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ABSTRACT 

 
The five nations of Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Iceland, and Finland make up Scandinavia 

which lies in the northernmost regions of Europe. In the international sphere, they are put under 

this umbrella term of Scandinavia as they are neighboring countries who share many 

similarities. The one common thing they share is that all these nations follow the Scandinavian 

welfare model also known as the Nordic welfare model. 

Following the chaos of the post-war years, these nations felt the need to come up with  a 

solution to the low standard of living of their citizens. This led to the establishment of the 

welfare model which was based on the social and economic well being of the citizens with the 

government providing universal healthcare, education, childcare, and good retirement benefits. 

The government promised to look after the well being of the individual based on the tenets of 

equality. This model has been hailed as a success throughout Europe and the rest of the world 

as Scandinavian countries continue to top the world happiness chart. They have been celebrated 

as the most peaceful and affluent nations in the world. 

Parallel to the image of the success of the Scandinavian welfare model is the global 

phenomenon of Scandinavian crime fiction which is a term given to crime novels written by 

authors hailing from these nations. Following the success of Larsson’s Millennium trilogy, 

recent years has seen the international market flooded with crime novels from Scandinavia 

which deal with the darkest and most disturbing themes. These books have also been adapted 

into film versions reaching a wider audience. The BBC series based on Wallander has 

transferred Scandinavian crime fiction to the small screen as well. These TV series have been 

well received highlighted in the fan base for crime series like The Killing and The Bridge which 

has been adapted to suit the taste of the larger international audience. 

Besides the huge success of these novels in the popular front, these novels have gained 

attention due to their literary merit and critical acclaim. The sheer number of Scandinavian 

crime writers who are gaining international acclaim is astounding when compared to the 

population of these nations. Hence, the question arises as to why are these happiest nations in 

the world producing some much of crime novels which deal with themes of death and 

unhappiness? 
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This thesis hinges on this question and is an attempt to answer it. This study puts selected 

works of Henning Mankell, Karin Fossum, Arnaldur Indridason, Jussi Alder Olsen and Matti 

Joensuu under a critical light. In contrast to the image projected by their respective 

governments, the crime writers from the five nations of Scandinavia exhibit a distinct departure 

from the world of idyllic happiness to present a world where chaos is a norm. 

This study traces the historical and cultural influences on this subgenre to reveal the features 

which give it a distinct Scandinavian flavor. The objective of my study is to study the genre of 

Scandinavian crime fiction by way of textual analysis and in-depth study of various characters. 

In doing so, Scandinavian crime fiction discloses various uneasy truths about this real-life 

utopia where society is experiencing a change. 

By doing so, it sheds light into this contrasting image to unearth the reasons for the popularity 

of Scandinavian crime fiction and its intrinsic literary merit. It investigates the imaginary world 

of Scandinavian crime fiction to chart out the features which make it unique in the larger world 

of crime fiction. 

The five authors taken up for study present a fictional world which is facing problems of the 

real world. Hence, it reveals a response to various crises where the individual and society at 

large is attempting to negotiate various threats which have engulfed the rest of the world. This 

thesis explores themes like xenophobia and crime against women to present a counter-narrative 

giving voice to stories that have remained untold. In doing so this study foregrounds the use of 

the site of murder as a site for critique. 
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PREFACE 

 
Scandinavian crime fiction is one of the distinct subgenre of crime fiction. It has been credited 

with revitalizing the genre of crime fiction as readers and critics alike have shown renewed 

interest in it. Crime writers from this region have come into prominence with the production of 

dark stories set against the backdrop of a gloomy landscape. The volume of work from this 

region is astounding and begs the question as to the reason for their popularity. Critics have 

traced the answer to this is in the intrinsic literary merit of Scandinavian crime fiction. 

At a time of a political crisis spurred by the assassination of the Swedish Prime Minister, 

followed by a breakdown of the utopian welfare state, Scandinavian crime fiction reworked the 

genre of crime writing to create an innovative sub-genre. The assassination of the prime 

minister made the Scandinavian writers and artists confront the fact that their friends, 

neighbours, or even family—people they know to be good, whom they could never conceive of 

as perpetrators of horrific crimes—could be pursuing dishonest lives without their knowledge. 

This unique attitude towards crime explains why Nordic crime writers sympathize with the 

criminal as well as the detective and the victim(s) in their stories. It also explains the shift in 

focus from the plot to the characters in the crime novel. In the BBC documentary “Nordic Noir: 

The Story of Scandinavian Crime Fiction,” author Karin Fossum explained that, if a murder had 

happened in her tiny Norwegian town, she likely would have known the victim, the victim’s 

family, and/or even the murderer personally. She would know the murderer as a “good person 

before they committed this one act.” With this consciousness, Fossum, like other Scandinavian 

crime writers, aims to depict all parties involved in the crime with this same moral complexity. 

Audiences will find, then, that these stories are not the same “good vs. evil” mysteries one 

would expect from Sherlock Holmes or an Agatha Christie novel. 

 

 

I have chosen select crime novels of crime novelist from each of the five Scandinavian 

countries for an in-depth analysis in this thesis. These are novels from the crime series of 

Henning Mankell, Karin Fossum, Arnaldur Indridason, Matti Joensuu and Jussi Alder-Olsen. 

These five crime novelists have all received critical acclaim for their crime novels and are 

representatives of the subgenre. Mostly written from the 1980s onwards to the present times 
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they provide a counter-narrative to the state projected image of an idyllic nation. I have 

therefore tried to analyse their work in the light of socio-political realism to chart the features of 

this sub-genre. The Scandinavian crime novel deliberately negotiates this space of utopia vs. 

disenchantment and this can be traced in the works of all the five authors discussed in this  

study. 

 

 

Chapterization: 

 
Chapter one is divided into three subsections. It begins with a brief definition and introduction 

to crime fiction tracing its historical and social background. The next section places 

Scandinavian crime fiction in the larger historical trajectory of crime fiction to show how 

contemporary Scandinavian crime fiction burst into the scene as a response to various crisis. 

The last section of this chapter introduces the five authors who have been taken up for a  

detailed study in the rest of the chapters. Henning Mankell from Sweden, Karin Fossum from 

Norway, Jussi Alder Olsen from Denmark, Arnaldur Indridason from Iceland and Matti 

Joensuu from Finland are introduced in this section along with their background details. 

Chapter two foregrounds the socio-political realism that lies at the heart of the Scandinavian 

crime novel. It charts out various historical events which had a distinct impact on the shaping of 

the crime novel form this region. By looking into the crucial events of the five countries that 

make up Scandinavia, this chapter sheds light into how Scandinavian crime fiction is 

negotiating the change that these previously homogenous societies are facing. It looks into the 

question of how Scandinavian crime fiction propels the individual into a moment of crisis to 

shed light into the larger questions that have hitherto remained in the background. In keeping 

with the theme of realism, chapter three makes a detailed study of the central protagonist. The 

lead detectives of all the crime series discussed in this study share a distinctive trait which 

makes them different from their predecessors. They are drawn as human characters who have 

their own moments of darkness. They are detectives who realize the futility of their quest as 

they constantly exposed to the dark underbelly of crime. Most detectives of Scandinavian crime 

fiction are part of the police force which further discloses the workings of the bureaucracy. 

They are characters who reveal the disillusionment with the policies of the state. Following the 

detailed study of the central protagonist, chapter four shifts the focus to the figure of the 
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antagonist. Like the way the detective is drawn as a human character, the criminal in 

Scandinavian crime fiction is presented as neither good nor bad but rather as an individual who 

is a product of the failures of the state. The presence of the antagonist itself reveals the failure 

of the welfare model which is supposed to look after the well being of the individual. Hence, 

monster figures are rare in Scandinavian crime fiction. One aspect of the welfare model which 

has been brought under critical light by the Scandinavian crime novel is the role and position of 

women. Crime fiction has always been a masculine genre as it focuses on the physical strength 

and rationality of the detective/criminal. Chapter five makes a detailed study of the women 

characters in the works of the five selected authors who present female character not only as 

lead detectives but also as antagonist figures. This sheds critical light on the position of women 

in an egalitarian society. Atmosphere and setting are critical in any work but one cannot have 

Scandinavian crime fiction unless it is set in the cold northern landscape. Chapter six is an 

analysis of the landscape which provides ample space for a murder to happen. The chill 

landscape is an apt location for a gruesome crime to occur. But the role of the landscape and 

atmosphere goes further to mirror the thoughts of the characters. The harsh conditions become 

an apt reflection of the dark journey of the detective as well as the criminal. Chapter seven 

examines the ending of the Scandinavian crime novel. The ending is crucial to any story but it 

has added relevance when it comes to a crime novel as all loose ends are to be tied in the end 

with the criminals brought to justice. The ending of Scandinavian crime fiction mirrors the 

chaos of contemporary times. The final chapter is a conclusion which sums up the different 

features of Scandinavian crime fiction which make this a unique subgenre within the larger 

genre of crime fiction. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 At its best, crime writing can offer unique insight into society, race, gender, and human 

behaviour. In essence, every crime novel is an exploration of what it is to be human. They 

question the role of goodness and the essential nature of evil. In turn, they challenge our 

perceptions of humanity and our belief on social institutions and yield different answers to 

questions on values and worldviews. Hence, they are worthy of critical study and close 

analysis. 

Many different titles have been coined over the years to describe this genre of literature which 

has crime at its centre from ‘Detective fiction' to ‘Whodunits' but the term ‘Crime fiction' seems 

to be all-encompassing  gathering within its folds the meandering history of this genre of 

literature which cuts across different subgenres.  On a basic level crime fiction followed a plot 

structure as described by P.D James, a British crime novelist— 

          “what we can expect is a central mysterious crime, usually murder; a closed circle of 

suspects each with a motive, means and opportunity for the crime; a detective, either 

amateur or professional, who comes in like an avenging deity to solve it, and by the end 

of the book, a solution which the reader should be able to arrive at by logical deduction 

from clues inserted in the novel with deceptive cunning but essential fairness” (15).  

However, this categorisation of crime fiction does not take into consideration the variety of 

novels under this genre and is limited in scope. Crime fiction over the years has grown so much 
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in number and kind that contemporary crime fiction no longer adheres to this definition. Thus, 

P.D.James writes further that although not inaccurate, “it now seems unduly restrictive” (15) 

illustrating how difficult it is to put crime fiction in neat categories. 

As its history reveals, crime fiction is a hybrid genre which has always been flexible and open 

to innovative reinventions. This hints at a lack of restriction which is vital for the genre of crime 

fiction too—"The genre in its present form, no longer adheres to the rules […] The so-called 

rules that were on offer [...] were violated to such an extent that it is, nowadays no longer 

possible to come up with a set of features that all contemporary crime novels adhere to" 

(Gregoriou 2007: 37). The fact remains that this form was born out of fusion and reworking of 

many different sub-genres bearing witness to the fact that this genre is more dynamic than 

static.  

CRIME FICTION AS LITERATURE OF CRISIS 

One aspect of crime fiction that has remained constant over the years is that it has flourished 

when society is faced with various crises. The word ‘crime' itself hints at stories of chaos and 

disorder. The crime novel has a murder at its center which leads the individuals as well as the 

community into a state of crisis. When faced with this disastrous predicament each generation 

of crime novelist has had a different way of dealing with it as reflected in their writings. Hence, 

it is an apt vehicle to chronicle the various conflicts that society as a whole undergoes as it 

effectively captures the anxieties of the individual as well as that of the larger state. 

 

 At a time when crime and unrest created a social crisis, tales of violence where the perpetrator 

was caught and duly punished were often publicised as a form of cautionary tales for the public. 

These entertaining and absorbing writings garnered huge popularity as well as controversy in 
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their dealing with the various types of sensational crimes. They later came to be called the 

Newgate novels which laid the foundation of crime fiction. Stephen Knight rightly points out—

"the warnings these stories provided were intended as a way of maintaining social order and 

personal security under threat from rising crime rates" (cited in Scaggs 2005: 14). This feature 

of the Newgate stories made it more acceptable to all the strata of the reading public.  

 

This suggests that the crime story was mainly concerned with restoring order which goes hand 

in hand with the thought of crime writing as cautionary tales. The establishment of the new 

police force by Sir Robert Peel in 1829 was an important event in the history of crime fiction. 

Faith in science and reason also contributed to the modern police work, while the invention of 

photography in 1839 allowed accurate recording of important details of the crime and known 

criminals. Therefore, the time was ideal for crime fiction to flourish in a society with an 

organised system of law enforcement in place.  

However, society was soon plunged into two world wars which had a lasting impact on all 

spheres of life. Crime writers like Agatha Christie inaugurated the Golden age of British 

detection during these years as they began to write crime novels prolifically. These were the 

formative years for the development of this genre. So at a time when the belief in the intrinsic 

goodness in men was shaken, why was the reading public so enchanted by a genre that had 

untimely death as its centre? Over the years critics have tried to come up with a reasonable 

answer to this question. It has been remarked that these stories set in the cosy countryside 

lacked realism especially when the socio-political backgrounds of these times are taken into 

account. "There was the news of a revolution, of a possible war, and of an impending change of 

government; but these did not come within the horizon of my companion"(4)—remarks Dr. 
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Watson in His Last Bow, as he comments on Holmes lack of interest on troublesome realities. 

But this lack of references to contemporary events has been seen as a form of escapism. The 

need to reinstate order, in the end, is also a reflection of a form of escapism from the realities 

that were troubling the times.   

 

This accusation of lack of realism in these books is not entirely accurate as a close inspection of 

these stories—"reveal hidden tensions beneath the surface of genteel English society, exhibiting 

its insularity, its greed, the instability of identity, its obsession with the hierarchies of class and 

gender" (Horsley 2005: 32). Any form of crime reveals the shortcoming of the society; hence, 

any fiction which has crime at its centre is bound to engage with the tensions and hypocrisy 

which plagues even the supposedly genteel and peaceful countryside. While the crimes that are 

dealt with in the clue-puzzle form of the British crime fiction was mostly limited to the 

bourgeoisie class, the need to commit crime and the need to hide it revealed the ugly truth of 

these idyllic countrysides. In this reading of British crime fiction, as a result of various 

individual and social crisis the detective becomes a saviour figure whereas—"the criminal 

[becomes] a source of contemporary anxiety" (Horsley 2005: 40). Since crime itself is a 

symptom of a diseased social structure and reflects a moment of crisis, no amount of escapism 

can effectively insulate this genre from revealing hypocrisies of society.  

 

While the Golden age of British detection exposed politics of power and elaborate human 

hypocrisies implicitly, Hard Boiled tradition on the other side of the continent launched a direct 

attack on the capitalist exploitation in America—telling the story of a society that was reeling 

from two world wars. A severe economic depression had hit many countries in the 1930s. 
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Belief in religion and God had been shaken by the two world wars which shook the very 

foundation of humanity. In the United States, prohibition inaugurated the era of organised crime 

which led to rampant government and police corruption. In the presence of this overwhelmingly 

bleak social mood, a new sub-genre of mystery fiction evolved i.e. Hardboiled fiction.  

 

The post-war magazines such as ‘Black Mask' forged a new tradition of American crime 

writing with Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler as the most important writers. The 

iconic image produced by this age is that—“of the lone investigator cutting through the 

polished surface of society to reveal the decay beneath" (Forshaw 2012: 33-34). Born out of the 

western frontier novels, hardboiled mode relocated the frontier hero to an urban landscape of 

the crime-filled streets of the city which was keenly feeling the effects of depression and 

prohibition era. Ernest Mandel notes that "this movement from the western frontier to a hostile 

urban environment was accompanied by an abrupt shift from the artificial gentility of the 

classical detective story to the creation of a fictional world of social corruption and ‘real' crime" 

(cited in Scaggs 2005: 57).  Hence, this was an important development in the history of crime 

fiction for it changed the thematic concerns of this relatively new sub-genre. While the British 

detective story was concerned with creating order and reassurance—‘a genre of reconciliation 

and social healing' (James 2009: 72), the practitioners of hard-boiled mode were concerned with 

exploration of social upheavals—"lawlessness, prohibition, corruption, the power and violence 

of [...] gangsters who were close to becoming folk heroes, the cycle of boom and depression- 

and creating detectives who were inured to this world and could confront it on their own terms" 

(James 2009: 72). Thus, it is amply clear that 1920s saw a flowering of two distinct schools of 

crime writing each reflecting a different cultural background. 
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This was a time when the genre was undergoing various transformation and innovation. 

Innovative ideas soon laid down the basis of the procedural formula which relied on police 

work to effectively combat crime. This subgenre of crime fiction known as police procedurals 

made the detective part of a professional investigative team and emphasized the methods and 

procedures via which the team captured the concerned criminal. It was in the late 1950s that the 

separate developments in the procedural sub-genre were channelized into an impactful new sub-

genre with the 87th precinct novels of Ed Mcbain. In his novels, he presents the police squad of 

the 87th precinct in a city called Isola which is a fictionalized New York City. Stephan Knight 

writes about this new subgenre—“a substantial police represents the multiracial characters of 

city life [,] the police tend to work in pairs and have many cases on at the same time [,] 

procedures are stressed, with forensic reports and record-searching [but] the human impact of 

the police and their credible reliance [...] is the main thrust of the plots and their resolution”  

(156). 

 

Besides the above-mentioned elements, the setting of the narrative is also central to the police 

procedural. The large urban centres are the hot-bed of crime due to decaying social welfare, 

rampant poverty, and unemployment which is juxtaposed with the expectation of development 

and opportunities that is associated with urban centres. These large fictional cities of the world 

of crime fiction are critical to the projection of realism in police procedural which aptly 

portrays "crime as an everyday occurrence arising from the tensions of modern life" (Scaggs 

2005: 93). Thus, the cityscape of "Isola becomes a symbol of a contemporary metropolis in 

general and the contemporary American metropolis in particular" (cited in Scaggs 2005: 93). 
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This emphasis on the urban setting of the police procedural is the basis for social realism which 

had a huge impact on this subgenre. 

In the late 1960s, the police procedural was seized as a form by a Swedish husband-wife writer 

duo—Maj Sjowall and Per Wahloo who would “situate ideological and political critique within 

the sympathetically portrayed lives of several police officers working in an investigative team” 

(Nestingen and Arvas 2011: 3). Together they published a series of ten novels featuring 

Inspector Martin Beck and his team. Drawing upon a real-life murder investigation, Sjowall and 

Wahloo published Roseanne in the year 1965 and ended the Martin Beck series with The 

Terrorist in 1975. While the duo did not invent the procedural form they moulded it to serve 

their need for a political critique. Sjowall and Wahloo had worked on the translation of the 

American police procedural novelist Ed Mcbain’s 87th precinct novels which narrated a police 

team investigation which—“lent itself to criticism of the police institution and associated 

bureaucracies, at the same time it made possible a rounded but ultimately sympathetic account 

of the officers relationships, personal problems, struggles with colleagues and the like” 

(Nestigen and Arvas 2011: 3). This criticism of institutions and bureaucracies served the 

Marxist couple well who used the procedural form to critique the Swedish welfare state.  

A look into the literary history of Sweden reveals that the 1960s were turbulent times for the 

nation with the increase in political activism. The McBain inspired police procedural was 

finding a foothold in the literary sphere which gave rise a new kind of crime fiction which 

“often articulate[s] social criticism, critiquing national institutions and gender politics in 

particular” (Nestigen and Arvas 2011: 2). This was the very reason for the novels popularity 

and lasting influence because they captured a general political ‘awakening’—“an increased 

awareness of social injustices and a politicization of the intellectual and public spheres” 
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(Bergman 2014: 21). In doing so Sjowall and Wahloo politicized the crime novel and the police 

procedural in particular and set the standardized norm for Scandinavian crime fiction. This 

thought is echoed by Paula Arvas and Andrew Nestingen— 

           “the fit between the police procedural and the socio-political arrangements in Sweden, as 

well as in the other Scandinavian countries, has contributed to making the socially 

critical police procedural the definitive form of the crime novel since the 1960s, and 

hence the foundation of the Scandinavian crime-fiction tradition” (3).  

Thus, while Sjowall and Wahloo were not the first crime writers in the Scandinavian nation 

their legacy defines and continue to shape Scandinavian crime fiction.  

SCANDINAVIAN CRIME FICTION 

‘The Scandinavian literary invasion is complete’—Forshaw 

While it is the Vikings who are associated with invasions, in current years the wide-scale 

translation of Scandinavian crime fiction has led to its wide-scale availability in the global 

arena. Scandinavian crime fiction includes crime fiction from the Nordic countries of Sweden, 

Norway, Iceland, Finland, and Denmark. Readers have become familiar with the Larson 

phenomenon and the TV series ‘The Killing' which gripped the minds of millions. This export 

from the Scandinavian regions has created a sub-genre of its own as critics have come to 

believe in the inherent merit of the crime fiction produced in these Northern regions. Can the 

Scandinavian crime series be read as novels which delve into the core of individuals and 

society? Is it a reaction/ product of the traditional school crime fiction? How has Scandinavian 

crime fiction grown into a sub-genre of its own? What are the features of Scandinavian crime 

fiction? Since the introduction of this celebrated genre to the English speaking world, efforts 
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have been made to provide answers to these questions and uncover the richness of this genre. 

This thesis is a generic study of this literary phenomenon makes for some fascinating 

conclusions, providing an insight into the Scandinavian society and the intrinsic literary merit 

of the genre popularly known as Scandinavian crime fiction.   

While Scandinavian crime fiction has reinvented the police procedural, it is the presentation of 

the unvarnished portraits of modern life that holds the key for its success. The characters with 

their deep moral complexity set against the bleak Scandinavian landscape—places that are at 

once a personal hell and a personal salvation have created a new sub-genre in crime fiction 

namely Scandinavian crime fiction. The term ‘Scandinavian crime fiction’ does encompass the 

number of crime novels being exported out of these lands but many use the term Nordic crime 

fiction or Nordic Noir to describe this unique new genre in the crime novel so both these terms 

have been used to describe this subgenre.  

Geographically, the Scandinavian countries lie close to each other and have many common 

features and share common political views too. In order to discuss the similarities in the crime 

novel from all these nations, one crime novelist will be put under the microscope from each of 

these five nations which comprise Scandinavia. Barry Forshaw elucidates the similarities these 

nations share his Death in a cold climate’— 

           “The Scandinavian countries [...] are at once both similar and markedly different. All 

boast a high standard of living, a high GDP, a pronounced level of social awareness and 

[…] extensive welfare arrangements. To outsiders, they may seem very similar-but 

among themselves; they display noticeable differences, both in culture, language, 
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traditions, politics and economic life. All have common roots, however, and their 

ethnicity and language reflect this” (97). 

While the term Scandinavia refers to Denmark, Sweden, and Norway due to linguistics affinity 

within the region, the term Scandinavia often includes Iceland and Finland too which is a 

conventional usage outside of this region. The term Scandinavian is also used synonymously 

with the term Nordic which is often used to describe the region. This generalized term 

Scandinavian crime fiction has been a site for heated debated. Mostly because critics believe 

that this term fails to recognize the literary and cultural history of the five nations which make 

up Scandinavia. History bears witness to the differences between these nations which is evident 

from the legacy of the Second World War. The five Scandinavian countries had different 

political reactions to the war proving that these countries were surely not a unit as etched in the 

minds of readers. Andrew Nestingen and Paula Arvas in their introduction to Scandinavian 

Crime Fiction reflects that this difference is highlighted in their varying attitude towards the 

World Wars which had a huge impact in Europe and across the world—“Iceland was occupied 

by the allied powers, while Denmark and Norway were occupied by the Nazis [...] at first, the 

Danish government cooperated with the Nazi occupiers [while] Sweden remained neutral 

during the war” (7). 

While the Second World War exposed the differences in political attitude, the complexities of 

the war resulted in the formation of the welfare states in the post-war period. Initially, a 

Swedish model, the formation of the welfare state known as the Nordic welfare model has tied 

these nations together making it a coherent unit. The welfare state has been defined in the 

introduction to Scandinavian Crime Fiction as— 
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           "a mode of governance premised on the idea that all citizens should be provided with 

adequate resources to live secure lives while pursuing life projects [...]this means [that] 

the state provides universal health care, education, retirement and child support, in 

addition to maintaining functional social infrastructure" (8).   

At one time these nations were the poorest in Europe but rapid post-war developments evolved 

these nations into a modern day utopia. This has created an image of a real-life utopia on earth 

as the Scandinavian lands have always been etched in our minds as a picture perfect image of 

an idyllic landscape. This idea of the welfare state is vital to the understanding of the socially 

charged crime novel which has an ordinary policeman as a hero. It also marks the important 

trends in crime fiction from the Nordic countries which when tied together form an important 

sub-genre of crime fiction. 

Initially, the crime writers from these nations like Prins Pierre were influenced by the stories of 

Sir Authur Conon Doyle and Edgar Allan Poe.  Most of the authors blended the mystery 

element of the crime novel with a spirit of adventure which became popular at the time. 

Following the British tradition, ‘whodunits' were equally popular and their villain was drawn as 

a social outsider of a—"foreign pedigree, commonly originating from the Mediterranean or 

from some fictional South American republic" (Bergman 2014: 15). This is a model on which 

most Sherlock Holmes stories are based on which emphasized the idea that the society they 

inhabited was essentially good where evil is an outside force and hence could easily be 

removed.  This optimistic note of the puzzle form of crime writing was challenged by Swedish 

writer Stieg Trenter who shifted the setting of the crime novel to more urban locales and 

depicted more action. Influenced by the American hardboiled tradition, Trenter depicted 

realistic action centered on human characters as opposed to the ‘superhuman’ detective like 
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Dupin and Holmes. But crime fiction still catered to mass entertainment including 

crime/adventure stories for children and did not have the characteristic depth of contemporary 

Scandinavian crime fiction. 

The formative years of the subgenre of Scandinavian crime fiction as we know today came 

later. Following the socially turbulent times of the 1960s, a need for realistic political fiction 

arose. The crime novel too needed to reinvent itself in order to cater to the public undergoing 

‘political awakening'. Hence, the year 1967 saw the publication of Roseanna introducing Martin 

Beck created by the journalist husband-wife duo Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö. Any study of 

Scandinavian crime fiction has to take into consideration the lasting influence of the Martin 

Beck series. Authors like Henning Mankell, Karin Fossum, and Arnaldur Indridason have all 

named Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö as their source of inspiration.  

 Based on the subgenre of a police procedural the writer duo presented a realistic figure of the 

detective shifting from the earlier tradition of ‘whodunits’. While this subgenre had been used 

by writers before, Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö added a newer dimension of social critique 

which had earlier been considered detrimental to the entertainment value of crime fiction. Born 

out their dissatisfaction with the gap between the welfare state ideals and the capitalistic 

undertone of the society the writers took to crime fiction to raise their voices. In their crime 

series, the state became an important character that was held up for scrutiny.  The intention of 

social critique is clarified by Sjowall— 

           "We realized that people read crime, and through the stories, we could show the reader 

that [underneath] the official image of welfare-state Sweden there was another layer of 

poverty, criminality, and brutality. We wanted to show where Sweden was heading: 
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towards a capitalistic, cold and inhuman society, where the rich got richer, the poor got 

poorer" (Bergman 2014: 34).  

While Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö’s police procedurals expanded the parameters of a crime 

novel adding a distinct Scandinavian theme to it, their contribution to this subgenre is not 

limited to social criticism. Each Scandinavian crime writer writing after the publication of the 

Martin Beck series is directly or indirectly indebted to this series which spawned the tradition 

of a new sub-genre in crime writing with a distinctly Nordic flavour. The reworking of the 

police procedural can be sourced to the influence of the American hardboiled tradition but the 

Martin Beck series is distinct from its predecessors in its presentation of the central detective 

who is part of a team. The cases bring the investigators in contact with people from all strata 

revealing the uneasy truths of society and the police procedural form ensures the criticism of 

bureaucracy and exposure of corruption within the law keepers. 

While the ‘Scandinavian model' was reeling from political, economic and social disturbances, it 

was during these turbulent years that the Scandinavian nations went through an awakening 

which was reflected in all art forms including the crime genre. At the centre of these turbulent 

times was the assassination of the Swedish prime minister in 1986 remains an unsolved crime 

and can be considered to be the final nail to the coffin. In 1986, Swedish Prime Minister Olaf 

Palme' assassination in Stockholm shocked a country that had regarded itself as a utopian 

welfare state. At the time of the assassination, Prime Minister Palme did not even have any 

security with him when he went out into the city square that night, typifying the total and 

complete trust Swedes and other Scandinavians had in their fellow citizens and in their states' 

security. Unfortunately, the police did not follow proper procedures to protect evidence from 

the crime scene. As a result of the police error, the mystery of the murderer's identity remains 
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unsolvable to this day, instilling in the Swedish psyche a deep distrust of authorities. While 

watching these events unfold, the greater Scandinavian population also became disillusioned 

with what they believed to be ‘perfect' governments. While the traumatic epicentre for the 

widespread disillusionment was the 1986 assassination Mitzi M. Brunsdale in her Encyclopedia 

of Nordic Crime Fiction identifies important events in other Scandinavian nations—“for 

Norway, the 2011 terrorist massacre carried out by Anders Breivik; for Denmark, the 

immigration crisis leading to the 2014 terrorist attacks on Copenhagen; for Iceland the near-

disastrous 2008 financial “Crash”; and for Finland, its costly 20th century wars and its complex 

relationship with Russia and Russians.”(4). Together all these events had deep ramifications in 

the minds of its citizens. 

In response to this new public consciousness reflecting the turbulent times, Scandinavian crime 

fiction exploded onto the scene. Any intelligent reader of this genre will be quickly aware of the 

socio-political insights afforded by these novels, building up a complex picture of Scandinavian 

society—in particular, the cracks that have appeared in the social democratic ideal, an ideal 

which has been cherished for so long by observers in America, Britain and the rest of Europe. 

While the novels of Maj Sjöwall and Per Wahlöö with their famous Martin Beck series set a 

literary precedent for Scandinavian mystery writing the essence of Scandinavian crime fiction 

has to take into account the puncturing of the social democratic ideal.   

The choice of crime fiction, as opposed to any other type of writing, is deliberate. Crime fiction 

can offer insight into a changing society since every crime story explores and sheds light into 

the darker realities of life. It is true that crime fiction "mirrors its audience's fears, and that its 

genre development reflects the changing perception of threats to society" (Bergman 2011: 34). 

The use of art and literature can be interpreted in different ways but one important element of 
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literature is its ability to deal with human concerns. This is what separates Scandinavian crime 

fiction from other popular genre fiction- the choice to engage with contemporary society and 

hold a mirror to the darker realities of life. In this sense, the crime novel is more than just about 

solving the mystery. In fact, in the Nordic mysteries the central murder or crime is just a 

catalyst to get things going and this holds true for the best of crime fiction.  The crime novel 

thus raises a mirror to the society while raising a mirror to the individual: "the crime novel can 

create an exaggerated sense of reality, and urgency for enquiry—both into a specific issue and, 

crucially, into life itself, for human beings living today. The crime fiction form can be a 

fulcrum for an examination of the very core of human existence” (Forshaw 2012: 46). 

This thought is further elucidated by Leonard Cassuto who argues that genre fiction is a 

“cultural symptom, not a cultural cure [and as all] complicated cultural symptoms, that itch has 

a lot of causes” (cited in Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 3). Following the fall from the self-

perpetuated illusion of a utopic ideal, the notion of a perfect society underwent a change 

revealing the underlying violence. This preoccupation with violence which is central to crime 

fiction became an ideal vehicle to reveal the dystopian welfare state as seen in the works of left-

wing writers like Sjowall and Wahloo. This potential of crime fiction to expose this collective 

‘itch’ has led to its preoccupation with social critique. Writers like Stieg Larsson have exposed 

the failures of the state to provide justice and reflects the skepticism for authority figures 

following the shattering of the social ideal. The state's obsession with progress at the cost of 

individual freedom is seen as one of the cultural symptoms resulting in crime. The increasing 

number of crime fiction from these nations with its themes of alienation and victimization are 

all connected to the idea of the welfare state. Hence, the alarming number of crime recorded in 

the fictional world is seen as a—"symptom of an age of uncertainty where the comforts of the 
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welfare states have ceased to provide the ointment that may relieve the collective itch" 

(Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 5). 

 

SCANDINAVIAN CRIME WRITERS 

Any discussion of Scandinavia begins with the nation of Sweden mostly because of its massive 

cultural and commercial exports in terms of cinema and more recently crime novels. The 

highlight of Sweden's crime fiction is that it has the highest number of crime writers compared 

to the other Nordic countries. Geographically Sweden presents a picture-perfect image of 

massive lakes and inspiring forests. While Stockholm is the focus for many of the crime writers 

from this region, the brutal winters and long nights are also celebrated by the crime novelist. 

The one crime writer who has received classic status is Sweden's Henning Mankell. Henning 

Mankell who is described as a Swedish crime writer, children's author, leftist activist, and 

dramatist has written forty-five plays, three screenplays, and over forty novels till date. But his 

fame rests on the award-winning crime novels which form the Inspector Wallander series which 

led him to be named as the ‘Master of Swedish Crime Fiction'. A look into the question of his 

choice of the crime-genre will be immediately answered by his biography. At the age of two his 

father, Ivar Mankell was offered to serve as a court judge in a small town in the north of 

Sweden called Sveg, where Mankell spent his childhood. Ian Thomson in an article for ‘The 

Guardian’ describing his childhood illuminates his choice of crime writing in a better way—" 

the Mankell siblings lived in a flat above the law courts where their father was the 

judge.[…]one day an orderly hurried upstairs to ask little Henning if he could borrow his toy 

cars. They were needed to demonstrate how a traffic accident had occurred, and Mankell was 
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thrilled to help. Another time, the children's school holidays were prolonged as Henning's father 

investigated a local murder". In this way, he did experience crime and its effects at close 

quarters. However, the creation of his introspective detective on his brooding existential 

journey was not a deeply thought out plan as Mankell chose the name of his detective from a 

telephone directory. He decided to make the crime novel a medium for his critique of the 

growing racism in Sweden following the aftermath of the assassination of the prime minister.  

The cause for the popularity of Henning Mankell’s brilliant Kurt Wallander crime novels is the 

central character of Wallander, a kind of dishevelled, stoic, and utterly baffled human character 

fighting a losing battle against a tide of violence and senseless crime in a location that has often 

been described as an earthly paradise of social planning and as a triumph of the welfare state.  

The Wallander novels have a crawling sense of dread which at the outset feels out of place in 

the quiet towns of Sweden, but soon becomes so natural because it is so familiar. In this way, 

Mankell turns what could have been simply an all in rage police procedurals into a highly-

nuanced character study. The Wallander novels form the basis of a systematic interrogation of 

the failures of the welfare state and a deconstruction of the social engineering promises that 

were made so easily, and with little foresight. This locates the Wallander series within the 

framework of crime-writing which has been exploring and illuminating the dark corners of 

society.  

While Sweden takes center stage, Norway remains exotic in the minds of the readers with “its 

storm blown northern coast and massive fjords [with] isolated communities [that] are spread 

along the line of the coast which reaches to the borders of Russia” (Forshaw 2012: 4). Norway 

can also boast of its rich Norse traditions and impressive culture. Henrik Ibsen, Edvard Munch, 
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and Edvard Greag are artists whose works encapsulate the flavour which is distinctly 

Norwegian. The psychological angst of these artists has found an echo in the works of the crime 

writers hailing from this region. Initially regarded as a poor relation to the rest of Scandinavia, 

the discovery of North Sea oil in the 1970s has made Norway a country grossing highest per 

capita income which finds resonance in the crime novel.  

Karin Fossum is the author of the celebrated Inspector Sejer series. Fossum’s protagonist has 

particular existential, fatalist almost nihilist point of view which has become a hallmark of 

Scandinavian crime fiction. This makes the Inspector Sejer series part of the genre of police 

procedurals that present gloomy characters set in a backdrop of a bleak landscape. Her writings 

focus on the presentation of the landscape—in this case, Norway while locating the particular 

political, historical and cultural roots of the series. By making the protagonist the focal point, 

the series explains how the roots of the fascination towards the introspective detective lay in its 

reflection of the fallibilities of human life. Together the series illuminates the character of Sejer 

as well as the fine skill of the author. 

Often referred to as the ‘Norwegian Queen of Crime’, Karin Fossum began her writing career in 

1974 after working in psychiatric wards, rehabilitation centre and even as a taxi driver. She has 

won numerous awards including the Glass Key Award for the best Scandinavian crime novel, 

an honour shared with Henning Mankell. Writing since she was 18 years old, she fell into crime 

literature by coincidence. Her first story, Eve’s Eye (1995), was never meant to be a crime story 

as she made the decision halfway through the book. 

Like the best of crime novels, her novels are dark and unsettling, questioning the reasons why 

people commit crime and the devastating effect it has on the people’s lives. Tackling societal 
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problems head-on, her novels are a further reminder that Fossum is not in the business of 

offering readers a comfort zone. As her steely protagonist Inspector Sejer investigates series of 

deaths, Fossum’s Norway becomes an apposite setting for a dark night of the soul. Sejer seems 

the persona of a stable Europe that is struck by the erosion of societal structures. He sees young 

adult men with no purpose, with mindless jobs or no jobs, drinking and easily almost naturally 

falling into violence against others, although there is mortification after the fact. The author 

refers to the psychological motivation of a childhood of a crazed killer and other elements like 

repressed homosexuality. However, the peak of town life in Norway is wonderfully presented 

and it is psychologically evocative even though the series presents a disturbing view of humans.  

Matti Joensuu is one of Finland’s most respected and widely-read writers of crime fiction. In 

addition to his literary career, Joensuu worked as a police officer and a detective in Helsinki. He 

retired from the Helsinki Police Department’s Criminal Investigation Division in 2006, despite 

having been a successful novelist for some twenty years before this. The best known of 

Joensuu’s works are his Harjunpää novels which depict the life and work of Detective Sergeant 

Timo Juhani Harjunpää of the Helsinki Police Department’s CID unit. Joensuu’s last novel was 

Harjunpää and the Iron Room, published in 2010, after a break of seven years. Joensuu was 

awarded the State's Literature Prize in 1982, and The Clue of the Year prize for the best Finnish 

crime novel in 1985, 1994, and 2004 granted by the Finnish Whodunit crime fiction society. In 

1987, Joensuu received the Martin Beck Award. 

 

Joensuu’s novels are mostly set in Helsinki and revolve around his central detective Timo 

Harjunpää. His profession is reflected in his work which realistically depicts the life of an 

ordinary policeman who has to deal with multiple cases at a single time. At the same time, there 
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is a depth in his characterization especially in the central protagonist who has to endure deep 

torment as he is constantly surrounded by morbid crimes and death. His novels shed a light into 

the deep recesses of the human mind to expose the effects of evil. But his themes expose the 

rotting bone structure of the much-celebrated welfare policies as his city is filled with citizens 

who take up a life of crime. 

 In addition to their common profession, the author and the hero also share a strong social 

conscience and a tendency towards melancholy. Timo Harjunpää is one of the most well-known 

policemen in Finland. This is perhaps slightly odd, as there is nothing at all special about him – 

he is a conscientious officer who solves crimes committed by ordinary people. Harjunpää 

resembles his creator in many different ways. His colleagues, however, have sometimes not 

been very pleased that Joensuu chooses to write about problems rife within the police force. 

Prejudice, greed, and abuse of power are a smear on the police as well as on the rest of society. 

The world of his novels – the first of them was published in 1976 – is seemingly realistic, 

something which in Finland, at least, appeals to a very wide readership. The critics, too, have 

acclaimed Joensuu's social criticism, his strong sense of drama, his logical narration and precise 

use of language. 

Denmark, home to Hans Christian Andersen and the little mermaid is no longer a fairy-tale 

country. It is no surprise that crime fiction is on the rise in this Scandinavian country too. One 

of the most highly regarded and best-selling Danish crime writer is Jussi Adler-Olsen who 

tackles the issue of abuse of power- within the police, armed forces and among politicians, in 

uncompromising terms. His edgy novels deal with corrupt individuals, social outsiders, 

manipulative psychopaths, and strips away the fairy tale varnish that has been Denmark's 

prerequisite since the nineteenth century. Jussi Adler-Olsen grew up in various mental hospitals 
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across Denmark where his father was a psychiatric doctor. He later studied medicine, sociology, 

and cinematography before launching a career as a publisher, editor, and writer within a wide-

ranging field - from Groucho Marx biographies to a non-fiction piece on marital relations. 

Since 2007, Jussi is fully focused on writing crime fiction and has won the Glass Key Award. 

Jussi Adler-Olsen psychological thrillers have been praised in Scandinavia as well as 

internationally for their gripping storytelling and dark humour. 

His first novels in the crime-fiction are the Department Q series.  Jussi's protagonist is the 

deeply flawed Copenhagen detective Carl Morck, head of Department Q, a special police unit 

created for a type of unsolved crimes that the political establishment has deemed as deserving 

‘special scrutiny’. However, Carl Morck is only left with modest resources to resolve grim 

crimes others have labelled a ‘waste of time’. Morck has been through a traumatic event with 

his previous team. During the course of an investigation, his team is shot at which leaves one 

teammate dead and the other paralysed for life. When Morck finally returns to duty he suffers 

for the effects of this trauma leaving him alienated. As a solution, he is made the head of the 

newly formed Department Q which is set up in the basement. Initially, Morck is happy to spend 

his time alone in the basement with nothing to do. But he learns the true cause behind the 

opening of this new department. Department Q is allotted a good amount of funds which is 

being siphoned to other departments, this spurs him into action so he demands for an assistant 

who turns out to be Assad who is Syrian immigrant. Together these two people form an 

unlikely partnership and solve crimes deemed as ‘cold cases’.  

Arnaldur Indridason, the author of a series of novels starring the fantastically gloomy Detective 

Inspector Erlendur, is Mankell’s closest competitor when it comes to sending out mixed 
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messages. Like Wallander, Erlendur is a traditionalist figure with an unexpectedly 

compassionate approach to his work, but Indridason has to work much harder to make his 

Icelandic settings flicker between being Great Good and Great Wrong Places. In Swedish and 

Norwegian crime novels the characters are often shocked by the brutality or ingenuity of 

murders, but it doesn’t seem unlikely to them that serial killers or vengeful ex-Nazis should be 

going about their business in Oslo or Skåne. This is a bigger problem for crime writers in 

countries with smaller, more homogeneous populations: Erlendur, similarly, never expects to be 

called out for anything more dramatic than ‘a pathetic Icelandic murder’ (Jar City 22). 

 

The central protagonist is complex, flawed and a mass of contradictions. Like Wallander, 

Inspector Erlendur is emotionally numb, has problems with social and intimate relationships 

and there is a general lack of joy in his life. Though part of the tradition of the introspective 

detectives of the Scandinavian crime fiction, there are particular characteristics that make 

Inspector Erlendur a fully rounded character and not just a stereotype. The other aspect of the 

writer’s art comes across in his presentation of Iceland. Though we look at the Scandinavian 

nations as a homogeneous group, each country has its own set of history, political background, 

and cultural influences and this comes across in Indridason’s writing.  

 

Indridason’s mysteries glance at the changes in Icelandic society like the psychic effects of the 

country’s huge genetic database in Jar City; rapid urbanization in Silence of the Grave. 

Although Indridason has a sense of humour, both Erlendur and the cases he investigates are 

relentlessly sad – so sad that when a forgetful witness refers to him as ‘that other detective … 

the sad one' (Silence of the Grave 159), no one has to ask which one she means. A stocky man 
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in his fifties, shabbily dressed, rumpled from sleeping in an armchair, he lives on cold boiled 

sheep head and tubs of curds. Erlendur has a traumatic childhood back-story, and his ex-wife 

has never forgiven him for leaving her. His back-story which unfolds as the series progresses 

explains his obsession with missing person cases and his melancholy. He’s a man we cheer for 

when a little bit of happiness turns up at his door at the end of the novel. The series are stories 

of murder investigations but more importantly, it is an exploration of loss. Indridason populates 

his story with multiple characters that are searching for lost loved ones. He weaves all of these 

stories of loss together and creates echoes and resonance, culminating in a beautiful and very 

moving ending. A mystery is solved, yet the characters continue to feel a sense of emptiness 

and loss.  

It is clear that an examination into the field of Scandinavian crime fiction in translation renders 

it possible for us to not only look into the ever-growing commercial success of this genre but 

also stress the literary factor and the genre's foregrounding of political and socioeconomic 

observations. This seems apt as reflected in other art forms as well. Ingmar Bergman, an 

acclaimed Swedish film director moves in a universe in which interaction between his 

characters, violent, extreme and confrontational, suggests parallels with the darker recesses of 

the human soul customarily accessed in crime fiction. His stark, grim and boldly poetic cinema 

questions faith and tend to focus on the darker side of humanity with emphasis on loneliness 

and desire. Likewise, the famous Swedish pop sensation of the yesteryears ABBA songs can be 

described as songs of the alienation of modern life. All of these antecedents are part of the 

Scandinavian culture and these cultural antecedents have left a pronounced mark on the literary 

genres as well. 
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Therefore, the premise of this study begins with the sociological and political question that lies 

at the heart of Scandinavian crime fiction. Chapter One examines how Scandinavian crime 

writing reflects the decay of the welfare state which has turned a blind eye to the deviating 

individuals. The Scandinavian crime series act as chronicles of changes in turbulent societies 

which are in a metamorphosis stage. This allows the crime novel to bring into focus the tension 

and repressive forces that give the crime series a political dimension as well. The crime novel 

consequently discusses the Scandinavian socio-political system where apparent equality and 

social justice are exposed as a cover-up. The Scandinavian crime series, therefore, interprets the 

detective's role of disclosing or exposing to artfully expose certain aspects of the society to the 

readers. Hence, Chapter Two shifts the focus to the figure of the detective who reflects the 

larger predicament of an individual in a dystopic world. The detective of the Scandinavian 

crime novel is no longer a heroic figure. Instead, he is a tortured soul full of self-doubt in a 

quest to overcome his flaws. All five detectives examined in this study are part of the police 

force but their roles move beyond the role of a law enforcer. The detective becomes a symbol of 

the individual as well as the state in Scandinavian crime fiction acting as a voice of critique. 

This has led to a shift in the focus of the crime story from ‘whodunit' to ‘whydunit'. In order to 

answer this question, Scandinavian crime fiction explores the story of the criminal too. Chapter 

Three looks into the question of how criminality is a symptom of state failure and a site for 

critique in Scandinavian crime fiction.  

Many of the Scandinavian crime series deal with crimes that are typically related to men's 

dominance of women. Hence, Chapter Four serves to shed light into the life of a modern 

woman in the welfare state, an egalitarian land where women share an equal place with their 

male counterpart. Women play an important role in crime fiction and the series discussed in this 
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study scrutinizes women both as lawbreakers and law enforcers. As the emphasis on the word 

Scandinavian suggests location has an important role to play in this subgenre. Chapter Five 

focuses on the landscape and setting which often mirror the dark and gloomy thoughts of the 

characters. The harsh Scandinavian landscape is effectively evoked to become a character in 

itself. Chapter Six raises the question of resolution in a crime novel. Since Scandinavian crime 

fiction reflects uncertain times the ending of the novels too express a moral ambiguity of 

contemporary times. 

By making five Scandinavian crime writers from each of the five Scandinavian nations, 

Henning Mankell, Karin Fossum, Arnaldur Indridason, Matti Joensuu and Jussi Alder-Olsen, 

the focal point, the present study will look into the angst-ridden protagonists of the novels to 

illuminate the art of crime fiction while exploring the tenets that make it uniquely 

Scandinavian. Together the idyllic location with the exploration of the victim, the murderer, and 

the investigator acts as a microcosm to reflect the predicament of a larger world in which even a 

seemingly utopian society cannot escape an inherent dark under-belly of crime and evil. The 

theme here is one of inner and outer crisis that goes hand in hand with the question of existence.  

This thesis will, therefore, examine select Scandinavian crime novels to chart out the historical 

and cultural influences on the genre. It traces the development of the genre and places 

Scandinavian crime fiction in the historical trajectory of crime fiction. While doing so this 

study charts the various features of Scandinavian crime fiction which have made this a unique 

subgenre of its own within the broader genre of crime fiction. The past decade has seen a lot of 

excitement surrounding this new development in crime fiction so this study will answer the 

question whether this literary excitement is justified or not and what is the key for its global 

success 
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CHAPTER II 

SOCIO POLITICAL REALISM IN SCANDINAVAIN CRIME FICTION 

 

Norway [is] at the top of the ranking. Denmark is now in 2nd place, while Iceland remain in 

3rd[...] Finland remains in 5th position [...] and Sweden 10th 

                                                                                —World Happiness Report, March 20th, 2017 

 

As Scandinavian nations continue to get top rank in surveys charting happiness of its citizen, 

the rest of the world has hailed it as a modern day utopia. The global happiness index states that 

happiness is a reflection of social progress. It is also a symbol of the remarkable optimism of 

each and every citizen of these Scandinavian nations. According to the World Happiness Report 

the key variables in this index are—“GDP per capita, healthy years of life expectancy, social 

support (as measured by having someone to count on in times of trouble), trust (as measured by 

perceived absence of corruption in government and business) perceived freedom to make life 

decisions, and generosity (as measured by recent donations)” (3). This emphasizes the image of 

Scandinavian nations as a safe haven in an age where nations are threatened with political and 

social crisis.  

 

As Europe and the rest of the world were reeling from the effects of the World War, there was a 

need for stability both political and economic. This was the idea governing the projection of the 

welfare model in the post-war era in Scandinavian nations. The idea behind welfare state has  

been described by Francis Sejersted as: 
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“In the 1930s, the social democratic parties of Sweden and Norway came to power and 

formed governments in their respective countries. This marked the beginning of a stable 

period of social democratic hegemony. [...]The result is what we might call the social 

democratic order—also called the Scandinavian model[...] the Scandinavian model is 

marked—to cite just a few of its characteristic traits—by comprehensiveness of social 

security systems, institutionalized universal social rights, a high level of public support, 

and a high level of equality, which grew out of a combination of public commitment to 

the principle of universalism and equality of income distribution, which, in turn, is 

partly attributable to the strength of trade unions” (cited in Peacock 2014: 29). 

 

The welfare society made a rapid progression along with widespread optimism and was quickly 

adopted by the Scandinavian nations. Sweden became the poster child of this successful 

Scandinavian model which adopted the middle path between capitalism and communism. The 

rapidly expanding middle class looked forward to state-funded social benefits along with 

shorter working hours and more leisure time. Ingrained in this model was the belief that 

planning and scientific approach would produce a progressive society. The state hence had a 

central and powerful role to play in providing individual security. While the welfare model was 

based on the idea of equality and shared beliefs it increasingly became dependent on a 

consumer society. Institutes like the Research Institute for the Home in Sweden was–"tasked 

with rationalizing housework chores [...] who found evidence of their upward social mobility in 

commodities they came to possess" (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 19). Thus, the state-backed 

welfare program left a mark in all corners of life. 
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This post-war rapid urbanization in response to the crisis of breakdown caused by the World 

Wars had wider cultural consequences and social upheavals. However, the 1960s was a 

turbulent time for all nations including nations who were following the state welfare model for 

rapid growth. The political, economic and social disturbances that impacted the rest of the 

world impacted the Scandinavian nations too. These turbulent years parallels with the growth of 

the Scandinavian crime fiction which grew as a response to –“the broader sociocultural 

upheavals prompted by the progressive welfare state, the years of rapid modernization and 

economic growth, the wider consequences of the affluent consumer society and its crisis from 

the early 1970s” (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 20).  

 

By the mid-1960s, the problems of the welfare system became apparent. The massive Swedish  

‘Million Homes Programmes' which aimed at creating urban spaces based on equality and 

modernity garnered widespread criticism. Based on social planning and scientific approach 

these communities which were initially a symbol for unprecedented ambition soon became a 

symbol of failure as it became apparent that these housing developments were segregated and 

alienated leading to isolation of the inhabitants. Initially projected as spaces for urban 

development with easy access to all public services, these centres became concrete masses 

backed by consumer culture leading to alienation. Likewise, projects of similar nature like the 

Finger Plan in Denmark and the Great Master Plan in Norway led to the individual falling under 

the pressures of consumerism. 

 

In these times of uncertainty Scandinavian crime fiction burst into the scene to engage with the 

question of the crisis of a toppling welfare state. In opposition to the rose-tinted view of these 
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nations, Scandinavian crime fiction effectively deals with the social and political crisis of these 

nations providing a counter-narrative to the state projected image. The central crime becomes a 

site for critique where the Scandinavian crime novel engages with questions of social and moral 

conflicts. Anne Holt in an interview comments "a good crime novel has the capacity to present 

an accurate glimpse of society, as the crime fiction genre relates to and anatomises society's 

darkest sides. I believe that literature in general and crime fiction, in particular, can help 

animate a picture more acutely than the other arts" (Forshaw 2012: 115). Thus, the crime novel 

became an apt vehicle to address the crisis of the contemporary society devoted to merciless 

inquiry into the contradictions of these nations hailed as modern day utopia. They act as an 

alternate history documenting the dysfunctions of the state and challenging the complexities of 

reality. 

 

In the hands of writers like Per Wahloo, crime fiction became—" a ‘scalpel' with which to 

forensically examine the welfare state, which [...] had become an ideological corpse" 

(Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 23). Scandinavian crime fiction owes much to the American 

hardboiled tradition. Their American counterpart—the hardboiled writers wrote from the 1920s 

until the 1950s at a time when society was undergoing a profound transformation.  Still 

suffering from the effects of two World Wars, America faced severe economic depression at a 

time when faith in God and humanity seemed naive. The rise of capitalism posed a threat to 

individual liberalism and hardboiled crime fiction— 

            “mirrored particular strains of New Deal thinking, and the frustrations they inevitably 

encountered in their pursuit of a utopian, democratic culture dramatized the conflicts 

and contradictions that would dog New Deal liberalism as it evolved from the 1930s 
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through the 1950s and beyond. A pop genre, a cultural complaint, and a political myth, 

hard-boiled crime fiction thus became a symbolic theatre where the dilemmas of New 

Deal liberalism could be staged” (McCann 2000: 5). 

 

Both Hardboiled and Scandinavian crime fiction is born out of an era of crisis where 

consumerism takes over individuality. Originated as a response to capitalistic shaping of 

national identity, these subgenres rework the crime novel to act as a mouthpiece of the age yet 

there are fundamental differences in approach. While the American hardboiled tradition 

grappled with social fracture brought about by capitalistic culture there is a longing for the 

‘American dream’ to make the nation great again and consolidate a new national identity. Erik 

Ussere in America is elsewhere: The Noir Tradition in the Age of Consumer states that 

nostalgia is not real and is an—"antithesis of society, artifice, imitation, modernity, conformity 

or alienation" (6) which is captured in the title of the book itself which reiterates that ‘America' 

is ‘elsewhere'. Scandinavian crime fiction, on the other hand, exposes this utopian state 

revealing it as an illusion where capitalistic consumerism is marketed as social welfare. The 

new landscape of urban spaces with state-funded amenities and efficient working conditions is 

not a place of perfection rather it is a place with no focus on individual freedom which is 

revealed as a cause for individual crisis and existential anxiety. 

 

While the crime novel was a perfect vehicle for social exploration it is apparent that the puzzle 

form of the traditional school of crime writing which presented problems of logic and detection 

to the readers will no longer hold true for the Scandinavian crime series. The celebrated puzzle 

form of the Golden age of British detection fails to address the needs of a socially critical crime 
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novel. It is obvious that there is a need for a new kind of form and plot which will provide for 

the needs of the ambivalent narratives. The plot of this series is no longer focused on the 

problems in logic and detection but focuses on the dark underbelly of crime presenting a 

dystopic vision of life and subverting the idea of the welfare state. 

 

Like their American hardboiled counterpart, the idea of subversion leads the Scandinavian 

crime series to refract and reinvent the police procedural. The police procedural is a subgenre of 

crime fiction which attempts to convincingly depict the activities of a police force as they 

investigate crimes and this sub-genre is successfully used by Scandinavian crime writers. Police 

procedurals are distinguished from other crime novels by the focus on the police force and the 

investigative work highlighted by the word procedural—"this focus on procedure is an 

exponent of realism, a realism that also characterizes the ‘themes, characters, action, and setting 

of these novels" (Bergman 2011: 34). Police procedural generally focus on a diverse team who 

work together to maintain law and order. The focus on the mundane day to day activities of the 

police force like report filing and press conferences gives added realism to these novels. This 

also rejects the idealisation of the police work and heroism associated with the protector figure 

paving the way for debates on social issues. This realism is linked with the legacy of socially 

conscious literature. 

By shifting focus from the murder to the characters especially the detective who is part of the 

police force an interesting shift occurs. In Scandinavian crime fiction, they act as sites where 

battles with bureaucracy and conformity occur. The crime writers write about the problems rife 

within the police force as prejudice, greed, and abuse of power are a smear on the authorities 

as well as the rest of the society. In many of the novels, the police department acts as a 
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deterrent in the crime-solving process. We often find that the detective frequently has to use 

methods that are not authorized by the police department to solve a crime. By making the 

detective a part of the police force the Scandinavian crime writer's critique of the society 

becomes more effective as he is able to shed some light into the shortcomings of the 

administration. Therefore, there is an anti-establishment strand that runs through the 

Scandinavian crime series.  

The police procedural form has found is best practitioners in the hands of the Scandinavian 

crime writers. All five series discussed here are police procedural which is an apt vehicle for 

socio-political realism. Scandinavian crime fiction uses this realism to trace the transformation 

of the welfare state which—"since the 1990s can be situated in dialogue with the economization 

of society brought about by Europeanisation, globalization, and neo-liberal policy" (Nestigen 

2011: 174). This is reflected in the presentation of a diverse group of people in the police team 

which heighten this social realism. Department Q series has the character of Assad, a man with 

a mysterious past and a Middle East background. He is an assistant assigned to the cold case 

division of the police force. His ethnic background is emphasized throughout the series whose 

strong coffee and different food habits cause sickness to the chief detective. Though he is a 

citizen of the country he is never appropriated to the police force due to his immigrant status. 

His assignment in the cold case division becomes a case of double marginalisation as the cold 

case division is already looked upon as a nonexistent unit of the police force. This invisible 

status is also emphasized by the location of his office which lies at the basement next to the 

underground pipes. Female detectives also feature in these crime series like Detective Olinberg 

in the Reykjavik murder mysteries. Her character will be discussed in greater detail in the 

chapter on female characters. 
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While the police procedural has tried to include people from various backgrounds in the 

investigative team, there is a dominant character in these novels as characterised by the focus 

on the single detective as seen the character of Wallander, Erlendur, Moark, Harjunpaa, and 

Sejer. This central character plays an important role in the narrative posing as an opposing force 

to the dominant socio-political order dramatizing the ongoing crisis in the novel. In one reading 

of the police procedural, the police team can be seen as a metonymy for the state. The police 

force is also a representative of the interests of the state as keepers of law and order. The central 

protagonist in the crime series discussed here is a symbol of the state by virtue of their 

profession but they also represent the average citizen. This dual representation of the detective 

adds the responsibility of investigation of the state and its failures. Hence, the character of the 

detective who is at the helm of affairs on an ongoing investigation is also treated as an outsider. 

By presenting the detective as an outsider the Scandinavian crime writers present individual 

characters battling against indifferent bureaucracy. Complaints about lack of resources and 

misappropriation of funds seem all too familiar in Scandinavian crime fiction. Department Q is 

a new unit formed to act as an eyewash for siphoning of government funds in Jussi Alder-

Olsen's series—" while Wallander's attitude towards the national police force is characterised 

by negative feeling and fear of ‘them' taking over his investigations" (Bergman 2014: 38). But 

the most realistic portrait of the police force is presented by Finnish author Matti Joensuu in his 

Harjunpaa series. Matti Joensuu who was an arson and explosives expert of the Helsinki police 

force provides an insider's perspective on the working of the police force in his police 

procedurals—"contemporary society-oriented crime novel in Finland can be epitomized in 

Matti Yrjana Joensuu and his […] novels featuring Detective Sergeant Timo Harjunpaa.” 

(Bergman 2014: 160). Joensuu played a pivotal role in the development of the police procedural 
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in Finland. Writing as an experienced police officer, Joensuu successfully narrates the day to 

day life of police officers. He sheds a critical light on the agents of the state which garnered 

criticism from his fellow officers for exposing the abuse of power in the police force which is 

contrasted with his morally conscious central detective.  

This focus on socio-political realism in Scandinavian crime fiction also leads to a reengagement 

with the history of these nation analyzing the past vis a vis global culture and economy—

“powerful individuals and institutions have sought to construct a homogeneous and idealized 

image of the culture and behavior of the past” (Meyhoff 2011: 62). This reconstruction of the 

past and rewriting of history is of primary importance in Jussi Adler Olsen’s Department Q 

series which narrates the trails of a cold case unit which opens and investigates cases long 

buried in the past. Department Q’s project of rewriting and reinterpreting a historical time is 

successfully shown in the through reconstruction of a particular moment in history which often 

intersects with contemporary times. Past is never laid buried in these series exposing a complex 

picture of the engagement of the past with the present. Unlike the projected image this version 

of past hinges on the exposure of various crises of abuse and betrayal.  It is symbolic therefore 

that the location of the cold case unit is in the basement hidden from view, caught in the task of 

digging out skeletons from beneath the surface.  Likewise, Arnaldur Indridason also revisits the 

past in order to negotiate the present which often poses a challenge due to cultural 

fragmentation. As opposed to the idealised and homogenous version of history and culture 

Scandinavian crime novels presents a darker interpretation based on ‘imaginative exaggerations 

and extrapolations of historical events’ (Meyhoff 2011: 63). 

One historical event which had a huge impact on the crime novel was the murder of the 

Swedish Prime Minister. Certainly, this murder offered proof that the region had been jolted 
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painfully into the same world in which the rest of us live thereby shattering the cherished image 

of an idyllic world— 

           "After the murder of Palme, everything changed. However, we still don't understand how 

it has come to this. In disbelief, we echo Brack in Ibsen's Hedda Gabler who says 

“People don’t do such things!” Scandinavians strive to create a free and open society 

and are rightly proud of it. Violence is shocking because it suggests that our model 

cannot protect us” (Forshaw 2012: 102). 

This assassination led to a radical rethinking of the policies that had been the foundation of the 

welfare state. This shift in the national sensibility has been summarised by Andrew Brown in 

‘Fishing in Utopia: Sweden and the Future That Disappeared’— 

 “Until he was shot, the country had seemed to be focused on the light-grey modern 

centre which his cortege wound round on its way to the city hall to the graveyard: a 

clean region of government buildings, libraries, railway stations, department stores, 

employment exchanges, insurance companies, hotel and security offices, each very like 

the other. Now it was apparent that a terrible, disruptive power lurked outside these 

ordered precincts and held them at its mercy. No one knew whether the killer had come 

from within Sweden or from outside” (cited in Peacock 2014: 35-36). 

While the death of the prime minister led to disillusionment and paranoia, the murder had an 

indirect effect on the other Scandinavian nations of Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Denmark as 

well inaugurating an age of crisis and ambivalence. This uncertainty and lack of closure 

infected the society finding an apt voice in the crime fiction of this region. Steven Peacock 

writes that—"all these associations hover over [Scandinavian crime fiction] and imbue its 
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narratives with another layer of dread. In offering gruesome scenarios akin to those of Palme's 

murder, the crime fictions [...] tap into the anxieties of the collective consciousness" (38). 

Hence, murder as the choice of the central crime plays an important role of social critique in a 

crime novel. This choice of crime is deliberate as W.H. Auden has mentioned in his essay ‘The 

Guilty Vicarage’- “Murder is unique in that it abolishes the party it injures, so that society has 

to take the place of the victim and on his behalf demand restitution or grant forgiveness; it is the 

one crime in which society has a direct interest”. The murder is also a violent intrusion in an 

idyllic surrounding which is made up of peaceful community mostly in a rural landscape. 

 

Scandinavian detective stories have one family resemblance to the cosy English mysteries that 

Auden was addicted to: they are set in famously peaceful and affluent countries. In the case of 

the Scandinavian series the murders mostly takes place in small towns and sometimes in a rural 

landscape.  For example, in the Wallander series, the seemingly idyllic nature of the landscape 

is first broken by a violent murder. The choice of Ystad as a location for his story is important 

to the overall narrative because it also functions as a tool to emphasize the deteriorating state of 

human lives in the society.   

Ystad is described as a town located in southern Sweden. First of all, the fact that it is a sparsely 

populated place with a laidback lifestyle gives an initial picture of a safe haven. Ironically, 

Mankell shows how foolish it is for people to believe that a person can be completely safe at 

any given time. The reach of crime is far and long and not even the remotest of places can 

escape it.  The choice of Scandinavian nations as a location for the narrative is deliberate since 

it is considered to be one of the most ‘equal’ nations, economically—a place where there is no 

need to turn to a life of crime to fulfil any human needs. Yet as seen in the Wallander series 
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these are the nations where some of the most horrifying crimes take place. This is Mankell’s 

grim commentary on land where he was born and a commentary on the global scenario. At a 

time when sociologists claim that crime is born out of a state of poverty and unemployment, 

Mankell raises a question as to whether a crime is an individual’s responsibility or whether it is 

a social responsibility—Can a society which claims to have gotten rid of inequality and poverty 

still be plagued by crime?  

A staunch socialist as reflected in his first non-crime novel The Rock Blaster which shed light 

on the predicament of the Swedish miners, writer Henning Mankell has repeatedly investigated 

the role of the welfare state. Jeanne E Glesener believes that "in the age of multiculturalism 

[crime fiction has] become a platform where multicultural issues and realities are being 

explored" (Bergman 2014: 52). Notably, Mankell's Wallander series has become a platform for 

raising the issues of national identities at the time of globalisation and explores the impact of 

the ‘other' on the national psyche. The idea of the ‘other' is reflected in the xenophobia and 

foreignness which is a core theme in Wallander novels. 

While migration and immigration is a global phenomenon, the years after the 1990s saw a 

broad scale economic migration as an impact of the rising influence of the European Union in 

Scandinavian nations and "as with any migration, the retention of cultural identity becomes of 

paramount importance" (Peacock 2014: 73) giving rise to widespread racism. This impact of 

the ethnic other is effectively reflected by Brown who writes- 

“[security] has disappeared and the whole country was on the edge of panic. There had 

been race riots in some of the smaller towns where employment had stopped. A 

psychopathic sniper shot eleven dark-skinned men at random [...]. When he was finally 
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caught he turned out to be a foreigner by origin, half-German and half-Swiss, who had 

been teased as a foreigner growing up in a Stockholm suburb”(Cited in Peacock 2014: 

74).  

Thus, Mankell turned to crime fiction to highlight the rise of racism and xenophobia. As 

mentioned earlier he picked the name Wallander randomly from a telephone directory and 

published Faceless Killers in 1991 as a comment on xenophobia in Sweden which in turn 

spearheaded an unprecedented boom in Scandinavian crime fiction. His crime novels featuring 

Inspector Wallander can be regarded as a true successor of Sjöwall and Wahlöö's Martin Beck 

series. Driven by the similar aim of reaching to a large audience Mankell's crime novels have a 

social and political ambition shared by many of his contemporaries. Mankell believed that he 

was writing "in an old tradition that goes back to ancients Greeks. You hold a mirror to crime to 

see what's happening in society...I always want to talk about certain things in society" (cited in 

Brunsdale 2015: 475). Together the Wallander series presents an unvarnished portrait of the 

Swedish society which "is not a good advertisement for the success of the welfare state" 

(Forshaw 2012: 21).  

 Exploring the growing sense of xenophobia in the region, Mankell published his first crime 

novel ironically titled Faceless Killers in 1991 which became an immediate success. In this first 

novel of the Wallander series, Inspector Wallander responds to what he expects is a routine call 

out. When he reaches the isolated farmhouse he discovers a bloodbath. An old man has been 

tortured and beaten to death; his wife lies barely alive beside his shattered body, victims of a 

violence beyond reason. The woman supplies Wallander with his only clue: the perpetrators 

may have been foreign. Soon we see an unleashing of racial hatred—"crosses had been burned 
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at night in the courtyard, rocks had been thrown through windows, buildings had been spray 

painted with slogans" (62). 

The scene of the crime is meant to shock the readers because here is a crime that is taking place 

in a remote area and the victims are just ordinary people who are murdered in their home-a 

place considered to be safe protected space. The seemingly senseless nature of the crime 

underlies the fact that this can happen to anyone.  However, after the initial shock the scene 

seems oddly familiar because, in the age of globalization and media intruding personal spaces, 

we are daily exposed to crimes happening all over the world. As mentioned before, the murder 

acts as a catalyst to get things going in a crime novel and in the case of Faceless Killers, the 

murder exposes the truth about the welfare state of Sweden. The story focuses on 

Sweden's liberal attitude regarding immigration and explores themes of racism and national 

identity. As the title suggests Faceless Killers explores this xenophobia while criticising the 

decay of the welfare state which propagates only a false sense of security. A witness who has 

just seen the horrific murder of his neighbours' comments "Nothing ever happens here […] time 

stands still in this village" (Faceless Killers 3). This complacent attitude and a sense of false 

security that this individual displays is a reflection of the larger society that is diseased with 

psychosis.  

Starting with Mankell's first crime novel in 1991, Scandinavian crime novelists are trying to 

explore how policies regarding immigration are failing in these nations which had worsened 

even before the Syrian refugee crisis of 2015. The issue of Muslim immigrants in Sweden is 

also a controversial subject as the country has taken in a lot of Iraqi immigrants. Riots and 

serious clashes have occurred between immigrants since the 1990's emphasizing the fact that 

"signs of friction and trouble [are]...not hard to find beneath the veneer of Scandinavian order, 
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decency, and prosperity" (Brunsdale 2015: 383). This sheds light on the fact that the Swedish 

elites are still not accepting the gravity of the situation which finds an echo in journalist 

Margeret Wente words—"as Swedes redistribute more and more of their wealth to people 

whose habits are culturally alien, and who are permanently dependent on the state, the 

immigration consensus is bound to crack" (cited in Brunsdale 2015: 385). 

Shane McCorristine argues that this theme of xenophobia is not just a result of immigration but 

also due to a collapse of national identity which is reflected in the preoccupation of the ‘other’ 

in the Wallander series—“Mankell’s novels offer a veritable taxonomy of threats’ to the notions 

of a secure Swedish identity: sometimes the evil to be combated originates outside the 

community, sometimes it comes from within, but it is always linked to spectres of the 

other[...]the Other occupies dominant place in virtually every novel of the Wallander 

series.”(cited in Peacock 2014: 75).  In The Dogs of Riga, Latvia takes centre stage as Mankell 

explores the encounter with the other through Wallander's relationship with Baiba Liepa. While 

investigating a post-cold war conspiracy, Wallander falls in love with the widow of the 

murdered Latvian major which propels him to question the ‘artificial frontiers of Swedish 

mentality' (McCorristine 2011: 80). Likewise, the question of the other is reflected in the 

African presence in many of the novels like The White Lioness, The Fifth Woman, Firewall, etc. 

Thus, Mankell creates a site where questions of nationalism, identity formation and the ‘ethic 

other’ are raised.   

 

Eventually, this question of identity finds a disturbing reflection in Mankell’s The Troubled 

Man where Wallander bids his farewell to the readers. The readers realise to their shock that 

Wallander has developed Alzheimer's disease. Kirsten Bergman argues that this disease reflects 
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the fact that—"Wallander's generation, the generation born in the 1940s which for so long has 

occupied all the positions of power and influence in Swedish society, is now aging and retiring, 

something that coincides with the new society's need for new and different sorts of people" 

(64). This last novel also paves the way for Linda where Wallanders' daughter and grandchild 

become representatives of a new generation that is far less confined. Thus, marking a turning 

point and making a call for a change and shift of views. Mankell also sends a strong message 

through his series which is a chronicle of a changing society where ironically Wallander 

himself becomes the ‘other'.   

 

The workings of various social institutions are all put under the microscope as family and 

community are dissected by crime writers—"[The] long-held belief in the importance of the 

national community over smaller social institutions makes access behind the curtain in the halls 

of power, to uncover the more sinister agendas at the top of the social strata, and into the 

enclosed worlds professional collectives even more thrilling" (Peacock 2014: 67). The sense of 

collective community which is so important to the feeling of national solidarity is crumbling 

slowly. This thought finds an echo in Mankell's One Step Behind where a group of young 

people gathered to celebrate Midsummer is murdered in broad daylight. Midsummer is a 

celebration of equality in the society which is the pride of Scandinavian nations. Thus, this 

slaughter subverts this idea of the utopian ideal. It has been suggested by critics that this also 

projects "how the insular world of traditional Sweden is threatened by external influence" 

(Peocock 2014: 72).  
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The police procedural also forms an apt vehicle to address the impact of social change on the 

police force. Mankell, for instance, exposes the negative side of the police force suggesting that 

the public is now sceptical of its ability. Mankell addresses this in The Pyramid— 

            "Wallander shook his head as he read through Svedbergs' report. It was unbelievable 

that none of the neighbours had seen anything. Is this fear starting to spread in Sweden? 

He wondered. The fear of assisting the police with the most elementary observations. If 

this is the case then the situation is far worse than I wanted to believe" (272).  

 

 Like many of the writers of the police procedural, Mankell chooses to write about the unlawful 

practises of the supposed law enforcers. The moral question of greed and corrupt practises are 

raised. Often the inspector has to fight his way through bureaucracy, self-serving superiors and 

corruption in order to solve a crime. 

 

While the welfare state projects a utopian ideal, the family remains at the heart of the structure 

and in literature, it is "presented as both corporeally and psychologically specific, and as 

representative of nationhood" (Peocock 2014: 91). Families represent the microcosm of the 

state in a Scandinavian crime novel. The cracks that have begun to appear in the family 

structure become obvious in the Wallander series which reflect the cracks in the larger 

macrocosm. The lack of any family of the detective is described in Faceless Killers—

“Wallander thought of his own wife, who had left him and wondered where to begin” (12). His 

awkward and wary relationship with his daughter Linda best exemplified in Before the Frost 

which is supposed to describe Linda's preparation to join the police force. Meditating on the 

filial relationship—" Linda Caroline Wallander wondered if there were any traits that she and 
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her father had in common which yet remained to be discovered, even though she was almost 30 

years old and ought to know" (Peacock 2014: 97). Both his strained relationship with his 

daughter and his relationship with his father reflect the split that is threatening to tear the nation 

apart.   

 

Wallander’s observations of the reaction of families to death also reflect this split as seen in the 

broken family ties in One Step Behind. One disturbing example of a family torn apart by 

violence is the family of Stefan in one of Mankell’s finest crime novel Firewall. A fourteen-

year-old Stefan had committed a series of heinous crimes including the murder of his father, 

finally culminating in his suicide. The narrator observes that— 

           “Stefan had hardly said a word during the past few years [...].but the boy who came 

smashing down [...] had worn a full-blown warrior war paint. That disturbing mask of 

paint and blood held little clue as to who the young person locked inside had been, but it 

spoke volumes about the violent and largely indifferent society in which he had been 

formed” (10).  

 

This image of an indifferent society is a direct subversion of the image of a utopian egalitarian 

society that is projected by the Scandinavian nations where the governments’ priority is the 

welfare of its citizens which in turn is based on communal harmony. It also exposes the 

inability of the welfare state to deal with deviant behaviour which is born out its inability to 

look after the personal well being of its citizens. 
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With The Troubled Man, Mankell bid adieu to Inspector Wallander but he continued to explore 

social and political issues in his non-Wallander novels as well. For example, The Man from 

Beijing narrates a story spanning a hundred years raising important questions on colonialism 

while questioning the moral hypocrisy of the west. His later novel Daniel follows the story of a 

lone survivor of a tribe in the Kalahari Desert which has been wiped out by the Europeans. The 

central theme of this narrative is again the destructive effects of colonialism but as the same 

time—"this is a powerfully involving, uncompromising novel about the loss of childhood and 

innocence" (Forshaw 2012: 27). His work with the HIV infected children in Africa and his 

involvement in the attempted break of the Gaza strip blockade reflects his deep social and 

political commitment. But it cannot be denied that it is his Wallander series set in a provincial 

town that has global and universal human resonance—"Wallander realised that he was not 

alone in his feelings of uncertainty and confusion at the new society that was emerging. We live 

as if we were in mourning for a lost paradise, he thought. As if we longed for the car thieves 

and safe-crackers of the old days...but those days have irretrievably vanished, and nor is it 

certain that they were as idyllic as we remember them" (Faceless Killers 246), a thought 

perhaps echoed by the readers too. 

 

The optimism which is the hallmark of Sweden is shared by Norway which continuously tops 

the global happiness index. Initially regarded as a poor relation to the rest of Scandinavia the 

discovery of oil changed its economy—"the discovery of North Sea Oil in the 1970s altered this 

status, and Norway now has the highest per capita income […] and in general, performs well on 

most macroeconomic indicators. Several of these factors have, to some degree filtered into the 

country's crime fiction" (Forshaw 2012: 98). While news reports frequently claim that 
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Norwegians are the happiest people on earth, the country has a troubled history. Early 1900s 

marked its separation from Sweden (Treaty of Kiel-1814) which led to the traumatic years of 

the Nazi occupation. The Nazi occupation toppled the belief that a peace-loving neutral 

community would remain unaffected and unveiled an age of restriction in all spheres including 

individual freedom. 

 

Crime fiction blossomed as an aftermath which revelled in the reassuring triumph of good over 

evil but also reflected Norwegian naivety.  Contemporary crime writers distance itself from this 

Norwegian naivety and often look back to find this era of Nazi occupation to be rich in 

providing important themes for rewriting national history. Postwar crime fiction became sites 

for dissecting the pro and anti-nazi sentiment in a nation that was reeling from its effects. The 

post-war era also saw heavy industrialization which was devoted to the creation of the welfare 

states in an effort to remove traces of the traumatic past.  Hence, crime fiction in Norway was 

also born out of an age of trauma and crisis centered around—"the individual's response, 

usually painful, to his her homeland's societal and political pressures, many of them springing 

from the occupation and its aftermath; and the Norwegian welfare's role in causing or 

exacerbating many of those pressures" (Brunsdale 2015: 261). The case of extremism of Anders 

Breivik reflects the growth of right-wing thoughts as well as the anti-immigration thoughts. 

Anne Holt comments that the "social changes in Norway, even with its current low crime rate, 

is experiencing growing racism, discrimination against new immigrants, rising anti- Semitism, 

and homophobia” (Brunsdale 2015: 272-273). 
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This idea of threats and crisis finds a thematic thrust in the works of Karin Fossum which act as 

a realistic portrait of the nation's socio-political condition. Initially, a poet Karin Fossum gained 

international acclaim after she wrote a police procedural series featuring the shy Inspector 

Konrad Sejer and his young assistant Jacob Skarre. She has since been given the title of 

Norwegian ‘Queen of Crime' and is also the winner of the Glass Key award, an honour she 

shares with Henning Mankell. Like Mankell, Fossum had a close experience with crime. In an 

interview for The Independent, she says—"I have experienced a murderer among my friends 

[...] many, many years ago. At close range, I have seen the impact of it. I knew the victim, I 

went to the funeral, I have been to the house, to the specific room where the killing took place, 

and I was stunned by it. It's such a blow." The impact of being at such close quarters with crime 

has been reflected in her work with delves into the psychology of the characters exploring the 

deep ramifications of the central crime and its ripples. 

 

Set in the rural landscape north of Oslo, Karin Fossum claims to write novels not about death 

but about the killing. Her work, therefore, becomes an exploration of the social and political 

causes and the devastating effects of the central crime. A look into the Inspector Sejer series 

reveals that her work is also informed by the important characteristics of Scandinavian crime 

fiction— 

           “In Norway, as everywhere, alcoholism and drug abuse wreck havoc upon family life. 

Circumstances peculiar to the Norwegian version of the welfare state, however, also 

materially contribute to societal problems addressed by crime authors particularly the 

single mother family disasters that Karin Fossum often chillingly presents in her crime 

fiction” (Brunsdale 2015: 269). 
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 Inspired by the tradition of Sjowall and Wahloo, the mysteries bring to the forefront the social 

issues of class inequality, misogyny, immigration, and exploitation—"Fossum [has] made use 

of the police genre [...] mixing it with the psychological thriller [with] focus on child welfare 

and violence against women" (Bergman 2014: 170). Fossum published her first novel titled In 

The Darkness in 1995 which introduced the recurring theme of her series of how violence lies 

dormant in seemingly perfect routine lives. But the one novel which is considered to be her 

masterpiece is Calling out for you.  

 

Republished as The Indian Bride in 2007, this novel was shortlisted for the CWA Gold Dagger 

award. The second title highlights an—"awkward social issue: intermarriage between Asians 

and native Norwegians, in a county less and less at ease with the immigrant population" 

(Forshaw 2012: 110). The story starts with an unassuming Gunder Jomann's journey to India to 

find himself a wife. The happy tone of the novel is short-lived as the story narrates the tragic 

murder of an immigrant newlywed bride Poona. The murder is tragic and unsettling as Fossum 

takes the readers to the battered body of a woman found in the outskirts of Elvestad. The 

apparent tranquility of the tiny village is shaken up as Chief Inspector Sejer contemplates on the 

presence of a lurking evil even within the most innocent souls. People's shock in response to 

this intermarriage reveals the unspoken animosity towards immigrants.   

 

Thus, the narrative which initially told the tale of an unlikely romance turns into a sociological 

study of the remote town and its inhabitants. The murder causes the villagers to come face to 

face with the uncomfortable truth that a killer is lurking among them presenting a stifling 
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claustrophobic atmosphere. Fossum masterfully delves into the consequences of the crime 

raising a host of uncomfortable questions especially on the serious issue of immigration which 

threatens the welfare state according to many of its citizens. The ramifications of the crime are 

initially felt by the victims loved ones and eventually, the society at large which turns it into a 

community of mistrust. 

 

While Scandinavian nations have been welcoming towards immigrants, integration of the same 

has remained problematic. Whereas there is no racial violence and death in Fossum’s Norway 

the problems of assimilation is highlighted. In When the Devil holds the candle, two young 

unemployed boys bully Matteus, Sejer grandson who was adopted from Mogadishu. In 

response to his name they question—"why didn't they give you a Norwegian name like other 

children who are adopted? Not that it matters.' He tossed his head. ‘I feel a little faint every time 

I meet black or Chinese children named Petter and Kare" (11). Integration becomes a double-

edged sword for the immigrants as holding on to their culture gives them an outsider status 

while efforts on integration are seen as a threat to the homogenous Norwegian identity. 

  

Fossum also narrates a tragic sequence of events which raises a number of societal issues as 

Inspector Sejer ponders on things beyond human control. This novel also focuses on Fossum's 

recurrent theme of the permanent effects of crime on individual and society at large. This 

mystery, in particular, takes a fatalistic tone as the detective is unable to come to any satisfying 

resolution. The image of the stable welfare state is struck by eroding societal structures. 

Unemployment is presented as a huge problem as the younger generations are left with no 

purpose in life readily resorting to violence. This emphasizes the failure of the family and the 
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society to act on their behalf. The welfare policies are blamed for the abandonment of 

traditional families which erupts in violence in the crime novel. When The Devil Holds the 

candle—"expands her trademark technique of pitting Sejers decency and intelligence against 

mindless violence, in this case, carried out by bored vicious adolescents that society by default 

allows to prey upon the helpless" (Brunsdale 2015: 301). 

 

 Lack of empathy in the younger generation is also reflected in Tomme when questioned about 

the murdered child in Black Seconds—“well I can’t, Tomme snapped. “I’ve got no idea who 

she is”. He wanted his friend to shut up. Hated all this talk of death and destruction. The only 

thing he cared about was the car. Making it look whole again. Shiny and new, with unmarked 

paintwork, like it was before” (49). This conversation of Tomme gets added significance in the 

light of the fact that he wants his car unmarked and shiny like before because he is part of a hit 

and run accident. His apparent nonchalance exposes a lack of human quality missing in 

individuals of the younger generation whose lives have been governed by state policies away 

from traditional family values. 

 

Fossum’s novels often involve helpless victims like children. The Water’s Edge raises questions 

on how society treats its children. It is a novel which can make the readers queasy as it deals 

with paedophilia. A married couple discovers the body of a young boy. What follows is a 

portrayal of a community exposing its secrets and cracks that subvert the image of a perfect 

idealized community. The gradual disintegration of the married couple's relationship following 

the grim discovery becomes a symbol of the decay of the state.  Fossum dissects "the 

motivation that draws decent men [...]into police work and Skarre[...] admits to being a little 
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jealous of criminals because they simply take what they want as a kind of protest against 

society" (The Water’s Edge 47). The anti-nazi sentiment that unified Norwegians is also easily 

discernable in The Water’s Edge an issue which has been discussed in Mankell’s series too.  

 

 Fossum presents a peace-loving community and removes layers after layers to reveal the sordid 

situation that has flourished beneath the surface nourished by the need to maintain the illusion 

of tranquility, thereby making readers question individuals and society at large. In the Sejer 

series, the consequences of a single crime spread like a disease throughout the community. Like 

Mankell, She has highlighted these issues in her non-Inspector Sejer books too like The 

Drowned Boy. Thus, Fossum in her socially realistic novels uses a moral critique instead of a 

political critique to expose the social system. 

 

Likewise, Arnaldur Indridason is a celebrated crime writer from Iceland who initially worked as 

a journalist before writing crime series. He presents the Icelandic society as seen through the 

eyes of Detective Erlendur—“Arnaldur’s books subtly explore the clash between the old and 

new Iceland: the breakdown of the family, the sense of isolation, the migration from country to 

the anonymous town” (Forshaw 2012: 134). Thus his works fit neatly next to the works of his 

Norwegian and Swedish contemporaries. His work addresses the same social problems that 

have preoccupied other Scandinavian writers. Indridason in an online interview with 

Crimefictionlover elaborates his view of his country—“I think foreigners have a very innocent 

view of Iceland. They think there are no crimes and everything is so beautiful and so nice, 

we’re high in the north and were isolated for many, many years. But, as I say, we have all the 

crimes and corruption and whatever you have in the big cities in Europe and around the world, 
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only on a very small scale. We are not as pure as maybe people think”. Indridason’s novels 

throw in sharp relief the problems of a nation which had boasted of the lowest homicide rate in 

Scandinavia which was attributed to the country’s social welfare system which promoted an 

egalitarian culture. A reflection of this can be found in an interesting fact that the Icelandic 

police are unarmed except for the Viking squad and Iceland is the only country in the world 

with no army. 

 

Arnaldur Indridason who has enjoyed global popularity has captured the essence of Icelandic 

crime fiction and that of greater Scandinavia in his crime novels featuring the investigative 

police detective Erlendur Sveinsson and his colleagues. A social critique of the Icelandic 

community is inherent in all his works and "encompasses criticism of various standard 

Icelandic notions of nationality" (Jakobsdottir 2011: 52). The idea of nationality is of primary 

importance in the novels of Arnaldur Indridason. The Icelandic crime novel is a relatively 

recent sub-genre whose development coincides with the socio-political debate surrounding 

Icelandic nationality. Initially, part of Norway and later Denmark, Icelandic history is marked 

by its quest for independence while its occupation by the British and American troops during 

the world wars has bolstered the need to preserve its national identity. Jar City, the novel which 

introduces him to the international readers reflects the discussion of Icelandic nationality which 

is central in all his works. A compelling police procedural, the novel highlights the long history 

of wrongdoings and secret which has led to the fateful moment of murder.— 

          “Isn’t this your typical Icelandic murder? Asked detective Sigurour Oli who had entered 

the basement without Erlendur noticing him and was now standing beside the body. 

            What? Said Erlendur, engrossed in his thoughts. 
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            ‘squalid and pointless and committed without any attempt to hide it, change the clues or 

conceal the evidence’ 

            Yes, said Erlendur. ‘a pathetic Icelandic murder’ (22). 

This mocking tone brings the deeper serious implication of the murder to the readers on 

questions of nationality and the threatening immigration.  

 In Arnaldur's novels, food and the rural landscape becomes an important marker of national 

identity.  The food imagery of old-school Icelandic delicacies like sheep's head is presented as 

an Icelandic peculiarity as opposed to the globalised culture. The traditional method of curing 

fish is explained in great detail in the novels which is contrasted with the modernization of food 

production. Nostalgia pervades the novels as the natural landscape is giving way to capitalistic 

ventures effectively contrasting the old with the new. This sentiment is an echo of national 

identity torn between the past and the present. The impact of globalisation is felt in the 

fragmentation of this identity reflected in the tension between Erlundur who represents the old 

order who is contrasted with Sigurdur Oli who is a product of American education system 

representing the American capitalistic connection in the narrative—  

          “Icelandic crime fiction is almost always characterised by the dichotomies of the 

difference between past and present, city and country and the status of Iceland as a 

peripheral society [...] and throughout his Inspector Erlundur series the reader is 

familiarised with conflicts originating in difficulties of unifying the traditional with the 

new and modern in Iceland” (Bergman 2014: 164). 
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 One event which had a huge impact on Iceland as a nation was the financial crash of 2008. 

Prior to the crash, Iceland had experienced an extreme economic transformation since it was 

one of the poorest countries in Western Europe where income was mostly generated through 

fishing. Yet by relying on a—"Scandinavian-type social market economy [that] combines a 

capitalist structure and free-market principles with an extensive welfare system[...] Iceland had 

achieved high growth, low unemployment, and a remarkably even distribution of income" 

(Brunsdale 2015: 197). By the year 2007 Iceland ranked seventh among the most productive 

nations in the world. Unfortunately, the year 2008 led to one of the worst financial crisis which 

crippled the nation leading to severe unemployment and a looming political crisis. This led to 

widespread distrust when it came to the government, the ramifications of which have been 

explored in many Icelandic crime series.   

 

Quentin Bates a crime writer from Iceland gives an apt description of the nation—“on the 

surface, Iceland looks notably idyllic, clean, safe and quiet, but under this patina there is a 

something of a rats nest of intrigue in unpleasant motion [...] these various conflicting facets are 

quite fascinating—“the Crash”, as Iceland’s massive disaster is called, has thrown a lot of the 

old hypocrisies into very sharp relief” (cited in Forshaw 2012: 128). In crimefictionlover.com, 

Indridason stated that Black skies is a direct result of the Icelandic financial crash.—"a 

denunciation of Iceland's greedy industrialist and their cynical bankers, those chiefly 

responsible for the crash." In this novel, Erlunder tries to solve the bludgeoning murder of a 

female accountant. Indridason is no economist or financial analyst but he draws a compelling 

picture of the effects of the financial crisis which crippled the entire nation. He sources the 

cause of this crisis to greed which has led to an overtly consumerist society where the chasm 
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between upper and the lower class is slowing increasing. His narrative is a subtle criticism of 

poor government policies and regulations.   

 One issue that the financial crash bought to surface was the problem of immigration which is 

turning out to be a serious issue in the rest of Scandinavia and Europe at large. The effects of 

immigration were felt across the nation as the society remained divided—" ghettos sprang up in 

Reykjavik, spawning conflicts between foreign and native youths; "but authorities still insist 

that this has nothing to do with race" (Brunsdale 2015: 202). Like his Scandinavian 

counterparts, Indridason delves into the growing problem of racism in Arctic Chill which 

involves the murder of a young Thai boy. The story of the ethnic outcast reveals some 

unpleasant truths about the projected liberal attitude of Icelandic people revealing their self-

delusions. Sigurdur Oli's unsympathetic attitude towards the dead boy's family exposes deep-

seated xenophobia.  While the investigation and the questioning of the pillars of community 

reveals—"the realities of multicultural Iceland [where] the immigrants, convinced that the boys 

murder is racially motivated, are not painted as blameless victims of prejudice, and neither are 

the resentful native Icelanders tarred with the brush of unreasoning prejudice" (Forshaw 2012: 

141). By doing so Indridason manages to present multiple perspectives on a social issue that has 

tormented all Scandinavian crime writers.  

Besides the political and economic effects of the crash, the other social problems of the 

Icelandic welfare system also came into surface including drug problem and violence on 

women. And though Iceland has a reputation for gender equality most effectively seen in the 

election of Johanna Sigurdardottir as Iceland’s first female and openly lesbian prime minister 

(2009), the reality as reflected in crime fiction does not exactly match these idyllic descriptions. 

In Outrage, Indridason is analytical of the crime of rape. Erlundur takes a backseat in this 
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mystery as his female colleague Elinborg tries to find the murderer of a date rape predator. The 

title Outrage seems ironical when the story is taken into consideration as the readers are 

unlikely to feel any outrage at the murder of a rapist. At the same time, this novel brings into 

forefront the rising crime against women in a nation which is considered to be a safe haven for 

all genders. 

 

Silence of the Grave, his second novel translated into English tells a story of love intertwined 

with murder. This novel raises some uneasy ghosts as lurking beneath is a tale of domestic 

violence set in the background of the Second World War. In an interview in an online website 

named Crimefictionlover, Indridason mentions—“one of the most effective [theme] in my view 

is domestic violence in the Silence of the Grave. I wanted to write about this horrible, horrible 

crime that is domestic violence because it’s a very hidden crime, and it goes with great shame 

for the victim who doesn’t talk about it and the victim are the children of the family of the 

abused”. The tale of systematic domestic torture of an unnamed woman indicates a breakdown 

of social values where the weak are effectively forgotten like the skeleton which lies 

undiscovered in a shallow grave for over fifty years. The lack of name of the victim throughout 

the narrative is indicative of the lack of acknowledgement and protection from the Icelandic 

authorities. Hence, Detective Erlendur’s final unearthing of the name of the woman is 

significant.   Silence of the Grave also has echoes of Njals Saga which raise –“the moral 

question of whether violent revenge, even murder, can be condoned if committed for reasons 

that may be justifiable, give unspeakable provocation. [The characters in the novel] like the 

saga characters, [reflects] the capacity of [...] characters for deadly action” (Brunsdale 2015: 

219). 
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One of the sub-plots in Silence of the Grave introduces the effects of drugs on the younger 

generation as Erlendur's daughter Eva Lind struggles from drug addiction.  The readers keenly 

follow Erlendur's harrowing search for Eva from one ramshackle apartment to another after a 

phone call asking for help. On the way, he is faced with the uneasy truths about child neglect 

and abuse beneath the polished exterior of the welfare state as he navigates through families 

splintered by drug abuse. He questions drug peddlers who function in collaboration with the 

corrupt officers only to find his daughter bleeding on a footpath.  This draws a picture of apathy 

on the part of the community.  

Silence of the Grave won the Glass Key Award in 2003 but it is Voices which beguiles the 

readers. A doorman at a hotel is savagely stabbed to death as Erlendur—"works his way 

through the very bizarre fellow guests who share the hotel with him, he encounters a nest of 

corruption that gives even this jaundiced detective [a] pause" (Forshaw 2012: 139). Voices 

captures the dichotomy between tourist Iceland and the reality lurking beneath—  

           "on the surface, everything is opulent and plush: a Christmas buffet loaded with 

delicacies, a magnificent lobby, and American Christmas music. Behind the scenes, 

there is the staff accommodation, drab and pathetic, cleaners working in poor condition, 

prostitute who works at the hotel and people who profit from the misery of others" 

(Jakobsdottir 2011: 57).  

 Far from ordinary life and divorced from reality this picture of the beauty of the Icelandic 

landscape is shaken up by the gruesome murder which takes place leading to several uneasy 

questions.   
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As the series progresses, the Inspector Erlendur novels discuss contemporary social issues 

while paralleling it with the crimes of the past probing into the Icelandic history often referring 

to the Second World War and the Cold War era. Strange Shores concludes the Inspector 

Erlender series though Indridason published three books about Erlundur's early years. In 

Strange Shores—"Erlendur untangles a woman's sad story, a saga itself of love, betrayal, and 

revenge, mourning himself for the old traditional Iceland he feels slipping away in the 

whirlwind of Iceland's industrialization, new technology, and imported foreign ideologies" 

(Brunsdale 2015: 220). Thus, Erlendur has lived through Iceland transformation from a society 

of impoverished fisherman to a modern society which is caught in underlying societal tensions. 

Indridason's non-Erlendur series books also delve into the rich Icelandic history. Operation 

Napoleon is a mystery about a Nazi German bomber crashed during a blizzard in 1945. 

Finland is often referred to as ‘Land of the Midnight Sun', a name which captures the 

contradictions which are inherent in this nation. Finnish crime fiction was introduced to the 

English speaking audience relatively late due to the difficulty of the Finnish language. 

However, since its introduction, it has been flooding the international markets like its Nordic 

neighbours. One recurrent theme in all Finnish crime novels is the reflection of the troubled 

relationship Finland has with Russia. Following the trend of the spy thrillers, Finnish crime 

novels tend to present Russians as villains. This focus on the historical occupancy of Finland by 

Russia shows that like its Scandinavian counterparts Finnish crime fiction has deep socio-

political roots. Writer Lehtolainen stresses that Finland has a “common history and a long 

border with Russia, and it [is] impossible to forget it” (Brunsdale 2015: 105). Therefore, the 

question of one’s nationality and identity remains paramount along with the emphasis on the 

other which troubles each of the Scandinavian nations.  
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Torn between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, Finland suffered some of the most 

tumultuous years during the world wars which left the country in shambles. The post-war years 

marks the period of a major transformation of the nation from a primarily agrarian society to an 

economy backed by industrialisation. While the nation was revelling in the utopian state, the 

Martin Beck series was creating a rippling effect across Scandinavia with the exploration of the 

negative impact of the welfare state programmes— 

          “The two extremes were represented by the leftists like Sjowall and Wahloo who used 

their procedurals to critique political systems they felt did not sufficiently espouse or 

even betrayed Marxist goals, and the capitalist-oriented rightist authors who used their 

crime stories to show that the welfare state’s socialistic policies were doomed to failure” 

(Brunsdale 2015: 114).  

Finnish crime writers, on the other hand, took a more neutral stance due to the effects of the 

Finnish civil war which had a major influence on the formulation of the political-economic 

policies of the welfare state. 

As mentioned earlier, the shift towards industrialisation favoured the construction of the 

welfare state which resulted in widespread prosperity and improved overall quality of life. This 

rosy picture of Finland is also reflected in the fact that this nation was Newsweek 2010's choice 

for the best country in the world. In contradiction to this image, Finnish crime fiction explores a 

different aspect of this society reflecting the serious tensions that the nation faces. The rise of 

the extreme rightist nationalistic Finns party and its ever-growing popularity has been seen as a 

potentially destructive force to the nation as the recent elections is seeing a dramatic increase of 

seats that this party is winning. The Social Democratic Party or SDP also faces a lot of criticism 
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for looking into the interest of organized labour alone which has resulted in income inequality. 

While Finland does enjoy a worldwide reputation for being a model prosperous country the 

deficiencies of this welfare state has begun to surface like in the rest of the countries following 

the Scandinavian model. Thus, the harsh economic and redundant health policies are finding a 

reflection in Finnish crime fiction. Finnish crime fiction exposes the reality that even the most 

content of nations has begun to show the deficiencies of the system and following the tradition 

of crime writing in Scandinavia Finnish crime fiction too explore the darker realities of the 

welfare state— 

          ‘the socio-economic-political problems apparent in today’s Finnish welfare state often 

provide the causes or precipitating events for the crimes that the detectives, often 

scarred by the same problems, have to solve. Such problems include the rise of far-right 

political groups; immigration issues and racism, especially involving Muslim incomers; 

drug and alcohol abuse; gender issues; organised international crime; and Finland’s 

complex relationship with Russia” (Brunsdale 2015: 112). 

More than the varieties found in other Scandinavian nations, Finnish crime fiction is more 

ready to engage playfully with the conventions and traditions of the crime novel requiring a 

deeper level of commitment on the part of the reader who is obliged to remain tuned in and 

alert. This is because while presenting a fully realistic fictional world to the readers the Finnish 

crime novel is never free from the undercurrents of social critique. While Finnish crime still 

remains in the background of the Scandinavian crime fiction some writers have managed to find 

an international audience.  
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Born in 1948, Matti Joensuu worked as a journalist before working as a full-time policeman. 

Matti Joensuu is one of Finland's most popular crime writers who is the creator of detective 

sergeant Timo Harjunpää. The crimes series featuring his gloomy detective led to Joensuu 

becoming the first writer to win the Finnish state award for literature with a crime novel. 

Thereafter he has won numerous other awards like the Clew of the year award while The Priest 

Of Evil was nominated for the Glass Key award. In comparison to the other writers his output is 

not very large but Joensuu has been –“praised for its skilful combination of police procedure 

with insights into the psychology of ordinary people who feel that disruptive changes in society 

have driven their world out of control, the often ominous significance of dreams, and individual 

attempts to function proactively in the modern world” (Brunsdale 2015: 145). One of his finest 

work The Priest of Evil deals with the apparent suicide of a young man in the Helsinki 

underground train. This novel presents a serial killing along with deeply troubled characters 

with disturbing filial relationships. Joensuu's career as a policeman gives an added realism to 

his writing while delving into the psychology of how a criminal is created as well as touching 

upon the existence of absolute evil. The novel also raises some important issues of the welfare 

of the younger generation and treatment of mental illness. These thematic issues are similar to 

the overall trend in Scandinavian crime fiction where social issues are brought into the forefront 

in a crime novel. On this point, Joensuu remarks—  

          "Helsinki is the only metropolis in Finland, which inevitably creates a special emphasis. 

The possibilities of disparate types of crime and other social upheavals are multi-fold 

there [...] my examination of these issues is not specifically political[...] but I am socio-

political in my work as a police officer, I was constantly exposed to the grim effects of 

crime and violent death [...] transmuting this experience into my books can hopefully 
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achieve a kind of truthfulness[...] I know all too well that part of society that is kept 

away from the eyes of respectable citizens" (Forshaw 2012: 149).  

To emphasize this focus on realism Joensuu talks about how the location of The Priest of Evil is 

a real place. There are over 300 kilometres of underground tunnels in Helsinki which is where 

we discover the priest of evil doing his rituals. The issues of mental illness is raised here by 

Joensuu who is dissatisfied with the system in Finland where a person cannot be committed to a 

mental hospital against their will and since most of them refuse to go to a hospital, they do not 

get the required treatment leading to serious maniacal behaviour. Likewise, Joensuu has written 

about crimes committed by children in Harjunpää and the Stone Murders which echoes a real-

life crime. The stone murders is a police procedural which looks into the problems of Helsinki 

as the society seems rife with problems of child abuse, alcoholism, and prostitution while 

exposing the shortcomings of the bureaucracy to handle any problems. To Steal her Love 

provides a unique examination of the welfare state as it exposes the frustrating inner workings 

of institutional politics and powerplay within the Helsinki police. 

The issue of violence against women and vice-versa has also come up in his writings. Nestigen 

in “Unnecessary Officers: Realism, Melodrama and Scandinavian Crime Fiction in Transition” 

observes that Joensuu’s depiction of violence distinguishes him from other writers as in his 

novels the— 

           “murder is sudden and miserable sum of coincidence and contingency. Such realism 

neither blames the perpetrator for the moral failing nor pathologizes the criminal but 

instead finds the roots of violence and crime in the condition that allows coincidence 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 62 

 

and contingency to aggregate into murder. The construal of crime causes in Joensuu 

gives voice to social critique in a realist rather than melodramatic way” (176). 

Harjunpaa becomes the central character through whose critical eyes the author presents a grim 

view of the society—“a society of isolated individuals, a modern dystopia in which social life 

and authentic love and interaction between individuals have disappeared” (Bergman 2014: 

161). Thus, Matti Joensuu’s novels are important to the overall development of the police 

procedural in Finland as they are realistic portraits of society which depict the hardworking 

stoic policeman. 

One of the most cosmopolitan Nordic nations, Denmark is blessed with a rich cultural and 

historical heritage. The country is considered to be inhabited by the happiest people of the 

world. A thought elaborated by the American writer Donald Spoto who has been living in 

Denmark for several years— 

           “here, people want to work hard, have a good education for their children and guaranteed 

free healthcare in a successful social democracy[...] unemployment is very low here[...]. 

There is no time for – or interest in – any sort of prejudice, actually; certainly no time 

for sexual intolerance. Very many people live happily and openly as gay men and 

women, alone, with partners or married to them. Danish society doesn’t blink an eye at 

that. This is just one reason why I call it a model society” (cited in Forshaw 2012: 158-

59). 

This picture captures the progressive Denmark where individuals enjoy a level of liberty and 

freedom which is not readily available elsewhere. But there is a duality in this nation which is 

reflected in its rich literary history. The earliest of Danish literature can be traced back to the 
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pagan Vikings who celebrated the victories of their courageous warriors while the founding 

father of Danish literature Ludwig Holberg is remembered for his drama which displays a 

unique satiric humour. Influenced by European writers Holberg's characters had one obsessive 

trait, a technique used by the later crime writers including Jussi Adler Olsen. Holberg's 

importance in the development of Danish literature lies in the fact that though he wrote mostly 

comedies his work—"consistently maintained a strong moral purpose [...] Holberg's social-

satire[...] appealed to and reinforced the peculiarly quirky Danish sense of humour" (Brunsdale 

2015: 9). This typical sense of Danish humour is however dark with a touch of madness as 

observed in contemporary Danish crime fiction—"Kolberg's social satire echoes down the years 

into the work of contemporary Danish crime authors, giving their fiction a distinctive dark 

dimension which the English-speaking world is now discovering, notably in Jussi Adler Olsen's 

Department Q crime novel series" (Brunsdale 2015: 9). This dichotomy that exists in Danish 

literature is also better captured in the fact that it is the birthplace of the beautiful fairy tales of 

Hans Anderson Christian and the dark brooding existential philosophy of Soren Kierkegaard. 

The Danes project the image of optimism and hope which was the hallmark of Anderson's 

fairytales with his deep moral messages. Unlike the Swedes who have been criticized of being 

overly regulated by the government, the Danes enjoy a fairy tale atmosphere of a laid back 

stress-free lifestyle with a set of liberal laws which is cherished by the citizens. 

However, a closer look into this society exposes the fact that this fairy tale does not necessarily 

have a happy ending. Like the rest of Scandinavia, the political scenario is being taken over by 

the right-wing political supporters. Immigration has turned into a paramount issue with the 

nation engaged in a conflict with Iraq while the capital city is rife with problems of prostitution, 

gang violence and abuse of power by the authorities. Amidst this dichotomy that exists in the 
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Danish culture and literature, we see the rise of the crime novel which reinterprets this fairy-tale 

image set against the backdrop of a chilling landscape. 

One of Denmark’s leading crime writers is Jussi Adler Olsen whose Department Q series has 

given him international acclaim.  Olsen comes from a unique background of varied interests. 

His entry in the Encyclopaedia of Nordic crime fiction reads like this—"before he began 

writing [...] he studied university-Cinematography, ran a second-hand bookstore, wrote Walter 

Lntz cartoons and Disney scripts, edited magazines and comics [...] composed music for [a] 

film, wrote and published two books on Groucho Marx" (36).  

Such a diverse background is bound to lead to an interesting outlet which has led to the crime 

series ‘Department Q' with the central protagonist Carl Morck. The series follows the life of 

Detective Carl Morck who has recently been transferred to the cold case division. Though a 

brilliant detective Morck is not liked by his colleagues and we find that he has been transferred 

to the cold case division after a police raid which led to the death of one of his police partner 

and left the other paralysed. Following the Scandinavian crime fiction tradition, we meet an 

emotionally damaged Morck who is working from a forgotten police basement. He has two 

colleagues in his new department—"Rose Knudsen [...] a superb researcher and an abrasive 

washout from the police academy, as his secretary and Hafez-al-Assad, an eccentric and 

enigmatic Middle Eastern assistant who speaks riotously imperfect Danish, drives like a pig and 

provides both near –constant comic relief and sympathetic insight into the Muslim immigrants 

life in Copenhagen" (Brunsdale 2015: 38). 

The Keeper of Lost Causes published as Mercy is the first novel in the Department Q series 

which investigates the disappearance of a young politician five years ago. As the narrative 
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progresses Olsen introduces psychopaths living in this fairy tale land where the abuse of power 

is rampant. Barry Forshaw in his review of the book for Independent UK sheds light into the 

overall theme of Mercy as well as the entire Department Q series—" Mercy deals with corrupt 

individuals, social outsiders and manipulative psychopaths. The spectacle of abuse of power in 

the "perfect" social democracy (not to mention grim visions of torture in this sylvan setting) has 

a lacerating force" Hence, the series follows the tradition of social-political realism which is 

inherent in all Scandinavian crime novels. The police department is one of the institutions of 

authority put up for scrutiny as the cold case department is relegated into the background 

constantly made to battle for funds and other amenities. 

Olsen’s novel Disgrace centres around Kimmie a homeless person living on the streets of 

Copenhagen. Born to a father who was a psychiatric doctor and having spent a bulk of his 

childhood in the premises of a mental institution, Olsen has a keen insight into the inner 

workings of the human mind which is reflected in his portrait of Kimmie's fragile mind. The 

plot centers on the brutal murder of a brother and sister and as the novels progress, we are left 

with the question who is the real culprit and who is the real victim. The novel reveals a group of 

wealthy influential people as sociopaths unmasking their true nature by the end of the novel.   

Hence in keeping with his literary predecessors, Olsen draws his readers to the deeper questions 

of the individual and society drawing a darker portrait of humanity. This dark vision is also 

reflected in Guilt which exposes a gross violation of human rights. Moark comes across a 

missing person case of 1987 which opens up a can of worms of the deeds of the Purity Party, a 

neo-Nazi group who aimed to promote pure Danishness by aborting foetuses which did not 

meet their requirements and forcefully sterilizing women whose were considered unfit to 

promote this line. This novel like the previous one in the series presents the difference between 
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the insiders who enjoy the benefits of the social democratic ideal while the ones labelled 

outsiders are left to fend for themselves. This novel also highlights the alarming rise of the 

right-wing political parties with their utter disregard for human values and rights. The effect of 

the strong anti-immigration stand taken by the right-wing parties is highlighted again and again 

in the character of Assad, a Syrian immigrant.  

Jussi Adler Olsen thus, highlights the ‘outsiders’ in his Department Q series exposing the 

marginalized individuals ironically living in the happiest nation of the world. These outsider 

figures become a mouthpiece for the author to shed a critical light into the life of the many 

unwanted people in Denmark while voicing larger issues of injustice. In his official website, 

Olsen elaborates— 

           “I hate power abuse and injustice and in everyone in my novels, I tell a version of power 

abuse and show a way in which you can break it. I am convinced that my readers do not 

just want to be entertained [...] but they also want to learn something and take something 

with them, which invites reflection [...] evil is a  useful tool and when you describe the 

contrast between good and evil, you can send a message”.  

Though criticised for depicting extreme violence, Olsen’s narrative is a realistic portrayal of 

evil, hence connecting crime with realism and social critique as he wades through the murky 

waters of various social conditions that may result in the violence manifested in his novels.  

 Since crime and violence reflect the social and human challenges that the welfare society faces 

crime fiction it mirrors the fears that individuals have as well as reflects the larger threats to 

society. The use of art and literature can be interpreted in different ways but one important 

element of literature is its ability to deal with human concerns. Such writing is considered to be 
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‘committed literature’ which has the intention of inspiring real, political, and positive change in 

the world. This is what separates Scandinavian crime fiction from other popular genre fiction- 

the choice to engage with contemporary society. It contradicts the remarkable optimism and 

refusal to accept certain truths. Scandinavian crime novel forces these truths in the open at a 

time when the government is turning a blind eye still touting claims of utopia. 

  

Thus, it is apparent that in a Scandinavian crime novel the site of murder consequently becomes 

a site of critique. William Stowe refers to this genre as ‘a literature of crisis’ as it depicts 

“individuals and social institutions confronted with threats to their very existence, with the theft 

of their children, their substance, their lives, and with a disruption of social order” (Malmgren 

2001: 10). This crisis violently leads the individuals to come face to face with issues that they 

may have been reluctant to face, an idea which finds ample evidence in Scandinavian crime 

fiction. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE INTROSPECTIVE DETECTIVE 

The best crime novels are not about how a detective works on a case, they are about 

how a case works on a detective. 

                                                                                            —Michael Connelly 

One of the hallmarks of Scandinavian crime fiction is its socio-political critique which lies at 

the heart of the narrative as discussed in the previous chapter but the other aspect which ensures 

its ever-growing popularity is its central protagonist. While all crime series discussed here are 

police procedurals, each series present a central detective who provides an insight into the 

society in which they belong and yet are perpetual outsiders. As individuals who constantly 

come face to face with the violence, trauma and various crisis they become apt vehicle to 

represent the social and political milieu of their times—"The interplay between an individual 

character's psychological and emotional complexity, and the workings of wider social 

institutions, is fundamental to the creation of a well rounded fictional world. [hence] an 

established narrative strategy is the development of a central protagonist who is both singular 

and representative of a wider state" (Peacock  2014: 67). The socio-political realism of the 

Scandinavian crime novel is strengthened through the character of the central detective as he 

journeys through personal and professional turmoil. By making the central protagonist a 

mouthpiece of the criticism the role of the detective is further heightened. This chapter delves 

into the question of how the microcosm of the detective's world, his investigative process, and 

his personal trials reflect the larger crisis that has been brought into forefront by the 

Scandinavian crime novel. 
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The detective has always been an important component of the drama that unfolds in a crime 

novel. The popularity of Sherlock Holmes exemplifies the fascination readers have with the 

figure of the detective. Sherlock Holmes has remained fixed in the public imagination with 

even the modern BBC adaptation evoking the image of a deerstalker hat and pipe. At an age 

when rapid industrialisation and urbanisation in the Nineteenth century London led to a 

widespread social change, the detective projected the much-needed authority and reason. At the 

face of chaos, Holmes became a voice of reason and logic with clear demarcations between 

good and evil. His dependence on logical deduction was unique to the times. Sherlock Holmes 

thus became an embodiment of an ideal image of the detective figure merging his eccentric 

behaviour with reliance on scientific rationalism. On a negative side, he is detached and may 

come across as snobbish living a life of wealth and privilege. Nonetheless, he is the source of 

inspiration for the quintessential Golden Age detective who solves crimes and restores order 

when society is threatened by an outside force.  

 In contrast to this, the development of the genre in America followed a different trajectory. 

While the looming shadow of the two world wars finds only a subtle reference in the British 

version of crime fiction, the Hardboiled tradition immerses itself in the various socio-political 

crisis that threaten the American nation. The Hardboiled tradition thus, introduced a new kind 

of detective who is fighting a losing battle against the corruption and chaos of his city. He is a 

source of critique of the effects of the Depression and Prohibition-era who ends up battling the 

effects of the Cold War in the later novels. Hence, the figure of the hardboiled detective 

becomes a representative of the larger anxieties of the American nation. Yet the critique they 

make is muted as they are reassuring a figure as the central detectives of the Golden age of 

British detection whose presence ensures order and protection. 
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 Raymond Chandler gives a definition of the figure of the detective in his essay “The Simple 

Art of Murder”:  

           "Down these mean streets, a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither 

tarnished nor afraid. The detective must be such a man. He is the hero, he is everything. 

He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to 

use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honour, by instinct, by inevitability, without 

thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in his world and a 

good enough man for any world. He will take no man’s money dishonestly and no 

man’s insolence without a due and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man and his 

pride is that you will treat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him.” (18) 

This quote reiterates the idea of the figure of the detective as being primarily a male figure with 

a certain code of honour. It also places the detective in the periphery of the social space-an 

outsider who is able to take on evil without being tarnished himself because of his strong moral 

code. They are men of action as Philip Marlowe and Sam Spade are thrust into the murky alleys 

as modern-day knights where survival remains a priority over detection and where moral justice 

trumps legal justice. In both these reading be it Hardboiled or Golden age of detection, the 

figure of the detective is projected as the knight in shining armour who will bring about justice 

or is seen as a Christ-like figure who will restore society to its former glory. 

This projection limits the role a detective can play in crime fiction. Critics have argued that in 

contrast to other genres in literature the protagonist of crime fiction does not evolve and grow 

during the course of the narrative. This is seen in the earlier works of crime fiction where the 

character of the detective is not the focus of the narrative as very few details of the detective are 
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mentioned. This has led to critics being dismissive of the detective who is seen as a one-

dimensional character presented only as a tool for detection. The multiple plot twists and clues 

along with the final unveiling of the dramatic end take over character development in most 

crime fiction. Hence, even as the series progresses there is a consistency in the central 

protagonist which is done deliberately to keep the readers' interest fixed on the mystery element 

rather than the character. 

Scandinavian crime fiction subverts this idea as the evolution of these unlikely heroes is charted 

as the series progresses. Together these books chart the development of the central hero whose 

life and struggles are followed by the readers. Unlike the quintessential detective who does not 

seem to age and who is able to give a chase to criminals at any point, the detectives featured in 

Scandinavian crime fiction are more human facing the trials and tribulations of everyday life 

along with solving mysterious crimes. Delving into the thoughts of the characters by the readers 

at this juncture thereby proves to be a fruitful quest. This has led to a shift of focus from the 

murder to the characters in Scandinavian crime fiction, especially to the detective because the 

focus on crime alone can no longer provide answers for the issues being raised in a chaotic 

world. 

Beyond this role of protector and saviour, the detective in Scandinavian crime fiction is not just 

someone who follows the clues and finds the criminal drawing the final curtain to the ensuing 

drama. His role of investigation is not limited to solving a case but is an investigation of 

contemporary society as well. By doing so the detective figure reveals the cultural prejudices as 

he dissects the society to its bare bones revealing the skeletons that lie underneath. Writers of 

Scandinavian crime fiction seek to mirror reality; hence the figure of the detective provides a 

fruitful site for investigating changes in our conception of society as a whole. 
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 The detective of the Scandinavian crime novel is no longer a Christ-like figure of the 

traditional crime novel who identifies and purges the presence of evil, restoring society into a 

second state of grace nor is he projected as a knight in shining armour. He is a tortured soul, full 

of self-doubt, on a quest to overcome his own flaws. He is neither an infallible being like 

Sherlock Holmes and is far from heroic unlike Marlowe and Spade. Presented as alienated 

individuals they are surrounded by broken relationships in a quest for meaning in a world where 

they see death rendering everything meaningless. These detectives are scrupulously self-

questioning often worrying that in some small way they share the dark urges behind the crimes 

they solve, blurring the lines between heroes and anti-heroes. This has led to deviation from 

what the readers consider heroic and this violates the common view of the figure of the 

detective as a medieval knight- a figure of a protector with a moral code of honour.  

As mentioned earlier, the creators of Martin Beck inspired a generation of detectives in 

Scandinavian crime fiction. While a huge cross-section of society is presented in the police 

procedural of Sjowall and Wahloo, they created a central protagonist who would expose the 

shortcomings of the welfare state. When the series begins, Beck is in a failing marriage with 

two children. He eventually gets divorced and enters a new relationship in the final books but 

his disillusionment and self-doubt remains throughout the series. Beck's character acts as a 

model for the Scandinavian crime writers to follow. His influence on the sub-genre is felt in the 

characterisation of all the detectives discussed here. 

Crime fiction expert Bo Lundin has created an umbrella term to describe this archetypal 

detective which is the hallmark of Scandinavian crime fiction. He has coined the term ‘Ulcer 

school’ to describe novels which focus on the idea of ‘place’ and the ‘personal predicaments’ of 

the central protagonist (Bergman 2014: 36). The detectives put under critical light in this study 
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share affinities with Martin Beck who laid the foundation of this ‘Ulcer school’. Roseanna 

describes the various sicknesses that Beck suffers from. Similarly, Wallanders’ bouts of illness 

are referred to in major part of the series featuring him. Not only does this make the character 

more human and average, the sickness of the individual also becomes a symbol of the sickness 

of the state—“Martin Beck, who in his professional capacity represents the police and, in his 

private capacity, the average Swede, also illustrates Sweden problems: he displays the 

symptoms of a society that is ‘unwell” (Bergman 2014: 37).  

By shifting the focus to the turmoil of the protagonist’s life, Scandinavian crime fiction also 

challenges the narrative voice which is shaped to contradict and deconstruct the authority 

possessed by the analytic type of detective popularised by Sherlock Holmes. He does not need 

to impress the reader with a final piecing together of information which has previously been 

withheld because he is never presented as an infallible being. Instead, Scandinavian crime 

writers provide insight into the workings of the mind of the detective providing valuable insight 

into the psychology of the protagonist figure. This is done in a style which is very visual which 

is perhaps why so many of these crime series have been turned into motion pictures.  

There is a melancholy that frequently afflicts the characters of Scandinavian crime fiction and 

the stern, bare-bones simplicity of its problem-solving methods is one of the form's austere 

pleasures. Like the arctic cold, the rigor is bracing. It transports us to a world where charm and 

glamour barely exist and count for little when they do, a world refreshingly free of irrational 

exuberance. At a time when there are no longer safe zones, Mankell, Fossum, Joensuu, 

Indridason and Adler Olsen all present protagonists who are trying to piece together the debris 

of their universe. The melancholic and brooding Inspector Wallander, Inspector Erlendur with 

an implacable code of personal honour, Inspector Sejer with a particularly fatalist view of life, 
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Carl Moark - a police inspector grappling with a survivors guilt and Inspector Timo Harjunpaa 

are all characters haunted by guilt and troubled—they remain the perpetual outsider who 

reveals the corruption of the world they inhabit. Though they know their cities well, they never 

quite belong remaining perpetually alienated which allows them to see what the others hide 

from themselves. This isolation and alienation allow them to view the crumbling of state-

enforced policies while deliberating upon the causes. 

A look into the books of these novelists reveals that most Scandinavian crime fiction is driven 

by despair. Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Finland, and Denmark are showing the cracks that have 

begun to appear; the country that the middle-aged, despairing hero knew as a child is nowhere 

to be found; crime and apathy reign supreme. For English-language readers, such attitudes 

might be part of the exotic appeal. Fictional detectives are famous for being gloomy, drinking 

too much, having troubled personal lives and so on, and these attributes fit well with the 

stereotype of the detective who drinks too much and has debilitating bouts of existential unease: 

when a Scandinavian detective gets drunk or can’t get to sleep until dawn, it’s doubly 

satisfying. All these characteristics make them appealing characters that are human, relatable 

and sometimes even admirable. Like the characters which populated Kafka's novels and short 

stories, the detective/ inspector is isolated and constantly subjected to unknown and terrifying 

forces—forces without direction, forces without control. For example Wallander, regardless of 

where he is he cannot help but notice that the world has become one of violence and 

uncertainty: ‘something here was beyond reason’ (Faceless Killers 28). 
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The introspective detective of Scandinavian crime fiction is a signal creation of contemporary 

crime fiction. The five detectives/ inspectors taken up for study can be termed as introspective 

detectives. The murders and death that surrounds them constantly drives them further into 

themselves as their isolation increases. As given in the description above, they tend to take each 

murder on a personal level and each case becomes a quest for truth. It also becomes a journey 

of self-examination. The detective/ inspector's doubt about who committed the crime ramifies 

into doubt about the nature of the world itself. Presented as lone figures with a fatalistic bend, 

these detectives are nevertheless humane and brilliant sleuths. They persistently pursue the 

criminal at the expense of a normal family or social life. Most of them are alcoholics with 

limited human interactions. Hobbled by self-doubt and pessimism —they remain the perpetual 

outsider who reveals the corruption of the world they inhabit.   

 

Hence a vital key to the appeal of Scandinavian crime literature is its detectives-the 

introspective outsider. We can picture a lone brooding figure reflecting on the questions of life 

and death against the backdrop of the long dark winter-the often bleak Scandinavian landscape 

which serves to mirror the thoughts of the characters. Along with narratives that portray the 

powerlessness of criminals and victims over their own destinies. These detectives raise issues 

about free will and authority. In the hands of authors whose thematic thrust lies in social 

critique, the figure of the detective becomes a mouthpiece for socio-political discussions. The 

values of western civilization prove meaningless to them and all that seems to matter is 

irrational impulse and the will to power in a cat and mouse game. As these detectives battles 

with the forces of evil outside they are presented as constantly fighting a crisis of mind too.  
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Henning Mankell’s brilliant detective Kurt Wallander is the central character of his Wallander 

series—a lonely cop with his horrendous health problems and catastrophic home life. He is 

presented as a kind of dishevelled, stoic, and utterly baffled human character fighting a losing 

battle against a tide of violence and senseless crime in a location that has often been described 

as an earthly paradise of social planning and as a triumph of the welfare state. A reflection of 

this can be found in the description of Henning Mankell’s globally famous Inspector.  

Inspector Wallander is the central and the most important character in the series. He is also an 

extremely human character unlike the quintessential detective like Sherlock Holmes or Auguste 

Dupin. He is not even similar to the detectives of the police procedurals like Adam Dalgliesh. 

He is described as such- 

              "As he moves through the novels [...] he battles aging, diabetes, incipient alcoholism, 

addiction to junk food, and issues with anger. His marriage disintegrated and he was 

unable to establish any other lasting romantic relationship. For a long time, he was 

mostly estranged from his daughter Linda [..] and he had severe disagreements with his 

late father, a victim of Alzheimer's disease, [...]. He loves opera and once intended to 

become an impresario, but the plan dissolved, one of the major disappointments in his 

life. [In] is his police career; Wallander was once accused of police brutality and on 

another occasion, he nearly resigned over killing a man in the fog, which drove him into 

a serious depression. He often questions his choice of profession and his colleagues [...] 

often find his rough tactics and his professional manner as unpleasant" (Brunsdale 2015: 

476). 
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This description of the Inspector emphasizes the fact that he is an ‘everyman’ who is plagued 

by the same issues that trouble human beings every day. This has made Wallander a beloved 

character who manages to capture the imagination of the readers. Wallander raises important 

questions about life in general as he muses over a glass of wine while listening to opera. His 

loneliness troubles him as the readers follow his troubled personal life. Wallander is constantly 

plagued by self-doubt as he tries to solve the seemingly senseless crimes which set him apart 

from the detectives created earlier.  

One important facet of Wallander’s character is his relationship with his wife and his family. 

Faceless Killers introduces a disturbed Wallander whose wife Mona has just moved out of his 

home after divorce. Wallander is still in shock and is trying to deal with the void left behind. 

Over the course of the narrative, he tries to mend things with his ex-wife only to realize that the 

relationship can no longer be saved. His relationship with his father is equally in shambles as he 

reluctantly goes to visit his aging father with whom any conversation is almost non-existent. 

However, he has the most troubled relationship with his daughter Linda who develops into an 

interesting character as the series progresses and we see Linda emerging as one of the important 

characters in the narrative. Wallander’s relationship with his daughter also gives an insight into 

his own character. Mankell describes the father-daughter relationship in  Faceless Killers— 

           “Linda was 19[...] before she was 15, she never gave any hint that she was carrying 

around secret demons that one day would drive her into a precarious and inscrutable 

landscape. One spring day, soon after her 15th birthday, Linda had without warning tried 

to commit suicide. [Since then] all contact between him and Linda was broken off. She 

pulled away and he had never managed to understand what had driven her to attempt 

suicide" (20-21).  
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When the series starts Linda is nineteen and has finished school. She never seems to hold any 

permanent jobs and often ends up missing much to the distress of her mother. Looking into his 

daughter's disappearances is one of the most painful episodes for the detective. This reflects the 

fracture and isolation of individuals and this lack of family life of the detective can be read as a 

symbol of the welfare policies prioritising the state over the individual.  The consumerist 

society that has evolved under the guise of socialism and equality has led to a breakdown of the 

individual unit of family and sense of community.  

The detective’s lifestyle also can also be put under critical light to analyze his character. 

Wallander is constantly skipping his meals and does not get enough sleep-his dishevelled 

appearance is a reflection of his erratic lifestyle. He often decides to make a change to his diet 

and lead a more disciplined life only to end up procrastinating all the time as he questions—“do 

you really want to look like a pitiful old man?” (Faceless Killers 28). His unhealthy eating 

habits and his constant smoking eventually leads to Wallander suffering from diabetes. This 

lifestyle makes the Inspector more humane while echoing the larger illness of the state like in 

the Martin Beck series. 

 With his personal life and health in shambles, Wallander is anxiously trying to make sense of 

the violent crimes that the narrative throws at him.  He is constantly confronted with the darker 

realities of life which makes him thoughtful. The author gives a deep insight into the inner 

workings of the mind of the detective whose thoughts also act as an apt vehicle for the author to 

critique certain social and government organisations. We often find the detective introspecting 

upon his life with the background of the icy and frigid landscape which reflects his thoughts 

perfectly.  On the face of the horrifying crimes, Wallander finds it difficult to make sense of life 

in general—"somewhere in the dark, a vast meaninglessness was beckoning. A sneering face 
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that laughed scornfully at every attempt he made to manage his life."(Faceless Killers 85) This 

existential train of thought is of one of the chief characteristics of Inspector Wallander. The 

crisis of thoughts he constantly faces makes his character more relatable as well as give an 

added commentary on the chaos surrounding contemporary lives.  

One important aspect of the character of the detective is his method of detection.  A look into 

the history of crime fiction reveals that the detective's chief characteristic is his unwavering 

intelligence and heroism which allows him to have an upper hand in all cases that he takes. In 

contrast to this image of the flawless detective, the readers of Scandinavian crime fiction are 

faced with a detective who is   ‘ordinary' in the truest sense of the term. The truest reflection of 

this is found in his method of detection. When faced with a lack of clues and witnesses the 

detective does not rely on his ‘grey little cells' but rather solves the crime through sheer 

perseverance. 

 In Scandinavian crime fiction, there is a stoicism which takes the form of a stalwart, 

methodical practicality. As mentioned earlier, almost all Scandinavian crime novels are police 

procedurals, a genre that focuses on the often monotonous, day-to-day details of police work. 

That means Wallander and his colleagues sifting through stacks of paperwork and chasing 

down one false lead after another—"had he forgotten something? Had he overlooked some 

detail that would later turn out to have been significant? [...] police work was mostly a matter of 

patiently searching for clues that could then be combined" (Faceless Killers 28). There's 

something reassuring about this faith in sheer perseverance when your surroundings are in a 

state of bewildering flux which adds to the overall appeal of this sub-genre. 
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Mankell often emphasizes the emotions of Wallander charting his feelings about a particular 

crime. Hence, it is the emotions of the central protagonists which drives the narration. 

Wallander seeks to understand the root of evil which culminates in the socio-political failures of 

the state. Nestigan in ‘Scandinavian Crime Fiction and the facts: Social criticism, Epistemology 

and Globalization’ observes that—“Wallander see[s] crime as a symptom of social dysfunction 

caused by the transformative diminishment of the welfare state that has occurred in Scandinavia 

since the 1980s through implementation of neoliberal economic policy" (170). Wallander 

reveals political corruption as the root cause for many criminal activities where the state 

provides space for such activity. Sidetracked is a novel which highlights widespread corruption 

within the bureaucracy including the Ministry of Justice where a retired minister, Gustaf 

Wetterstedt uses his position of power to carry on a dual life—“to deceive without being 

discovered. To continue with the pretence, after all his years as a politician he realised all that 

was left was the lie. The truth disguised as a lie or lie disguised as the truth" (17). On the 

surface, he is a respectable former minister living a retired life on his beachside home but his 

murder reveals that he has been preying on young girls and patronising an establishment that 

trafficked girls under false promises. It is further revealed that during his tenure as a Minister of 

justice, every time a rumour of his sadistic behaviour surfaced he squashed it down using his 

financial status and powerful connections.  

While the state is presented as the source of crime in most stories it is Wallander’s response that 

remains paramount in the narrative. Wallander's torment and emotional response to each 

situation is meticulously documented by Mankell. At the retirement of his colleague and Chief 

of Police Wallander wonders—“what did one thank him for? Did they have any reason to be 

thankful? Wallander would have preferred to voice his uneasiness and anxiety at the vast, 
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apparently unthought out reorganisations and cutbacks to which the force was increasingly 

subjected” (Sidetracked 56). This use of interrogative tone and multiple questions is relevant 

because most of the time Wallander cannot come to a reasonable answer. Hence, he can only 

react emotionally to these situations in order to assign some meaning. This quest for meaning 

often leads him to a crisis as he worries about the state of affairs. This in turn also becomes a 

driving force in him as each crime propels him forward—“I’m living in a world where young 

people take their own lives because they can't stand it anymore, he thought. I have to 

understand why if I'm going to keep on being a policeman" (Sidetracked 56). 

However, this has a negative impact on his personal relationships as mentioned earlier. His 

professional life does not allow him to meet the expectations of his family. Since he is 

constantly called to different sites of crimes he often forgets his promised visits to his father. 

His relationship with his sister is strained at its best. His lack of time even for himself is 

symbolised by the huge pile of dirty laundry on the floor. He is often interrupted by urgent 

phone calls in the middle of his meals and has to rush at unearthly hours to follow a possible 

lead. The hazards of his job reflect on the Inspectors appearance who looks perpetually tired 

and does not have a spare clean shirt to wear as his efforts at balancing his life takes a toll on 

him.  

Hence, Wallander's life revolves around his work even at the cost of his personal life. In Before 

the Frost, Linda rightfully observes—‘...she was impressed by his ability to keep so many facts 

in his head, scrupulously arranged according to time and place. While she listened to him, 

something stirred in her as a much deeper level. It was as if she only now understood why he 

had had so little time for her or Mona. There had simply been no room for them” (234). This 

reinforces his loneliness as well as his outsider status. 
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The recurring image of Wallander’s isolation reflects the changing world around him as the 

world he is familiar with is threatened by forces within and outside Swedish identity. Linda 

makes a further observation of his character in Before the frost where she sees him in his 

professional space first hand—“I used to look on him only as a big friendly man who was not 

too sharp, but stubborn and with a pretty good intuition about the world. I’ve always thought he 

was a good policeman. But now I suspect he’s much more sentimental than he appears, that he 

takes pleasure in the little romantic coincidences of everyday life and hates the 

incomprehensible and brutal reality he confronts through his work” (69-70). These are the 

qualities that make Wallander an endearing character despite his obvious moroseness. 

The appearance of the character of Wallander has also received multiple interpretations since 

his popularity ensured many movie versions of the novels as well as television series. Out of the 

many depictions of Inspector Wallander, the versions starring Krister Henriksson and Kenneth 

Branagh as the lead protagonist are often taken as a yardstick is any discussion of the character 

of the detective. Both these actors had their own unique approach to the character they played 

and it is possible to mark out certain differences in their roles. Since Wallander is well known 

for his personal life Henriksson went for a subtle and understated depiction of the character’s 

traumas while Kenneth Branagh who is a gifted theatre personality went for a different 

approach. Forshaw describes his performance as—“more actorly [...] intelligent, full of truth 

and psychological veracity, but nevertheless a performance in which the mechanics of the 

actor’s art might clearly be discerned” (183).  

In this version, the character of Wallander takes centre stage where the characters neurotic 

tendencies are depicted as Branagh is often seen to be on the verge of a mental breakdown. At 

work, he is presented as an unsmiling colleague whereas at home he is mostly presented as 
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falling asleep on chairs instead of a bed. In contrast, the Henriksson version gives an equal 

spotlight to his colleagues in the police department while his inner mental turmoil is hidden 

under a controlled exterior. Kenneth Branagh made an important observation about the 

character he was playing—"I enjoy the ingenuity of good plotting, and I like...searching 

character work. I felt Henning Mankell had broken through to a treatment of the middle-aged, 

rather bruised and battered detective, and produced in Wallander something pretty original...not 

simply...a morose man but [one] trying to be a better person...a man who wants to be happy” 

(Brunsdale 2015: 477). 

The next detective taken up for discussion is Inspector Konrad Sejer who was created by Karin 

Fossum. Following the trend of the detective figure in Scandinavian crime fiction, Sejer is a 

middle-aged man with one daughter. He has already lost his wife and is a widower when the 

series begins.  His creator has given him varied interest like music, whiskey and parachute 

jumping and she gives insight into his creation in Death in a Cold Climate—“I think I have 

some things in common with my Inspector Sejer. We like the same kind of music—and the 

same kind of whiskey. When I wrote about him for the first time, I fashioned him in the vein of 

the kind of hero that I grew within the 1950s and 1960s: the kind and serious type [...] decent 

and good” (111).  

This characteristic goodness in him makes him a reassuring person which is a much-needed 

trait in his choice of profession. In Black Seconds the Inspector is described through the eyes of 

a mother whose daughter is missing—"two police officers were walking up the drive, and 

Helga stared at the older of them, a very tall grey-haired man in his fifties. He moved quietly 

and thoughtfully as if nothing in the world could unsettle him. Helga thought he's exactly what I 

need. He'll fix this because that's his job; he's done this before" (14). This description of Sejer 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 84 

 

presents him as a reassuring figure and draws an image of a person who is sure of himself with 

an ability to tackle anything that may come his way.  

While Wallander is presented as someone who is on the verge of a nervous breakdown Sejer 

has a calm presence and appears to be in control of every situation. At first glance, he does not 

seem to fit in with the rest of the detectives discussed here. He is neither an unkempt troubled 

man with various ailments like Wallander nor like Carl Morck who often has issues with his 

superiors. Instead, he is a polite old fashioned man who spends his evenings with his dog 

Kolberg, indulging in a glass of whiskey and a cigarette. Fossum introduces Inspector Sejer in 

her novel In the Darkness, in the first chapter she describes him—“Sejer’s face was impassive, 

it was impossible to tell what he was thinking. It made him look severe, though in reality he 

was merely reserved, and behind the stern features dwelt a soul that was kind enough. But he 

wasn't given to warm smiles, employing them only as ice breakers when he wanted to gain 

access to people, and his praise was reserved for a select few" (3). This description emphasizes 

the reservation that Sejer has when it comes to interacting with people beyond his profession.   

However, there is one feature that he shares with his fellow Scandinavian detectives which is 

his isolation. This loneliness leads him to troubling moments where he feels the burden of 

melancholy—"what anguish there had been was directed towards other things, practical things. 

What was she going to live on and how could she get out [...] such thoughts depressed him" (In 

the Darkness 25). His need for some company is reflected in his one-sided conversations with 

his dog—"Sejer liked the feeling of being close to something warm and alive, even if that 

generally meant he got wet socks because the dog slobbered" (Hellfire 58). 
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As the series progresses the readers learn that the detective still mourns his dead wife. He leads 

a lonely life with only his dog for company. The dog itself becomes a cause for anguish for him 

as he is unable to take care of him properly due to his unpredictable hours. He has an aging 

mother whom he does not visit very often and he “watches helplessly as his son-in-law’s career 

takes his daughter and grandson to another country” (Brunsdale 2015: 301). The character of 

the central protagonist acquires an added depth as the series progresses as the readers learn 

more about his personal life. He even enters into a relationship with a psychologist in He who 

fears the Wolf yet lives a lonely life often falling asleep on his chair and opening a canned soup 

for dinner. 

Sejer has an uncanny resemblance to his literary predecessor Martin Beck, the homicide 

detective created by Sjowall and Wahloo. Sejer even has a dog named Kolberg—“a playful 

reference to Lennert Kollberg, the self-isolated Beck’s closest friend on the police force, an 

uncomplicated, sensual fellow” (Brunsdale 2015: 301). The detectives’ response to a certain 

crime can be emotional as in case of Wallander but like Martin Beck, Sejer’s approach is 

pragmatic. Like Beck, he is also presented as a serious self-lacerating detective who suffers 

from pangs of melancholy as he sees the world falling apart around him. And like the detectives 

of the ‘ulcer school,' he suffers from eczema which becomes more prominent when he becomes 

stressed. Yet he is also calm and controlled at the face of crime—“two unsolved murders didn’t 

disturb his equilibrium, and he wasn’t capable of becoming stressed. Rather, he became 

dogged, even more attentive, as he organised and reorganised his thoughts in logical sequences, 

tried various juxtapositions and played the resulting possibilities to himself like short films” (In 

the Darkness 93). 
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The politics of bureaucracies is not of central interest in Fossum’s series making the novel 

nonpolitical in their approach. In contrast to the world of the emotional detective, Fossum 

creates a very consumerist society which created space for criminal activity. In Calling Out For 

You Sejer is called to investigate the murder of an Indian woman who is married to a 

Norwegian. In his quest for truth, Sejer faces many hurdles but not one is placed by the 

bureaucracy instead the people living in the village let their prejudices dictate their actions 

which leads Sejer and his team to many dead ends. The concealment and deflecting of 

information continues until the end of the novel and Nestigen in his essay “Scandinavian Crime 

Fiction and the facts: Social criticism, Epistemology and Globalization” observes that—“if 

Sjowall and Wahloo’s Beck must separate himself from an ideological view of the facts, Sejer 

must separate himself from the cultural stereotypes, assumptions, and half-truth that conceal 

and reveal the crime he is investigating" (170). Sejer often solves crime through sheer tenacity a 

characteristic he shares with the detectives discussed in this chapter—" he was the type who 

could get a stone to talk" (In the Darkness 173). His lengthy interrogation of Goran in Calling 

Out For You is an example of his brilliant detecting skills as well as his skill as an interrogating 

officer who manages to get a confession through patient conversation. He pursues one lead after 

the other till he reaches a conclusion. However, in the world of Karin Fossum, not all crimes 

lead to a logical conclusion. Hence the only solace that Sejer and his team have is their 

record—"what do you console yourself with when you lie awake at night? Our clear-up rate. 

It’s unbeatable” (Hellfire 109). 

 Like Wallander, Sejer has a philosophical bend of mind—“a question had arisen in his mind, 

and the answers he received gave him something to think about even people’s tiniest 

movements created ripples, he thought, just as the fall of a minute pebble could be registered in 
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a totally different place on a totally different shore, a place you hadn’t even dreamt of” (In the 

Darkness 85). This observation about two unlikely cases being interrelated reflects a 

philosophical tone. Sejer is also presented as a keen observer not just of sites and people related 

to his cases but of life in general. His response to Skarre on a discussion on tears reveals this 

side of Sejer. While Skarre gives the scientific details of tears, Sejer counters by saying—“and 

its tears that makes us human” (Hellfire 123). 

In response to a gruesome murder of a young mother and her child Sejer feels the burden of his 

profession—" he could not imagine the fear and terror that must have filled the old caravan. But 

sometimes his imagination ran riot and then he struggled to breathe. When the glass was empty, 

he got up and switched off the lamp, and on his way to the bathroom, he passed a photograph of 

his late wife, Elise. I’ll never get over it,’ he said to the picture. ‘time passes, but this is not 

what I’d hoped for. Just so you know” (Hellfire 59). This reflects the helpless side of an 

otherwise reassuring Sejer which becomes a symbol of the larger sense of loss at the face of a 

chaotic world.  

Arnaldur Indridason who sets his novels in the chilling landscape of Iceland has created an 

equally interesting and beloved character in the world-weary Inspector Erlendur.  The novels of 

Indridason consist of plots of mystery which is unravelled by the central protagonist along with 

his team but Erlendur tragic childhood remains a strong presence throughout the series. As a 

young boy, Erlendur is out with his younger brother when they get caught in a snowstorm. 

Erlendur is rescued from the blizzard while his young brother is lost forever. The readers learn 

that Erlendur blames himself for losing his little brother—"I couldn't understand why I was 

spared while Begur died. I still don't really understand. I felt as if I must have caused it in some 

way as if it was my fault. Little by little I shut myself in with those thoughts."(Hypothermia 
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172) In response to this trauma, he visits the hills where he lost his brother every year as a form 

of pilgrimage—  

“What do you mean when you talk about losing yourself? 

‘I want to go out east,’ Erlendur said. ‘vanish for a few days. It’s something I do from 

time to time. Mount Hardskafi...’ (Hypothermia 268) 

The character of the guilt-ridden Inspector is one of the highlights of the narrative. This 

traumatic event has a profound impact on the detective not just as a young child but also shapes 

the rest of his life. His family is torn apart after this loss as his father withdraws into his own 

shell while his mother tries to remain positive. Eventually living in the mountains becomes 

unbearable for the family and they leave their farmhouse to live in the city. This abandoned 

farmhouse becomes Erlendur’s site of pilgrimage as an adult.  The haunting impact of this 

incident is captured as Erlunder’s mother in her death bed leaves a final question for him—

“Have you found your brother?’(Hypothermia 104) This event and his relationship with his 

family reflects the troubled soul of the central protagonist. 

We find a description of Erlendur in Jar City—"Erlendur was roughly 50, divorced many years 

earlier, a father of two. He never let anyone sense that he couldn't stand his children's names" 

(12). As the novels progresses we learn that Erlendur had walked away from his marriage and 

left his two children without reason. He has a non-existent relationship with his wife who 

loathes him. His son is battling with alcoholism as he grapples with his relationship with his 

alienated father. The series also focuses on his relationship with his estranged daughter Eva 

Lind. Eva Lind is a drug addict who is presented as a lost soul in the narrative. Often as the 

Inspector interrogates various suspects they mention the name of his daughter to a much-
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disconcerted detective who realises that he has failed as a father—“He didn’t know what made 

her so dependent on drugs that she gave them priority over everything else in life. Didn’t know 

the root of her self-destruction, but realised that in some way he had failed her. That in some 

way he was also to blame for the situation she was in” (Voices 40). 

The author notes that –“Erlendur born in 1946, has lived through Iceland’s enormous 

transformation from an improvised peasant society to a ‘very very rich modern society’ fraught 

with simmering societal tensions” (Brunsdale 2015: 218-219). Hence, like Wallander senior 

who longs for the past, we see the protagonist who longs for the simpler times and is very much 

rooted in the past. His choice of food also reflects his longing for the past as he seems to enjoy 

the simple peasant food—" he prefers to eat sheep's head, turnip mash, and blood pudding" 

(Brunsdale 2015: 219). The 2006 film ‘Jar City’ based on the series shows him ordering sheep’s 

head at a takeout and eating it grimly. It is fitting that his favorite pastime is reading about 

missing people who disappeared in Iceland’s rugged landscape— 

“ he picked up the book he was reading, which lay open on a table beside the chair. It 

was from one of his favourite series, describing ordeals and fatalities in the wilderness. 

He continued reading where he’d left off in the story called “ Lives Lost on 

Mosfellsheidi” and was soon in a relentless blizzard that froze young men to death” (Jar 

City 21). 

Like his predecessors he suffers from a heart disease caused by stress, he—“developed a 

condition known as cardiac arrhythmia. At times it was as if his heart took an extra beat, which 

was very uncomfortable; at others as if his heart was slowing down” (Hypothermia 190). This 

ailment places him in the ulcer school like the rest of the detectives discussed here which stands 
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for the diseased condition of the state where things are no longer working as they should.  His 

lifestyle also reflects the hazards of his profession as he lives in a one bedroom flat usually 

eating frozen meals and falling asleep on the chair while reading his favorite book on missing 

people. His erratic lifestyle is reflected in his thoughts—" he hadn't eaten a proper meal since 

morning and had been assuaging his hunger pangs by smoking" (Hypothermia 203). 

Throughout the narrative of the series, we find the detective trying to navigate the waters of his 

troubled relationships while he solves mind-boggling mysteries through sheer perseverance and 

patience.  Erlendur who is a farm boy at heart often feels like an outsider in the city of 

Reykjavik. It is fitting, therefore, that his name means ‘foreign'. His alienated self is reflected in 

his broken relationships with his former wife and children. Yet the author has drawn the 

character in such a way that the readers do feel deep sympathy for him. Indridason opines that 

the reason for his appeal is because—"Erlendur, like everyone, constantly tries to do the right 

things and to be "decent man", the identifying characteristic of the Old Norse hero" (Brunsdale 

2015: 219).  

Hence, the musings of Erlendur’s mind is also presented throughout the narrative as he 

introspects about the fragmentation of a comfortable life he knew. There is a sense of stoic 

acceptance in his character as he questions—“so everything’s going to hell?” (Arctic Chill 101). 

As he solves crime after crime and brings justice to the many families throughout the series he 

is faced with an unknown force which does not let him be at peace. He describes this force in 

Arctic Chill—“there was some destructive force in humans whose existence he had never 

suspected before, a force he feared and could not comprehend [...] he kept up an endless stream 

of questions; he wanted to understand what had happened even though it was incomprehensible, 

but [no one] could [...] give him the answers he was looking for” (Arctic Chill 240). He often 
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feels the anxiety at the horror and grief he is faced with as he feels a deep realization that things 

will never be the same. Hence, there is an elegiac tone throughout the series which gives voice 

to the concerns of the author at the condition of the contemporary Icelandic society. The 

detective's musings provide a contrast to the image projected by the system which reveals the 

disintegration that the utopian ideal is facing as the government and the various institutions of 

society are put up for criticism.    

At the face of these philosophical speculations reflecting a dark view of human nature 

Erlendur’s redeeming quality which also makes him a great detective is his sheer tenacity. 

When faced with a possible witness in a complicated case who refuses to speak to the police, 

one of his colleague Elinborg opines—“I may make do with that but a detective called 

Erlendur, who’s investigating Holberg’s murder, won’t. The next time you open the door he’ll 

be standing here and he won’t leave. He won’t let you slam the door in his face” (Jar City 249). 

Many times this sense of resolve is reflected in his pursuing cases which have long been closed 

or pursuing cases which do not seem like murder at first glance. In Hypothermia, Erlendur 

solves a thirty-year-old missing person's case as he longs to give answers to a dying father. His 

empathy for the parents who need a closure is described by the author in great detail as 

Erlunder himself is a soul who has been deprived of this closure at the loss of his brother. 

 This perseverance and his quest for truth is one of the characteristics of the leading detectives 

in Scandinavian crime fiction which places him alongside Mankell’s Wallander and the rest of 

the introspective detectives.  He is a character who can get people to open up as he questions 

them without losing his patience—“ Eyvor took a liking to this gloomy policeman, immediately 

sensing that there was something trustworthy” (Hypothermia 41). The words gloomy and 

withdrawn are often used to describe the detective emphasising his inner torment and his 
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alienated status. He is perceived as a sad melancholic man—' that other detective came here, the 

sad one' (Silence of the Grave 159). 

Carl Morck, the lead detective of the cold case unit is the central protagonist of the Department 

Q series by Jussi Adler Olsen. The author talks about the influences on the detective figure— 

“[a] young Jussi befriended a wife-murderer named Morck who had been 

psychopharmically treated for ten years: ‘I could see good and evil [...] combined [in 

him], and I see that, in fact, in every person”. Intrigued by mental illness, Adler-Olsen 

subsequently and tellingly named the detective protagonist of the Department Q series 

“Carl Morck” (Brunsdale 2015: 37). 

While Carl is the author's baptismal name, the name Morck is the Danish word for ‘dark' which 

is an apt symbol for what follows in the course of the series. Like the Icelandic Detective 

Erlendur, Morck suffers from a traumatic event which shapes his personality. As part of an 

investigative team, Morck and his partners get shot at. This event is particularly life-changing 

for Morck as he survives being shot at in his head which leaves one of his partner paralysed and 

the other dead. Following this episode Morck suffers from a deep-seated survivor's guilt which 

starts to affect his daily activities—"Carl had tried to understand, but it wasn't easy. He didn't 

know much about death. Only that it could be as unpredicting as a lightening bolt […] he knew 

everything about how violent and pointless it could be to die. That much he really did know” 

(Mercy 4). A deeply flawed character Carl Morck nonetheless has the readers rooting for him as 

he unravels mysteries which have remained unsolved giving closure to innumerable families.  

One element which stands out in the narrative is the strained relationship of the central 

protagonist with the rest of the police department. In a meeting Lars Bjorn, the deputy 
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remarks—" he shows up hours late...rides his staff hard, rummages around with the cases and 

refuses to return phone calls. His office is an utter chaos...we need to do something about 

Carl...regardless of what he's been through" (Mercy 10). Carl has had a near death experience 

and has lost his team but even his head Marcus realises that the man with ‘eternally sceptical 

eyes and caustic remarks’ (Mercy 10) will rub off wrongly on many people. The lack of 

sympathy from his fellow mates at work shed a light not only on his character but also 

highlights his alienation. However, he still has some support in the department who realise that 

he is a brilliant detective and as a compromise, he is made the head of the new Department Q 

because that way he would be at a distance from everyone. Hence, he is shifted to the newly 

created cold case unit Department Q which has an office in the basement of the police 

department—"for the last hundred yards along the basement corridor he hadn't seen a soul. In 

the end of the basement, there were no people, there was no daylight, air, or anything else[...] 

Nothing was more natural than to compare his domain with the fourth circle of hell” (Mercy 

31). 

Carl Morck has already alienated most of his colleagues due to his grumpiness following the 

shooting incident so when he is made the head of the Department Q he spends most of his time 

smoking and playing computer games in his basement office. This further emphasizes his 

marginalization in his professional space. Even the location of his office which lies in the 

basement of the building reflects this isolation. The basement was initially a store which has 

been turned into a makeshift office for Carl. However, Carl learns that his department is getting 

ample funds from the government which has been siphoned off to other departments. This 

knowledge finally spurs him into action and he puts in a request for an assistant. He soon finds 

himself intrigued with the cases gone cold and this propels him to solving the first case in the 
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book appropriately titled The Keeper of Lost Causes which was renamed Mercy. The case of the 

missing politician is truly a lost cause but Carl with the added boost from his assistants manage 

to find and save her at the right moment. As the title of the first novel featuring the detective, 

the new cold case department is also a place for the lost causes as all three members are 

outsiders in some way or the other.  

As the narrative progresses the readers learn that even his brilliant handling of cases cannot get 

rid of his alienation. He is treated as an outsider and his team consisting of Rose Knudsen –“and 

his enigmatic Arabic speaking assistant with the potentially explosive name of Hafez al-Assad” 

(Brunsdale 2015: 37), both emphasize this outsider status.  Morck is an unusual protagonist 

who does not follow any rules in any of his investigations and has little regard for authority. Yet 

he is respected due to his reputation of solving some of the most difficult cases in spite of his 

apparent laziness. It is mentioned that before his life-changing traumatic event Morck was one 

of the most effective detectives of the Copenhagen police force. He has an intuition which often 

leads him on the correct trail. 

Like the rest of the detectives taken up for study Carl Morck’s personal life is a havoc. There is 

almost no reference to his parents or siblings expect a moment in childhood which was the 

beginning of his interest in detection—“once when he was a boy, he and one of the other lads 

had lain flat out on their stomachs at the fairground in Bronderslev staring at a footprint” 

(Redemption 346). He has an ex-wife Vigga with whom he has a tumultuous relationship. He is 

a gloomy detective who tries to avoid visits and phone calls from his ex-wife. Vigga’s teenaged 

son Jesper still lives with him and continues to exasperate him. Carl is a cynic who cannot even 

afford to get a proper divorce due to his financial status. As the series progresses his 

relationship with Vigga gets worse to the extent where she threatens to ruin him financially. 
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Like his workspace, his home is a chaotic place. However, he does open his home to his former 

teammate Hardy who cannot bear to live alone after his paralysis. Along with Hardy his carer 

Morten too ends up moving in and together they form a group of unlikely people living under 

one roof.  

Due to his trauma and his survivor's guilt, Carl has to visit a psychiatrist but as the series 

progresses Moark ends up in a relationship with Mona-his psychiatrist lover. His survivors' 

guilt is highlighted in one of the passages in Redemption —" he went through it[...] recalling the 

shame of having done nothing and Hardy’s bewilderment as to why it had all happened” (245). 

Typical of the detectives discussed here his profession takes a toll on him as he loses 

consciousness which is caused by overexertion and stress. Carl often looks dishevelled and has 

nervous breakdowns—‘his shirt was sticking to his back and the sweat stains under his arms 

were plowing their way further down his shirt. After the shooting incident, it didn’t take much’ 

(Mercy 19). The movie version of the series, Department Q trilogy based on Mercy, The Absent 

One and Redemption presents Carl as a middle-aged man who radiates tension. He is constantly 

moving with an angry face and when he does smile it has no cheer in it.   

Carl is presented as a man carrying the burden of misery. Though he is presented as having an 

unhealthy lifestyle along with a disturbed mind he has keen instincts which along with his 

eccentric team help navigate the murky waters with finesse. Carl often muses on questions 

suddenly and mostly in anger and goes through periods of extreme melancholy—" he was 

feeling downhearted. He breathed in slowly [...] and felt goose bumps appear on his arms once 

more as sweat ran from all his glands. Was he about to hit bottom again? Twice in less than 

twenty-four hours?” (Redemption 255). Amidst the complications of his personal life, the 
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honesty and humor of his team member- Assad and Rose prove to be a boost of strength for 

Morck in the movie as well as the book. 

Matti Joenssu’s protagonist is Detective Sergeant Timo Jukani Harjunpaa who is part of the 

Helsinki Police department. Harjunpaa is one of the most popular fictional detectives from 

Finland. Joenssu’s work is also a police procedural like the set of the series discussed earlier 

where he writes about the day to day activities of the police force. Since Joensuu himself was 

part of the police force he presents a very realistic portrait of the central protagonist. Harjunpaa 

is presented as an ordinary man solving crimes which are apparently committed by ordinary 

people.  Since Harjunpaa is part of a larger team the readers get an insight into the lives of the 

overburdened and overexerted department. Harjunpaa has been part of the department for over 

twenty years but he is treated with wariness as he is not part of the corrupt forces. Yet no one 

thinks he is out of the ordinary as reflected in a conversation among his colleagues—“what kind 

of man is Harjunpaa? Kontio asked out of the blue. Just...part of the furniture, really” (To Steal 

her Love 95), emphasizing that there is nothing extraordinary about him. He has been a 

steadfast presence in the department until budget cuts raise the question of layoffs.   

Joenssu’s novels often focus on the trials and tribulations of his central protagonist as well as 

the criminal in pursuit. Hence murder remains in the background as the department gets 

burdened by multiple crimes. Due to the lack of manpower in the Helsinki police department 

Harjunpaa life revolves around a stakeout, car chase, paper works or explaining his situation to 

his superiors. Harjunpaa exposes the corruption in his department as he is advised to let go of 

certain leads to protect powerful people from getting the retribution they deserve. He lacks 

encouragement and support from his superiors who seem under political duress. Yet he is a 

likable character because he surmounts all these difficulties in search for answers as he does not 
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give in to political pressure or pressure from his superiors—" he had no respect for Jarvi or for 

the majority of the high command in the force” (To Steal her Love 54). This characteristic gives 

Harjunpaa an outsider status as he is not part of the rat race making him an isolated and 

alienated figure typical of crime fiction from this region.  

Harjunpaa is a good detective who makes human errors but solves his case in the end. 

Harjunpaa’s detecting skills are based on his intuition as he connects unlikely dots together. He 

also has a sense of foreboding which makes him look into things one would generally overlook. 

His patience is reflected in To Steal her Love as the stalker he is pursuing slips from under his 

nose again and again. Even when he is faced with the accident of his partner he continues to 

move forward eventually identifying the stalker. Yet even when he dutifully completes his job 

he is tormented by questions which make him realize that he is on a quest which cannot always 

be fruitful—"he was tired of murderers and arsonists and rapists, tired of the fact that behind 

even the most horrific acts there was always someone[...] crushed[...]he was tired of serving as 

a sticking plaster; he was tired of trying to solve a problem to which there was no solution” (To 

Steal her Love 150). 

His family consists of his wife Elisa and his three children Valpuri, Pipsa and Pauliina. The 

bond between Harjunpaa and his wife is described beautifully by the author. But in To Steal her 

Love Harjunpaa goes through a mid-life crisis where he finds himself falling for his partner 

Onerva—“it felt as though crying might helped a little, but he couldn’t think of a reason to do 

so. He couldn’t comprehend that Elisa wasn’t the only woman he loved” (57-58). The writer 

navigates through the confusing feelings of Harjunpaa where he eventually keeps his family 

intact realising that he cannot walk away from them. To Steal her Love also introduces Timo’s 

father who had abandoned his family. Due to this abandonment, Timo had to live with his 
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mother and stepfather but suddenly one day his long lost father appears on his doorstep in a 

confused state—"evening all. There's a man out there in the car-he’s a bit senile. You know, 

demented. The thing is, he claims to be your father [...] this is a Georg Johannes Harjunpaa” 

(47). The appearance of his father is a disturbing moment for the detective as he recognises 

himself in the old man. Life takes an ironic turn for him for as a child Harjunpaa had many 

things to share with his father but now that he is here his father is helpless and cannot 

understand him. His father remains in his mind even as he pursues his suspects until in a 

moment of lucidity reconciliation takes place between the estranged father and son. This 

reconciliation brings great solace to Harjunpaa whose life seems to be falling apart.  

All through his ups and downs, the highlight of the character of the central protagonist is his 

deep melancholy. The readers are faced with a character who is even more fatalistic than Kurt 

Wallander. The author shows his mastery of the psychology of his characters as the insight into 

the character is very revealing The author often delves into the thoughts of the central character 

revealing the inner workings of his mind who realizes the futility of his quest like the rest of the 

introspective detectives—“something new awaited them, that was clear, but he didn’t like it and 

had an unnerving feeling that what was to come was something utterly unknown” (The Priest of 

Evil 79). At the face of this vast unknown, we find the detective trying to make sense of the 

many clues presented to him even as the fear within him keeps growing. The utter senselessness 

of the murders baffles him and he lives with the knowledge that he is fighting a losing battle. 

 His sense of melancholy also manifests in his tiredness and exhaustion. Harjunpaa is mostly 

suppressing a yawn as he tracks down his leads after a minimum amount of sleep—"fatigue was 

beginning to set into his limbs and somewhere close by lurked the belief that all their efforts 

that evening had been for nothing" (To Steal her Love 195). This melancholia sheds light into 
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the failures of the state where the individual is representing the whole. Harjunpaa is a credible 

character whose interactions with the criminals reveal a humane soul. He is mostly a good 

officer who is dedicated to his duty sometimes at the cost of his family but what stays with the 

readers after the series is his melancholy and loneliness—“and he felt so profoundly small, and 

so alone-never before had he  small, and so terribly alone” (The Priest of Evil 204). 

Scandinavian crime writing shows clear evidence of how this genre is informed by 

introspective thought. Issues central to life and philosophy, such as persona1 responsibility and 

freedom of action, are evident in the peripheral position of the protagonists in society. The 

police inspectors are part of the system yet always presented as an outsider, somewhat 

reminiscent of Camus's rebel, acting independently in the best interest of society, but 

simultaneously an outsider alienated from that society. The protagonist’s inner life is affected 

too. Many of them have failed at marriage, quarrelled with all their friends and now drink alone 

when they should be asleep in bed. It gets dark early in the winter in Scandinavia. The world is 

murky and unknowable. Jakob Stougaard-Nielsen rightly observes that the—“Scandinavian 

detectives, faced with an inscrutable, complex and violent world, knee deep in personal and 

familial conflicts, wonder what has happened to the welfare state’s promise of a 

better[...]society—and they do so in their various Scandinavian languages and accents, yet in 

a[...] mode that conforms to the expected generic ‘language’ of crime fiction” (13). 

Hence, Scandinavian crime fiction presents a world that is essentially chaotic, characterized by 

a tough sordid realism as opposed to the utopian image projected by the state. These detectives 

and the cases they deal with becomes a voice of social critique. While their ill health and a non- 

existent personal life reflects the alienation born out of consumerist society. By making these 

detectives a part of the police force the authors discussed here successfully sheds light into the 
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corruption and bias that exists within the bureaucracy and various government organizations. 

One conjures up a brooding silhouette on the icy Scandinavian landscape which serves to 

mirror the thoughts of the characters.  

The introspective detective is the key to the appeal of Scandinavian crime fiction as the true 

mysteries that lie at the heart of these crime novels are not the crimes that take place but the 

characters that these authors present. These characters who are aware of their own 

inadequacy—“Maybe the times require another kind of policeman, he thought. Policeman who 

aren’t distressed […]. Policemen who don’t suffer from my uncertainty and anguish” (Faceless 

Killers 19). Their lives reflect larger mysteries of life and raise questions for which there are no 

definitive answers- is there a solution to the confusion of the heart and soul particularly in a 

culture of repressed desire, guilt, and hypocrisy? Like a Beckett character, these 

detectives/investigators are trapped in the sameness of everyday life with no thought of the 

future because the present requires too much energy.  This is the plight of world-weary crime 

fighters of Scandinavian crime fiction whose finest hours are framed by dusky shadows. The 

greatest mystery of these crime novels, therefore, not who murdered whom but the ever 

looming question of whether Wallander, Sejer, Moark, Harjunpaa, and Erlendur will ever 

escape their fate. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

RETHINKING THE CHARACTER OF THE CRIMINAL 

 

Sometimes, we can even be taken inside the monster’s head, so that they are revealed as 

something less than mythic, their human brittleness exposed. 

        —Ian Rankin 

Late Twentieth-century crime writing has shown increasing interest in exposing minds of 

damaged individuals who are often a victim of the state-backed myths of success. Novels from 

the criminal's perspective have always been a part of the literary tradition as seen in the 

narratives of Newgate which was a forerunner of crime fiction. While these novels were 

influenced by gothic sensationalism the appropriation of the voice of the transgressor in 

Scandinavian crime fiction has a specific purpose. Influence of the Noir and thriller tradition 

which shifted the narrative focus from the investigative process to psychological makeup of 

characters can be felt on Scandinavian crime fiction which presents an array of deeply disturbed 

characters. The undercurrent of socio-political critique present in the Scandinavian crime novel 

finds a strong voice in the presentation of the antagonist. When promises of limitless 

opportunities are not kept in a utopian land the detectives turn to introspection and melancholy 

while unlikely people turn to a life of criminality. The myths of these killers who are monsters 

are shattered as the humanity beneath the surface finds a voice. While the previous chapter 

discussed how the Scandinavian detective challenged the generic expectations of how a 

detective should be, this chapter is a study of such antagonist figures that abound in 

Scandinavian crime fiction whose lives and actions raise the question of law and justice and 
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reflects how society at large functions. This chapter is also a continuation of the previous 

chapter as both the detective and the criminal are moving towards some revelation in 

Scandinavian crime fiction.   

 

Aficionados of crime fiction are of the opinion that the enduring appeal of crime fiction is the 

quest for justice, the unravelling of clues and the final revealing of the criminal. Crime is an 

anomaly which disturbs the peace and relative calm of the countryside. The detective hence 

takes up the role of the hero restoring society to its former glory by catching the criminal and 

bringing him to justice. So for a good crime fiction to fulfil its role there are certain 

requirements—the presence of a central protagonist and an equally interesting antagonist along 

with the all-important crime. While a lot of studies have been dedicated to the exploration of 

the figure of the detective, the figure of the antagonist is often dismissed as a means to an end. 

Once the crime occurs which is usually murder, the detective takes centre stage in his pursuit of 

the criminal who is reduced to a cardboard figure. Even Dr. Moiarty, the arch nemesis of 

Sherlock Holmes is presented as a one-dimensional character who is evil for the sake of being 

evil. This reflects the general trend of the presentation of the criminal as a character lacking 

depth. The author usually does not give any background to the character of the criminal as the 

focus is on the crime and the ongoing investigation. Yet the criminal is an integral part of crime 

fiction since it cannot exist without one. The history of crime fiction reveals many famous 

antagonists who have captured the imagination of the readers. One such famous antagonist is 

Dr. Moiarty who is presented as being intelligent enough to rival Sherlock Holmes. Throughout 

the series, Dr. Moiarty is taunting Holmes with scattered clues and death. He murders people 

for the thrill and taunts Holmes for a challenge. While the cat and mouse game that these two 
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characters play is an interesting page turner no effort is made to explain the behaviour of the 

antagonist and this has been a general trend in this sub-genre. While these criminals are 

memorable they are not drawn as a human. 

 

The sub-genre of the police-procedural which is a chosen medium for Scandinavian crime 

writers also presents the figure of the criminal in a certain light. The authority figure of the 

detective who is part of the police force in a procedural gives him added power and 

responsibilities to reinstate clarity when disturbances threaten the ordered society. The world of 

crime fiction is presented in colours of black and white where the detective is the white knight. 

In contrast to this, the criminal is reduced to an image of monstrosity. This choice of the word 

‘monster' is significant as "killers [who have] committed serious felonies against other persons 

[...] are referred to as monsters which is indicative for their perception and that of their crimes 

through others" (Tabbert 2). This construction of a monster figure is mostly flat and one-

dimensional as their identity is constructed around the single entity of their criminal tendencies. 

This reiterates the common thought that criminal offenders are guided and overpowered by 

their monstrous desires. According to one school of thought—" an offender cannot be separated 

from his/her crimes. On the contrary, a person develops into a criminal because of his or her 

criminal disposition (for example, in the genes, brain size or structure). The circumstances of 

that person's upbringing only play a subordinate role" (Tabbert 2). Hence, this label of monster 

ensures his expulsion from the circle of law-abiding citizens which in turns leads to an 

internalisation of this label. This internalisation is reflected in repeated convictions and offenses 

and the only correctional tool is control and power over them. This refusal to see the criminal 

beyond the figure of a monster and his criminal tendencies is predominant in a number of crime 
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fiction. But this reductionist view of criminals being predisposed to evil is problematic in many 

ways.  

 

A well-known example of this image is the character of Hannibal Lector in Thomas Harris's 

The Silence of the Lambs. Hannibal Lector is presented as an aberration to the human race. He 

is a deviant figure who is an outsider and hence has to be purged out of society in order to 

reinstate peace and justice. This reduction of the criminal to a monster figure has some 

important effects. Firstly, the murderous instinct gets isolated from any form of accepted 

normality. Hence, society along with its various institutions is exonerated from any 

responsibility as these murderous citizens are considered to be deviant figures. The criminal 

instincts are removed "from all social, political or economic causes" (Scaggs 2005: 99). This 

presentation of the criminal as a deviant figure reinforces the idea of the antagonist as the 

‘other' in the universe of black and white characters. The ‘other' in this division is inhuman and 

hence a monster. The criminal is born evil and is stripped of any humanity. Hannibal Lector's 

cannibalistic tendencies are used to emphasize this animalistic image where the criminal is no 

longer human. Scaggs elaborates this point—" the device of reducing the killer to something 

purely evil or animalistic restores an ideal status quo and is corresponding validation of social 

order that is specifically not responsible for social aberration" (100). 

 

Although this device is common in most police procedural the Scandinavian variety subverts 

this dominant ideology by reworking the generic expectations of how a criminal should be.  The 

characters in Scandinavian crime fiction are used to interrogate the dominant stereotypes of the 

detective as well as the criminal and challenge the stereotypical roles that are played by them. 
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The one-dimensional portrait of the criminal is dismissed in favour of the presentation of a full-

bodied figure of the criminal who successfully lingers in the minds of the readers. Scandinavian 

crime fiction delves into the dark hinterlands of the psychology of the characters be it the 

detective or the criminal. It refuses to accept the vision of the universes where good and evil are 

reduced to being mere binaries. Since the focus on the characters is so central to this sub-genre 

of crime writing, these novels become an exploration of the psychology of the detective as well 

as the killer. The boundaries of right and wrong get blurred as the lines between the victim and 

victimiser disappear.  

In order to emphasize this, the motivation of crime in Scandinavian crime fiction is usually 

sociological and this has led to a proliferation of deviant behavior in this sub-genre. These 

killers are presented as having deep and disturbing psychological problems that have led them 

to take up a life of crime and murder. Evil persons that do evil things simply because they are 

evil or greedy persons who rob and kill just because they are greedy — all too common in 

crime literature— are rare in Scandinavian crime fiction. More than British and American 

writers, Scandinavian novelists seem prepared to enter the hinterlands of opaque motivation and 

clouded psychology leaving the readers to draw their own conclusions. It is prepared to reflect 

the ambivalence that characterizes the world where we live in where clear answers are no 

longer readily available.  

The Scandinavian nations are considered to be the safest places on earth with a negligible crime 

rate. The egalitarian society is one which all other nations aspire to. It is a belief that an 

individual need not take up a life of crime when all his needs are met. A question is thus raised 

can a place like this produce criminals? The general consensus would be negative. Yet a look 

into the Scandinavian crime fiction reveals a number of killers on the loose. While this may not 
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be a  realistic picture it does highlight the breakdown of the rosy picture projected by the 

respective governments but more importantly raises the question—what really makes an 

individual turn to a life of crime? 

In an attempt to answer this question, the Scandinavian crime writers take a headlong plunge 

into the dark recess of the human mind. The antagonist is given his due importance in the 

narrative as the author creates a multi-faceted character in him too. The criminal is given a 

background as the readers learn about their childhood, family, personal as well as professional 

details. This creates an ambivalence in the reaction of readers to the criminal as they often end 

up evoking feelings of sympathy as the lines between the victim and the victimiser are 

blurred—“all the crimes are clearly delineated for the reader, but the off-kilter psychology of 

the troubled characters place a queasy spin on everything we encounter” (Forshaw 2012: 110 ). 

This focus on the antagonist in Scandinavian crime fiction results in the narrative being 

presented from the point of view of the criminal too. Crime fiction is usually written from the 

point of view of the detective who discovers clues for the readers to follow. But there are a 

number of writers who write from the point of view of the criminal which has been termed 

‘split level' narratives by Martin Priestman (cited in Horsley 2005: 2). There are certain 

differences in these two perspectives—the perceptive of the law enforcer usually leads to the 

reinstating of law and order towards the end. The process of detection too leads to a logical 

conclusion with the help of the ‘little grey cells' like in mysteries of Hercule Poirot. Though this 

sense of closure and neat endings in difficult to find in an age of moral complexity the readers 

are allowed a momentary escape from reality. 
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 In contrast, the point of view of the criminal is more chaotic and irrational mostly leading to an 

end with a number of unanswered questions. These stories are no longer a momentary relief for 

a reader and instead leave the reader disturbed and unsettled in a space which has no reason. 

One classic example of this form of writing is Edgar Allen Poe's ‘The Telltale heart' which 

narrates the story from the eyes of the killer. In this story, Poe masterfully presents the baffled 

mind of the murderer who kills for no logical reason.   

 Henning Mankell merges these two points of view. He presents the detective as well as the 

antagonist as his narrator giving equal importance to both these characters. Some of the works 

where Mankell has revealed the workings of the mind of the criminal are One Step Behind and 

The Fifth Woman. The former novel narrates the story of an ordinary man who works at a post 

office. He is an unassuming man who underneath the garb of ordinariness hides the mind of a 

cold blooded killer. Mankell delves into the character revealing his inner thoughts and 

motivations which make him a human character in spite of his brutality.  

The Fifth Woman tells the story of a serial killer who is avenging the victims of abuse by men. 

The readers are introduced to the character of the killer in the first chapter itself where we learn 

that her mother has been killed in a shooting incident in Africa. In order to avoid an 

international incident, her death has been buried under the layers of bureaucracy. This incident 

as the readers learn forms the trigger for the character of Anders who thereafter hunts and kills 

her victims. Inspector Wallander who is assigned to the case does not believe in a person being 

evil for the sake of being evil. He makes an effort to learn the reason for such behaviour in 

search of answers that he fervently searches for. Mankell by presenting the story from the point 

of view of Anders gives a glimpse of the methodical mind of the killer. This not only makes for 
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a gripping narrative but also helps in a clearer understanding of the character who has chosen a 

path of violence.  

By delving into the character of the killer Mankell tells a side of the story which is often never 

considered leaving it to the readers to be the judge of Anders. Anders is a former employee of a 

hospital where battered women are brought in for treatment. She comes in contact with a 

number of victims of domestic violence and she initially tries to help them by forming a support 

group. The empathy she feels for these victims is based on a childhood trauma when Anders is 

a witness to the abuse of her mother by her stepfather. The image of her mother's blood is 

forever etched in her mind yet she knows that justice is never received by these women. Hence, 

the final death of her mother sends her on a mission to serve her own form of justice to men 

who have mistreated women to the extent of killing them—"she had realised that she was a 

priestess, dedicated to the scared task of proclaiming that justice was holy [and] she directed her 

prayers to the child she had been, before everything fell apart.[...] before the sinister men had 

towered up before her eyes like writhing menacing snakes” (63). The calmness which surrounds 

her as she kills these men gives eeriness to the narrative. While the timetable she draws which 

includes murder presents her as a disturbed isolated individual. 

Mankell’s presentation of this disturbed individual raises a host of questions about a society that 

is supposedly a utopia to live in. The surface of the society does project this happy picture but 

the darkness lurking underneath reveals a side of the story that is often left untold. The stories 

of innumerable silent victims find a voice only when Anders takes up a life of criminality. 

These victims expose how law and justice have not been able to provide protection to these 

women reflecting a failure on the part of the state.  By presenting the criminal’s side of the 

story the readers not only get to delve into the dark recesses of criminal psychology but also get 
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a chance to judge the successes and the failures of the welfare state. The presentation of the 

thoughts of the Anders is an attempt to answer the question raised by in the novel—"all this 

violence," she said. "where does it come from?" there aren't many people who are truly evil" 

Wallander replied. "At least I think they're few and far between. On the other hand, there are 

evil circumstances, which trigger all this violence. It's those circumstances that we have to 

tackle”(448). The author does share his opinion with Wallander believing that it is the 

circumstances that lead to aberrant behaviour and the antagonist's side of the story provides 

credibility to this thought. Hence, this presentation of the characters are grey rather than being 

divided into black and white draws a more human picture of the reality we are living in while 

subverting the norm of presenting the antagonist as a one-dimensional villain whose life is 

centred around being evil for the sake of being evil. The path to the final act of murder and the 

motives led to a more sympathetic portrait of the antagonist as seen in the character of Anders. 

The Norwegian queen of crime, Karin Fossum is a master of psychological portraits. Like 

Henning Mankell, her narration shifts from the detective's point of view to the criminal's point 

of view seamlessly.  Her stories give voice to damaged people who are treated as social misfits. 

She approaches her characters in a calm manner presenting them inside out where their deepest 

secrets are brought out in the light. She peels off each layer of her antagonists to reveal the 

trigger point which has led them down the path of evil. She subverts the notion of being evil for 

the sake of evil and holds the social institution of family accountable for many of her 

antagonist's criminal tendencies. Her victimizers are often victims themselves of circumstances 

beyond their control and their lives become proof of the failure of the social and political 

system. For Fossum understanding, the motives of the crime is as important as solving the 
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crime. She leads her readers into the desperation of the human soul elucidating circumstances 

and motivations behind gruesome crimes.  

Her evocative writing draws an in-depth character study and she is one of the few writers who 

has managed to draw a sympathetic portrait of a pedophile in The Water’s Edge.  The 

antagonist is an unkempt old man walking with a limp or circling schools in his rundown white 

car. His survival is dependent on social benefits as he no longer holds a job. His life is full of 

broken relationships which can no longer be mended. His wife has left him and his two 

daughters are estranged. But the most damaging person in his life is ironically his mother whose 

abuse of her son has lifelong psychological effects. The torment that the son undergoes in 

highlighted in the death scene of the mother who dies of cancer. Fossum presents a loving scene 

of the son holding the hand of his mother in her final moments only to reveal—“for months she 

was confined to bed in terrible pain. He had sat patiently by her bedside waiting because he did 

not want to miss the moment when she died[...]. He was unaffected by watching her, he felt 

neither joy nor relief, merely fascination” (The Water’s Edge 117). This contrast between action 

and thoughts further emphasizes the toxic relationship of the mother and her son. Fossum 

focuses on this again and again throughout the narrative—“I was a nervous child, he thought. 

My mother made sure of that. She was always ready with a threat, a telling-off, a cutting 

remark. I grew up in a sea of reproaches” (The Water’s Edge 84).  This dissection of daily life 

reflects the pain and desperation of everyday living for a man who is deemed a monster by 

society.  

Fossum in no way justifies what he does because his lack of control over his urges finally leads 

to the death of an innocent child. But she tries to delve into his thoughts and motives. His need 

to be with small children is described as a need to be in control and to be in the company of 
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people who would not judge him. After a lifetime of mental abuse, this episode becomes a way 

of gaining some semblance of power. His anguish after the death of his victim is well 

documented by the writer as he knows that he will soon be caught— 

"Wasn't he merely being human? He sensed how heat surged through his body, and then 

he collapsed once more, because deep down he knew better, of course, he did. They 

would show him no mercy, they would reel off their accusations, drag him through the 

mud like he was something inferior. Distraught, he tried to keep control of his thoughts, 

because it felt safer, but they overpowered him and he bowed his heads in shame" (The 

Water’s Edge 183). 

Her humane portrayal of a social misfit is reflected in the description of a convicted sex 

offender named Philip Akeson. He is presented as—' mild and agreeable, open and generous by 

nature' (The Water’s Edge 64), happy in the company of the two police detectives, Sejer and 

Skarre. Philip's trial in the courtroom is described in the following words—" he never tried to 

justify himself or trivialise the assaults, he co-operated fully with the judicial system and 

confessed to everything. He wanted help[...] his plea was long and heartfelt, his tone genuinely 

remorseful and on a few occasions he had displayed an infectious sense of humour”(The 

Water’s Edge 64). This description is truly a subversion of the commonly held view of what a 

‘monster' figure should be like. The writer does not include any description which makes him 

animal-like. His plea for help and remorse makes him humane as well. He is no longer a 

cardboard figure drawn only to serve as a contrast to the lead detective. Likewise, when another 

child is found missing with a paedophile on the loose, the hunt for the criminal is intensified. 

While the reader is expecting a hardened criminal who preys on innocent children, Fossum yet 

again presents a different side to the story. It is brought to the reader’s attention that the crime 
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was committed by the young boy’s friends who locks him in an abandoned earth cellar. Here, 

Edwin dies an excruciating death all alone in the darkness. The motives of the children are 

playful but the result is serious.  

Similarly, we meet Johnny Beskow in The Caller who had—‘a distinct talent for mischief and 

now he was putting it to use.'(28). What begins as a prank by a neglected boy takes a sinister 

turn and sets in motion events which lead to devastating results for a peaceful community. His 

first prank is covering a baby in a pram with blood much to the shock and despair of the parents 

who rush the baby to the emergency room. His later pranks turn out to be equally horrifying- 

placing a fake obituary for a seventy-year-old woman in the newspaper and ordering a funeral 

hearse for a dying man. All these episodes have lasting repercussions on the citizens of Bjerkas 

and as the pranks escalate hell breaks loose. As mentioned earlier, Karin Fossum in not only 

concerned with the finding of the criminal and bringing justice to the victims. Her concern is 

also the exploration of the motivations of the victimiser and delving into criminal psychology. 

Hence, the readers are given a glimpse into the heart and mind of Johnny Beskow. 

Abandoned by a father whose name he never finds out, Johnny lives with his alcoholic mother. 

Living at the mercy of a mother who lies in a drunken stupor most of the time, Johnny longs for 

attention and acknowledgement and he finds this by committing creative yet sinister pranks. His 

thought process reveals a mind full of bitterness, especially against his mother. He spends a 

good amount of time thinking of gruesome punishments for his mother—"I will shock you from 

your stupor. And you will get up from the sofa screaming, covering your face with your hands. 

I can boil the kettle, and throw water in your face. Or, he thought, hot fat" (The Caller 30). The 

sense of elation Johnny feels at the success of his every prank is highlighted by the fact that he 

visits and watches his victims moments after his prank. He imagines himself to be a wolverine- 
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an animal who is a sharp hunter. Later, he is referred to as—The Beast of Bjerkas. He feels the 

need to destroy the false sense of security that people have.  His abuse and neglect manifests 

itself in making people suffer—‘why should I be fair when nobody else is fair?’ (The Caller 

283). 

Antithetical to this aberrant behaviour is his relationship with his grandfather Henry who is the 

only person in the narrative who shows some concern for Johnny. He regularly visits him and 

the care he bestows on his grandfather reflects a touching emotional bond and the few 

conversations they share are the only episodes of normalcy in Johnny’s life. It is apt perhaps 

that he names his pet guinea pig ‘Bleeding Heart’ as he turns out to be a misunderstood 

mistreated kid who eventually becomes a victim of vigilante justice.  

Fossum's stories have a strong social conscience and are replete with some of the most troubled 

creations in crime fiction. Her ability to draw her criminals with compassion and empathy is 

second to none. Though in no way defensive of the criminal and justifying their brutal crimes, 

she does provide an insight into the criminal mind and enlightens her readers in ways not 

thought possible in crime fiction. In keeping with her primary theme of social criticism, her 

criminals are a result of a failure of society and its various institutions, especially family. Her 

stories leave the readers with a haunting sense of despair and raise a number of uncomfortable 

questions with no hope for an answer. By way of explanation Inspector Sejer concludes by 

saying—‘as long as adults make mistakes and as long as parents' abuse, they will create new 

abusers' (The Water’s Edge 226), a thought perhaps echoed by Fossum too. 

Jussi Alder Olsen also presents his characters with a lot of depth, be it the figure of the 

detective and his team or the criminals they are unmasking. Since his Department Q series deals 
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with the cold cases, cases which have remained buried and forgotten, the journey into the past 

makes for a fascinating read. The revelations that come out are often presented as parallel 

narratives with the present day sometimes even intertwining with the current cases of the police 

force. Though the lead detective Carl Morck remains the central focus in most of the 

Department Q series, Olsen creates some memorable antagonists like Nete Rosen in Guilt, a 

woman misunderstood and damaged by the society. Abused and forcefully sterilised she opts 

for vigilante justice in her quest for vengeance. Her abusive background and her broken self is 

so vividly portrayed by the writer that when she decides to stop playing the victim, the readers 

are rooting for her to succeed in killing her tormenters. Similarly, The Scarred Woman presents 

the character of Anne-Line Svendsen, a Danish case worker who is fed up of young capable 

women taking advantage of the Danish welfare system. When diagnosed with cancer she 

realises she has to take matters into her own hands and researches hit and run cases to set her 

plan in motion. While the stagnancy of her professional and personal life is put into sharp focus, 

the author also gives a background of the women who are beneficiaries of the welfare system. 

This reveals the shortcomings of government policies and the system that disburses welfare 

benefits. It exposes how this system can be manipulated by people.   

Olsen creates one such unforgettable antagonist in Redemption. A case which is set into motion 

with the discovery of an old message in a bottle turns out to be a plea for help written in blood 

many years ago. Forwarded to the cold case unit of Department Q the entire team must unite to 

stop a cold-blooded serial killer. Unlike his previous Department Q books, Redemption which is 

the third book of the series presents a villain who is memorable for various reasons. While his 

crime is horrifying the writer also gives a background of information which makes him a multi-

dimensional character. Perhaps Adler-Olsen's sickest villain till date, the killer is an interesting 
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character who leads a double-life so much so that he has multiple identities and his true name is 

never mentioned in the book. Olsen presents a meticulously calculating man who kidnaps 

children from families who belong to orthodox religious sects. He usually begins by gaining 

entry to the sect and earning the trust of the families involved. After befriending the parents he 

kidnaps two children from the family promising their release after a ransom of a million kronor. 

He has a perfect location to hide the children in what looks like a decrepit boathouse. After the 

ransom money is paid which is thrown out from a moving train at a specific location, the killer 

releases one child but kills the other to ensure the silence of the family in the future. Since most 

of these families belong to deeply religious sects who keep away from other people and are 

skeptical of the police force they make for easy targets for the killer who does a military-style 

background check for each of his target families complete with personal notes. 

In contrast to this version of the killer is his presentation as a husband and a father. He claims to 

have fallen in love with Mia, his wife at first sight. Mia believes that her husband works in a 

secret operation for the government which explains his long absences from home when he is on 

one of his kidnapping missions. His concern for his son Benjamin is also antithetical to his 

profile as a killer. After being successful in one of his meticulous plans he looks forward to 

being home. But the coldness in his character cannot be warmed up even in a domestic homely 

scene. His wife clearly feels estranged due to his long absences and during one of these 

disappearances, she enters his personal space which reveals boxes full of disturbing 

information. The many masks that the killer has been wearing slowly begin to slip off as uneasy 

truths are bought into the forefront. 

The writer slowly presents the readers with bits and pieces of information about the killer from 

which we are able to draw a picture of his background and his motivations for his crimes. His 
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father is a pastor in one of the orthodox religious Christian sects which he so often targets. 

Growing up in a strict household faith becomes a burden for him—" he looked up at the 

crucifix […] it was heavier than it looked. He remembered. Its weight had been brought down 

against him” (Redemption178). Early on he sees the disparity between his father's public 

persona and the one he presented to his family. His father's hypocrisy is revealed in the many 

episodes of domestic violence where he is careful not to disfigure his wife's face. Mia finds a 

scrapbook in the room she has never dared to enter in which an old photograph of the killer's 

father is uncovered—" he was an unsmiling man with eyes that exuded self-importance and 

authority. The eyes of his wife were different. They were empty. In these scrapbooks, she could 

see why. The father dictated everything [there was a] nasty undercurrent of nationalist 

sentiment, malevolent opinion, intolerance, deep-rooted conservatism and chauvinism" 

(Redemption 188).Though Mia acknowledges that these words describe the father she sees a 

distinct impact on the son whose daily life is affected by these thoughts.   

Raised by an orthodox and conservative father, the killer's childhood is made up of restrictions 

where even laughter is seen as a sin—" he himself dreamed of a world full of people who could 

laugh" (Redemption 219).  He lives a life without a single word of praise and is labeled as a 

delinquent. His mother does nothing to shield him from any of the pain he undergoes and even 

the death of his father does not give him any escape. His stepfather who is chosen by the 

religious congregation is equally bad and is a staunch believer of corporal punishment. His 

pitiful life takes a turn for the worse when a fight with his father leads to his sister Eva’s 

blindness which further estranges him from any filial bond. His two stepsisters also drown 

themselves leaving a lonely solitary soul behind. After years of mental and physical abuse, he 

finally takes his first step towards the life of crime when he kills his parents by feeding them 
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sleeping pills. Olsen gives a view of his mental state and the various thoughts he has as he tries 

to outgrow the religious ties which threaten to suffocate him. His bewilderment at things taken 

for granted by everyone else draws a picture of suppression and depravity. His astonishment at 

the discovery of pleasure that laughter brings is captured thus—“and he laughed too, and the 

cramp in his belly and all that was delightful and unsuppressed and unexpected overwhelmed 

him, and no one slapped his neck or took the slightest notice of him because of it” (Redemption 

224).  

An experience of watching Charlie Chaplin play the tramp and the joys of laughter has a 

profound impact on him. He realizes that he can be more than just a pitiful young boy— 

           “ten paces and he was someone else in the world of the mirror. No longer the boy 

without a friend. No longer the son of the man the people of that small community held 

in such esteem. No longer the chosen one of the flock who was to carry the weight of 

the word of God and turn it like a thunder bolt upon the people. He was the little tramp 

who made everyone laugh, not least himself” (226). 

His distancing from his family upbringing to the extent of burying his own name and his 

assumption of multiple identities can be sourced to this event. His constant humiliation that he 

faces in the name of religion leads to his deep-seated hatred for all orthodox sects. Among his 

meticulous list of his intended victims is a study of a number of such sects and it is clear from 

his attitude that he never finds truth in any one of them. Herein lies his motivation for targeting 

devout families besides the scope for a convenient escape. When faced with the truth about her 

husband Mia questions—“what had he been looking for, this man who had striven so hard to 

finally rid himself of the darkness and dogma of his childhood?” (192)The alternate title of 
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Redemption is The Conspiracy of Faith which is revealing at this point as his kidnapping and 

killing is associated with faith and yet becomes an act of redemption for the killer. His character 

and background thus highlight the failure of the state to change malevolent ideas like the ones 

held by the pastor and his congregation. His study of the mind of the criminal goes hand and 

hand with his underlying theme of social criticism. 

Following the tradition of the Scandinavian crime writers, Arnaldur Indridason combines both 

the detectives' and the criminals' point of view to present a gripping narrative. His characters 

are human who are caught in circumstances beyond their control. He is a master of creating 

characters who are unlikely heroes and likewise unlikely criminals and his stories are a 

profound commentary on human life and human behavior. Some of his best works are studies 

delving into human psychology in search of answers to questions like-what drives a man to 

kill?  A question which is raised in Silence of the Grave—when human bones are found in an 

abandoned construction site, professionals are called to unearth the human remains which have 

remained undisturbed for many decades.  They take this job seriously and remove the soil layer 

by layer to protect any evidence.  Parallel to this is the narrative of the lead detective Ernulder 

who leads the case in search of the identity of the dead person. As the layers are removed 

slowly, the detective also manages to form a clearer picture of the dead person which reveals 

that the person may have been alive when he was buried. This confirmation of murder leads to a 

hunt for the killer and the search for clarity sheds light into a history of violence surrounding 

the dead victim.   

As the story unfolds the line between good and evil gets blurred and the dichotomy between the 

victim and the victimizer no longer holds true. The readers are driven to believe that only a 

monster would bury a person alive. A criminal profile is built slowly of a man who derives 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 119 

 

pleasure out of peoples suffering reinforcing the stereotypical image of a monster figure devoid 

of all human emotions. As the ongoing investigation proceeds, a parallel narrative of a family 

unfolds who used to live near the site of the crime. A long and brutal history of domestic 

violence is revealed. Grimur is a cold and calculative man who regularly abuses his wife 

without feeling any remorse.  The beatings are violent and the three children remain silent 

spectators for many years cowering to remain invisible at the face of their fathers’ wrath.  The 

writer draws an image of systematic abuse— 

“ashamed of her black eyes, split lips and bruises all over her body[…] ashamed of the 

life she lived, which was surely incomprehensible to other [She] wanted to hide herself 

in the prison he made for her. Wanted to lock herself inside, throw away the key and 

hope that no one find it. She had to accept his maltreatment. Somehow it was her 

destiny, absolute and immutable” ( Silence of the Grave 51-52).  

Years of abuse leaves her isolated with no self- respect and confidence. She continues her life 

caring little for herself or her appearance. Almost believing that she is the cause for the abuse, 

she carries on so that her children remain protected.  His behavior has been detailed by the 

writer as the abuse gradually becomes habitual with no hint of guilt and remorse—"as if what 

he did to her had ceased to be unnatural or a disfiguration of their relationship, and had become 

something necessary and right" (51). Ironically, Grimur calls his daughter a monster because of 

her physical deformity without realizing that he is the actual monster in the family. In contrast 

to this is his image outside the sphere of his family, while at home he terrorizes everyone but 

out in the town he is a cordial smiling man. His elder son Simon who accompanies him 

sometimes to the town is bewildered by this duality of behavior—"Simon could not fathom 

how he could be sycophantic and subservient and bow politely when at home he rules as the 
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ultimate dispenser of life and death"(110). Grimur fails to realize that his sons were growing up, 

beginning to raise questions and getting stronger. 

As the case proceeds the investigative team decides that the dead body belongs to a female. 

This leads the readers to conclude that Grimur eventually kills his wife in a beating gone too far 

since he fits the profile of a murderer. His calculative manipulation of his wife, his disregard for 

his children and his duality of personality builds a complex character who thrives on control.  

Yet when the final curtain falls it is revealed that the dead body belongs to Grimur who was 

stabbed to death by Simon. This builds an alternative profile of a murderer in the narrative-a 

young boy who grows up watching his mother being mentally and physically abused. His 

helplessness and frustration simmer slowing beneath the surface undetected by the father. His 

father is the tyrant and monster of his nightmares. As a twelve-year-old boy, he tries to protect 

his petrified siblings with the safe knowledge that—"one day he would be able to defend his 

mother" (88). Simon feels an uneasy change in the household after his father comes back from 

prison like an explosion waiting to happen—"inexplicably it would be his responsibility to 

intervene before it was too late. Mikkelina was too weak and Tomas was too small. He alone 

could help her” (112-113). 

When the moment arrives Simon takes the scissors and stabs Grimur. This image of a helpless 

young boy killing his father to protect his mother subverts the image of a criminal mastermind 

all too common in crime fiction. The humane quality of the eventual murderer is reinforced by 

the conversation Simon has with his mother after the murder— 

“I’m a murderer,’ Simon said. ‘I killed him’ 
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‘not in my eyes, Simon. You can never be a murderer in my eyes. Any more than I am. 

Maybe it was a fate he brought upon himself. The worst thing that can happen is if you 

suffer because of what he was like, now that he’s  dead […] 

‘But I feel so terrible” (282). 

This reversal of the victim and the victimizer dichotomy is crucial in the exploration of the 

nature of good versus evil and spurs questions of human beings power to influence their 

surroundings. By blurring the lines between what is right and what is wrong, Indridason leaves 

his readers with uneasiness no longer relying on the clarity provided by the fictional world.  

Similar to his contemporary writers, he presents a vicious circle of the abuser and the abused. It 

is revealed that Grimur lived in a foster home where he experienced neglect. His foster parents 

are later taken to court after his friend dies of malnourishment and injuries to his body. His 

abuse of his family becomes a way of having control in a world where he was nothing. 

Unfortunately, this circle of abuse does not end here as Tomas is unable to escape the childhood 

trauma—"Tomas is dead now. He only lived to be 52. Divorced twice.[…] violent. Beat his 

wife. Beat his children. Drank” (286). 

Matti Joensuu’s study of criminal behavior is dark and compelling. His narrative style is 

slightly different from the rest of the Scandinavian crime writers discussed here. Both The 

Priest of Evil and To Steal her Love are dark stories which focus more on the study of the 

twisted mind of the criminals than the detective.  The Priest of Evil presents a strange man 

living in the underground tunnels of Helsinki. He worships a mountain androgynous God 

Maamoo who sends signs for the priest to sacrifice people in front of his apostle which is the 

underground train. Initially thought to be suicidal victims an image slowly appears which 
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suggests that a serial killer is at loose who pushes innocent commuters in front of the train—

“killing a person was not difficult, no more difficult than killing a pigeon. All it required was a 

soft push-at the right time, of course in the right place” (11). Living in an alternate world he 

mutters strange Latin phrases believing himself to be the chosen one to bring about the ‘big 

bang’. His equally strange rituals of marking his victims and sacrificing pigeons are described 

in great detail—" he had transferred each of their souls into a small white pebble,[…]. 

Sometimes when the mood took him he would take out one of the pebbles, lay it on the rock 

and crush it with a larger stone. And lo and behold: somewhere an unexplained accident would 

occur" (16). He has a hypnotic quality with which he brainwashes young troubled teenagers. 

Though the priest is a man he often disguises himself as a female when commanded by his 

strange god. When he fails in killing one of his intended victims he pricks the back of his hand 

till is resembles mincemeat as a way of repentance. This draws a picture of a strange character 

who has a diseased mind. 

Joensuu gives an insight into the twisted mind of a religious fanatic by using a narrative style 

similar to the stream of consciousness technique. This reinforces—"Joensuu’s ability to explore 

the dark interior landscape of his characters notably their persistent self-delusions” (Forshaw 

2012: 148). The priest turns out to be Markus Luukas Paavali Heino who used to be a teacher of 

religious studies with a masters degree in theology. He has been off the radar for twelve years 

and has spent seven years of his life in the underground tunnel he calls home. There is a 

suggestion that the priest maybe schizophrenic that has led him to build an alternate reality of 

his own. Joensuu does not shy away from the task of presenting a diseased mind of a character 

who lives a solitary life. His extreme religious fanaticism is reinforced by his mental state of 

mind which pushes him to build a bomb which eventually kills him too. Joensuu does not 
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provide a lot of background details of his character but his educational degree and his search for 

spirituality in India are touched upon. A description of the tunnel he lives in also reveals a 

number of stolen books which all deal in religion. The slow repetitious writing style mimics the 

convoluted workings of the priest and marks the trajectory of his descent into evil. By 

presenting a character whose life revolves around religion the author is able to raise questions 

on morality and spirituality. 

To Steal her Love revolves around the character of Tweety who looks at the world from his own 

distorted perspective.  He has a bigger head in comparison to his body—“it was as though it 

belonged to someone else, like the bird in Tweety and Sylvester where his nickname came from. 

It was also because, ever since he was a child, he had wanted to be a bird. His real name was 

Asko, but he had never liked it" (7). The narrative is presented through the eyes of Tweety who 

is the criminal at large in the novel. He is an expert lock picker who breaks into the apartment 

of young women to watch them. He has his own names for the women he stalks at night and has 

a favorite among them. He looks at everything around him through his own unique perspective 

and has names for all his important things—" he glanced at his shoes long enough to say their 

names out loud-the left was Pessi and the right Moses” (4). Joensuu writes this novel with a hint 

of humor especially in relation to the character of Tweety and his point of view. He is part of a 

criminal family who is planning a big bank robbery. Though his family makes fun of him he 

becomes an indispensable part of the bank heist team due to his lock picking skills—“Tweety 

tried to control his panting as he gasped for breath, he wanted to hear what the lock had to say. 

And it said ‘click’, but the ‘clack’ that should have followed didn’t sound, and the warm joy of 

success flooded into his chest” (11). When a lock gives him trouble he lovingly talks to it 

coxing it to open for him.  
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His unique point of view is also reflected in his room which is his private domain. His walls are 

covered in paintings that expose the wild landscape of his mind. Though the actual painting is 

never described his brother Reino on seeing them comments that Tweety is sick. There are 

enough clues for the readers to discern that Tweety is a social misfit who is unable to function 

in normal human situations. His only choice of company is his rat Toby who understands him 

without the need for words.  The readers are also given hints of his place in a dysfunctional 

family— 

“It was a worn old jute doormat. He thought of it in the rains, when it was wet, waiting 

for everyone to wipe the mud from their feet on it, and he felt sorry for it. He felt just 

like that mat. He felt like Asko, and Asko’s world was like a pigeon drawn with a blunt 

pencil, a pigeon run over by a car, its feathers blown about by the laughing wind” (42). 

Raised in a family by his nagging abusive mother whom he calls mother Gold and a father who 

disappears halfway through his childhood, Tweety longs for some kind of normalcy in his life. 

He often dreams of Wheatlocks his favorite woman and having a normal human conversation 

with her. During the bank heist, Tweety compares his life to a locker which he cannot open. 

Joensuu draws a strangely sympathetic portrait of the man who terrorizes young women by 

stalking them. He pictures him as a misunderstood young man who longs for some human 

interaction. Tweety himself has a vague feeling about the misfit he is—"if only his life had been 

different if he hadn't been born into the Leinonen family if he'd got a place at art school, and 

if…he didn't know that, but that's how he felt. And it was painful because he faintly understood 

something but didn’t quite understand what he understood” (140). Unlike the evil that lurked in 

darkness in The Priest of Evil, To Steal her Love as the title suggest tells the story of a 

misunderstood man's quest for love. By presenting the narrative from the point of view of 
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Tweety, Joensuu shows the humanity in a character who has been labeled criminal by society. 

Likewise, Joensuu reveals that the killers in The Stone Murders are young men belonging to 

dysfunctional families. Abused as kids by their parents they grow up to play vicious pranks on 

their victims which results in death. Joensuu shows that both the victims and the victimizer are 

crushed by the same abusive structure. 

It can be concluded that Scandinavian crime fiction is true examples of ‘whydunits' rather than 

the ‘whodunits'. They are crime novels which are concerned with the motivations of the 

criminals and what makes them evil rather than being only concerned with the unmasking of 

the criminal. This aspect of Scandinavian crime fiction is highlighted in the fact that many 

novels begin with the exposure of the identity of the criminal like Joensuu's The Stone Murders 

and Fossum’s The Caller.   All the novelists discussed above have reiterated their quest for a 

revelation of the life of the criminal to shed light into many important issues. Although there 

are plenty of books dealing with animalistic monster figures, it is the story of ordinary people 

falling into the jaws of evil which explore truths of circumstances and motivations of crime. 

This device has a two-fold advantage since the circumstances of the life of the criminal often 

reveal the failure of the state machinery. 

 Social realism and criticism which lies at the heart of the Scandinavian crime novel find a 

mouthpiece to critique the state which has projected the glossy image of these lands being a 

utopia where all human needs are met. The proliferation of people who take up the life of crime 

raises the question that all things are not perfect. The political intrigues and financial crash all 

become causes for desperation in the human mind. By delving into the psyche of the criminal 

the novelist unearths a hint of humanity in these characters who are labelled delinquents and 

outcasts by the society.  This, in turn, presents them as victims themselves who have turned into 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 126 

 

law-breakers. This exposes the vicious circle of crime where the abused often turn into an 

abuser in a never-ending chain. It raises questions of the moral responsibility of the social 

institutions like family and religion which has failed to curb such behaviour.  In Scandinavian 

crime fiction, the resolution of the mystery of ‘who committed the crime?’ takes a backseat as 

character development takes centre stage which makes for a more emotional and compelling 

narrative.  

Though the presentation of the narrative from the criminal's perspective is not an unprecedented 

departure from the earlier tradition of crime writing, it is clear that the five authors discussed 

here have made this technique their own. By delving into the minds of the criminals all five 

crime writers discussed in this chapter expose the inadequacy of the welfare systems. They shed 

a critical light into the atmosphere which has contributed to the anxiety and disillusionment 

with governmental institutions. This discontent with the agencies of the state leads to various 

kinds of crisis in the novels discussed here which often culminates in murder. The rise of right-

wing ideologies, xenophobia, and consumerism have led to a breakdown of structures which 

traditionally held society together. Together, the five authors discussed in this chapter present 

the criminal as a metaphor for the aberrations of society. The widespread discontent has led to a 

slowing consuming paranoia which is presented in the damaged selves of the criminals of 

Scandinavian crime fiction reflecting the dark side of the utopian myth. 
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CHAPTER V 

WOMEN IN SCANDINAVIAN CRIME FICTION 

 

When it comes down to it, this story is not primarily about spies and secret government 

agencies; it’s about violence against women and men who enable it. 

   —Stieg Larsson 

When Stieg Larsson wrote ‘The Millennium Trilogy' he wanted to give voice to the abused 

woman who has been a victim of the power structure. He initially named his first novel Men 

who hate Women. He later renamed his novel but the theme remained the same. This theme of 

the position of women in the welfare state gained prominence with The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo but this theme has always found a resonance in the Scandinavian crime novel and in the 

novels discussed in this chapter. Readers of crime fiction will instantly realise the masculinity 

of crime fiction which focus on rationality, logic and the physical prowess of the investigator. 

Gender studies reveal that the areas of logic and rationality are often considered a purely male 

domain while the emotional and the intuitive are looked upon as the domain of the female.  This 

idea is reinforced in crime fiction as revealed in the study of female characters in the history of 

crime fiction. While the British version focused on the mental brilliance of the detective, the 

American version focused on the physical strength and courage of the central protagonist 

further reflecting this stereotype. 

 

Even the later reworking of the genre produced thrillers which captured the disturbed psyche of 

an essentially male criminal. Hence in this male-dominated genre, the question arises as to 

where is the space for women and what role do they play? This question becomes doubly potent 
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when the background of crime fiction is a location which is considered to be the most 

egalitarian of all nations in the world. Has a country considered as a safe haven for all genders 

able to shed its patriarchal prejudices?  It is obvious that the five crime series discussed here all 

have a male central protagonist. The readers follow the story of crime and the ensuing detection 

of criminals and their motives. But this investigative process is not just a story of the detective 

who follows the clues and reveals the criminal is the end. Scandinavian crime fiction delves 

into the minds of both the detective and criminal to reveal their prejudices as they dissect the 

society to its bare bones.  By keeping the socio-political critique in the background, this chapter 

investigates the changes in our conception of gender roles and the place of women in society 

taking a look at representations of women in crime fiction from the most egalitarian nations.  

 

A look into the history of crime fiction reveals that women have been prolific writers of novels 

centred on crime yet earlier crime fiction by women focused on intuitive detection. This idea is 

reflected in the works of Agatha Christie who transformed detective fiction by creating 

memorable characters like Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple. Agatha Christie started writing 

mystery novels in response to a challenge by her sister and she created Hercule Poirot—her 

fussy Belgian detective in 1916 in her novel The Mysterious Affair at Styles. He would go on to 

be the second most famous detective in the world outranked only by the iconic Sherlock 

Holmes. Like his predecessor, Hercule Poirot is a man of extraordinary intelligence. Christie 

also— 

           “endowed him with an overweening vanity and a neurotic precision, as well as 

magnificent moustaches and his famous little grey cells[...] and, thanks to the brilliant 
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television portrayal by David Suchet, is now firmly fixed in the public consciousness 

and affection for all time”( Curran 2011: 13).  

 

Though Poirot is presented as relying on his little grey cells, his detecting skills are based on far 

simpler methods of acute observation which are stereotypically a feminine domain. Many a 

time Poirot is able to solve a crime based on his observations of the domestic space, a chair 

being moved in the drawing room or the location of a particular object on the mantelpiece. 

Therefore, in Christie's hands, the detective figure is significantly feminised. 

 

Perhaps this feminisation of the detective figure paved the way for the creation of Christie's 

own woman detective- Miss Jane Marple, introduced to her readers in the short story "The 

Tuesday Night Club," published in December 1927. She later had a book-length debut in The 

Murder at the Vicarage in 1930. She is described by the author as being an old spinster, kind 

and always knitting. She is an example of an armchair detective and her—"style of detection is 

based on village parallels, small and seemingly insignificant events familiar to her from a 

lifetime of village living, which  she adopts as a basis for comparison when faced with more 

sinister events" (Curran 2011: 16).  

 

Detection in its truest sense is thus considered to be a typically male domain as reinforced in the 

title of P.D.James novel—An Unsuitable Job for a Woman (1972) which features her female 

detective Harriet. Raymond Chandler drew a portrait of an ideal detective in his essay “The 

Simple Art of Murder”:  
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            "Down these mean streets, a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither 

tarnished nor afraid. The detective must be such a man. He is the hero, he is everything. 

He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to 

use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honour, by instinct, by inevitability, without 

thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in his world and a 

good enough man for any world. He will take no man’s money dishonestly and no 

man’s insolence without a due and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man and his 

pride is that you will treat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him.” (18) 

 

This quote reiterates the idea of the figure of the detective as being primarily a male figure. As 

discussed in the second chapter this image projects the role of the detective as a chivalric knight 

who rescues a damsel in distress or that of God like saviour who brings about restoration of 

order at the face of chaos. Both this image of a saviour and a protector is a predominantly 

masculine conception of gender roles.  

 

This prejudice is also reflected in the creation of the antagonists as well. An example of this is 

the character of Irene Adler in the Sherlock Holmes series. The series presents Adler as an 

extremely intelligent woman who is able to hold her own against the brilliance of Sherlock 

Holmes yet she is eventually presented as a victim who needs the help of Sherlock. The BBC 

television series on Sherlock Holmes further dismisses her by presenting her as a love interest 

of Sherlock thus effectively reducing her to the role of a femme fatale. The fact that even a 

brilliant mind of Irene is unable to comprehend clues and stand equal to the central detective 
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reflects a marginalisation of a female character. Hence, she is eventually cast as a villain and 

victim rather than a hero in the narrative. 

 

So in this masculine world where do women figure in the narrative?—“women represented in 

[a] detective story either played the part of the submissive housewife, the sweet secretary or a 

dead body, or she was cast as the femme fatale seductress. Though female detectives have 

appeared throughout the history of the genre, crime fiction has been resistant to a female 

protagonist as gender transgressions of hegemonic masculinity and ‘normative sexuality’ have 

conventionally been seen as incriminating traits in the genre”(Stougaard- Nielsen 2017: 172). 

Hence it can be observed that the role of the women in crime fiction is usually limited to- 

 

 femme fatale  

 victim 

 the intuitive detective 

 

The presentation of the woman as a femme fatale raises a host of problematic questions since 

this presents women as the ‘other' who is an embodiment of a looming threat in the narrative. 

The emotional and weak portrayal of the femme fatale is a facade for the underlying 

manipulative character. This acts as a contrast to the tough exterior of the protagonist which 

hides his sensitive side.  Like the spy thrillers, for example, Fleming's James Bond Series, 

which present the woman characters in an unfavourable light, crime fiction presents the woman 

as a negative character who employs her seductive prowess to deter the male detective from 

moving forward in his quest. Her apparent vulnerability allows her to form an emotional bond 
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with the protagonist which turns into a threat for him—"the personal threat posed by women is 

linked to a more general division between surface and depth [...] it expands to become a more 

general social threat, resulting in the masculism and misogyny that are typical of much of 

[crime] fiction" (Scaggs 2005: 77). The female character becomes a clever ploy in the hands of 

the storyteller to lead to deviations and misrepresentation of clues. Thus, the femme fatale is an 

example of how women are put in a negative cast.  

 

The role of the woman as a detective as mentioned earlier reinforces the stereotypical views of 

women dominating the emotions while rationality remains a male domain. The female detective 

is presented as using her intuitive power rather than relying on her deductive reasoning.  The 

female detective is also shown as often relying on her male counterparts to get her out of sticky 

situations where physical strength is required. A popular teenage sleuth Nancy Drew is 

presented as requiring her boyfriend Ned to protect her from the evil onslaught of literary 

villains. This shows that women are not presented as being apt to take up the role of the 

detective in its truest sense.  

 

The presentation of women as victims is equally problematic. It raises a host of questions as we 

often see women being victims of sexual assault and domestic violence. On the other hand since 

the female character is a victim she usually dies at the start of the narrative which dismisses her 

role as simply being a catalyst to set the events in motion. But more importantly, the 

presentation of women as victims paint a grim picture of a society where women fail to find a 

safe haven and when the background of the crime novel is Scandinavia which is one of the most 

egalitarian regions in the world, the question of safety of women gains added relevance. 
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The Scandinavian countries are known internationally as nations that support and promote 

gender equality. Women were allowed into universities at a time when women were still denied 

the right to education. Finland was the first nation in the world to give women the right to vote 

(1906). Health care services and education under the welfare programmes allowed women the 

freedom to pursue their own career path as well. The paternal leaves in these nations are also 

longer giving women a much-needed relief. This gender equality is also reflected in the fact that 

there is more than forty percent representation of women in the parliament and fifty percent of 

the ministers are women. Women are hence an active participant in all spheres of life within 

and outside the boundaries of her home in the Scandinavian nations. 

 

However recent years are showing a wave of negative changes—"the last decades have also 

witnessed intensifying privatization of the public sector (education, health care, child care, care 

of the elderly, infrastructure), a development that brings with it not only growing class 

differences but increased gender inequalities" (Bergman 2014: 70). While the statistics seem to 

show equality among all genders an in-depth study brings certain uneasy truths to light. Though 

more than seventy percent of women are working they are working in low paying professions 

as compared to men. The sectors which employ a higher percentage of women is usually care 

and service sector which goes further to emphasize a feminine stereotype. Unfortunately, these 

sectors are also comparatively lower paying which has an adverse effect on the overall position 

of women since economic equality goes a long way in ensuring overall gender equality. 
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The one area which has remained a concern especially for Scandinavian crime writers is the 

rising violence against women in these egalitarian nations. While Scandinavian crime fiction 

presents an unvarnished portrait of modern life that holds the key for its success it is also 

presenting the grim picture of increasing gender inequality. The role and position of women is 

put under scrutiny in the Scandinavian crime novel. The underlying socio-political criticism 

which lies at the heart of Scandinavian Crime Fiction finds a voice in its representations of 

women too.  

 

The global phenomenon of ‘The Millennium Trilogy’ sheds light into the rising crime against 

women in the Scandinavian nations. Stieg Larsson who was an investigative journalist provided 

statistics to show how his work was grounded in reality. His first book titled The Girl with the 

Dragon Tattoo is divided into different sections which begin with a precise and real-life 

statistics of crime against women which indeed paints a grim picture of the reality in a place 

like Sweden. Many of the Scandinavian crime series deal with crimes that are typically related 

to gender and men´s dominance of women. The plot may involve women revenging themselves 

on discriminating men or men´s brutal violence against women. They become pictures of the 

life of a modern woman and takes place in a modern and contemporary world which is more or 

less explicitly masculine-dominated. This serves to shed light into the social system as well 

because part of the image projected by the welfare state is that this land is egalitarian. 

 

Scandinavian crime fiction is increasingly presenting images of violence towards women. 

Crime fiction does have a complicated history with women and violence mostly centered on 

sexual violation and murder. While the murder of women may be used to evoke sensationalism 
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in crime novels it can be also used to—"voice social and political criticism and to explore 

questions of victimization and agency" (Berit Astrom et al 2013: 2). Often overlooked as a 

mere plot device the violent episodes in crime fiction highlight the complex questions of socio-

political formations which encompass both the victim and the agency. The novels of 

Scandinavian crime fiction become a fertile ground for the debates over gender and violence 

and its effects. The novels highlight the level of victimization in contrast to empowerment. The 

texts which have been chosen for discussion are an attempt to "challenge the stipulation of 

gender roles and myths in relation to sexual violence and that seek to rewrite the roles of 

victims and perpetrators" (Berit Astrom et al 2013: 3). 

 

 The extreme masculinity of the genre of crime fiction has already been highlighted with the 

focus on male authoritative figures who are the keeper of law and order. The affinity of the 

genre towards violence on women is captured in British crime writer and reviewer Jessica 

Mann' declaration—"each psychopath is more sadistic than the last and his victims sufferings 

are described in detail that becomes ever more explicit, as young women are imprisoned, 

bound, gagged, strung up or tied down, rape, sliced, burned, blinded, beaten, eaten, starved, 

suffocated, stabbed, boiled or buried alive" (cited in Berit Astrom et al 2013: 3). However, in 

Scandinavian crime fiction, this general trend of the depiction of violence cannot be dismissed 

as being a reflection of misogyny and sadism alone. The violence depicted brings the readers 

face to face with uncomfortable questions of gender and society.  Given the strong trend of 

social criticism in Scandinavian crime fiction violence on women is presented as a serious 

social problem. This genre questions the decaying welfare state—"the trouble lurking just 
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beneath the surface of democracy, and links between the individual body and the social body" ( 

Berit Astrom et al 2013: 9).   

 

While Scandinavian crime writers highlight the truth behind the projected image of egalitarian 

nations there is one important emerging trend of Scandinavian crime fiction which distinguishes 

it from other crime series. Scandinavian crime series present female characters both as law 

enforcers and lawbreakers. This trend has been celebrated by readers and critics alike for the 

creation of strong female characters who go beyond their gender-defined roles that women 

stereotypically play in crime fiction. There are also some crime series where there is a 

subversion of gender roles where the binary of feminine and masculine ceases to exist. The 

novels discussed here express this through the nuances of characterisation by presenting women 

in both personal and professional space. Women populating the Scandinavian landscape are 

both fascinating and formidable. Scandinavian crime fiction reflects how gender roles are 

destabilizing and how the idea of being a woman is being challenged. Likewise, the crime 

writers discussed here engage in presenting a more rounded picture of society reflecting upon 

the changing position of women in these nations. 

 

Swedish author Henning Mankell combines both these features in his portrait of female 

characters. The readers come across some important women in the narrative. Linda, his 

daughter is one such character who is a constant in all the novels of the series, though his ex-

wife Mona remains a distant figure. In keeping in line with the social critique that informs all of 

Mankell's work the author often refers to the violence faced by women in a so-called egalitarian 

society. His stories are rife with women who are victimized and undergo a sense of 
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abandonment as they have no one to rely on. They are presented as shadows in a society that is 

supposed to give them an equal voice. One work which explicitly deals with the abuse lurking 

beneath the facade of domestic bliss is The Fifth Woman—“[the] novel feature[s] female 

avengers and serial killers who respond violently to male abuse by taking place of an impotent, 

still patriarchal welfare state, which is found unable to deliver on its promise of social and 

gender equality” (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 210).  

 

The novel narrates the story of a serial killer who baffles Wallander and his team. As the story 

unfolds we discover there are a number of female characters who have all been abused by men 

and the killer at loose is murdering these men in the most gruesome manner. The choice of 

domestic violence as a crime against women is significant since the truth of this crime lies 

hidden beneath the facade of respectability that the men project—"this was because Sweden's 

prosperity was a well-camouflaged quagmire. The decay was underneath it all" (The Fifth 

Woman 368). The abused women presented in the narrative draw a sordid picture of the way 

women are treated in a so-called egalitarian society. The women who are in an abusive 

relationship are living in absolute terror and there is no one to look out for them. The abusive 

men are seemingly respectable as we meet the hardworking university researcher, an orchid-

loving flower shop owner and a poet who writes only about birds who are all revealed to be 

perpetrators of violence and murder. This presents a different picture of the society which is put 

up for scrutiny by the author. The women are presented as victims of the worst kind as they are 

most unsafe within the confines of the protective space of their homes.  
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But among these battered women, Mankell presents the character of Yvonne Ander. She is one 

such woman who takes up the role of a perpetrator subverting the stereotypical role of a victim. 

She is signal creation in crime fiction as she refuses to be boxed into a stereotypical traditional 

woman figure. Ander breaks all the norms associated with gender binaries. She is a woman who 

trains in lifting weights traditionally looked upon as a masculine domain. It is easy to see that 

Ander is different from pre-existing female characters. While the history of crime fiction gives 

many examples of female killers, they are limiting since they remain within the feminine 

domain of emotions and intuitions. Mankell's character, on the other hand, is a brazen female 

who challenges the authority of the police force uncovering the corruption that the system is 

facing- she is unsmiling and a far cry from the femme fatale/victim of the crime novels. The 

image of the Ander is presented as being sans make-up mostly reinforcing the ambiguity of 

sexuality and more importantly, subverting the image of the seductive femme fatale. 

 

What makes Ander different from her predecessors is her gender ambiguity. She wears a 

perfume which lingers on in the crime scene and yet manages to starve a man and hang him to 

death. This duality and ambiguity is the one aspect which confuses the detective and his team. 

The killer murders men with a level of cruelty which shows a lack of emotion. When faced with 

the question of the gender of the killer the team decides that the killer is a man. The reason for 

this is explained in the narrative—"women almost never use violence unless they're defending 

themselves or their children. And then it's not premeditated violence, but instinctive acts done 

in self-defence. A woman would not normally dig a pongee pit. Or hold a man captive. Or 

throw a man in the lake inside a sack" (The Fifth Woman 380). This statement by one of 

Wallander’s colleagues reflects a stereotypical view of a woman who is seen as a passive figure 
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rather than an active one. Mankell subverts this conventional image as reflected most obviously 

in Ander’s methodical way of killing each of her victims.   

 

As the story unfolds the killer is revealed to be a female who takes matters into her own hands 

and dispenses her form of justice. As Wallander and his team start to make a clearer profile of 

the killer the motive is revealed—“a revenge motive is taking shape. At any rate, it runs through 

each crime as a possible link. Men who use force against women are attacked in return by a 

calculated violence of a masculine kind. As if they were being forced to feel their hands on their 

own bodies” (The Fifth Woman 380). While the novel is centred on episodes of extreme 

violence and exploitation faced by women, Mankell draws the character of Ander who refuses 

to play the victim. Once a victim of exploitation, the story is also a story of revenge and justice 

meted out by Ander to the exploiters. Perhaps this is the reason why even when she is finally 

caught there is a feeling of grudging respect for her amongst those who had been hunting her 

because she has succeeded in taking control which goes beyond playing a mere spectator. 

Ander’s belief is captured in her thoughts—“evil must be driven out with evil. Where there is 

no justice, it must be created” (168). Thus, The Fifth Woman is an important work in crime 

fiction which reflects the status of women in Swedish society. 

 

Mankell also presents successful female characters that are part of the police force. His 

daughter Linda’s eventual choice of career and her decision to follow her father’s footsteps also 

suggests the presence of women who are willing to venture into careers which have 

traditionally been seen as a masculine domain. However, Wallander is sceptical of his 

daughter’s career choice which echoes a traditional outlook. Before the Frost features Linda 
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Wallander as the lead detective and narrates her story after she graduates from the police 

academy. She is waiting for her first assignment when her friend Anna disappears, convinced 

that something bad has happened to her she embarks on her first case without the approval of 

the authority. Linda is presented as an equally brilliant investigator though a reckless one as she 

refuses to pay heed to any rules that would deter her from her search for her friend. The novel 

starts with a troubled relationship between the father and the daughter as both of them are part 

of the Ystad police force. But it ends with Linda earning the respect of her father.   

 

Like, Mankell, Arnaldur Indridason writes stories rife with women who are victims of abuse 

and domestic violence. These stories highlight the underlying horror of helpless women through 

a nuanced characterisation. His second novel Silence of the grave is a narrative of a woman 

who undergoes years of physical and mental abuse at the hands of her husband which 

eventually culminates in murder. The author describes the violence in a matter of fact tone—

“My God,’ she said. Blood trickled into her mouth from her split upper lip. The taste mingled 

with the salty tears running down her face. ‘why did you do that? What have I done?” (8). As 

the abuse increase the unnamed victim knows that she must get away so she seeks the help of a 

vicar—“she has seen the vicar who told her that a good wife does not leave her husband.[...] 

‘think about your children,’ the vicar said” (45). Likewise, the police too do not come to her 

rescue—“when she stood in front of the policeman with a swollen eye and split lip, they told 

the couple to take things easy. Said they were disturbing the peace” (45). This episode reveals 

the social prejudice people have when it comes to marriage. The fact that religion nor law 

comes to her aid even after knowledge of abuse disturbingly legitimizes this crime which 
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eventually pushes the story to its tragic end. This presentation of woman as victim reveals the 

failure of the welfare model on an individual level. 

  

While this story presents the narrative of a female as a victim Indridason also presents women 

as part of the police force. The focus of the series lies on the central Detective Erneldur but the 

narrative gives a background of his team too. In this team, the two most prominent figures are 

Detective Oli and Detective Elinborg. The significant feature of this team is that Detective 

Elinborg is a female who is described by the writer as—"Elinborg was of an indeterminate age, 

forty-something, well built without being fat, and she loved food.[...] she started working for 

Reykjavik police as a summer job and ended up joining the force. She was one of the few 

female detectives” (Silence of the Grave 14). Elinborg is an important part of the investigative 

team and when Detective Erlundur takes a break it is up to her to solve a crime in Outrage 

which features her as the lead detective.  

 

Outrage is a significant novel in the Reykjavik murder mystery series when it comes to gender 

roles  as it centers around Elinborg giving readers a different perspective and an insight into a 

character who had till now remained in the periphery. Outrage centres on the brutal murder of a 

man who is found with date-rape drugs in his pocket. There is a possibility that the murder 

victim might have been a serial rapist. This pushes the lead detective to pursue different threads 

of clues which eventually leads to a revelation that becomes an answer to many deaths which 

are unearthed along the way. 
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But it is not the murder that is of central interest in this narrative as the writer presents a 

thorough insight into the life of the female lead detective. Like many female detectives in the 

history of crime fiction Detective Elinborg choice of this profession is a surprise of many 

including her family. The fact that this is a male-dominated profession even in an egalitarian 

society is highlighted in the surprise people feel when they encounter her. One such 

conversation occurs in Silence of the Graves—“she greeted Elinborg sincerely and asked if 

there were many woman detectives. ‘next to none,’ Elinborg smiled. ‘sinful’ said Mikkelina, 

offering her a seat. ‘Women should be in forefront everywhere” (248). A female detective is 

most likely to stumble into this profession by chance like P.D James’ Harriet who inherits a 

detective agency. Hence, Elinborg’s deliberate choice becomes significant in the history of 

female detection as well. Arnaldur Indridason clearly mentions that she could have continued 

her studies in the field of geology and become a scientist yet she chooses to join the police force 

even though there are only a handful of female detectives in the Icelandic CID. It is also 

significant that she does so at the face of immediate disapproval from her family especially her 

mother— 

 

“Elinborg had heard it all before. Her mother was disappointed that she had ‘finished 

up’ in the police, as she put it. She thought the job was beneath her daughter. Not 

because it was unimportant- far from it-but she simply could not bear to think of her 

Elinborg dealing with crooks. She imagined other people-nothing like her daughter-

pursuing criminals, arresting them, questioning them and locking them up. Her daughter 

just wasn’t that kind of woman. Elinborg had long ago given up defending her 

profession” (Outrage 167).  
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Elinborg’s mother’s attitude also reveals a stereotypical construct of how a female should 

behave which is the masculine notion of a woman staying home and raising children. Since 

Elinborg does not fit into the socially accepted behaviour of a good woman she faces a keen 

sense of disapproval ironically from her mother. 

 

In spite of all the prejudices surrounding her, she relentlessly pursues the case.  She becomes 

the new face of a female professional who is able to stand against the obstacles placed by a 

patriarchal society while emphasizing—"the necessity to empathize with the social pressures on 

women related to the demands of competitive, masculine professional life and the resistant 

social norms associated with motherhood and feminity [concluding that a] modern woman must 

fight to become an individual first" (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 176). This individual space of 

Elinorg is highlighted by the writer throughout the series as her love of cooking. She loves 

cooking new cuisines and adding an Icelandic flavor to food from different countries. Her 

refusal to cook the traditional food that she grew up eating reflects her adventurous spirit while 

her recipe book becomes a symbol of her inventiveness and unorthodox outlook which comes 

handy in her professional field. Her choice of cooking a family meal is also bound to her 

following her passion rather than her sticking to the traditional gender roles which relegate a 

female to a domestic space of feeding and nurturing. Cooking becomes a way of finding her 

own space as an individual rather than a daily chore which gives her a break from everything 

including her family— 

"Whenever Elinborg focused on her cooking she attained a rare state of calm. She 

permitted herself to slow down and retreat from the stressful daily round, to concentrate 
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on something other than work and take a break from the family. She emptied her mind 

of everything but the consideration of different ingredients, and how she could apply her 

insight and artistry to producing perfection from chaos. In her kitchen, she found an 

outlet for her creativity [...] For Elinborg the three stages of […] - preparation, cooking, 

and eating-were a recipe for life itself" (Outrage 311-312). 

 

However, it is her detection skills which remain of primary interest in the narration. The 

methodical way of sifting through various clues applied by Elinborg is also in direct contrast to 

the intuitive way of detection applied by previous female detectives. Elinborg is presented as 

relentlessly questioning possible witnesses no matter how slight the connection and all family 

members in search for clarity. She does not leave things to chance as she keeps an unlikely 

friend of the victim under close surveillance. She sits alone in her car waiting for any suspicious 

behaviour and does not rely on her male colleagues to rescue her from any possible dangerous 

situations. There is no moment of her following a ‘hunch’ as she sifts through various clues for 

answers as her response to situations is rational. She is presented as a calm and intelligent 

protagonist.  

 

These subtle nuances in her character reflect her refusal to fit into the female stereotype which 

has relegated a female to the domestic space alone in a genre which idealises masculinity 

explicitly. Though she feels the demands of the traditional role of a wife and a mother she does 

not comply with this role that is expected of her. On the other hand, she makes a space of her 

own in a male-dominated profession whilst refusing to face any subordination due to her being 

a woman. She subverts the stereotype of the female detective by solving the crime through 
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methodical detection remaining calm and collected the entire time. Hence, the character of 

Detective Elinborg reflects –"gender roles in the wake of women's struggle for equality in the 

workplace and at home [which is] representative of microcosms of the gender based 

inequalities, conflicts and violence in the wider society" (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 177). 

 

Her character also exposes rampant sexism present in the professional sphere which becomes 

an eye opener for the readers since the Scandinavian nations have often been hailed as an 

egalitarian utopia. This topic of sexism is not new to Indridason as he has dealt with it in Jar 

City too which presents a sexist cop who allows a rape case to go cold because of his belief that 

the victim wanted the sexual encounter with her rapist. This, in turn, exposes the attitude which 

believes that any degradation of a female was normal and how the keepers of law made it 

impossible for a woman to complain. The sexist cop hence becomes an example of overt 

masculinity who use their position of power to silence any complaints.  While this was a direct 

case of sexism Outrage presents a more muted version of expected behaviour in a patriarchal 

society which tries to topple the lead detective as they try to undermine her authority. Hence, it 

is also appropriate that the associated crime of the murder victim is rape which is directly 

connected with the ideas of masculine power and oppression highlighting the sadistic misogyny 

which lies at the heart of all social criticism of Scandinavian crime fiction. The title of the novel 

Outrage captures the outage rape victims feel at the leniency of the judicial system against the 

rapist.  

 

Jussi Alder-Olsen's Department Q series features an investigative team of Carl, Assad, Rose, 

and Gordan. The universe of Department Q series does not feature a lot of female characters 
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and the police procedural which reflects the intricate working of a police force does not feature 

a single female detective which itself reveals the position of women. While there are some 

female employees in the police department, they are mostly presented as secretaries and 

assistants. Likewise, the writer presents woman as nurses but never the doctor, woman as lab 

assistants but never the lead researcher. Hence, in this prejudiced world of gender inequality 

which highlights the position of women in Scandinavian society, the character of Nete in Guilt 

comes as a breath of fresh air. Guilt focuses on the dark activities of right-wing thinkers of 

Purity party who believe in the creation of a pure race which leads to a brutal regime of forced 

sterilization of women deemed unfit.  

 

The character of Nete is a well-rounded character as we get to delve into her psychology and 

history. Nete is born in a rustic farm away from the cosmopolitan city of Copenhagen. Her 

mother dies at a young age and therefore, she is raised by her father along with her brothers. 

The lack of family guidance and growing up in an all-male household leads to certain 

behavioural issues in Nete especially when she goes to school.  She does not know to behave as 

a woman as stated by societal rules. She is an outspoken and confident young girl who works 

on the farm along with her brothers. She is not treated differently on the farm so she learns how 

to repair fences and take care of the animals. But when she joins school she does not fit into the 

expected role of feminine behaviour due to which she is labelled as a delinquent and treated as 

a social outcast. Her elder brother eventually teaches her that—"human beings could be divided 

into two kinds, male and female.[...] the fundamentals of life were divided between these two 

groups. Matters of work and all went on within the four walls of the home. It was all designed 

so that one group or the other would take care of any given issue" (129). 
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 At the age of fifteen, she ends up being pregnant with her cousin's child who vehemently 

denies his involvement. This incident becomes one of the turning points in her life as she 

becomes the victim whereas her cousin Tage goes scot free. The humiliation that she undergoes 

as the result of this pregnancy and the ensuing miscarriage is vividly written by the writer—

"here', he said, depositing a fistful of rice grains on the floor in front of her. ‘eat!'. He placed a 

jug of water next to her. ‘and drink!"(164). This interrogation by her father to find out who is 

behind the pregnancy is pointless as he refuses to believe his daughter when told the truth. It 

highlights the lack of support but also reveals how women end up being victims in a structure 

dominated by men.   

 

This incident begins the downhill journey of Nete which leads to multiple pregnancies and 

abortions, her rape by her Doctor, her stay in homes for ‘Fallen Woman' and eventually her 

journey to the island of Sprogo where she is forcefully sterilized when the doctor deems her 

unfit and inferior. Nete becomes a victim of social prejudices and she is brutally silenced when 

she tries to raise her voice. Her rapist Dr. Wade goes scot free because his appearance is 

respectful. She is hounded and tormented like an animal with no hope. Yet she survives all this 

only for it all to come crashing down when her past is brought to light. The accusing fingers are 

raised yet again and this is when Nete decides to stop being the victim. Like a phoenix rising 

from her ashes, she meticulously plans her revenge on each one of her tormentor who brought 

about her ruination. 

 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 148 

 

 The parallel narrative of Nete as a victim and her as a murderer makes a gripping story. By 

giving a background story to the character of Nete, Olsen manages to make a detailed study of 

the transformation of her as a victim to a perpetrator. Fed up of lifelong social injustices Nete 

does not rely on the justice system to give her a fair hearing. She meticulously plans her 

revenge and manages to subvert the role of the victim and the victimiser. She builds an airtight 

room with her own hands.  She invites her victims to her home and serves them poisoned tea 

while calmly watching them splutter and die. The role reversal is complete when she smashes 

the head of one of her victims and forces them to drink the poison.  

 

A look into the life of Nete reveals certain important points. She is made an outcast because she 

does not fit into the role of an ideal woman and mother as society deemed fit. She is brash and 

outspoken as a child and tries to fight for herself even in the prison-like hospital. The 

dominance of men over her and on all marginalized in general is highlighted by the Purity 

programme which aimed at racial superiority—"if a woman's behaviour was deemed to be 

antisocial she'd be in the spotlight.[...] they could be sent to Sprogo indefinitely without being 

convicted of any crime. The doctors thought they could do that [...] because these women 

weren't part of the ‘normal' society to which everyone else belonged" (Guilt 176).  At the face 

of such right-wing thoughts women come off as worst victims as they are not given any say in 

this sterilisation. In this light, Nete's vengeance and her role as a victimiser become all the more 

significant. She manages to escape this internalisation of patriarchal norms of which many 

women are a victim of resulting even in woman abusing woman, where women believe that 

they are the inferior gender—‘I am good enough'(69), she reminds herself as Nete's life 

becomes a tale of abuse of power.   
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Like Nete, we do come across women victims who turn into fighters in their own rights in the 

Department Q series. Rose, we learn in The Scarred Woman was abused by her father all 

through her life till he is crushed by a one-tonne block of steel in front of her. Though 

psychologically affected by the abuse and the gruesome death, she defies all odds to become an 

indispensable part of cold cases team. She is an intelligent woman with an exceptionally good 

memory which is at odds with the traditional gender definitions.  Her detecting skill is also at 

par with the male members of her team as she comes to her conclusions rationally and logically. 

Like Detective Elinborg in the Reykjavik murder series, Rose goes against the norms of a 

female detective who relies on her intuitive skill to draw her conclusions. Instead, we find Rose 

meticulously combing through records in search of a single red herring. Her sexual life also 

subverts the norms of her gender as she moves through many men without a backward glance. 

Together both these women put a brave face against the odds but their lives also become a tale 

of abuse which exposes the rotting foundation of the egalitarian state. 

 

Finnish writer Matti Joensuu has a different approach to the role and position of women. He 

gives voice to his social critique by presenting women as objects of prey for the men in the 

prowl. To Steal her Love narrates the story of a person named Tweety, a young man who breaks 

into apartments of women to watch them. This voyeuristic story depicts certain truths of how 

the entire society perceives women. Women are clearly objectified by Tweety because he likes 

to shadow them and silently watch them sleep. The nocturnal visitor becomes a disturbing 

factor for many women who wake up to an unknown presence within the protective space of 

their home. Tweety ends up falling in love with one such woman. The results of which are 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 150 

 

tragic for him. This woman, unlike his other women, is given depth by the writer. She is a 

recent widow who lives alone. After waking up to a strange presence many times she initially 

questions her sanity but finally decides to buy a gun for protection. This moment of self-

assertion on the part of this woman is a positive step on the part of the writer to do away with 

gender binaries. The fact that this woman buys a gun for protection rather than request for 

protection from a male member becomes significant in this light.  

 

In The Priest of Evil Joensuu narrates a parallel story of a damaged family alongside the story 

of a deranged killer. The readers are taken into a journey of a twisted family who lives in 

perpetual fear of an abusive father. The neglected children live in an imaginary world to deal 

with the terror they feel. But the worst victim of the family is the mother who has to go through 

mental as well as physical abuse—“his mother cried out: help! Marja wrenched the door open; 

the air was blue, chairs lying across the floor; a row of cigarettes lay smoking in the ashtray, a 

thin, curly tail rising from each of them into the air. Mother was lying on the floor. Her face 

was red. Father was sitting flat on top of her, his hand around her throat" (6). Joenssu captures 

the chaos that has undertaken the household due to regular abuse. The damages have a lasting 

effect as it creates a number of dysfunctional individuals. Domestic violence is the ugly side of 

the family who deals with it by living in denial. After the episode where the father searches for 

a gun to shoot his wife the haze is lifted as the family goes back into a skewed sense of 

normalcy. The mother who has been abused has internalised the lack of self-worth so she does 

not realise that she is a victim of misogyny. Instead, she still looks up to her husband and takes 

care of him. Joensuu leaves his readers with this image of a battered woman which subverts the 

ideology upheld by the welfare state. 
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 "Globally known as one of the most progressive nations when it comes to gender equality and 

quality of life for families, Norway is, like the other Scandinavian nations, still struggling with 

de facto inequalities, particularly when it comes to more ingrained sociocultural expectations of 

motherhood" (Stougaard-Nielsen 2017: 200)—Karin Fossum in her works reflects this struggle 

of a nation to outgrow its patriarchal notions. In her typical nuanced manner, she presents the 

traces of inequality that has remained in the society which claims to be close to perfection. Her 

in-depth character studies reveal this traditional outlook which refuses to be eliminated. The 

Water’s Edge presents an image of a man walking in a forest with the woman behind trying to 

keep up. This sets up the stage for the readers to understand the relationship of a married 

couple-Reinhardt and Kristine who find a dead body of a little child on their habitual walk.   

 

As the story unfolds we can draw a picture of a toxic relationship where the wife has always 

remained suppressed —"her voice was devoid of authority, it was more of a pitiful plea. He 

snarled in irritation" (4). This description of an everyday conversation reveals the level of 

domination the husband has over his wife. In moments of affection Reinhardt calls her ‘his doll' 

(6) which objectifies her as well as treats her as a possession. In the description that follows we 

are told how Kristine is tiny whereas Reinhardt is ‘taller, broader, stronger [and] he always led 

the way'(4). Kristine's' everyday hesitation and anxiety is in sharp contrast with the self-

assurance of Reinhardt. 

 

Reinhardt's biggest weapon of control over his wife is to indirectly feed her hope for a child. 

Kristine longs for a child but knows that at thirty-seven years old it is too late for her to find 
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another partner. This is one of the reasons Kristine stays in a marriage where there is no scope 

for her to give voice to any of her wishes. Hence, her small acts of defiance in the narrative 

become small victories for womanhood and her final rebellious act of walking out of her 

marriage comes as a moment of triumph for the readers too. In doing so she reclaims her body 

and asserts her own identity. Though only part a minor sub-plot the relationship of Kristine and 

Reinhardt reveal some uneasy truths about a society which turns a blind eye to injustices that 

occur within the security of a domestic space. Yet by showing the final self-assertion of 

Kristine, she manages to draw attention to women who take a stand. 

 

Fossum often delves deep into the psychology of her characters exposing their darkest desires. 

In keeping with her writing, Fossum presents When the Devil Holds the Candle, which begins 

with an old sixty-year-old lady going to the police station with some information but she is 

misunderstood and turned away. What follows is a gripping story of what happens when 

ordinary people give in to the call of evil. Irma, a sixty-year-old is a seemingly ordinary 

woman. Initially, she fits into the stereotypical image of a woman who is fussy and meticulous 

whose cleaning ritual leaves the house smelling of soap and bleach—"I always use soap and 

deodorant. I wash my hair frequently. And my floors. My windows are shiny. All my door 

handles are polished and clean" (42).  She has been living alone after her husband leaves her 

and has a son who dutifully visits her. She is healthy for the age and occasionally goes to the 

theatre with her friend Runi. 

 

It is during one of these excursions into town that she is stalked by Andreas and Zipp who plan 

to mug her—"they noticed her at the same moment. A stout woman in a brown coat" (60). At 
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this moment of stalking, we are given a glimpse into the thoughts of both the stalker and the 

stalked—"I am in the business.' Andreas said in English [...] not the biggest or most dangerous 

animal in the forest, but the slimmest, boldest, and possibly the most cunning. Not an enemy 

was in sight, only an easy prey" (62). The scene unfolds slowly like a hunt. Irma manages to 

reach her home before Andreas catches up until she realises she has left the door open. What 

ensues next is a scene of havoc as Andreas threatens the old lady to give up her money. 

 

The distress of Irma is captured in her thoughts—"I wanted to throw up, I wanted to run away" 

(68). Irma has a secret which is the heaviest burden for her and in the fight that ensues, it is 

revealed—"it was my intestine he was looking at. It sticks out through the skin of my abdomen 

and ends in a colostomy bag" (69). When this sickness of her is revealed to someone else it 

destroys the peaceful world she has built till now. We see a moment of humiliation for Irma as 

Andreas rages on until the moment when the hunter becomes the hunted—“and so I pushed 

him, I heard him gasp as he fell backward down the steep staircase. There was a crashing and 

thumping and thundering on the stairs. I heard a disgusting, dull thud as he hit the cement. A 

faint rattling sound that lasted a few seconds. Then silence” (69). 

 

What follows is a reversal of roles in the power equation as Irma who was seen as the weaker 

person is given all the power in the narrative. Andreas lies paralysed on the floor unable to 

move even his head and ends up being at the mercy of his former prey. A strange relationship is 

formed between the two as Irma refuses to call for help for the eighteen-year-old boy lying 

bleeding in her cellar. He is forced then to listen to whatever Irma deems fit to share with him.  

This act of making the young boy listen to her becomes significant for Irma because she has 
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remained invisible all her life. Her powerlessness is highlighted throughout the narrative as she 

remains powerless of stop her husband and son from leaving her—"we always imagine the 

worst: we know what it's like to grow up in the world of men" (66), she concludes. Even 

Andreas reiterates this thought—"women are strange [...] it's as if they can smell that something 

is up. Or maybe they just look at things in a different way from men. Because they have more 

enemies, maybe that's it. To be a woman and have to be on guard all the time, what a [...] strain 

that must be!" (30). This quote draws attention to the fact that even the most egalitarian nations 

cannot get rid of the age-old power structures which allow men to have power over women. 

 

 By pushing Andreas down the stairs Irma unknowingly reverses the power equation but her 

cold refusal to call for medical help for the injured man represents the subversion of gender 

roles as well. Her moment of decision is described as thus—“I walked up the steps thinking. I 

owned nothing in this world. No one's face lit up at the sight of Irma funder. But this young 

man's life lay in my hands" (86). Irma then takes on the role of the perpetrator while letting her 

victim slowly die on her floor. There are episodes of kindness on the part of Irma to provide 

water to the young boy but that also takes a twisted turn because keeping him alive and hidden 

gives her a sense of power. Her lifelong invisibility and silent acceptance of life culminate into 

an unthinkable evil for—"I liked the fact that he had to lie there and couldn't escape [...] you 

have to understand what this means to a woman like me. Now I was making the rules and 

imposing them: on him. It feels good to make the decisions" (148). She eventually bashes his 

head to a pulp with a hammer yet it is significant that she is never a suspect in the investigation 

because she is looked upon as a passive character. This lifelong passivity acts as a mask for her 

which eventually leads to the death of Andreas. Hence, this becomes a reversal of the popular 
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motif in crime fiction of a female who becomes a victim of sadism. Instead, here the woman 

has the power over the body of a man and uses him to feed her sense of power making him the 

victim of exploitation. By doing so, Fossum subtly manages to redefine certain gender roles that 

are usually taken for granted by subverting the socially accepted norm of gender behaviour. 

 

Hence, a look into the works of all five authors discussed here reveals the changing position of 

women and the role they play in Scandinavian society. In the context of the feminist point of 

view, these narratives are important rewriting of the genre which traditionally offers women a 

subordinate role to play. In this context, it is important to note that Scandinavian crime writers 

do not just substitute the male with a female lead to emphasize the position of women. There is 

a complex reimagining of the women who are no longer victims. Instead, they are recast in the 

role of transgressors and investigators which go beyond the reductive role that women were 

traditionally confined to play in crime fiction. While women do not play the lead role in the 

novels discussed here, all five authors make a thorough examination of gender stereotypes and 

male prejudices creating memorable characters in their own right. The depiction of female 

characters in the role of the victim or the transgressor is a reflection of social norms. Yet all 

these women as constantly questioning the conventions attached to stereotypical feminine 

behaviour and recasting and reclaiming their subjectivity.  

 

It is clear that the Scandinavian crime fiction is toying with the notions and limits of the crime 

novel representing female characters who are going beyond the boundaries and limits of their 

genders becoming a face of resistance. This can be attributed to the influence of a new wave of 

crime fiction in Scandinavia which is credited with the introduction of strong women in a male-
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dominated profession as law enforcers of private detectives and women who are no longer cast 

in the role of a victim alone. This subgenre acts as a platform for giving voice to the feminist 

debates that were part of the decades that characterised women movement in Europe and the 

rest of the world. They portray women as an effective problem solver representing women as a 

person with a successful career who is brave enough to delve into the dark hinterlands of the 

criminals' psychology. 

 

Therefore, they raise voice against the inequality and violence faced by women in society. The 

depiction of women as victim in Scandinavian crime fiction goes beyond the role that women 

victims traditionally played in crime novels. This depiction of violence on women extends the 

theme of socio-political critique. All the authors discussed in this chapter depict violence on 

women as a way to expose the injustices they suffer even in places where they have been at the 

forefront in all spheres of life. The presence of domestic violence has been touched upon by all 

five authors to give voice to a crime which usually goes unnoticed. It also reveals how ill-

equipped the state is to handle these situations as these prejudices against women are deep-

seated. 

 

Thus, Scandinavian Crime Fiction with its depiction of violence against women and with its 

groundbreaking female characters become pictures of the life of the modern women in a 

contemporary world which is more or less explicitly masculine-dominated. The crime novel 

serves to shed light into various social systems which projects the image of an egalitarian 

society where women share an equal place with their male counterpart. Together these crime 

novels and series raise important questions on the role of social institutions. The female in a 
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Scandinavian crime novel does emerge as a hero in her own right. But their stories also reveal a 

layer of underlying prejudices and stereotypical views that are yet to be shed. Thus, 

Scandinavian crime fiction in contemporary times is reinventing itself to provide a fruitful site 

for investigating changes in our conception of gender roles with the backdrop of representations 

of women in crime fiction over time. 
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CHAPTER VI 

LANDSCAPE AND SETTING AS NARRATIVE AGENT 

 

Setting must be subordinate to the intellectual interest, to which they must be if necessary 

sacrificed. 

        —R. Austin Freeman  

The geographical relocation of the genre of crime fiction to the northernmost regions of the 

world has been a fruitful enterprise in revitalising a subgenre that has always been open to 

revision and reworking. The introduction of this topography has not only led to a huge 

commercial success but has opened up crime novel to new possibilities. The frigid and bleak 

landscape of the northern region is a fitting setting for a cold-blooded murder to occur. And 

when this crime takes place in the much-touted real-life utopia, the setting gains added 

significance. The novels discussed in this chapter take the readers into a literary journey across 

the exquisite lakes into the massive fjords to the land of the northern lights.  This evocation of 

the exotic landscape has been one of the important features of this subgenre. It is also one of the 

reasons for the overall popularity of this genre and its contribution to the Scandinavian crime 

novel cannot be overlooked. 

It is seen that Scandinavian crime novel shifts away from the exotic image of a snowy 

landscape to show the harsher realities of living in this cold place. Most crime writers agree that 

climate has a huge influence on the individuals hailing from these places. Living in a place 

where summer is just a few days without snow, where nights can last several days is bound to 

have an effect not only on the way of life but on the psychology of the individuals too. Bagge 
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remarks on Finland's weather where the long winters can make people melancholic giving birth 

to dark ideas while Thompson goes further and believes that the environment in Scandinavia 

becomes—" a character […] part of us, an antagonist and source of conflict" (Brunsdale 2015: 

105).  This reveals that the characters in Scandinavian crime novels are intricately bound to the 

landscape. While setting like the character development was initially subservient to plot in 

crime fiction, Scandinavian crime fiction has stressed upon a specific locale to build a strong 

narrative background which becomes an expression of the socio-political critique of the state. 

This chapter examines this literary topography to uncover the skeletons underneath the pristine 

snow of the welfare state and explores the role of landscape and setting in Scandinavian crime 

fiction.  

Landscape and setting in literature go beyond the mere physical description of a locale and 

includes the elusive influence that moulds and transforms an environment. For landscape does 

not only include the geographical factors but encapsulates civilizations-past, present, and the 

future. The landscape bears a silent witness to different communities- their happiness and their 

struggles. The sense of place can be understood in—"terms of location, locale and an 

individual's sense of place or emotional ties with the world" (Bergman 2014: 100).  Reading, 

thus, helps a person experience the effects of being in a particular landscape-of being exposed 

to the elemental forces which have a profound effect. The landscape provides a rich variety of 

metaphors which often become a symbol of the human mind—the vast wilderness or the 

cityscape mirroring the human consciousness.  Landscape in literature hence is not just a 

backdrop for a particular scene to take place but becomes an active agent shaping the narrative 

where the settings and the atmosphere become powerful characters in themselves. 
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Likewise, landscape plays a crucial role in crime fiction. While the allure of the crime fiction 

remains the central mystery, the landscape where the long-winded chase occurs has its own 

importance. One cannot simply imagine Sherlock Holmes without the foggy streets of London 

or even the moors of the countryside and when we imagine the hardboiled American detective 

we often picture the detective prowling down the mean streets and dark alleys with a gun in his 

hand. The best of crime fiction offers an opportunity to the readers to examine different 

communities and culture along with providing a sense of place.  P.D James emphasizes the 

importance of setting in her comprehensive Talking About Detective Fiction—“the setting is 

where these people live, move and have their being, and we need to breathe their air, see with 

their eyes, walk the paths they tread and inhabit the rooms the writer has furnished for them” 

(110). This reading of setting lays stress on the landscape that the author presents for the 

readers to navigate.  

The sense of place is also crucial to the genre of crime fiction. Since crime fiction deal with 

various levels of horror the landscape which is mostly a specific localised setting helps to bring 

a much-needed realism to this genre— 

           "A scene in an implied space in a contemporary world significantly relates the fiction 

[…] to the realist tradition, and the central importance of realist spatial setting is evident 

in the almost obligatory presence of maps in Golden age fiction. The Mysterious Affair 

at Styles features a map of the murdered Mrs. Inglethorp's bedroom, and most of 

Christie's subsequent novels also feature maps [...]. The use of maps, along with the use 

of titles that fix a particular event in spatial terms, can be seen throughout Christie's 

oeuvre. Similarly, maps of various kinds, including those of a topographical, 
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meteorological, and geological nature, are central to the twenty-first-century 

investigations of C.S.I."(Scaggs 2005: 50-51).  

These maps become important in adding credibility as P.D. James has pointed out that an 

important function of the setting and the choice of a certain landscape is to add—"credibility to 

the story, and this is particularly important in crime fiction, which often deals with bizarre, 

dramatic and horrific events which need to be rooted in a place so tangible that the reader can 

enter it as he might a familiar room" (111).While the landscape and setting provide much-

needed credibility in terms of socio-cultural position to the works on crime it also allows the 

readers to remain rooted as the murders themselves are full of horror. 

The premise of a mystery is often the ordered society which is thrown into disorder. W.H 

Auden emphasizes the importance of setting in ‘The Guilty Vicarage’, the setting according to 

him: 

“Should be the Great Good Place; for the more Eden-like it is, the greater the 

contradiction of murder. The country is preferable to the town, a well-to-do 

neighbourhood (but not too well-to-do – or there will be a suspicion of ill-gotten gains) 

better than a slum”. 

Place becomes critical in this reading and its characteristics such as climate and its geography 

must be presented to the readers for them to follow the narrative.  Hence, the landscape is a 

dynamic factor in the crime fiction where the changing landscape or an environmental factor 

may lead to a crime being exposed. 

For English speaking readers part of the appeal of Scandinavian crime writing is also its exotic 

location. Reading becomes a form of armchair tourism as these novels provide access to a part 
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of the map that is not widely known or understood. There is a trend in a Scandinavian crime 

novel where the crime novel engages itself with the sub-genre of exotic fiction which provides 

insight into a different society depicting its culture and traditions. There is also a trend of 

presenting a bleak and dark landscape which lies in contrast to the image of a cheerful and 

bright landscape projected by the European nations. The Scandinavian lands have often been 

etched in our minds as a landscape of unadulterated natural beauty with its unending forest and 

beautiful lakes with the massive fjords which lends an air of exotic to these lands. But the one 

image of the landscape as imagined by the readers of crime fiction is one which—"involves 

long nights in the land of the midnight sun—long nights that (in contrast to the idyllic images 

[...]) present the perfect stage of simmering familial resentments and violent dispatch of 

inconvenient spouses or business associates” (Forshaw 2012: 9). 

No longer is there a presentation of an idyllic image of the Garden of Eden, a land untouched 

by evil and crime. This dark image of the landscape serves important functions. Firstly, the 

location with is chill Nordic landscape evokes the image of the bygone era of the Vikings where 

violence was the norm thus successfully evoking the past of the welfare state. Secondly, the 

land serves to reflect the mind of the detective who is delving into the dark recesses of the 

human mind in search for answers that seem difficult to find like bright sunlight in these dreary 

lands. Thirdly, while the crime novel engages itself with the sub-genre of exotic fiction, they 

also dislocate readers and help take them beyond plot and genre to the human condition 

presenting a fatalistic, dark and astringent view of the world—a world that is unknowable. The 

use of Nordic myths and sacrificial rituals etc also contributes to the dark view of the world. 

And finally, there is a shift in the presentation of the Scandinavian landscape from the rural to 

the urban landscape presenting city life along with the nightscape. This has been seen as the 
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effect of mass immigration after the fall of the Berlin wall and an effect of globalisation. With 

mass immigration, there is no scope for nostalgic homogeneity and hence no safe zones are 

present as the facade of the concrete structures of welfare buildings face physical and symbolic 

erosion. 

A crime novel that manages to create an entire world—which captures the sights, smells, tastes, 

sounds, and textures of a location, as well as the essence of its people, its architecture, its social 

relations and culture, its political and legal system, and its economic life—enhances the reading 

experience because it fosters in the reader an acute sense of place. But the most effective of 

landscape and topographies reveal something about the detective and the society they inhabit. 

In Scandinavian crime fiction, vast ancient stone and dark shores inhabit these stories such that 

the soul of the landscape becomes an important narrative agent, even a character in itself. 

One of the most populated of all Scandinavian nations, Sweden boasts of a rich and diverse 

depiction of its landscape in its multitude of literary output. Sweden has varied natural features 

with differing climatic conditions which affect the lives of all its citizens. The varied landscape 

of this nation has been divided into certain sections— 

  "Sweden's twenty-five provinces (landskap or "landscapes"), [...] are generally grouped into 

three sections: Norrland, with 15 percent of its land above the Arctic circle, occupies 

about 60 percent of the country, Svealand in the center has a humid continental climate; 

Gotaland, most agricultural, has an oceanic climate, with the highest population density 

in three areas, the Oresund Region, the western coast, and the Stockholm, in the valley 

of lake Malaren" (Brunsdale 2015: 368).  
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Lying so far in the north has its effects on the climatic conditions too as the land is 

characterised by varying length of daylight. Certain parts of Sweden experience summer where 

the sun never sets and winters where there is perpetual darkness. This is bound to have a certain 

effect on human personality which is dealt with in detail in the fictional world of crime fiction. 

The diversity of climatic conditions is also reflected in the fact that while the north has harsh 

winters with below freezing temperatures, the south enjoys a relatively milder climate where 

the winter can end with no sign of snow at all. Sweden's crime authors have been truly inspired 

by this awe-inspiring landscape and the fictional settings presented in the novels have been an 

important contributing factor to the global popularity of this genre of crime fiction. 

Henning Mankell's Inspector Wallander novels take place mostly in Ystad which is a small 

town in southern Sweden.  The rural landscape of Skane is brought alive by the author. In order 

to give this location, an added element of realism Mankell's novels features an accompanying 

map which locates all the favourite haunts of his detective.  The crucial role that the 

geographical location plays in the narrative is hinted by Wallander in the Faceless Killers—"he 

wondered fleetingly whether there would be any snow in Skane this winter. He hoped not 

Scanian snowstorms always brought periods of uninterrupted drudgery. Car wrecks, snow-

bound women going into labour, isolated old people and downed power lines. With the 

snowstorms came chaos, and he felt ill-equipped to deal with chaos this winter" (22). In 

contrast to the image that is fed to the tourists we get an insight into the harsh winters which 

can cause havoc without a warning and Wallander is presented as being ill-equipped and too 

weary to deal with this crisis. 

 Unlike his literary predecessors, Wallander is introduced to us when his life is in shambles. 

One of the reasons that the author cites for Wallander's refusal to face the chaos is his failing 
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marriage. The first book of the series presents the lonely detective whose wife has recently left 

him, his one daughter refuses to talk to him and he has a non-existent relationship with his 

ageing father. This dreary image of Wallander is set against an equally harsh landscape. The 

one word that the detective frequently uses to describe the landscape is ‘desolate'—"what 

desolation he thought. The Scanian winter with its screeching flocks of crows" (Faceless 

Killers 62). This word can be equally applied to describe his personal life. Hence there is a 

direct bond between the landscape and the psychology of individuals in the narrative. 

Many times in the narrative we come across moments when the author has directly correlated 

the inner state of the detective’s mind with the weather outside—“ 

           “He woke up with a start a few hours later because he was cold. His watch showed 

almost midnight. He felt dejected. Now he’d have another sleepless night. Driven by 

despondency, he got dressed. He might as well spend a few night-time hours in his 

office. 

            Outside he noticed that the wind had died down. It was getting cold. Snow, he thought. 

It’ll be here soon” (Faceless Killers 106). 

The approaching snow brings with it the winter chill which reveals the state of the investigation 

too as Wallander is left with no leads and is faced with one dead end after another.   

The brief summers with its handful of joyful moments seems a likely reflection of the inner 

workings of the mind of the protagonist. For Wallander the environment is an –alienating 

wasteland [...] and yet, it is the achievement of Wallander that he learns to love the place that 

has become a central component of his identity” (McCorristine 2011: 81). This realisation 

comes to him in The Man Who Smiled where we see that his view of the landscape moves from 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 166 

 

being desolate to a gradual integration –“he contemplated the grey landscape he was travelling 

through. How can anybody fall in love with all this muck? Wondered. But that exactly what I 

have done” (48). 

It is also significant that Wallander’s father who is a painter chooses to repeatedly paint 

landscape too— 

"Not until Wallander was 5 or 6 years old did he realise that his father wasn't working 

on the same painting year after year. It was just that the motif never changed. He painted 

a melancholy autumn landscape, with a shiny mirror of a lake, crooked tree with bare 

branches in the foreground, and, far off on the horizon, mountain ranges surrounded by 

clouds that shimmered in an improbably colourful sunset. Now and then he would add a 

grouse standing on a stump at the far left edge of the painting” (Faceless Killers 36-37).  

This choice of subject matter for the painting and the repetition of the theme is symbolic.  It 

captures the nostalgia that Wallander senior has for the old order at the face of changing times 

and a looming threat of senility. This imagined landscape is  also linked to the question of 

social order in Swedish society as the landscape becomes a symbol of the old order where the 

sun refuses to set. In contrast, Wallander moves away from this imagined landscape into the 

world of crisis especially with his professional choice where he has to face the grim view of 

crime and disorder every day instead of repeating the theme of his father's painting of the 

unchanging landscape for yet another generation. Hence, this painting of Wallander senior 

reflects—"Mankell's overall theme-palette of nostalgia, decline, and melancholy. As Wallander 

realizes, his father's recurrent motif is not due to laziness but is directly linked to the state of 

Swedish society" (McCorristine 2011: 82). 
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Mankell's study of the decline of the state finds a symbol in his description of the Swedish 

landscape. In his hands, the landscape is not just a setting for the characters to live but becomes 

a tool for overall critique. Mankell's choice of a rural landscape, as opposed to the urban 

landscape, is significant. A rural landscape which is associated with innocence is shattered in 

his crime novels and the rural settings are no longer the great ‘good' place but a location where 

safe zones no longer exist. Wallander often wonders about how the crime rate has been 

increasing even in remote places like Ystad—"there were no protected zones anymore. An 

insignificant little village like Lunnarp was confirmation of that fact" (Faceless Killers 58). The 

insignificant village where a ruthless murder takes place becomes a symbol of the overall 

decline of the state of Sweden. 

Studies of the televised version of the Wallander series also bring certain perspectives to light 

about the landscape of Sweden. There are multiple incarnations of the troubled Wallander out 

of which two are important from the point of the presentation of the landscape. The Swedish 

production stars Krister Henriksson which is a low key version of the novel on screen while the 

British adaptation starring a high profile Kenneth Branagh is a more glamorous version 

appealing to a wider international audience. While there are key differences between the 

Swedish and the British version the way the town of Ystad is presented shed a light into the 

study of landscape. The Swedish series presents a dull looking town with grey houses and 

factories. The town has no remarkable character and feature which captures the imagination of 

a viewer. Instead, there is a presentation of an almost unwelcome locale with nothing exotic 

about it. This unvarnished presentation of the landscape goes hand in hand with the debunking 

of the democratic social ideal where the perfect environment for the working class families no 

longer exists. Hence, this series received a lot of critical acclaims presenting resistance to the 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 168 

 

outsiders' view of this land while embracing the notion of crime fiction as being an apt vehicle 

for social criticism. 

On the other hand, the British series presents a romanticised view of a foreign landscape 

catering to the need of the international audience. We often see the character of the detective 

standing amidst a lush landscape with the dying sunset in the background.  The viewer is no 

longer pushed into a grey landscape with matchbox-like houses but by contrast is presented 

with a glorious view of the architecture of Sweden, both historical and contemporary. This 

highlights the reason for the overall appeal of the Scandinavian crime fiction which is supposed 

to give the wider audience and readers a glimpse of a locale which is not easily accessible to all. 

At the same time, it also emphasises the exotic appeal of a crime set in far off places which may 

act as a way of armchair-travel. This romanticised presentation of the landscape also celebrates 

the idea of a Scandinavian nation as being a utopia on earth which a long-cherished image in 

Europe and the rest of the world. Barry Forshaw aptly summarises the cause of enthusiasm for 

this version in his Crime Uncovered series Detective—“with the concept thus anglicized, 

British television audiences began to see Swedish locations such as Ystad as slightly more 

picturesque version of say, London or Manchester-it might be argued that the success of the 

show is down to this piquant synthesis of familiarity and novelty” (10). 

The vast open landscape of rural countryside offers a large space for a crime to occur and 

remain undetected.  As seen in Arnaldur Indridason's depiction of Iceland, the landscape 

provides many pockets for a person to disappear sometimes forever as reflected in the one 

mystery that haunts the central protagonist forever. Detective Erludur often recounts a 

horrifying incident which takes place in his childhood. As a young boy, he is caught in a storm 

along with his brother. In the midst of nature's fury, he loses his grip of his brother's hand. 
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When the search parties eventually find him he is half buried in snow. The readers later find out 

that his brother is never rescued nor is his body ever found. This incident haunts the central 

protagonist for the rest of his life and causes his lifelong obsession of poring through journals of 

missing people. 

"Erlendur knew this sensation, had felt it since he was ten years old and he and his 

younger brother Bergur had got lost in a storm. For a while, there was a genuine hope 

that his brother would be found alive after burying himself in the snow as Erlendur had 

done, and it was this hope that drove people on to search for him, long after his brother's 

fate had been sealed. The body was never found. When the hope began to wane by the 

day and then vanished by the week and month and year, it was replaced by a feeling of 

numbness towards life. Some people managed to keep it at bay. Others, like Erlundur, 

nurtured it and made the pain their lifelong companion” (Arctic Chill 51-52). 

The country of Iceland is the world’s 18th largest island lying just south of the Arctic Circle. 

Most of the landscape is tundra while the rest is covered by lakes and glaciers. The massive 

fjords often move inland and these are the places where the population is concentrated. Due to 

its proximity to the Arctic Circle less than a quarter of the land is covered with vegetation. 

Added to this are the various mountains and the lava fields since many of the volcanoes on the 

island are active. A sparsely populated nation, a census at the beginning of 2011 showed a mere 

317,000 citizens—"the landscape [...] is a mixture of the old and the new. Volcanoes bubble 

and blow, glaciers grind, and the North Atlantic nibbles away at cliffs. It is dramatic, it is alive, 

it is a work in progress. And there isn't a tree in sight" (Forshaw 2012: 133).   

In this land of snow and vast emptiness, Arnaldur Indridason sets his series featuring the 

Detective Inspector Erlendur. For his background, he chooses the city of Reykjavik which is the 
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capital of Iceland. Unlike Mankell, Indridason chooses an urban locale to feature his famous 

Detective Inspector and we see a glimpse of the city where crime no longer surprises anyone. 

The landscape is an important feature of the Reykjavik murder mysteries as the frigid landscape 

is the cause for the increasing number of missing persons in Iceland which remains a lifelong 

obsession for the protagonist. He often mentions how the case of the missing person is a typical 

Icelandic crime. 

Like many of the novels, the landscapes with its harsh weather conditions cause the reader to 

suffer a sense of foreboding. The sudden storm and the descending darkness often act as a 

prelude to a gruesome crime. In Arctic Chill, the title itself evokes the snow-covered landscape 

where the murder of the young boy acts as a chilling reminder that the poster card image of the 

snow hides blood underneath it. When Erlendur reaches the scene of crime we are left with an 

image of a lost childhood— 

           “He was about ten years old. He was wearing a grey anorak[...] his school bag was on his 

back. One of his boots had come off and there was a hole in his sock. One toe poked 

through. The boy was not wearing gloves or a hat. His black hair was already frozen to 

the ice. He lay on his stomach with one cheek turned up towards them, and they saw his 

broken eyes staring along the frozen earth. The puddle of blood underneath him had 

started to freeze” (Arctic Chill 1). 

This poignant image of innocent blood freezing on the ice presents a stark image that is bound 

to linger in the mind of the reader. The landscape here thus acts as an apt setting for the murder 

and effectively shocks the reader by way of contrast. The weather and the geographical location 

also acts as an apt reflection of the state of mind of the central protagonist prefiguring the 

ensuing crisis— 
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"It was the middle of January. The winter had been reasonable until the New Year when 

the temperature dropped sharply. The ground was now covered in a solid coating of ice 

and the north wind howled and sang around the blocks of flats. Rippling sheets of now 

swept along the ground. They collected into little drifts here and there and fine powder 

snow swirled away from them. Straight from the Arctic, the wind bit their faces and 

penetrated their clothes, cutting to the bone. Erlendur thrust his hands deep into the 

pockets of his winter coat and shuddered. The sky was heavy with cloud and it was 

dark, although it had only just turned four o' clock" (Arctic Chill 1-2). 

The Icelandic landscape also has another important role to play in the narrative. In The 

Draining Lake, the author unravels the mystery of a skeleton which is discovered half-buried in 

a dried out lake along with an old Russian radio transmitter. We learn that the water level of the 

lake dropped rapidly due to an earthquake. The landscape and the tectonic movements lead to 

an important discovery of a dead body which otherwise would have remained hidden for all 

eternity. Similarly, in Jar City a crucial clue is provided by the location of the marshes 

underneath the basement leading to the discovery of the remains of a person who had been 

missing for over two decades— 

“nordurmyri. North Mire.” 

And? 

The houses were built on marsh land” (Jar City 200). 

 Likewise, Karin Fossum’s Norway is an apt setting for a long dark night of crime which is a 

characteristic of crime fiction. Critics have remarked that one element which separates 

Norwegian crime fiction from the rest of Scandinavian variety is that crime fiction from this 
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nation has–“more landscape, less action and adrenaline than its Swedish counterparts” 

(Brunsdale 2015: 243). This holds true for the novels of Fossum which takes place in the rural 

Norwegian landscape. She draws inspiration from the forbidding landscape which can hide the 

good as well as the evil in its vast empty spaces. 

Norway is well known for its massive mountains and fjords which does not encourage a 

populated neighbourhood. The landscape often forces people to live in widely separated places 

where communication is next to impossible. One of Norway's most well-known dramatist 

Henrik Ibsen described the landscape as being –"spectacular but severe [with] a lonely shut-off 

life [which] force them [...] not to bother about other people, but only their own concerns, so 

that they become reflective and serious, they brood and doubt and often despair” (Brunsdale 

2015: 244).  The landscape thus has a direct effect on the personality of the individual too as 

seen in the characters that Fossum has created. The overwhelming distance between inhabitants 

has led to a unique sense of reserve and inexpressiveness which is considered to be a typical 

Norwegian quality. This geographical isolation is reflected in the literature of the nation too. 

Especially in crime fiction where the Norwegian impassiveness hides a simmering drive for 

horrifying crimes which can easily remain concealed in a remote landscape. 

 Fossum sets her novels in rural landscape in small neglected villages far away from the city—

"the village lay in the bottom of a valley, at the end of a fjord, at the foot of a mountain. [...] the 

village was a stepchild of the municipality, and the roads that led there were indescribably bad. 

Once in a while, a bus deigned to stop by the abandoned dairy and pick up people to take them 

to town. There were no night buses back to the village" (Don’t Look Back 3). This description 

of the village highlights the point that isolation of communities is an important feature of the 
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Norwegian landscape. At the same time, the neglect that is described reveals a different side of 

the state machinery while emphasizing the lack of communication.   

This choice of landscape and setting is important for the author as she has revealed—“it is a 

small place with about 2,000 people, and it is easy for me to initially choose—and then describe 

a place I know so intimately. I could never write a novel set in a big city, because, frankly I 

don’t know what it would be like” (Forshaw 2012: 112). Fossum herself was raised in a small 

Norwegian village and her settings are often brought to life by the description of the customs 

and food habits of these places recalling Agatha Christies’ descriptions of the English 

countryside. She vividly describes her Detective Inspectors love for the Icelandic delicacies 

such as sheep’s head which her central detective eats with great relish. This allows her readers 

to learn a lot about a place where few would actually get to visit in their lifetime. On another 

level, this choice of the idyllic landscape throws a sharper contrast to the evil which is always 

lurking underneath the mask of innocence.  Her psychological thrillers reveal the true nature of 

human being which lies beneath the apparent garb of respectability in what looks like a 

beautiful picture perfect landscape.  

The geographical locations along with the climatic conditions become a convenient place for 

crimes to remain hidden and for evidence to disappear. In Black Seconds one of the unsavoury 

characters conveniently falls into the sea from the deck of the ship. The body is never recovered 

and the truth comes out in the open only when Inspector Sejer starts raising some 

uncomfortable questions. The vast landscape also means that the witness count is very low 

when a crime occurs. The sparsely populated locales provide ample pockets for kidnapping and 

murder to occur without a single witness. This leads to many complications for the protagonist 
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trying to unravel the mystery and many times the puzzle is only solved through sheer 

perseverance of the detective and his team.  

The chilling landscape also acts as an apt reflection of the prevailing mood in the narrative. 

When Helga finds out that her young daughter is missing a change occurs in the landscape too 

which in turn further emphasizes the darkness that is going to surround her life— 

“A creeping, unpleasant shift that brought about a change in the light, in the 

temperature, in the landscape outside. Trees and bushes stood lined up like militant 

soldiers. Suddenly she noticed how the sky, which had not released rain for weeks, had 

filled with dark, dense clouds. When had that happened?”(Black Seconds 117). 

The ensuing rain brings in a sense of foreboding making the readers question whether the 

young missing girl will be found alive after all. For the mother, the sound of the drops of rain 

acts as a poignant reminder of ticking sound of seconds which are slipping from her hands. The 

climatic conditions also act as a reflection of the state of mind of the central protagonist who 

considers a certain change of weather as bad timing which only acts as a deterrent in his search 

for the truth. 

While Fossum sticks to the rural landscape, Denmark's leading crime writer Jussi Adler Olsen 

often sets his crime novels in a more cosmopolitan locale. The nation has been rapidly growing 

with a strong industrial base since the end of Second World War projecting a cosy and happy 

image of the fairy tale world of Hans Anderson Christian. The city is also seen as a laidback 

place with individuals of Viking decent living in perpetual summer. However, Denmark's 

landscape consists mainly of low lying agricultural land which is sparsely populated and like 

the rest of Scandinavia, the land is characterised by the harsh northern landscape with its 
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accompanying weather conditions. "The Killing", one of the most famous crime television 

series set in Denmark presents a different side of the city where Copenhagen appears as "dark, 

cold, perpetually overhung with rain clouds" (Brunsdale 2015: 7). 

Adler considers himself to be a product of the world and he enjoys the growing appreciation for 

his Department Q series where readers "are taking a vicarious trip to Denmark to soak up the 

atmosphere and savour the locations" (Forshaw 2012: 171).  The author's painstaking and 

meticulous research of the setting is reflected in his award-winning novels. The readers are 

given precise details about specific places making the place and setting crucial elements of the 

narrative. He sets his novels in the city of Copenhagen, the capital of Denmark—"which is 

really a small town by the sea compared to many other important cities" (Forshaw 2012: 173). 

This landscape becomes an apt setting for his disturbed detective Carl Moark to function in. 

Olsen introduces the Danish landscape in his first novel of Department Q series Mercy where 

Carl Moark investigates one of his first cases of the newly formed cold case unit. As opposed to 

the pristine picture card imagery of the lush green landscape, Olsen focuses on the junk which 

has accumulated over the years on this very landscape. There is an abandoned factory in the 

middle of the agricultural field. This decrepit building creates a sharp contrast to the 

cosmopolitan image of a thriving city. At the beginning of the narrative, the readers are 

introduced to a female character who has been in captivity for many years. The sparsely 

populated countryside provides the perfect opportunity for the kidnappers to continue on 

without the knowledge of anyone. Olsen often subverts the postcard image of the green fields 

by referring to the harsh smell of fertilizers leaving his readers with a different image of his 

country. He also makes a direct critique of the projection of these places in The Hanging Girl—

“Scattered along the rain-filled, deep tyre tracks there were monoliths with carved runes and 
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coloured Celtic and Norse symbols. There could be no doubt that this was the entrance to a 

world parallel to the one where politicians strutted in borrowed plumes and people bought even 

the most obvious lies” (302). This is one pointed example of how Scandinavian crime writers 

have used the location and landscape as a vehicle of critique. 

 Even the weather looms threateningly overhead as the roads turn slippery which becomes the 

causes for a number of fatal crashes to occur as the narrator muses—“the wind had created a 

carpet of ice crystals, and that’s where things went terribly wrong. No one was assigned blame, 

and no lawsuits were filed for damages” (Mercy 204-204). The lonely landscape and the 

weather conditions also means that a hit and run accident can happen with a minimum chance 

of a witness which occurs in the first book of the Department Q series where a car is 

deliberately veered off the road so that it crashes against the tree. A cold-blooded murder takes 

place which unfortunately looks like an accident. As all these crimes occur in the narrative the 

landscape remains as a silent spectator while providing ample space for the crimes to occur 

without the threat of discovery. The sea also plays an important role in the disappearance of 

Merete which occurs on the ship. Local authorities after a round of investigation conclude that 

Merete may have fallen or pushed overboard. However, during the initial phases of the 

investigation, it becomes difficult for the team to decide whether it was a murder or suicide due 

to the lack of a dead body. Assad, who is an assistant of Carl makes an important observation— 

“What I do not understand is then why Merete Lynggaard was never found in the water. 

In Syria, where I come from there are tons of sharks in the water that eat the dead 

bodies. But if there are not so many sharks in the sea around Denmark, the bodies 

should probably be found at some point […]. 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 177 

 

The homicide chief tried to smile. ‘Yes, well. The waters around Denmark are deep and 

wide. It’s not unusual that we fail to find the bodies of people who have drowned. In 

fact, it’s quite common for someone to fall overboard from a passenger ship in those 

waters. And often the body is never found” (Mercy 76). 

This conversation between Assad and the chief is an indicator of how the seascape becomes yet 

another space for evidence to disappear. 

The weather also plays a crucial role in reflecting the thoughts of the characters of the series 

which has become a hallmark of the Scandinavian crime series. When Carl realizes that the 

Department is planning to take action against him the narrator describes his thoughts—“they 

wanted to fire him? Well, he wasn’t going to make it easy for them. Carl looked beyond Tivoli 

Gardens, up at the clouds that were gathering and threatening the city” (Mercy 25). The 

gathering rain clouds become a symbol of the detective’s state of mind effectively giving the 

readers an insight into his character. 

Carl soon realises that he is not going to be fired but has been made the head of a newly formed 

department which is located at the basement of the building. The choice of the basement as the 

location for the office of Department Q is symbolic of the type of cases they handle. The 

department is opened to handle cold cases-cases which have no more leads and have not come 

to any satisfying conclusion and hence has been closed. The basement of the Police 

headquarters likewise is a place which one rarely visits. There is an air of stagnancy which can 

directly be connected to the stagnancy of the cold cases. The basement is also a location which 

is a dead- end for the entire building suggestive of the cases they handle which have all 

accumulated after reaching their own dead ends. Carl describes the basement as the ‘fourth 

circle of hell'—"for the last hundred yards along the basement corridor he hadn't seen a soul. In 
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his end of the basement, there were no people, there was no daylight, air, or anything else that 

might distinguish the place from the Gulag Archipelago. Nothing was more natural than to 

compare his domain with the fourth circle of hell" (Mercy 31). While the description of the 

basement suggests a coffin-like space which initially becomes a symbol of marginalisation, 

isolation, and exploitation, the Carl-Assad team later turns it into a fruitful enterprise as they 

start solving a record number of cases.   

While Olsen's Denmark is a cosmopolitan land, Finland is a relatively closed book for most of 

the non-Scandinavians since it has lived under the shadow of its Swedish counterpart and 

Russian influences.  One of the most important crime writers of Finland, Matti Joensuu likes to 

delve into the question of Finnish identity and revels in presenting a stark picture of the Finnish 

landscape. In an interview, he mentions his use of setting and landscape— 

“It’s very important for me[...] to create- in a very concrete fashion-the scenes and 

settings of my novels. I make a point of visiting them, studying them, photographing 

them. It’s impossible to underestimate the importance of the locales in a novel-they are 

like the bones under the muscles in a human body” (cited in Forshaw 2012: 149). 

He draws his inspiration from the metropolis of Helsinki which is seen through the eyes of a 

meticulous policeman Harjunpaa. His use of setting is unique as Joensuu uses his setting to 

present the dark underbelly of the cities quite literally. For example, The Priest of Evil describes 

a network of underground tunnels underneath some parts of Helsinki. Joensuu stumbled upon 

these tunnels when he was out in his job as a policeman and these tunnels became the source of 

inspiration for his novel. The location of the tunnels has also been revealed by the author—“it is 

situated at the meeting point of a number of railway tracks. There is a bridge that goes across 

this area. At one point I climbed over some railings and ended up in this terrifying place or a 
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place that you could imagine as being terrifying” (Forshaw 2012: 150). The tunnels were 

directly under the city of Helsinki and were approximately over three hundred kilometres long. 

These tunnels become a character in itself in the novel where the readers discover the priest of 

evil lurking in these dark passages murmuring strange phrases in Latin. The terrifying feeling of 

being in these dark places is reflected by Harjunpaa— 

"His voice echoed against the rock, stretching further and further into the depths of the 

tunnel before finally disappearing as though the rock had swallowed it. A fear grew 

within him, the terrifying thought that the rock would swallow him too. He sensed 

something dark and malevolent about the place and wanted desperately to return to the 

surface" (151). 

 The claustrophobic atmosphere of this place is captured in the detective’s reaction. We later 

learn that the tunnels are an important clue in the revelation of the serial killer who pushes 

people to their death in front of the underground train. The network of these underground 

railway tunnels also symbolises the evil lying underneath a veneer of innocence and 

respectability.  

The author also manages to capture the sights and sounds of a bustling cityscape as the readers 

are given a glimpse of the various neighbourhoods which houses dilapidated buildings. Unlike 

the stereotype image of a beautiful landscape, the readers are shocked into an observation of 

broken families living in equally broken houses. The locale becomes important in the narrative 

as a form of critique of the image projected by the tourist postcards. This contrast is reflected in 

a description of the city—" seagulls squawked in the air and the square was swarming with 

people-some were even wearing t-shirts-and life went on as if nothing had ever happened [yet] 

the end of a particular world had taken place deep in a tunnel underground" (The Priest of Evil 
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37). This reflection of the detective upon the discovery of the dead body captures the dichotomy 

that exists between the open landscape and the underlying cityscape where darkness has a free 

reign. This description also foregrounds the thought process of the detective figure which is an 

important part of Scandinavian crime fiction. 

Hence, the narratives discussed here reveal the presence of dark shadows on the idyllic 

landscape of Scandinavia. It is also clear that landscape and setting go beyond providing a mere 

backdrop for the crime to occur. For the novelists discussed in this chapter, the local landscape 

operates as an articulating vestige of economics, politics and social order. This is a common 

trend found in Scandinavian crime writers where a geographical change may hint at larger 

things. They become a symbol of the disturbed psyche of the central protagonist and act as a 

commentary on the widening gap between the projected happy picture of the state and the grim 

realities that lie underneath. They act as a mirror to the anxieties felt by the individuals in the 

narrative at the face of various moments of crisis. While the lush green landscape described by 

the authors discussed here appeals to the readers looking for armchair tourism, they also bring 

to the forefront the bleak and harsh landscape which highlights the brutality that lies underneath 

this exotic image.  Murder becomes more shocking because of the location where it occurs and 

this murder becomes a voice of social-political critique of the state which is an underlying 

thread that runs through all Scandinavian crime fiction.  Hence, the landscape becomes a 

character of its own in the series discussed here and this and its presentation is vital to the 

global success of the Scandinavian crime fiction. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE ENDING OF THE NOVEL 

  What the detective story is about is not murder but the restoration of order. 

             —P.D James  

 You want every last piece of the jigsaw puzzle in place. Because people are like that. Reality is 

different. 

   —Karin Fossum  

When the politics of crime fiction is questioned, critics have remarked on the conservative 

leanings of crime fiction. A typical story in crime fiction begins with a crisis which destabilizes 

the peace of a community. This crisis is eventually averted due to the presence of the detective 

and the law keepers in case of the police procedurals.  Though the protagonist may face many 

challenges along the way, order is reinstated towards the end. The narrative may be about the 

most horrible crimes but the readers have solace that stability will be restored eventually. It is 

significant that Fredric Jameson in Raymond Chandler: The Detections of Totality writes that—

“the moment of violence, apparently central, is nothing but a diversion: the real function of 

murder […] is for order to be felt more strongly” (7). This emphasis on order reveals the innate 

need readers have for a happy ending even from a novel which deals with chaos.  

This idea is also reflected in “The Guilty Vicarage”, where W. H .Auden compares his love for 

this genre to an addiction—once he started reading a detective novel he states that he is unable 

to put it down. The reason why he keeps reading it is to reach the end which provides all 

answers to the questions raised throughout the course of the novel. He also states that if he finds 
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out that he is rereading a particular detective novel he is unable to continue. P.D James in 

Talking about Detective Fiction echoes a similar thought—“we are presented with a mystery at 

the heart of the novel and we know that by the end it will be solved. Very few readers can put 

down a detective story until it is solved” (140). Since crime fiction typically is a page turner it 

loses its appeal once the readers are aware of the ending where the criminal is unmasked.  

So when the crime novel is a vehicle of socio-political critique and when the focus is on the 

dark underbelly of crimes in a utopian state, is there a possibility for a happy ending? The 

answer can be found in the study of Scandinavian crime fiction. The resolution which is part of 

the appeal of crime fiction is destabilized by the Scandinavian crime novelists. The influence of 

the Noir tradition can be felt strongly in the way the Scandinavian crime novel ends. Lee 

Horsley in her introduction to Noir thriller writes that it—"is one of the most durable popular 

expression[s] of the kind of modernist pessimism epitomized in The Waste Land” (1). Noir 

thriller captured the fragmented narratives of the world where disorder was rampant. While the 

alienation of the individual is reflected in the figure of the central protagonist, a direct influence 

of this tradition can be felt on the ending of the Scandinavian crime novel.  The pessimism 

which is the hallmark of the Noir tradition is found in Scandinavian crime fiction where the 

promised order at the end of a crime novel is deferred. This chapter scrutinizes the ending of the 

novels written by five Scandinavian crime novelist discussed in the previous chapters to explore 

how Scandinavian crime fiction subverts the characteristic optimism of a crime novel to reflect 

the harsher realities of life as well as emphasize the failures of the state.  

As mentioned earlier, Crime fiction feeds curiosity that is one of the basic human traits.  

Everyone enjoys a good mystery and feel a sense of satisfaction at a clear resolution. A good 

crime novel works like a jigsaw puzzle where the players are given all the pieces but they have 
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to piece it together to build a coherent picture. Many times the author will provide clues which 

might lead the readers to a different path but the readers continue with a belief that in the end it 

will all come together and make sense. This guarantee of a satisfying end in even more 

important in a world where the moral order is always is a state of constant flux. This is a 

thought espoused by Bercht in his article titled ‘On the Popularity of the Crime Novel' where he 

compares the crimes novel to a crossword puzzle praising the structural rigor of a genre whose 

riddle is resolved through the meticulous process of gathering data and eliminating hypotheses 

that are revealed as false.  This scientific investigative method demanded close attention which 

Brecht praised as superior to the emotional intensity of dramatic catharsis. In contrast to the 

dramatic form, the genre of crime fiction requires a higher attention to details and perception on 

the part of the reader remaining vigilant for possible clues no matter how trivial it may seem. 

Hence, truth-seeking takes center stage in the crime novel since it comes with the assurance of 

the final revelation of truth.  It's a reassurance of a belief that human beings can conquer all evil 

through sheer perseverance. The morally corrupt is purged from the society and good is 

restored. 

The appeal of crime fiction thus lies in the satisfaction of the mystery being solved. Readers 

often try to read into the various clues and solve a crime along with the detective. The 

revelation of the criminal becomes a moment of triumph for the detective as well as the reader 

who is in pursuit of the killer. The process of the solving of the crime takes added importance in 

the light of the fact that the crime is solved due to human intelligence as opposed to luck and 

divinity. Crime fiction in this reading can also be looked upon as escapist reading. While real 

life is full of chaos and disorder, a reader of crime fiction can always rely on neat endings 

provided by the mystery writer. This is reassuring at the face of burdens that come along with 
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life reaffirming the belief that human beings can surmount all trials and tribulations. It also 

reassures the readers of the presence of a moral universe where relying on human rationality 

can restore order out of any form of chaos. 

One feature stands out in this reading of the genre—the crime novel is supposed to give a 

resolution; Auden concludes his seminal essay “The Guilty Vicarage” suggesting that a crime 

when resolved allows us:  “the fantasy of being restored to the Garden of Eden, to a state of 

innocence”.  P.D. James uses a more pointed terminology for Auden's return to innocence.she 

has compared the mystery with a modern morality play which restores order out of a disorder 

providing a sense of catharsis to the readers (Careless 1). Both Auden and James express the 

commonly held British view of the place of crime and its resolution in society. The society 

represents a natural state of order; crime is a momentary anomaly, a corruption. Once the 

detective solves the crime and the criminal is brought to justice, the natural order of society is 

restored and with it, that sense of innocence is regained. This corollary is the foundation of the 

traditional school of detective fiction founded by Edgar Allan Poe and advanced by Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle. 

The one sub-genre which rejects this is Scandinavian crime fiction which does not provide clear 

cut answers. As mentioned earlier, Scandinavian crime fiction follows a tradition of featuring 

morally complex characters. Therefore, it is not a fairy tale story of a wrong righted.  None of 

the characters can be classified as “good” or “bad,” but they are all real.   As a result of the 

novels’ moral ambiguity, the story never reaches a clear resolution. The trend of uncertainty 

and malaise that has entered this genre is also reflected in the way the novel concludes. There’s 

an element of darkness and a sense of melancholy, just as there are observations of society and 

political comments. No longer is there a space for the little grey cells of Poirot. Instead in a 
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murky world, the crimes are solved by accident in a world where logic and reason no longer 

provide clear answers.  This has led to an entrance of the element of ambivalence into this genre 

as there is no clear sense of resolution—no neat endings. Sometimes no justification of the 

crime is provided as the novels become more realistic in nature presenting a complex 

relationship between fact and fiction.  

This is reflected in the fact that the best of crime fiction is born out of difficult times—"it is 

particularly popular in times of unrest, anxiety, and uncertainty, when society can be faced with 

problems which no money, political theories or good intentions seem to be able to solve or 

alleviate"(James 2009: 141).  This is perhaps why the Scandinavian version become popular as 

the social welfare system was failing in these nations. Initially, written to serve the purpose of 

social criticism the Scandinavian crime novel is taking a darker turn and this is highlighted in 

the ending of the novel. A look into the growth of each crime series shows a distinct change in 

the presentation of clarification in the end.  While the initial Martin Beck series provides clear 

resolution the novels which are flooding the markets in the past few decades are not so clear cut 

anymore. The final resolution at the end of the novel which provides a neat tying up of all loose 

ends in often missing in the contemporary Scandinavian crime fiction reflecting the changing 

times in a world where neat endings are no longer possible. 

This is particularly seen in the evolution of the lead character in the Wallander series.  Inspector 

Wallander is introduced to the readers in Faceless Killers, divorced and in his early forties 

plagued with various ailments like diabetes. Yet there is no denying that the Inspector is a 

brilliant detective as he manages to solve some of the most difficult cases. His keen sense of 

observation is one of his assets when it comes to detection.  As the series progresses we learn 

much about Wallander-his loneliness and existential concerns but his success at crime solving 
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remains the one constant throughout the narrative as the readers are assured that justice will be 

served.  

Therefore, when the tenth and final book of the series The Troubled Man was unveiled it led to 

an unprecedented feeling of uneasiness. In The Troubled Man, Wallander investigates the 

disappearance of a retired naval officer which may have ties to the cold war. Since this is the 

last book of the series we are presented with a character who is sixty years old—“a diabetic, 

slightly overweight. He didn’t pay as much attention to his health as he should, didn’t exercise 

enough, drank too much, ate what he shouldn’t, and at irregular times” (The Troubled Man 

256). Wallander is no longer the same man we met in The Faceless Killers, he is on serious 

medication eating seven pills at a time to control his various ailments and is suffering from an 

illness which is diagnosed only at the end of the narrative. 

At the beginning of the narrative, Wallander has an episode of memory loss which leads him to 

take a vacation. It is when he is on a holiday that he is called to investigate a disappearance of a 

person by his daughter Linda. Wallander is no longer the same detective as introduced in 

Faceless Killers. Instead, the readers get the impression of an old man who grapples with a 

number of unanswered questions.  Though the title of the story is a reference to the disappeared 

man it can equally be applied to the lead protagonist too. Throughout the novel, we feel a sense 

of things coming to an end especially when Baiba is killed in an accident though Wallander has 

a sinking feeling that it could be a suicide. Wallander feels the need to slow down as he 

writes—"for the first time, I have to acknowledge the limitations imposed by my age and my 

depleted strength […] I've never done that before. I'm not forty years old anymore and I have to 

reconcile myself to the fact that time past will never return" (The Troubled Man 228).   
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Like most of Mankell's books, the actual crime does not really take center stage as the readers 

are more caught up with the character of Wallander. Eventually when the crime is solved after 

Wallander has been misled through a series of convoluted twists and turns there is no sense of 

resolution—"he had never found explanations for some of the loose ends" (The Troubled Man 

497). The idea of justice being served which is so crucial to the crime novel is also missing 

here. Readers are denied a neat ending and instead end up with a number of unanswered 

questions. The truth that Wallander uncovers is never really put out in the open and there is a 

lingering doubt that even when the truth will be out, it will be met with disbelief.  The dead like 

Baiba takes some secrets along with them in this book. 

The most disturbing parts of The Troubled Man deal with Wallander’s occasional loss of 

memory—“what worried him most was his forgetfulness. He would write a list when he drove 

to Simrishamn or Ystad to do some shopping, but when he entered the shops he would realize 

he had forgotten it. Had he in fact ever written one? He couldn’t remember” (57). These 

blackouts become more frequent and occur for longer durations as the narrative progresses.  

Knowing that Wallander’s father suffered from alzheimer’s disease, there is a nagging 

suspicion that Wallander may suffer from the same disease.  The novel ends with a terrifying 

account of Wallander unable to recognize his own granddaughter Klara running over to him— 

“It was as if everything had fallen silent. As if all colors had faded away, and all he was 

left with was black and white. 

 The shadow grew more intense. And Kurt Wallander slowly descended into darkness 

that some years later transported him into the empty universe known as Alzheimer’s 

disease. 
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After that, there is nothing more. The story of Kurt Wallander is finished, once and for 

all. The years—ten perhaps more—he has left to live are his own. His and Lind's, his 

and Klara's; nobody else's" (The Troubled Man 501). 

Mankell's depiction of a beloved character in his final book leaves the readers with a deep sense 

of gloom. The slow deterioration of Wallander's body becomes a symbol of the political and 

moral decay of the state with no sense of hope. Plagued by many ailments, it is the disease of 

the mind that breaks him. Moreover, his descent into dementia ensures that Wallander will 

never be the sharp and astute detective anymore. With his memory gone his keen sense of 

observation which helped him bring closure to many cases becomes useless. This is significant 

because it emphasizes the fact that there will be no clear answers anymore. In The Troubled 

Man, the clarity of answers and neat endings which is a guarantee of the crime novel is robbed 

from the readers leaving behind an ‘empty universe’. 

Like The Troubled Man, Strange Shores the final book of the Reykjavik mysteries is a haunting 

story where Detective Erlendur tries to come to terms with his past.  This book is a reflection on 

how a single traumatic event can shape and affect your entire life. As mentioned earlier 

Erlendur is caught in a snowstorm along with his younger brother Bergur which shapes his life. 

While he is found after a harrowing search in the snow-capped hillside, his younger brother is 

never found. This leads to a lifelong obsession of missing persons on the part of the character of 

Erlendur.  Hence, it is significant that Erlendurs' final case is that of a missing person who 

disappeared on the same mountain where he lost his brother. Strange Shores follows the 

footsteps of the lead protagonist who camps in his dilapidated home and visits the hillside and 

the moors where he lost his brother. His pilgrimage-like journey into the cold Icelandic fjords 
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sheds light into several keys aspects of Erlendur. His brooding personality which overshadows 

all his relationships can be sourced to the single traumatic event he experienced as a child.  

Past and present merges in this narrative as Erlunder is determined to unravel the mystery of 

Matthildur, a young woman who gets lost in the cold icy moors during the Second World War. 

A chance remark by one of the old fox hunters piques the curiosity of the detective and he 

begins by questioning the locals who lived during the time of her disappearance. A picture 

slowly begins to emerge of a strong possibility of Matthildur’s disappearance being a cold-

blooded murder. Every day after exhaustive questionings and hunt for clues Erlendur returns to 

his abandoned former home where he recalls his past vividly. His guilt at having lost his brother 

and the ensuing torment allows him to empathize with the people who loved Matthildur. He 

knows firsthand what a death of a beloved person can do to you especially in case of Bergur 

and Matthildur whose dead bodies are never found. Robbed of any sense of closure Erlendur 

has devoted his life to finding some sense of closure for people around him through his cases— 

"He longed to know more[…]someone had told him it did not matter anymore,                                                      

that the passing years and time's destructive power had erased all need for any 

investigation.[…]but Erlendur knew better. When a loved one went missing time 

changed nothing. Admittedly, it dulled the pain, but by the same token, the loss became 

a lifelong companion for those who survived, making the grief keener and deeper in a 

way he couldn't explain"  (280). 

Parallel to Erlendur’s search for clues regarding Matthildur’s past is an unraveling of his own 

past. Erlender traces the effect of Matthildur’s death on the people who loved her, caught in a 

single moment Ezra is unable to move forward with his mind full of unanswered questions. 
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Unable to forge any other relationships, Erza ends up living a lonely life. Detective Erlendur 

with his keen sense and persistence is able to find out the truth about the death of Matthildur 

who was murdered by her husband and the discovery of the location of her dead body is 

revealed as a solace for Erza. However, on finding the remains of Matthildur Erlendur's reaction 

is revealing as he experienced—"no sense of triumph, no satisfaction with what he had 

achieved. Instead, he was filled with sadness" (285). 

 On one of his investigative visits, he finds a toy car which was found in a fox cave.  Erlender 

believes that this toy car is the one which his brother was carrying in his glove when he got lost 

in the blizzard. He eventually discovers bones which belong to a human child. Though fully 

aware that he can visit the forensic lab for answers he follows his own conviction that these are 

the bones of Bergur and decides to bury them in his mother's grave, however—"the discovery 

of his bones brought Erlendur no fresh insights[…] what remained was a feeling of emptiness 

more desolate than anything he had ever experienced" (275-276).  After all these years there is 

a sense of old memories being put to rest but the closure that Erlunder has longed for eludes 

him.   

The readers are faced with a truth that there never is truly a closure when it comes to such 

traumatic events. Though Erlendur delves into his suppressed memories to evoke the moments 

leading to the disappearance and accepts his guilt, there is no escaping the trauma. Throughout 

the narrative the readers are witness to the effects of this disappearance—his family is torn 

apart never to recover and function as a unit again. His father's silence and depression become 

haunting as is his mother's forced cheerfulness and positivity. Throughout the narrative, there is 

a dreamlike description of Erlendur freezing and feeling the effects of hypothermia.  In his 

dream-like state he can hear his brother and the novel ends on an ambiguous note of Erlunder 
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and Bergur holding hands and walking together—" he raises his eyes to the crags[…] mild now 

and benign in their summer guise. Then he takes Bergur’s hand in his and together they walk 

along the river into the bring morning” (295-296).  This is a baffling way for the series to come 

to an end but perhaps a fitting end to Erlendur’s story. 

Karin Fossum, on the other hand, uses a different technique to challenge the resolution that is 

the highlight of the crime novel. Fossum's unique style lays focus on the character's rather than 

the plot. They are thrillers that expose human flaws which leads people to embrace evil. As she 

delves in human psychology the readers are provided with information on motivation and 

human behavior. But it is her endings which makes her work so memorable. She challenges the 

very notion of how a crime novel should end. Her narratives do not follow a clear structure of a 

beginning, middle and an end. Instead, the readers are presented with multiple threads in the 

narratives which may or may not come together in the end. Each of the work leaves the readers 

with multiple unanswered questions but as the crime series progresses these questions take a 

darker turn. 

Don’t Look Back was the first book of the series to be translated into English and thus reached a 

wider audience.  The novel begins with apparent child abduction but shifts to the central crime 

which is the murder of a teenage girl. The dead body of the young girl is found in the woods 

near the lake and this propels the hunt for the murderer. The novel is a study of the impact a 

crime has not just on the family but the entire community. The lies hiding beneath the perfect 

façade of a peaceful community is revealed as families grapple with shock, loss, and grief. 

Towards the end, Inspector Sejer is able to solve the case and find the murderer but this does 

not really give a sense of resolution. The aftershock of the crime is felt by everyone leaving the 

people uneasy along with the reader. But it's the final scene that leaves the readers with an eerie 
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moment of déjàvu —"everyone was in their backyards, preoccupied with planting and weeding, 

tying up their roses and the clematis.[…] he put the van in gear. The little girl was sitting 

excitedly on the seat beside him. He whistled happily and looked around. Nobody had noticed 

them” (Don’t Look Back 434). The narrative comes to a full circle to reach at the starting point 

again suggesting that disorder and chaos can never be purged from society. 

Fossum shocks her readers from any sense of complacency they may feel leaving behind a 

sense of disquiet. As the Inspector Sejer series progresses it enters darker recesses of the human 

mind. Fossum presents characters who stumble into the world of crime and her stories often 

have multiple plots. One such deeply disturbing book is The Caller where children are the 

victims as well as the perpetrator of pranks with a sinister twist. Karsten and Lily Sundelin's 

perfect life collapses when they find their child covered in blood. This is just the beginning of a 

series of pranks by Johnny Beskow, a seventeen-year-old boy who lives with his alcoholic 

mother. Initially motivated by a desire to shake his victims out their security, things escalate out 

of control where the lines between the victim and the victimizer quickly get blurred—"no one 

should take life for granted, he thought.[…]everyone dies. I'll show them, damn it" (The Caller 

41-42). Fossum makes it clear in her portrayal of the young boy that he is too immature to 

understand the consequences of his actions.  Only Inspector Sejer realizes how dangerous 

things could turn into if the pranks continued. This is reinforced in a postcard he receives which 

says—‘hell begins now’.(27)  

As predicted by the lead detective the pranks soon go out of hand leaving behind a wake of 

destruction. A young boy is brutally torn to pieces by a pack of dogs and the poisoned food 

meant for Johnny’s alcoholic mother causes the death of Henry, his grandfather who is the only 

character who showed concern for Johnny. Johnny is eventually caught and taken in for 
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questioning. His interrogation is conducted by Sejer who concludes that—“the justice system 

would let him off easy, because he was young and had no prior convictions, and because his 

upbringing had been of the unfortunate variety” (286). This does bring resolution to the sinister 

pranks but Fossum continues the narrative. Johnny end ups drowning possibly killed by his 

previous victims. As Sejer looks at his dead body he remarks—“he’s taking some secrets to the 

grave[…] where they won’t be disturbed’ It’s very possible someone helped over the edge[…] I 

can think of a few people with a good motive. But you know what? We’ll never be able to 

prove it” (295). This murder is not solved as the ending of The Caller leaves a number of 

unanswered questions and there is a suggestion that the killers of Johnny will never be brought 

to justice. The death of Theo too never reaches a satisfactory end because the identity of the 

person who let the pack of dogs out is only hinted at but never confirmed.  

Likewise, The Water’s Edge has a subplot of a couple who find a dead body of a little child on 

their walk. Fossum parallels the investigation of the murder with an insight into the relationship 

between Reinhardt and Kristine. As the narrative unfolds the readers learn that a pedophile is on 

the loose and the hunt begins before another child is hurt. The subplot also unfolds to shed light 

into the character of the husband and the wife and the nature of their relationship. The story of 

the domineering husband and the submissive wife make for a sad read until the moment when 

Kristine decides to walk out of the marriage for good. But this is the only positive thing about 

the ending of this novel. Fossum in The Water’s Edge has written one of the most disturbing 

endings of a crime novel.  After the case is solved by Inspector Sejer and his team, things come 

to an end. The final page of the novel shifts the focus to Reinhardt who learns that Kristine has 

left him. Filled with violent rage he aimlessly walks in the rain and reaches a park—  
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“He felt a violent need to vent his rage[…]the rain trickled down the back of his neck 

and his shoes were letting in water, but he stayed where he was. Things would turn out 

the way he wanted them to, sooner or later. A little girl would emerge from the trees, 

she would be wearing a red raincoat, and he would get up from the bench and flash her 

a dazzling smile” (226-227). 

After reading an entire book which describes the psychology of the pedophile and how he 

looses control which results in the death of a little child, this description in the last few lines of 

the novel have a chilling effect on the reader as we are left haunted by the image of another 

pedophile on the loose. 

Like Fossum, Matti Joensuu who writes psychological thrillers often leaves his readers with a 

deep sense of unease at the end of his narrative.  As his story progresses there is a build up of 

emotions and tensions which are not necessarily resolved in the end. The Priest of Evil presents 

a serial killer on the loose who brainwashes troubled children to follow him to their death.  A 

religious fanatic, the priest believes that he has to sacrifice people to please the earth spirit. In 

his own twisted way, he believes he is getting rid of greed and other human vices. The subplot 

of the narrative is about a once successful writer who is struggling to write his next book. His 

son who lives with his abusive mother is chosen by the priest to carry out a suicide bombing. 

The novel also delves into the lead detective's personal life especially his relationship with his 

wife which is presented as a safe haven for Detective Harjunpaa. As the story progresses 

Joensuu converges all these multiple threads to present an unexpected end.  

The plan of suicide bombing fails because the trigger alarm clock starts ringing at the wrong 

time. The priest then hypnotizes Leena to go into the underground tracks and hold a live electric 
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cable resulting in her death. The police force fails miserably when the priest escapes from the 

station due to the negligence of the officer on duty and a blast occurs later due to a technical 

error that the priest had made while building the bomb. It is assumed that the priest of evil has 

died in the blast though it is not proved in the narrative. The novel ends with  Detective 

Harjunpaa coming home to find his wife Elisa on the floor—" he took a step towards the 

hallway but was struck by a stinging fear[…] that if he left Elisa now he would lose her for 

good, and at this he fell to his knees, laid his head beside his wife's head and sobbed. And he 

felt so profoundly small, and so alone-never before had he felt so small and so terrible alone" 

(204). This last scene has a profound effect on the readers leaving them feeling sorrowful at the 

condition of the central protagonist. It is an unlikely end for a crime novel. The fate of the priest 

is only hinted at obliquely and his mind-controlling abilities are never explained even though it 

leads to the death of Leena.  The novel ends on a note of loneliness and pessimism which leaves 

the readers deeply disturbed. 

To Steal her Love ends on an equally baffling note. A crime novel where no murder really takes 

place, the author narrates the story of Tweety named because he has a small body and a big 

head. Written mostly from the perspective of Tweety the story navigates the strange world of 

the character who sees colours of the internal mechanisms of locks that he picks. He has his 

own names for different things in his life like each of his feet. Working with a shoemaker 

during day time, Tweety spends his night stalking different women for whom he has special 

names. He picks the lock of their apartments and enters their home to mostly watch them 

sleeping.  He is part of a group who is planning a bank heist. Tweety’s method of winning over 

the girl he loves goes haywire as does the bank heist. Towards the end both the crimes are never 

truly solved and Tweety escapes—“the eagle owl stuck the tubes under his arm, listened for a 
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moment, and when the coast was clear he fluttered into the air, flew towards the gap in the 

hedge, skimming the tall grass as he went, and made his way through to the path. Then he 

disappeared somewhere to the left” (306). 

Like the crime series of Fossum and Joensuu, Department Q is an ongoing series by Jussi Alder 

Olsen featuring the cold case unit led by Carl Morck. Since Olsen writes the more straight 

forward variety of crime fiction most of his novels end with the main case being solved. Yet 

following the tradition of Scandinavian crime fiction, all things are not clarified in the end but 

instead are left for the readers to deduce. The Purity of Vengeance which deals with the forced 

sterilization of women has a subplot of the death of Carl's uncle. As a teenager, Carl had 

accompanied his uncle and his cousin Ronny on a trip when the death of the uncle occurs. As 

an adult Ronny claims to have killed his father and claims he did it with the help of Carl. 

Though an important part of Carl's teenage years this incident is not pursued by the author and 

the readers are only given vague clues. Likewise, The Conspiracy of Faith ends with the 

reuniting of Mia with her son Benjamin but this moment is tinged with uneasiness. Benjamin 

does not recognize Mia and there is a looming grey cloud over this happy moment suggesting 

that their lives will never be the same again.  Though Olsen tries to end each of his novels on a 

positive note with justice being served and successful rescue missions he is unable to bring 

clarity in the lives of his three important characters. Carl’s involvement in the death and 

paralysis of his colleague is still kept vague while Assad’ background gets murkier as the series 

progresses. Though Rose’s personal life is revealed in The Scarred Woman the author makes it 

clear that Rose will always have to battle her psychological demons. There is a sense of the past 

catching up on these characters which have never been fully revealed to the readers.   
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The one mystery that haunts the lead detective throughout the series is the case which leaves 

one of Carl’s partner dead and the other paralyzed. Department Q which has been solving the 

most unlikely cases which have remained unsolved for more than twenty years does not bother 

to look into this case which has changed the life of Morck forever. This reluctance on the part 

of Carl to look into this case is a bone of contention between him and Hardy. But on a deeper 

note, there is a sense that Carl is afraid of what he has to face with this resolution. On 

questioned by Hardy, Carl replies—"…you're physically paralyzed, and I'm mentally paralyzed. 

I just can’t cope with that case” (The Hanging Girl 383). Carl suffers from post-traumatic stress 

due to this event and his reluctance to go anywhere near this case reflects a possibility that this 

case will be never be resolved. Department Q has the highest success rate in solving crimes but 

this case remains a shadowy presence throughout the series. Hence, a clear sense of resolution 

is deferred time and again as the series progresses.  

It can be concluded that the ending of the story plays an important role in the crime series as 

discussed above. The final unveiling of the truth is central to the narrative but many times there 

no single absolute truth. This moment of resolution is also no longer accompanied by a 

triumphant detective like Sherlock Holmes who unveils the truth with a great flourish much to 

the amazement of the readers. Instead, there is a sense of poignancy and loss which subverts the 

idea of a restoration of order which was a part of the traditional crime novel. In all the novels 

discussed here, the moment of victory for the detective and his team goes hand in hand with a 

sense of loss and regret that has become a part of the crime novel of the Scandinavian variety as 

reflected in Carl's final thoughts in Disgrace—"for a long time he sat in his car, staring out 

across Roskilde Fjord. Lights from the city showed out over the dark water. Under other 

circumstances, it would infuse him with calm, but just now there was none to be found" (500). 
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This thought is echoed by all the lead protagonist of the five crime series who realizes that in 

reality there can be no neat endings. 

Therefore, these crime stories are no longer an escapist reading nor do they offer a restoration 

of order in society rather they are stories which haunt the readers long after they have reached 

the end. By showing that crime is not momentary but rather an everyday presence which can 

never be fully eradicated these crime novelists have illustrated that a utopian dream cannot be 

sustained. They do so by robbing from the readers the comfort of a clear resolution and leaving 

them with a number of unanswered questions and multiple versions of the truth. The fact that 

there is no clear resolution and no ultimate truth becomes an apt reflection of the condition of 

the contemporary world and becomes a clear indication of the state of affairs even in nations 

which has long been considered the ‘happiest of nations'. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

As the previous chapters' have highlighted, this thesis has been primarily concerned with the 

generic study of Scandinavian crime fiction tracing the distinctive features of this subgenre. 

While crime fiction has always been a popular genre, the subgenre of Scandinavian crime 

fiction has become a global phenomenon as crime fiction from the cold northern land has 

become a major export in the international market. As compared to other subgenres of crime 

fiction, Scandinavian crime fiction has been hailed for its literary merit. This thesis has, 

therefore, delved into the question of whether this literary excitement is justified or not. In order 

to do so, this study has looked into the history of crime fiction going back to the traditional 

school of crime writing to show how crime fiction from Scandinavia was initially a product of 

this school. It is only when the crime writers from this region reacted and reworked this genre 

did the unique sub-genre of Scandinavian crime fiction come into being. This thesis has 

therefore made a study of how Scandinavian crime fiction has grown to be a sub-genre of its 

own. By taking five authors from five Scandinavian nations this study has also analyzed the 

emerging trends of Scandinavian crime fiction. 

The foregoing study has revealed that the influence of the British clue puzzle form was initially 

felt on crime fiction from Scandinavia but a closer analysis of Scandinavian crime fiction shows 

that it owes a greater debt to the American tradition of Hardboiled fiction. As seen in the first 

chapter, the introduction of the police procedural changed the trajectory of this subgenre which 

was a direct influence of the American Mcbain series. The traditional clue puzzle form was 
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soon discarded for more realistic writing presenting a team working in a police department. 

This proved to be a crucial change in the history of Scandinavian crime fiction as the police 

procedural form proved an apt vehicle for the sociopolitical critique which remains at the core 

of the art. The use of the police procedural allowed the crime writers to raise vital issues about 

the workings of the bureaucracy in the state along with various governmental organizations. 

The assassination of the Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme also had a profound impact on the 

genre of Scandinavian crime fiction. This event was a turning point in the history of the nation 

as this event jolted the public out of their comfort zones as faith upon the government and the 

welfare state took a severe blow. Crime fiction proved to be an apt vehicle to deal with this 

crisis as writers took to this genre to voice their social as well as political anxieties. Likewise, 

when rampant consumerism threatened the Marxist ideal, crime reporter Per Wahloo in 

collaboration with Maj Sjowall turned to crime fiction to present their disenchantment with the 

welfare policies. Their ten book series featuring detective Martin Beck as the lead detective 

reinvented the genre of Scandinavian crime fiction creating the subgenre that we know of 

today. The influence of the Martin Beck series has been felt on all the novels and crime series 

discussed in this study. In fact, most features of contemporary Scandinavian crime fiction can 

be traced to this iconic series aptly subtitled— ‘The story of crime'.  As seen in the previous 

chapters, these features have been put under a critical light in this study. 

A study of the five series has revealed the different trends that make this sub-genre unique but 

the question of sociopolitical critique has remained paramount as revealed in this study. This 

study has shown that Scandinavian crime fiction is born out of the cracks that appeared in the 

welfare state and continues to actively question its policies and stand on various issues. This is 

highlighted not only in the central theme of the novels discussed here but in the way the setting 
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and characters work together to present a grim picture of the nations that are celebrated as the 

happiest in the world. In the age of globalization, the anxieties of immigration, financial 

crashes, political de-stability, environmental crisis, and consumerism find a voice in a literature 

that is specifically designed to present various crises. Scandinavian crime fiction has effectively 

taken a generic form of crime fiction and specifically the police procedural to give it an added 

literary merit. 

It is revealed that the characters' moral complexity in Scandinavian crime fiction is not merely 

an aesthetic choice for the writers. On the contrary, this approach speaks directly to these 

writers' worldview reflecting how people are the products of their environments. The world is 

flawed, and government and society are corrupt and intolerant, therefore, no one can be truly 

‘good' which in turn would mean that no one is completely ‘bad' either. With this perspective, it 

comes as no surprise that Scandinavian crime writers used their novels as platforms for social 

critique.  Aside from the distrust in the justice system that came out of the 1986 assassination, 

Scandinavian crime writers found inspiration from the failed welfare state, economic class 

divisions, and other social issues.  Stieg Larsson, the author of The Girl With The Dragon Tattoo 

of the ‘Millennium’ series, was initially compelled to write the novel to expose the hypocrisy 

and danger of allowing neo-Nazi protests in Sweden.  Ever since the Scandinavians’ idyllic 

worldview crashed after PM Palme’s assassination, Scandinavian crime writers could not help 

but slip a biting critique of the real world into their fiction, making their stories even more 

relevant and engaging to readers.  

While much has been said about sociopolitical critique in Scandinavian crime fiction, it is the 

detectives who make these novels so popular. A thorough analysis of the five detectives taken 

up for study in this thesis has revealed the humane quality of the detective who is an ordinary 
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man trying to make sense of the world he lives in. As the series progresses, the authors 

discussed in this study have unfolded the different character traits of the detectives along with a 

slow revelation of their histories which makes for a fascinating read. The presentation of the 

relentless detectives who are grappling with senseless crimes happening around them has made 

them human and hence, relatable to the readers. In a world of constant flux and change the 

figure of the detective remains steadfast as he manages to solve the mystery even when his 

world is falling apart around him. Like the clues throughout the stories, the embedded histories 

of the detectives have had a significant contribution to the creation of an organic whole as well 

as to the overall popularity of Scandinavian crime fiction. 

As revealed in the previous chapters, the character of the detective has an important role to 

play. His role is not limited to just solving the crime but goes further to reveal the working of 

the various political and social machinery. His failing relationships along with his failing health 

become a symbol of the failures of a state which has failed to keep its promises. This is true not 

only for the five detectives discussed in this thesis but many other Scandinavian detectives 

share these character traits. One such example would be the character of Harry Hole, the hard-

drinking lead detective of Jo Nesbo's crime series. Hence, the brooding detective standing 

against the harsh northern landscape has become an iconic image of crime fiction from this 

region especially in the cinematic versions of these novels. 

This study has revealed the care with which the central protagonist has been drawn with their 

elaborate histories. Likewise, a lot of thought has gone into the selection of the figure of the 

criminal/murderer. Scandinavian crime writers have laid stress on the back stories of the 

detectives as well as their criminals. One seldom comes across crimes for the sake of crime in 

the novels discussed here. Instead, the authors have created an intricate web of failures of the 



S i n h a  P a g e  | 203 

 

state which have pushed these human beings unto the path of crime. A long and abusive history 

usually culminates in violent crime when keepers of law and order fail to rise up to the 

occasion.  Hence, Scandinavian crime writers have laid stress on the presentation of history as 

well as on the thoughts of the criminal. They do not justify the horrendous crimes that take 

place but by making the reader's privy to the thoughts of the criminals these crime writers make 

them more human. Since, sociopolitical critique is so important to this subgenre of crime fiction 

the criminals crowding the Nordic landscape are ones created due to failures of family, 

community, and society at large. This further reflects the failures of the welfare ideal where the 

state policies lead to isolated and alienated individuals effectively pushing them to the fringes 

of society and towards delinquent behavior. 

Scandinavian crime fiction is concerned with women too as their role in society is also reflected 

in this genre. As mentioned in the earlier chapters, crime fiction has often been referred to as 

one of the more sexist sub-genre of fiction due to their focus on the male lead protagonist.  On 

the other hand, the northern land of Scandinavia is a place where women enjoy equal rights as 

men. In this space Scandinavian crime fiction has given a distinctive perspective to the question 

of women and the place they enjoy in the Scandinavian egalitarian society.  The study of crime 

fiction from this region has revealed how women are victims. Together these books reveal the 

dark side of this egalitarian society where women do not have a safe haven even within the four 

walls of their homes. The rising crime of domestic violence against women has been put under 

critical light by the crime writers as the governmental policies safeguarding women are also put 

under the scanner. The theme of socio-political critique finds a voice in the question of women 

but Scandinavian crime fiction goes beyond critique to subvert a masculine genre.  Crime 

fiction has been considered to be a masculine genre due to focus on physical prowess and the 
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intelligent rational male detective. The female detective has made her mark in this genre but 

surely the barrier of gender stereotypes has been difficult to break down. Female detectives are 

invariably described as being weak and lacking rationality often looking up to her male 

counterpart for protection. A look into the novels of the crime writers discussed here has 

revealed a number of strong females who subverts all gender expectations. These women do 

feel the constraints of their sex and they do sometimes lapse into a momentary powerlessness 

but they refuse to play the damsel in distress. Instead, they take charge of the situation and 

come out victorious be it Detective Elinborg or the murderess Yvonne Ander. By recasting 

women in active roles rather than a passive role of a victim and a femme fatale, a detailed study 

of female characters has revealed how Scandinavian crime fiction has pushed the boundaries of 

what has been traditionally a masculine genre. 

Scandinavian crime fiction has also pushed the boundaries of what a traditional crime novel 

should be like especially reflected in their endings. All five authors discussed in this study have 

challenged the traditional ending of a crime novel where all the loose endings are neatly tied.  

The endings reflect a marked influence of the ‘Noir' tradition where the order of a traditional 

crime novel is replaced by disorder and often a looming crisis ahead. This ending has 

effectively subverted the state projected image of a utopian ideal. By doing so Scandinavian 

crime writers have emphasized the sociopolitical critique which is so central to their work. The 

lack of neat endings has also pushed the readers out of their comfort zones where reading a 

crime novel is no longer an escapist reading. Instead, the readers are left with a disturbing 

image of looming crisis ahead even as the weary lead detective manages to close a case. By 

robbing the crime novel of its neat endings, Scandinavian crime fiction follows a realistic 

literary tradition. But more importantly, the endings of the novels that make up Scandinavian 
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crime fiction has captured the chaos of the contemporary world where all things do not fall into 

place. 

But as the previous chapters reveal, the one thing that gives this sub-genre the distinct stamp of 

‘Scandinavia' is its location and settings as emphasized by the cover of these novels. The snow-

covered landscape has been used in covers of these novels multiple times to the extent of this 

image turning into a stereotype. The chilly atmosphere of the northern landscape goes hand in 

hand with the bone-chilling crimes that take place in a crime novel.  By evoking the harsh 

landscape these crime writers have given a glimpse of the exotic landscape that has fired the 

imagination of the international readers. But this exotic landscape has a darker story to unfold 

as revealed when Scandinavian crime fiction is examined. The beauty of the unending forest 

and massive lakes is contrasted with the most gruesome crimes that the human mind can 

conjure. The blood against the pristine snow makes for a stark image but this graphic image 

exposes the undercurrent of violence in all human beings even the ones residing in the happiest 

of nations.  All five novelists have used the cold northern landscape to not only evoke a sense 

of foreboding but also to symbolize the inner turmoil of the characters. The setting has been 

used in a skilful manner to capture the minds of the non-Scandinavian readers. But it also acts 

as an apt literary device to give voice to the larger concerns of the writers. 

While this thesis has made a selective study of Scandinavian crime fiction by selecting a single 

author from each of the five nations that make up Scandinavia, the characteristic features 

discussed here are shared by almost all writers hailing from this region. Some important writers 

who are part of this global phenomenon are Norwegian writer, Jo Nesbo whose Harry Hole 

series has garnered critical acclaim. Another Norwegian writer is Anne Holt, a former minister 

of justice who created waves with her series featuring a lesbian police officer. Swedish crime 
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writers have always been in the forefront like Stieg Larsson but Finnish crime writers are 

slowly entering this global market as writers like Minna Lindgren are receiving international 

acclaim. Hakan Nesser's Van Veeteren series and Peter Hoeg's post-modernist tale Miss 

Smilla’s Feeling for Snow are part of many examples of a wide array of crime fiction which is 

being produced from this region. A number of these books are being translated into English and 

other languages which in turn has made them accessible to a larger global audience. At the 

same time, many of these books have also been turned into films and series like Stieg Larrson’s 

Millennium trilogy which has a Swedish as well as a Hollywood adaptation, both of which has 

contributed to the overall popularity of the genre.  

Hence, it is clear that these characteristic features discussed in this study have contributed to the 

development of Scandinavian crime fiction but at the same time readers must take into 

consideration that the development of this sub-genre did not take place in isolation. Therefore, 

it is possible to trace to influence of various factors on the development of this subgenre. The 

clearest influence as mentioned earlier is that of the American hardboiled fiction which used the 

genre of crime fiction to give voice to various social and political concerns.  Avid readers of the 

genre can also trace similarities between the master of ‘Tartan Noir', Rankin's Inspector 

Rebus—a flawed but humane detective and the detectives that make up the universe of 

Scandinavian crime fiction. As seen previously, the influence of the noir is also felt strongly on 

the endings of the novels. 

On their own, these features of the various sub-genres of crime fiction make for a popular and 

interesting read. But Scandinavian crime fiction is a combination of all these features set 

against the backdrop of a real-life utopia making it worthy of literary merit and attention. There 

is no single explanation for the popularity of this genre but the various aspects discussed here 
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play a key role. The geographical location along with commitment towards sociopolitical 

critique with nuanced characterization becomes a core driving force for the Scandinavian crime 

novel. The growing popularity has also revitalized the genre of crime fiction so they can no 

longer be dismissed as mere page-turners. 

It is apparent that the global phenomenon of Scandinavian crime fiction can no longer be 

denied as seen by the number of literary translations and television and film adaptations. Yet it 

must be noted that the word Scandinavian is a broad and general term to describe something 

very diverse in nature as revealed in the first chapter of this thesis. Each of the five nations 

discussed here have their own unique history and culture. While this study does focus on the 

similarities shared by crime fiction from these nations due to the welfare system, there is a 

scope for a study of the dissimilarities too as seen in the multiple historical and cultural 

differences. I have used the broad term of Scandinavia to describe the sub-genre of crime 

fiction from these Nordic lands due to the similarities of the welfare state and the setting in of 

disenchantment that followed. But a close inspection may reveal the differences between 

Norwegian crime fiction- ‘Krim' and ‘krimi' from Denmark. The word Scandinavian is all-

encompassing and necessary to project the global success in the international sphere but it also 

reveals a need for a study of crime fiction from each of the five nations discussed in this thesis 

as each nation has its own rich literary history and traditions leaving scope and space for further 

studies. 

With such an abundance of writing talent currently producing a wealth of crime fiction in the 

Scandinavian countries, the continuance of this genre seems guaranteed. Deemed and dismissed 

as popular fiction, there is a possibility that this current popularity will become less 
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pronounced. However, the Scandinavian crime fiction phenomenon is much more than a 

passing fashion- it is based on a solid, quantifiable literary achievement. 
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Literature has often been called a mirror of society as all great works of art reflect the 

history of its times be it the socio-political upheavals or the assimilation of different cultures. 

Since women have been regarded as an indispensible pillar of society and family alike, they 

play an important role in all great works of literature too. It is apt, therefore that a study of 

literature will reveal the changing place of women in a society over time. Crime fiction is one 

sub-genre of literature which reveals the dark underbelly of society as they deal with various 

crisis and chaotic conditions. Crime fiction thus become platforms were conflicts are voiced out 

and dissected while there popularity ensures that they reach out to the maximum reading public. 

This essay puts the spotlight on the figure of the detective where the figure of the detective who 

takes up the role of the investigator not only investigates the crime that takes place but also 

investigates the changing role of women in society. 

Crime fiction which is part of popular literature has always been considered to be a 

masculine genre due to the influence of the frontier novels on the American version of 

Hardboiled detective fiction and science and reasoning on the British version of the Golden age. 

While the American version focuses on the physical power and courage of the detective, the 

British version focuses on logic and reasoning. Both physical prowess and mental reasoning has 

traditionally been looked at as the domain of the masculine whereas the emotional has been 

considered to be a feminine area. This reveals that women have not been looked upon as 

someone who can carry the mantle of being a detective in the truest sense.  

However, a look into the history of crime fiction reveals a number of female authors 

who have created female lead detectives .Agatha Christie is one such writer who transformed 
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this genre by creating memorable characters like Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple. Miss Jane 

Marple was introduced to her readers in the short story “The Tuesday Night Club,” published in 

December 1927. Miss Marple is presented as a kindly old spinster who is always knitting. She 

is an unlikely detective who rarely visits the site of crime. In this sense she belongs to the 

tradition of the armchair detectives. Her method of detection also relies on her knowledge of the 

community. She often solves the crime by intuition—‘‘her unorthodox style of detection is 

based on village parallels, small and seemingly insignificant events familiar to her from a 

lifetime of village living’ (Curran. 16). In contrast to Miss Marple, Hercule Poirot who is a 

male detective is presented as relying on his little grey cells to solve the crime. His attachment 

to his moustache is projected as a symbol of his masculinity. He is usually hired by the 

concerned authorities to actively participate in the process of detection.  On the other hand Miss 

Marple is seen as the most unlikely person to solve a crime. The sanction of the authority in 

case of Hercule Poirot and the lack of sanction in case of Miss Marple reveal the societal 

prejudice against the female detective.  

  

This idea is further reinforced by P.D.James’ novel titled—An Unsuitable Job for a 

Woman which has Cordelia Gray as the lead detective.  As the title reveals detection is not 

considered to be a respectable job for a female. Like Agatha Christie, P.D.James has created a 

male detective along with a female detective—Adam Dalgliesh. While Adam Dalgliesh is part 

of the police force, Cordelia Gray stumbles into the profession when she inherits the detective 

agency from her employer upon his death. This further reveals the stereotype when it comes to 

the presentation of women in the area of detection.  Raymond Chandler has presented a vivid 

portrait of the detective in his essay titled “The Simple Art of Murder”:  

              “…Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither 

tarnished nor afraid. The detective…must be such a man. He is the hero, he is 

everything. He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He 

must be, [...] a man of honour[...]. He must be the best man in his world and... He is a 

lonely man.” (18) 
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  This definition of the detective focuses on the figure of the detective as a man who is 

looked upon as a hero. He is presented as a medieval knight who is bound by honour in his 

quest for justice. In this reading of crime fiction women do not have any active role to play. 

This dismissive attitude is also emphasized in the roles that women traditionally play in 

crime fiction.  Women are mostly presented as victims which means she has a very limited role 

to play in the narrative. This role of a victim also means that there is a need for a protector to 

help them through times of trouble. This protector is often a male detective in crime fiction who 

brings justice to the women. The role of the women as a victim also shows that she does not 

have the physical prowess which is requirement for a knight-like detective. Even when the lead 

detective is a female she often needs a male to help her navigate through the sticky situations 

that may arise. The American version of Hardboiled fiction further dismissed the woman to 

play the role of a femme fatale. This role is problematic in many ways since this role presents 

women as an impediment in the detectives’ quest for truth. It also objectifies women as 

emphasized by the garish covers of the paperbacks of Hardboiled fiction. This stereotyping of 

women has further cast the women in a negative light.  

Many writers have therefore tired to rework this genre to present women in a more 

positive light. Most notable writers in this tradition are the American female writers who have 

subverted the masculine genre of Hardboiled fiction to present the modern contemporary 

women. Influenced by these writers the Nordic Noir is one subgenre of crime fiction which is 

challenging the way a women in perceived and presented in crime fiction. The global success of 

The Millennium Trilogy ensured a wider readership for the books while the TV series The 

Killing gripped the minds of millions.  

One important emerging trend of Nordic Noir which distinguishes it from other crime 

series is the creation of strong female characters. Unlike the traditional roles that women play in 

crime fiction Nordic Noir present characters who go beyond the stereotyped roles that women 

play in crime fiction. While the Nordic nations are considered to be the happiest nations due to 

there all inclusive governmental policies and egalitarianism most Nordic noir deal with crimes 

related to men´s brutality towards women. This serves to shed a light into the position of 
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women even in nations which a hailed as egalitarian nations. They give voice to narratives of a 

modern woman is a world which is implicitly male dominated. 

Initially titled Men who hate Women, Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo 

is an important work in crime fiction which reflects the status of women in an apparently 

egalitarian society. The central character, Lisbeth Salander breaks all the norms associated with 

gender binaries. She is a computer maverick who excels in the world of hacking traditionally 

looked upon as a masculine domain. She is signal creation in crime fiction as she breaks all the 

norms associated with a traditional detective figure. While the novel is shaped like a political 

thriller, it shows how women as preyed upon by the men of the influential Vanger family. Stieg 

Larson has thus, used a masculine genre to portray the various issues faced by women while 

centering the story on a female detective who refuses to fit into any prefigured neat 

compartments. It is easy to see that Lisbeth is different from all pre-existing female detectives. 

While the history of crime fiction gives as many examples of female detectives, they are 

limiting since they remain within the feminine domain of the emotions and intuitions. What 

makes Lisbeth different from her predecessors is her gender ambiguity. She refuses to be 

confined by the binaries of feminine and masculine in the conventional sense as reflected most 

obviously in her sexual encounters with both the sex.  While the novel is centered on episodes 

of extreme violence and exploitation faced by women, Larsson draws the character of Lisbeth 

who refuses to play the victim. Often a victim of sexual exploitation, the story is also a story of 

revenge and justice meted out by Lisbeth to her exploiters. No longer is there a need for the 

knight in shining armours to rescue the damsel in distress, instead Larsson presents a strong 

heroine who is capable of dispensing justice on her own. In a final stroke of genius in breaking 

the gender stereotypes, Larsson shows Lisbeth rescuing her detecting partner Mikael Blomkvist 

in an ultimate role reversal.  

Likewise, Nordic Noir is replete with examples of strong female characters who are bent 

on breaking the gender stereotypes. While Stieg Larsson ventured into crime fiction to present 

the violent crimes faced by women, many female writers are venturing into this sub-genre as 

their popularity ensures the widest reading public. Anne Holt is a Norwegian writer who is 

creating waves with her taboo-breaking novels. While using the tools of a traditional crime 
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novel, Holt subverts the genre cleverly by presenting the central detective—Hanne Wilhelmsen 

who is unapologetically lesbian. While her sexual orientation is subversive for Hanne is married 

and is raising a child, there is more to the stories that Holt presents. Hanne is part of the police-

force and the stories are a reflection of how she navigates the waters of the male-dominated 

profession while maintaining a balance between her family and her career.  

While Anne Holt does manage to break the grounds of sexual orientation, the Danish 

televised series ‘The Killing’, is one important yardstick by which representations of the female 

detective can be measured. The series dramatizes the turmoil that follows the death of a young 

girl. Sarah Lund is the detective assigned to investigate this death which eventually opens up a 

can of worms in the political arena. Sarah Lund is part of the new wave of female detectives 

who work ceaselessly to solve a crime often at the cost of their personal life. A brazen female 

who challenges the authority of the police force uncovering the corruption that the system is 

facing- she is unsmiling and a far cry from the femme fatale of the crime novels. The image of 

the detective is presented as being sans make-up wearing baggy knitted sweaters reinforcing the 

ambiguity of sexuality and more importantly, subverting the image of the seductive femme 

fatale. 

It is clear that the Nordic Noir is challenging the boundaries of crime fiction The Nordic 

crime novel serves to shed light into various social systems which projects the image of an 

egalitarian society where women share an equal place with their male counterpart. Together 

these crime novels and series raise the question—is subversion possible in a genre which is so 

masculine? the answer lies in the breaking of the tradition of representation women in crime 

fiction where the female detective emerges as a hero in her own right. The appeal of this fiction 

lies in the reworking of an essentially masculine genre to subvert the image of the stereotypical 

male detective.  
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