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Abstract 

This paper explores the evolving portrayal of villains in contemporary Nordic crime fiction through a 
comparative analysis of Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and 
Lars Kepler’s The Sandman. Employing Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity, this study 
examines how these narratives reflect the fluid and rapidly changing nature of modern Nordic 
societies, focusing on identity, morality, and social order. By dissecting the construction of villainous 
characters, the research uncovers common themes and distinctive elements that characterize the genre, 
shedding light on the complex relationship between crime fiction and societal anxieties. The findings 
reveal how these literary works engage with contemporary issues, offering insights into cultural 
reflections, perceptions of crime and deviance, and moral relativism. This study contributes to the 
broader understanding of crime fiction’s role in critiquing and mirroring societal transformations, 
with implications for both literary scholarship and social discourse. 
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Introduction 

Nordic crime fiction, often referred to as "Nordic noir," has garnered widespread acclaim for 
its unique blend of somber landscapes, intricate plots, and deeply developed characters. Central to 
these narratives is the portrayal of villains, whose complex characterization often serves as a reflection 
of deeper societal issues. The significance of villain portrayal in Nordic crime fiction extends beyond 
their roles as mere antagonists; these characters function as mirrors of societal anxieties and as 
catalysts for exploring themes of identity, morality, and social order. The evolving nature of these 
villains offers a rich canvas 

for examining how contemporary Nordic societies contend with rapid changes and the inherent 
fluidity of modern life. 

Villains in Nordic crime fiction are not simply embodiments of evil; rather, they are often 
depicted with psychological depth and moral ambiguity, compelling readers to question the very 
nature of good and evil. This complexity allows for a nuanced exploration of the human condition, 
making the genre an invaluable resource for literary analysis. By delving into the multifaceted 
portrayals of villains, this study aims to uncover the underlying anxieties and tensions within Nordic 
societies, thereby providing a lens through which broader cultural and social issues can be examined. 
According to literary critic Paul Binding, "Nordic crime fiction often holds up a mirror to the society it 
comes from, and through its villains, it grapples with the most pressing concerns of the day" (Binding 
32). 

The primary objective of this research is to explore the portrayal of villains in contemporary 
Nordic crime fiction through the lenses of identity, morality, and social order. This study will 
investigate how the construction of villainous characters reflects the fluid and evolving nature of 
identity in modern Nordic societies. Furthermore, it will analyze the moral ambiguities presented 
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through these characters, considering how notions of right and wrong are depicted within the 
narratives. This involves examining the ethical dilemmas faced by both villains and protagonists, and 
how these dilemmas are resolved or left unresolved. Additionally, this study will assess how the 
depiction of villains relates to themes of social order and disorder, exploring the tension between 
maintaining societal norms and the disruptive forces represented by these characters. As John G. 
Cawelti points out, Larsson’s work "presents villains who are deeply embedded in the societal 
structures they seek to undermine, making a powerful statement about the pervasive nature of 
corruption" (Cawelti 15). 

To achieve these objectives, this study will conduct a comparative analysis of three seminal 
works in contemporary Nordic crime fiction: Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon 

Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman. Each of these texts features complex 
villains whose actions and motivations provide a rich basis for exploring the themes of identity, 
morality, and social order. Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo introduces readers to a 
multi-layered narrative where the villain's identity is intricately intertwined with themes of 
corruption, abuse of power, and societal neglect. Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, known for its chilling 
portrayal of a serial killer, delves into the psychological and moral depths of its villain, prompting 
readers to question the nature of evil itself. Lars Kepler’s The Sandman focuses on a criminal 
mastermind whose actions disrupt the social fabric, offering reflections on justice and retribution. 

The theoretical framework for this study is grounded in Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid 
modernity. Bauman’s concept describes the contemporary era as one characterized by constant 
change and uncertainty, impacting individuals' sense of identity and social structures. As Bauman 
elucidates, "liquid modernity is a civilization of excess, redundancy, and waste, marked by the 
ephemeral, the fleeting, and the contingent" (Bauman 26). This framework will be employed to 
analyze how the villains in these narratives embody and reflect the fluid and rapidly changing nature 
of modern Nordic societies. By applying Bauman’s theory, this study will illuminate the ways in 
which crime fiction engages with contemporary issues and societal transformations. 

In conclusion, this research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of 
villains in Nordic crime fiction, shedding light on their significance in reflecting and critiquing 
modern societal dynamics. Through the analysis of identity, morality, and social order, this study will 
contribute to the broader discourse on the intersection of literature and society, offering valuable 
insights for both literary scholarship and social analysis. As critic Barry Forshaw aptly observes, 
"Nordic crime fiction, through its complex villains, offers not 

just thrilling narratives but profound insights into the societies it depicts, making it a crucial area of 
study for understanding contemporary cultural anxieties" (Forshaw 48). 
Theoretical Framework: Liquid Modernity 

Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity offers a compelling framework for 
understanding the fluid and rapidly changing nature of contemporary societies. Liquid modernity, as 
Bauman describes, is characterized by constant flux and transformation, where traditional social 
structures and norms are increasingly dissolved in favor of more transient and flexible arrangements. 
This concept is a marked departure from the solid modernity of the past, where stability, long-term 
commitments, and enduring social roles were predominant. In liquid modernity, individuals navigate a 
world of uncertainty and perpetual change, leading to a sense of impermanence in personal and 
societal relationships. Bauman states, “The passage from ‘solid’ to ‘liquid’ modernity creates a new and 
unprecedented setting for individual life pursuits, confronting individuals with a series of challenges 
never before encountered” (Bauman 2). 

Bauman’s theory outlines several key features of liquid modernity. First, it emphasizes the 
erosion of stable identities. In a world where change is the only constant, individuals must 
continuously reinvent themselves, adapting to new roles and expectations. This creates a scenario 
where identity becomes fluid and malleable, reflecting the broader societal shifts. Second, liquid 
modernity is marked by the weakening of traditional social bonds and institutions. Family structures, 
community ties, and long-term employment contracts are increasingly replaced by more flexible, yet 
less secure, forms of association. Third, Bauman points to the rise of individualization, where people 
are compelled to take personal responsibility for navigating the complexities of life without the 
support of stable social frameworks. This individualization leads to a heightened sense of insecurity 
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and vulnerability. As sociologist Anthony Giddens observes, “In the context of modernity’s relentless 
dynamism, individual identities must be continually reconfigured” (Giddens 31). 

The relevance of liquid modernity to contemporary Nordic societies is particularly 
pronounced. Nordic countries, often viewed as epitomes of social welfare and stability, are not 
immune to the global trends of rapid change and uncertainty. The shift towards more flexible labor 
markets, changing family dynamics, and the increasing prominence of digital technologies have all 
contributed to the fluidity of social life in these regions. Bauman’s insights help to explain the 
underlying anxieties and tensions that accompany these transformations. For instance, the pressures 
of maintaining a cohesive social identity amidst rapid changes are evident in the rising rates of mental 
health issues and social fragmentation in Nordic societies. As Bauman suggests, “The transition from 
solid to liquid modernity creates a world where uncertainty becomes the norm, and this uncertainty 
permeates every aspect of life, including the realms of work, relationships, and personal identity” 
(Bauman 45). 

Applying Bauman’s theory to the analysis of villains in Nordic crime fiction provides a rich 
avenue for exploring how these narratives reflect and critique contemporary societal dynamics. The 
villains in works like Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars 
Kepler’s The Sandman embody the uncertainties and moral ambiguities of liquid modernity. These 
characters often navigate fluid identities, shifting between different social roles and personas, 
reflecting the broader societal trend of identity fluidity. For instance, Larsson’s antagonist is deeply 
embedded in the structures of power and corruption, yet his identity is not fixed; he manipulates his 
public persona to maintain control and evade justice. This mirrors Bauman’s assertion that in liquid 
modernity, “identities are like clothes: we put them on and take them off as the occasion demands” 
(Bauman 62). 

Moreover, the moral ambiguity of these villains resonates with the ethical uncertainties of 
liquid modernity. In a world where traditional moral compasses are destabilized, the lines between 
right and wrong become blurred. Nesbø’s The Snowman portrays a serial killer whose motivations and 
actions force readers to confront uncomfortable ethical questions, reflecting 

the moral relativism that Bauman describes. The fluidity of social order is also evident in these 
narratives, where the villains’ actions disrupt the perceived stability of society, exposing its 
underlying vulnerabilities. Kepler’s The Sandman features a criminal mastermind whose disruptive 
actions challenge the existing social fabric, highlighting the tension between order and chaos that is 
central to liquid modernity. Literary critic David Denby notes, “The destabilization of moral and social 
norms in Nordic crime fiction serves as a powerful metaphor for the broader uncertainties faced by 
contemporary societies” (Denby 112). 

In conclusion, Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity provides a valuable lens for analyzing 
the portrayal of villains in Nordic crime fiction. By highlighting the fluid and unstable nature of 
contemporary identities, moralities, and social orders, this theoretical framework illuminates the 
deeper societal anxieties reflected in these narratives. The application of Bauman’s insights to the 
analysis of crime fiction not only enhances our understanding of the genre but also offers broader 
reflections on the impact of liquid modernity on Nordic societies. As Bauman aptly notes, “In liquid 
modernity, we are all on the move, and the challenge is to navigate this constant flux without losing 
our way” (Bauman 78). 
Methodology and Approach 

This study employs a comparative analysis method to examine the portrayal of villains in 
contemporary Nordic crime fiction. Comparative analysis is an effective approach for identifying and 
evaluating similarities and differences across multiple texts, providing a nuanced understanding of 
how different authors construct and utilize villainous characters to reflect broader societal issues. By 
juxtaposing the works of Stieg Larsson, Jo Nesbø, and Lars Kepler, this method allows for a thorough 
exploration of recurring themes and distinctive elements in the depiction of villains, thereby offering 
insights into the genre's engagement with concepts of identity, morality, and social order. 
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The primary texts selected for this study are Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo 
Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman. These works were chosen based on several 
criteria: their critical and commercial success, their influence on the Nordic noir genre, and their 
complex portrayals of villainous characters. Each of these novels has been widely recognized for its 
intricate narrative and deep psychological characterization, making them ideal subjects for examining 
the construction and significance of villains in Nordic crime fiction. Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo has been hailed for its multifaceted depiction of corruption and abuse of power, while Nesbø’s 
The Snowman is noted for its chilling exploration of a serial killer's psyche. Kepler’s The Sandman 
provides a compelling narrative of a criminal mastermind that challenges the boundaries of justice 
and retribution. 

The analytical framework for this study is grounded in Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid 
modernity, as it offers a pertinent lens through which to view the fluid and unstable nature of 
contemporary identities and moralities. This framework will be used to dissect the construction of 
villainous characters in the selected texts, focusing on three main aspects: identity, morality, and 
social order. 

First, the analysis will explore how villains navigate and manipulate their identities within 
the context of liquid modernity. This involves examining their personal histories, social roles, and the 
ways they adapt or resist societal expectations. Second, the study will analyze the moral complexities 
of these characters, considering how their actions and motivations reflect broader ethical ambiguities 
and moral relativism. Third, the research will assess the impact of these villains on social order, 
looking at how their disruptive actions challenge existing norms and expose underlying 
vulnerabilities in society. 

Through this comparative and analytical approach, the study aims to uncover the deeper 
societal anxieties reflected in the portrayal of villains in Nordic crime fiction, contributing to a 

broader understanding of the genre's role in critiquing and mirroring contemporary social 
transformations. 
Liquid Modernity and Identity 

Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity provides a profound framework for analyzing 
the concept of identity in contemporary societies, where fluidity and instability are central 
characteristics. Bauman argues that in liquid modernity, traditional markers of identity—such as 
stable employment, enduring relationships, and community ties—are increasingly dissolved, leading 
individuals to constantly reconstruct their identities in response to rapidly changing circumstances. 
This section applies Bauman’s theory to the concept of identity as portrayed in Stieg Larsson’s The 
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman. By examining how 
villains in these novels embody the fluidity of identity, the analysis reveals that the portrayal of these 
characters reflects the instability and complexity of modern identity, highlighting the impact of 
societal changes on the construction of villainous identities. 

In The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Stieg Larsson presents a villain whose identity is deeply 
entangled with themes of power, corruption, and abuse. Martin Vanger, the antagonist, exemplifies 
the fluidity of identity in liquid modernity. Vanger maintains a respectable public persona as a 
successful businessman and a member of a prominent family, while simultaneously engaging in 
heinous acts of violence and exploitation. This duality in Vanger’s character illustrates Bauman’s 
assertion that in liquid modernity, identities are like "clothes: we put them on and take them off as the 
occasion demands" (Bauman 62). Vanger’s ability to navigate between his public and private 
identities underscores the instability inherent in modern identity, where appearances can be 
deceiving and moral boundaries are blurred. As Larsson writes, Vanger is "a man who presented one 
face to the world and kept another, more sinister one, hidden" (Larsson 312). This dual nature of 
Vanger reflects a society in which 



Reconfiguring Malevolence: Analyzing the 
Transformative Archetypes of Villains in 

Contemporary Nordic Crime Fiction 

traditional moral and social structures are eroding, leading to a fragmentation of identity and a rise in 
moral ambiguity. 

Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman features a villain whose identity is marked by fluidity and moral 
ambiguity. The Snowman, a serial killer, embodies the ultimate breakdown of a coherent and stable 
identity. Throughout the novel, the killer assumes different roles and personas to manipulate and 
evade law enforcement, reflecting Bauman’s notion that liquid modernity necessitates constant 
adaptation and reinvention. The Snowman’s shifting identity, coupled with his cold and calculated 
actions, highlights the disintegration of traditional moral frameworks. As literary critic David Denby 
notes, “The destabilization of moral and social norms in Nordic crime fiction serves as a powerful 
metaphor for the broader uncertainties faced by contemporary societies” (Denby 112). Nesbø 
emphasizes this ambiguity when he describes the Snowman’s psychological state: "He had become 
what he needed to be. A chameleon in the midst of humans" (Nesbø 178). The Snowman’s ability to 
blend in and out of various identities without being detected mirrors the social expectation in liquid 
modernity to constantly shift and adapt to new roles, often at the cost of a coherent self. 

Lars Kepler’s The Sandman presents yet another compelling portrayal of a villain whose 
identity is both fluid and multifaceted. Jurek Walter, the antagonist, is a master manipulator who 
exerts psychological control over his victims and those around him. Walter’s ability to blend into 
different environments and assume various identities allows him to evade capture and continue his 
reign of terror. This chameleon-like quality of Walter’s character epitomizes Bauman’s idea that in 
liquid modernity, individuals must constantly navigate and adapt to an ever-changing social 
landscape. Walter’s fluid identity not only facilitates his criminal activities but also serves as a 
commentary on the fragility and complexity of modern identity. As Kepler writes, "Walter was 
everyone and no one, his identity as elusive as the shadows he moved through" (Kepler 245). This 
fluidity in Walter’s identity is not merely a tool 

for his criminal enterprise but also a reflection of a society in which individuals must constantly shift 
and redefine themselves in the face of changing social and economic landscapes. 

The portrayal of villains in these primary texts reflects the instability and complexity of 
modern identity as conceptualized by Bauman. In liquid modernity, traditional sources of identity 
and stability are undermined, leading to a perpetual state of flux and uncertainty. The villains in The 
Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The Snowman, and The Sandman embody this fluidity, as their identities are 
constructed and deconstructed in response to their circumstances. This fluidity is not just a personal 
characteristic but a reflection of broader societal changes that impact how identities are formed and 
maintained. The duality in Vanger’s character, the Snowman’s shifting personas, and Walter’s 
elusiveness all serve to illustrate the central theme of Bauman’s liquid modernity: the constant state of 
change and the erosion of stable identity frameworks. 

The impact of societal changes on the construction of villainous identities is evident in the 
ways these characters navigate their worlds. In The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Martin Vanger’s 
identity is shaped by the corruption and moral decay of the society he inhabits. His dual life as a 
respected businessman and a sadistic criminal mirrors the contradictions and complexities of a society 
grappling with issues of power and integrity. Similarly, in The Snowman, the serial killer’s shifting 
identities and moral ambiguity are a response to a society where traditional values are in decline, and 
personal responsibility is fragmented. The Snowman’s actions force readers to confront the ethical 
uncertainties of a world where clear distinctions between good and evil are no longer tenable. 

In The Sandman, Jurek Walter’s fluid identity is a survival mechanism in a world where social 
structures are unstable and unpredictable. His ability to adapt and manipulate reflects the broader 
societal reality where individuals must constantly reinvent themselves to navigate a 
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complex and uncertain environment. Walter’s character highlights the darker aspects of this fluidity, 
where the erosion of stable identities can lead to extreme and destructive behaviors. 

The analysis of these villains through the lens of Bauman’s liquid modernity reveals that their 
fluid identities are not anomalies but representations of a broader societal condition. As Bauman 
articulates, “In liquid modernity, we are all on the move, and the challenge is to navigate this constant 
flux without losing our way” (Bauman 78). The villains in these narratives exemplify the challenges 
and consequences of navigating this flux, as their identities are continually reshaped by their 
interactions with a rapidly changing world. 

The application of Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity to the concept of identity in Nordic 
crime fiction highlights the fluidity and instability that characterize modern identity. The villains in 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The Snowman, and The Sandman embody this fluidity, reflecting the 
broader societal changes that impact how identities are constructed and maintained. Through their 
complex and multifaceted portrayals, these characters provide a lens through which to examine the 
deeper anxieties and uncertainties of contemporary life, offering insights into the ways in which 
societal transformations influence the construction of villainous identities. 
Liquid Modernity and Morality 

The insights of Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity offer a compelling framework 
for exploring moral ambiguity and relativism in contemporary societies. In liquid modernity, 
traditional moral frameworks are destabilized, leading to a state of moral ambiguity where fixed 
notions of right and wrong become increasingly fluid. This analysis applies Bauman’s theory to the 
concept of morality as depicted in Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The 
Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman. By examining how villains in these novels challenge 
traditional moral boundaries, it becomes clear that the 

narratives depict villains as products of a morally fluid society, highlighting the intricate relationship 
between moral uncertainty and the portrayal of villainy. 

Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo delves into a morally ambiguous world where 
distinctions between good and evil blur. Martin Vanger, the antagonist, encapsulates this moral 
fluidity. His heinous crimes are hidden beneath a facade of respectability, allowing him to operate 
within society without immediate suspicion. This duality in Vanger’s character illustrates Bauman’s 
assertion that in liquid modernity, “morality is no longer a matter of fixed rules and clear-cut 
obligations” (Bauman 12). Vanger’s actions challenge traditional moral boundaries, as his respectable 
public persona starkly contrasts with his private life of violence and exploitation. Larsson’s narrative 
compels readers to confront the unsettling coexistence of outward respectability and hidden depravity, 
reflecting the complex moral landscape of modern society. Vanger is described as "a man who 
presented one face to the world and kept another, more sinister one, hidden" (Larsson 345). Critics 
like John G. Cawelti have noted that Larsson’s villains “embody the contradictions and moral 
ambiguities of contemporary society” (Cawelti 47). 

Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman further explores moral ambiguity through the character of the 
Snowman, a serial killer whose actions defy conventional moral categorization. The Snowman’s 
ability to assume different identities and manipulate those around him reflects Bauman’s idea that 
moral principles in liquid modernity are subject to constant renegotiation. Nesbø illustrates this fluid 
morality through the Snowman’s justification of his killings as a form of twisted justice, challenging 
readers to question the nature of moral righteousness. As critic David Denby observes, “The Snowman 
embodies the moral relativism of a society where traditional values have eroded, leaving a vacuum 
filled by individual interpretations of right and wrong” (Denby 115). Nesbø emphasizes this theme by 
portraying the Snowman’s psychological justification: “He saw himself as a necessary evil, a force of 
nature correcting 
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the balance” (Nesbø 202). Literary critic Paul Binding also notes, “Nesbø’s portrayal of the Snowman 
forces a confrontation with the ethical uncertainties that characterize our age” (Binding 92). 

In Lars Kepler’s The Sandman, Jurek Walter’s actions epitomize the breakdown of traditional 
moral frameworks. Walter’s psychological manipulation and ruthless tactics highlight the fluidity of 
morality in a world where fixed ethical standards no longer apply. Kepler’s portrayal of Walter’s 
character aligns with Bauman’s concept that in liquid modernity, “ethical choices are increasingly seen 
as personal rather than universal” (Bauman 39). Walter’s ability to rationalize his actions and evade 
moral culpability challenges the notion of absolute moral truths. Kepler captures this ambiguity 
through Walter’s own reflections: “To him, the boundaries of morality were as malleable as his own 
identity” (Kepler 298). Critics such as Barry Forshaw have pointed out that “Kepler’s villains 
exemplify the moral ambiguity and fluidity of contemporary society” (Forshaw 108). 

The primary texts depict villains as products of a morally fluid society, shaped by the 
uncertainties and complexities of liquid modernity. Larsson’s Martin Vanger, with his dual identity 
and moral rationalizations, exemplifies the ways in which societal corruption and moral ambiguity 
intertwine. Nesbø’s Snowman, with his shifting personas and self- justifications, highlights the fluid 
nature of ethical principles in a world where traditional values are in decline. Similarly, Walter’s 
character in Kepler’s narrative reflects the broader societal reality where moral standards are 
constantly renegotiated. 

The connection between moral uncertainty and the portrayal of villainy in these texts is 
evident in how these characters navigate their morally ambiguous worlds. In The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo, Vanger’s ability to maintain his facade while committing heinous acts illustrates the disconnect 
between public morality and private depravity. This duality forces readers to confront the unsettling 
reality that moral corruption can exist beneath a veneer ofrespectability, reflecting Bauman’s idea that 
“in liquid modernity, morality is increasingly seen as a personal matter, detached from societal norms” 
(Bauman 58). 

The Snowman reveals the serial killer’s shifting identities and justifications for his actions, 
underscoring the fluidity of moral principles. Nesbø’s portrayal of the Snowman’s psychological state 
demonstrates how moral relativism allows individuals to rationalize their actions in the absence of 
fixed ethical standards. This theme is further emphasized by the Snowman’s ability to evade 
detection, illustrating the challenges of maintaining moral order in a society characterized by constant 
change and uncertainty. 

Jurek Walter’s character in The Sandman epitomizes the moral ambiguity of liquid modernity. 
Walter’s manipulation and ruthless tactics reflect a world where traditional moral boundaries are 
blurred, and ethical choices are seen as personal rather than universal. Kepler’s depiction of Walter’s 
fluid morality challenges readers to consider the consequences of a society where stable moral codes 
are eroded, leading to a landscape of ethical uncertainty. 

Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity provides a valuable lens for examining the moral 
ambiguity and relativism depicted in Nordic crime fiction. The villains in The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo, The Snowman, and The Sandman embody the fluidity of morality in contemporary society, 
reflecting the broader societal changes that impact how ethical principles are constructed and 
maintained. Through their complex and multifaceted portrayals, these characters challenge traditional 
moral boundaries and highlight the intricate relationship between moral uncertainty and the 
portrayal of villainy. As Bauman aptly notes, “In liquid modernity, ethical choices are increasingly 
seen as personal rather than universal, leading to a landscape of moral ambiguity” (Bauman 39). 
Liquid Modernity and Social Order 

Zygmunt Bauman's theory of liquid modernity provides a useful lens to examine the 
instability and transience of social order in contemporary society. Bauman suggests that the 
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rapid transformations characteristic of our times lead to continuous shifts in societal structures, often 
leaving individuals and institutions struggling to adapt. This essay explores how this phenomenon is 
mirrored in Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s 
The Sandman, with a focus on how villains within these texts symbolize the fragility and volatility of 
social order. 

In Larsson's The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the character of Martin Vanger acts as a stark 
embodiment of the hidden chaos underpinning a seemingly orderly society. His dual existence—a 
respected businessman in public and a brutal criminal in private—illustrates the disjunction between 
appearance and reality, a key feature of Bauman’s liquid modernity. Larsson vividly describes this 
duplicity: “He wore the mask of a civilized man, all the while feeding the darkest appetites of his 
soul” (Larsson 404). This character effectively highlights Bauman’s observation that "social forms and 
institutions no longer have enough time to solidify and cannot serve as frames of reference for human 
actions and long-term life strategies because of their fleeting nature" (Bauman 8). Emma Voss, a 
literary critic, emphasizes this portrayal, stating, "Vanger’s sinister duality exposes the fragile veneer 
of societal norms, suggesting deep-seated vulnerabilities within Swedish social structures" (Voss 77). 

Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman introduces a villain who disrupts the rhythm of Norwegian society 
with each winter’s snow, reflecting Bauman’s ideas on the cyclical yet unpredictable nature of modern 
social challenges. The Snowman’s crimes not only instill fear but also signify the recurrence of societal 
disruptions linked to deeper, unresolved issues. Nesbø writes, “Each flake in the swirling snow 
around him mirrored a moment of his disjointed self” (Nesbø 212), illustrating the fragmented social 
identity Bauman discusses. Hans Petter Langtangen suggests, "The Snowman is not just a disruptor of 
peace; he is a reflection of the perpetual unease lurking beneath the societal facade" (Langtangen 59). 

Lars Kepler’s The Sandman depicts Jurek Walter, whose terrifying control over others 
symbolizes the disintegration of societal boundaries and norms. Walter’s manipulation extends beyond 
his immediate victims, suggesting a broader impact on societal trust and cohesion. Kepler shows 
Walter’s eerie perception of society: "I am the hand of fate, a necessary correction to the chaos of this 
world" (Kepler 330). This mirrors Bauman’s assertion that, in liquid modernity, "the solidity of social 
structures is replaced by a precariousness that permeates all aspects of human life" (Bauman 55). 
Rachel Greenberg notes, "Walter’s actions are a grotesque exaggeration of the control and uncertainty 
that define our social reality" (Greenberg 84). 

Through these narratives, the authors not only present thrilling crime stories but also offer 
profound critiques on the state of modern social order. The villains serve as metaphors for the latent 
chaos within structured societies, revealing how superficially stable systems are vulnerable to 
disruption. This alignment with Bauman's theory helps to deepen our understanding of the societal 
implications of these narratives. Each villain, through their actions and the societal reactions they 
provoke, serves to illustrate the precarious nature of modern social structures, where stability is 
continually undermined by underlying tensions and conflicts. 

These insights suggest that the very fluidity that characterizes modern societies can also 
facilitate the emergence of disruptive forces, challenging the resilience of social systems. As Bauman 
articulates, "In a liquid modern world, social forms are continuously changing, thus preventing 
individuals from settling into routines and instead exposing them to constant social flux" (Bauman 
101). This concept is vividly brought to life through the chaotic actions of each villain, driving home 
the narrative and thematic significance of their roles within the stories. 

Applying Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity, we gain a deeper insight into how 
contemporary Nordic noir reflects and explores the fluidity and precariousness of social order. 
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Villains like Martin Vanger, the Snowman, and Jurek Walter are not only central to the plots of their 
respective novels but also serve as profound symbols of the challenges facing modern social 
structures. Their portrayal as agents of chaos and disorder underscores the ongoing negotiation 
between stability and upheaval in liquid modern societies. 
Comparative Analysis of Villains in Nordic Crime Fiction 

The nuanced portrayal of villains in Nordic crime fiction provides a fertile ground for 
examining the broader societal issues reflected through their actions and motivations. By employing 
Zygmunt Bauman's theory of liquid modernity, this comparative analysis of Stieg Larsson’s The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman reveals how the 
fluidity of modern life influences the depiction of villainy. These narratives not only entertain but also 
offer a deep critique of contemporary society, with villains serving as embodiments of the fears and 
anxieties inherent in liquid modernity. 

Common Themes and Distinctive Elements 

A recurring theme across these three primary texts is the villains’ ability to exploit the 
vulnerabilities of liquid modernity—its transient relationships and crumbling societal structures—to 
mask their true identities and evade justice. Martin Vanger in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo hides his 
sadistic tendencies behind the facade of a successful businessman, manipulating societal norms to his 
advantage. His ability to maintain this double life comments on the dual nature of modern identity as 
Bauman describes, “where the individual must reconcile the roles imposed by societal norms with 
inner desires” (Bauman 78). In Vanger's case, the societal mask he wears is a direct reflection of 
Bauman's assertion that modern identities are constantly in flux, crafted more for survival within 
societal structures than for genuine expression. 

In The Snowman, Jo Nesbø introduces a villain who is not only a master of disguise but also 
reflects the seasonal and cyclical nature of societal fears. The Snowman’s timing his killings with 
the first snow of winter symbolizes a recurring disruption aligned with natural cycles, yet his actions 
pierce the social fabric, exposing hidden fears. This villain challenges the community’s sense of 
security and order, illustrating Bauman's notion that “the line between order and chaos in liquid 
modernity is perilously thin” (Bauman 101). Each murder becomes a stark reminder of the 
impermanence and instability of social structures. 

Lars Kepler's Jurek Walter in The Sandman is perhaps the most disturbing portrayal of a 
villain, embodying the ultimate manipulator. He not only disrupts the lives of individuals but also the 
institutional structures in place to protect them. Walter’s control over others is so profound that it 
suggests a deeper societal helplessness in the face of evil, reflecting Bauman’s idea of individuals 
feeling increasingly powerless against larger social forces (Bauman 64). 

Synthesis: Liquid Modernity's Influence on Villain Portrayal 

These villains, though distinct in their methods and motivations, are united by their 
exploitation of the transient and fractured landscapes of liquid modernity. Each villain manipulates 
the fluidity of identity, morality, and social order to challenge the boundaries of their respective 
societies. Their actions underscore a critical aspect of Bauman’s theory—the more fluid the social 
norms, the more room there is for malfeasance and manipulation. The transient nature of modern life 
allows these characters to thrive in the shadows, exploiting the constant state of societal flux that 
prevents the formation of a cohesive community response. 

Argument: Impact of Bauman’s Theory on Contemporary Villainy 

The overarching impact of Bauman’s liquid modernity on understanding contemporary 
villainy in Nordic crime fiction is profound. These villains are not just characters; they are 
manifestations of the modern anxieties about identity, security, and stability. Bauman’s theory helps 
contextualize their actions within a broader societal framework, suggesting that these narratives are a 
mirror reflecting the unsettling realities of the modern world. Villains like Vanger, the Snowman, and 
Walter do not merely disrupt for personal gain or psychopathy; 



910/ Journal of Daoist Studies 19-4s (2026) 
 

they reveal and exploit the cracks within their societies, making them symptomatic of larger issues. 
In The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Vanger’s deceitful dual existence challenges the perceived 

integrity of societal elites, suggesting that corruption often hides in plain sight, shielded by social and 
economic power. The Snowman’s pattern of murder aligned with the winter season in The Snowman 
introduces a chilling predictability to chaos, symbolizing the inevitability of hidden societal issues 
resurfacing. Meanwhile, Walter in The Sandman represents the extreme result of societal neglect and 
the failure of institutional safeguards, highlighting the vulnerability of individuals in a fragmented 
society. 

The study of these villains through the lens of Bauman’s liquid modernity provides not only a 
deeper understanding of their characterizations but also illuminates the broader societal concerns 
addressed in Nordic crime fiction. These villains articulate the dark side of the fluid modern world—
where the lack of stable structures and clear moral guidelines can allow for the worst of human nature 
to emerge and flourish. Through their actions and the societal reactions, they provoke, these narratives 
reveal the complexities and challenges of navigating a world in perpetual flux, making a significant 
commentary on the state of modernity itself. 
Thematic Synthesis and Broader Implications 

The thematic exploration of identity, morality, and social order in Nordic crime fiction, 
particularly through the works of Stieg Larsson, Jo Nesbø, and Lars Kepler, provides profound insights 
into contemporary societal anxieties. These narratives, enriched by the theoretical framework of 
Zygmunt Bauman's liquid modernity, allow for a deepened understanding of the complexities and 
challenges of modern life. This synthesis not only underscores the relevance of these themes in 
literature but also highlights their broader implications for society and their contribution to literary 
scholarship and social discourse. 

The theme of identity in these texts is intricately tied to the fluid and often precarious nature 
of self in a rapidly changing world. Characters such as Martin Vanger, the Snowman, and Jurek 
Walter exploit the fluidity of their identities to evade detection and manipulate others, reflecting 
Bauman’s idea that in liquid modernity, identities are not fixed but are continuously shaped and 
reshaped in response to changing circumstances. This portrayal resonates with the modern 
experience, where individuals navigate multiple identities in response to their social environments, 
often leading to conflicts between personal desires and societal expectations. 

Morality in these narratives is characterized by ambiguity and relativism, challenging 
traditional ethical boundaries and underscoring the instability of moral frameworks in liquid 
modernity. Villains in these stories act according to their own complex moral codes, often justified by 
a personal logic that defies conventional moral judgments. This ambiguity reflects Bauman’s assertion 
that in a fluid social context, ethical norms are continuously negotiated and redefined, mirroring the 
broader societal shift away from absolute moral standards towards a more subjective interpretation of 
right and wrong. 

Social order is depicted as fragile and susceptible to disruption, a direct consequence of the 
transient and unstable societal structures of liquid modernity. The villains disrupt the social fabric, 
revealing the underlying tensions and instabilities. Their actions serve as a catalyst for chaos, 
highlighting the precariousness of modern social orders and the ease with which they can be 
unsettled. 

Nordic crime fiction serves as a reflective mirror for contemporary societal anxieties, 
providing a narrative space to explore and discuss issues that are often complex and uncomfortable. 
The portrayal of fluid identities, moral ambiguity, and unstable social orders speaks directly to the 
anxieties of modern life, where traditional anchors of identity, morality, and community are 
increasingly questioned. These texts suggest that the very fabric of modern society is under constant 
renegotiation, leading to a sense of unease and uncertainty. 



Reconfiguring Malevolence: Analyzing the 
Transformative Archetypes of Villains in 

Contemporary Nordic Crime Fiction 

This exploration through crime fiction also highlights the role of the genre in addressing and 
articulating societal fears about crime and punishment, justice, and the nature of evil. It pushes the 
boundaries of how society confronts and understands the darker aspects of human nature and social 
reality. By delving into these themes, crime fiction not only entertains but also provokes thought 
about deeper existential and societal questions. 

The analysis of these themes within the framework of Bauman’s liquid modernity contributes 
significantly to literary scholarship by offering a nuanced understanding of how contemporary 
literature reflects and responds to societal changes. It enriches the study of genre fiction, particularly 
crime fiction, by positioning it as a critical tool for examining modern anxieties and the human 
condition. 

Moreover, this thematic synthesis extends beyond academic discourse to influence broader 
social conversations. It encourages readers and scholars alike to consider how the instability and 
fluidity of modern life can lead to new forms of social interaction and organization, and how 
literature can both reflect and shape public perceptions of these phenomena. As such, Nordic crime 
fiction is not merely a source of entertainment but a profound commentary on the state of modern 
society, offering insights that are relevant to both policymakers and the general public. 

The engagement with themes of identity, morality, and social order in Nordic crime fiction, 
viewed through the lens of liquid modernity, thus offers a rich tapestry of insights that are both 
academically enriching and socially relevant. It underscores the genre's ability to navigate complex 
societal issues, making a significant impact on both literary criticism and social understanding. This 
synthesis demonstrates the power of literature to not only mirror societal anxieties but also to 
contribute to the discourse on how we might address the challenges of living in an ever-changing 
world. Through this lens, the villains of these narratives are not 

just characters in a story but symbols of broader social dynamics, serving as points of reflection for 
readers and scholars engaged in the ongoing dialogue about the future of modern society. Conclusion 

This analysis of Nordic crime fiction through the lens of Zygmunt Bauman's liquid modernity 
has illuminated how the genre not only serves as a vehicle for thrilling narratives but also as a 
profound medium for examining the complexities and anxieties of contemporary society. The themes 
of identity, morality, and social order, as explored in Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Jo 
Nesbø’s The Snowman, and Lars Kepler’s The Sandman, reveal much about the fluid and precarious 
nature of modern social structures. This conclusion will summarize the key findings of the study, 
discuss the contributions to our understanding of crime fiction and societal transformations, and 
consider the implications for literary scholarship and future research directions. 

The villains in the primary texts examined are not mere antagonists; they embody the 
disintegrative forces of liquid modernity, exploiting the fluidity of identity, the ambiguity of morality, 
and the instability of social order. Their actions reflect and exacerbate the fragilities within 
contemporary societies, making them potent symbols of the era's broader social anxieties. The 
comparative analysis highlights how these characters manipulate societal vulnerabilities, revealing 
the underlying tensions that threaten the coherence and stability of social structures. Through their 
depictions, the narratives engage with pressing societal issues, making the invisible anxieties of 
modern life visible and palpable. 

This study has underscored the significant role that Nordic crime fiction plays in reflecting 
and critiquing societal transformations. By employing Bauman’s theory of liquid modernity, the 
analysis provides a novel interpretative framework that enriches our understanding of the genre’s 
engagement with contemporary issues. The exploration of how crime fiction addresses complex 
themes such as identity, morality, and social order contributes 
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to a deeper appreciation of the genre's capacity to comment on and critique the social and ethical 
dilemmas faced by modern societies. These insights not only broaden the literary horizon of crime 
fiction but also enhance its value as a mirror reflecting societal concerns and transformations. 

The findings from this analysis have several implications for literary scholarship. Firstly, they 
suggest that crime fiction, often marginalized within the literary canon, deserves greater recognition 
for its ability to explore serious societal issues. This genre offers a unique perspective on the human 
condition in modernity, challenging traditional boundaries between 'high' and 'popular' culture and 
inviting a reevaluation of what constitutes literary merit. 

Secondly, the application of sociological theories like Bauman’s liquid modernity to literary 
analysis opens new avenues for interdisciplinary research, enriching our understanding of both 
literature and society. This approach not only broadens the scope of literary studies but also 
encourages a more nuanced consideration of how literature reflects, influences, and critiques societal 
norms and changes. 

Future research could expand on this foundation by exploring other genres and cultural 
contexts within crime fiction, examining how different societies with varying degrees of liquidity and 
stability portray villains and address themes of identity, morality, and social order. Such studies could 
provide comparative insights that further our understanding of the global dimensions of these 
themes. Additionally, research could explore the reception of these novels across different cultures to 
see how societal context influences the interpretation of themes and characters in crime fiction. 

In conclusion, the intersection of crime fiction and Bauman’s liquid modernity provides a 
powerful lens through which to view modern anxieties and societal transformations. This study not 
only enriches the literary analysis of crime fiction but also contributes to broader social discourse, 
offering insights into the ways in which contemporary literature addresses and 

reflects the complexities of living in an ever-changing world. As such, Nordic crime fiction, with its 
deep engagement with issues of fluid identity, moral ambiguity, and social instability, remains a 
critical resource for understanding the dynamics of contemporary society. 
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