titled Home o f the Brave: Vigilante Women in Contemporary American Fiction submitted to 
the Graduate Faculty o f the Louisiana State University in May 2009. The original source for O’Connor’s article 
has been inaccessible online.

http://www.apsu.edu/oconnort/3410/34101ect04a.htm


and channel the vigilante characteristics of the survivors and turn them into mere frontier 

patrollers. The survivors are reduced to killing zombies and other humans who resist the 

protection of the Phoenix. Those in power weed out the agency that the survivors acquired 

during the initial collapse of the government. The vigilante is confined to the role of State- 

sponsored guardian during the reconstruction period in the American Phoenix.

I am all too conscious of the role of the vigilante as an enforcer of the establishment 

in American culture as I have illustrated in the second chapter of this thesis on the 

contemporary vigilante’s antecedents. Yet, in light of work by Whitehead and others, I want 

to argue that this figure can, in certain situations, serve more politically progressive ends; i.e. 

challenging and exposing State-sponsored inequalities. Rather than concentrate on a popular 

culture definition of the vigilante syndrome, which often confines the figure to the role of a 

vengeance seeker or border patroller, I approach the phenomenon through the etymological 

definition of vigilantism itself, which focuses on ‘keeping vigil’: of being awake and 

watchful for a specific purpose15. The vigilante, as a figure engaged in keeping watch over 

the weak in traditional vigilante narratives, evolves to protect himself in the face of a corrupt 

and later an ineffectual State that disintegrates in the event of catastrophe. This feature of 

almost eternal vigilance is what distinguishes the kind of vigilante strain I am interested in 

mapping in this chapter. The vigilante’s ability to remain vigilant is not simply a matter of 

being wary of the State, for example, but of being able to see through the coercive and violent 

practises used to maintain its hegemony. This ability to see through/perceive the State’s

15 In the introductory chapter o f this thesis, I have set out how I define the vigilante by reverting to the 
etymological roots o f the word. To recap briefly, the vigilante is one who keeps watch over or protects. The act 
°f watching over is also related to the word ‘wake’, where one watches over the dead. The vigilante is both the 
survivor and watcher in popular fiction featuring, in this chapter, the living dead (zombies).



strategies to sustain power causes the vigilante to occupy a subject position of inclusionary 

exclusion.

In previous chapters, I have argued that the vigilante is a figure of inclusionary 

exclusion because he is denied rights by the State and hence is not obliged to fulfil 

responsibilities as a citizen. Whitehead’s novel reveals a reconfigured version of the vigilante 

strain where the individual is not overtly denied rights and justice. Rather the vigilante, in this 

case Mark Spitz, is aware of the subtle practises of inequality that the State engages in and 

which he seeks to undermine, while still playing the role of a model citizen. Spitz is able to 

read the code in every interaction and is fully cognisant of the coercive practises used by 

those in control. This capacity enables him to access State resources and rights, but only 

selectively fulfil his responsibilities as a citizen. This position of being inside and yet outside 

the norms of civil society, as indicated earlier in this thesis, gives the figure a panoramic view 

of systemic ills, which in turn ensures the vigilante’s successful negotiation through and 

survival within State spaces. Spitz is able to survive and represent a progressive politics of 

resistance despite the limitations of race and class that demand mediocrity, as well as an early 

demise during the apocalypse in the tradition of the novels discussed by Curtis and similar 

recent works of fiction and film featuring token black characters. His resistance is progressive 

(as opposed to the resistance of vigilantes that eventually only reinforce the values of the 

establishment) because it develops out of an acute awareness of the State’s divisive tactics 

and treatment of citizens. Moreover he survives an incapacitating State by breaking out of the 

particular subject positions to which the dominant bloc, keen on retaining its position of 

power, attempts to confine him.

Just as the zombies cannot be compartmentalised, nor their behaviour controlled or 

Predicted by the State, Spitz too escapes the role of obedient citizen charted out for him by
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both a pre-apocalyptic State and the Phoenix. Spitz is a part of gutter spaces of resistance that 

have currently overrun the American landscape in Whitehead’s novel. He is a member of 

gutter spaces because his dissent, although operating within a network of power, does not 

involve the need to exert power over others. Neither can his opposition to the machinations of 

the dominant bloc be incorporated into the fabric of the State by imprisoning him in an 

asylum or granting him rights. The State is simply unable to identify how his form of 

resistance operates, as its controlling interpellative functions are outdated and easily 

manipulated. This manipulation is evident through Spitz’s actions in both a pre- and 

postapocalyptic State.

I use Althusser’s (1971) theories on how subjects operate within a State to read

Spitz’s actions vis-a-vis the Phoenix and a pre-apocalyptic State. Althusser relates

subjectivity to an act of interpellation by Ideological State Apparatuses (bodies such as

religious organizations, schools and the family that do not often use the threat of violence to

exert control), whereby institutions in authority and their members ‘hail’ an individual.

According to Althusser, the individual recognises herself or himself through this act of

hailing and is drafted into or transformed to suit the subjective position she is called upon to

occupy (174). The individual is therefore accepted only through a subject-position created by

a State apparatus that legalises his existence. For Althusser, interpellation is absolute and

cannot be resisted. The individual is hailed into a particular subject-position whether she

accepts it or not. For Whitehead, and myself the interpellative function of Ideological State

Apparatuses is outdated and can be easily manipulated by figures such as Spitz, who creates a

new subject position for himself, one that is not beholden to the State and only perfunctorily

acknowledges its hierarchical nature of relations. This new subject position that he crafts for

himself is what makes Spitz a member of gutter spaces of resistance and aligns him with the

zombie menace. Spitz does not actively resist the State and its fortifications in the way the
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zombies do; i.e. in their disregard for barbed wire fences and psychological warfare. Yet he 

displays a measure of agency by successfully negotiating the State before its fall and later 

outliving the State after its second coming in the form of the American Phoenix.

Spitz is included within the State by conforming to the subject position set out for him 

and yet excludes himself by undermining the parameters that define the position he is called 

upon to occupy. Within the spaces of a pre-apocalyptic State, he is careful to fit into the 

position of a mediocre individual capable of conforming to the spoken and unspoken rules of 

every State apparatus, be it school, college or the family. Whitehead describes Spitz as an 

average B grade student and individual, whose existence is remarkable only in its absolute 

un-exceptionality:

He’d never had trouble with the American checklist, having successfully executed all 

the hurdles of his life’s stages, from preschool to junior high to college, with 

unwavering competence and nary a wobble into exceptionality or failure. ... He 

nailed milestone after development milestone, as if every twitch were coached. Had 

they been aware of his location, child behaviourists would have cherished him ... He 

was their typical, he was their most, he was their average, receiving hearty thumbs-up 

from the gents in a black van parked a discreet distance across the street. (9, emphasis 

in original)

On the surface, Spitz seems to be a model citizen of civil society. He goes on to relate how he 

fared well in college, side-stepping both detention as well as a place on the honour rolls. This 

apparent mediocrity suggests that the protagonist is a fully interpellated member of civil 

society, an individual whose un-remarkability is evidence of conforming to a subject position 

set out by the State.
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The conformation to the identity of model citizen, however, is only so far as his rights 

and liberties are ensured; he is fully capable of evolving to resist a State-defined subject 

position in order to guarantee his survival. This capability lies in being able to discerningly 

abide by the guidelines that define his subject position as black suburban school boy, adult, 

son, lover, office worker, aspiring lawyer and so forth. Spitz’s perspicacity allows him to 

undermine the interpellative function of the State. This is because he is aware of its workings 

and especially the way in which the State uses its interpellative function to create docile 

individuals that I have previously discussed at length using Foucault in this chapter. Spitz’s 

docility is only for the benefit of the State and in order to make sure that his rights and 

liberties are not curtailed. Even at a very young age, he is described as a vigilant child, 

always watchful for cues from his environment which enable him to survive and minimise 

negative or exceptionally positive consequences (9). As an adult, this awareness continues as 

he has an almost intuitive knowledge of how far he can push a deadline, and the right way to 

behave towards members of the service industry to ensure a good table at a restaurant (85). 

Spitz’s strength here lies in being aware of what he terms the “code” in social situations (9). 

In allowing himself to be interpellated into the identity of an average mediocre individual, as 

far as it ensures his successful survival in civil society, Spitz shows that he is in control of the 

process itself. What this also indicates is that the State’s attempts at creating a submissive 

populace can easily be undermined as it cannot exercise control either over individuals like 

Spitz or the new menace of the zombies.

Spitz, however, is an exception, as the bulk of the population are unable to survive the

first onslaught of the zombie infestation. They believe in the State’s ability to defend them

and offer them security in times of crisis. While the majority of these individuals are killed

during the first wave of the zombie attack, a good number are lost when the Phoenix falls

after having conned survivors into believing in its protective capacity. Citizens who are fully
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interpellated members of the American Phoenix become prey to an evolving enemy, 

indicating the obsolescence of not only the State but also of individual identities moulded to 

suit State hierarchies. Spitz’s successful negotiation of the rules of interaction within a 

constantly altering landscape is evidence of how he is able to fluidly occupy new subject 

positions, while seemingly acceding to the rules of rigid subjectivities allowed by the State.

I have earlier referred to the State’s PASD diagnosis as a means to confine survivors

to roles of invalids requiring care and protection. Mark Spitz sees through the diagnosis, as he

is aware that his symptoms have only become evident after being rescued by the Phoenix. He

confesses that he was much healthier in the wastelands. Once he begins work as a sweeper

(cleansing Manhattan of its remaining undead), he is nauseated by having to go through the

ID of the corpses for Buffalo statistics and constantly perceives ash from burnt dead bodies in

the air, colouring the rain and leaving grey sediment on his body (188). None of the other

sweepers are able to see the ash, nor do they flinch from going through the wallets of the

dead, making these symptoms unique to Mark Spitz (50, 188). His symptoms disappear as

soon as Zone One and other settlement camps fall to the zombies, signifying that he is meant

for survival within the wasted landscape and not a rejuvenated State (252). What is also

evident here is the particularity of Spitz’s symptoms. Unlike the ones mentioned in Buffalo’s

list, Spitz’s ailments are not debilitating, in that these are not symptoms that prevent him

from being vigilant and negotiating the zombie-infested wastelands. While not questioning

the authenticity of his particular brand of PASD, I would suggest that Spitz here transforms

himself to suit the needs of the State. By confirming the PASD diagnosis, Spitz makes sure

that he is not a pariah in the new State order and yet, by avoiding ID duty and confining

himself to the extermination of skels and stragglers, he continues to engage himself in the

same activities that he did in the interregnum period, namely killing zombies. Spitz’s ability

to remain vigilant is thus continuously honed within the confines of a new State order, while
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at the same time preparing him for the State’s inevitable fall. Spitz as a vigilante figure is 

capable of survival both within the newly formed State and in the gutted wastelands. His 

ability to adapt to the changing nature of the State and to manipulate its new policies is 

evidence of his ability to read the fine print within each new State policy and to transform 

accordingly. Through this, he avoids censure from the State and at the same time ensures his 

own existence.

Spitz’s handling of the PASD diagnosis is not the only way he negotiates the State’s 

attempts at crafting a docile individual. He is also aware that the Phoenix wants to create a 

straggler population, caught up in memories of a pre-apocalyptic life through the sale of 

merchandise with the logo of the new State. Stragglers, as mentioned early on in this chapter, 

are harmless zombies, trapped in a loop of activity (attempting to work photocopier 

machines, sell ice cream or fly a kite) that defined them before the fall of the State. Spitz 

understands the State’s attempts to confine survivors to straggler roles, where they are 

chained to a pre-apocalyptic past. The ruling coalition based at Buffalo is engaged in re

creating people who must give up their right to self-preservation in return for security which, 

contra Hobbes, never actually materialises. The new government’s protective capacity is 

called into question because it is unable to comprehend that the zombies themselves are 

evolving to battle a wary State.

The American Phoenix is not interested in compiling information regarding zombie 

behaviour from mediocre survivors like Spitz. Spitz has seen how zombies operate and the 

way in which they change their modus operandi to feed on humans who have adjusted to the 

conditions within the wasteland. The rabid skels for instance, no longer travel alone, but in 

Pairs and groups which soon become herds as they take over towns and cities like a new kind 

°f weather that intends to stay (244-246). While previously, aural and visual stimuli is what



alerted them to human victims, over the course of the years the zombies have learnt the 

meaning of man-made artificial structures, be they the barricaded windows of a house or the 

massive concrete walls of one of the settlement camps. The zombies seem to be aware that 

barricaded buildings, housing estates and communities are indicative of humans hiding 

behind their walls. The zombies are drawn to these structures and wait for the humans to 

reveal themselves, which they inevitably do as they run out of food, water, patience or simply 

go insane (181-185). Creating barriers thus becomes a trap for those who are within its 

borders. The carceral social zones or gutters used to confine the unsavoury and unsightly, 

now incarcerate those humans who are unable to think beyond the physical and conceptual 

barriers of State; i.e. those barricades created to keep a populace dependant on the State as 

well as separate from the State on the basis of class, race or access to resources. The zombies 

who storm every kind of fortification, big or small, indicate that the State can no longer 

define itself territorially. The changes in zombie behaviour, such as the evolution from 

harmless straggler to rabid skel, the changes in stimuli and their migration in large groups to 

former population zones, are facts that Buffalo seems to ignore as it actively engages in 

clearing out cities such as New York (formerly heavy population centres) for their symbolic 

value.

The American Phoenix is only interested in cosmetic changes, clearing out a city for 

its emblematic value and in order to impress and compete with other provisional governments 

(in place). The cosmetic nature of Buffalo’s reconstruction process is further evident when 

survivor camps are renamed to boost morale. Camp 14 is thus now New Vista and CT-6 is 

renamed Gideon’s Triumph. The other camps are upliftingly named, Victory’s Sword, Happy 

Acres, Sunny Days and even El Dorado, conveying a sense of confidence and the promise of 

a safe future (79-80). Although Spitz himself is cheered by the new names behind the barbed 

wire fences, he is aware that this new State, built along the lines of the old one, is a liability



for the survivors. The fortifications around the settlement camps are flimsy at best and while 

they may stop human invaders who are susceptible to fatigue and pain, they are certainly not 

a feasible barrier against an invincible zombie mass that is oblivious to pain. These barricades 

offer a false sense of security to the survivors and prevent them from remaining constantly 

vigilant, a necessary characteristic for survival in a postapocalyptic landscape. For instance, 

Gary, a hardened survivor and member of Spitz’s sweeper team, lets down his guard and is 

dulled by the promise of a safe future within a newly formed State. He buys into State 

classifications of zombies into ‘skels’ and ‘stragglers’ which leads to his death. Gary is bitten 

by a straggler, contrary to the bulletins issued by the State regarding the harmless nature of 

this particular variety of zombie (228). Gary’s death, however, is further representative of the 

State’s interest in prioritising individuals and groups based on their ability to contribute to the 

continued sustenance of those already in power.

A member of the lower classes, Gary is a school dropout and former garage mechanic 

who hopes to be resettled in one of the islands off the coast of France for services rendered to 

the rebuilding process. He embraces the ‘pheenie’ (slang for inhabitants of the Phoenix) 

dream of reconstruction and resettlement in a safe environment. And yet he is one of a 

sweeper crew who are not given access to the same protective gear as the military. While this 

lack of resources does not necessarily lead to his death, the misinformation regarding 

straggler behaviour does. Gary’s death is symbolic of the State’s inability to cope with the 

crisis and respond to the needs of common citizens. The resettlement camps and Zone One 

are abandoned by Buffalo when the zombies strike en masse for a second time and the 

military is deployed elsewhere in clandestine missions instead of securing the perimeters of 

the citizen camps. In rebuilding civilisation along the lines of a pre-apocalyptic State, the 

ruling class prevents survivors from progressing to a different way of life. The State can only 

offer temporary solutions to the zombie menace in the form of camps and barbed wire fences



whilst restricting survivors from gauging the situation themselves and forming their own 

plans for their survival outside the structures of the State. If any such plans are formed at all, 

they are made in Buffalo and executed for the sake of those within the dominant coalition. 

The President for example as mentioned earlier, has a nuclear submarine that he escapes into 

for a second time and that, in all likelihood, houses a store of precious resources salvaged 

during the brief supremacy of the Phoenix. To allow the common survivor the right to decide 

on his safety and security and take the necessary measures to ensure it would involve the 

ruling group losing control over him/her. As Hobbes points out, the State is prone to 

challenge and collapse when its citizens can no longer rely on its ability to provide security 

and safety to their lives and property (2008).

This provisional government offers its inhabitants (survivors of the apocalypse) a

false sense of security and optimism by resorting to a new national anthem, buttons and

clothes with the logo of the new State. Unlike Gary, Spitz refuses the interpellated status of a

‘pheenie’, a bona fide member of the American Phoenix. Spitz remains a part of the Phoenix

only as far as his needs for food, shelter, security and companionship are met. The moment it

is evident that the State can no longer provide that, he refuses to abide by its directives; he

collects the resources necessary for survival such as arms and ammunition, and leaves. He

perceives the State as ineffectual in the face of the enemy and the State’s attempt at recreating

civil society along the lines of an old form of governance, as detrimental to survival: “The

mistake lay in succumbing to prevailing delusions. Giving into that pandemic of pheenie

optimism that was inescapable nowadays and made it hard to breathe, a contagion in its own

right. They [the zombies] were on him in an instant.” (13). Spitz is aware of the pitfalls of

reminiscing about the past and attempting to create a future built on a nostalgic sense of

security. Spitz’s lack of vigilance momentarily causes him to lose focus and he is attacked by

a group of skels. Saved in the nick of time by his friends and his own efforts, Spitz
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understands the insipid nature of pheenie optimism and calls it the “crap” that he must 

“resist” and weed out of his thoughts (24). The motif of infection is woven into the vigilante 

psyche as the protagonist here is aware of the pestilential, “malware” like insistence of the 

new State that the menace can be defeated and the land reclaimed by human survivors (24). 

Spitz is aware of the social, cultural, political and economic influences of capitalist enterprise 

and the concurrent limitations of race, class and social capital which control spatial relations 

within the State.

The only way to survive the State and a ravaged postapocalyptic landscape is to not 

fully integrate the self into any society or group. Spitz practises this in a pre-apocalyptic State 

by reading the underlying meaning, object of and rules of conduct in social interactions, thus 

abiding by the letter of the law and not its spirit. This function of deciphering the code in 

order to survive occurs after the fall of the State as well, when like all other survivors, Spitz 

introduces himself, his past and recognition of the zombie crisis (his ‘Last Night’ story) to 

other individuals/groups. There are three versions of his ‘Last Night’ tale, termed, 

“silhouette”, “anecdote” and “obituary” which are in ascending order of length, integrity and 

emotional intensity (2011 110-11). Spitz shares the ‘silhouette’ with people he dislikes, those 

who he does not think are likely to survive long, or with whom he feels his chances for 

survival are minimal. The ‘anecdote’ is a longer version kept for encounters with people 

lasting a few nights perhaps, while the ‘obituary’ is for those whom he considers his new 

family such as the sweeper team consisting of Gary and Kaitlyn. His story and through it, the 

portion of himself that he shares with others, varies constantly and is evidence of his ability 

to fulfil the unspoken rules of social interaction, but only to the degree necessary to satisfy 

his immediate needs of food, shelter or companionship, in other words, in order to survive. 

When Gary is bitten, Spitz considers the family broken and immediately sees himself as 

having one foot in the wasteland. His PASD symptoms disappear and he is able to see the



wall fortifying Zone One anew, through “now-wastelanded eyes” (245) as a flimsy structure 

bound to collapse. The State is no longer the dominant party here as the zombie hordes take 

over not only Zone One, but also all the other settlement camps across the Phoenix. Spitz 

therefore aligns himself with the wasteland, the gutter spaces that have resisted the 

encroachment of State optimism and power, as he abandons any hope of a rescue by the 

State. He is also careful to avoid the terminal (the pre-decided place of government rescue 

should the Zone collapse) where Kaitlyn (a fellow sweeper whom he cares about) may have 

gone to, as he does not see how escape from the zombies is viable once he reaches her. The 

tension resulting from being in a position of inclusionary exclusion, of being part of and yet 

outside the interpellated subject positions of the family member, a friend or a State-employed 

sweeper, is what reconfigures the vigilante strain in postapocalyptic fiction. What Spitz does 

in refusing to follow Kaitlyn and rescuing her, if needed, is to alter what it means to be the 

protagonist in such fiction. There is no individual to exact vengeance following the death of 

his parents and Gary. Nor is he the hero who goes right into the heart of the zombie throng to 

save Kaitlyn, although she is part of what he considers his new family. To do so would be 

detrimental to his survival and contrary to the reconfigured vigilante strain as identified here.

Zone One is both a zombie novel as well as survival fiction. The vigilante and the 

zombie are entities that not only delegitimise the State but also act as agents of renewal. 

Through a close reading of Whitehead’s protagonist, Mark Spitz, juxtaposed with the 

zombies in the novel, I have shown how the vigilante is an agent of change. The dissenting 

politics of the vigilante figure and the zombie are evident in their fluid identities that, in turn, 

undermine the State’s function of interpellation which seeks to confine individuals to 

Particular subject positions. The zombie serves as a constant reminder of the ineffectuality 

and illegitimacy of the State: ineffectual because the zombie can never be completely 

exterminated or controlled, and illegitimate because the consent of the zombie for State



sovereignty is impossible to attain. As the zombie theorist Evan Calder Williams suggests, 

“what is apocalyptic about the walking dead is what they reveal about the conditions of the 

living, all those deep, rutted grooves of antagonism and violence seething beneath daily life. 

The open secrets of an economic totality, at once the violence of abstraction [...] and the 

abstraction of violence [...]” (2011 85). The vigilante and the zombie, although antagonists in 

the battle for survival, are aligned with each other in their ability to reveal the stagnant nature 

of the State and its politics. Breaking out of State assigned subject positions the zombie 

reminds one that demographic patterns have been vastly altered and along with it, the right to 

space and its resources.

In conclusion, the new world is only for those capable of evolving, and not for those 

who are merely caught in a loop of replication, endlessly regurgitating their old world selves 

and identities:

In the stream of the street the dead bobbed in their invisible current. These were not 

the Lieutenant’s stragglers, transfixed by their perfect moments, clawing through to 

some long-gone version of themselves that existed only as its ghost. These were the 

angry dead, the ruthless chaos of existence made flesh. These were the ones who 

would resettle the broken city. No one else (257-8).



OSMOTIC ENTITIES: THE VIGILANTE, THE ZOMBIE AND THE STATE IN

THE WALKING DEAD

We tend to view zombie narratives as apocalyptic because we believe that we are 

watching either the slow breakdown or the catastrophic destruction of human society, 

and we generally regard that as a negative event. But because we most closely 

identify with the dwindling number of living human subjects, we often miss the larger 

implications that what we are really witnessing in a zombie narrative is a form of 

violent, transformative renewal1.

In the previous chapter on Colson Whitehead’s Zone One, I demonstrated the transformative 

potential of the zombie narrative. Although the novel does not offer a blueprint of how 

society must re-form itself, it does hint at the possibility for renewal via the breakdown of the 

structural barriers of a pre-apocalyptic State. Postapocalyptic zombie fiction is perpetually 

engaged with the remnants of a former State, with the social contract and with the battle for 

power between small or large groups of people. As Neil Badmington writes, the use of the 

word “post-” is “forever tied up with what it is ‘post-ing’” (2004 118). However, zombie- 

themed postapocalyptic novels allow for a unique reimagining of society as the zombies 

themselves (as discussed in the previous chapter), are perpetual reminders of the fallibility of 

the State and the obsolete nature of hegemonic practices of violence and coercion. This is 

because the zombies cannot be controlled by promising them rights or threatening them with 

imprisonment and a loss of civil liberties like the majority of subservient humans. In other

'Christie 2011, 61-62.

CHAPTER SIX

199



words, the growing mass of zombies and dwindling numbers of humans are an indication of a 

new type of populace who cannot be moulded to fit the rules and regulations of pre- 

apocalyptic forms of Statehood.

In this chapter, I propose to analyse Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore’s comic book 

series The Walking Dead (2003-) where the State is completely decimated and the potential 

to reconstruct it is, unlike Whitehead’s novel, impossible. The Walking Dead is an on-going 

monthly publication from Image Comics that debuted in 2003. The title, however, is more 

familiar as the gut-wrenching AMC T.V. series which has finished airing its third season. The 

books focus on the exploits of Rick Grimes and his group of survivors in a zombie-infested 

American landscape. A former small town police officer from Cynthiana (Kentucky), Grimes 

was in a gunshot-induced coma when the zombie apocalypse began. When he wakes up a few 

weeks later, he finds his town abandoned and infested with zombies. In search of his missing 

wife and son (Lori and Carl), who he is convinced are alive, Rick begins a journey to Atlantic 

City, to which they may have escaped. The cities, however, have been overrun by the 

zombies and he is rescued from possible death by Glenn, a former pizza delivery boy and 

petty thief, who belongs to a group which, miraculously, includes Rick’s family. The issues 

span Rick’s journey from valued member to leader of the group as he moves across the land 

to find a safe place for his family and fellow survivors to settle down and flourish.

I concentrate on Kirkman’s work because, although the books have, in tandem with 

the T.V. series, recently acquired a slightly more formulaic approach in terms of content, the

2 The Walking Dead celebrates its tenth anniversary this year. For the purposes o f analysis, I take into account 
the first hundred and six issues, from October 8, 2003 to January 9, 2013. The hundred and sixth book is 
considered the centenary issue as the co-creator/artist Tony Moore was replaced by Charlie Adlard and Cliff 
Rathbum from the seventh comic book onwards. After the January 9, 2013 issue, the series turns increasingly 
formulaic, as the plot veers towards a final catastrophic battle between good and evil. Hence my intention to 
confine the analysis to the first hundred and six issues.
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early issues indicate how the collapse of social and political institutions reconfigure 

individual identity as well as call for a re-evaluation of what constitutes hegemonic practise. 

This breakdown of the State and of its protective institutions brings forth the figure of the 

vigilante, albeit one that is markedly different from the frontier vigilante or the avenging 

angel that we are familiar with via Hollywood blockbusters and horror, detective, crime 

fiction. The vigilante who emerges from the ruins of the State brings with him or her a 

potentially progressive politics of resistance against the violent, coercive practises of a former 

State. This figure treads a fine line between three kinds of violence: reactionary -  in response 

to personal injury; revolutionary -  that is, aimed at a redistribution of power or values; and 

authoritarian violence -  which replicates the conditions of a pre-apocalyptic State. The 

postapocalyptic landscape of The Walking Dead comics provides the setting for a re- 

evaluation of old forms of authority and ways of governance. The vigilante aids in this by 

spearheading a move towards new, though not necessarily wholly egalitarian, strategies of 

rule.

To put this in another way, the egalitarian state of affairs that the figure promises is 

curtailed by three factors. First, by the replication of racial, class and gender prejudice as well 

as traditional values that is reminiscent of a pre-apocalyptic State within a ravaged landscape. 

Second, individuals and survivor communities battle zombies and other groups not only for 

survival, but also for dominance over their lives and resources. Third, the demands of the 

industry, in this case, that of comic books and television ratings, hinder the evolution of plot 

and character from going beyond the well-worn formula of the battle between good and evil. 

My purpose in this chapter is to analyse how and to what extent the vigilante is able to escape 

these curtailing factors (e.g. the tension between pre- and postapocalyptic identities) and 

consequently, how we might understand the strain of vigilantism that pervades The Walking 

Dead series.
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The vigilante in postapocalyptic fiction, particularly in the comic books analysed in 

this chapter, emerges in a situation which lacks a “recognised ‘establishment’, where 

conditions of internal war exist” and “where there are no rules governing the application of 

coercion” (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 27). While all these circumstances are characteristic of 

the landscape in The Walking Dead, the establishment is not completely absent; it continues 

to haunt the survivors of the apocalypse as they must define themselves anew in a world 

littered with the remnants of their former way of life. I shall analyse how the hegemonic 

practises of the State (in other words, the coercive exercises of the socially powerful that arise 

through the threat of violence) are manifested in the formation of new civil societies, groups 

and occasionally through the body of the vigilante. In the process, I will look at whether the 

protagonists can be defined as vigilantes at all and how their defining characteristic of 

inclusionary exclusion is manifested in the absence of a State or civil society. The vigilante’s 

ability to maintain a fluid identity and his/her potential for helping to break down barriers of 

race, class and gender among other classifications, that we see to a limited extent in 

Whitehead’s novel, will also be investigated.

On the surface, the series appears to trace the journey of survivors who battle forces

detrimental to the rebuilding of civilization from a Hobbesian state of nature. The Walking

Dead, like the majority of postapocalyptic fiction under analysis in Curtis’s Postapocalyptic

Fiction and the Social Contract (2010), hints at the possibility of the emergence of a better

world where anarchist forces of disruption are eliminated once and for all under the guidance

of a powerful and progressive leader who stands at the helm. While some of the common

features of postapocalyptic novels discussed in the previous chapter are present here, the

remnants of a former State that are manifested in the form of institutions such as the family,

bodies such as the police and the military, prevent the ravaged landscape from being

described as a mere Hobbesian state of nature. What I am suggesting instead is that the series
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illustrates how a Gramscian war of position continues to persist, and how it produces 

vigilante resistance that is counter-hegemonic and involved in toppling unjust repressive 

coalitions. The vigilante is formed by not only the demise of the structures that lent shape and 

substance to the State (for example, institutions such as the judiciary, law and order 

mechanism and the church) but also the continuation of the same inequalities that 

characterised a pre-apocalyptic landscape. My contention is that the vigilante and the zombie 

are both figures whose function is to reveal how hegemony is unjustly maintained. This 

function does not stop there. Rather, Kirkman and the artists involved in the creation of the 

series have inked and created vigilante figures that increasingly resemble the zombies, both 

physically and in terms of behavioural patterns, which I illustrate later in this chapter. This 

similarity creates an uneasy alliance between both vigilante and zombie -  figures with 

chequered histories.

The vigilante has not always been a supplement to the forces of justice or a figure 

who reveals the impotency of the State with regard to crime control and the equal distribution 

of rights and resources. Instead, he has been associated with racist lynch mobs and engaged 

in maintaining an unjust status quo3. The zombie was used as both a figure to justify the 

colonisation of the Caribbean4 and a vessel to undermine white supremacy as well as 

capitalist modes of production and consumption via its uncontrollable monstrosity, appetite

3 For further information on vigilantism’s negative history, see James E. Cutler, Jonathan Markovitz and 
Michael J. Pfeifer: (James Elbert Cutler’s Lynch-Law: An investigation into the history o f  lynching in the United 
States originally published in 1905 (Montana: Kessinger Publishing, LLC, 2007), Jonathan Markovitz’s 
Legacies o f Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory (Minneapolis: University o f Minnesota Press, 2004) and 
Michael J Pfeifer’s Rough Justice: Lynching and American Society, 1874-1947 (Urbana: University o f Illinois 
Press, 2004).

4 As Chera Kee argues, “the United States occupied Haiti under the pretence o f civilizing it, and a negative 
image of Haitians and of Voodoo in particular were instrumental in gaining and keeping support for the action” 
(13). From ‘“They are not men ... they are dead bodies!”: ‘From Cannibal to Zombie and Back Again’. (9-23). 
Better O ff Dead: The Evolution o f  the Zombie as Post-Human. Ed. Deborah, Christie, and Sarah Juliet Lauro. 
Fordham University Press, New York: 2011.



and contentious genesis5. The alliance of these two occupants of previously marginal spaces 

(outside civil society and the civilised world respectively), reveal another kind of monster: 

the average human who is capable of engaging in acts of cruelty and sadism in the absence of 

a restrictive law and order mechanism.

This is not to say that the comics call for a reinstatement of a pre-apocalyptic State to 

ensure that individuals do not indulge in such deeds. Rather, the vigilante, the zombie and the 

postapocalyptic spaces that they occupy allow for experimentation with different forms of 

governance and types of society where racial, class and gender prejudice, are occasionally 

amplified and, on other occasions, mitigated within the books. This vacillation is of interest 

because it reveals cultural anxieties such as the possible loss of white supremacy and the 

sanctity of the patriarchal system, among others within new forms of civil society. In the 

comic books, racial unity and gender equality are lauded as long as they do not involve the 

questioning or usurpation of the protagonist -  Rick’s position as leader. Rick is characterised 

by Kirkman as a white, middle class male, and a man whose qualities as leader over the 

group emerge from his role as a family man. Any and every attempt by other individuals in 

the group to usurp his position as leader or question his decisions ends in disaster for them. 

What this emphasises is that the progressive potential of resistance on the part of the vigilante 

is curtailed by remnants from life within a pre-apocalyptic State. My purpose is to evaluate 

the effect of such residuum (race, class and gender prejudice and the continuation of 

traditional markers of the leader) on the re-creation of civil society within the series and 

whether it contributes to the disruption of the counter-hegemonic acts initiated by the 

vigilante.

5 This is evident in the portrayal o f the zombie in George Romero’s classic films Day o f  the Dead (1985), Night 
°f the Living Dead (1968), the Italian zombie films by Lucio Fulci and the more recent Shaun o f the Dead 
(2004). These films, particularly Romero’s and Fulci’s, deal with issues such as the detrimental effects o f 
corporate capitalism and the holocaust respectively.



1) The postapocalyptic landscape and the rise of the vigilante:

One of the key issues in the comic books that is not immediately apparent and has not been 

given enough importance by readers and critics (as is evident from online blogs, fan sites and 

critical work) is the question of the legitimacy of authority. The setting of Kirkman’s zombie- 

infested America is a desolate, ruined space where the government has fallen and survivors 

are left to fend for themselves -  scavenging for food and protecting their bodies and 

resources from both the zombies and other survivors. These places that they inhabit are the 

new gutters: characterised by a lack of security and ever diminishing means of sustenance.

In the previous chapters on the work of Miller, Larsson and Whitehead, the gutters are 

fringe spaces containing people who are denied rights, liberties and opportunities, as they are 

treated differentially by a State keen on weeding out individuals who appear inconsequential 

or detrimental to its smooth functioning. Batman, Salander and Spitz are all characters who 

acquire agency from their very marginalisation. They manipulate their status and position vis- 

a-vis the State as they redefine and refine the role and function of the vigilante. The identities 

of these figures develop through their dealings with a very present State and its institutions. 

In Kirkman’s work, although the State is structurally absent, its spectral presence affects 

survivors. In that sense, the vigilante still emerges and develops in relation to the State, albeit 

one that is more conceptual than physical. In such a scenario, the gutter spaces are occupied 

by those who inhabit a position of inclusionary exclusion in relation to a ghost State whose 

remnants still abound in the way in which survivors are conditioned to think (for instance, 

their belief that the State will still rescue them during the initial issues), as well in the 

formation of communities into dominant or subordinate groups after the apocalypse. The 

vigilante rises from the residue of the State, constantly negotiating with it and attempting to



shed its shackles as he battles for survival in a place akin to the marginal spaces of a pre

existing State.

Kirkman’s comics lay bare a space that resembles the poverty and violent crime- 

ridden neighbourhoods of America and, by extension, of a large part of the world. While the 

conditions in one neighbourhood cannot be symptomatic of other parts of a country or the 

world, it nevertheless offers an insight into the anxieties that plague nations regarding crime 

and social control, the ineffectuality of the law and order mechanism, the changing nature of 

governance and power, and what citizens can expect from new forms of Statehood. The 

world of inner city neighbourhoods, according to Jacobs and Wright (2006), is one where the 

criminal justice system cannot be relied upon for protection or to redress wrongs committed 

upon the body of the citizenry. In their work studying street criminals, Jacobs and Wright 

suggest that the realm of street crime (often on the borders of large cities), is one where the 

formal arm of the law tends to be perceived as useless. The punitive system is far from just as 

the occupants of these spaces “measure justice by the infliction of pain” and “the marginal 

loss of liberty does not qualify as sufficient punishment” (Jacobs and Wright 29-30). Self- 

reliance is the credo of the street, where swift decisive action protects individuals from being 

victimised, while any weakness will be quickly exploited. The world of street justice 

inevitably involve acts of retaliation and counter retaliation and also harkens to more 

traditional societies where retributive justice is carried out in the absence of a fully functional 

law and order mechanism. The absence of the formal arm of the law is a condition that has to 

some extent encroached upon the more mainstream spaces of civil and political society where 

a new form of governance is taking shape. This is evident in texts such as Kirkman’s The 

Walking Dead.



David Garland (1996), in his analysis of the limits of the sovereign State, contends 

that crime is no longer perceived as an aberration but rather as an aspect of everyday life. 

Government representatives (Garland is here referring to the situation in the UK, although I 

would consider it a more global phenomenon) find an increasing need to assert themselves as 

the primary providers of effective security to citizens (449). Garland points out that openly 

admitting that the sovereign State is unable to fulfil the security needs of those under its 

jurisdiction can have disastrous consequences for the government. In such a scenario, new 

government measures have concentrated on becoming more cost effective by displacing the 

responsibility for crime upon potential victims. Thus “new programmes of action are directed 

not towards individual offenders, but towards the conduct of potential victims, to vulnerable 

situations, and to those routines of everyday life which create criminal opportunities as an 

unintended byproduct” (Garland 451). Further, the sovereign State no longer considers the 

criminal a poorly socialised individual in need of care, but rather as an illegal consumer from 

whom necessary measures of protection ought to be taken. This change in the perception of 

crime and criminality, Garland suggests, has led to the proliferation of neighbourhood 

watches, the employment of night watchmen, special buses plying late night and so on. This 

does not necessarily mean that the State is slowly abdicating power and distributing the right 

to self-defence its citizens. Rather, the State strengthens itself by relinquishing primary 

responsibility for protection against crime by influencing and communicating with the bodies 

newly responsible for the security of citizens. For Garland, this form of crime control is more 

insidious as it is control from a distance. This involves regulating the everyday lives and 

activities of citizens. As Foucault suggests in his comparison of discipline and security, 

disciplinary power is more “centripetal” in nature as it concentrates and encloses, while 

security is “centrifugal” as it is relentlessly engaged in widening its network in such a way 

that it appears a neutral process for the good of society (2009 44-6). The centrifugal nature of



security indicates a form of governance where power is at once diffuse and yet more 

entrenched, ensuring that the State’s legitimacy, and indeed monopoly, may not be 

questioned. While the communities that Garland is referring to are not the same as the poor 

neighbourhoods that Jacobs and Wright (2006) analyse, they are similar to the extent that the 

inhabitants of these spaces can no longer rely on the State for security and the protection of 

their rights.

This proliferation of ‘acceptable’ crime and the lack of government intervention are 

indicative of a new state of affairs and is one of the cultural anxieties voiced in Kirkman’s 

work. The comics, while reflecting these concerns, also illustrate the changing nature of the 

State and the effect of such change on survivors. These changes ultimately lead to the rise of 

the vigilante. Before moving on to the vigilante who, in this case, is formed in the absence of 

a formal law and order mechanism, I will concentrate on the sociopolitical landscape of The 

Walking Dead and how it corresponds to situations where the control of crime is no longer a 

State prerogative. The comic books open with the only pre-apocalyptic event in the series, 

namely the shooting of the protagonist Rick Grimes. Confined to a single page, the events 

show how the forces of the law are overcome by criminal elements. Rick and his partner 

Shane are faced with an armed runaway prisoner and their back-up is at least ten miles away. 

The prisoner manages to disarm Shane and shoot Rick (Issue l)6. This incident acts as a 

prelude to the events in the series where the protective arm of the State is rendered 

dysfunctional and eventually leads to a situation where crime and social control become the 

responsibility of the citizenry. These circumstances in the comics are a reflection of recent 

government policy that Garland finds evidence for in a government document from the UK

5 I use The Walking Dead compendiums I and II as my primary text, both o f which do not contain page
numbers. Hence, all references to the comic books will include issue number rather than page number.



Home Office which suggests that the prevention of real life crime must be a “part of the 

routine day to day practice and culture of all agencies and individuals” (454).

After the shooting, Rick wakes up in a hospital that is abandoned by staff and security 

forces and is now part of a zombie-infested landscape. He is made aware of the situation 

when he is taken in by a father-son duo -  Morgan and Duane, after being mistaken for a 

zombie and hit on the head. Both of them have taken refuge in Rick’s neighbourhood, having 

refused to move to the cities as per initial government instruction. Duane and Morgan’s 

decision not to rely on an absent government is one of the first instances in the series of a 

changed landscape where individuals must protect themselves from potential victimhood. 

Rick, however, is yet to learn from them, as he proceeds to Atlantic City in the hope that the 

cities have been protected and the inhabitants and refugees are safe (Issue 1). Once Rick 

reaches the city and discovers that the government has indeed failed, he embarks on a process 

of change and, like Morgan, no longer hopes for protection from an absent State (Issue 2, 3). 

The images of the gutted landscape with abandoned buildings, looted stores and scattered 

refuse that the artists portray in the series, is to an extent evocative of the conditions within 

the inner city neighbourhoods that Jacobs and Wright describe (2006). Both these spaces 

have been abandoned by the authorities and inhabitants are left to fend for themselves and 

establish their own creed for survival. In The Walking Dead, those who are unable to 

comprehend the changed nature of the State, as Rick points out to Carl, are, “people without 

the switch- those who weren’t able to go from law-abiding citizens to stone-cold killers... 

those are the ones shambling around out there- trying to eat us” (Issue 58). This description 

of the zombies as a people unable to evolve is one that I shall contest later on this chapter.

7A Practical Guide to Crime Prevention for Local Partnerships (produced for the Home Office by Crime 
Concern). London: Home Office, 1993: 16. Quoted from Garland.
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For now, however, I argue that their undead condition signifies the inability to adapt to an 

altered State, one where the responsibility of effectively providing security no longer rests 

with the government, but is a prerogative of individual citizens and communities. This 

incapacity is more starkly evident in the difference between Rick and Shane, both of whom 

are police officers and the more competent males in the band of survivors on the outskirts of 

Atlantic City.

Shane, who has been in charge of the group prior to Rick’s arrival, insists on camping 

close to the city as it would be easier to be rescued by the government. However, as Rick 

observes, proximity to the city and hence to the zombie hordes that populate it compromises 

the security of the group. This conflict of interest is representative of the changing face of the 

State that is reflected in Kirkman’s series as a whole. Shane’s role as a leader is derived in a 

large part from his former identity as a police officer and representative of the law: “We let 

Shane call the shots because he was a cop ...” (Issue 7). However, the inability to cope with 

the absence of a government rescue and the threat he faces from Rick drives Shane to insanity 

and to ultimately, his death. Shane relies on an old form of government, one that is 

detrimental to survival. Rick, on the other hand, although a police officer, is primarily a 

father, husband and friend. These identity markers are not necessarily in conflict with his role 

as police officer, but they supersede the latter as is evident from the way in which Rick 

always puts his family first and his duty to the group second. What this implies is that Rick is 

more suited to survival in a situation where the security of one’s life and property is not 

beholden to an outside force or sovereign-like figure. Rick heralds the dawn of a new type of 

governance where individuals must primarily rely on themselves for security and sustenance. 

Rick is conferred the role of the leader because he adapts to this new form of society. The 

sociopolitical success of this character’s conformity implies that Kirkman’s comic series only 

conforms to an emerging status quo, one that I have explicated using Garland regarding



responsibility for the prevention of crime (Garland 454). In the absence of a sovereign State 

in The Walking Dead, individuals like Rick who are part of the residuum of institutions that 

augmented a former State’s power (such as those of the heterosexual family), possess a 

position of prestige and assume authority over other individuals and groups.

Although Rick was never a resident of violent, poverty-ridden neighbourhoods similar 

to the ones under discussion in Jacobs and Wright’s work, his ability to act quickly, 

decisively and in his violent refusal to be exploited at any cost, resembles the credo of those 

inhabitants. This is testament to the fact that the conditions in those areas are now replicated 

in a postapocalyptic setting of the comic books and cause survivors to adapt to new 

circumstances. The altered landscape of a zombie-infested America gives rise to vigilante 

figures that are, in the absence of a materially present sovereign power, engaged not only in 

controlling crime but also in meting out punishment for criminal and social offences. It is at 

this point that Rick’s actions reflect an emerging form of governance, where private citizens 

are forced to be in charge of their own security (Garland 454). However, Rick moves one step 

further and in the absence of a functional State, usurps the State prerogative of punishment as 

well. This move would have indicated the beginning of a progressive politics , one that would 

signal an alteration of the mores of an obsolete State and its outdated roles.

However, Rick’s actions of meting out brutal punishment and calling for the death 

sentence as a deterrent against further crime are problematized when he attempts to claim 

legitimacy for it via his role as a former State-sanctioned agent. For instance, when Rick’s

g

I see this as possibly progressive and not merely the genesis o f the familiar cult leader in postapocalyptic 
fiction who heads a repressive dictatorial regime, because Rick’s position as leader after the prison issues (Issue 
12-48) and further on, is one that is consensual. He is looked upon to lead the band o f survivors as he does not 
claim any privileges for himself and is characterised by Kirkman as markedly different from other totalitarian 
leaders such as the Governor and Negan who are sadistic and who do not govern by popular consensus 
respectively (Issues 28-30, 100-112).



group of survivors take up residence in a prison compound, he brutally attacks the murderer 

Thomas (one of four surviving prisoners that Rick’s group find in the prison) who has killed 

two girls and who also attacked Rick’s friend Andrea. This act of taking the law into his own 

hands and then his decision to hang Thomas in public is one that causes friction within the 

group and which Rick justifies using his authority as a police officer: “I’m a cop -  I’ve been 

trained to make decisions like this. I’m the only one here in a position of authority. I’m 

making the choice that’s best for all of us. ... I ’m in charge” (Issue 17, emphasis in original). 

While Rick’s decision to subject Thomas to capital punishment may partially reflect the 

punitive privileges of a former State authority, he personally administers the beating and 

decides upon the execution by hanging. This form of justice is in the tradition of the role of 

the vigilante in popular culture who takes the law into his own hands and inflicts summary 

justice upon wrongdoers. However, the vigilante has historically also been known to act as a 

supplement to the inadequate forces of law and order (Burrows 1976), a fact which restricts 

the figure’s reformist tendencies. In the situation involving Thomas, Rick’s claim to authority 

is based on his role as an agent of an authoritarian State that does not allow for a difference in 

opinion. This is evident when Lori, his wife, responds to him: “Listen to yourself. You’re my 

husband, you prick -  not my fa ther \” (Issue 17, emphasis in original). Rick promptly tells 

Lori to shut up and refuses her a say in his decision. Although Rick’s attempts to justify his 

actions are based on his role as a police officer, they lack legitimacy because there is no 

longer a State to grant him authority. In contrast, when Maggie, the murdered girls’ sister, 

shoots Thomas dead, her actions are neither reviled nor is there any attempt at incarcerating 

her on a murder charge (Issue 18).

The difference here between Rick and Maggie and the way in which their actions are 

received by the rest of the community, is a question of legitimacy and authority. In the 

absence of a State, Rick’s role as a police officer becomes obsolete as well. Conflicts arise as



in the case with Thomas (other members of the group are not in agreement with Rick’s 

authoritarian behaviour), when Rick attempts to justify his actions of summative justice based 

on a role that has lost credibility in the refusal of his community to acknowledge the power it 

holds. Maggie’s actions on the other hand, are based on the laws of street justice9 where swift 

and equally violent retaliatory acts for personal injury are in keeping with the ethos of the 

changed landscape. Rick’s assault on Thomas is less of a point of contention within the group 

than his refusal to allow anyone else a say in his decision as a former police officer. The 

group’s reaction to this aspect of Rick’s actions (exemplified in Lori’s response) is evidence 

of a slow and steady de-legitimisation of an authoritarian State system. This incident is also 

pivotal in the comic series because it signifies the beginning of the end of the fear of unjust 

authoritarian tactics reminiscent of a pre-apocalyptic State. In other words, from this point 

onwards, the members of Rick’s group, as well as other survivors they influence, refuse to 

brook any outside interference in their lives. Nor do they willingly accede to the demands of 

violent groups seeking control over them and their resources. For example, Rick’s young son 

Carl, Maggie and others, exact their own personal justice for wrongs committed against them 

and their loved ones in the course of the narrative. Their actions are not only in retaliation but 

also for personal security, the latter of which, according to Les Johnston, is cardinal to the 

definition of the vigilante (230).

Vigilantism itself, as I have argued using Tom O’Connor in the previous chapter and 

now Les Johnston (1996), is a term that has no proper definition. Vigilante activity and its 

definitions are culture- and situation-specific, and in the absence of a sovereign State, need to 

be re-evaluated and analysed. In a situation where the enforcement of rules and regulations 

no longer exists, it is impossible to describe the vigilante as merely an extra legal agent or

9 Jacobs and Wright 2006.
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one who is engaged in supplementing the forces of law and order. One of the earliest and 

most widely accepted definitions of the term comes from Brown (1975), who perceives the 

vigilante as an agent of crime and social control, the latter often involving the maintenance of 

traditional communal values. Johnston for one does not agree with the fact that the vigilante’s 

functions can be confined to this role. Rather he argues that the definition of the term must be 

refined by taking into consideration the assurance of security that the figure offers. This is in 

keeping with the etymological definition of the vigilante that I referred to in the introductory 

chapter of this thesis, where the vigilante is one who watches over and by extension protects 

others. Johnston further classifies the vigilante as an “autonomous citizen”, one who acts 

without State authority and support (224). In the absence of the State and in keeping with the 

character of the postapocalyptic landscape, I would rather refer to the vigilante figure as an 

autonomous ‘individual’. This is because the State is a steadily corroding presence evident in 

the group’s reaction to Rick’s authoritarianism; the decreasing influence of the State leads 

him and the others in his group to develop beyond the confining barriers of State rules and 

regulations.

In Kirkman’s comic series, acts of vigilantism are not confined to a single individual,

but accrue the character of a social phenomenon that spreads across networks of individuals

and is involved in not only self-protection, but in the process of revolting against marauding

dominant blocs. Vigilantism is thus not merely authoritarian or reactionary, but takes on a

revolutionary aspect. I would also suggest that vigilante acts adopt a commercial role in a

postapocalyptic landscape where security is offered for a price. This commodification of

security is in keeping with Garland’s reading of an evolving State where security is

increasingly privatised and is manifested in the form of closed-circuit television cameras,

private security firms, burglar alarms and so forth. Both Garland and Johnston are aware of

the increased demand for security in everyday life. Johnston goes so far as to propose that the
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positive connotation of the vigilante’s offer of private protection is related to the perception 

of security as a “social good” (230). This proposition inevitably leads to the perception of 

vigilantism as a force that renews and regenerates the demand for the security commodity 

(Johnston 232). Thus, even in the absence of a State, the forces of capital continue to exist, 

albeit differently, as security is commodified and those able to offer this product are in a 

position to control newly emerging political and civil society even as they are a part of it.

This change is evident in the fiction that I analyse in this thesis. The vigilante’s fight 

for rights and liberty that I have analysed in previous chapters featuring Batman and Lisbeth 

Salander, has in Kirkman’s work, now largely been replaced by the struggle for and the 

promise of security. The assurance of security is not merely for the vigilante him/herself, as 

Kirkman’s work illustrates, but rather extends to encompass families, groups and 

communities. The commercialisation of security in such fiction is in all probability one of the 

reasons for the increasing popularity for vigilante-themed fiction where every day fears and 

concerns regarding security are endlessly enacted. Kirkman’s comic book series is one such 

example where the vacuum caused by the inability of the State to provide security is filled by 

the vigilante. In addition, the series also shows how the individual struggles to exert 

autonomy by seceding from a belief in the myth of a protective State. This secession occurs 

through the vigilante’s ability to maintain a fluid identity. The postapocalyptic landscape of 

the zombie novel calls for a reassessment of what constitutes individual identity. In the 

absence of a State or the forces of capitalist societies acting to control one’s activities, 

desires, preferences, customs and way of life, the individual in The Walking Dead begins a 

slow process of change.

Rick’s authority as the group leader comes to some extent from the acknowledgement 

of his status as a police officer. It is also dependent on the fact that he is a husband and, more



importantly, a father. These latter identities define and dictate the way in which Rick deals 

with the other members of his group and with outsiders as well. The security that Rick offers 

to the others is an extension of the protective instinct towards his family. The identity of a 

family man, although the residuum from an obsolete State, allows for a flexibility of identity 

that Rick’s role as a police officer cannot offer. The private citizen is thus able to exert 

autonomy, and thereby flexibility, that is disallowed to an extent to the office of State- 

sanctioned agent. For instance, in the first few issues of the comic book series, Rick is seen 

stealing arms, ammunition and squad cars from his precinct to get to his family (Issue 1). In 

the absence of a superior or any kind of centralised authority, Rick deputises himself into a 

position of temporary power, as he utilizes resources that do not belong to him in order to 

survive. Having seen the extent to which cities and towns have been decimated by the plague, 

Rick is able to think beyond the role to which a former State has confined him. Rick’s 

identity as a parent comes to the forefront and temporarily subsumes his duty as a police 

officer when a new entrant into the group -  Tyreese -  confesses to killing the man who 

attempted to rape his daughter. Rick tells him that he did what any father would do: “I may 

be a cop... But I don’t let rules blind me to what’s right and wrong. Especially in light of our 

current situation (Issue 7, emphasis in original). Tyreese is introduced as a strong male 

capable of protecting his family and able to extend that protection to the rest of the group. He 

provides the much-needed muscle to the community that predominantly consists of women 

and children. Rick is aware of these things and the fact that he condones Tyreese’s acts is a 

clever move on his part, as he finds an ally in the latter; a necessary addition for the safety of 

his family and group. Rick thus moves outside the laws that his uniform binds him to observe 

in order to protect his community. He keeps vigil over the survivor group no longer as a 

police officer, but, as his actions and changing viewpoint indicates, a vigilante figure. Rick



displays a fluidity of identity, one that is evident in the move from the public to private 

domain, from the office of a State sanctioned agent to a family man.

This transition is not necessarily a smooth one and Rick’s penchant for wearing his 

uniform through most of the series shows that he cannot completely break away from his pre- 

apocalyptic identity. However, Rick has made a start and is now part of a network of 

individuals who are attempting to redefine themselves anew in a ravaged world. Although the 

protagonist of the series, he learns from other characters such as Andrea, Maggie, Tyreese, 

Michonne and others whose pre-apocalyptic identities as a law clerk, college dropout, NFL 

player and lawyer do not hamper their process of adapting to a new world. The fact that their 

former identities were not part of a repressive State apparatus is perhaps the reason for a 

smoother transition. They are, like Rick, part of a constantly widening and shrinking network 

of individuals (through additions to the group and losses through deaths) who influence and 

mould each other’s identities. Just as Rick trains them in using weaponry and making them 

self-sufficient, they in turn show Rick the necessity to move beyond the restrictions of his 

uniformed identity. Gramsci in an essay contemplating the nature of man, insists that man 

cannot be conceived of as an isolated being, but must be seen in relation to other individuals 

as he changes himself “to the same extent that he changes and modifies the whole complex of 

relationships of which he is the nexus” (1959 77). The networks of relations that Rick is part 

of affects him to such an extent that his uniform does not control his actions as the series 

progresses. For instance, the savage attack he leads on a group of cannibals and the murders 

of potential rapists he commits to protect himself and his family are acts of vigilantism that 

he no longer justifies through his identity as a police officer (Issue 57, 66). The nexus of 

relationships that Rick becomes part of, and partakes of, make his identity malleable and 

adaptable to each changing scenario. The group’s periodic forays into the open, when their 

stationary camps are overrun, turn them into seasoned fighters and in fact prevent them from



re-adjusting to life within civil society. When they are invited into Alexandria and later 

Hilltop (large stationary communities), for instance, Carl, Michonne and Andrea find the 

inhabitants pathetic, weak and unable to face the world outside their walls (Issues 71-73, 96- 

97). Rick’s group become figures who can never completely be part of static communities as 

they are aware of the encroaching world of zombies outside their doors, walls and 

fortifications. They therefore exclude themselves from these societies with the realisation that 

barriers are bound to collapse either due to the zombies or other survivors unable to cope with 

the menace. Although Rick, like the rest of the group, occupies a position of inclusionary 

exclusion with regard to these new societies, he differs from them as he is able to quickly 

adapt, evolve and mutate to suit changing circumstances and enables his group to envision a 

safe future for them. In other words, his resistance is not only against ineffectual leaders 

(individuals like Alexandria’s leader Douglas) and their weak attempts at ensuring justice 

while maintaining law and order. He also repels the pessimistic view of people in his group 

that is detrimental to peaceful survival in these new communities where they are only guests 

and not yet members.

In the previous chapters, I have described the vigilante as a figure of inclusionary 

exclusion. This characteristic manifests differently in varying situations. In the Batman 

chapter, individuals are incarcerated in asylum and prison spaces that are both inside and yet 

outside the spaces of civil and political society. In the chapter on the Salander novels, the 

vigilante who is denied rights refuses the responsibilities demanded of citizens, thereby 

excluding herself from society of which she is a part. Colson Whitehead’s Mark Spitz 

displays this characteristic by selectively following the spoken and unspoken rules of State 

and civil society. Kirkman’s work allows for yet another permutation of the characteristic of 

inclusionary exclusion. The vigilante figures of The Walking Dead are members of Rick’s 

widening group who are no longer able to adjust completely to a life behind the walls of civil



society. Rick, Carl, Michonne, Abraham and Andrea, for instance, are aware of the false 

security that barricades offer and the impossibility of returning to a pre-apocalyptic way of 

life. While Rick maintains a neutral stance with regard to the conduct of the new 

communities they are invited into (Alexandria, Hilltop), Carl, Michonne and Andrea find the 

people unable to evolve and ignorant of the need to evolve to face both the zombies and 

antagonistic authoritarian groups (Issue 71-72). However, just as I have argued via Gramsci 

that individuals influence the networks of relationships they are part of and are affected in 

return, these individuals are influenced by Rick. Rick’s fluid identity is visible here in two 

ways. He is able to perceive his group’s capability for conflict resolution (their fighting 

abilities honed out in the open) as a bargaining commodity. He also sees the potential safety 

that that these new communities can offer, as they are not merely concerned with surviving 

but keen on re-building civilization. This is not to suggest that Rick and his band of survivors 

cease to be autonomous individuals who act independent of the mores of a pre-apocalyptic 

State or newly formed civil societies. They continue to retain their autonomy, but do so as 

part of a community.

This community of individuals displaying vigilante characteristics is counter- 

hegemonic in nature. Beginning with the takeover of the group by Rick from Shane (Issue 6), 

this community replaces the hegemony of unpopular, unjust and ineffective dominant blocs 

in an exponentially progressive manner as the series advances. The vigilante functions as an 

agent of crime control and to a lesser extent, social control, as he seeks to create a more 

equitable state of affairs within the communities of which he is a part. This desire for a better 

society is not an altruistic one, but rather is rooted in the need for security - of person and 

property (their meagre food and other belongings). Once the group is firmly established 

within the Alexandria community, Rick declares:



I was overlooking the most important part of survival in this world. Community. 

Protecting the group protects Carl in a better way than I ever realized. It’s like this 

new barrier we’re talking about outside the fence. Protect the fence and make it that 

much more secure by design. That’s the key...That's how we’re going to survive in 

this world. (Issue 86, emphasis in original)

The new society that Rick envisions is based on the construction of barricades. This is 

different from Whitehead’s Mark Spitz, who keenly points out the detrimental nature of 

barriers for survival. Rick proposes that survival in a zombie-infested world can be achieved 

through the creation of communities and strengthening the barriers that surround them. These 

fences, however, are not just physical, but metaphorical as well, hinting at unspoken rules of 

conduct that must be abided by in order to stay safe. The conduct that ensures survival 

involves following the dictates of a traditional patriarchal society where heterosexual families 

flourish and white male supremacy is the norm, all of which indicate the uncanny persistence 

of the State. The pre-apocalyptic State is absent as far as its institutions and protective 

mechanisms are concerned. Yet it perseveres through remnants that are deeply ingrained in 

the minds of the survivors.

2) The uncannily persistent State:

Postapocalyptic zombie novels such as Kirkman’s are set in a world where the State 

has collapsed. Political and civil society is therefore no longer the same as in a pre- 

apocalyptic State. However, unlike Curtis’s (2010) claims, the setting is not10 an entirely 

Hobbesian state of nature. Although individuals and groups are constantly in conflict with

10 Unlike the landscape prior to the formation o f new civil societies in the postapocalyptic novels she discusses.



each other over life and resources, which indicates a war of all against all, the remnants of a 

former State continue to exist in The Walking Dead. This is evident in the formation of 

communities, inequalities between individuals based on race, class and gender among other 

barriers, the ‘election’ of leaders and the way in which each of these mini-communities are 

split into political and civil society. Ian Baucom, referring to recent readings of how the State 

operates, agrees with Matthew Hart and Jim Hansen’s idea that the problem of the modern 

State “is not exclusively one of its hegemony, of its temporal unassailability, but one of its 

uncanniness, of its uncanny capacity to persist into the contemporary beyond the apparently 

waning conditions of its historical possibility” (2008 715). This ability of the State to endure 

even when its legitimising machinery has been dismantled is unmistakable in The Walking 

Dead. The fact that the political formations which characterised a former State continue to 

form and exist after the apocalypse is evidence of the author’s inability to think beyond 

existing forms of government. The continued occurrence of pre-apocalyptic formations, 

however, validates Gramsci’s claim that change must occur from within existing value 

systems, feelings and ideas of the people, all of which are entrenched in private institutions of 

hegemony of which we are a part. Social regeneration can, as Gramsci suggests, only occur 

from within civil society as an act of political participation, “rendering critical and active the 

passive consensus imposed by the environment” (Morera 1990 29). As Morera’s reading of 

Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks further suggests, society cannot be transformed through an 

injection of outside values. Rather, change can only be brought about through an alteration in 

the already existing thoughts, ideas and values of the people who constitute civil society. 

Kirkman’s work illustrates the way in which members of civil society cease to passively 

accept domination and instead actively engage in political practise, therefore altering it from 

within.
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The first survivor community introduced in the novel consists of Shane, Rick’s wife, 

Rick’s son and other individuals who have banded together. Once Rick enters the community 

and becomes a valued member, Shane’s ineptitude and inability to offer the group much 

needed safety is thrown into stark relief (Issue 2-6). Shane is the dominant individual in 

control of the group that constitutes Rick’s family, Andrea and others. Rick’s paternal role is 

indicative of his membership within civil society and the death of Shane at his son’s hands, is 

one of the first examples of the way in which subordinate individuals mount an attack on 

those superior in strength and position (Issue 6). Carl’s action may seem a spontaneous one to 

defend his family or at a stretch part of a tussle for dominance. Yet it shows how individuals 

like Shane are implicated in larger systems of power and are unable to transform to suit the 

needs and demands of new forms of civil society, leading often to their death or replacement. 

Once Rick takes over the leadership of the group, he does to an extent become part of the 

dominant bloc, whose duties involve providing security to the group as well as access or the 

means to produce the necessary resources for survival. However, for much of the comics, 

Rick is solely concerned with protecting his own family and selectively protecting others:

I’d kill every single one of the people here if I thought it’d keep you safe. I know 

these people—I care for these people--But I know  I’m capable of making that 

sacrifice. I find myself ranking them. Sometimes—looking at them and thinking—Who 

do I like the most—Who do I need the most-Just in case something happened and I 

had to choose. (Issue 36, emphasis in original)

This selective offer of security is in keeping with the Gramscian conception of a dominant 

bloc’s need to fulfil the social and economic needs of its own group or coalition first and 

foremost before acceding to the demands of subordinate groups. Rick’s primary focus is thus 

on his family. However, the refusal to consider the needs of civil society also leads Rick to



temporarily lose his position as a leader. The rest of the group decide to elect individuals to 

collectively make decisions for them rather than allow Rick sole control over the laws that 

govern them (Issue 24). This move, for however brief a period, is another indication of civil 

society’s reaction to powerful blocs that are detrimental to their survival. This attempt at 

political participation and at rebuilding society along more egalitarian lines fails due to 

frequent attacks from outside their community by other individuals and gangs (like the 

Governor and Negan’s saviours). It does, however, illustrate how counter-hegemonic 

movements grow in an exponential manner as each individual is influenced by the network of 

relationships he is part of and vice versa. As Gramsci suggests, “if individuality is the whole 

mass of these relationships, the acquiring of a personality means the acquiring of a 

consciousness of these relationships, and changing the personality means changing the whole 

mass of these relationships (1959 77). Rick’s actions with regard to Shane and Rick’s 

usurpation of power affect the group to the extent that they too develop into critical 

individuals who refuse to mechanically accept the injunctions of the dominant individual, in 

this case Rick.

The protagonists of the comic series are a collective subject to constant flux: the 

group increases and decreases in numbers due to the plague, the group evolves as well but is 

at the same time affected by circumstances. Once Rick is put in charge of the group, he is for 

the most part careful to not engage in a violent and coercive usurpation of power from other 

leaders like Douglas at Alexandria or Gregory at Hilltop. Rather, he believes in creating 

alliances with seemingly subordinate groups that possess precious resources but lack able 

leadership. Gramsci suggests that for a ruling bloc to obtain and retain power, it must ensure 

the development of those of its own group whilst also safeguarding the interests of allied 

subordinate groups (2007 148). This is evident when the group moves onto Hershel’s farm 

(Issue 10). Rick is reminded of the fact that he is not in charge and cannot dictate terms to



Hershel and his family (Issue 11-12). However, he is aware that Hershel’s ability to farm and 

his medical skills will prove useful to his group. Hence, when they decide to make the prison 

their home, despite the fact that Hershel almost killed Rick for his seemingly callous 

demands (of staying on at Hershel’s farm, using his dead children’s room to stay in), Rick is 

keen on inviting him to join them (Issue 14). Within the prison grounds, Rick as a police 

officer is completely at home and able to exert his dominance. Hershel then becomes 

subordinate to Rick, but the alliance is one of fairness, as the interests of Hershel’s family are 

protected and maintained. Rick and later on his band of survivors reflect Gramsci’s 

successful political society. These survivors have emerged as a counter-hegemonic force 

from within civil society and retain their hegemony by constantly transforming themselves to 

various social situations. Their fluid identity and position of being inside and yet outside of 

the situations that unfold within Hershel’s farm, the prison environment, in Alexandria and 

Hilltop, are examples of how they establish and retain their identity as an effective political 

group.

The revolutionary potential of the vigilante and vigilantism’s ability to assume the 

proportions of a pandemic is perhaps best illustrated once the group reaches Alexandria. 

Alexandria’s community leader and inhabitants provide an excellent foil to Rick and his 

band, indicating why the latter are a more successful hegemonic group. Alexandria has fairly 

sturdy walls, access to solar power, resident doctors and medical supplies. What they lack, 

however, is a strong leader capable of protecting them and who does not balk at confronting 

marauding groups keen on plunder and subjugation. Douglas Monroe, a former Congressman 

who heads the community, appoints Rick as a constable. This is in keeping with his job prior 

to the apocalypse (Issue 70). However, problems arise when Douglas is discovered to be a 

womaniser, despite being married, when he turns a blind eye towards the child abuse going 

on in a resident physician’s family and when he makes irrational decisions when the



community is overrun by zombies (Issue 72, 75, 84). When Douglas falls prey to the zombie 

hordes, Rick assumes leadership over the community. Rick’s ascendancy from mere citizen 

to the post of leader is the result of the superiority his group already possesses, as they control 

the most important resource that the community holds: the ability to protect people and 

resolve conflict. Rick’s group reflects to some extent the capitalist enterprises of a pre- 

apocalyptic State. Only in this case, the means of production is replaced by the protection of 

the residuum of goods and services produced by a now obsolete State. In this way a pre- 

apocalyptic state of affairs is structurally replicated, as political society is controlled by a 

dominant bloc that is in possession of scarce resources. However, Rick also succeeds as a 

leader because of his apparent fairness and his ability to safeguard the interests of the 

Alexandrians by protecting them from abuse and ensuring no favouritism. The group (Rick’s) 

is thus an example of a successful hegemonic bloc in Gramscian terms, because they 

maintain an alliance with a subordinate community (Alexandria) that is unable to defend 

itself and at the same time, make sure that Rick’s dominant group is well fed and secure. As 

Gramsci suggests, a successful dominant bloc is one that makes concessions for and satisfies 

the demands of the various private groups and organisations that constitute civil society. This 

must be done, however, by not compromising the needs and aspirations of the dominant 

group or coalition (Gramsci 2007 161).

These successful alliances are, however, not maintained purely through peaceful 

means. When Rick’s leadership and acts of summary justice are questioned within 

Alexandria and a coup is staged, he reacts with the threat of violence and the superior 

fighting skills and fire power that his group possesses: “You’re taking the community back? 

Really? From Andrea? From Abraham? From Michonne? From Glenn? From me? Do you 

have any fucking idea who you’re talking to?” (Issue 90, emphasis in original). Thus Rick’s 

ability to maintain hegemony is protected by coercion and, as Gramsci explains, when



authority is threatened, the mask of consent slips away and the dominant group’s capacity for 

violence is revealed (2007). In the absence of the State, the way in which consent is obtained 

is revealed and power is not merely accorded to the perceivably just or righteous. What is 

evident here is the development of Rick’s group and Alexandria into a mini-State where the 

persistent threat of violence forces the subordinate bloc -  the original inhabitants of the 

Alexandria Safe Zone -  into subservience. While this is certainly the case, Rick and his group 

of vigilantes allow for a more egalitarian state of affairs. This is especially apparent when the 

Alexandrians are confronted with Negan’s Saviours11, who believe in a new world order 

where they offer security in exchange for half of the goods that subordinate groups possess 

(Issue 100).

Security, as mentioned earlier, is an increasingly commercialised commodity in the 

postapocalyptic landscape reflecting the concerns of neoliberal governments that cash in on 

people’s insecurities regarding the safety of their lives, values and property. Kirkman’s work, 

especially since the hundredth issue featuring Negan’s Saviours, highlights these security 

concerns and shows how they are dealt with by a successful hegemonic group and a group 

that is exclusively penal in nature. Negan’s group and their attempt to monopolise the use of 

violence, as well as their efforts to act as sole providers of security, reflects a form of 

Statehood that is strongly contested by Rick and other subordinate groups such as Hilltop. 

The Walking Dead is critical of this type of control and instead endorses the move towards 

the privatisation of security, where individuals are responsible for themselves, have the right 

to bear arms and defend their loved ones and communities when necessary. This endorsement

11 Negan’s Saviours are a large group of violent individuals led by the ruthless Negan. The group is keen on 
establishing dominance over survivor communities and offering them protection in exchange for half o f  
everything the communities own or produce. If the Saviours’ demands are not accepted by these communities, 
their members are tortured and occasionally killed to make them fearful and to pledge allegiance to Negan’s 
Saviours.



of the Second Amendment of the US Constitution especially in the light of recent debates in

• 19the media on gun control reflects the views of sections of the American public, and ensures 

an even wider audience for the T.V. series and comic books. The Alexandrians now 

consisting of Rick’s group are not very different from the Saviours as they both deal in the 

same commodity, in other words, trading security in exchange for food and other resources. 

When the Alexandrians are first invited into the more prosperous Hilltop community, they are 

made aware of Negan’s unjust demands. Ignorant of the strength of the Saviours, Rick 

promises to protect Hilltop from them for a price. As Carl opines, “If we kill all these bad 

guys, will you start giving us half your food and stuff?” (Issue 96, emphasis in original). The 

similarity between both groups is disturbing, as the conditions for protection that Carl lays 

out are no different from Negan’s provisos of procuring half the goods Hilltop produces in 

exchange for security. To that extent, the comics are also subtly critical of this kind of 

deregulation, where the lack of an adjudicating authority leads to a constant and continuing 

war of position between various groups, each vying for dominance and control of scarce 

resources at the expense of human life.

Having said that, the war of position is encouraged, as it is reduced to a battle between 

good and evil where the living conditions within Alexandria are vastly different from 

tyrannical Negan’s camp. In the camp, resources are distributed through an unfair points- 

based system whereby inhabitants are cruelly punished and manipulated into subservience

12 For further information on this, refer to: Cohen, Tom. ‘Obama: ‘’’Shame on us” if Newtown doesn't bring new 
gun laws.’ CNN. 29 March 2013 http://edition.cnn.com/2013/03/28/politics/obama-guns/index.html Accessed
15 April 2013.

DeMarche, Edmund. ‘Second Amendment: Gun Control Does Not Threaten Constitution.’ Fox News. 18 Sept 
2013. <http://www.foxnews.com/us/2013/09/18/texas-high-school-work-book-stirs-controversy-over-edited- 
definition-second/> Accessed 20 Sept 2013.

Dennis, Anthony J. ‘Clearing the Smoke from the Right to Bear Arms and the Second Amendment.’ Akron Law 
Review. 29 (1995): 57-92.
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(Issue 105). Although a war has not yet broken out between the groups, the series is certainly 

building up to it . The war will in all probability show how unjust political societies which 

rely on repressive tactics are likely to fail when counter-hegemonic moves arise from 

subordinate blocs. Once Negan’s Saviours appear on the scene exerting their superiority over 

the Alexandria Safe Zone, they become the dominant bloc while Rick and the Alexandrians 

are cast into a subordinate role. Rick’s leadership is portrayed in stark contrast to Negan, who 

is demonized as a rational individual undeserving of sympathy and ruling over subordinate 

groups with an iron fist. This is evident in the way in which members of Negan’s own group 

live in fear of his wrath, loathe him and yet do not object to his tyranny (Issue 105, 108). The 

group headed by Rick on the other hand, is not a passive collection of individuals who 

mechanically observe the rules of the new communities that adopt them. Nor do they blindly 

follow Rick’s injunctions. As I have illustrated earlier in this chapter, his decisions and 

leadership are repeatedly questioned and differences dealt with often as and whenever they 

arise within the group. Similarly, the instigators of the coup in Alexandria mentioned earlier 

are not dealt with punitively. Although the threat of violence is present, Rick and Nicholas 

(who attempts to overthrow Rick’s leadership) talk out their differences and settle them. 

Resorting to harsh punitive action, as Gramsci suggests, is the monopoly of the repressive 

State and a sign of weakness (2007). The successful hegemonic group must expand its 

horizons beyond the use of force. This is evident in the series with Rick and his group whose 

disciplinary, retaliatory nature is curbed.

13 In Issue 114, Negan announces to his group that they are going to war against Rick’s community and others.



The Walking Dead portrays individuals as ‘born subject’14, yet they are able to exert 

autonomy through the structures of political and civil society that bind them. In the process, 

they pave the way for a better future, not necessarily by breaking traditional State formations, 

but rather by ensuring better hegemonic practice. Having said that, the move towards 

assuring a more egalitarian state of affairs in the comic series manifested in the functioning of 

Rick’s growing community, is also hampered by its conservative views that involve the 

reinforcement of Anglo-Saxon male supremacy, even as the heterosexual family is upheld 

and patriarchy is considered the norm. Steven Zani and Kevin Meaux suggest that in “plague 

and zombie narratives, we fear, for example, that the institutions holding our culture together, 

often specifically law, family, and the belief in the sacred will break down or reveal 

themselves to be false in the face of catastrophe” (Christie and Lauro 101). In their 

comparison of these narratives, Zani and Meaux suggest that they serve as a metaphor for the 

fear of the mob which, like a biological plague, decimates everything in its path, absorbing or 

extinguishing all, even “individual identity” (Christie and Lauro 107). While this may be the 

case in the vast majority of zombie plots, especially the Romero films (Night o f the Living 

Dead [1968], Dawn o f the Dead [1978]), it is not the case in Kirkman’s work, where one’s 

identity continues to be defined in relation to old world institutions such as the family. 

Individuals are often perceived and judged within the text by the way in which they conduct 

themselves vis-a-vis their own families and in relation to other similar units. Unlike other 

zombie narratives, individual identity is not utterly lost in The Walking Dead. Instead, it

14 Coetzee, J.M. Diary o f  a Bad Year. Harvill Seeker: London, 2008. Coetzee suggests that we are all bom into 
the State and subject to its laws and regulations. We have no power to abolish the State as without it, we are 
powerless. The State is almost omnipresent, dating as far back as we can remember in one form or another and 
we are defined by and define ourselves by the State.



congeals, since the majority of survivors resist evolving in their attempt to mould themselves 

to the markers of pre-apocalyptic State identities.

3) Conventional heroes, villains and scenarios:

Although published by the independent company Image Comics, where editorial 

intervention in content and art work is minimal at best when compared with DC or Marvel 

Comics15, The Walking Dead comics have endorsed values such as the belief in the sanctity 

of the family, the hierarchical superiority of the WASP (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) 

figure and the eternal triumph of good over evil that are woven into the fabric of 

postapocalyptic fiction of a more traditional kind. The Walking Dead features key elements of 

traditional postapocalyptic novels and, while it does occasionally attempt to break the 

conventional features of the genre through new conceptions of the family (Carol’s idea of 

merging herself with Rick’s family [Issue 26]) and different kinds of governance (the 

committee type of leadership in the prison compound [Issue 24]), these are short lived affairs 

that are doomed to failure. The complex nature of protagonists who are torn between their 

pre-apocalyptic identities and the need to adapt to a new world loses potency as the comics 

develop. While this is arguably because they have adapted to a new landscape and grow into 

autonomous individuals, those who survive and assume positions of power such as Rick, Carl 

and Andrea for example, are those who are seen to uphold more orthodox values.

The comic books are supportive of the institution of patriarchy by painting those who 

are part of a functional heterosexual family in a positive light. Conversely, infidelity is

1 Khoury, George. Image Comics: The Road to Independence. Two Morrows Publishing: North Carolina, 2007: 
12-13.



punishable by death, and those men unable to protect their families and respect the 

boundaries of other families, prove that they are not fit for the role of leader or for survival. 

The series began under the pen and inkmanship of both Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore. As 

far as the first six issues are concerned, the relationship between Shane and Lori (Rick’s wife) 

as anything beyond mere friendship and possible infatuation is only hinted at. Lori is etched 

as no different from any of the women around her; she dresses modestly and although she 

knows that Shane has feelings for her, she is also aware that their relationship has limits. It is 

only when Moore steps away from the series and Adlard and Rathburn take over that Lori is 

inked as a hyper-sexualised woman and her brief affair with Shane is confirmed. The affair 

adds mystery to the series, as the readers and characters within the text are never sure of the 

paternity of Lori’s child, Judith. Changes in the way in which characters are inked are 

indicative of the difference in the artists’ styles. However, when Shane, Lori and little Judith 

are eventually killed off, it reinforces the conservative views of the creators, and may 

represent their pandering to more orthodox perceptions of sin and the wages of sin. Shane is 

killed off not only because he compromises the safety of the group, but also because he is an 

adulterer who has betrayed his best friend. Lori dies as she has not only abandoned her 

husband when she escaped her hometown, but also because she has an affair with her 

husband’s best friend16. Judith is the product of an adulterous relationship and a constant

16 The deaths o f Shane and Lori are justified in the eyes o f a good number o f fans o f the T.V. series and the 
comics as well. Online blogs and comments indicate a deep dislike for Lori’s character as her adultery is widely 
condemned and her death considered just desserts for her ‘crime’.

Trent, Letitia. ‘The Lori Problem’. 31 March 2013. The Nervous Breakdown. 
<http://www.thenervousbreakdown.com/ltrent/2013/03/the-lori-problem/> Accessed 30 May 2013.

Rodriguez, Amanda. ‘The Women o f The Walking Dead: A Comparative Analysis o f the Comic vs. T.V.’. 13 
February 2013. Bitch Flicks, <http://www.btchflcks.com/2013/02/the-women-of-walking-dead- 
comparative.html> Accessed 30 May 2013.

‘The Walking Dead: What’s your opinion on the Shane/Lori thing?’ Fanpop! What are you a fan of? 
<http://www.fanpop.com/clubs/the-walking-dead/picks/results/572426/whats-opinion-on-shane-lori-thing> 
Accessed 27 August 2013.
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reminder of the illicit affair17. Infidelity is considered a sin against the institution of the 

family which is portrayed as the backbone of civil society even in the absence of a formal 

State, as the series indicates. Hence the creators allow the ideal family to survive in the form 

of Rick and Carl to, as the comics stand, the hundred and fourteenth issue as of September 

2013.

The progressive potential of the series is evident in the way in which Rick develops a 

fluid identity, as he breaks ties with his pre-apocalyptic roles as the series progresses. The 

only role that he retains is that of a ‘father’ to his son Carl. Although the residue from old 

world rules and norms, this paternal role enables him to develop in the comics from someone 

merely concerned with his own needs to a leader in charge of the welfare of a whole 

community of people. However, the comics’ innovative streak is curtailed, as people of 

colour and those outside the institution of the family, women and men who threaten the 

patriarchal system and heterosexual norms are punished, often through death. The creators of 

the comics leave crime control to the vigilante, but they exercise social control by 

manipulating the storyline to kill off characters that do not uphold conventional values. For 

example, in keeping with his role as conformist hero, Rick fights with Tyreese over his 

infidelity with the single mother Carol (Issue 24). Tyreese is at fault because he has an affair 

with Michonne and breaks up the new family he has formed with Carol and Sophia, hence 

Rick assaults him. This is an indication of Rick’s uncompromising moral standards and his 

efforts in upholding of the sanctity of the family; characteristics that make Rick an ideal 

patriarch not only within his own family but over the whole group as well. Tyreese is soon

While the comments on these fan sites are not representative of all viewers’ opinions, they do indicate a good bit 
of rancour against Lori and Shane for their actions.

17 Although Rick himself has doubts about Judith’s paternity, he considers her his own daughter and treats her 
the way he does Carl. Judith eventually dies when she is shot along with her mother by one of the Governor’s 
soldiers who have attacked the prison compound.



killed by the Governor of Woodbury, who rules over a neighbouring community of survivors 

(Issue 46). Tyreese’s death is an interesting development, as he is like Rick in a lot of ways, 

but Tyreese is black. Michonne, with whom Tyreese has the affair, tells Rick that they are 

“too goddamn alike” and are better off apologising and making up for their fight (Issue 26). 

Tyreese is portrayed as a fairly rational individual who is equally good at holding his own 

against the zombies and protecting the group like Rick. However, his flaws lie in breaking up 

the family as well as his insubordination to Rick, which is manifested in his decision to go 

after the Governor (Issue 23, 45). Tyreese is a potential threat to Rick’s position as a leader.
1 o

His exertion of autonomy is a punishable offence also because of his race and his status 

outside the family structure (since he has had an affair and broken it up).

Tyreese is soon replaced by Abraham, a former white military officer. Like Tyreese, 

Abraham too has killed in order to protect his family and cheats on his lover Rosita with 

another woman (Issue 80-84). Abraham’s ability to become a leader is often hinted at by his 

current girlfriend and soon after her comment, on a trip that Rick was not asked permission 

for, he is killed by a rival group (Issue 98). Abraham and Tyreese act as foils to Rick; they 

are men capable of leading the group but are depicted as lacking Rick’s constancy and moral 

fibre. Additionally, both men have failed in their duties as father figures, as their offspring are 

dead. They are also guilty of infidelity and insubordination -  as they do not have Rick’s 

permission to make major decisions on their own. While the series promotes and encourages 

the development of autonomous individuals who exert themselves as vigilante figures beyond 

the boundaries of their former identities, these characters and their activities are severely

8 In the previous chapter, I referred to the role of the token black character from film as well as works of fiction 
that Claire Curtis (2010) analyses. Just as these characters are not allowed to survive to the end of the novel or 
the end credits o f the film, characters who are a threat to white male leadership and those who break up the 
family are not allowed to flourish within the comics. The family structure when maintained seems to ensure life 
and security for individuals in the comics. When individuals step outside the family, breaking it up, they are cast 
out to lead a life o f living death, eventually joining the ranks of the walking dead.



curtailed by a regressive politics that encourages patriarchy as well as gender and racial 

prejudice. Rick, as opposed to Tyreese and Abraham, keeps his son alive, and therefore 

proves to be the ideal patriarch capable of protecting his family and the entire group. The 

deaths of Tyreese, Abraham and later Dale (an older man who acts as an advisor to Rick 

during the initial issues) and Glenn (Maggie’s boyfriend and the person who saved Rick from 

the zombies in Atlantic City) along with the secondary role of women as able foot soldiers if 

not primarily as mothers, wives or girlfriends only aids in promoting and cementing 

conservative values of a pre-apocalyptic State in a postapocalyptic landscape. White male 

supremacy is constantly reemphasised, while interracial relationships dissolve due to 

infidelity, insubordination and death.

On the surface, the comics seem to promote a kind of marketplace multiculturalism19, 

and in the process, the notion of the apocalypse acts as an equaliser of sorts. However, the 

authors tap into mainstream stereotypes of the hero and this causes the subordination of non

white characters among other marginal peoples and groups. Kirkman’s work allows the 

critical reader an insight into moral, cultural and racial prejudices that come to the forefront 

in the absence of a State that obfuscates these issues. The central flaw of the work, however, 

is that while these prejudices are evident, they are seemingly warranted, as some women 

(Carol), ageing leaders (Douglas at Alexandria and Gregory at Hilltop) and characters of 

other ethnic and racial origin (the Governor) are portrayed as additionally despicable for their 

personal weaknesses and as characters who do not deserve to survive.

191 refer to Ella Shohat and Robert Stain’s (2000) definition of multiculturalism as an assault on Eurocentrism, 
“on the procrustean forcing of cultural heterogeneity into a single paradigmatic perspective in which Europe is 
seen as the unique source of meaning, as the world’s center of gravity, as ontological ‘reality’ to the rest o f the 
world’s shadow ... Eurocentrism ... envisions the world from a single privileged point.” (1) They further 
suggest that multiculturalism is a way o f seeing or envisioning “world history and contemporary social life from 
the perspective o f the radical equality of peoples in status, potential and rights. Multiculturalism decolonizes 
representation not only in terms of cultural artefacts -  literary canons, museum exhibits, film series -  but also in 
terms of power relation between communities.” (5)



When the comics begin (in the initial issues), the characters are portrayed as complex 

individuals struggling to make sense of the world and their place in it when faced with the 

breakdown of the State and its protective institutions. As it progresses and, I would argue,

• • • 90 • •especially since the advent of the T.V. series , individuals and communities have become

increasingly one-dimensional as the world gets divided into camps of good and evil. This

division is in keeping with the plot and characterisation within more mainstream

postapocalyptic fiction and cinema that ensures a regurgitation of traditional values and

possibly draws a wider audience. Mick Broderick (1993) maintains that one of the most

important generic developments of the science fiction sub-genre is the emergence of the

postapocalyptic hero who acquires mythic proportions and is often a re-evaluation of the

Judaeo-Christian messiah figure (375). This figure is engaged in eliminating oppressive

groups who terrorise the weak, and delivers communities from the unjust into a new dawn of

harmony and peace. Although Broderick is looking at science fiction films that deal with the

aftermath of global nuclear wars, the postapocalyptic landscape is similar to the one in

Kirkman’s comic books as well as a variety of postapocalyptic texts such as the ones under

analysis in Curtis’s work (2010) and more recent works of fiction and cinema. As Broderick

suggests, “they depict a world in which what little fabric of community remains is constantly

threatened by rampaging bands of marauders, challenged only by (self)righteous individuals

or occasionally by smaller, organized groups” (373). Broderick argues that another feature

that pervades these narratives is the elemental battle between good and evil; the former is

engaged in rebuilding society, the latter in tyrannizing over and enslaving the just.

20 In the foreword to the official companion book of the comics and television series, Frank Darabont, the 
director, screen writer and executive producer of the first season o f The Walking Dead T.V. series, writes: “A 
comic book is one thing, a T.V. series is another. Robert writes bleak, tough material. As a fan o f the comic 
book myself, I want our show to visit the dark places Robert has already taken us, but there has to be a balance. 
It can’t all be bleak, or the viewers will lose interest. Even Robert himself has expressed concerns about how 
certain twists and turns in his comic book would play out for a wider audience in a different medium over the 
course of say, five years.” (Ruditis 6).



To an extent, Rick takes after the Mad Max type of hero that Broderick considers a 

template of sorts for the hero of postapocalyptic science fiction cinema of the 80s and 90s. 

This hero is the just white man, who after suffering loss and deprivation in the wild, now 

leads a community to an era of rebuilding and safety. Yet, unlike the majority of 

postapocalyptic fictions that are scripted along secular eschatological lines, there is no last 

stand or final battle which marks the end of ‘evil’ and a new dawn for the chosen or just 

society. Rather, as I have suggested early on in this chapter, communities in The Walking 

Dead are divided into dominant and subordinate blocs, thus replicating the way in which 

political and civil society operate in a pre-apocalyptic State. Within this scenario, Rick is 

initially portrayed as an individual who, like most of the characters in the novel, has been 

subject to irrational acts and bouts of insanity as a result of the traumatic effects of the 

apocalypse. His inability to analyse the gravity of the situation has also led to deaths, first of 

his wife and her child (Issue 48) and later his lover Jessie and her son (Issue 83). Rick is thus 

a fallible hero and yet at the same time, one who carefully weighs the pros and cons in every 

situation to make sure that he and his son survive. As Rick puts it “I don’t mean to sound 

insensitive...but if I have to choose between my child and someone else’s child... I’m going 

to choose mine every single time (Issue 83, emphasis in original).

Rick is portrayed as a character who follows what Hobbes calls the laws of nature, 

namely justice, equity, modesty and mercy, which are contrary to our natural passions that 

lead us to partiality, pride and revenge (111). For Hobbes, the laws of nature will only be 

followed by the populace under the terror of a power that forces them into obedience. Rick 

himself is not terrorised into following the laws of nature, but is rather portrayed as the hero 

who already embodies them. However, partiality towards his own kin and the necessity for 

revenge also govern Rick, indicating a break from template of ideal patriarch within the 

boundaries of civil and political society. As the plot progresses, for instance, Rick is aware of



his limitations allowing Lori to die and later cutting off his infected lover Jessie’s hand that 

held his son Carl when the group is attacked by zombies. What is evident here is the 

emergence of a figure who, like Whitehead’s Mark Spitz (who does not go back to save his 

friend and virtual family member ‘Kaitlyn’) is self-serving. Like Spitz, Rick too is engaged in 

altering who or what it means to be the protagonist of postapocalyptic fiction to a certain 

degree. This is, as I have argued earlier, the result of the influence of the network of relations 

of which he is a part and of the fluid identity he develops from these interactions. What it also 

proves is that, unlike the Mad Max type of hero, Rick is not quite heroic as he is 

discriminatory in his endeavours to defend those under his protection. This break from the 

template of the typical hero and the resultant possibility of redefining the figure, his actions 

and motives is curtailed by two factors.

First, as I have suggested earlier, the ability to evolve, adapt and survive in the 

postapocalyptic landscape is bestowed only to selective individuals who, whether consciously 

or not, uphold traditional conservative values and hierarchies. Second, characters such as 

Rick have redeemable flaws, while the antagonists and the weak characters in the comic 

books such as the Governor, Negan, Tyreese and Abraham have committed crimes that are 

irredeemable. In other words, their offences of murder, rape, incest and adultery make them 

additionally despicable over and above the crime of wanting to rule over Rick’s group or to 

(potentially) threaten his leadership. For example, in Issue 105 (December 2012), Negan is 

shown as a character who sadistically and ruthlessly controls his own group, imposing 

himself upon women and withholding resources from the rest. Like most replaceable leaders 

in the novel, he uses violence to control not only other subordinate groups, but his own as 

well. The Governor, whom the group faces early on in the series, murders strangers he comes 

across and has a potentially incestuous relationship with his zombie daughter whom he feeds 

with these murdered individuals (Issue 29, 32). The Governor and Negan’s Saviours are akin



to the ‘evil’ marauders that Broderick describes as the antagonists in postapocalyptic nuclear 

fiction. These antagonists are, like Negan and the Governor, despotic leaders who control 

largely male armies and are keen on subjugating and annihilating weakling and dissident 

communities as opposed to the peaceful co-existence that the protagonist and his community 

aims for. The landscape of Kirkman’s series, populated by such despotic leaders keen on 

violently repressing dissident groups, does to an extent follow the template of traditional 

postapocalyptic fiction analysed by Broderick and even Curtis (2010) for that matter. 

However, the comics also reflect current changes in the structure and make-up of civil society 

where security can no longer be guaranteed by governments. The books speak to and of 

current concerns in the real world regarding threats to the foundations of traditional society 

that is manifested in the heterosexual monogamous family and community. They echo 

contemporary calls for the extermination of those who threaten society’s core values:

Punitive policies are premised upon characterizations of offenders as ‘yobs’, 

‘predators’, ‘career criminals’, ‘sex beasts’, as ‘evil’, ‘wicked’, or member of an 

‘underclass’ (Coward 1994)—each of these being ‘suitable enemies’ (Christie 1986) 

for a ruling culture stressing family values, individual enterprise, and the limits of 

welfarism, each of them examples of what Mary Douglas terms ‘the political uses of 

danger’ (Douglas 1992). In this rhetoric, and in its policy effects, offenders are treated 

as a different species of threatening, violent individuals for whom we can have no 

sympathy and for whom there is no effective help. The only practical and rational 

response to such types is to have them ‘taken out of circulation’ for the protection of 

the public, whether by long-term imprisonment, as in the UK, or else by judicial 

killing, as is increasingly the case in the USA. (Garland 461)



Offenders in The Walking Dead include individuals like the Governor and Negan, but also 

little children like Ben, who murders his twin brother but leaves his head intact to rise as a 

zombie. Ben is, like the other survivors, affected adversely by the apocalypse; he has lost his 

parents and acquaintances to the plague (Issue 61). His crimes are the result of not being able 

to cope with the trauma in his life and there is no option for the group but to kill him in order 

to ensure the safety of others. This is a fact that young Carl comprehends and executes. Carl 

is portrayed on par with Rick as one who has been able to channel his traumatic experiences 

positively. He is Rick’s heir apparent, and even expresses a desire to become just like his 

father: “I’m going to be a good leader someday. Just like you” (Issue 80). The right to govern 

is inherited via blood and children who are possible contenders to a future leadership in the 

group are killed off. Thus, in contrast to Carl, Ben is depicted as a character beyond 

reformation. This is a condition shared by the villains and weaklings in the comics who are 

characterised as additionally contemptible for their personal weaknesses and undeserving of 

life. Such a solution of exterminating offenders and those who cause offense not only reflects 

current debates regarding punitive policies, as Garland points out, but also curtails the 

fledging reformist politics that the series elsewhere seems to support. To clarify further, as 

the comic series progresses it reduces the complexity of individuals and situations to the point 

where characters can be perceived in black and white as either ‘good’ or ‘evil’. This limits 

the development of the figure of the vigilante embodied in individuals like Rick and Carl, 

whose flawed selves initially deviated from the stereotypical hero figure of more traditional 

postapocalyptic fiction (novels such as Stephen King’s The Stand or Justin Cronin’s The 

Passage). The moment they are faced with arch villains, their shortcomings pale in 

comparison. They are forced into moulds or roles that have been commercially successful in 

the past, as they merely follow the pattern of the postapocalyptic hero and world dealt with in 

Broderick’s analysis of traditional postapocalyptic fiction.



The characterisation and plot of the comic books have grown increasingly cliched and 

their reformist potential is hampered by the conservative thread that runs through them. Yet 

this position is not irredeemable. The vigilante is a vehicle of revelation, having demonstrated 

how and why openly repressive ruling coalitions or blocs are doomed to failure. Rick and the 

other members of the group also reveal themselves as purifiers that are necessary for the 

survival of communities by way of their ability to exterminate unwanted, unqualified leaders 

and other delinquent inhabitants. As mentioned earlier in this thesis, Rosenbaum and 

Sederberg divide vigilante activity into crime control, social control and regime control, all of 

which involve upholding the status quo (24). The authors are of course referring to the early 

frontier vigilantes engaged in policing the borders of a fledgling American nation, protecting 

the settlers from Native Americans, horse thieves, robbers and other miscreants. Over time, 

these geographical borders extended to lines of race, class, ethnicity and gender as neo

vigilante groups exercised social control to maintain the superiority of the ruling class of 

whites.

In a contemporary scenario, where laws of equality are ascribed in the Constitution 

and supposedly maintained stringently (if only on paper), the fictional vigilante can only 

operate with public support as a decontaminant engaging in crime control. This is evident in 

the incidents where Rick deals with the murderer Thomas, with child molesters, cannibals 

and with the Governor. The traditional vigilante prerogative of social control, which involves 

curbing the rights of minorities and maintaining inequalities, is likely to make the series 

unpopular with sections of more liberal audiences and readers. As far as the comics go, not 

all those undeserving of life are necessarily engaged in criminal activity. Lori, for instance, 

has had an affair, just as Tyreese and Abraham have, thereby breaking up their families and 

offending public morals. They are punished for their infractions, but not by the protagonist. 

Their comeuppance, which comes in the form of social control, is exercised by two types of



characters, the villains and the zombies. Before their demise, the villains are used to nullify 

the threats posed to Rick’s leadership. The Governor thus kills Tyreese and Negan’s men kill 

Abraham: the two men capable of taking up the leadership of the group. The zombie, who 

like the vigilante, is also a purifier of sorts, is cast into the role of purging societies of 

elements detrimental to the vigilante’s survival as well as individuals who may upset the core 

values of the group. This accounts for the deaths of Donna, Carol and Dale, who at various 

points questioned Rick’s leadership (Dale), threatened family structures (Carol) and 

patriarchal authority (Donna). The heroes, villains and zombies are not very different from 

each other, as they are engaged variously in culling elements that are detrimental to Rick’s 

continuing survival and his group’s position of superiority in a zombie-infested landscape. In 

the following section, I look at the similarities between humans and zombies, considering a 

possible alignment between the two and the effect this has on the vigilante. Is the vigilante, 

like the zombie, able to move beyond relations of domination and subordination, 

authoritarian and reactionary violence? Or does the zombie become merely a tool, doing the 

unspoken bidding of the vigilante by acting as a type of moral police?

4) The vigilante and the zombie:

The rapacious nature of the zombie is perhaps best mirrored in the vigilante, as is evident 

from the determined and violent actions of Rick and his group across the comic books. From 

the time Rick wakes up in the hospital and begins his journey to find his family, he is invited 

into a number of groups and communities. The first one is the group on the outskirts of 

Atlantic City, then Hershel’s farm, the prison compound, Alexandria and later, Hilltop. Each 

of these communities contain individuals who must be exterminated as they offend the values 

and sensibilities of the dominant group (Rick’s) and are injurious to the respective



community’s prospects of survival. Rick and, by extension, his band of vigilantes, are 

remedies invited into settlements to cleanse them of their impurities and make the community 

safer and stronger. Albeit outsiders by virtue of their invitation, their acts of purging occur 

only once they are well settled and have become part of these communes. Thus the changes 

that they initiate come from within the societies they are newly part of, keeping to the 

Gramscian reading of how social regeneration must come from within civil society in order to 

be successful (2007). Their curative function is not to purge the landscape of zombies, but 

rather to eliminate human monsters, a role that is aided by the zombies themselves.

The zombie is not very different from the human survivor in a postapocalyptic world, 

as the Governor of Woodbury points out:

We can learn so much from them, y’know just by watching them. They’ve been at it 

all night. They just don’t stop—they’re resilient. They eat until it’s gone and then 

they’re content. I almost admire them. The thing you have to realize is that they’re 

just us—they’re no different. They want what they want, they take what they want and 

after they get what they wwh/—they’re only content for the briefest span of time. Then 

they want more. (Issue 28, emphasis in original)

While this observation is also a reference to the critique of consumer culture that the figure of 

the zombie is usually associated with21, it does reflect upon the similarities between the 

human and the zombie. The villains, the vigilantes and the zombies are osmotic figures, 

drawing from each other, growing more organised, resilient and vicious as they evolve to 

battle each other. For example, the major villains in the comics such as the Governor and the

21 For a detailed reading of this, refer to: Harper, Stephen. ‘Zombies, Malls, and the Consumerism Debate: 
George Romero's Dawn o f the Dead’. Americana: The Journal o f American Popular Culture (1900-present). 
1:2 (2000) <http://www.americanpopularculture.com/journal/articles/fall_2002/harper.htm?pagewanted=all>
Accessed 17 July 2013.

http://www.americanpopularculture.com/journal/articles/fall_2002/harper.htm?pagewanted=all


even more ruthless Negan are, like the zombies, also agents of social control. In other words, 

while attempting to force smaller groups into subservience, the Governor and Negan aid in 

weeding out individuals who pose a threat to Rick’s leadership. These individuals include 

Tyreese and Abraham and those who wish to leave the group, such as Dale and Glenn (who

• • 99betray Rick by doubting his capabilities) . The villains and zombies are expendable 

commodities, used to aid in the comics’ decidedly traditional, white supremacist values. One 

of the reasons why this expendability does not extend to Rick is, as I have suggested earlier, 

because he embodies these values, although he is canny enough to seek the consent of 

subordinate groups in order to maintain his position as leader. Secondly, Rick and most of his 

group emerge survivors because they are involved in criminal control, doling out punishment 

for perceivably unforgivable crimes like murder or rape, thus ensuring their popularity among 

wider audiences (both readers and other survivors in the comics). Other unpalatable 

infractions such as the threat to white male leadership and infidelity are handled by the 

zombies and villains, who are in turn decimated by the vigilante, thus ensuring the vigilante’s 

immortality and immortal appeal to the reading public. Although the vigilante and the zombie 

are antagonists, each keen on exterminating the other for survival, they are also temporarily 

aligned whenever they reflect each other’s actions and nature. This alliance of gutter space 

inhabitants contributes to a dissenting politics against unjust dominant groups such as those 

led by the Governor and Negan who plague the survivors and zombies alike23. Just as these

22 In Issue 111, not under analysis in this chapter, but which proves the argument, Negan is shown killing 
Spencer for trying to usurp Rick’s position as leader. There are several possible reasons for this. For one, Negan 
believes that Rick understands the agreement between the Saviours and those at Alexandria and will ensure that 
they (the Saviours) receive their share of goods. He also seeks to build Rick’s trust in him. Another reason 
though is that Negan is a sadistic, cruel individual who takes pleasure in bloodshed despite his claims to the 
contrary towards the later issues of the comics.

23 Although Rick’s group is superior to the communities at Alexandria and Hilltop, they are no match for the 
Governor’s forces or Negan’s army. They are relegated to the gutters and are aligned with those at Hilltop as all 
of them are subject to Negan’s unjust demands. Once Negan’s Saviours come onto the scene, they cease to be 
the dominant group and are instead relegated to the status o f subordinate individuals.



individuals are keen on exterminating and subjugating Rick and his group respectively, they 

also exploit the zombies. The Governor uses them to fight gladiator-style battles while Negan 

has them mutilated, chained, speared and otherwise tied down to act as a fence from survivor 

antagonists outside his fort (Issue 28, 104).

The vigilantes are akin to Plato’s ‘pharmakon’, a word that Derrida (1981) reveals can 

be translated as both a remedy as well as a poison (99-102). The word is also related to 

‘pharmakos’, which Derrida reading Plato’s Phaedrus suggests is a rather deliberate 

omission, a term that refers to both sorcerer and scapegoat, one revered, the other reviled:

The ceremony of the pharmakos is thus played out on the boundary line between 

inside and outside, which has its function ceaselessly to trace and retrace. Intra 

muros/extra muros. The origin of difference and division, the pharmakos represents 

evil both introjected and projected. Beneficial insofar as he cures — and for that, 

venerated and cared for — harmful insofar as he incarnates the powers of evil —and 

for that, feared and treated with caution. Alarming and calming. Sacred and accursed. 

... The expulsion of the evil or madness restores sophrosune. These exclusions took 

place at critical moments (draught, plague, famine). (134, emphasis in original)

The vigilante is bound to the zombie by virtue of their common ruthless, tenacious instinct to 

survive at any cost and also as they each function as both purifier and scapegoat. Both figures 

are included and yet excluded from civil society, humanity and civilisation, by virtue of their 

actions. Inhabiting a border zone on the margins of communities, the vigilante and the 

zombie enter barricaded spaces during times of crisis and take up various roles -  they 

eliminate weak leadership (outside Atlantic City, Alexandria) and offer security services from 

unjust dominant groups (Negan’s Saviours). Once communities are purged of their diseased 

inhabitants, Shane, Thomas and Douglas among several others for instance, the vigilantes are



reviled and attempts are made to curb their power and even banish them to fend for 

themselves in the wild. This is evident when Nicholas from the Alexandria Safe Zone 

attempts to usurp power from Rick and his band as he forces them to leave the compound 

after they have aided in protecting the community from a large herd of zombies. However, in 

this case the vigilantes remain within the purified community, while the zombies become the 

scapegoats that must be eliminated when their work of ridding civilisation of its unsavoury 

elements is done (the weak leader Douglas is killed during the zombie attack, paving the way 

for Rick’s leadership).

This twist in the tale indicates a break from the template of vigilante who is often 

revered for his ability to clean the city of its harmful elements and once he does so, becomes 

a reminder of the city’s previously impure status (as Batman is in Miller’s TDKR [84]). 

Instead of the vigilante being ejected, it is the zombie who fulfils this role. The zombie takes 

the fall in keeping with Richard Maxwell Brown’s identification of the vigilante’s cardinal 

features, namely that of survival and self-preservation (Rosenbaum and Sederberg 103). 

Furthermore, although the zombie apocalypse provides the impetus for the books and the 

zombies are integral to the storyline, they are not the central focus of the series. As Kirkman 

referring to a conversation with the former AMC T.V. series director Frank Darabont points 

out:

“It’s not about the zombies.” To me, that’s the key to The Walking Dead, the simplest, 

most obvious thing about it ... The Walking Dead is not an action zombie romp with 

intense gore and paper-thin characters meant only as cannon fodder ... The Walking 

Dead is a soap opera. It’s a romance: a gripping tale of survival set against the most 

horrific worldwide tragedy one could think of, the dead walking and devouring the 

living. (Ruditis 10)



These walking dead are not dealt with in great depth in the series as the author and artists 

focus instead on the zombie apocalypse that “serves as a crucible for heroism and testing 

ground for human values.” (Christie and Lauro 160)24

The zombie’s function as an agent of social control is apparent in the way in which 

weak and ineffectual characters become prey to the plague. The zombies are guided by 

helpless hunger, unlike the sadism and depravity that characterise their human villainous 

counterparts like the cannibals, child molesters and individuals like the Governor or Thomas. 

Through the course of the comics, the zombie reveals itself as the lesser monster compared to 

the savagery and the sadistic ways of some of the surviving humans such as the antagonists, 

Negan or the Governor. The zombies act as catalysts of sorts, revealing the deep-seated 

antagonisms, prejudices and relations of inequality that underlie every aspect of daily life. 

Although the vigilante is part of and, as I have indicated earlier in this thesis, the product of 

inequalities, injustice and violence, in The Walking Dead, he also aligns himself with the 

zombie. Rick’s actions in particular mirror those of the zombies as he learns to adapt to 

changes within the new landscape.

For example, the congregation of zombies into herds is a phenomenon not evident at 

the start of the apocalypse. As the series progresses, the survivors often run into zombie 

herds. These herds are an indication of how the zombies have evolved to ensure easier (and 

better) access to food. In other words, they group together to become a force large enough to 

mow down any human settlement that depends on walls for survival. Rick in particular 

displays a keen understanding of this evolution by the zombies. This understanding is evident 

in his attempts to form and maintain a strong and thriving community capable of facing up to

4 Peter Dendle in his part introduction to a section in the recent collection Better O ff Dead: The Evolution o f the 
Zombie As Post-Human edited by Deborah Christie, Sarah Juliet Lauro (2011).



their large numbers. The need for the massacre of the zombie, both individually and en 

masse, reveals the necessity for collective action and for the establishment of communities in 

order to ensure human survival. The protagonists learn from the zombies; they come to 

resemble them in terms of behaviour and modus operandi in order to defeat them as well as 

the other human antagonists in the comics.

In the early issues of the comics, when faced with communities bent on destroying 

them and stealing their meagre resources (the Governor’s community), Rick and his group 

remained static and worked to fortify their camp. As the comics progress, however, they 

refuse to be cowed by threats and instead, they become mobile, moving beyond the 

boundaries of their stationary camps and launching an offensive against their enemies. Like 

the zombie who has moved beyond its identity of ‘human’/’‘humane’ individual, the vigilante 

breaks out of constraining pre-apocalyptic identities and roles. Rick and his son Carl 

increasingly resemble the zombies both in physique and nature: they lose parts of their bodies 

(Rick a hand and Carl an eye) and emulate the zombie bite as they tear into their enemies. 

Like the zombies who have lost their identities or pre-apocalyptic selves, Rick and Carl are 

no longer the people they were. To that extent, Zani and Meaux are correct in their analysis 

that zombie tales highlight our fears of the loss of identity (Christie and Lauro 107)25. The 

boundaries between zombie and vigilante, purifier and scapegoat blur, as the dichotomies 

often collapse in the comic books. The zombies have up to the present issues of the series not 

been able to destroy Rick and Carl. Instead, they have absorbed them into their fold, turning

251 have argued earlier that the residue of pre-apocalyptic identities is evident in The Walking Dead through the 
inability o f individuals to sever their relations with who they were and how they lived before the apocalypse. 
Yet Rick and Carl are markedly different from the other survivors as they evolve continuously. Carl is no longer 
the young boy who needs protection, or who has only killed in self-defence and to save his father. For example, 
he kills the child Ben as he perceives the young boy as a liability. Similarly Rick has no qualms about 
sacrificing anybody else’s life for the safety of his own family. Both individuals are autonomous entities who 
become increasingly ruthless in order to ensure their existence.



them into entities that do not fear, who are ruthless, vicious and unfazed when outnumbered. 

When Rick declares to the group that the humans are living on borrowed time and are in fact 

“the walking dead” (Issue 24), they are further aligned with the zombies. While this 

alignment hints at the possibility of a post-human/zombie future, it is doubtful that the 

narrative will be able to completely discard the residual shackles of a pre-apocalyptic State.

Albert Camus’s reading of pestilence is a useful metaphor for the endlessly enacted 

struggle for dominance and the response to acts of repression:

the plague bacillus never dies or disappears for good; that it can lie dormant for years 

and years in furniture and linen-chests; that it bides its time in bedrooms, cellars, 

trunks, and bookshelves; and that perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and 

enlightenment of men, it roused up its rats again and sent them forth to die in a happy 

city. (252)

Just as the practises of hegemony are reiterated and replicated in an almost pestilent fashion,

• • 9so is the need for the vigilante, a monstrous figure who rises in response to acts of 

repression, to a denial of rights and threats against life and liberty.

26 In Monster Theory: Reading Culture (1996), Jeffrey Jerome Cohen reads the monstrous body as a cultural 
body or construct where “the monstrum is etymologically ‘that which reveals’, ‘that which warns’” (4). The 
vigilante, aligned with the zombie, is a monstrous revelation, both embodying and revealing the inadequacies 
and the injustices o f the State.



CONCLUSION

This thesis has demonstrated that the vigilante strain evident in works of popular 

fiction from a variety of genres is a complex and contentious phenomenon. The vigilante who 

emerges from socially, politically or economically deprived spaces of the State treads a fine 

line between reactionary, revolutionary and authoritarian violence as he battles diverse 

systemic ills. The theme of vigilantism featured in a host of dystopian crime, postapocalyptic 

fiction and superhero comics that I have discussed in this study shares an inverse relationship 

with early vigilante justice meted out by racially prejudiced mobs. The pattern or vigilante 

syndrome, as I call it, begins after a traumatic event and as an act of retribution on a very 

personal level. It then progresses on to vigilantism as a mission where the vigilante seems to 

adopt the role of a de facto government that sentences and executes in place of a legal 

authority. I have shown that there is more to the vigilante than a mere re-establisher of the 

status quo. As Miller’s Batman novels suggest, the figure may mimic the dominant groups of 

the State in terms of their methods of surveillance and coercion. However, the purpose is not 

to emulate or replace existing State formations, but rather to ensure better hegemonic practise 

within existing structures of State.

I have looked at how and why the vigilante forms part of the power divide within the 

State and whether the vigilante’s access to resources provided by the forces of capital are 

eventually empowering or subjugating. I have examined how vigilante dissent both supports 

and weakens existing State formations as well as the methods the State adopts in order to 

survive the assault initiated by the vigilante. The texts from the mixture of genres that I have 

used as case studies have allowed for the investigation of different types of vigilantism: 

motivated by factors other than revenge, where the reinforcement of the status quo is no 

longer a vigilante prerogative and where vigilante characteristics are not confined to a single



individual, but infect other individuals and communities to assume pandemic proportions. 

The introduction to this study indicated the gap within critical work on vigilantes in popular 

fiction and the necessity for reevaluating the strain within politically organised space.

In chapter two on the vigilante strain, I have looked at historical, political and 

anthropological work on vigilantism, particularly relating to the frontier vigilante in America 

and how some of the characteristics of this figure have percolated to the makeup of the 

vigilante of contemporary fiction. I have also attempted a historical and mythical genealogy 

of the figure by tracing characteristics of the contemporary vigilante to that of the trickster of 

myth, the fool at the King’s court, the madman as well as the social and criminal bandit of 

yore. These figures are not just confined to an American setting but are part of the myth, 

history and landscape of other nations and peoples. The chapter has set out the necessity for a 

reevaluation and redefinition of the vigilante in contemporary fiction.

In chapter three on Frank Miller’s Batman novels I have shown how the vigilante 

begins his negotiation of State spaces through a reinforcement of the status quo. The vigilante 

transcends this reactionary pro-authoritarian mode as he realises that the enemy is part of the 

self and culpability for crimes does not rest merely with the individual, but is symptomatic of 

a more widespread malaise within the State. In the process, the vigilante delegitimises the 

State as a neutral mediator between victims and victimisers. The State is in fact as much a 

culprit as the individuals it seeks to prosecute. Batman comes to this realisation as he moves 

across the social spaces within Gotham in each of the three texts discussed as well as from 

one text to another.

In chapter four on Larsson’s Millennium trilogy, I have shown how the vigilante 

emerges from traumatic encounters with the State and its corrupt representatives and 

institutions. The very foundations upon which the State is built are as flawed as families, far



from being harmonious entities, are dysfunctional and produce traumatised individuals. These 

products of damaged families possess the ability to afflict others with their own trauma, thus 

infecting new generations with the effects of past suffering. The vigilante is one such 

individual whom the State must then neutralise, exterminate or work with in order to 

maintain its own stability. I have looked at how factors such as gender, physique, class, one’s 

legal status and the welfare State produces a vastly different kind of vigilante strain from the 

one evident in Miller’s Batman novels. I have shown how the vigilante is an ambivalent 

model of dissent at once empowered and curtailed by the forces of capital and emerging 

forms of Statehood.

In the fifth chapter on Colson Whitehead’s novel, the lone wolf type of vigilante who 

is a staple feature of a vast majority of Westerns as well as revenge dramas is, as I have 

illustrated, now pitted against the mob often consisting of hordes of zombies, criminal 

survivalist groups or a pestilential State that fights for survival in a postapocalyptic world 

characterised by a hostile landscape. I have looked at how vigilante characteristics develop 

and manifest in a fully functional State, in a situation where the State is in ruins and when the 

State attempts to re-establish itself. The vigilante demonstrates the ability to think beyond 

relations of domination and subordination essential for a functional State, as he aligns himself 

with the zombie. Both figures pave the way for a more equitable state of affairs within a 

ravaged landscape by conceiving of new forms of social and political organisation.

The sixth chapter on Robert Kirkman’s ongoing comic book series, The Walking 

Dead, examines how the residue from an annihilated State affects and controls survivors 

within a ravaged landscape. The vigilante is here formed in the absence of an establishment 

and from the remnants of a former State as he alternately engages in reactionary and 

authoritarian violence. I show that although the protagonists are hindered by the prejudices of



a spectral former State, they offer the possibility of a pandemic revolutionary resistance 

against unjust dominant groups, albeit different from the one in Whitehead’s novel. These 

repressive groups resemble the governing bloc or coalition of a pre-apocalyptic State as they 

usurp and control cardinal resources necessary for survival. The vigilante and the zombie, 

although antagonistic, are figures who possess or are endowed by the author with temporary 

agency (the zombie) to topple such hierarchical factions and thus contribute to the formation 

of a more equal state of affairs. I have examined the extent to which this potential is utilised 

and the factors that inhibit such a reformist enterprise.

This thesis has sought to challenge the reductive definitions of vigilantism by 

focussing on the relationship between the vigilante and the State. The State has been defined 

and its functioning analysed through the work of theorists such as Foucault and Gramsci in 

order to illustrate the nuances of vigilante resistance against an establishment keen on 

promoting the interests of the socially and economically powerful. I have shown how the 

vigilante is an individual who is both inside and outside the structures and institutions of the 

State. Placed firmly on the margins, the vigilante is part of what I have called gutter spaces of 

resistance. This is a space that has been periodically redefined in each chapter due to 

variations in the motivations, characteristics and effects of vigilante resistance which are 

based on factors such as race, class, gender, type of government as well as advances in 

technology, communication, the commodification of rights and security.

In the course of this study, I have deliberately not referred to any of the fiction 

analysed or other similar novels and films as belonging to a vigilante genre. Rather, I have 

referred to them as fiction or film featuring the vigilante, as vigilantism is a consistent strain 

that runs through a variety of genres. Despite this consistency, as Ray Abrahams suggests 

(1998, Pratten and Sen 2007), vigilantism is a phenomenon that cannot be understood solely



through characteristics and movements that seem to recur. While my work teases out some 

features of the vigilante in contemporary fiction, there is still work to be done on the vigilante 

strain and syndrome as well as the gutter spaces of the State in other texts and genres. Each 

new reading of the vigilante adds fresh perspective, meaning and resonance to the strain 

while also providing an insight into how dissent can operate within the politically and 

socially organised spaces of the State.
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