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The Killer in the Narrative and the Novel that Exploded: Nihilism in The Killer Inside Me
   Since Poe created the form we have come to define as the classical detective story, the genre has been one of the most popular types of formula fiction for a mass audience. Along the way, the classical detective story spawned a couple of mutant offshoots. The private-eye or “hard-boiled” detective novel emerged in the work of Carroll John Daly, whose Race Williams is generally credited as being the first private eye (Symons 123). Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler followed on Daly’s heels, with all three writing for the pulp magazine Black Mask in the 1930s.

   Another offshoot of the detective story that surfaced during the Depression was the crime novel. Generally told (at least partially) from the perspective of the criminal, the story here is not the traditional “whodunit” as it is a “will they get away with it.” James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) is generally seen as the first successful crime novel. Just as Hammett and Chandler followed Daly’s efforts, such writers as Horace McCoy, Graham Greene, and Willam Lindsay Gresham would explore the territory opened by Cain.

   All three of these forms (classical detective story, hard-boiled story, and crime novel) have drawn a degree of critical attention over the years. While the two types of detective story have received the bulk of critical attention, Tony Hilfer’s 1990 book The Crime Novel: A Deviant Genre has provided an intersting springboard for discussion of this form.

Detectives: Wizards, Knights, and Order
   That order is a key component of the detective story seems obvious. In order to have a detective, one must first have crime, and crime is by definition a disruption of the social order, after all. The detective’s job is to identify the criminal, which should lead to the culprit’s removal from society and a return to the status quo or a closely related equilibrium. Among the scholars who have noted this is W.H. Auden, who compares the classical detective story to Aristotelian tragedy (Auden 401.)

   This basic goal of a return to equilibrium remains the same in both the classical and hard-boiled genres. The methods differ, however, depending on the genre. A classical detective is, as has been noted, defined as a creature of superior ratiocination. Largely isolated from the everyday world (as with Nero Wolfe and his orchids), the detective emerges to examine a riddle, produces a correct answer, and retreats until the next time his or her superior thinking skills are needed once again. Villains seem equally removed from the world. In these mysteries, the villain is usually an individual of great intellect, a gifted planner who will have the misfortune of coming in second in this particular battle of wits -- the victim, presumably, comes in last. 

   Here, the crime is a text, a riddle created by the villain, and the detective is the superior reader who can determine that text’s “true meaning.” The emphasis is on the creation and solution of a high-order puzzle, and perhaps the ultimate manifestation of this genre is in the 1930s “locked-room” mysteries of John Dickson Carr.

   The world of the hard-boiled detective is vastly removed from that of the classical detective, although both are equally fictive -- any detective who had killed as many opponents as Richard Prather’s Shell Scott (for example) would have lost his license in a heartbeat. The world is less rigid, more visceral, than that of the classical story. Contact between classes is inevitable, and mobility is necessary -- a detective may have to deal with the upper classes and lowlifes in the course of the same case.

   Both hero and villains are men and women of action in the hard-boiled story. Rather than relying on the superior intellectual skills of the classical detective, the private eye relies on willpower, and much of the time, on physical violence, intimidation, and such extralegal methods as burglary to get the truth from his opponents. Where the classical detective may be seen as a sort of wizard, applying wisdom and learning to dispatch evil, the model for the hard-boiled character is the knight who slays dragons with physical force, and the motif of the knight has been employed by fictional private eyes from Philip Marlowe to Travis McGee.

   But what is essential here is that, despite the differences of approach, both the wizard and the knight want to dispatch dragons. Both the classical detective and the private eye intend to remove the disruptive force from society.

   The crime novel, according to Hilfer, can be seen as a perverse cousin of the detective story. The Tom Ripleys and Frank Chambers of the fictive world have no desire to see the world of law and order restored. In fact, they hope to make sure that the disorder they introduce goes undetected. If the character is at all sympathetic, or even likable, that puts the reader in the uncomfortable position of cheering for disorder, as it were. But there are different kinds and levels of disorder in life and in fiction, with accompanying levels of discomfort. Perhaps the most disturbing example of this comes from the work of Jim Thompson.

   Hilfer contends that Thompson’s work is based in a peculiar morality, and such works as A Swell-Looking Babe, After Dark My Sweet, and especially The Getaway tend to bear this out. But Thompson’s 1952 novel The Killer Inside Me seems to abandon morality for nihilism. By the end of the book, both the plot and the narrator have disintegrated, and along the way, the reader is repeatedly confronted with the notion that order is impossible and that oblivion is the only available outcome.

Thompson, Lou Ford, and the Story that Exploded
   By the 1950s, American culture balanced oddly between the self-satisfaction of postwar prosperity and Cold War paranoia. Even more oddly, that very paranoia fueled the growth of the American manufacturing sector -- at least the part of it that would eventually be described as the “military-industrial complex.” In a way, prosperity was fed by the concept of obliteration, a notion that would eventually be encapsulated by the subtitle of Dr. Strangelove: “How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb."

   It seems appropriate, then, that one of the most memorable products of the pulp novel industry of the 1950s is The Killer Inside Me, a novel that began as a blueprint at the Lion Books paperback “fiction mill” (Polito 341, 343). Equally appropriate was it for Jim Thompson to have been the author. The son of a sheriff, Thompson had worked as director of the Oklahoma Writers Project (a division of the WPA) during the depression, and had written two novels of the social realism school that drew positive critical notice, but little commercial success. He had also been a member of the Communist Pary in the 1940s, but broke away when he felt his work was stifled by political demands. His keen sense of the injustice of the world around him, combined with an alcoholic’s rage and sense of powerlessness, made him a lightning rod for the nihilistic ideas that would come out in his 1950s crime fiction.

   From a formulaic plot synopsis involving a corrupt policeman and a hooker, Thompson creates a harrowing tale that begins with a psychopathic law enforcer and culminates in the destruction of the cast -- and the story itself.

   One of the first things we learn about Deputy Lou Ford, the novel’s first-person narrator, is that he is, in a sense, a master of detournement. He employs the cliches of the Southwestern, small-town world he occupies as a means of torturing the people he meets. Ford’s platitudes become an outlet for a sadistic streak:


   “I was thinking the other day, Max, and all of a

sudden I had the doggonedest thought. It came to me out of a clear sky -- the boy is father to the man. Just like that. The boy is father to the man.”

   The smile on his face was getting strained. I could hear his shoes squeak as he squirmed. If there’s anything worse than a bore, it’s a corny bore. But how can you brush off a nice friendly fellow  who’d give you his shirt if you asked for it?

   “I reckon I should have been a college professor or something like that,” I said. . . “Take that heat wave we had a few weeks ago; a lot of people think it’s the heat that makes it so hot. But its not like that, Max. It’s not the heat, but the humidity. I’ll bet you didn’t know that, did you?”

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

   “Another thing about the weather,” I said. “Everyone talks about it, but no one does anything. But maybe it’s better that way. Every cloud has its silver lining, at least that’s the way I figure it. I mean, if we didn’t have the rain we wouldn’t have the rainbows, now would we?”

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

   Striking at people that way is almost as good as the other, the real way (Thompson 4).

   This habit of Ford’s serves a dual purpose: it allows him an outlet for his sadism while allowing him to create the image of a harmless buffoon. As Gay Brewer observes, even Ford’s adversaries can’t reconcile this image with the reality of Ford as serial killer, despite the fact that Ford is really quite open about his crimes. “Not until public perception has shifted is Ford guilty” (Brewer 25).

   This openness is one sign of the book’s nihilism: Ford behaves in a fashion that he claims is a symptom of a mental illness based on a childhood experience with his father’s mistress and that he presents with the authority of someone who has read Krafft-Ebing. His acts may be a function of what he calls “the sickness,” but they may also indicate a desire to be apprehended/destroyed. He as much as admits what he has done when he speaks to the father of one of his victims:


   “I can tell you you’re on the wrong track. I’ve


known all those boys for years. They wouldn’t do a

thing like that any more than I would.”

   It was the truth again, and he had to see it. I was 

looking straight into his eyes (Thompson 94),

   Later, Ford drops the rube’s guise and baits a psychiatrist who comes to investigate him, another move that would be counterproductive if he wanted to avoid detection and capture.

   But the need for obliteration is a need Ford understands only too well. He tells us a story that illustrates the point:


   Years ago there was a jeweler here in Central City

who had a hell of a good business, and a beautiful wife and two fine kids. And one day, on a business trip to one of the teachers’ college towns he met up with a girl,a real honey, and before long he was sleeping with her. She knew he was married, and she was willing to leave it that way. So everything was perfect. He had her and he had his family and a swell business. But one morning they found him and the girl dead in a motel -- he shot her and killed himself. And when one of our deputies went to tell his wife about it, he found her and the kids dead, too. This fellow had shot ‘em all.

   He’d had everything, and somehow nothing was better.

   That sounds pretty mixed up, and probably it doesn’t have a lot to do with me. I thought it did at first, but now that I look at it -- well, I don’t know. I just don’t know (Thompson 101).

This is Thompson’s answer to the famous Flitcraft episode in The Maltese Falcon. Where Hammett posits a world of randomly falling beams to which people must adapt, Thompson offers a world in which death is the only recourse, even when life is pleasant. Nothing – literally – is better. Or as he tells one of his victims, obliteration is the only possible outcome:

“You ask me why I stick around, knowing the score, and it’s hard to explain. I guess I kind of got a foot on both fences, Johnnie. I planted ‘em there early and now they’ve taken root, and I can’t move either way and I can’t jump. All I can do is wait until I split (78).

   Ford, of course, lacks any sort of a future, even in a genetic sense -- as a teenager, he was sterilized by his father. Again, oblivion is the only possible end for his story.

   And he is not alone in this regard. Elsewhere in the novel, Ford’s boss, who is unable to accept the idea of the deputy’s guilt, kills himself. Another deputy observes, “Yes, sir, pore ol’ Bob killed hisself, and I reckon he had to. I reckon I know just how he felt (127).”

   Ultimately, Ford sees his actions as a favor to his victims, ushering them into the oblivion that is the only relief from an intolerable life -- “Why’d they come to me to get killed? Why couldn’t they do it themselves? (106)” When he murders his fiancee, he suggests, “Or maybe it was suicide (120).” He also tells someone that one of his victims “knew I was his friend (130).” The gotterdammerung of the novel’s conclusion, as Ford destroys his home, himself, and various agents of his society in an explosion, also becomes a favor to the people he kills:

All of us that started the game with a crooked cue, that wanted so much and got so little, that meant so good and did so bad. All us folks. Me and Joyce Lakeland, and Johnnie Pappas and Bob Maples and big ol’ Elmer Conway and  little ol’ Amy Stanton. All of us (160).

   Meaning falls by the wayside as well, or is at the very least rendered as relative to the point of (in Ford’s case) reductio ad absurdum, as when an attorney compares him to a weed -- a role dictated by context:

“Here’s the definition, straight out of the agronomy books: ‘A weed is a plant out of place.’ Let me repeat that. ‘A weed is a plant out of place.’ I find a hollyhock in my cornfield, and it’s a weed. I find it in my yard, and it’s a flower.

“You’re in my yard, Mr. Ford” (156).

While broadmindedness is often an admirable quality, it becomes less charming when applied to a man who has murdered at least three people, and it lends some justification to Brewer’s description of the attorney as Satanic, and possibly as spiritual kin to Ford (Brewer 41-2).

   Thompson’s novel argues that even the atempt to interpret is irrelevant:

You go into the office and take a book or two from the shelves. You read a few lines, like your life depended on reading ‘em right. But you know your life doesn’t depend on anything that makes sense, and you wonder where in the hell you got the idea it did; and you begin to get sore (Thompson 157).

Elsewhere in the book, another character suggests that the very fabric of society is equally vapid. “Prohibit. . . bullshit? I see you don’t have a legal type of mind, Lou, or you wouldn’t say that. . . What could you substitute for bullshit? Where would we be without it? (95)”

   Ford even undercuts the “sickness” that we have been told is the reason for his murders:

We might have the disease, the condition; or we might just be cold-blooded and smart as hell; or we might be innocent of what we’re supposed to have done. We might be any one of those three things, because the symptoms we show might fit any one of the three (146).

There is no possible correct reading. For that matter, there is no possible correct anything in this book. In The Killer Inside Me, only oblivion is a solution. That the book has been namechecked by artists as diverse as Bruce Springsteen and MC 900 Ft. Jesus indicates a peculiar relevance to our popular culture. But that is a mystery for another discussion.

