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Sexual Maturation and Development through Incest in the Writings of 
Georges Bataille 

 

Ryan Bernard 

 

This essay is a study of the normalization and justification of incest and necrophilia in the erotic 
writings of French philosopher/author Georges Bataille (1897-1962).  Bataille uses erotica in his 
novels not to arouse but rather to speak directly to the sexual being, the basic element that to him 
defines our existence and behavior.  Only through eroticism is Bataille able to explain the origin 
and need for taboos in society as well as their prevalence in the world today.  He challenges 
societal order, gender roles, religion, and the concepts of freedom and motherhood all in an 
attempt to proclaim his belief in eroticism as the only universal language. 

 

            To Georges Bataille there is an obvious cyclical link between sexual 

gratification, self empowerment and death.  The common denominator of all action can 
be boiled down to a quest for self preservation through sexual conquest and 
satisfaction.  In his works of fiction, Bataille attempts to justify his conception of 
eroticism and what effects it has on his characters‘ lives.  It would seem appropriate to 
look at Bataille‘s own troubled life in order to scrutinize the meaning behind ―deviant‖ 
sexual behavior, but the purpose of this analysis is not to uncover dirt on the author nor 
point towards obvious correlations, but rather evaluate the plausibility of his reasoning.  
If philosophy is truly the ―voice of reason‖ as we choose to interpret it, we cannot 
choose to deny the philosophical implications that sexually charged contributions 
presented by writers such as the Marquis de Sade or his modern era counterpart 
Georges Bataille offer.  I want to be clear that this is not an effort to compare the two 
writers (which would demand a longer research paper) despite the obvious themes they 
both have been historically linked to, but some common points will be reflected upon. 

 The general level of their arguments is not alien to anyone of us; human beings 
are sexual beings, and we all understand sex as central to our existence, but few authors 
choose to develop where such education and sexual maturation begins and where it 
ends, and what or where these boundaries are.  Of course these boundaries can be 
disputed, but Bataille proves it difficult to discredit the profound effect mothers have on 
their children to exacerbate sexual deviancy.  Bataille subjects his characters to common 
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family traumas and in the process channels these issues into higher levels of sexual and 
social perception, all written in the first person as if there is nothing unnatural about the 
conclusions they come to possess.  His erotic fictions are not attempts to sexually arouse 
the reader but rather open their minds to heighten social awareness using incest as the 
bridge to link the physical and mental states.  The Oedipal complex is nothing new to 
intellectual reasoning, but few authors chose to write about it in such a normative 
fashion.  In order to most effectively narrate the progression of evidence Bataille 
presents for his theoretically ―normal‖ sexual relationship between mother and child 
we must explore two interpretations, both philosophically and literarily. 

 First we must examine the root of eroticism and where Bataille believes it falls in 
social and cognitive contexts as well as the validity of such arguments.  If in fact 
divinity is said to inspire reason, what can be said about the reason of mankind?  Is it 
not just as holy as that of the invisible justice of God?  Bataille is able to challenge 
centuries of religious fanaticism using themes he likens to excreta, rotting away and 
repulsing those exposed to it, disallowing it to be ignored furthermore. (Bataille 1986, 
57) 

 Secondly, it is important to examine textual examples of these unabashed 
Oedipal complexes portrayed most prominently in his novellas Ma Mére and Le Bleu du 
Ciel, or My Mother and Blue of Noon, respectively.  Published posthumously in 1966, My 
Mother is the coming of age tale of 17 year old Pierre struggling to find truth in any 
tangible ―facts‖ of life following the revelation that his mother drove his father to kill 
himself due to her many infidelities, both heterosexual and homosexual.  She also 
subjected her husband to sexual abuse in order to counter balance the physical abuse he 
inflicted upon her.  This is Bataille‘s attempt at uprooting the reader‘s preconceptions of 
family structure, sexual roles, gender identities, incest, and victimization.  In a similar 
but less focused effort on the topic of incest, Blue of Noon, published in 1957, follows 
protagonist Henri Troppmann in a modern retelling of Don Juan set and written in 1935 
preceding the start of the Spanish Civil War.  The novella primarily focuses on the 
lovers that Troppmann toys with during his stay in politically torn Spain and the ethical 
dilemmas associated with each.  Ultimately he has to decide whether revering political 
or sexual standards will guide his memory and life, of which the latter he chooses.  
Troppmann has fantasies of the dead and engages in necrophilia with his mother‘s 
corpse prior to arriving in Spain.  In his mind this serves as a way to equate politically 
charged action with unusual sexual behavior in order to dull his senses.  Although 
approachable works of fiction, half erotic, half intellectual, the beliefs Bataille holds 
about the nature and role of eroticism in daily life and in child development in these 
books becomes much more clear throughout his philosophical texts. They elaborate in 
much more detail the true scope and role of eroticism in all aspects of human existence. 
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 Unlike de Sade, Bataille does not outright deny the existence of God but it is 
heavily implied.  It seems as though de Sade justifies his libertinism by proclaiming 
there is no moral code as a direct result of the nonexistence of God.  If we consider God 
as reason, reason is divine, holy, and unequivocal.  Platonic theory suggests out of this 
mold that ―evil is instantiated at the moment when reason is dominated by the 
passions‖ (Bataille 1999, 243) suggesting that human emotion must always be 
overridden or repressed by invisible boundaries in order to avoid obstacles that offset 
the influence of divinity.  To Bataille, the belief in God it is to accept that free will and 
emotion are road blocks to reason, and that passions can never be reason enough to 
believe in anything.  Because of God‘s reason there is no purpose for existence if we 
mortals have to deny our abilities to think and chose what to define ―goodness‖ as.  
Bataille says, ―if we do good in the current sense,‖ that is divine goodness, ―for 
whatever reason, it is because there is, in so doing, a good at stake that we must either 
follow or not, and this good cannot be the action itself, but only that for which the 
action is carried out.‖ (Bataille 1999, 244)  If we have decided that reason is good, and 
good is God, there are no physical or emotional reasons to believe in him if none of our 
actions speak to emphasize a purpose for his existence since there is nothing but 
baseless action carried out to preserve a secret and benign motive.  This motive seeks to 
destroy mankind‘s passions for anything that is not an invisible set of rules that lives 
solely in the imagination.  When God has been proclaimed ―dead‖ this allows us the 
freedom to decide what is sacred and what is shit.  Bataille‘s social claim mirrors 
Freud‘s in that eroticism serves as the strongest passion, the one that is most natural for 
humans to guide their sense of reason with.  The result of the supernatural‘s death 
allows Bataille‘s characters to answer this question of who or what to worship now that 
God is dead.  This issue overwhelms his characters and allows them to dissociate 
themselves from premeditated thought and act upon instinct and desire instead of fear 
and shame. 

 With this newfound liberation of the senses Bataille proposes a link between the 
taboos of eroticism and the cycle of birth, life and death.  Because eroticism goes against 
common belief in divine reason, there can now be intellectual ties that rope together 
themes and ideas never addressed before God was killed.  His theory is that taboos exist 
to limit and combat violence. (Bataille 1986, 41)  Ostracizing certain members of a 
community for breaking a social norm is simply a necessary reaction to prevent further 
infractions from occurring that disrupt order or control. On the taboo of incest, Bataille 
states: 

 Incestuous relationships are a natural obsession as dreams and myths show.  If 
this were not so, why should the taboo be so solemnly proclaimed?  Explanations 
of this have a fundamental weakness.  The disapproval which does not exist with 
animals is a historical occurrence, a result of the changes that made human life 
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what it is; it is not simply part of the order of things. (Bataille 1986, 199) 

The penalty for breaking social standards is not to be disciplined by God, but by fellow 
man. Man unleashes his passion for violence to discipline and chooses to punish one 
other for committing the very same kinds of gratifying acts. 

 To de Sade this was not only ironic, it is the greatest injustice that mankind can 
unleash upon itself.  De Sade‘s paradox of this relationship between capital punishment 
and sexual crimes establishes the taboo between eroticism and death.  Because of the 
unleashing of passions in order to kill, it becomes a sexual act.  Many serial killers 
associate the act of stabbing a victim to death with that of sexual penetration so it is not 
a far stretch to see how this taboo relationship exists.  The infamous Night Stalker of Los 
Angeles, Richard Ramirez said of the act: ―Killing with a knife is very personal; you 
actually are holding it as it goes in, and when death comes, you can feel your victim 
dying through the knife.  It‘s like sex.‖(Carlo 1996, 98)  This sensation becomes an 
important and integral aspect of My Mother but the relationship between eroticism and 
death is nothing new.  Bataille says ―For each man who regards it with awe, the corpse 
is the image of his own destiny.  It bears witness to a violence which destroys not one 
man alone but all men in the end.‖ (Bataille 1986, 44)  The dead are a reminder of the 
reasons needed in order to prevent violence from disrupting daily life, hence the need 
to bury it and the birth of the necrophilic fantasy.  Those who are able to link the 
passions with violence and eroticism are free from the fear of death.  What this means is 
that living without the fear of death is taboo.  More eloquently stated: ―Once the 
obstacle is overthrown what outlasts the transgression is a flouted taboo.‖ (Bataille 
1986, 48) 

 Parents are responsible for passing on taboos from one generation to the next.  
Taboos are not instantaneously learned or instilled in children; they must be taught to 
fear, to love, to understand eroticism and all of its intricacies.  Children are taught to 
react to things, so if no clear boundaries or regulations are given how can we expect 
them to interpret anything except in the most basic, primitive manner?  Eroticism is the 
most easily understood phenomenon, and one that is most shamed in society and 
responsible for producing great confusion of sexual identity and gender roles in 
Bataille‘s characters.  Even birth does not separate us from eroticism as we are ―born 
between faeces and urine‖ as St. Augustine stated so explicitly in an attempt to solidify 
the impure implications and origins of sexuality and reproduction. (Bataille 1986, 56) 

 Traditionally in Christian ethics, sex is treated as taboo and is restricted within 
certain parameters, but incidentally since Bataille had lost his faith after a failed attempt 
to find God he was now free to write about human themes closest to his own desires. 
(Kendall 2007, 30)  My Mother builds upon his own critique of religion but uses Christ- 
like imagery and allusions to signify stark differences in belief or interpretation.  The 
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eyes through which Bataille tells us the story of 17 year old Pierre no doubt mimic his 
own life during a strained and tumultuous period, but there are clear deviations for 
dramatic and philosophical effect.  The family structure he presents the reader initially 
seems fairly average, but it quickly deteriorates not by the hands of the divine, but by 
their own embracing their erotic desires. 

 Pierre‘s father drinks himself to death which is later found out by Pierre to be a 
result of the depression his mother has caused him.  Initially the reader is to believe his 
father was abusive towards him and his mother because of his alcoholism but it is 
quickly revealed after his death that it was because they were his shame.  His wife 
Hélène‘s infidelity drove him insane and Pierre‘s naive matriarchal piety enraged him. 
After he is dead, Hélène quite powerfully admits to her son all that she wishes from 
him is affection: 

 What I want...is that you love me even unto death.  For my part, it is in death I 
love you at this very instant.  But I don‘t want your love unless you know I am 
repulsive, and love me even as you know it. (Bataille 1996, 33)  

For her, death is ecstasy, and death is love. She foreshadows her own demise as a result 
of her son‘s love for her; a prediction that will come true.  Pierre now sees himself as his 
mother‘s protector but fails to realize he cannot tame her.  After all, she drove her 
husband to kill himself because of his inability to assert dominance over her.  Pierre 
quickly sees her as an object of desire and longs for her to love him as he loves her so 
unconditionally.  He worships her like a God and she obsesses his senses to the point 
that he will do anything in order to satisfy her both emotionally and physically, but in 
reality nothing but death can satisfy her. 

 Throughout the book Hélène sees to it that Pierre loses his virginity and is 
acquainted with the sexual universe by offering him to her older female friends and 
lovers.  She does eventually find him a girlfriend but he is only fixated on satisfying his 
mother.  Because she is constantly drunk, she speaks honestly and bluntly to Pierre 
about the struggle of life and how only in death her soul can be free.  She has never 
valued her own life but knows that as a mother it is her duty to see to it that Pierre learn 
the truth about the world, and all of its corruptive and corrosive elements.  She sees 
herself as defective and knows that her life of artificial and shallow joy has left her eager 
to embrace death in order to escape the cycle of violence and discover true happiness 
and much needed catharsis.   

 She is aware of how Pierre worships her and initially had always disallowed 
herself to sexually satiate him but as a last act, surrenders her body to him before she 
slits her own throat. In her final moments Hélène soliloquizes Pierre about how much 
better death is than life but is also aware that ultimately it is his choice to do as he 
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pleases.  She says to him about the corruption she has instilled in him: ―I always knew 
you would love it too.  I would like for us to go out of our minds together.  I would like 
to drag you with me as I die.  A brief instant of the madness I shall give you is better, is 
it not, than freezing in a universe of stupidity.‖ She takes all responsibility for giving 
him ―...what was purest and most intense in me, the desire to love that which tears the 
clothes off my body, and that alone.‖ (Bataille 1996, 133)  Because Pierre‘s ―God‖ is 
dead, he is free to do as he pleases, free from her influence that has already 
permanently changed his sexual and social perceptions but in turn has allowed him the 
opportunity to live a normal life. 

 Blue of Noon, in a similar narrative driven story, allows the reader to peer into the 
life of sexually driven alcoholic Henri Troppmann divided between the notions of 
romanticism, honor and respect and that of pure, unhindered eroticism.  He is initially 
drawn to Lazare, an ugly but devoted Marxist who vehemently opposes the rise of 
Fascism in Spain.  Although a virgin, she is sexually excited by the thought of being 
tortured by Fascists if captured and imprisoned for her revolutionary acts of opposition 
and defiance.  She has a great deal of interest invested in Henri because she knows he is 
well acquainted and comfortable with the erotic world surrounding him, but he 
struggles to respect her political ―obligations‖ and her motives for doing so.  Henri 
seems to be initially flattered by her interest to learn from him but quickly turns this 
reverence into disgust when he begins to think she does not respect him.  He tries to 
scare her by telling her the wonders of death and how his own sexual experience with 
his mother‘s corpse proved to be epitome of eroticism to date in his life. He says he was 
―...frightened and aroused. Aroused to the limit.  I was in kind of a trance‖ (Bataille 
1991, 77) but Lazare seems unphased by Troppmann‘s story to his dismay. 

 Troppmann attempted to conquer human fear as a result of his necrophilia; The 
body of his mother represents the last bit of moral authority remaining in his life, and 
by defiling it he has freed himself from any invisible morals and ethics that she 
represented.  To Bataille, mothers are gods to their children, and only when they are 
desecrated and dead do they allow his characters any moral and social mobility or 
freedom. It is the only time that they can be ―completely and safely enjoyed.‖ (Irwin 
2002, 101) 

 As a result of the hyper excitement that floods his memory surrounding the 
incident, Troppmann is unable to perform adequately in bed with the true object of his 
desire Dorethea, or ―Dirty‖ as she goes by.  Dirty is cadaverous in appearance, but 
despite her gaunt and pale aesthetics she still possess power over Troppmann‘s senses.  
He so badly wishes to enjoy her sexually that he tries to reenact the necrophilic scene 
with her in order to get off but to no avail. To Troppmann, enjoying sex is to be satisfied 
with the conquering of the senses.  Dirty is vile, disheveled and totally uninhibited and 
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disconnected from any ethical baseline, but despite the circumstances, Troppmann 
recognizes that he respects her, and for this reason he is unable to have her. He says 
about his sexual problems: 

 When I felt contempt for a woman, a prostitute for instance, everything went 
fine.  But Dirty made me want to grovel at her feet.  I respected her too much, 
and I respected her precisely because she was irredeemably debauched. (Bataille 
1991, 36) 

As in My Mother, the most sacred possession one can have is complete dominance and 
assertion of their senses because passions are the only true saviors life has to offer its 
―victims‖. Troppmann sees devotion to any other thing than to the passions as 
unnatural and unfulfilling. He begins to see dedication to anything other than 
overcoming the fear of death as a waste of time, and even a ―sickness‖ because one has 
to love life in order to feel empowered, something he refuses to do.  Troppmann cannot 
dwell in what he perceives as self deception. (Irwin 2002, 86)  His obsession with death 
has been the climax of his life, and only by turning his fear of it into eroticism can he be 
freed from his self imprisonment.  In other words, ―Necrophilia may be the only force 
that can restore political life‖ (Irwin 2002, 87) or so it seems to Troppmann. 

 The climactic ending of the novel has Troppmann finally being able to have sex 
with Dirty, in a graveyard no less, accepting that he will most likely die in the 
approaching war. The symbolism of this sexual encounter in the graveyard no doubt 
alludes to Troppmann‘s newfound comfort and security with his fate.  He has 
conquered fear by acting solely on the passions in which the death and defiling of his 
mother‘s corpse has allowed him to do; he has become death itself and therefore cannot 
fear what he has embodied.  The book ends projecting Troppmann‘s aura of inner 
peace, unable to feel any sadness at all despite the mounting political and social 
tensions rising throughout Europe at the time. 

 Bataille‘s literary genius turns eroticism and sexuality into nothing less than a 
universal language capable of reaching the depths of the souls of each and every 
breathing human being. Bataille has the gift to negate or alter any misconceptions 
labeled as debauchery in a contemporary sense and craft them into rich and powerful 
philosophical questions in which we are forced to decide what we fear most: our 
instincts or our societal and social restrictions. Bataille envisioned a world where you 
either sink or swim, succumb to fear or surmount it. Taboos exist because of an innate 
urge to defy order and create our own despite their sinful implications, something 
which successfully allows Bataille‘s characters to live in total freedom, comfort and 
normality.  Without learning from corruption, Christian sin, necrophilia and incest, 
these characters would not be enlightened.  Bataille‘s message is that none of us are far 
enough from uninhibited freedom that we can never achieve it.  Freedom should be 
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considered normal to Bataille, and anything other than freedom from senses and fear is 
―the sickness.‖  I close with a quote from the philosopher himself: 

 Man reaches the height of his potential in two steps.  The first is to let go, but the 
second is to become aware.  We have to evaluate what it is we lose in becoming 
conscious, but first we must realize that within the limits of this humanity that 
imprisons us, clearness of consciousness means a cooling off.  Linked with 
consciousness, we calculate the inevitable fall.  The following principle is no less 
true: we cannot differentiate between human and conscious.  That which is not 
conscious is not human. (Bataille 1989, 162) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Junior Year Writing 

13 
 

Works Cited 
 

Bataille, Georges. Blue of Noon. New York: Marion Boyars, 1991.   
---. Erotism: Death and Sensuality. San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1986. 
---. My Mother/Madame Edwarda/The Dead Man. New York: Marion Boyars, 1996. 
---. The Tears of Eros. San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1989. 
---. ―Evil in Platonism and Sadism.‖ In Must We Burn Sade?, edited by Deepak Narang  

Sawhney, 243-262. New York: Humanity Books, 1999. 
Carlo, Phillip. The Night Stalker: The Life and Crimes of Richard Ramirez. New York: 
           Pinnacle Books, 1997. 
Irwin, Alexander. Saints of the Impossible: Bataille, Weil and the Politics of the Sacred. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002. 
Kendall, Stuart. Georges Bataille. London: Reaktion Books Limited, 2007. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Junior Year Writing 

14 
 

 

The Space Between Here and There: Postcolonial Migration and 
Emotional Transnationalism in the works of Han Ong and Kiran Desai 

 

Valery Glod 

 

This essay is an examination of the postcolonial immigrant experience as it is represented in 

Kiran Desaiõs novel The Inheritance of Loss and Han Ongõs novel Fixer Chao. The ideology 

introduced and enforced by colonial powers evolve with new generations and forces such as 

globalization and transnational migration, creating a new postcolonial ideology. This essay 

explores two characters from the aforementioned novels and their struggle to exist and succeed in 

the United States as postcolonial immigrants, and the sense of being caught between their 

parentsõ homeland and the country they are now calling home.  

 

Definitions of postcoloniality and transnationalism vary tremendously among 

scholars. From rigid evaluations of circumstances post decolonization to much more 
fluid terms describing common experiences of violence—postcolonial discourse covers 
a broad area of study that is constantly evolving. Similarly, transnational approaches 
are being used across a broad spectrum of disciplines and work to explore a variety of 
experiences and conditions. For the purpose of this paper, I would like to draw 
attention to a suggestion of Sally Keenan‘s that ―emphasizes the continuity and change 
inscribed within the term postcolonial.‖ (King)  Keenan argues that, ―the post of that 
term should not be regarded as a sign that the processes of colonialism have ended; 
rather that their legacy continues to exist as a lived reality for many citizens.‖ (Keenan 
as cited in King 5.) It is this lived reality; the ways it is experienced transnationally; and 
by the future ―second generation‖ youth in the United States; that I have explored 
through the characters in Kiran Desai‘s novel The Inheritance of Loss and Han Ong‘s 
novel Fixer Chao. In these two texts there are indeed tangled threads of the colonial past 
with the postcolonial present, which represent histories and memories that are largely 
denied a place in the American national narrative.   

The transnational struggle experienced by immigrants all over the world to 
assimilate and adapt to their new culture is most commonly evaluated within a binary 
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framework; either groups assimilate or they don‘t. The experience of assimilation is too 
complicated to be properly understood with a black and white paradigm. In order to 
evaluate the processes of postcolonialism, immigration, and assimilation we must first 
recognize that each has its own ideology. Karl Marx argued that a culture‘s ideology is 
not necessarily a product of the people but rather an ever-evolving instrument to ensure 
the continuation of an existing social structure. Much of culture, he wrote, is ideology, 
or ideas that act to defend society, as it exists, including the inequality of power and 
privilege. It is necessary to understand that the postcolonial experience is only definable 
within the concept of a postcolonial ideology. In this essay I will explore some of the 
emotional and psychic aspects and consequences of a postcolonial ideology through the 
lives of two immigrant characters. 

Diane Wolf explores a more complex and layered process that stretches beyond 
dichotomous and somewhat functionalist images embedded in the 
assimilation/adaptation language with her concept of emotional transnationalism. With 
specific attention to the ―second generation youth‖ in the United States, Wolf explains 
how òemotional transnationalismó situates people between different generational and 
locational points of reference—their parents‘, and their own—both the real and 
imagined.‖ It focuses on the awareness of living in this ―space between,‖ the feeling of 
the experience, as opposed to the sociopolitical dynamics.  I have taken Wolf‘s 
definition and expanded it to include both the conscious and the subconscious aspects 
of being tied down to the nation from which their parents came. From conflicting 
cultural expectations and family values, to the self-hatred born of colonial ideologies; 
emotional transnationalism explains a process of being caught between their parents‘ 
homeland, and the country they now call ―home‖.  

The novels of both Kiran Desai and Han Ong each explore the journey of two 
young men, one from India and the other from the Philippines and their attempt to 
succeed in the land of opportunity. They try to succeed in the United States and belong 
in ways that their colonial educations misleadingly promised would be possible. The 
narratives are centered around finding a place in mainstream U.S. culture as young 
Asian American men. Elaine Kim reminds us that assimilation often means denying 
one‘s own history, for you must not recall what the United States as a nation seeks to 
forget, specifically, the very existence of a U.S. imperialist project in your homeland as 
well as lived experiences of abjection and discrimination (Elaine H. Kim vii). Enforced 
amnesia is a compulsory part of surviving in the United States as a postcolonial 
immigrant and it is a central force in the lives of these two characters. How do you fit 
into a social paradigm that has made it perfectly clear that existing as you are isn‘t good 
enough?  If assimilation means self-denial, is it possible to transform enough of 
yourself?  Is it possible to forget? 
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In Desai‘s novel, The Inheritance of Loss, the characters are the inheritors of loss –
loss of dignity after the end of British colonialism and the passage of capitalism and 
globalization (Balce). Biju is from a town on the northeastern tip of India called 
Kalimpong. His father is a cook, a servant to an ex-judge who worked for the Indian 
Civil Service. The cook is a victimized, extremely poor man who plants any remaining 
seeds of hope from his life into his son. He scrimps and saves enough money to send 
Biju to New York City. There, the cook hopes that Biju will create a life to financially 
support himself, and also make enough to send back home to rescue his father from a 
life of slave labor.  ―I may as well be dead. If not for Biju…‖ the cook says in the 
beginning of the novel (Desai).  

This the cook had done for Biju, but also for himself, since the cook‘s desire was 
for modernity: toaster ovens, electric shavers, watches, cameras, cartoon colors. 
He dreamed at night not in the Freudian symbols that still enmeshed others but 
in modern codes, the digits of a telephone flying away before he could dial them, 
a garbled television. (Desai 62) 

 

Biju feels heavily responsible for the wellbeing of his father and works tirelessly moving 
from job to job ―like a fugitive on the run,‖ (Desai). Diane Wolf explains a common 
transnational struggle experienced by immigrant youth and the conflicting dynamics of 
multiple notions of family. Privileging the notion of ―family‖ with which they were 
brought up has meant accepting patriarchal family dynamics and the predominance of 
parental wishes over children‘s voices, resulting in internal struggles... (Wolf 473) 

Biju‘s experience in New York represents a bridge between this familial loyalty and 
effort to please his father, and the reality of being an illegal alien trying to survive and 
work in the United States.  There is sometimes a comedic element to Desai‘s 
descriptions of Biju‘s life in the States. Often times her portrayal of Biju and his 
relationship with New York is quite literally representational of the United States and 
its relationship with the countries it occupies or has imperial missions in.  

―Biju at the Baby Bistro. 
Above, the restaurant was French, but below in the kitchen it was Mexican and 
Indian. And, when a Paki was hired, it was Mexican, Indian, Pakistani. 
 
Biju at Le Colonial for the authentic colonial experience. 
On top, rich colonial, and down below, poor native. Colombian, Tunisian, 
Ecuadorian, Gambian. 
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On to the Stars and Stripes Diner. All American flag on top, all Guatemalan flag 
below. Plus one Indian flag when Biju arrived.‖ (Desai 23.)  
 

These images of white Americans at the top and the dark skinned, third world 
immigrants below them can be interpreted as a depiction of the internal colonization that 
exists in the United States. It is also a portrayal of the existing social structure and the 
inequality of power and privilege, which both colonial and postcolonial ideologies act 
to defend.  Desai emphasizes Biju‘s postcononial experience with this profoundly 
colonial image of ―on top, rich colonial, and down below, poor native.‖ Robert Blauner 
explains that, ―the third world perspective returns us to the origins of the American 
experience, reminding us that this nation owes its very existence to colonialism, and 
that along with settlers and immigrants there have always been conquered Indians and 
black slaves, and later defeated Mexicans—that is colonial subjects—on national soil‖ 
(Blauner as cited in Sharpe). In her essay Is the United States Postcolonial, Jenny Sharpe 
explains that the naming of the U.S. as a postcolonial society requires a different 
explanation than that applied to Western Europe.  One of the primary reasons for this is 
the internal colonization that exists within the United States as well as the country‘s 
emergence as a neocolonial power and its past as a white settler colony (Sharpe).  

 Biju‘s experience of emotional transnationalism includes all of these postcolonial 
realities that exist for Third World immigrants in the United States. After working in an 
Indian restaurant where he was treated as a slave laborer by a fellow Indian, Biju leaves 
the Unites States. There was no opportunity for him to succeed, no room for him to exist 
without the constant reminder that he didn‘t belong and never would.   

Biju walked back to the Ghandi Café, thinking he was emptying out. Year by 
year, his life wasn‘t amounting to anything at all; in a space that should have 
included family friends, he was the only one displacing the air. And yet, another 
part of him had expanded: his self-consciousness, his self-pity—oh the 
tediousness of it. Clumsy in America, a giant-sized midget, a big fat-sized 
helping of small… (Desai 293) 

The depth with which Desai develops her characters allows for a truly transnational 
analysis of their experience. A more profound concept of transnationalism avoids the 
idea of linearity in the immigrant‘s decision-making and it interjects a complex sense of 
processes that involve multiple, interacting and perhaps conflicting layers (Wolf 459). 
The complex layers that make up Biju‘s character include his memory of living in a 
postcolonial India, as well as his experience with the internal colonization and systems 
of racism that exist within the U.S. Biju‘s life was in constant limbo---- he was caught 
between worlds and struggling to exist within multiple imperial structures--- one at 
home in India and another here in United States.   
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In Han Ong‘s novel Fixer Chao, the character of William Paulinha has similar 
experiences to Biju struggling to find jobs and a home in New York City. He has 
scraped by doing anything and everything from prostitution to clerical work before 
agreeing to take part in a grand scheme for which he must transform himself into 
Master Chao, a Chinese practitioner in the art of Feng Shui. His experience working as a 
prostitute in the bathrooms of Port Authority Bus terminals is an example of how the 
Filipino immigrant‘s masculine subjectivity has become a tool for his abjection.  He 
performs oral sex on ―overweight white business men‖ and the act becomes as racially 
violent as it is sexual. 

They are on their way home to the suburbs. They‘ve had disastrous days and 
want to take out their frustration on someone. I‘m perfect, a skinny colored kid, 
almost like the ones they see a lot of nowadays on TV, except shabbier. They‘re 
witnessing their time in the spotlight stolen by a whole crew of new, mystifying 
faces. Or so they think. And they want somebody to pay, be humiliated, 
physically put under them like restoring their natural position in the world…. 
(Ong 12) 

 

This repeated act of allowing himself to be conquered by wealthy, white, American men 
is connected to a history of colonialism and racism in the United States, both of which 
create feelings of inferiority. In Filipino colonialist history, shame, martyrdom and 
suffering played important roles----- notions which still be reverberate among Filipino 
immigrant parents and their children (Wolf / Ileto).  

 Although William‘s family are not active characters in the novel, his ties and 
connection to their memory is clear. William‘s memory of his family and their motives 
for immigrating to the United States is reminiscent of Biju‘s father‘s motivation for 
sending him to New York. 

They wanted a better life. The idea of luxury. That was the most important thing 
for  us…What were these objects, these images? Wall-to-wall carpeting, for one. 
To walk on softness, coolness. On something manufactured to go nature one 
better. I remember having been dazzled by brand names…: General Electric, 
Sunbeam, Hoover, Proctor-Silex, Pfizer, Zenith. They were all short-hand for 
beauty, for quality, things that wouldn‘t break—as our appliances often did. 
That, for the longest time, had been my family‘s going definition of a better life: 
to own things that took a while to malfunction. (Ong 263) 

William‘s quest for material gain and financial success is no doubt linked to his family‘s 
dream of brand names and wall-to-wall carpeting, after all, this is what it meant to have 
a better life. When presented with a proposition that might provide William the chance 
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to get ahead, to have money, to live that life that his parents wanted—he accepts. Elanor 
Ty explains that the complex ways in which cultural and racial marginalization 
(William‘s prostitution for example,) as well as a sense of failure from being unable to 
live up to their own and their parents‘ ideals, lead young Filipino Americans to 
aggression and criminal behavior. So begins the complicated and tangled web of 
William Paulinha posing as Master Chao, Feng Shui practitioner to Manhattan elites.   

 Subsequent to successfully tricking several New York socialites into believing 
that he is a true master, William overhears a woman at a party delivering a particularly 
racist diatribe about her Indian nanny. After being invited by this woman to apply his 
talent in her apartment, William decides to deliberately sabotage her. He does 
―everything wrong‖ (Ong 104), creating an environment with dreadful feng shui, as an 
act of revenge against her superior and bigoted attitude. This leads to even more 
damaging acts and William becomes disillusioned with a culture that bases its 
expectations and values on appearance, race and ethnicity, while claiming to be open 
and democratic (Ty).  

This was my dream, after all, I reminded myself: to resemble everyone else, and 
avoid being singled out for ridicule, the immigrant‘s fear of embarrassment 
enlarged out of all proportion. What I‘d always believed was that the world, 
keying in to the frequency of unease and unbelonging that radiated so strongly 
in my heart, would do the only thing that was right and grant me my 
wish…‖(Ong 251)  

 Throughout the novel, William‘s character epitomizes the process of the 
oppressed becoming an oppressor. Brazilian educator and theorist Paulo Freire asked; 
―How can the oppressed, as divided unauthentic beings, participate in the pedagogy of 
their liberation?‖ Freire answers his own question by saying: ―As long as the oppressed 
live in the duality in which ―to be‖ is ―to be like,‖ and ―to be like‖ is ―to be like the 
oppressor,‖ a shift in the power structure is impossible. William tries desperately to 
succeed – manipulating, thieving and lying to survive and to get even the smallest step 
ahead. In order to assimilate and succeed in the United States, to touch the idea of a 
better life that his family imagined, William was forced into a life of crime and self-
denial.  

 What I have tried to trace in this paper is the relationship of colonial history and 
contemporary institutions of racism with the transnational struggle of immigrants from 
postcolonial diasporas. Ngugi Wa Thiongo explains the connection between the 
imposition of colonial ideology and the internalized subjugation, humiliation and self-
hatred of the colonized. ―Colonialism imposed its control of the social production of 
wealth through military conquest and subsequent political dictatorship. But its most 
important area of domination was the mental universe of the colonized… Economic and 
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political control can never be complete or effective without mental control.‖  It is this 
legacy of psychic violence, the ways it is experienced transnationally and by different 
generations, that represents just a few of the many lingering threads which connect the 
colonial past to the postcolonial present. In their novels Han Ong and Kiran Desai 
explore the evolution of ideological control from colonial to postcolonial and from the 
homeland into the diaspora.  
 
 I would like to conclude with an excerpt from Jamaica Kincaid‘s essay ―On 
Seeing England for the First Time‖ in which she describes her experience under British 
Colonial rule as a child in Antigua: 

 

―If now as I speak of all this I give the impression of someone on the outside 
looking in, nose pressed up against a glass window, that is wrong. My nose was 
pressed up against a glass window all right, but there was an iron vise at the 
back of my neck forcing my head to stay in place. To avert my gaze was to fall 
back into something from which I had been rescued, a hole filled with nothing, 
and that was the word for everything about me, nothing. The reality of my life 
was conquests, humiliation, enforced amnesia. I was forced to forget.‖ 
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American True Crime: More than Violent Entertainment 

 

Katie Roussos 

 

This essay focuses on defining true crime as a genre and examines the two books Helter Skelter 
by Vincent Bugliosi and Curt Gentry and In Cold Blood by Truman Capote as samples from two 
perspectives of the genre. The literary devices of novelistic techniques used by both writers to 
distance their works from traditional non-fiction or journalism are identified. It will be shown 
that though the two authors vary in the degree to which they shape the facts for the 
entertainment and artistic value of their books, both use description and characterization and 
other narrative techniques. Thus the two books demonstrate the balance in true crime between 
facts and style, between non-fiction and fiction. 

 

True crime novels are known for their entertainment value and ability to feed 

the public‘s desire for violence and mystery, with the added fascination of 
verisimilitude. Anita Biressi, in her book Crime, Fear and Law in True Crime Stories 
defines the genre, ―as a form which proffers the reader stories of lived experiences of 
crime, violence and murder‖ (16). The popularity of true crime is evident and Biressi 
references How to Write and Sell True Crime when she states that ―entertainment is the 
primary objective of the successful true crime book and the reason why people read 
them‖(23). However the assumption that this goal of entertainment excludes the 
possibility for literary value in true crime literature is an oversimplification. Biressi 
believes that ―true crime literature has been defended and promoted on the grounds 
that the genre has something unique to say about the hared condition of the human 
being‖ (146). Yet what must be clarified is that this ―something‖ comes from the writers 
of true crime. The writers, not the severity of the crime or the graphic details of the 
violence, but the writers own influence on their depiction of the crime is what gives 
these works substance. The novels In Cold Blood by Truman Capote and Helter Skelter 
by Vincent Bugliosi and Curt Gentry demonstrate the results of exemplary author‘s 
ability to utilize the, albeit pre-existing, narrative of an actual crime and reform it into a 
literary work.  

There are certainly, many aspects of the true crime genre which lend themselves 
to being merely scandalous melodramas full of violence. However, Patrick Shaw, in his 
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work The Modern American Novel of Violence offers the idea that it is ―not because of 
any media hype or authorial idiosyncrasies, but because of its enduring artistic 
integrity, it has modestly redefined ‗novel‘‖ (85), when discussing the success of 
Capote‘s In Cold Blood. Reading In Cold Blood for the thrill of gory violence or 
complicated, twisting ―who-done-it‖ plots would not be satisfying. There is little 
description of actual violence in the novel. In the case of Capote, the crime he writes 
about turns into more of a setting for a study of 1950s American life. This brings into 
question the necessity of the truth of the details within a true crime novel. Much like the 
claim before a horror film ―based on a true story,‖ the subtitles to both Capote‘s and 
Bugliosi‘s novels contain the tantalizing promise of ―truth.‖ Helter Sketer: The True 
Story of the Manson Murders and In Cold Blood: A True Account of a Multiple Murder 
and its Consequences both not only contain the word true, but also murder. They 
advertise themselves with titles that read like headlines, promising true violence, and 
yet what each author delivers is a novel with a full plot, setting, conclusion, and even 
characters. 

One pitfall, however, of the true crime genre is that an authors claim of truth can 
lead to criticism. The more novelistic an author makes a text, either through the use of 
more creative language, or the omission of or changing of certain facts, the less 
authenticity it has, the further from non-fiction and journalism it becomes. Thus the 
question of truth, and whether or not the novel can actually call itself ―true,‖ is raised. 
This criticism is especially applicable to Capote‘s novel. His diction of emotion and 
speculation and use of precise details which one would assume are unattainable 
through simple personal interviews, have lead to widespread questioning of the 
validity of Capote‘s account. Most notably, Kansas Bureau of Investigation agent 
Harold Nye, who claimed that though he ―‘was under the impression that the book was 
going to be factual…it was not, it was a fiction book‖ (86-87, Shaw). Interestingly, this 
has not been a detriment to the legacy of the novel, which is still considered 
groundbreaking. On the other hand, there seems to be little to no criticism of the factual 
validity of Helter Skelter except from those, like Sandra Good, a former follower of 
Manson, who still support his innocence. And yet, Helter Skelter is certainly not an 
example of pure non-fiction presented without bias. Granted, the format is much farther 
from fiction than that of In Cold Blood; however, the author clearly had a personal stake 
in the trial itself, profited from it through the novel and wrote about many of his own 
efforts throughout the trial, making speculations and adding commentary. While it is 
not as closely tied to the novel as Capote‘s work, it has literary aspects. Therefore, in 
order to accurately define true crime writing and properly address its possible 
functions, one must address the text‘s literary aspects. 

In Cold Blood was famously called by Capote himself, a ―non-fiction novel‖ (85, 
The Modern American Novel of Violence). The novel centers on the quadruple murder 
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of a wealthy farmer and his family by two ex-convicts in rural Kansas. However, the 
majority of the novel is spent describing the aftermath of the murders, specifically how 
the tragedy has affected the town and about the murderers, their motivations and 
stories, and how they were caught. After its release, In Cold Blood was widely popular, 
however the contradictory term of ―non-fiction novel‖ lead to both criticism and praise 
for the author. What makes this paradox so fitting for the author‘s work, despite its 
contradiction, is that it succinctly captures Capote‘s efforts to novelize non-fiction. 
Patrick Shaw praises Capote‘s abilities when he remarks that ―by ‗treating real event 
with fictional techniques‘ [Capote] felt that it was possible to make a synthesis between 
factual journalistic storytelling and the novelistic technique of taking the reader ‗deeper 
and deeper into characters and events‘‖ (85, The Modern American Novel of Violence).  

Among the many aspects of In Cold Blood that make the book so accessible and 
like a novel is the format, that of chapters broken down into sections, scenes, 
progressing chronologically. The first chapter of the book, entitled ―The Last to See 
Them Alive,‖ has the implication of drama and fear associated with the murders. 
However the story that follows, detailing in full the lives, mental states and past times 
of each of the murder victims, is rather tame. ―Holcomb too can be seen from great 
distances. Not that there is much to see,‖ admits Capote, of the ―the lonesome area that 
other Kansans call ‗out there‘‖(3, In Cold Blood). These stark descriptions exist however 
only in the first two to three pages of In Cold Blood. For later, Capote delves deeper into 
the town that supposedly has little to offer.  Essentially, Capote builds a setting. Though 
Holcomb is a real town, Capote shapes it into a place so unlikely to see a quadruple 
murder. ―‘Good neighbors, people who care about each other, that‘s what counts. And 
everything else a decent man needs‘‖ is the quote Capote gives as an example of 
Kansan town pride. Thus the mind of the reader building the character of the town in 
their mind, and then Capote destroys it. This destruction occurs, ―in the earliest hours 
of that morning in November, a Sunday morning, certain foreign sounds impinged on 
the normal nightly noise…four shotgun blasts that all told, ended six human lives‖(5).  
Capote‘s natural next step in his chronicle, depicting those six lives. 

When describing the mother, Mrs. Bonnie Clutter, Capote describes her as 
having a, ―heart shaped missionary‘s face, her look of helpless, homespun ethereality‖ 
and that ―aroused protective compassion‖(25, In Cold Blood). This description 
influences the reader towards compassion for the victim. Words like ―helpless‖ and 
―homespun‖ would never be found in a police report describing the victims, but in 
Capote‘s novel they aid in the formation of a relatable narrative. In this way, Capote 
turns the real people involved in the crime into characters. He describes their fears, 
thoughts, and inclinations with insight that seems too psychologically insightful 
considering the author never met any of the Clutter victims. This depth of perception is 
also seen in Capote‘s insight into the minds of both the murderers and their prey. The 
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use of short, often one word quotes to punctuate these descriptions adds some validity 
to the descriptions while also demonstrating how little of the person‘s actually words 
remain in the narrative. Concerning the Clutter‘s son Kenyon, Capote claimed that ―he 
could not conceive of ever wanting to waste an hour on any girl that might be spent 
with guns, horses, tools, machinery, even a book‖(39). Feasibly, this information could 
be gathered from those close to the youth, however Capote writes as if he himself is 
privy to the boy‘s thoughts, much like the authority an author has over the minds of 
fictional characters. What must also be pointed out, is that Capote never pulls the 
reader out of the narrative to comment on his own experience, for Capote was present 
in Holcomb for most of the six years leading up to the execution of the perpetrators and 
in a sense conducted his own investigation. This differs from the approach taken by 
Vincent Bugliosi, and Curt Gentry, his contributor, who place the prosecutor, Bugliosi 
himself, as the narrator of the crime.  

Though less disconcerting to many than Capote‘s term ―non-fiction novel‖ the 
term ―true crime novel‖ itself has inherent contradictions. To many, the term novel 
implies fiction. One can see that Capote took advantage of this implication with In Cold 
Blood held very loosely to the promise of truth. The genre of true crime however has 
evolved into something much more like Helter Skelter, in that the semblance of truth is 
strived for and leant to by the format. What still aligns the more modern true crime 
novel with its claim of being a novel is the character of the murderer, the way in which 
the setting, the time period of the crimes are described, and the archetype that emerges 
from text. As seen in Bugliosi‘s novel, the archetype of the monstrous killer, a foil for 
upstanding American society and a product of its shortcomings is integral to making 
true crime both enjoyable and relatable to the reader. Here, one can also see a function 
besides entertainment derived from true crime, the affirmation of morals and justice.  

Helter Skelter is immediately less subject to factual scrutiny because of the 
authority of its narrator, Vincent Bugliosi, who prosecuted Charles Manson and 
participated in most of the investigation of the Tate-La Bianca murders. However, the 
novel goes further to validate the claims in the novel by having Bugliosi interject his 
own thoughts and he reporting on his process of investigating and prosecuting the case. 
By including his first hand experience in the novel, Bugliosi adds another layer of 
authority to the text through his own position as a lawyer, with access to all facts about 
the crime as they were discovered. All in all, with its ―Index‖ and ―Cast of Characters‖ 
and first person narrative, Helter Skelter is a much different read that In Cold Blood. 
There certainly are similarities between the two, however, they represent two different 
spectrums of the true crime genre, one so literary it borders on historical fiction, while 
the other represents the typical modern true crime novel complete with photos, and a 
monstrous, mysterious killer.  

Bugliosi, and Gentry who is an established true crime writer and helped Bugliosi 
write the novel, take the reader through the case chronologically, like Capote, however, 
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Helter Skelter‘s chapters are labeled with specific dates. In fact, the entire book deals 
with dates, years, even times when considering the murders themselves and re-creating 
them. ―At 10:35, Unit 6A39, a black-and-white manned by officers W.C. Rodriquez and 
J.C. Toney, was dispatched to the address, arriving very quickly, five to seven minutes 
later‖(69, Helter Skelter). This specificity is another aspect of Helter Skelter that makes it 
more like typical non-fiction. However, this does not mean that Bugliosi and Gentry 
never stray into opinion and observation. In one instance while describing one of the 
defendants, Bugliosi describes the woman: ―She was crazy. I had no doubt about it. 
Probably not legally insane, but crazy nonetheless‖ (234). Such a statement, hardly 
supportable in court, brings the intense investigation into perspective for the average 
reader. Later, when describing his first encounter with Susan Atkins, one of Manson‘s 
killers, Bugliosi writes ―it was as if all the human feelings had been erased. What kind of 
creature is this? I wondered‖(229).  Bugliosi thus achieves a balance of formal facts, 
interviews, exhibits, footnotes with intelligent narration; these both coming together to 
make the case into a novel that maintains its factual integrity.  

Another example of this can be seen in his almost obsessive description of 
Manson and the notorious killer‘s thoughts, philosophy, and capability for evil. As 
Christiana Gregoriou writes in her essay ―The Stylistics of True Crime: Mapping‖ that it 
is necessary for a killer to be classified as monstrous, and inhuman, in order for the 
reader to make some sense of the killer‘s actions and thus become invested in the 
narrative. She writes ―killers are most often conceptualized as devils, vampires or 
monsters merely because we lack a good justification as to why they act the way they 
do‖ (38). Bugliosi takes full advantage of these archetypes, often used in literature, and 
does not have to make huge leaps to do so. According to one of his fellow murders, 
―Charlie himself went under a variety of names, calling himself the Devil, Satan, Soul‖ 
(237). The ―Manson Murders,‖ as the title calls them, truly were horrific and most 
readers, due to the highly publicized investigation and trial, already have pre-formed 
ideas about Manson. Still, Helter Skelter contains a large amount of discourse on 
Manson and his state of mind. According to Biressi, Manson would fall under the 
category of  ―the dangerous individual‖ within true crime as ―the pathologised 
criminal, conceived as an unpredictable threat to society [who] is produced via the 
psychiatrisation of the crime that prioritizes the criminal‘s character above his/her 
crime‖ (64). As Bugliosi states about his goals at the beginning of his investigation: ―I 
still had very little insight into what made Charles Manson tick‖ (299).  

Immediately preceding his discussion of Manson‘s damaging childhood, 
Bugliosi concedes that ―occasionally writers refer to ‗motiveless crimes‘‖ however, ―I‘ve 
never encountered such an animal, and I‘m convinced that no such exists‖(190). Of the 
several common reasons attached to killers and their motives is a troubled family life. 
Manson certainly experienced this and Helter Skelter delves into the many years that, as 
Bugliosi often refers to him as, Charlie spent in institutions or with an unstable family. 
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―A very strict aunt, who thought all pleasures sinful but who gave him love. A 
promiscuous mother, who let him do anything he wanted, just so long as he didn‘t 
bother her. The youth was caught in a tug-of-war between the two‖ (191). Interestingly, 
this statement, unlike the rest of the section entitled ―November 22-23. 1969‖ is largely 
speculation on the part of the prosecutor. Later, he details through direct quotes of 
eyewitness reports about Manson, that Charlie was ―aggressively antisocial‖ and ―a 
very emotionally upset youth who is definitely in need of some psychiatric orientation‖ 
(193). And yet the mention of his mother and his home life before becoming 
institutionalized lacks the same documentation to back it up. Gregoriou writes that 
many writes make take the liberty of implying ―a link between an abnormal or 
traumatic childhood background and serial killers‖ and then writing so that ―the link is 
made to look causal‖ (37, The Stylistics of True Crime).  What Bugliosi does then, as a 
result of his implications about Manson placed alongside the facts, is merge what is 
fiction, a fiction that most readers would readily accept, with non-fiction. Bugliosi 
creates a more complete story by elaborating on Manson‘s character, and more 
importantly what contributes to his character, despite not having pure factual evidence. 
This is where Helter Skelter meets In Cold Blood in its effort to be a more literary 
narrative.  

This is taken a step further by the authors of Helter Skelter when they not only 
detail Manson‘s own life, but also draw comparisons between Manson‘s life and 
another famous killer, specifically, Hitler. During the questioning of a witness, Bugliosi 
records the man stating that Manson said, ―Hitler was a tuned-in guy who had leveled 
that karma of the Jews‖ (316, Helter Skelter). The comparison between Manson and 
Hitler, though loosely grounded in the fact that Manson did praise the former leader of 
the Third Reich, clearly is done in an effort to vilify Manson. Though there is evidence 
throughout the book of Manson‘s madness, it comes to a head when his qualities are 
aligned to a person so evil and so familiar to readers that Manson becomes truly 
fearsome. Bugliosi accounts their many similarities: 

 
There were both surface and substantive parallels between Hitler and Manson. 
Both were vegetarians; both were little men; both suffered deep wounds in their 
youth…both suffered the stigma of illegitimacy…both were frustrated, and 
rejected, artists…both had others commit their murders for them‖(316).  
 
By using a figure that undoubtedly derives a reaction from the reader, like Hitler, 

Bugliosi achieves an effect that Anita Bressi describes in the section ―Thinking through 
True Crime.‖ She states that ―…books concerned with true crime all make use of similar 
figurative language and strongly emotive lexis, allowing the readers insight into a 
flawed, yet believable representation of the criminal perspective‖ (35, Crime, Fear and 
the Law in True Crime). What the reader gets is not actually insight into the mid of the 
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killer, but a facsimile created by the portrait of the author. Thus, without the literary 
contributions to a crime story, true crime novels would not be successful in giving the 
reader a full character in the criminal or a full narrative.  

The final conclusion implied by Bugliosi‘s narrative, and the most damning to 
Manson, is that Manson lacked all morality as evidenced by the sexual manipulation of 
his disciples within the ―Manson Family.‖ Time and again, while trying once again to 
discover ―what made Manson tick‖ Bugliosi discusses the sexual perversions Manson 
engaged in or made others engage in. Information such as that ―Manson decided when 
an orgy would take place…from start to finish he was the maestro‖ within the quasi 
cult that Manson headed, though coming from another character, is presented by 
Bugliosi to shock the reader. By making Manson sexually perverted, the reader has a 
more concrete moral objection with which to judge Manson. Few readers can 
understand what it means to kill another person, but they can understand, and judge, 
seemingly strange sexual preferences.   

True crime stands precariously between fiction and non-fiction. Though often 
categorized as non-fiction, the novelistic aspects, that Capote was the first to claim 
when he pioneered the genre, are necessary for true crime. True crime is not read for 
facts and reference as other non-fiction texts often are. Like memoirs, they are geared 
towards being read for their own sake. Despite the fact that these writers arrived at 
these crime subjects by chance does not detract from the brilliance of how they used 
that opportunity. For the resulting novels are not simply tabloid fodder, sensationalized 
accounts of human brutality, but literary texts that deliver not only the crime but also a 
view of the criminal mind, the justice system, and to some degree American life at that 
time. What makes the true crime narratives novels rather than history, rather than 
journalism, is the literary techniques employed by these writers. Both novels follow the 
time line of the victims, crime, investigation and punishment. They are complete 
narratives that turn true events into scenes, real people into characters. Springing from 
the contradiction inherent in something that is both true, and created, these novels offer 
a unique from of story-telling. 
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“Ordinary, Everyday, Garden-Variety Pleasure”: Reinstating the New 
Agrarian Past 

 

Sophie Williamson 

 

This essay focuses on the current relationship between humans and their food as opposed to that 

of our agrarian ancestors.  With the invention of fast food and pre-packaged food the American 

food industry has eliminated the need to grow or cook oneõs own food; the common 

ònutritionalistó ideology that emphasizes nutrition over whole foods has also limited our 

understanding of how to make food choices.  This essay will explore the concerns of Slow Food 

founder Carlo Petrini, and innovative American chef Alice Waters, on the industrialized food 

system.  Watersõ òEdible Schoolyardó program will also be highlighted as one likely solution to 

reestablish a personal relationship with the food we consume.   

 

―Poor gourmands; I cannot imagine they have been so long misunderstood.  I 
have for them a fatherly love.   They are so smart, and their eyes are so bright.‖ 

—Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste: Meditations of Transcendental 
Gastronomy 

 

Human history, when stripped to its fundamentals, is based on two common 

factors—food and sex—and both are necessary for the continuation of humanity.  Not 
only are nutrition and reproduction required, but in essence both are volitional acts as 
well.  We have a fundamental right to make our own decisions about these intimate 
matters.  For centuries, people have been growing their own food out of necessity.  In 
producing their own food—hunting and farming—and manipulating it for eating—
cooking—a strong and instinctive connection between man and food was founded.  
Today, it is very likely that such agricultural activities as picking green beans or 
weeding herb gardens are completely foreign to many people.  In recent decades those 
who are committed to this historical relationship have come to realize that the ways in 
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which the average person relates to food is progressively diverging from our agrarian 
past.   

The recent creation and subsequent rise of convenience foods in the form of fast 
food chains and pre-packaged or frozen food has eliminated the need to prepare one‘s 
own meal.  These processed foods consist mostly of government-subsidized commodity 
crops—corn, wheat, and soybeans.  What this means is that when we consume a diet of 
packaged or fast food, we are getting nutrients from a very limited number of sources.  
Furthermore, the advance in nutritional science is restricting our choice of which foods 
to eat by obscuring the importance of nutrients within foods.  The American 
industrialized food system and current nutritional ideologies are thus limiting our food 
choices by taking the necessity of producing and cooking our own food out of our daily 
lives.  Carlo Petrini and Alice Waters, two passionate gastronomes, emphasize food 
consciousness as a budding solution to this problem and as a means to reestablish an 
intimate relationship with food in a culture that has misconstrued the value of eating. 

The term ‗gastronome‘ often evokes visions of round-bellied men feasting 
excessively on dish upon dish of the most expensive and exotic foods.  There is truth to 
this statement.  The gastronomic tradition of hosting lavish banquets with more courses 
than one would want to count (often over one hundred courses) has been around since 
Medieval times in Europe although the term ―gastronomy‖ was not coined until the 
early nineteenth century within the French food culture.  The Medieval Italian 
gastronome or gourmand used his position as host as a form of networking (to borrow 
a modern term) to build cultural capital within society.  His intentions were to 
exemplify his wealth through the pleasures of eating.  Such menus would occasionally 
involve gold-plated peacocks breathing fire and live birds fleeting from tarts, but the 
21st century has seen the rise of a new gastronome and the modern gastronome should 
not be confused with his insatiable predecessor or with those grandiose banquets. 

Essentially, gastronomy means the science of the stomach, but has also come to 
mean the study of the relationship between culture and food.  Carlo Petrini, a self-
taught gastronome from the Piedmont region of northern Italy, redefines and broadens 
the term.  In the introduction to his book entitled,  Slow Food Nation: Why Our Food 
Should Be Good, Clean, and Fair, the great California chef Alice Waters explains: ―by 
gastronomy [Petrini] wants us to understand a new science, which he defines as the 
study of our food and all the natural and manmade systems that produce it.  It is 
therefore nothing less than the study of our place on earth and our survival as a 
species.‖1  In other words, a gastronome is someone who is fascinated by and concerned 
with all aspects regarding the culture of food.   

                                                                   
1
 Carlo Petrini, Slow Food Nation: Why Our Food Should Be Good, Clean, and Fair, trans. Clara Furlan & Jonathan 

Hunt, (New York: Rizzoli Ex Libris, 2005): X. 
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The American food industry, as we know it today, in conjunction with new 
technologies, has been quite successful in taking the daily obligation of food out of our 
hands and packaging it neatly for our convenience.  It is this very convenience that 
worries the gastronome.  The food industry has decided that it is better equipped to 
make our food decisions for us and its marketing of fast food and pre-packaged or 
frozen meals has played a huge part in eliminating the intimate human relationship 
with food.  Fast food is a result of today‘s fast paced life and is viewed as a convenience 
to many.  The gastronome acknowledges this but argues that fast food has nothing 
more to offer than the ―luxury‖ of saving time and energy.  To peel back the plastic 
cover and pop a frozen lasagna into the oven requires little to no energy or thought on 
the eater‘s part and a trip through the drive-thru requires little money or time.  This 
may sound like an achievement worth congratulations in a society that promotes 
promptness in productivity and quantity over quality, but do we really benefit in the 
long run from this convenience? 

Carlo Petrini believes that we do not—he sees the rise of fast and prepared foods 
as a great disadvantage to the consumer.  The consumer, or eater, becomes physically 
and psychologically distanced from the food (and the preparation of the food) that he 
eats.  The Slow Food‘s Manifesto on the Future of Food describes the situation as such:  
―[the American agroindustry is] increasing planet-wide alienation of peoples from 
nature and the historic, cultural, and natural connection of farmers and all the other 
people to the sources of food and sustenance.‖2  The effects of the American food 
industry have not yet reached all areas of the globe but Petrini foreshadows this on the 
horizon and wants to take action before it becomes the universal reality.  For those 
populations that have been touched by such corporate-controlled food systems, it is 
important to recognize that cooking—the habitual and cultural act of our ancestors—is 
not at all the same as buying a pre-packaged meal or a Big Mac sandwich.  The former 
requires knowledge of how best to combine whole foods and create a meal according to 
taste while the latter requires little acquaintance with the actual ingredients.  The food 
industry is promoting unconscious eating by handing us hamburgers through our car 
windows. 

Petrini founded the Slow Food movement in the late 1980s as a response to the 
McDonald‘s restaurants that began popping up in Rome, most prominently in the 
famous Piazza di Spagna of all places.  Italian in origin, ―the name [Slow Food] always 
written in English, was […] an acknowledgment of the international spread and aims of 
the movement,‖ which rested in their ―critical reaction to the symptoms of incipient 
globalization.‖3  In reaction to fast food—the American born phenomenon—the Slow 
Food organization and movement was born.  The opening of McDonald‘s in Italy 

                                                                   
2
 Petrini, 251. 

3
 Wendy Parkins & Geoffrey Craig, Slow Living, (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2006): 19. 
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threatened the ―local […] osterie and trattorie‖ which are the ―family-based, (more) 
working class eating establishments.‖4  This once local Slow Food movement has 
evolved into an international organization with over twenty participating countries and 
various regional chapters therein, and its main focus has even evolved as well.  The 
Slow Food Movement‘s small-scale gastronomic vision has evolved onto a cultural, 
political, social, and ecological scale that now seeks to tackle the global food situation 
set in motion by the American-born industrialized food system. 

The Slow Food manifesto reads, ―We are enslaved by speed and have all 
succumbed to the same insidious virus: Fast Life, which disrupts our habits, pervades 
the privacy of our homes and forces us to eat Fast Foods…A firm defense of ‗quiet 
material pleasure‘ is the only way to oppose the universal folly of Fast Life.‖5  It is the 
enjoyment of quality food that Carlo Petrini and Alice Waters both consider essential, as 
eating is shared by all, everyday.  According to Slow Food, a food product is of 
―quality‖ when it ―tastes good; […is] produced in a clean way that does not harm the 
environment, animal welfare or our health; and [when its] producers […] receive fair 
compensation for their work.6  For my purposes I will focus on the taste of the food, as 
it is probably the most approachable to the average eater, though it is the most 
subjective, and therefore is difficult to explain. 

  For the most part, people naturally choose foods that they think taste good, but 
how do we choose our tastes?  The curious cook7 and food science writer Harold McGee 
explains how our taste buds adapt to repetitive stimuli: 

If the receptor cells are exposed continuously to a particular stimulus, the 
intensity of the cells‘ response to that stimulus gradually diminishes. […]  The 
sensory system, then, adapts to an ever-present stimulus by reacting less and less 
to it: we ‗get used‘ to the […] taste and eventually fail to notice it. […] our senses 
are so designed as to be most sensitive to change, rather than to continuity or 
monotony. […] Our palate will be sharper, more attentive to nuance if it is 
entertained, kept off guard, given something new every few bites.8 

Petrini supports McGee‘s statement and emphasizes the importance of eating a variety 
of food species in order to preserve our sense of taste—our daily ―material pleasures.‖  
He explains that, ―taste is both flavor and knowledge, sapore and sapere in Italian: the 

                                                                   
4
 Parkins & Craig, 19. 

5
 Fabio Parasecoli, 2003. ñPostrevolutionary Chowhounds: Food, Globalization, and the Italian Leftò 

GastronomicaðThe Journal of Food and Culture, Summer, 33. 
6
 Slow Food International.  Our Philosophy.  http://www.slowfood.com/about_us/eng/philosophy.lasso 2008 

7
 McGee writes a monthly column in the New York Times Newspaper titled ñThe Curious Cook.ò 

8
 Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen, (New York: Charles Scribnerôs Sons, 

1984): 574. 
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alliteration of the two terms says a lot about [their] close connection‖9 and ―re-
educating the senses and keeping them in constant training [...is…] the primary and 
indispensable task that enables us to recognize quality‖10 in food.  In creating a culture 
of convenience foods out of government subsidized-commodity crops has our collective 
sense of taste suffered a loss?  Considering McGee‘s explanation and the fact that the 
new fast food diet is made up of little more than three species of food—corn, wheat, and 
soybeans—it seems plausible that we are individually and collectively less able to taste 
for quality than our ancestors who ate thousands of species. 

While the food industry has prevented people from needing to put energy and 
thought into preparing and creating their daily meals, it is the present field of 
nutritional science that makes choosing and eating foods unnecessarily complicated.  
Our ancestors used to cultivate the land and harvest the crop that they would later 
chop, knead, boil, bake, and cook every day.  That way of life has changed in a plethora 
of ways and it seems that today‘s nutritional ideology is partly responsible.  Up until 
recently people ate food, plain and simple, whether it was grown in their backyard or 
bought at the grocery store or enjoyed in a restaurant—it was food.  In the 1980‘s the 
food we ate became less important while the nutrients within gained attention.  ―Foods 
by comparison were coarse, old-fashioned and decidedly unscientific things—who 
could say what was in them, really?  But nutrients—those chemical compounds and 
minerals in foods that nutritionists have deemed important to health—gleamed with 
the promise of scientific certainty.‖11  It may be that no one knew how to grow ―fiber‖ 
and that recipes for cooking ―cholesterol‖ were hard to come by, but the eater cannot 
really be blamed because such nutrients can be intimidating.  As Marion Nestle, a 
prominent professor, author, and nutritionist says, ―since nutrients, as compared with 
foods, are invisible and therefore slightly mysterious, it falls to the scientists […] to 
explain the hidden reality of foods to us.  To enter a world in which you dine on unseen 
nutrients, you need lots of expert help.‖12 

But our grandparents did not have such expert scientific help; they had their 
parents and the experiential knowledge of generations of parents before them.  Before 
the American food industry imposed industrial farming upon small family farms, a 
basic knowledge—at least—of cooking was also common knowledge whereas the 
imposition of industrial farming ―stripped a farming culture of [this] traditional 
knowledge, formed over thousands of years.‖13  Not long after the disruption of the 
family farm and our inherent culinary wisdom was the complication of what little food 
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knowledge remained.  ―Nutritionalism,‖ a term coined by the Australian sociologist 
Gyorgy Scrinis, refers to the nutritionist ideology that emphasizes the nutrients in foods 
rather than the foods themselves (which unless one understands the scientific jargon, 
means little to the average eater).14  Nestle believes that ―[nutritionalism] leads to a kind 
of false consciousness in the mind of the eater,‖ and asserts that ―the problem with 
nutrient-by-nutrient nutrition science is that it takes the nutrient out of the context of 
food, the food out of the context of diet and the diet out of the context of lifestyle.‖15  
This marks a major disconnect of man from food.  Considering how to reach the daily-
recommended intake of fiber becomes a bothersome task while choosing between an 
apple and a dish of black beans and rice can be a pleasurable experience.   

Nestle is one nutritionist who does not buy in to the recent nutritionalism fad.  
She emphasizes the consumption of whole foods rather than seeking out the macro and 
micronutrients that are part of the food.  The consumption of a variety of foods is the 
best way to attain all the necessary nutrients we need to live.  For a gastronome, eating 
a variety of foods is a natural and enjoyable practice but for the average eater, the 
current nutritional ideology as supported by the food industry can be misleading.  In 
2006, Kraft repackaged their boxes of Supermac & Cheese using a marketing strategy 
based on nutritional value rather than the quality of the ingredients or the product 
itself.  They ―were labeled with prominent self-generated health claims,‖ such as 
―‗Excellent source of calcium,‘ ‗Good source of vitamins B, C, D & E,‘ and ‗Good source 
of whole grain.‘‖16   Does it matter whether we think of macaroni and cheese in terms of 
calcium, vitamins, and whole grains or as a dish of pasta and cheese?  The nutrients we 
get from the foods we eat will be the same either way we choose to qualify our 
relationship with food—in abstract complicated nutrient form or in tangible simple 
food form. 

It is this latter relationship that Petrini‘s American counterpart, Alice Waters, 
supports.  Waters is an experienced chef in Berkeley, California who is concerned with 
the way people interact (or do not interact) with the food that they put inside their 
bodies.  After an enjoyable afternoon spent in a natural history museum a few years 
ago, Waters was appalled at the poor quality food that was being served in the 
museum‘s cafeteria.  Soggy pre-packaged food served under neon lights provoked her 
to write a speech entitled, ―The Delicious Revolution,‖ which expresses her agitation: 

Why is it that people don‘t understand the profound disconnection between the 
kind of human experience that we value so highly and put on display in 
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ethnographic museums and the way we actually live our lives today?  How can 
most people submit so unthinkingly to dehumanizing experiences of food [such 
as] the lifeless fast food that‘s everywhere in our lives?  How can you marvel at 
the world and then feed yourself in a completely unmarvelous way?  I think it‘s 
because we don‘t learn the vital relationship of food to agriculture and of food to 
culture, and how food affects the quality of everyday lives.17 

As a chef with over thirty five years experience, an author of cookbooks, environmental 
activist, and fellow gastronome, Alice Waters has a plan for our future with food.    She 
firmly believes that such a close and pleasurable relationship with food can be learned 
in the classroom (or more literally outside of the classroom).  Traditionally, children 
(usually daughters) would learn kitchen skills by helping or watching their parents 
(usually mothers) cook and prepare meals for the family.  If children are no longer 
being taught about growing, identifying, harvesting, cooking, and eating fresh fruits 
and vegetables by their parents anymore then such basics of eating could be lost in 
future generations.   

The ―Edible Schoolyard‖ program, launched by Waters at the Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Middle School, in Berkeley, provides a connection with agriculture for those 
children who do not have gardens at home and allows them to see the food develop 
from seed to table.  The aim of this program is to create a school garden that is planted, 
attended to, and harvested by the children.  Cooking is not an activity that takes place 
in every household on a daily basis anymore, since the invention of frozen meals and 
fast foods, so children are not necessarily exposed to the real ingredients that go into the 
meals that they eat.  Without the time spent in the garden or the kitchen how is a child, 
or any person, to know about such ingredients?  A glance at the side of a packaged food 
usually yields unpronounceable chemical combinations used to preserve the few 
natural ingredients that were permitted to remain along with the recommended daily 
intake of those mysterious macro and micronutrients mentioned earlier.  When a child 
counts and picks the herbs and vegetables from the garden and brings them into the 
kitchen where they add olive oil and butter and spices the children are creating a meal.  
In doing so they are capable of naming and recognizing every ingredient along the 
process that went into the preparation.   

It might be worthwhile for each one of us to take Waters‘ hands-on approach 
home for one evening; to find a recipe that looks delicious, buy some local produce and 
create a generous meal for our family and friends.  This activity will surely strengthen 
our ancestral connection with food as it will resituate ourselves in control of our diet 
with an awareness of what we are actually eating, and as a result of a freshly prepared 
meal we will also receive the various required nutrients without the thorny health 
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claims.  It is because science and the food industry, which have taken control over our 
food decisions, do not promote instinctive relationships between humans and our food 
that is why gastronomes and chefs such as Carlo Petrini and Alice Waters feel that they 
must step in and help re-develop a food consciousness.  Why should they care that you 
eat the way that you do?  They should not perhaps; except that you are letting others 
(the food industry) call the shots on something as personal as the food that enters your 
body. 
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