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Abstract 

Despite her continued popularity with both filmmakers and academics, the importance of social 

class within Patricia Highsmith’s fiction continues to elude critical attention. Departing from 

the psychoanalytical approach which has dominated previous approaches to her fiction, this 

thesis argues that social class is a consistent, although sometimes contradictory, aspect of 

Highsmith’s work. Drawing on a variety of primary material from different periods in the 

author’s career, as well as unpublished writings collected in the Highsmith archives in Bern, 

the argument demonstrates how the issue of class develops throughout the author’s body of 

work, and that tracing this development helps us to understand the broader political complexity 

of Highsmith’s work. The thesis highlights a political illegibility which underlies much of the 

author’s fiction, with her narratives often suggesting views from across the political spectrum. 

Primarily, I argue that Highsmith’s class politics are underpinned by two distinctive features: 

a valorisation of elite, bourgeois culture and values, in particular notions of sophistication, 

subtlety and restraint, and an anarchic rejection of cultures of conventionality in favour of a 

wilful non-cooperation. This is rooted in the author’s self-fashioning as exceptional implied 

throughout her work, a quality embodied by her transgressive protagonists, notably Tom 

Ripley.  

 The thesis demonstrates the multitude of themes and mechanisms through which the 

class politics of Highsmith’s work are articulated. It employs an intersectional conception of 

class, drawing on the approaches of Pierre Bourdieu, Beverley Skeggs, and Imogen Tyler, 

among others, to highlight how Highsmith’s class politics intersect with her views towards 

space and place, gender, and race and ethnicity. Moreover, it engages with emerging ideas of 

class and affect, highlighting the way in which feelings of schadenfreude, disgust and pleasure 

are intricately entwined with the author’s class politics. The class-based approach employed 
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by this thesis proves instructive to broader discussions relating to Highsmith’s disputed status 

as a crime writer, with the author’s idiosyncratic class politics closely related to her 

transgressive subversion of the crime fiction genre and its established conventions. 
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Introduction: Patricia Highsmith and the Politics of 
Social Class 
 
 
Highsmith and Class 
 
Since her death in 1995, Patricia Highsmith has experienced a resurgence in popularity both 

critically and commercially. Throughout her lifetime, Highsmith’s sales figures were 

underwhelming; her editor at Doubleday, Lawrence Ashmead, estimated that her sales in the 

United States never exceeded above 8,000 for any novel, causing him to drop the author, 

leaving her without a publisher in her homeland.1 She has since, however, been the subject of 

two biographies: Andrew Wilson’s Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (2003) and 

Joan Schenkar’s The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life and Serious Art of Patricia 

Highsmith (2009). Highsmith’s novels were a popular source material for filmmakers during 

her lifetime, such as Alfred Hitchcock’s version of Strangers on a Train (1951), and this has 

continued since her death. Anthony Minghella’s The Talented Mr Ripley (1999) brought 

Highsmith back from a period of obscurity, and there have been more recent adaptations of 

The Two Faces of January (dir. Hossein Amini, 2014), Carol (dir. Todd Haynes, 2015), The 

Blunderer (A Kind of Murder, dir. Andy Goddard, 2017). In 2019, a multi-series adaptation of 

the Tom Ripley novels was announced and an adaption of Deep Water, starring Ben Affleck, 

is scheduled for release in late 2020.2 Two book length studies (Patricia Highsmith by Russell 

Harrison [1997], and Evil and Anxiety in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith by Fiona Peters 

[2011]) are complemented by a growing number of book chapters and journal articles, 

including a special edition of the journal, Clues: A Journal of Detection, in 2015 to mark twenty 

 
1 Lawrence Ashmead, quoted in Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 386. 
2 Michael O’Connell, ‘Andrew Scott to Play “Talented Mr. Ripley” in Showtime Series’, Hollywood Reporter, 
2019 <https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/andrew-scott-hot-priest-star-talented-mr-ripley-adaptation-
at-showtime-1243407> [accessed 12 February 2020]. 
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years since the author’s death. Compounding Highsmith’s resurgent popularity, her Swiss 

publishers, Diogenes Verlag, announced plans to publish selections of the author’s private 

journals for the first time, and are scheduled for release in 2020.3 This popularity demonstrates 

both the broader appeal of Highsmith’s work, as well as a growing appreciation of its critical 

merit. 

 This thesis exploits the renaissance of Highsmith’s fiction and puts it in conversation 

with the parallel theoretical re-emergence of class studies. It highlights the importance of class 

throughout her fiction, a feature which has largely eluded critical attention. Through close 

readings of novels and short stories spanning the author’s career, I demonstrate how a class-

based approach presents new ways of understanding Highsmith’s fiction, and in return how her 

work helps to understand developments within conceptualisations of class. Highsmith’s class 

politics, I argue, are primarily underpinned by two distinctive features. Firstly, her writings 

frequently appear to valorise certain aspects of elite, bourgeois culture and values, 

predominantly notions of sophistication, subtlety, complexity and self-restraint. Such values 

arise in, for example, the portrayal of the American North and South or discussions of 

whiteness in novels set outside of the United States, and demonstrate a devaluation of 

performances of class, race and gender which deviate from these aspects. Moreover, such 

distinctions are regularly exaggerated for comic effect.4 Playwright Phylis Nagy said of 

Highsmith: ‘Southern conservativism was deeply ingrained in her. People forget that she was 

a very conservative person – she wasn’t bohemian […] and she did hold some very weird and 

 
3 Alexandra Alter, ‘The Talented Patricia Highsmith’s Private Diaries Are Going Public’, The New York Times, 
2019 <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/25/books/patricia-highsmith-diaries.html> [accessed 12 February 
2020]. 
4 The elitism integral to Highsmith’s class politics is evident in a notebook entry she made in 1972, in which she 
outlines her idea for ‘A New Kind of Utopia’, perhaps as an idea for a story. In the entry, she notes how the 
‘colony’ of like-minded people were multi-lingual, intelligent, and imaginative, and who preserved their society 
longer than other similar societies because of their greater intelligence. Due to copyright requirements, 
quotations from Highsmith’s journals are restricted. Patricia Highsmith, ‘10/11/72: A New Kind of Utopia’, in 
Cahier 32 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
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contradictory views’.5 Secondly, Highsmith’s class politics are characterised by a radical 

individualism and sense of exceptionalism, a feature entwined with her self-fashioning and the 

way she tries to frame her fiction. Her work anarchically rejects positions of commonality, and 

instead exhibits an undiscriminating cruelty towards people of all classes and backgrounds. 

This individualism is evident in the sense of fluidity – a social plasticity by which she evades 

straightforward categorisation – which characterises Highsmith’s class politics and the author’s 

view of herself.  

Underlying Highsmith’s class politics is an authorial self-fashioning as exceptional, a 

feature that closely binds her to her criminal protagonists. As Andrew Wilson argues, 

Highsmith ‘regarded the criminal as the perfect example of the twentieth-century existentialist 

hero, a man she believed was “active, free in spirit”’.6 Realised most fully in Tom Ripley, 

Highsmith’s protagonists exhibit a more fluid selfhood which allows them to surpass the 

typical constraints relating to class and status encountered by most other people, a feature 

which consistently connotes notions of the Übermensch. Central to Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

conceptualisation of the Übermensch is a sense of transcendence of ethical and moral values 

to which others conform. He writes: ‘What is the ape to men? A laughing-stock or a painful 

embarrassment. And just so shall man be to the Overman: a laughing-stock or a painful 

embarrassment’.7 Further discussing the concept, Lee Spinks adds: ‘it suggests the elevation 

 
5 One of the primary sources of conflict in Highsmith’s personal politics, as Wilson highlights, are her ‘complex 
and, at times, contradictory emotional responses to her own sexual identity’. While Highsmith was gay and had 
relationships with a string of (generally volatile) women, there were, as Wilson continues, few partners with 
whom she was ‘genuinely intimate’ and her relationships never lasted very long. In 1948, Highsmith began 
therapy with a psychoanalyst which she hoped would allow her to enjoy sex with her then partner, Marc 
Brandell. Highsmith’s work displays similarly conflicting and confusing attitudes towards sexuality. For 
example, Wilson continues, Highsmith expressed a view of the men as the weaker of the two sexes which ‘is at 
odds with her later belief that they were, in fact, far superior creatures to women – an opinion which was 
reflected in her writing, particularly the sharp, acidic collection of short stories, Little Tales of Misogyny’. 
Phyllis Nagy, quoted in Wilson, p. 12. See also Wilson, pp. 4; 27; 147. 
6 Wilson, p. 5. 
7 Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and No One’, in The Nietzsche Reader, 
ed. by Keith Ansell Pearson and Duncan Large (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 254–92 (p. 256). 
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of mankind’s highest self into an experience of being that has no travel of moralism’.8 This 

freedom from the established ethical and moral codes, and their regulatory function, represents 

the social plasticity evident in Highsmith’s characterisation of her protagonists. Moreover, this 

fluidity mirrors the political instability which distinguishes the class politics of her work. Mary 

Esteve suggests that Highsmith ‘recognises in writing suspense fiction the possibility of 

preserving her authorial “personality” and “individuality” in which she locates a “kind of 

[organized] freedom” – what we might call her own queer writerly specificity’.9 Highsmith 

evades straightforward categorisation within binary systems of thought, instead endorsing 

positions from across the political spectrum in her fiction, from leftist critiques of neoliberal 

ideologies to a fascistic demonization of the working-class and ethnic minorities. Highsmith’s 

framing of this fluidity as exceptionalism also influences the genre politics of her work, and 

more specifically her view of her own status as a crime writer.  

 The focus on class in this thesis enables a better understanding of Highsmith’s 

transgressive subversion of the crime fiction genre and its established conventions. 

Summarising the dominant characteristics of crime writing, Julian Symonds observes:  

One of the most marked features of the Anglo-American detective story is that it is 
strongly on the side of law and order. […] On a societal level, then, what crime literature 
offered to its readers for half a century onwards was a reassuring world in which those 
who tried to disturb the established order were always discovered and punished.10 

 
Highsmith’s narratives disturb the sense of ‘reassurance’ that characterises other forms of 

crime fiction, and this is primarily achieved through her distinctive criminal protagonists. From 

 
8 Nietzsche’s original use of ‘Übermensch’ has generated multiple translations throughout writings on the 
theory, the most common being ‘Overman’ and ‘Superman’. Lee Spinks argues that the former is closer to 
Nietzsche’s original use of the term, while the second has been appropriated by right-wing political regimes to 
justify their ideologies: ‘For Nietzche’s “gift” of the Overman was quickly transformed into the nightmare 
vision of a fascistic “Superman” who foreshadowed an inhuman and totalitarian world of rapacity and violence’. 
Lee Spinks, Friedrich Nietzsche (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 120; p. 115. 
9 Mary Esteve, ‘Queer Consumerism, Straight Happiness: Highsmith’s Right Economy’, Post45, 2012, para. 37 
<http://post45.org/2012/12/queer-consumerism-straight-happiness-highsmiths-right-economy/> [accessed 27 
March 2020]. 
10 Julian Symons, Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime Novel (Harmondsworth: Viking, 
1985), pp. 20–21. 
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Charles Bruno in Strangers on a Train (1950), David Kelsey in This Sweet Sickness (1960), to 

her most famous creation, Tom Ripley, Highsmith’s protagonists embody a self-styled 

exceptionalism framed as a liberation from the ethical order. Indeed, Rydal Keener, a 

protagonist in The Two Faces of January (1964), considers how, when impersonating a 

Frenchman: ‘he was free, as only a nameless person of his time could be free’.11 The majority 

of Highsmith’s protagonists are eventually punished for their transgressions, either through 

imprisonment, insanity or death; however, rather than depicting triumphant victories of good 

over evil, as was (and remains) the custom in many works of crime fiction, Highsmith generally 

describes these scenes in a such a way that conveys a sense of anti-climactic sadness.12 Only 

Tom Ripley, her most beloved character, is protected from experiencing guilt or remorse at his 

crimes, nor is he ever caught by the hapless authorities.13 Highsmith’s protagonists represent a 

vehicle through which the author articulates a performance of self-fashioning and 

exceptionalism, and, moreover, are symbolic of her sensitivity to the label of a ‘crime’ writer, 

the lowbrow associations of which, she believed, devalued her work.14  

 Highsmith’s protagonists encapsulate the giddy pleasure her fiction provides readers, 

which is rooted in her idiosyncratic and transgressive type of crime fiction. In more 

conventional detective novels, such as Arthur Conan-Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes series, the 

 
11 Patricia Highsmith, The Two Faces of January (London: Virago, 2016), p. 281. 
12 This is a notable trend in early Victorian-era crime novels, such as Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone (1968) and 
Arthur Conan Doyle’s novels and short stories featuring Sherlock Holmes. It generally continues through 
Golden Age crime fiction, such as Agatha Christie’s novels (for example Murder on the Orient Express [1934] 
and A Murder is Announced [1950]) and Dorothy L. Sayers’ Have His Carcase (1932). While the hard-boiled 
detective story, popularized in the United States through authors such as Dashiell Hammett (Red Harvest 
[1929]) and Raymond Chandler (The Big Sleep [1939]), blur the distinction between good and evil, they also 
offer the reader a sense of resolution and satisfaction in the PI’s successful discovery of the identity of the 
criminal.    
13 In the later novels in the series, an older Tom does express a degree of remorse over his first murder, that of 
Dickie Greenleaf in The Talented Mr Ripley (1955). In Ripley Under Water (1991), for example, he thinks of 
Dickie: ‘The first man he had killed, and the only one he regretted killing, really, the only crime he was sorry 
about’. Patricia Highsmith, Ripley Under Water (London: Virago, 2015), p. 11. 
14 Writing in Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction (1983), Highsmith outlined her belief that ‘In France, 
England and Germany, I am not categorized as a suspense novelist, but simply as a novelist, with greater 
prestige, longer reviews, and larger sales, proportionately, than in America. […] All of my books have been 
reprinted in the distinguished Hatchett series, “Livres de Poche,” which include the world’s classics’. Patricia 
Highsmith, Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction (London: Sphere, 2015), p. 119. 
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reader is generally inhibited from identifying with the exceptional genius (Holmes) and instead 

aligned with a more identifiable character (in Holmes’ case, sidekick John Watson). Highsmith 

not only encourages the reader to identify with her extraordinary characters, they are also 

invariably criminals, rather than the genius detective character epitomised by Holmes. Doing 

so allows the reader to temporarily share in the position of Übermensch embodied by her 

criminal protagonists. Not only is the reader invited to identify with these transgressive figures, 

and the transcendence of social and moral constraints they represent, but Highsmith’s texts 

more generally assume a readerly complicity in her diverse and often cruel class politics.15 

They encourage the reader to share in her perception of the rest of the world as worthy of 

ridicule and mockery seemingly without typical feelings of guilt. Although a common theme 

of Highsmith’s work, this seduction is increasingly explicit in her later, more overtly 

malevolent, writings, in which her assumption of readerly cooperation also constitutes a 

recognition of her cruel class politics. In doing so, Highsmith allows the reader to feel special. 

They are exempt from the author’s misanthropic vision of the world, temporarily liberated from 

the established moral and social order and allowed to share in the pleasures, impulses and sense 

of exceptionality of her transgressive, and extraordinary, protagonists.    

  The class-based approach of this thesis develops the growing body of critical 

scholarship on Highsmith. Existing work has adopted a broad and diverse range of approaches 

towards her fiction, as is evident in the articles in the special edition of Clues. These studies 

interrogate everything from Highsmith’s depiction of madness to her atypical framing of 

justice, as well as the more gothic elements of her texts.16 There is also some scholarship that 

 
15 This figure is particularly noticeable in Highsmith’s earlier works: Charles Bruno (Strangers on a Train 
[1950]), Vic Van Allen (Deep Water [1957]), and David Kelsey (This Sweet Sickness [1960]), as well as Tom 
Ripley, can all be considered Übermensch figures.  
16 See, for example Samantha Walton, ‘“Sooner or Later Most of Us Get Hooked”: The Question of Insanity in 
Patricia Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train and The Talented Mr. Ripley’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 
(2015), 20–32; M Alexis, ‘The Queer Death of Timothy Porter : Crime and Punishment in Patricia Highsmith’ s 
“The Black House”’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 109–16; Bran Nicol, ‘Those Who Follow: 
Homosocial Choreography in Highsmith’ s Queer Gothic’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 97–109; 
Craig A. Warren, ‘Patricia Highsmith and the Dark Carnival’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 77–
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foregrounds the importance of class within discussions of Highsmith’s work. For example, 

Josh Lukin’s ‘Identity-Shopping and Postwar Self-Improvement in Patricia Highsmith’s 

Strangers on a Train’ argues that Strangers is part of a ‘lineage of American novels that depict 

the perils of […] interclass conflict and social mobility’.17 Similarly, Benjamin Mangrum’s 

article ‘Patricia Highsmith, Existential Psychology, and the “Decline” of American 

Naturalism’ develops the way in which class is articulated through symbolic and economic 

capitals in Highsmith’s work.18 David Cochran’s chapter ‘Some Torture that Perversely Eased: 

Patricia Highsmith and the Schizophrenia of American Life’ in his book American Noir (2000), 

establishes the historical significance of Highsmith’s work: ‘her fiction signalled a sustained 

critique of the major cultural assumptions of the [Cold War] period’.19 But this engagement 

with class in Highsmith’s work exists in short form articles and chapters, and there is nothing 

yet that explores this intersection in full length form. This thesis will build upon these existing 

works by deepening the discussion of class within Highsmith’s early novels and demonstrating 

its intersection with other aspects of the author’s politics. It employs several areas of class 

studies and in doing so provides a much fuller coverage of the theme throughout Highsmith’s 

fiction. Furthermore, the project will incorporate under-explored shorter stories and 

Highsmith’s more explicitly political, and critically neglected, later novels, such as A Dog’s 

Ransom (1972) and People Who Knock at the Door (1983), in which, I argue, the issue of class 

is more explicit. 

As well as representing an original contribution to the growing body of work on 

Highsmith, this thesis also demonstrates how her work exhibits new ways of understanding 

 
86; Fiona Peters, ‘Conformity and Singularity in Patricia Highsmith’s Early Novels’, Clues: A Journal of 
Detection, 33.2 (2015), 9–19.  
17 Josh Lukin, ‘Identity-Shopping and Postwar Self-Improvement in Patricia Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train’, 
Journal of Modern Literature, 33.4 (1990), 21–40 (p. 21). 
18 Benjamin Mangrum, ‘The Age of Anxiety: Patricia Highsmith, Existential Psychology, and the “Decline” of 
American Naturalism’, American Literature, 87.4 (2015), 769–98. 
19 See David Cochran, America Noir: Underground Writers and Filmmakers of the Postwar Era (Washington: 
Smithsonian Books, 2000). 
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conceptualisations of class. By employing a broad range of approaches to class from both 

materialist and cultural traditions, I contribute to conversations regarding the intersectionality 

and interdisciplinary nature of the concept. This thesis draws on both the foundational 

approaches to class of Karl Marx and Max Weber, as well as more recent contributions to the 

field, such as the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Beverley Skeggs, who have sought to diversify 

understandings of the concept, demonstrating how it is intricately interwoven with aspects of 

culture and everyday life, from space and place, to experiences of race, ethnicity and gender. 

Moreover, the argument considers Imogen Tyler’s work on social abjection to demonstrate the 

way in which class intersects with aspects of affect theory in Highsmith’s fiction. The thesis 

also contributes to the renewed interest of class within literary studies. As Julie Rivkin and 

Michael Ryan summarise: ‘A debate emerged in literary studies in the past several decades 

around what many see as the importation of politics to an endeavour that should concern itself 

with purely literary issues’.20 By the nature of its class-based approach, this thesis challenges 

such a view. It holds literature as a reflection of, and even a response to, the wider political and 

cultural conditions under which it is produced and demonstrates how an appreciation for the 

political character of literature enables a greater understanding of social relations.    

Throughout this introduction, I summarise prominent contributions to class studies, 

highlighting the way in which the term ‘class’ has been revaluated in light of the changing 

nature of capitalist society in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Throughout this time, 

understandings of ‘class’ have been diversified in response to post-industrialisation, leaving 

the term increasingly versatile – and vague – and interwoven with numerous other aspects of 

society and identity.  As Patrick Joyce argues, a major factor in remoulding the concept of class 

has been ‘the restructuring of the western economies away from the manual and industrial 

 
20 Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, ‘Introduction: Starting With Zero’, in Literary Theory: An Anthology, 2nd 
edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), pp. 643–46 (p. 643). 
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sectors’, resulting in ‘the dwindling of the old manual “working class”’.21  This has prompted 

a more diverse and intersectional understanding of class, which, as Rosemary Crompton 

highlights, is difficult to define because of its ‘multi-faceted’ nature: ‘[w]ith some 

oversimplification, three different meanings of the class concept may be identified: “class” as 

prestige, status, culture or “lifestyles”; “class” as structured social and economic inequality 

(related to the possession of economic and power resources); “classes” as actual or potential 

social and political actors’.22 Crompton also suggests that the usage of the term differs in 

academic discourse from that of ‘ordinary speech’, arguing that everyday speech focuses on 

class to designate ‘social distinction or prestige’.23 Below, I outline foundational approaches to 

class, in particular the Marxist and Weberian traditions, and explain their relevance to 

unpicking the complex nature of class in Highsmith’s fiction. I also highlight more recent, 

cultural framings of class which have broadened the scope of the concept and consider how 

such approaches have aided the understandings of class within more post-industrial contexts, 

in particular that of Highsmith’s native United States.   

 

Class and American Studies 
 
Although Highsmith spent many years of her life in Europe, American characters and settings 

are prevalent throughout her work, and, as such, any class-based approach to her fiction 

necessitates a consideration of the complicated and disputed location of class within American 

studies. As Eric Lott summarises: ‘[a]s an analytical tool and historiographical category, 

“class” has an important place in American studies and cultural studies, if only because so 

many people have thought it irrelevant to the study of the United States’.24 Indeed, the very 

 
21 Patrick Joyce, ‘Introduction’, in Class, ed. by Patrick Joyce (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 3–
18 (p. 3); See also Will Atkinson, Class (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015). 
22 Rosemary Crompton, Class and Stratification, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008), p. 15. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Eric Lott, ‘Class’, in Keywords for American Cultural Studies, ed. by Bruce Burgett and Glenn Hendler 
(London: New York University Press, 2014), pp. 45–48 (p. 45). 
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idea of class appears to contradict notions central to ideological constructions of America, such 

as the American Dream and American exceptionalism. As Lott continues:  

The United States, it has often been said, is a land of unlimited economic and 
geographical mobility. Abraham Lincoln was only one of the most notable believers in 
“American exceptionalism,” the idea that the United States, uniquely among the globe's 
nations, assigned its citizens no fixed class definition and afforded boundless opportunity 
to those who would only work hard and look beyond the next horizon.25 

 
Paul Kingston reiterates this in his book, The Classless Society (2000): ‘[Class] has seemed 

much “too European,” and with its inexorable links to the Marxian legacy, much too radical in 

its political implications’.26 However, the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have 

seen a renewed interest in the issue of class within American studies and, in particular, Marxist 

and leftist schools of thought. Michael Zweig, for example, writes that ‘the long silence about 

class in the United States is finally coming to an end. In the early years of the twenty-first 

century, as capitalism emerged triumphant from the Cold War and capitalists are asserting their 

power ever more brazenly in the United States and around the world, the central importance of 

class in American life is increasingly obvious for all to see’.27 Zweig argues that myths 

surrounding the consumer society and classlessness ‘are no longer persuasive’ given the 

evident disparities in income, rights and opportunities, highlighted by chief executives who 

‘pay themselves tens of millions of dollars while their employees are thrown out of work with 

ruined pensions’.28 This interest has sparked a growing body of work focussing on the 

intersection of class and race, ethnicity and gender in American society. 

 Ideas of classlessness and consumerism are closely associated with the post-war period 

in America, an often-romanticised era which forms the backdrop for a number of Highsmith’s 

novels. As Lizabeth Cohen highlights, the idea ‘that mass consumption was creating a more 

 
25 Ibid. 
26 Paul Kingston, The Classless Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), p. 10. 
27 Michael Zweig, ‘Introduction: The Challenge of Working Class Studies’, in What’s Class Got To Do With It? 
American Society in the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Michael Zweig (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2004), pp. 1–18 (p. 1). 
28 Ibid. 
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egalitarian American society echoed everywhere during the 1950s. Popular magazines 

hammered the point home: “Our houses are all on one level, like our class structure,” House 

Beautiful asserted, while Life celebrated how a rising standard of living meant that “people are 

getting more and more on a level with each other”’.29 Highlighting an unprecedented affluence 

and abundance, David Farber writes that ‘Between 1946 and 1960 every indicator of national 

wealth had soared. […] The gross national product had increased about 250 percent since the 

end of World War II, and the median family income, adjusted for inflation, had almost 

doubled’.30 Not only did this change the material conditions for many Americans, it altered the 

values by which they lived. Godfrey Hodson adds: ‘Tens of millions look on as birthright a 

standard of economic well-being that had been the privilege of a few only short years before’.31 

This redefinition of the apparently typical American lifestyle was famously encapsulated in the 

American National Exhibition in Moscow held in 1959, the highlight of which, as Alain de 

Botton notes, ‘was a full-scale replica of the home of an average American worker: it was 

equipped with fitted carpets, a television in the living room, two en suite bathrooms, central 

heating and a kitchen with a washing machine, a tumble-dryer and a refrigerator’.32 Then-vice-

president Richard Nixon proclaimed the exhibition as a demonstration of ‘what freedom means 

to us’, and sought to use the abundance of consumer goods and labour-saving appliances to 

validate the apparent merits of the capitalist system.33 However, as Karal Ann Marling writes, 

Soviet Premier, Nikita Kruschev, dismissed the exhibition as ‘a display of wretched excess and 

bourgeois trivia’, and the newspaper Izvestia asked if it  was ‘a national exhibit of a great 

country, or a branch of a department store’.34 

 
29 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: 
Vintage Books, 2004), p. 125. 
30 David Farber, The Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 1994), p. 8. 
31 Godfrey Hodson, America in Our Time: From World War II to Nixon - What Happened and Why (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 48. 
32 Alain de Botton, Status Anxiety (London: Penguin, 2005), p. 55. 
33 Richard Nixon, quoted in Cohen, p. 126. 
34 Karal Ann Marling, As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1994), p. 243. 
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  Rather than dissolving class distinctions within American society, mass-consumerism 

highlighted how stratification was evident at the level of status. As Lott suggests: ‘Closely 

related to such categories as “station,” “status,” “group,” and “kind,” “class” resonates with 

implications of value, quality, respectability and religious virtue’.35 Discussing consumerism, 

Jean Baudrillard argues: ‘Consumption no more homogenizes the social body than the 

educational system homogenizes cultural opportunities. It even highlights the disparities within 

it’.36 One of the most notable studies of the stratification engendered by consumerism is Vince 

Packard’s The Status Seekers (1959), which argues that: ‘the people of the United States have, 

and are refining, a national class structure with a fascinating variety of status systems within 

it. These status systems affect a number of intimate areas of [their] daily lives’.37 Packard’s 

study chimes with Thorstein Veblen’s notion of ‘conspicuous consumption’, and demonstrates 

how the consumer goods people buy, the stores in which they shop, and even the way in which 

they pay their bills, all constitute status markers which produce distinctions within society.38 

They inscribe particular people, or groups of people, with a degree of respectability, while 

devaluing other groups. As Cohen argues, these biases were prevalent throughout all levels of 

society: ‘Overall, Americans prospered between 1945 and 1975, but the infrastructure erected 

to deliver that prosperity contained biases that made it more some people’s Consumer’s 

Republic than others’.39 She later argues that: ‘the supposedly universal GI Bill of Rights and 

the mass income tax ultimately favored some social groups more than others - men over 

women, middle class over working class, and whites over blacks’.40 The intersection of class 

 
35 Lott, p. 46. 
36 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (London: Sage, 1998), p. 58. 
37 Vince Packard, The Status Seekers: An Exploration of Class Behaviour in America (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1959), p. 13. 
38 See Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions 
(London: Penguin, 1994). 
39 Cohen, p. 134. 
40 Ibid., p. 200. 
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with ideas of race and gender renders the issue increasingly visible, while also highlighting the 

deeply unequal nature of American society.  

 A growing body of work has sought to elucidate the intersectionality of class studies in 

the American context, highlighting its connectedness with aspects of race and gender. As Fiona 

Devine notes: ‘[m]ore recently, attention has […] focused on the extent to which other social 

identities such as race and gender have undermined class identification’.41 Rather than 

‘undermining class identification’, this thesis argues that an individual’s experience of class is 

increasingly interwoven with other social identities, and in particular gender, race and 

ethnicity. R. Jeffrey Lustig notes how: ‘From the beginning, worker identity in America 

included racial identification. Coming to consciousness of their standing in a society that 

preserved racialized chattel slavery, members of the new working class often drew the 

distinction between themselves and the slaves more sharply than that between themselves and 

their bosses’.42 Concepts of race and gender, then, appear not only connected, but rather 

fundamentally central, to contemporary understandings of class. Zweig posits that: ‘no 

meaning of class is fully independent of race and gender, because a person’s experience of 

class position depends on the person’s race, ethnicity, and gender. At the same time, we see 

how an appreciation of class can illuminate some of the complexities of racial and gender 

experience’.43  

 This thesis exploits the interdisciplinary nature of class, exhibiting how both materialist 

and cultural understandings are fundamental to a political reading of Highsmith’s fiction. Ideas 

of class, race and gender interweave throughout the author’s work, as particular ideologies of 

 
41 Fiona Devine, Social Class in America and Britain (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), p. 75. 
42 R. Jeffrey Lustig, ‘The Tangled Knot of Race and Class in the United States’, in What’s Class Got To Do 
With It? American Society in the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Michael Zweig (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2004), pp. 45–60 (p. 49). A prominent example of this from popular culture is in Quentin Tarantino’s 
film, Django Unchained (2012). Throughout the film, white employees on plantations distinguish themselves 
from black slaves, treating them cruelly and continually emphasising their ‘blackness’. 
43 Zweig, pp. 2–3. 
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race and gender are indicative of class values and symbolic capitals, while working-classness 

is frequently racialised to connote otherness and difference. The versatility of understandings 

of class facilitates a broader discussion of the various vehicles by which Highsmith’s class 

politics are evident. I draw upon the intersection of class studies and spatial theory to explore 

the ways in which aspects of space and place in Highsmith’s fiction, and in particular in her 

suburban and ex-patriate works, manifest the author’s exclusionary, bourgeois class politics. 

Later in the thesis, I also consider the relationship between class, affect theory and comedy 

studies to discuss the way in which Highsmith’s work provokes and coerces consent from the 

reader, through which to legitimise increasingly extreme, and at times perverse, class politics. 

I argue that Highsmith’s work lends itself to, and even necessitates, a diverse, interdisciplinary 

approach to the concept of class, which commonly appears in conversation with the author’s 

other wide-ranging attitudes and prejudices.    

 
 
The Resurgence of Marxism 
 
The renaissance of class studies is perhaps best symbolised by the resurgent popularity of 

Marxism and leftist political literature in the wake of the 2008 global economic crash. In an 

article for The Guardian entitled ‘Why Marxism is on the Rise Again’ (2012), Stuart Jeffries 

notes how sales of Capital, The Communist Manifesto, and The Grundrisse ‘have soared since 

2008 […] as British workers bailed out the banks to keep the degraded system going and the 

snouts of the rich firmly in their troughs while the rest of us struggle in debt, job insecurity or 

worse’.44 However, Jeffries observes how class struggle in the twenty-first century is 

increasingly complex: ‘The proletariat, far from burying capitalism, are keeping it on life 

support. Overworked, underpaid workers ostensibly liberated by the largest socialist revolution 

 
44 Stuart Jeffries, ‘Why Marxism Is on the Rise Again’, The Guardian, 2012 
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 21 

in history (China’s) are driven to the brink of suicide to keep those in the West playing with 

their iPads’.45 Jeffries also highlights the ‘glut of books trumpeting Marxism’s relevance’, 

citing Alain Badiou’s The Communist Hypothesis (2010) and Terry Eagleton’s Why Marx Was 

Right (2011) as recent examples.46 For Eagleton, ‘Marxists want nothing more than to stop 

being Marxists. […] That there is a life after Marxism is the whole point of Marxism’.47 

However, he continues: ‘There is only one problem with this otherwise alluring vision. 

Marxism is a critique of capitalism – the most searching, rigorous, comprehensive critique of 

its kind ever to be launched. […] It follows, then, that as long as capitalism is still in business, 

Marxism must be as well’.48 Indeed, despite the changing appearance of capitalism, which has 

shifted from industrial to post-industrial and from national to global economies, the principles 

of class struggle set out by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in The Communist Manifesto (1848) 

remain true today. 

 Marxist and materialist approaches to class are valuable when considering the concept 

in Highsmith’s fiction. Ideas of recognition, dispossession and interpellation are all particularly 

useful to discussions of class subjectivity. Similarly, from her exploration of notions of 

conformity in the post-war period to the anti-imperialist overtones of her ex-patriate work, 

Highsmith’s fiction is consistently in dialogue with, and critical of, dominant ideologies of 

America throughout the twentieth century. In chapter 4, for example, I demonstrate how 

Highsmith’s depiction of Ripley subverts idealised class narratives of the wealthy elite and the 

deservingness of their privileged position. The concept of ideology, central to Marxist 

approaches to class, refers, as John Hughes, Wes Sharrock and Peter Martin note, to ‘a set of 

ideas which, through claiming to express general truths, in fact only express the ideas which 
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legitimate the dominance of a class’.49 Marx and Engels present the idea in The German 

Ideology (1932): ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e., the class 

which is ruling the material force of society, is, at the same time, its ruling intellectual force’.50 

Ideology is, therefore, one of the ruling classes’ most powerful and pervasive mechanisms 

through which to reproduce its dominance. As Marx and Engels continue: the ruling class is 

compelled ‘to represent its interest as the common interest for all the members of society. […] 

It has to give its ideas the form of universality’.51 Eagleton describes the way in which 

‘[i]deology appears […] as a suasive or rhetorical rather than veridical kind of speech, 

concerned less with the situation “as it is” than with the production of certain effects for 

political purposes’.52 Similarly, Louis Althusser defines ideology as ‘the imaginary 

relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’.53 Althusser’s own work, 

notably his famous essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ (1970) has developed 

understandings of the way in which ideology operates and is reproduced through particular 

institutions to reproduce the dominance of the ruling classes. 

Althusser’s work on what he calls the Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA) has developed 

Marxist theories of ideology, focusing on the way in which particular institutions serve the 

ruling class by ‘interpellating’ individuals into particular subjectivities. Althusser argues that 

ISAs ‘present themselves to the immediate observer in the form of distinct and specialized 

institutions’.54 In particular, he highlights religion, education, the family, the legal sphere, 

political institutions, trade unions, media and communications, and the cultural domain as 

ISAs, through which class ideology is reproduced: ‘it is ultimately the ruling ideology which 

 
49 John A. Hughes, Wes W. Sharrock, and Peter A. Martin, Understanding Classical Sociology: Marx, Weber, 
Durkheim, 2nd edn (London: Sage Publications, 2003), p. 41.  
50 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 2004), p. 64. 
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53 Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (London: 
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is realized in the Ideological State Apparatuses’.55 Althusser distinguishes the ISA from 

Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs), such as the army and the police, which function 

predominantly by repression and secondarily by ideology. Conversely, the ISA functions 

primarily through ideology: ‘it takes children from every class at infant-school age, and then 

for years, the years in which the child is most “vulnerable”, squeezed between the family state 

apparatus and the educational state apparatus, it drums into them […] a certain amount of 

know-how wrapped in the ruling ideology’.56 The effect of this is an ‘interpellation’ of the 

individual into acting in the interests of the ruling classes: ‘The individual […] behaves in such 

and such a way, adopts such and such a practical attitude, and, what is more, participates in 

certain regular practices which are those of the ideological apparatuses on which “depend” the 

ideas which he has in all consciousness freely chosen as a subject’.57 For Althusser, then, 

individuals are conditioned to perform certain gestures and partake in particular practices 

which ultimately solidify and legitimise the ruling ideology.   

  While Althusser’s work on interpellation has proven influential, it has also been 

criticised as an example of ‘determinist’ Marxism, characterised by a lack of human agency. 

Tony Davies, for example, writes: ‘I do not think, I am thought. You do not speak, you are 

spoken’.58 However, Judith Butler’s work on the concept, as Sara Salih argues, ‘finds potential 

for agency in the unstable nature of these performatives’.59 In The Psychic Life of Power 

(1997), Butler discusses Althusser’s famous example of a person turning towards a police 

officer’s shout in the street as representative of being ‘hailed’ by ideology. Rather than an 

involuntary, automatic turn, Butler argues: ‘it is important to remember that the turn toward 

the law is not necessitated by the hailing; it is compelling, in a less than logical sense, because 
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it promises identity’.60 By turning towards the police officer, the individual is located in a 

dialectic of recognition which confirms their subjectivity. However, in Excitable Speech 

(1997), Butler adds: ‘Interpellation is an address that regularly misses its mark, it requires the 

recognition of an authority at the same time that it confers identity through successfully 

compelling that recognition’.61 I primarily employ these ideas of interpellation throughout 

discussions of Highsmith’s later fictions, in which her suggestive depictions of class coax the 

reader into a range of subjectivities through which to confirm her (at times cruel) class politics. 

I draw upon Butler’s argument of the ‘compelling’ nature of this interpellative hail, 

demonstrating not only how Highsmith’s fiction ‘promises identity’, but moreover how it 

locates the reader in particular subjectivities aligned with classed values of judiciousness and 

sophistication.     

 Butler’s work on dispossession, written with Athena Athenasiou, is also employed as a 

framework in the thesis, specifically in relation to Tom Ripley. In Dispossession: The 

Performative in the Political (2013), Butler and Athenasiou conceive dispossession in a largely 

materialist fashion. They employ the concept to explain the ‘processes and ideologies by which 

persons are disowned and abjected by normative and normalizing powers that define cultural 

intelligibility’.62 In particular, they draw attention to the way in which the loss of land, rights, 

and citizenship are central to our subjectivities: ‘we are fundamentally dependent on those 

powers that alternately sustain or deprive us, and that hold a certain power over our very 

survival’.63 In this sense, dispossession is related to the powers and rights that determine our 

conditions of existence, and is also in conversation with ideas of recognition, an exchange that 

focuses on the way in which subjectivity is constituted, sustained and legitimised. When 
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considering Ripley, I extend this idea of dispossession to encompass other aspects of the 

ideological superstructure, such as family and religion, which provide recognition and 

definition of an individual’s selfhood, or, as is the case with Ripley, a lack thereof.  

 The thesis also exploits the growing intersection of class studies with ideas of space 

and place, which frequently operate as a vehicle by which Highsmith’s class politics are 

articulated. One example I discuss in chapter 1 is the class inflections of Highsmith’s 

contrasting depictions of the American North and South. The intersection of class and space is 

evident in Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1974), in which he explores the spatial 

dynamics of the capitalist economy and the way in which he sees it as moulding and fashioning 

space to suit its own demands. He proposes the idea of ‘social space’ to describe this process: 

‘It is the outcome of a sequence and set of operations, and thus cannot be reduced to the rank 

of a simple object’.64 Lefebvre employs the example of the city, ‘a space which is fashioned, 

shaped and invested by social activities during a finite historical period’, to demonstrate his 

argument.65 Such an approach illuminates the way in which the specific geography of particular 

spaces is intricately entwined with the forces of production that have contributed to its 

production, and upon which, consequently, class values are imputed. This approach facilitates 

readings of numerous spaces throughout Highsmith’s fiction, from domestic interiors to larger 

geographic regions as embodying particular class values and, moreover, as a vehicle by which 

the author articulates her class politics. Furthermore, the thesis considers the way in which, as 

Sarah Martin and Sally West observe: ‘Space affects behaviour. Where that space is designed 

by external authorities […] any individual's identity in that space will be contingent on the 

competing identities of others coexisting there’.66 It is not only the production of space that 
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operates as a manifestation of class values in Highsmith’s fiction, but also the placement, or 

displacement, of characters in both physical and conceptual spaces which engenders distinctive 

classed behaviours and practices. 

 As Marxist thought has responded to the changing dynamics of the capitalist economy 

in a post-industrial society, the geography of class struggle has emerged as a key area of 

conversation. Ideas of space, as David Harvey writes, underpin Marx’s political writings: ‘A 

closer inspection of the Manifesto reveals it to contain a distinctive polemic as to the role of 

geographical transformations, of “spatial fixes,” and of uneven geographical developments, in 

the long history of capitalist accumulation’.67 Indeed, one of the central justifications for the 

continued relevance of Marxist thought, as Will Atkinson writes, was ‘simply to say that critics 

were looking at the wrong level: post-industrialism, affluence and so on may have weakened 

class struggles within (i.e. Western) nation states, but on a global level class domination, 

exploitation and struggle persist as starkly and perniciously as ever’.68 Vivek Chibber’s 

approach to postcolonial studies and the ‘universalising tendency’ of capital supports this 

argument: ‘the tendency of capitalism as a system to expand its zone of operation – to find new 

markets, to create new ones if needed by displacing existing economic forms, to reach into 

every part of the world and incorporate it into a world market’.69 A justification for the way in 

which the capitalist system is introduced into, and exploits, the global South is often rooted in 

the reproduction of racist ideologies and is particularly relevant to understanding the 

intersection of class and race in Highsmith’s ex-patriate novels, those set outside of her 

homeland, and in which the author’s critique of American imperialism is complicated by her 

own complicity in racist discourse. 
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 In these works, Highsmith’s class politics are interwoven with her perspectives on race 

and ethnicity. The intersection between the two concepts has been a fertile area of study 

throughout the twentieth century. As David Roediger argues: ‘As the century unfolded, the 

Marxist left, schooled by struggles for colonial freedom and by people of colour in the centres 

of empire […] tried hard to consider how knowledge of the colour line could illuminate, 

energize, and express class struggles’.70 In particular, these arguments have drawn attention to 

the way in which ideologies of race inhibit the development of a wider class consciousness. As 

Antonia Darder and Rodolfo Torres argue: race is ‘an ideology that has served well to 

successfully obscure and disguise class interests behind the smokescreen of multiculturalism, 

diversity, difference, and more recently, whiteness’.71 The emergence of whiteness studies, a 

school of thought I employ to discuss Highsmith’s depictions of Greece and Mexico, has 

illuminated understandings of the coarticulation of race and class. Building on W. E. B. Du 

Bois’ declaration that ‘the white group of laborers, while they received a low wage, were 

compensated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage’, scholars writing about 

whiteness have scrutinised the way in which class, and the reproduction of power, is 

underpinned by constructions of race.72 Roediger, for example, argues in Wages of Whiteness 

(2007) that ‘working class formation and the systemic development of a sense of whiteness 

went hand in hand for the US white working class’.73 Moreover, Sara Ahmed considers that 

‘to learn to see whiteness as a colour rather than the absence of colour is crucial to the marking 

of whiteness’.74 These discussions of whiteness have invariably drawn upon Weberian ideas of 

status to explain the way in which the concept functions to provide certain people, or groups 
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of people, with opportunities and privileges, while justifying the denial of these to other groups 

in the same class situation.    

 

Max Weber and the Idea of Status 
 
Writing in response to early translations of Marx’s work, Max Weber developed a different 

interpretation of class and its function in society. The similarities and differences between Marx 

and Weber have been well documented, with the two having very different approaches to 

conceptions of class.75 In particular, Weber’s more analytical approach to class means his work 

is less politically charged than that of Marx.76 Weber attempts to establish a clear definition of 

class in ‘Class, Status, Party’ (1922). The essay, which was published posthumously and also 

highlights Weber’s distinction and definition of status, presents three aspects central to his 

understanding of class:  

We may speak of a “class” when (1) a number of people have in common a specific 
casual component of their life chances, in so far as (2) this component is represented 
exclusively by economic interests in the possession of goods and opportunities for 
income, and (3) is represented under the conditions of the commodity and labour 
markets.77 

 
Weber emphasises the ‘life chances’ an individual has ‘under the conditions of the commodity 

and labour markets’ as defining aspects of their class position. As Gianfranco Poggi suggests, 

Weber’s idea of class was rooted in a ‘methodological individualism’ which ‘excludes a view 

of society as a unitary organic whole, a self-standing entity which lies as it were on top of 

individuals and controls and manages their activities’.78 Instead, a class, in Weber’s approach, 
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arises when a number of individuals share commonalities in their ‘life chances’, such as their 

opportunities in the labour market. However, one of the defining features of Weber’s writings 

on class, and his most important contribution to understandings of the concept, is to highlight 

further mechanisms of social stratification at play within communities and society. As 

Crompton writes: ‘Weber’s analysis […] denies not only the inevitability of class action and 

conflict, but also the identification of class as a primary source of differentiation in complex 

societies’.79 

 Weber’s distinction of ‘class groups’ from ‘status groups’ represents one of the most 

distinctive contributions to understandings of class and is a useful prism through which to read 

Highsmith’s protagonists, whose view of themselves and society is closely related to ideas of 

consumption and prestige. Whereas class situation, for Weber, is determined by opportunities 

in the market, status groups, ‘are determined by a specific, positive or negative, social 

estimation of honor’.80 Discussing the relationship between class and status, Weber writes that 

it may ‘be based on class situation directly or related to it in complex ways. It is not however, 

determined by this alone. Property and managerial positions are not sufficient to lend their 

holder a certain status, though they may well lead to its acquisition’.81 Instead, Weber stresses 

the way in which status groups are more closely bound to ideas of consumption and lifestyle 

that are associated to differing levels of prestige. As such, Weber’s conceptualisation of status 

broadens understandings of the distinctions within society, and, in particular, facilitates 

discussions of how certain practices, such as consumption, represent agentive activities through 

which social relations are expressed. As Ken Morrison argues: ‘Status distinctions are […] 

organised and expressed by the choices individuals make about how to decorate their homes, 
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what “vintage wine or cheese to select,” or the type of clothing they may choose to wear’.82 

Weber’s work on status has been integral to the development of broader understandings of 

class, helping to explain the way in which an individual’s situation is not only affected by their 

economic or material circumstances, but also by symbolic properties of their life and identity, 

such as judgements surrounding their family history, gender or race, and the way in which this 

can be used to create antagonisms within classes.  

While not having the widespread influence of Marx, Weber’s theorisation of class and 

status has proven popular within the social sciences and influential to the intersectional and 

cultural understandings of the term as it is employed in this thesis. Erik Olin Wright, for 

example, argues that whereas ‘Marxist class analysis is anchored in the problem of what game 

to play, […] Weberian class analysis is situated especially at the level of the rules of the 

game’.83 Weber’s most famous work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), 

demonstrates this, with its analysis of how the Protestant Reformation, and more specifically 

Calvinism, established the conditions in which capitalism could thrive in the nineteenth 

century.84 While there are evident differences between the approaches of Marx and Weber, 

which many accounts of the two tend to exaggerate, Weber’s contribution to class studies 

deepens, as well as challenges, Marxist thought. As Peter Saunders highlights: ‘Weber’s 

approach also allows us to analyse power and domination on the basis of gender and ethnicity, 

for it tells us that people in the same class situation (for example, black and white factory 

workers or male and female barristers) may nevertheless share very different status 

positions’.85 The introduction of status into class studies brings into focus its intersectionality, 

making visible the various aspects of society and culture through which class distinctions are 
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articulated and reproduced. One scholar who took particular inspiration from Weber’s social 

theory was Pierre Bourdieu. As David Swartz highlights: Bourdieu modified ‘Weber’s 

understanding of the relations between class and status’ in order to present his ‘own conception 

of social class as a multidimensional and relational theoretical construct that he sharply 

distinguishes from realist conceptions of social classes’.86 Throughout his work on culture, 

education and distinction, Bourdieu’s work in the late twentieth century gave class studies a 

cultural twist. 

 

 
Pierre Bourdieu and Cultural Framings of Class 
 
Bourdieu builds on the work of both Marx and Weber in order to demonstrate the way in which 

class is articulated through aspects of everyday life and culture. As Swartz argues, ‘[a] central 

objective of Bourdieu’s work is to show how culture and social class correlate. Cultural 

practices, he argues, are markers of underlying class distinctions’.87 This concentration on 

culture underpins Bourdieu’s development of class studies. As Klaus Eder writes, ‘Bourdieu 

does not simply combine Marxist and Weberian elements of class theory – looking at how the 

self-understanding and interpretations of theory correspond. Moreover, he gives the concept of 

class – this being the fundamental starting point – a genuine culturalist twist’.88 However, 

despite the growing interest in Bourdieu’s work, his exact framing of class remains vague. This 

is, as Swartz observes, ‘in part because of the range, tensions, and ambiguities to be found in 

his use of the term’.89 Bourdieu himself defines a class as ‘the set of agents […] placed in 

homogeneous conditions of existence imposing homogeneous conditionings and producing 
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homogeneous systems of dispositions capable of generating similar practices’.90 

Demonstrating the ambiguity of Bourdieu’s writing, this passage alludes to the way in which 

his understanding of class is rooted in practices and behaviour, as well as the conditions which 

contribute to both these behaviours and perceptions of them. Here, I outline some of the key 

concepts within Bourdieu’s work on class and social distinction and highlight some of the 

subsequent approaches, and criticisms, inspired by his work.  

 One of the most distinctive aspects of Bourdieu’s cultural framing of class is his 

reconceptualization of the notion of capital, an idea with particular relevance to the way in 

which Highsmith’s Tom Ripley overcomes a lack of economic capital in the process of 

fashioning himself as exceptional. While, for Bourdieu, capital retains its original meaning as 

something of value which can be traded within a system of exchange, he argues that it can take 

a range of material and symbolic forms. As Jen Webb, Tony Schirato and Geoff Danaher 

summarise, it includes ‘material things (which have symbolic value), as well as “untouchable” 

but culturally significant attributes such as prestige, status and authority (referred to as 

symbolic capital), along with cultural capital (defined as culturally valued taste and 

consumption patterns)’.91 Bourdieu outlines his conceptualisation of capital in the essay ‘The 

Forms of Capital’ (1986), in which he argues that capital represents embodied accumulated 

labour that can be appropriated by individuals in order to access different opportunities in the 

consumption or labour markets. He conceives of multiple ‘immaterial’ capitals, such as cultural 

and social capital, which refer to knowledge of socially accepted tastes and consumption 

patterns, and the ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition’ respectively.92 As Nick Crossley argues: ‘Every individual, on 
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Bourdieu’s account, has a portfolio of capital. They have a particular amount or volume of 

capital, and their capital has a particular composition’.93 For many of Highsmith’s protagonists, 

such as Guy in Strangers and Tom Ripley, it is the particular makeup of this composition, as 

well as the value placed on certain forms of capital more than others, which contributes to his 

exceptionalism. However, all capital, for Bourdieu, is ultimately underpinned by economic 

capital. He argues that symbolic capitals represent ‘transformed, disguised forms of economic 

capital, never entirely reducible to that definition’, and that they ‘produce their most specific 

effects only to the extent that they conceal (not least from their possessors) the fact that 

economic capital is at their root’.94  

 Bourdieu articulates his conceptualisation of class in Distinction: A Social Critique of 

the Judgement of Taste (1984), in which he also develops two other concepts central to his 

work: habitus and taste. Throughout Distinction, Bourdieu discusses numerous examples of 

cultural practices, from art and music to leisure and food, which represent cultural, social and 

economic capitals. The habitus, for Bourdieu, is both ‘the structuring structure, which 

organizes practices and the perception of practices, but also a structured structure’.95 The vague 

and fuzzy conceptualisation of habitus, to which Bourdieu would repeatedly return, has led to 

the term becoming, as Karl Maton writes, ‘one of the most misunderstood, misused and hotly 

contested of Bourdieu’s ideas. It can be both revelatory and mystifying, instantly recognisable 

and difficult to define, straightforward and slippery. Hence, despite its popularity “habitus” 

remains anything but clear’.96 Through the concept of habitus, Bourdieu conceives of a 
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structure in which all forms of culture and practices are arranged according to their cultural, 

social and economic value.  It provides, as Andrew Sayer considers, ‘not merely a description 

of differences in taste and lifestyle but an explanation of the hierarchical relations among them 

- for example, why certain kinds of art or literature have more cultural capital than others’.97 

Habitus refers to the way in which particular tastes are developed through a complex network 

of class ideologies. One example I discuss later in the thesis is the way in which, for Bourdieu, 

a taste for particular foods is rooted in the ideas each class has of the body, and of the effect of 

food on the body. Habitus, then, does not function in isolation, but rather is interrelated with 

the concepts of field and capital and, in Bourdieu’s words: ‘generates meaningful practices and 

meaning-giving perceptions’.98 

 Closely related to the idea of habitus is that of taste, which Bourdieu describes as ‘the 

capacity to differentiate and appreciate […] practices and products’.99 Bourdieu underlines the 

importance of taste in the opening pages of Distinction, where he writes that it is ‘one of the 

most vital stakes in the struggles fought in the field of the dominant class and the field of 

cultural production’ because taste ‘is the supreme manifestation of the discernment which […] 

defines the accomplished individual’.100 For many of Highsmith’s protagonists, their taste for 

particular forms of culture, such as art or music, is integral to their sense of self. Discussing 

the idea, Swartz argues that Bourdieu ‘sharply criticizes supply-demand models of consumer 

behaviour that limit explanation of consumer choice to one of consumer power’, and ‘also 

rejects the idea that consumer practices stem from a conscious strategy of status-seeking à la 

[Thorstein] Veblen’.101 Instead, Swartz suggests that ‘taste stems from the deeply rooted 
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expectations that individuals internalize from their experience of abundance or scarcity in the 

social world’.102 When discussing sports, for example, Bourdieu argues that all ‘the features 

which appeal to the dominant taste are combined in sports such as golf, tennis, sailing, riding 

(or show-jumping), skiing […] or fencing’.103 Practised in ‘exclusive places (private clubs)’, 

they erect an economic barrier to the lower classes, while they also demand particular symbolic 

capitals; they contain ‘hidden entry requirements, such as family tradition and early training, 

or the obligatory manner (of dress and behaviour)’.104 For Bourdieu, taste for these sports is 

rooted in an individual’s circumstances and their possession of different capitals, contributing 

to a reproduction of the dominant habitus.  

 While Bourdieu’s work has proven increasingly popular, it is not immune from 

criticisms, one of the most frequent being its lack of attention to gender. Lisa Adkins, for 

example, argues that ‘[i]t is very well recognized that Bourdieu’s social theory had relatively 

little to say about women or gender […] with most of his writings framed pre-eminently in 

terms of class’.105 Building on this omission, scholars such as Adkins and Beverley Skeggs 

have sought to reframe the discussion of class and gender by highlighting their 

interconnectedness, an approach I exploit throughout my discussion of the intensifying 

misogyny of Highsmith’s fiction. In their edited collection, Feminism After Bourdieu (2005), 

Adkins and Skeggs bring together a number of essays and ask ‘how might Bourdieu’s social 

philosophy and social theory be of use to feminism? And how might it relate to – or possibly 

even fruitfully reframe – the ongoing problematics and current theoretical issues of 

feminism?’.106 One such way, as I will discuss, is the conception of gender, and particular 
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performances of gender (such as working-class femininity, or white, middle-class masculinity) 

as representing embodied forms of cultural capital. This is explored by Skeggs in Formations 

of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable (1997), in which she writes: ‘the label working 

class when applied to women has been used to signify all that is dirty, dangerous, and without 

value’.107 Such a reframing of class and gender not only highlights their intersectionality, but, 

as with the relationship between class and race, makes visible the way in which individuals 

experience class through different aspects of their selfhood.  

Skeggs broadened her approach in Class, Self, Culture (2004) – a title playing on 

Weber’s ‘Class, Status, Party’– in which she brings class together with a variety of cultural 

forms within Bourdieu’s idea of the ‘symbolic economy’.108 Outlining the thesis of the book, 

Skeggs writes: ‘The interest here lies in how some forms of culture are condensed and inscribed 

onto social groups and bodies that then mark them and restrict their movement in social space, 

while others are not but are able to become mobile and flexible’.109 She considers the example 

of black working-class masculinity, which, through a ‘contradictory amalgam of racist 

stereotypes and resistance to those stereotypes produces a black working-class maleness coded 

as cool’.110 However, she also highlights how black actors, such as Eddie Murphy, ‘become 

fixed into playing “blackness”’, while white actors ‘that need to achieve “cool” can move 

between black and white, attaching and detaching aspects of black culture’.111 Her book seeks 

to understand how ‘certain bodies become inscribed and then marked with certain 

characteristics [and] what systems of exchange enable some characteristics to be read as good, 

bad, worthy and unworthy’.112 Moreover, one of Skeggs’ central arguments throughout this 
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discussion is the idea of authenticity, an idea I employ in my discussion of Ripley’s attempts 

to legitimise his re-invented self. For Skeggs, ‘authenticity as a value is historically associated 

with those closer to nature’ and is dependent on the expulsion of ‘artifice, vulgarity and the 

frivolous’.113 It represents the legitimation of an individual’s performance of self; in the context 

of the black male character, as Skeggs writes, ‘he appears not to be acting; he just is’.114 For 

many of Highsmith’s characters, and especially Ripley, creating a sense of authenticity and 

naturalness through the concealment of artifice is the way by which both their reinvented class 

subjectivities, and broader moral outlooks, are validated. Moreover, this underlines the 

centrality of ideas of recognition to discussions of class and identity throughout Highsmith’s 

work. 

More recent approaches to class have also focused on its intersection with aspects of 

affect theory. One notable study, which I employ in my reading of Highsmith’s strange and 

cruel political framing of working-classness, is Imogen Tyler’s idea of social abjection. In 

Revolting Subjects (2013), Tyler describes social abjection as ‘the violent exclusionary forces 

of sovereign power: those forces that strip people of their human dignity and reproduce them 

as dehumanized waste, the disposable dregs and refuse of social life’.115 She considers the way 

in which certain groups of people are the subjects of damaging ideologies through which they 

are cast as other and reproduced in subjectivities that ultimately solidify the established order. 

One of the ways in which this exclusion is sustained is through disgust, which, as Tyler 

continues, ‘creates (or attempts to create) boundaries and generates a distance’, and, moreover, 

infers a moral judgement on the disgusting object.116 Engendering a reaction of disgust to 

achieve this distance is a technique frequently employed in Highsmith’s later fiction, 
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specifically in her depiction of working-class and ethnically-other characters. Subsequently, 

Tyler has published Stigma: The Machinery of Inequality (2020), in which she seeks to provide 

‘a better understanding of how stigma is propagated as a governmental technology of division 

and dehumanisation’.117 ‘Stigma politics’, Tyler argues, are central in ‘producing the toxic 

climate of fear and hatred that is enveloping and dividing our societies and communities’ and 

affects ‘the way in which people think about themselves and others - corroding compassion, 

crushing hope, weakening social solidarity’.118 Tyler’s work on stigma expands understandings 

of the way in ‘degrading marks […] are affixed to particular bodies, people, conditions and 

places within humiliating circumstances’, engendering reactions and perceptions which 

reinforce particular ideologies.119 Her work establishes the relationship between affect, and in 

particular notions of disgust, and class studies, an intersection on which this study builds.  

 One of the most distinctive aspects of Highsmith’s later fiction is the dark humour in 

which the author wraps her increasingly cruel class politics. Revisiting  Aristotle’s theorisation 

of comedy as ‘the representation of people who are inferior but not wholly vicious’, there has 

been growing interest in the political nature of comedy in recent years.120 Andrew Stott’s 

Comedy: The New Critical Idiom (2005) and Eric Weitz’ The Cambridge Introduction to 

Comedy (2009), as well as the journal Comedy Studies, for example, have attempted to enrich 

the language surrounding the politicised comedy; as Stott highlights: ‘even the most cursory 

glance at how we apply the term in the present day tells us that such a simple definition falls 

far short of describing all that comedy can be’.121 In particular, there has been a emergent 

interest in the class implications of comedy. For example, drawing on Skeggs’ 

 
117 Imogen Tyler, Stigma: The Machinery of Inequality (London: Zed Books, 2020), p. 6. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid., p. 8. 
120 Aristotle, Poetics, trans. by Anthony Kenny (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 22. 
121 Andrew Stott, Comedy: The New Critical Idiom (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), p. 1. See also Michael Billig, 
Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social Critique of Humour (London: Sage, 2005); Isaac Hui, ‘“To What 
Base Uses We May Return, Horatio!” - Hamlet, Comedy and Class Struggle’, Comedy Studies, 4.2 (2013), 155–
65; Eric Weitz, The Cambridge Introduction to Comedy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 



 39 

conceptualisation of the body as ‘a modality through which class and gender are lived’, Dejan 

Jontes and Andreja Trdina, argue that working-class bodies are comically ‘typified as 

grotesque, excessive and noticeably associated with undisciplined physicality (crooked teeth, 

lack of hygiene, messy hair, etc.)’.122 In their discussion of sitcoms, Jontes and Trdina conclude 

that ‘comical or embarrassing deficiencies of working-class characters are attributed to their 

appearance or performances related to the body, not their character in general’.123 Through a 

discussion of Highsmith’s representation of working-class characters, this thesis considers the 

way in which these comical physical attributes are underpinned by class prejudices. As well as 

examples of ridicule and slapstick, I draw upon the growing body of work on schadenfreude 

to demonstrate how the cruel humour and pleasure evident throughout Highsmith’s later work 

is rooted in what I call ‘class cruelty’, a term I coin to describe the increasingly explicit hard-

right, even fascistic, class politics of her fiction.124 Moreover, as Stott argues, ‘the business of 

comedy is to delight as well as to instruct’, and, as I consider in my analysis, comedy proves 

an effective tool with which Highsmith lulls the reader into becoming complicit in her class 

prejudices.125  

 
 
Structure of this Study 
 
In this introduction, I have demonstrated how developments within class studies have 

broadened understandings of the concept of class and its increasingly intersectional nature. The 
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thesis uses the flexibility of contemporary definitions of the term to demonstrate the diverse 

range of ways in which class issues are articulated throughout Highsmith’s fiction. As outlined 

above, the discussion incorporates materialist and cultural framings which help to understand 

the various themes with which class is interwoven, from representations of space and 

globalisation, to the emphasis placed on material culture and possessions as signifiers of class 

and identity in Highsmith’s work. The study also draws upon the intersection of class studies 

and aspects of affect theory, comedy studies and schadenfreude to highlight how the author’s 

dark humour is rooted in class prejudices.   

The structure of this study reflects the parallel between the chronological and thematic 

development of Highsmith’s class politics, which become progressively reactionary over the 

course of her career. Its first three chapters generally follow a chronological pattern, beginning 

with Highsmith’s suburban novels of the 1950s, then moving onto her ex-patriate fictions of 

the 1960s and finally focussing on her works from the 1970s onwards, characterised by the 

author’s deepening and undiscriminating cruelty. Following Highsmith’s career, the discussion 

highlights how her elitism intersects with, and is manifest through, her perspectives on space, 

race, ethnicity, gender and comedy. Moreover, I demonstrate how Highsmith is increasingly 

explicit in her reproduction of extreme and cruel class politics, coaxing affective reactions of 

disgust, contempt and laughter from the reader at the expense of members of all classes. This 

highlights the provocative capacity of Highsmith’s work, which induces readerly complicity in 

her cruel attitudes. The final chapter focusses on the five Ripley novels: The Talented Mr 

Ripley, Ripley Under Ground (1970), Ripley’s Game (1974), The Boy who Followed Ripley 

(1980) and Ripley Under Water (1991). The discussion evinces how Highsmith’s depiction of 

Ripley encapsulates the broader class politics of her oeuvre, embodying both the valorisation 

of elitist ideas of sophistication, refinement and self-restraint, as well as recognising and 
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legitimising the radical individualism and sense of exceptionality evident throughout 

Highsmith’s work.   

 Chapter 1, ‘Space and Class in Highsmith’s Early Novels’, focusses on the way in 

which Highsmith frames class spatially throughout her novels of the 1950s and 1960s, and 

establishes the dominant trends which characterise the broader class politics evident throughout 

her fiction. The discussion concentrates predominantly on Strangers on a Train (1950) and 

This Sweet Sickness (1960), two novels in which the issue of class explicitly intersects with 

that of space. Throughout both novels, Highsmith’s depiction of particular spaces reveals the 

ideas of sophistication and restraint which underpin the sense of superiority underlying her 

class politics. Employing both Lefebvre’s idea of ‘social space’ and Bourdieu’s cultural 

framing of class, I demonstrate how Highsmith presents certain spaces as representing values 

associated with differing levels of status. For example, Strangers exaggerates the otherness of 

the American South in comparison to the more bourgeois North, while Sickness depicts its 

protagonist’s discerning taste through his furnishing of a second house in which he maintains 

an alternative, idealised existence rooted in bourgeois values of exclusion, sophistication and 

restraint. Moreover, through discussions of Michel Foucault’s concept of the heterotopia, 

Edward Soja’s writings on Thirdspace, and approaches to the idea of liminality, I illustrate the 

way in which Highsmith’s individualism and exceptionalism are evident through her 

displacement of characters into marginal, conceptually ‘outside’ spaces. Through their 

symbolic distinction from the rest of society, Highsmith’s protagonists are able to reinvent their 

class subjectivities, a process underpinned by the notion of exceptionalism consistently 

valorised in her fiction. These novels ultimately fail to legitimise her characters’ reinvented 

identities. Instead, Highsmith abruptly forces them back into the established ethical and moral 

order of society, leaving them to face the consequences of their transgressive behaviour. The 

narrative subsequently reframes their Nietzschean illusions of exceptionalism as a hubris, a 
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judgement on their failures to escape the constraining, all-consuming power of the conformist 

culture in the post-war period and its perceived suppression of individualism.      

 The idea of displacement is continued in the second chapter, ‘Class, Race and Empire 

in Highsmith’s Ex-Patriate Fictions’. The chapter examines a selection of Highsmith’s 

narratives in which her American characters are removed from their familiar, American 

surroundings and placed in unfamiliar locations including Tunisia, Greece and Mexico. In these 

fictions, Highsmith’s class politics are revealed through the author’s representations of race 

and empire. Throughout The Tremor of Forgery (1969), one of Highsmith’s most overtly 

political novels, ideological constructions of America and capitalism are challenged through 

satirical depictions of self-righteous and morally ambiguous Americans, a common trend in 

her fiction during this period. As well as exhibiting the anti-imperialist sentiments Highsmith 

developed throughout her life, the novel’s racist depiction of Tunisians is also entangled in an 

elitist class politics. This is underscored by Highsmith’s valorisation of narrow ideals of 

whiteness in her Greek and Mexican-set writings. Drawing upon the growing body of work on 

whiteness and class, such as Richard Dyer’s book White (1997) and Roediger’s The Wages of 

Whiteness, I demonstrate how Highsmith’s racism proposes deviant forms of whiteness which 

are racialised through their association with working-classness. Greeks and Mexicans contrast 

idealised constructions of whiteness, rooted in sophistication, self-restraint and purity, through 

their presentation as dirty, sexually over-active and deceitful. These represent features 

commonly associated with the working-class and which, as Skeggs argues, racialize them ‘so 

that distance can be drawn from other forms of whiteness’.126 Highsmith’s racial imaginary 

implicitly upholds and reproduces this elitist conception. The undiscriminating application of 

Highsmith’s prejudices, as well as the pleasure and humour evident in the unsympathetic 

 
126 Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture, p. 103. 



 43 

depictions of characters struggling with economic hardship and occupying low-status 

situations, establishes the more affective and intimate nature of class in her later novels.  

 From 1970 onwards, Highsmith’s novels and short stories frame class more viscerally, 

a feature underpinned by ‘class cruelty’: extreme, right-wing – even fascistic – class politics 

manifest through the unsympathetic portrayal of those already in subjugated positions: the 

working class, ethnic minorities and women. In Chapter 3, ‘Schadenfreude, Malevolence and 

Class Cruelty in Highsmith’s Later Fictions’, I employ a political framing of schadenfreude to 

demonstrate the class implications of Highsmith’s dark humour, which evokes sentiments from 

across the left/right political spectrum. At times, this pleasure is taken at the expense of the 

wealthy and the powerful; in ‘Sweet Freedom! And a Picnic on the White House Lawn’ and 

‘Trouble at the Jade Towers’, both from the collection Tales of Natural and Unnatural 

Catastrophes (1987), Highsmith lampoons the political establishment and its complicity in 

neoliberal ideologies, and revels in the misfortunes of the privileged. In both instances, 

Highsmith provokes a pleasure imbued with radically leftist and anti-establishment politics. 

However, both stories also exhibit the undiscriminating streak to Highsmith’s cruelty, as she 

also endorses a feeling of schadenfreude at the expense of hard done by, precarious working-

class characters. This stance is more fully realised in the novels A Dog’s Ransom (1972) and 

People Who Knock on the Door (1983). Drawing on aspects of affect theory and comedy 

studies, as well as Imogen Tyler’s writings on social abjection and moral disgust, I demonstrate 

how the affective reactions of disgust and laughter Highsmith coaxes from the reader validate 

the author’s cruel class politics. Doing so highlights a provocative aspect of Highsmith’s work. 

There is a flattery at play with her coercion of the reader, who is prompted to affirm the author’s 

cruel class attitudes in order to distinguish themselves from the crude and vulgar depictions of 

the working-classes offered by Highsmith’s work.  
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 Highsmith’s assumption of readerly cooperation is central to readings of class in the 

characterisation of her most famous character, Tom Ripley. In the final chapter, ‘Recognition, 

Class and Self-Fashioning in the Ripley Novels’, I employ political framings of recognition, in 

particular the writings of Nancy Fraser, as along with related concepts of misrecognition and 

redistribution, to demonstrate how Highsmith validates Ripley’s self-styled exceptionalism and 

illustrate the broader significance of this to the author’s view of herself and her fiction. Drawing 

on Butler and Athenasiou’s concept of dispossession, I demonstrate how Highsmith, 

throughout The Talented Mr Ripley, establishes a narrative of dispossession in her 

characterisation of Ripley. Tom’s class and sexuality are undefined, a feature that allows him 

to reproduce himself in a more fluid identity, embodying values of self-control and 

sophistication. Highsmith recognises Tom’s subjectivity through the misrecognition of 

characters who represent different outlooks and class norms, in particular Dickie Greenleaf in 

The Talented Mr Ripley and Thomas Murchison in Ripley Under Ground, in which Highsmith 

employs painting and forgery as a metaphor for Tom’s celebration of a deliberately synthetic 

fashioning. This misrecognition also contributes to the justification and seemingly normative 

nature of Tom’s crimes. Throughout later novels, such as Ripley’s Game and Ripley Under 

Water, Highsmith emphasises Tom’s exceptionalism in relation to the rest of society, both 

through his protection from the financial precarity that forces other characters to compromise 

their morals, and the author’s reluctance to force Tom to face the ethical or legal consequences 

of his actions. Increasingly, Highsmith centres Tom’s exceptionality as the standard against 

which other characters are judged, while also employing the character as an extended metaphor 

for her own authorial performance as exceptional and her transgression, and rejection, of the 

established conventions of the crime fiction genre.     

 

 



 

Chapter 1: Space, Marginality and Class in 
Highsmith’s Early Novels 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Historically popular among the fields of geography and urban planning, space has, since the 

latter decades of the twentieth century, proved increasingly common in the social sciences. One 

area of particular interest, as outlined in the introduction to this thesis, has been the intersection 

of space and class. Existing studies of the relationship between space and class have established 

an intrinsic relationship between them. Victoria Lawson and Sarah Elwood, for example, assert 

that ‘the making of class difference is a fundamentally spatial process’.1 They draw attention 

to ‘contact zones’, which ‘are mutable sites/moments of interaction in which differences are 

made explicit and can lead to new negotiations of identity, privilege, political responsibility 

and alliance’.2 Similarly, as Nirmal Puwar highlights in Space Invaders (2004), collocating  

space and class can help to understand the further significance of race and gender. Through the 

use of an inside/outside dynamic, Puwar asks: ‘what happens when women and racialised 

minorities take up “privileged” positions which have not been “reserved” for them […]. While 

they now exist on the inside, they still do not have an undisputed right to occupy the space’.3 

In the material world, spaces are marked by class values. Conceptually, the spatial framing of 

class is an essential tool in decoding the nature and conditions of class inequalities and 

distinctions. 

 The interrelationship of class and space is significant in Highsmith’s fiction. In 

particular, this chapter argues that the class politics of Highsmith’s post-war novels, from the 

 
1 Victoria Lawson and Sarah Elwood, ‘Encountering Poverty: Space, Class, and Poverty Politics’, Antipode, 
46.1 (2014), 209–28 (p. 210). 
2 Ibid., p. 211. 
3 Nirmal Puwar, Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies out of Place (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p. 1. 
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1950s to early 1960s, are articulated through representations of space. The discussion focusses 

predominantly on the novels Strangers on a Train (1950) and This Sweet Sickness (1960), in 

which different spaces are portrayed as representing particular classed values and exhibit an 

underlying elitism and individualism that marks Highsmith’s class politics. Highsmith’s 

representation of certain places, such as exaggerating the contrast between the American North 

and South, has the effect of valorising bourgeois values and lifestyles. Both novels contain 

spaces which embody sophistication, refinement and discerning taste, further highlighted by 

their dichotomous positioning in relation to other, unruly spaces. In addition to the spaces 

within society, however, these novels also demonstrate a keen interest in marginal and liminal 

spaces which, both physically and symbolically, exist outside of society and the established 

order. Kevin Hetherington argues that ‘marginal or liminal space not only provides social 

centrality for the groups involved but also sites for the production of identity, through the 

enactment of liminoid performances, social dramas and symbolic acts of protest or resistance’.4 

This chapter discusses various examples of marginal spaces, such as the heterotopia, liminality, 

and ‘Thirdspace’, which serve to liberate Highsmith’s characters from the confines of society, 

allowing them to transgress legal jurisdiction and escape entrenched class structures. This 

displacement in marginal spaces not only provides the characters with an opportunity to 

redefine their class subjectivities, it also demonstrates the author’s commitment to a non-

conformist individualism, defined through difference from, and even opposition to, the 

established social codes. This distinction allows Highsmith’s protagonists to fashion 

themselves as exceptional, but they are eventually punished for their transgressions, and their 

delusions of exceptionality, by either descending into madness or facing the legal consequences 

for their actions. 

 
4 Kevin Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics (London: Sage Publications, 1998), 
p. 103. 
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 The growing popularity of space within social studies has necessitated a 

reconceptualization of the term. This has involved distancing it from what Henri Lefebvre calls 

‘simply that of an empty area’ towards a structure intricately linked to the relations of 

production and exchange which underpin society.5 In The Production of Space (1974), 

Lefebvre conceptualises ‘social space’ to describe the way in which space ‘is produced and 

reproduced in connection with the forces of production (and with the relations of production)’, 

physically embodying the operations which have resulted in its production.6 Lefebvre’s 

approach draws attention to the way in which space is endowed with political implications, and 

representative of the conditions under which it is produced. As Edward Soja adds: ‘socially 

produced space is a created structure comparable to other social constructions resulting from 

the transformation of given conditions inherent to being alive, in much the same way that 

human history represents a social transformation of time’.7 Soja’s definition highlights the way 

in which space, as a created structure, is a primary manifestation of class and social inequalities. 

This interest in the social function of space has led to related discussions of space, class, and 

subjectivity, and more specifically the theme of self-fashioning prevalent throughout 

Highsmith’s fiction. As Hetherington writes, ‘Identity formation as a process of identification 

is a spatially situated process. It is, however, about creating symbolic spaces rather than always 

adopting established ones’.8 Moreover, as Hetherington continues, ‘Ritual processes […], 

through which new identities are created, stress the importance of the spatiality of performance 

in the process of identity formation and can be taken as a model for contemporary expressive 

identities’.9  

 
5 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), p. 1. 
6 Ibid., p. 77. 
7 Edward W. Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory (London: 
Verso, 1993), p. 80. 
8 Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics, p. 17. 
9 Ibid., p. 18. 
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 This chapter discusses This Sweet Sickness and Strangers on a Train to highlight how, 

in different ways, space is central to the novels’ articulation of class politics. In Sickness, 

Highsmith draws attention to the role of the house as a classed space. For the novel’s 

protagonist, David Kelsey, the house operates as a physical manifestation of his class 

subjectivity through which the narrative posits an idealised middle-class lifestyle of luxurious 

belongings, good food, and ample leisure time. As Russell Harrison argues, ‘as an outgrowth, 

elaboration, and concretisation of these themes, Highsmith investigates the role of the free-

standing house, perhaps the single most important constituent of the American dream’.10 

However, the ultimately imaginary nature of this lifestyle (David enjoys it as the fictional alter-

ego of William Neumeister), highlights a more subversive quality to the novel’s depiction 

which destabilises popular ideology of the period of the home as a space of comfort and 

safety.11 The house instead becomes the site in which the ideal clashes with reality and the 

abstract with the material. The narrative focus on marginal spaces, demonstrated in Sickness 

through the heterotopic qualities of David’s second house, is equally evident in Strangers. 

Throughout Strangers, perceived differences between two geographical regions, the American 

North and South, embody opposing classed lifestyles; the South’s celebration of excess and 

flamboyance opposes the North’s prim valorisation of restraint. The novel amplifies the social, 

cultural and economic differences between the two places, demonstrating how, as David 

Harvey argues, geographical differences ‘are perpetually being reproduced, sustained, 

undermined, and reconfigured by political-economic and socio-ecological processes’.12 

Highsmith employs the two regions to highlight the liminal space which lies between them. 

 
10 Russell Harrison, Patricia Highsmith (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), p. 42. 
11 This is a common theme throughout Highsmith’s suburban nightmare novels. In The Blunderer (1954), the 
novel’s protagonist Walter Stackhouse is married to the volatile Clara, turning their home into an on-going civil 
war; a similar trend is evident in Deep Water (1957), in which Vic Van Allen is forced to live in an annexed part 
of the home while his promiscuous wife brings boyfriends back to their house, while the dénouement of The Cry 
of the Owl (1962) sees Robert Forester and his estranged wife Nickie hurling dishes at one another in Robert’s 
kitchen, before Nickie is inadvertently stabbed and killed.   
12 David Harvey, Spaces of Hope (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), p. 78. 
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She suspends her characters between the regions, both physically and symbolically, and 

demonstrates how, from this marginal position, they attempt and largely fail to navigate the 

complex class structures of mid-century American society.  

 

Social Class and the Figure of the House 
 
One of the most enduring symbols of the post-war boom in the United States is the rapid 

expansion of society out of the urban centres and into the suburbs. The production and 

commodification of houses as Lizabeth Cohen highlights, ‘provided the bedrock of the postwar 

mass consumption economy, both through turning “home” into an expensive commodity for 

purchase by many more consumers than ever before and by stimulating demand for related 

commodities’.13 As such, the house became a cultural symbol of a middle-class lifestyle 

reproduced as embodying the American Dream. As Cohen continues: ‘newly constructed 

houses easily bore class markings’; she describes how the greater size of new houses, the use 

of ‘more prestigious facing materials’ on the exterior walls, as well as the allocation of space 

within the house, such as separated dining rooms, attached garages and recreation rooms, all 

carried class messages.14 In an era of Cold War espionage and McCarthyism, the house also 

symbolised debates regarding conformity and individuality prominent in post-war American 

society. As Karal Ann Marling writes, ‘[t]he rows of virtually identical $10,000 dream houses 

that marched across the once-rural landscape in the 1950s made suburbia an easy target for 

nay-sayers quick to equate stylistic sameness with middle-class conventionality and 

intellectual conformity’.15 The stylistic ubiquity of houses throughout the period reflected the 

 
13 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: 
Vintage Books, 2004), pp. 121–22. 
14 Ibid., p. 208-9. 
15 Karal Ann Marling, As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1994), p. 253. 
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threat posed to individuality by the dominant conformist ideologies of the period, an aspect 

integral to Highsmith’s post-war fiction.  

 Houses are a conspicuous setting in Highsmith’s post-war fiction. As demonstrated 

above, the suburban house is the most notable symbol of the typically middle-class lifestyle 

romanticised by popular media of the period, a narrative Highsmith constantly sought to 

destabilise. Highsmith’s most explicit discussion of the cultural significance of the house, and 

moreover its intersection with ideas of class, subjectivity and individualism, is in Sickness. 

David Kelsey is a successful scientist who lives in a shabby boarding-house throughout the 

week but who has, in secret, bought and meticulously furnished a second house in the town of 

Ballard ‘into which he put ninety per cent of his earnings and as much time as he could’.16 

Under the pretence of caring for his sick mother, David escapes to this second house at 

weekends, in which he enjoys an alternative existence as William Neumeister, a Nietzschean 

alter-ego. As Neumeister, David leads a second life underpinned by an imaginary version of 

Annabelle Stanton, a woman with whom he had a brief relationship two years prior to the plot 

of the novel, but who has since married Gerald Delaney. However, after unintentionally killing 

Annabelle’s husband, who comes to warn David off his wife, his alternative existence begins 

to unravel. After revealing his secret house to Annabelle, who reacts coolly, David sells it and 

quickly buys another in an attempt to sustain his idealised version of his would-be wife. He 

later kills Effie Brennan, a neighbour in the boarding-house, who he discovers sleeping in his 

bed and initially mistakes for Annabelle, before realising his mistake and becoming angered 

by her presence in his home. Pursued by the police in the novel’s final chapters, David retreats 

into his other life and identity, completing a descent into madness when he jumps from an 

eight-story window believing himself to be jumping towards Annabelle.      

 
16 Patricia Highsmith, This Sweet Sickness (London: Virago, 2016), p. 18. All further references are to this 
edition and appear bracketed as TSS and page numbers in the body of the text. 
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 In Sickness, Highsmith engages with ideological constructions of the home and its 

significance in relation to class and prominent cultural narratives of the post-war period. The 

novel establishes a contrast between the boarding-house, a setting that disrupts and disturbs 

notions of the home, and David’s second house, through which he reifies ideas of aesthetic 

discernment and sophistication. The novel’s depiction of houses is symbolic of the tension, as 

Peters argues, ‘between, on the one hand, the desire for the aesthetic object and, on the other, 

a truly visceral repulsion at the shoddy and everyday conditions of existence that cannot be 

avoided’.17 As a refuge, or shelter, from what David views as the alienating reality of his 

everyday existence, his second house represents a heterotopia, which, as Hetherington writes, 

represents a space ‘defined in relation to other spaces in which an alternate social ordering 

emerges’.18 David’s antipathy towards his boarding-house room conveys a dissatisfaction with 

his daily existence, in particular his job in a plastics factory, and is mirrored by an indulgent 

furnishing of his second house with tasteful, unique objects. Moreover, the house facilitates 

the production of an idealised, but imaginary construction of Annabelle, upon whom David 

projects his own highbrow tastes and conservative ideas of femininity, and the Nietzschean 

alter-ego of William Neumeister as whom David lives while in the house. Andrew Wilson 

writes that ‘David Kelsey who literally transforms himself into a “new master” must surely be 

the most fully realised embodiment of the superman in Highsmith’s fiction’.19 Despite initially 

appearing sympathetic towards this imaginary existence, the narrative gradually subverts the 

 
17 Fiona Peters, ‘Conformity and Singularity in Patricia Highsmith’s Early Novels’, Clues: A Journal of 
Detection, 33.2 (2015), 9–19 (p. 12). 
18 Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics, p. 103. 
19 Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 212. 
Although David’s construction of the Neumeister alter-ego is the most overt reference to Nietzsche in 
Highsmith’s work, Tom Ripley arguably represents a more successful and fully formed realisation of the 
Übermensch. As I discuss in chapter 4 of this thesis, while Tom undertakes this transformation under his own 
name, his transcendence and reinterpretation of social codes is unrivalled in Highsmith’s body of work. This is 
due largely to the narrative’s recognition and legitimation of both his criminal behaviour and reinvented class 
subjectivity. Unlike David, who descends into madness, Tom is protected from this ultimate fall, nor is he ever 
forced to confront the legal or moral consequences of his actions.   
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boundaries of David’s second house, exposing the unreality of his alternative lifestyle and 

reframing his illusions of superiority as a hubris.  

 The boarding-house in which David lives during the week establishes the contrasting 

class politics articulated through his two houses in the novel. Popular throughout the 19th and 

early 20th centuries, boarding-houses have also featured prominently throughout North 

American fiction, such as in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance (1852), Fanny 

Fern’s Ruth Hall (1854) and Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963). They offered company and a 

solution to the cost of renting an apartment individually. As Effie Brennan in Sickness, tells 

David: ‘I had a nice apartment, but one of my roommates got married, so we had to give that 

place up. Right now I’m looking for another apartment I can afford’ (TSS 4). David himself 

remains at Mrs McCartney’s boarding-house to save as much money for his second home as 

possible. The spatial dynamics of a boarding-house, as Betsy Klimasmith writes, ‘complicate 

notions of home based on containment’, instead representing ‘places of connection where 

private space mixes with public and domestic space mingles with the realm of the market’.20 

The shared nature of space within the boarding-house is typified by the communal dining room, 

where David is thrust into encounters with other neighbours. Effie, for example, tells him: ‘I’ve 

seen you every night in the dining room, but I have breakfast earlier than you do’ (TSS 3). 

David later bemoans being surrounded by ‘all that humanity around him’ (TSS 19). It is the 

public nature of space within the boarding-house which establishes its contrast to notions of 

the home as a site of privacy and refuge from the marketplace. As Wendy Gamber argues: ‘If 

homes were private, boardinghouses were public. If homes nurtured virtue, boardinghouses 

bred vice. Above all, boardinghouses were creatures of the marketplace. Paying cash for 

 
20 Betsy Klimasmith, At Home in the City: Urban Domesticity in American Literature and Culture, 1850-1930 
(Durham, NH: University of New Hampshire Press, 2005), p. 28. 
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housekeeping services (and accepting cash for providing them) defied the social logic of the 

domestic ideal’.21  

 David’s room in the boarding-house expresses the character’s cultivation of anonymity 

in favour of the alternative subjectivity he inhabits at weekends. Highsmith is explicit in 

relating David’s room to his sense of self: ‘His room, like David himself, was orderly and 

curiously evocative of some forgotten past’ (TSS 10). Descriptions of the room highlight its 

dull, aged and bland appearance, drawing attention to its ‘general faded yellow colour’, the 

‘tasteless mixture of old and new’ furniture and containing only the ‘minimum necessities – 

bed, straight chair, armchair, chest of drawers, table’ (TSS 11). The general absence of 

possessions, as well as the decision to maintain the room’s bland décor, evokes an anonymity 

mirroring the hollowness with which David reproduces his self. Pauline Garvey argues that the 

home operates as a form of self-presentation: ‘practices involved in the organization of the 

domestic interior have the capacity to relate to an overt or latent sense of self’.22 For David, his 

self-actualisation is enacted precisely through the absence of identifiable markers. He 

intentionally keeps old furniture, so as not to imprint his own values and class identification 

onto the space, while the list of possessions is similarly minimalist, with no additional 

descriptions provided. Moreover, the narrative notes how he ‘had no pictures at all on the 

walls’, ‘discouraged visitors’ and cleaned the room so well the cleaner need not enter (TSS 11). 

The act of cleaning, here, further demonstrates the room’s identity-negating state; David exerts 

physical labour into expunging signs and remnants of himself from the space. The physical 

exclusion of the rest of the world from his room foregrounds David’s attempts to, as much as 

possible, sustain a lacuna in his presentation of self. 

 
21 Wendy Gamber, The Boardinghouse in Nineteenth-Century America (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 2007), p. 7. 
22 Pauline Garvey, ‘Organized Disorder: Moving Furniture in Norweigan Homes’, in Home Possessions: 
Material Culture Behind Closed Doors, ed. by Daniel Miller (Oxford: Berg, 2001), pp. 47–68 (p. 49). 
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 David’s reproduction of anonymity is rooted in a deep disillusionment with the broader 

societal values around him, encapsulated in his employment in a plastics factory. Although, as 

Marling summarises, cultural narratives of the era ‘dramatized the benefits of mass production 

[…] that so casually spewed forth labor-saving marvels’, the factory, as Peters argues, 

represents ‘the worst aspects of 1950s mass production, especially the obsession with profit at 

the expense of aesthetic value’.23 David describes how he ‘hated his job’ (TSS 27), describing 

the plastic coating manufactured at his factory as ‘horrid’: ‘You could spill drinks on Cheswick 

fabrics, babies could puke on them, just wipe them clean again with soap and water’ (TSS 26). 

David’s evident disgust in the products of the factory is rooted in both their multiple 

applications and the cheapening effect they have on the objects they cover. As Peters continues, 

‘[t]his reference to puking babies encapsulates the visceral repulsion at the unavoidable 

everyday conditions of existence’.24 Furthermore, David’s feelings of revulsion inspired by the 

products is mirrored in his attitudes towards his boss, Mr Lewissohn, who represents the gross 

profiteering of the booming consumer economy: ‘Mr Lewissohn had told him with a happy 

slap of his palms, “All our products are turned into dollars and cents in a matter of days”’ (TSS 

26). The brazen ‘happy slap of his palms’ marks Lewissohn’s capitalistic attitude, and his pride 

in it, with a sense of vulgarity. Through his second house, David erects an alternative reality 

which contrasts the vulgarity and disappointment he associates with his everyday life.  

 

The House as a Heterotopia 
 
David constructs a more idealised bourgeois lifestyle at Ballard which, although framed by the 

character as a reaction against the consumer economy, ironically exhibits his reliance on 

exclusive commodities, in particular the house, by which to forge an alternative identity. 

 
23 Marling, pp. 244–45; Fiona Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2011), p. 78. 
24 Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith, p. 78. 
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Through its capacity to support an alternative existence, the house conforms to many of the 

principles of a heterotopia. Outlining the concept, Michel Foucault writes in ‘Of Other Spaces’ 

(1986) that heterotopias:  

have a function in relation to all the space that remains. […] Either their role is to create 
a space of illusion that exposes every real space […]. Or else, on the contrary, their role 
is to create a space that is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well 
arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled.25 

 
For Foucault, then, the heterotopia is defined through its relationship to another space. They 

present an alternative ordering rooted primarily in their difference from ‘all the space that 

remains’. He adds that heterotopias are ‘a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real 

sites […] are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’.26 Integral to the spatial 

regulation of the heterotopia, as Soja writes, is a ‘conscious and subconscious surveillance of 

presence and absence, entry and exit; its demarcation of behaviours and boundaries; its 

protective yet selectively enabling definition of what is the inside and outside and who may 

partake of the inherent pleasures’.27 Inside the house, David performs an alternative ordering 

through his fabrication of the William Neumeister alter-ego. As Neumeister, David enacts the 

Übermensch role through his exhibition of differing behaviours and attitudes. In particular, he 

demonstrates an ambivalent attitude to the deaths he causes while in this other identity and the 

moral and legal consequences of these actions. Moreover, his sense of superiority is evident 

through the more desirable lifestyle he enjoys as Neumeister, connoting more high-brow tastes, 

reified in the form of the house.  

The contrast between David’s Ballard house and the boarding-house is evident through 

differing notions of privacy. Whereas, as Klimasmith reiterates, the ‘boarding-house is 

characterized by permeable spaces’, David observes a strict system of opening and closing at 

 
25 Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, trans. by Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics, 16.1 (1986), 22–27 (p. 27). 
26 Ibid., p. 24. 
27 Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1996), p. 161. 
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his house which only permits entry to certain individuals.28 In doing so, the house demonstrates 

the way in which, as Foucault argues, the heterotopic site is ‘not freely accessible like a public 

place. Either entry is compulsory […] or else the individual has to submit to rites and 

purifications. To get in one must have a certain permission and make certain gestures’.29 David 

observes and practises such purifications on arrival at his house. He refuses to take clothing 

and other objects he uses throughout the week, noting that ‘he would not have dreamed of 

taking any personal possessions that he used at Mrs McCartney’s on his weekends’ (TSS 10), 

and later thinking: ‘his better clothes he kept at the house in Ballard’ (TSS 45). Instead, David 

changes his clothes and washes upon arrival: ‘Within half an hour he had taken a shower, 

changed into clean blue jeans and shirt in the bedroom upstairs’ (TSS 16). Through both 

excluding objects from his everyday life, and taking a shower upon entering, David undertakes 

a process of cleansing and purification which preserves the unsullied state of the house. 

Clothing performs two more related functions here. Through the almost ritualistic changing, 

David effectively disrobes one identity in favour of its more desirable other. Moreover, by 

designating his ‘better clothes’ he reserves for weekends, they also signify the differing class 

connotations of these two subjectivities; as Vince Packard argues: ‘historically, clothing has 

been one of the most convenient, and visible, vehicles known for drawing class distinctions’.30  

 In contrast to the anonymity of his room in the boarding-house, David imprints a 

desirable class identity onto his second house through the choice of luxurious and expensive 

furnishings. Conveying David’s affective reaction to the house upon entering, the novel 

describes how, ‘with a deep intake of breath [he] surveyed the attractive living room, its smooth 

couch, its brown and white cowhide rugs, the mantel with its two photographs of Annabelle, 

 
28 Klimasmith, p. 37. 
29 For Foucault, these rites and purifications are ‘partly religious and partly hygienic, such as the hamman of the 
Moslems, or else purification appears to be purely hygienic, as in Scandinavian saunas’. Foucault, p. 26. 
30 Vince Packard, The Status Seekers: An Exploration of Class Behaviour in America (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1959), p. 120. 
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his shelves of books and records’ (TSS 16). The reader is confronted with objects, such as the 

‘smooth couch’, the luxurious ‘cowhide rugs’, as well as photographs, books and records. 

During the post-war mass-consumerist economy, as David Farber argues, consumption was an 

integral aspect of identity construction: ‘The car one drove, the cigarettes smoked, the TV 

shows watched, the products one consumed became a common language signalling who one 

was and wanted to be’.31 This use of objects as signifiers of the self is a common feature in 

Highsmith’s protagonists of the post-war period, in particular Tom Ripley, who I discuss in 

chapter 4. It extends to David’s choice of food while at the Ballard house. He prepares ‘a small 

pitcher of martinis […] beside a plate of anchovies and black olives’, which he lays out on ‘the 

gleaming mahogany table with silver, wine glass, and linen napkin’ (TSS 16-17). The 

luxuriousness of the ‘gleaming mahogany’ table and his silverware, as well as David’s choice 

of foods manifest the more bourgeois lifestyle he leads at weekends. Anchovies, olives and 

martinis all represent expensive victuals with strong, acquired tastes and which offer relatively 

little sustenance. As Bourdieu argues, ‘taste in food [depends] on the idea each class has of the 

body and the effects of food on the body’.32 Doing so illustrates how the house as a physical 

space embodies these bourgeois class values, as it is furnished with objects which reflect a 

sense of discernment and refinement. 

 David condenses the various behaviours and tastes reified in his house into the 

Nietzschean alter-ego of William Neumeister. Introducing the reader to his alternative self, 

David thinks: ‘In this house, his house, he liked to imagine himself William Neumeister – a 

man who had everything he wanted, a man who knew how to live, to laugh, and to be happy’ 

(TSS 17-18). As Wilson argues, for David, the escape into the ‘more colourful life of William 

 
31 David Farber, The Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 1994), p. 11. 
32 Bourdieu argues that whereas the working-classes ‘tend to go for products that are both cheap and nutritious, 
the professions tend to go for products that are tasty, health-giving, light and not fattening’. Pierre Bourdieu, 
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Oxon: Routledge, 2010), p. 187. 
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Neumeister’ represents ‘not so much a fantasy life as another parallel reality’.33 David attempts 

to legitimise the identity, describing how, for example, he ‘had bought the house in the name 

of William Neumeister, and the few local tradespeople, the garbage collector, and his real estate 

agent knew him as William Neumeister’ (TSS 18). Moreover, through the fabrication of the 

Neumeister identity, David realises the sense of superiority he feels over other characters in 

the novel. Thinking of his friend, Wes Carmichael, David laments: ‘what upset him, what 

depressed him, was that Wes wasn’t better than he was, that he would fool around with other 

women, be false to his wife, just like all the other second-rate people who made up the bulk of 

the human race’ (TSS 39). This passage alludes to the Nietzschean overtones which are an 

underlying characteristic of most of Highsmith’s protagonists; indeed, as I discuss in chapter 

4, Tom Ripley expresses a similar disappointment in relation to his friend, Dickie Greenleaf. 

The transcendent quality of Neumeister is evident in David’s description of him ‘sailing 

serenely, victoriously, over tumultuous waters, up and down riding the waves, a strong ship in 

full sail’ (TSS 187), and is further evidenced in the framing of the deaths he causes while at his 

second house.  

 David kills two people as Neumeister: Annabelle’s husband Gerald Delaney and his 

neighbour in the boarding-house, Effie Brennan. Focalised through David’s perspective, the 

narrative blurs the ethical connotations of his crimes, creating a sense of ambiguity about 

whether or not he has committed murder. After David has knocked Delaney down, for example, 

the narrative notes how ‘there was a crack when he landed, but not the crack of a gunshot’ (TSS 

96). After realising he ‘might be dead’, the narrative transfers agency onto the inanimate 

corpse. David considers the cadaver as a ‘gross annoyance that refused to revive’ (TSS 97) and 

realises that ‘he would be blamed’ (TSS 97), the particular wording of which implies a 

distinction from the moral and legal norms by which such actions are judged. This aspect of 

 
33 Wilson, p. 212. 
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David likens him to Raskolnikov in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866), who 

believes his own genius raises him above conventional morality: ‘power is given only to the 

one who dares to reach down and take it’.34 There are similar qualities in the death of Effie 

Brennan: ‘He caught her with both hands, tugged her from the bed, and flung her from him 

[…]. Effie did not get up. He supposed she was waiting for him to pick her up and comfort her’ 

(TSS 258-9). The novel’s lack of clarity about Effie’s cause of death, merely stating that David 

‘caught her with both hands’, exemplifies the haziness surrounding his crimes. Throughout 

both scenes, as Peters argues, Highsmith ‘imbues the events with a violence that is magnified 

by the indifference with which they occur’.35 In both circumstances, this indifference makes 

visible gestures to David’s belief in his transcendence of social regulations and laws. Indeed, 

after killing Effie, David instead ‘turned to his bed and absently brushed it with the flat of his 

hand and smoothed its blanket’, before scrubbing his hands and face in the bathroom and 

declaring his house ‘ruined’ (TSS 259). The narrative displaces Effie’s suffering, instead 

focussing on David’s horror at her sullying of his house. His actions in the aftermath of her 

death represent an ultimately failed attempt to stem the transgression of his heterotopic rituals. 

Doing so not only highlights his indifference to her suffering but also alludes to Effie’s broader 

function of destabilising and even transgressing the spatial regulation between inside and 

outside of his heterotopic house.  

 

Heterotopia and Time 
 
In his formulation of the heterotopia, Foucault considers the relationship between space and 

time. He describes the way in which heterotopias are ‘most often linked to slices in time – 

which is to say that they open onto what might be termed, for the sake of symmetry, 

 
34 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, trans. by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (London: 
Vintage, 2007), p. 418. 
35 Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith, p. 80. 
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heterochronies’.36 There are, he continues, ‘heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time, for 

example museums and libraries’ and ‘those linked, on the contrary, to time in its most fleeting, 

transitory, precarious aspect, to time in the mode of the festival. These heterotopias are not 

orientated toward the eternal, they are rather absolutely temporal’.37 David’s house represents 

both a timeless space – David himself remarks that ‘not even time existed here’ (TSS 79) – and 

a space of ‘fleeting’, temporary liberation from the rest of society. At Ballard, David attempts 

to preserve indefinitely an imaginary version of Annabelle from his brief relationship while 

simultaneously creating a temporary space only inhabited at weekends. The disturbance of the 

spatial regulation of inside and outside later in the novel, as Effie enters David’s house without 

observing the rites and purifications, prompts a further blurring of the distinctions between the 

real and imaginary, and the temporal and permanent. It is this erosion of the demarcated 

boundaries which ultimately signifies David’s descent into madness, as he attempts to render 

the temporary liberation afforded by his house and its associated alter-ego as a permanent 

reality, which prompts the narrative’s reframing of his exceptionality as hubris.  

The imaginary version of Annabelle David constructs at the Ballard house is integral 

to his existence as Neumeister. As David thinks, Neumeister ‘had never failed at anything, at 

least nothing important, [and] therefore had won Annabelle. She lived with him here’ (TSS 18-

9). As Peters argues: ‘David’s existence is (increasingly unsuccessfully) held together by 

Annabelle as sinthome, literally the cause and means of his existence’.38 Within his house, 

David constructs a version of Annabelle whose femininity reflects the more refined and 

 
36 Foucault, p. 26. 
37 Ibid. Foucault offers fairgrounds as an example of the latter: ‘marvelous empty sites on the outskirts of cities 
that term once or twice a year with stands, displays, heteroclite objects, wrestlers, snakewomen, fortune-tellers, 
and so forth’. 
38 Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith, pp. 79–80. Employed by Peters throughout her 
book, the ‘sinthome’ is a Lacanian concept which she describes as ‘elusive and slippery’. She quotes Slavoj 
Žižek, who has also employed Highsmith’s fiction in relation to psychoanalysis, who describes the sinthome as 
something ‘which has no determinate meaning; it just gives body, in its repressed meaning, to some elementary 
matric of jouissance, of excessive enjoyment’. See Ibid., p. 24; Slavoj Žižek, Enjoy Your Symptom! Jacques 
Lacan in Hollywood and Out (New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 199. 
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cultured tastes he associates with the Neumeister identity. He remembers, for example, how 

she ‘had a brilliant idea for a book on Schubert and Mozart, two composers with the greatest 

lyrical gifts in the historic of music’ (TSS 46). David describes ‘a shy laugh that made his own 

heart dissolve in tears’ (TSS 65). Through marriages to men beneath her transcendent beauty, 

David believes she has ‘condemned herself to ugliness and mediocrity’ (TSS 239), something 

emphasized through his description of her husband, Gerald Delaney, as ‘like a hunchback in a 

fairy tale capturing a princess’ (TSS 67-8). David reifies Annabelle through the house. He 

describes how the house ‘had the tremendous virtue of never being lonely. He felt Annabelle’s 

presence in every room’ (TSS 19). Moreover, demonstrating the way in which as Gaston 

Bachelard argues, an individual ‘experiences the home in its reality and in its virtuality, by 

means of thought and dreams’, David describes how ‘the surge of his desire had more than 

once reached a summit and gone over with the imagined pressure of her body’ (TSS 19-20).39 

David’s orgasm at the imagined presence of Annabelle underlines the way in which the house, 

and the possessions he keeps there, represent a materialisation of his obsession, further blurring 

fantasy and reality.  

The narrative’s own depiction of Annabelle begins to destabilise David’s romanticised 

version, highlighting the unsustainability of his alternative existence. The novel alludes to 

Annabelle’s low status position, which is noted by members of David’s family: ‘The family 

isn’t good enough for you, Davy’ (TSS 116); ‘his uncle and aunt […] looked down on the 

Stanton family. It might be true, David thought, that the Stantons had less money than the 

Kelseys, but was the worth of families to be judged by money?’ (TSS 32). David himself 

confirms that her ‘brothers drank and loafed around the house’ (TSS 32), but attempts to 

distinguish Annabelle, asking ‘was that [her] fault’ and describing her as ‘unappreciated at 

home’ (TSS 32). Drawing attention to the imaginary nature of David’s Annabelle, Highsmith 

 
39 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin, 2014), p. 27. 
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also presents instances in which his fantasy clashes with reality. While he is dining with the 

real Annabelle, for example, she orders shrimp: ‘“The shrimp?” [David] said in blank 

amazement, then realized he had only made up that she did not like shrimp’ (TSS 154). While 

physical descriptions are distorted by the narrative’s use of David’s perspective, Highsmith 

does permit the reader an unfiltered glimpse at Annabelle’s unbecoming home. The narrative 

focusses on the ‘clutter and the dreary appurtenances of an existence such as theirs’, as well as 

the ‘picture of a hideous, gray-haired relative on the television set’, Gerald’s ‘small, unshined’ 

shoes, and ‘a green sofa that looked more worn than their year and a half here would seem to 

have warranted’ (TSS 66-7).  

Whilst the focalisation of the narrative inhibits a more explicit exposé of the actual 

Annabelle, Highsmith does destabilise his imaginary construction through the character of 

Effie. Highsmith depicts her with the same kind of romanticised femininity David imputes onto 

the imaginary Annabelle. While David attempts to position the two as binaries, stating for 

example that ‘[Effie] didn’t play the piano like Annabelle, had none of the sweetness of 

Annabelle’ (TSS 45-6), Highsmith, as Peters notes, conspicuously underplays the differences 

between them, portraying the former ‘not as loud or brash, but as virginal, in fact, just the kind 

of girl David should desire, or at least recognise as attractive’.40 On first meeting her, David 

describes how Effie ‘gave a nod that made her light brown hair bounce’ (TSS 3) and her ‘light 

brown eyes [that] looked up at him frankly and with a naïve mischief’ (TSS 5). Later, he 

considers how she ‘always spoke an articulate, complete sentence’ (TSS 35) and notes a 

‘warmth in Effie’s good humour that made David feel it was genuine’ (TSS 36). A police 

officer, with a ‘dreamy smile […], as if her image were still in his eyes’ describes Effie as a 

‘very pretty girl’ (TSS 133). However, David refuses such a representation of Effie. Instead, he 

condescendingly dismisses her as having ‘only the pseudeo-decorousness of the basically 

 
40 Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith, p. 80. 
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coarse young female who reads the women’s magazines and the etiquette columns in cheap 

newspapers’ (TSS 46). Moreover, as Peters continues: ‘his repulsion at any display of 

femininity is distilled into the most innocuous of physical displays, such as becoming 

frightened by Effie’s nail varnish’.41 (The narrative describes how David ‘became aware of her 

rather slender hands, gesticulating as she talked, aware of their nail polish which certainly could 

be called of a conservative colour as nail polish went, but which turned him away from her and 

even frightened him a little’ (TSS 55)). David’s framing of Effie, and more specifically her 

femininity, as ‘frightening’ is rooted in the threat the character poses to his alternative existence 

through exposing, and forcing David to confront, its temporality. 

 Effie subverts spatial regulation of opening and closing integral to the heterotopic 

character of David’s Ballard house, prompting a conflict between his two separate existences. 

After discovering David’s secret life, Effie pays him a surprise visit. David describes feeling 

‘a tangle of shame and wrath’ (TSS 127) towards her, and, watching her walk around the house, 

thinks: ‘Prying, snooping, she had crossed the kitchen and was looking into the disordered 

living room. He wanted to hurl her through a living room window, anything, to get her out’ 

(TSS 128). This spatial intrusion represents the character’s broader role of exposing the 

contingency of David’s alternative existence. In her work on abjection, Julia Kristeva describes 

that which ‘I permanently thrust aside in order to live. […] There, I am at the border of my 

condition as a living being’.42 Effie challenges David on his ‘[wanting] to shut out the rest of 

your life’ (TSS 49) and tells him shortly after Gerald Delaney’s death: ‘you’re never going to 

get her, Dave […]. A woman doesn’t suddenly decide to marry a man she thinks killed her 

husband, does she?’ (TSS 148). While David is, until the end of the novel, aware of the 

imaginary state of his alternative existence, Effie highlights its impermanence and 

 
41 Ibid. 
42 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1982), p. 3. 
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unattainability. She disturbs the balance of real and imaginary, as well as temporal and 

permanent, which is maintained through the house’s demarcated boundaries that distinguish it 

from the rest of society. 

 With the house, the physical grounding of his second life ‘ruined’, David attempts to 

permanently retreat into the Neumeister alter-ego, a move the novel renders as madness 

through a narratorial distancing from David’s perspective. The ending also suggests further 

implications for both the political and genre contexts in which Sickness is located. Throughout 

the final chapters, David increasingly attempts to materialise the ideal of Annabelle. He 

describes how ‘he held Annabelle by the hand. Her strong fingers straightened, then closed 

firmly on his’ (TSS 268). In the novel’s final lines, David leaps from an apartment block, he 

believes, towards Annabelle: ‘he stepped off into that cool space, that fast descent to her, with 

nothing in his mind but a memory of a curve of her shoulder, naked, as he had never seen it’ 

(TSS 305). The passage demonstrates the distance between David and the narrative perspective 

and represents his delusions as descending into madness. Although he has envisioned 

Annabelle throughout the novel, the phrasing of the final line emphasises the way in which 

David impossibly ‘had a memory’ of Annabelle’s shoulder ‘as he had never seen it’. The 

dénouement also exemplifies the way in which, as Stephen Knight argues, ‘crime fiction not 

only create[s] an idea (or a hope, or a dream) about controlling crime, but both realise[s] and 

validate[s] a whole view of the world’.43 By affirming his madness, the novel fails to support 

David’s alternative subjectivity or his feelings of superiority, which in turn undermines the 

transgressive qualities of the character. Instead, the narrative’s confirmation of David’s 

madness and depiction of his death creates a somewhat anticlimactic ending, in which the 

established social order is implicitly reaffirmed through the character’s ultimate inability to 

transgress, or transcend, the legal and moral boundaries of society. 

 
43 Stephen Knight, Form and Ideology in Crime Fiction (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), p. 2. 
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Space and Class in Strangers on a Train 
 
The bourgeois values evident in the representation of David’s heterotopic house demonstrate 

the way in which Highsmith’s novels articulate a particular classed perspective through space, 

and, moreover, their use of marginal spaces to achieve this. This is equally visible in Strangers. 

The novel depicts a chance encounter of two men, Guy Haines and Charles Bruno, while 

travelling on a train from New England to Texas. Guy, a Texan native like Highsmith herself, 

is returning to his hometown of Metcalf to pursue a divorce from his estranged wife, Miriam. 

Guy hopes to marry his new girlfriend, Anne Faulkner, a wealthy New Englander. Bruno is 

from Long Island. His father is a wealthy capitalist who Bruno resents for his low-class 

Hungarian origins and accuses him of ‘robbing’ him and his mother of their money: ‘It isn’t 

even his money, it’s my mother’s family’s money’ (ST 14).44 During the train journey, Bruno 

suggests a radical plan to Guy: ‘Hey! Cheeses, what an idea! We murder for each other, see? I 

kill your wife and you kill my father! We meet on a train, see, and nobody knows we know 

each other! Perfect alibis!”’ (ST 30). Horrified by the plan, Guy refuses: ‘Murder. The word 

sickened him. Terrified him’ (ST 30). However, after Bruno murders Miriam, he pressures Guy 

into returning the favour through a combination of harassment and blackmail. Guy, feeling 

both pressured by, and attracted to, Bruno relents and murders Bruno’s father. He later admits 

that ‘I was broken down. Bruno broke me down with letters and blackmail and sleeplessness. 

He drove me insane, too’ (ST 251). After the murder, Bruno continues to pursue a friendship 

with Guy, a narrative strand with explicitly homo-erotic overtones. Confronting the reality that 

his feelings towards Guy will never be physically realised, Bruno drunkenly throws himself 

from Guy’s boat and drowns. The relationship between the two men is the first of many 

throughout Highsmith’s oeuvre in which two male characters are bound together by overtly 

 
44 Patricia Highsmith, Strangers on a Train (London: Vintage, 1999), p. 14. All further references are to this 
edition and appear bracketed as ST and page numbers in the body of the text. Throughout this discussion, I use 
the names primarily employed by the narrative. For Guy this is his first name but for Bruno is his surname.  
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homoerotic desires.45  Consumed by guilt, Guy admits his crime to Miriam’s former boyfriend, 

before giving himself up to the private investigator employed by Bruno’s family. 

 Strangers deepens understandings of the intersection of space and class throughout 

Highsmith’s fiction, establishing a number of themes that the author develops throughout her 

career. For example, Harrison notes of the class backgrounds of the characters throughout the 

novel that, ‘as with all of [her] novels published in the 1950s […], these are white, well-

educated Americans. We know from a number of details that Highsmith gives us concerning 

their lives that they are affluent’.46 The novel’s exaggeration of the distinction between the 

American North and South exhibits the acute elitism that underpins Highsmith’s class politics. 

Moreover, developing the framing of David’s second house as a heterotopia, a physical 

rendering of his marginality, I argue that both Guy and Bruno are displaced in more conceptual 

‘outside’ spaces. Guy appears suspended within a liminal space, an anthropological concept 

popularised by Victor Turner, who employs it to refer to the ‘ambiguous and indeterminate’ 

in-between stage during rites of passage.47 For Guy, it takes the form of his attempts to progress 

fluidly socially, transitioning from his Texan background to a North-Eastern bourgeois 

lifestyle, like that of his fiancée, Anne. As Josh Lukin argues, the capitals Guy hopes to gain 

through his ‘upscale marriage’ and career will enable ‘him to escape his shabby-genteel origins 

and his downwardly-mobile first marriage’.48 Bruno similarly hopes to escape his family’s low-

status origins. Unlike Guy, however, who aspires to ‘arrive’ in a different social class at the 

end of his liminal passage, Bruno occupies a transgressive ‘Thirdspace’. I employ Soja’s 

 
45 Examples of these implicitly homoerotic relationships which will be discussed later in the thesis include 
Howard Ingham and Anders Jensen in The Tremor of Forgery (1969) and Tom Ripley and Dickie Greenleaf in 
The Talented Mr Ripley (1955).  
46 Harrison notes one exception to this trend: A Game for the Living (1958), which was set in Mexico. He also 
includes examples of practices which symbolise the character’s affluence, such as Guy’s occasional hunting and 
Anne owning a boat docked on Long Island. Harrison, p. 18. 
47 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (New Brunswick: AldineTransaction, 2009), 
p. 95. 
48 Josh Lukin, ‘Identity-Shopping and Postwar Self-Improvement in Patricia Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train’, 
Journal of Modern Literature, 33.4 (1990), 21–40 (p. 23). 
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concept of ‘Thirdspace’, a more experiential space related to the idea of heterotopia through 

its radical difference to the established order, to describe Bruno’s liberation from the legal and 

moral constraints of society, a feature that facilitates a process of effacement and self-

fashioning and foregrounds a number of Highsmith’s subsequent protagonists, notably Tom 

Ripley.     

 
 
Space and Place: The American North and South 
 
Highsmith’s depiction of the American North and South in Strangers highlights the way in 

which her elitism is evident through depictions of particular places. The narrative emphasises 

the difference between the two places, which represent contrasting performances of class that 

are calibrated to differing levels of status, and, moreover, begins to highlight the in-between, 

liminal space that exists between them. Primarily, the novel articulates this difference through 

the characters of Anne and Miriam, whose contrasting femininities represent values closely 

associated with the two regions. Strangers employs Miriam, and her femininity, as 

representative of southern-ness, depicting her as a modern idea of the southern belle, in ‘a 

brightly-flowered skirt and a white short sleeved blouse’ (ST 34). However, through its 

unsympathetic depiction of Miriam, whose attractiveness is likened to how ‘garbage draws 

flies’ (ST 24), the narrative represents her southern-ness as symptomatic of ‘white trash 

culture’. As Matt Wray and Annalee Newitz summarise, the term ‘white trash’ ‘plays on 

‘stereotypes of rural poor whites as incestuous, sexually promiscuous, violent, alcoholic, lazy, 

and stupid’, marking a particular performance of class as ethnically other.49 By contrast, the 

narrative’s depiction of Anne Faulkner, a member of the New England bourgeoisie, emphasizes 

her aesthetic purity, restraint and sophistication, at one point describing her as ‘like something 

 
49 Matt Wray and Annalee Newitz, ‘Introduction’, in White Trash: Race and Class in America, ed. by Matt 
Wray and Annalee Newitz (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 1–14 (p. 2). 
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made of white gold’ (ST 46). In both instances, femininity operates, as Beverley Skeggs argues, 

as ‘a form of cultural capital. It is the discursive position available through gender relations 

that women are encouraged to inhabit and use’.50 The cultural and spatial dichotomy articulated 

through regionalised performances of gender highlights a class politics rooted in the hegemonic 

imposition of bourgeois north-east culture as desirable, and, in doing so, reproduces the South 

as primitive, tasteless and culturally other, underlining the narrative’s conservative class 

perspective. 

The two regions have historically represented cultural binaries within the United States. 

The American North, the states in and around New England in which the first pilgrims settled, 

has traditionally relied on enterprise and trade to support the economy, and has been a 

stronghold for white, Anglo-Saxon Protestantism (WASP). WASPs, as Eric Kaufmann 

highlights, constituted an ethnic majority in America into the 1920s and 1930s, and exerted 

both political and cultural influence to reproduce themselves as quintessentially American: 

‘The history texts in the nation’s schools, along with its popular magazines and films, 

reinforced the message that the true American type was Anglo-Protestant – a descendant of 

revolutionaries and westward-moving frontiersmen’.51 WASPdom, as Kaufmann labels the 

broader values by which the American North traditionally lived, was rooted in a traditional 

bourgeois lifestyle. As David Brooks adds: ‘At their best they lived up to the aristocratic code. 

They believed in duty, service, and honor, and more than just words’.52 This code, however, 

was underpinned by ethnic, religious and cultural exclusivity. As Brooks continues: ‘the 1950s 

establishment was still based on casual anti-Semitism, racism, sexism, and a thousand other 

 
50 Beverley Skeggs, Formations of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable (London: Sage Publications, 
2014), p. 10. 
51 Eric P. Kaufmann, ‘The Decline of the WASP in United States and Canada’, in Rethinking Ethnicity: 
Majority Groups and Dominant Minorities, ed. by Eric P. Kaufmann (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 61–83 (p. 
66). 
52 David Brooks, The Paradise Suite: Bobos in Paradise and On Paradise Drive (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 2011), p. 23. 
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silent barriers that blocked entry for those without the correct pedigree’.53 Through its political 

and cultural influence, WASP culture has exerted a hegemonic hold over American beliefs and 

values. Peter Schrag reiterates this point, writing: ‘in the process of settling the country and 

developing its institutions, in the writing of history and the celebration of tradition, the very 

word “American” became a norm that was culturally, ideologically and physically WASP’.54 

  On the other hand, the South, constituted of States which attempted to secede from the 

Union during the Civil War, has historically defined itself through its difference to the 

American North. As Richard Gray argues, Southern ‘self-fashioning’ operates ‘against a 

national or international “other”. […] In this context, “South” and “North” end up functioning 

like a photograph and its negative, in a mutually determining, reciprocally defining 

relationship’.55 Culturally and politically, the South has unique characteristics which mark it 

as distinctive. In contrast to the predominantly WASP North, the South, as Elizabeth Hayes 

Turner outlines ‘was [historically] a multiracial, multicultural (and some would add multi 

religious) region with a predominantly agricultural economy base that supported both rural and 

urban livelihoods’.56 In a more explicit manner than the North, the South’s historic association 

with the slave trade has not only resulted in a larger population of black people, but has also 

given rise to severe examples of racial segregation and discrimination, notably in the form of 

the Jim Crow Laws. In popular culture the South has been both romanticised and derided, 

portrayed, as Karen Cox suggests, ‘as a region that was either primitive or exotic and was seen 

through the haze of moonlight and magnolias’, and which is, ‘undeniably, often 

oversimplified’.57 Equally, Helen Taylor adds: at its worst ‘the South is often characterised as 

 
53 Ibid., 22. 
54 Peter Schrag, The Vanishing American: The Decline and Fall of the White Anglo Saxon Protestant (London: 
Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1972), p. 20. 
55 Richard Gray, ‘Writing Southern Cultures’, in A Companion to The Literature and Culture of the American 
South, ed. by Richard Gray and Owen Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), pp. 3–26 (p. 4). 
56 Elizabeth Hayes Turner, ‘Women in the Post-Civil War South’, in A Companion to the American South, ed. 
by John B. Boles (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), pp. 348–68 (p. 348). 
57 Karen L. Cox, Dreaming of Dixie: How the South Was Created in American Popular Culture (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2011), p. 7. 
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insular, digging around its own backyard […]. The South can too easily be crudely parodied 

with terms like “Bible Belt”, suggesting a homogeneous and rigid grouping of peoples whom 

modernity has left behind’.58 Not only are these regressive stereotypes and caricatures, as Cox 

suggests, ‘employed in film and radio for the amusement of non-southern audiences 

everywhere’, they also function to reproduce the notion of the American South as culturally 

other, characterised ultimately by its fundamental difference from the dominant (WASP) 

culture.59 

  Strangers is primarily focalised through the perspectives of Guy and Bruno, both 

characters who identify with a northern, bourgeois lifestyle. Through adopting Bruno’s 

perspective, in particular, the narrative emphasises the difference of the Southern landscape. 

As Bruno lands in Metcalf, he is almost immediately confronted with a small girl who says to 

him ‘H’lo’ (ST 63). The narrative’s interest with the particularities of the Southern accent 

continues as Bruno wanders through the town: ‘Aw, s’ ain’t no fun. H’bout the merry-go-

round?’ (ST 69); ‘Sit on mah coat if y’wanta’ (ST 72). The narrative’s phonetic simulation of 

the accents draws attention to their non-standardised form, highlighting their difference. Bruno 

remarks: ‘Christ […] those dumb Southern accents!’ (ST 72), perhaps reflecting Highsmith’s 

own sensitivity regarding her Texan accent.60 Equally, the narrative almost immediately thrusts 

Bruno into the amusement park, a space that combines bright lights and sounds with a sense of 

violence and danger. The narrative describes a ‘big lighted section’ in which a ‘roller coaster 

 
58 Helen Taylor, ‘The South through Other Eyes’, in A Companion to The Literature and Culture of the 
American South, ed. by Richard Gray and Owen Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), pp. 317–34 (p. 317). 
59 Cox, pp. 73–74. 
60 Wilson suggests that Highsmith was acutely aware of her Southern accent, which ‘marked her as an outsider’ 
while at school in New York. Wilson, p. 36. In later life, Highsmith’s accent bore very little resemblance to the 
Texan accent she had as a child; a recording of the author speaking on BBC Radio 4's Desert Island Discs in 
1979, for example, exhibits less regional specificity. Considering the influence of Highsmith’s Texan heritage 
on her broader outlook, Joan Schenkar writes: ‘The signs and symbols of [Highsmith's] home state of Texas 
seem to suit her just as well. Texas is know as the “Lone Star State”; there was never a loner star than Patricia 
Highsmith’. See ‘Patricia Highsmith’, Desert Island Discs, BBC Radio 4, 24 April 1979 
<https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p009mxj3> [accessed 30 July 2020]; Joan Schenkar, The Talented Miss 
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made a tat-tat-tat-tat-tat like a machine gun over their heads. There was a clang and roar as 

someone sent the red arrow all the way to the top with a sledge-hammer’ (ST 68). In his article 

on the dark carnival, Craig Warren notes how ‘the shimmering lights and sounds of the park 

take on a sinister feel, the gaiety of childhood twisted into something nightmarish’.61 The 

unruly quality of the space is evident as Bruno becomes ‘tangled in some thorny underbrush’ 

(ST 72). Through adopting Bruno’s perspective, the narrative highlights aspects of the Southern 

environment which set it apart from the North, with which Bruno is more familiar. Moreover, 

locating the narrative in this position begins to suggest the conservative values which develop 

throughout its depiction of Miriam.  

 Guy’s attempts to distance himself from his Texan background are primarily achieved 

through the disgust he exhibits for his ex-wife, Miriam, who is employed as an embodiment of 

Southern values. Guy locates her within a narrative of excess, ranging from her consumption 

habits to her castrating femininity, and equates this with an ultimate lack of moral worth: 

She’s everything that should be loathed. […] Sometimes I think I hate everything in the 
world. No decency, no conscience. She’s what people mean when they say America 
never grows up, America rewards the corrupt. She’s the type who goes to the bad movies, 
acts in them, reads the love-story magazines, lives in a bungalow, and whips her husband 
into earning more money this year so they can buy on the instalment plan next year, 
breaks up her neighbour’s marriage – […]. And the fact that I once loved her, […] loved 
all of it, makes me ill (ST 47). 
 

Guy’s rant draws attention to Miriam’s vulgar taste through noting ‘bad movies’ and ‘love-

story magazines’. Ultimately, Guy’s condemning of Miriam’s taste is intended to erect a 

contrast between his high cultural capital and her deficiency. Bourdieu argues that ‘the main 

opposition, by overall capital value, is between practices designated by their rarity as 

distinguished […], and the practices identified as vulgar because they are both easy and 

common’.62 Guy then equates Miriam’s lowbrow tastes with a lack of moral conscience and 

 
61 Craig A. Warren, ‘Patricia Highsmith and the Dark Carnival’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 77–
86 (p. 81). Warren also draws attention to the liminal quality of the amusement park, a feature which will be 
discussed later in the chapter.  
62 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 171. 
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proposes that she represents the very worst of America. Moreover, her ‘whipping’ of her 

husband and the suggestion of sexual promiscuity through breaking up her neighbour’s 

marriage represent a divergence from the contemporaneous valorisation of traditional gender 

norms.63 As Benjamin Mangrum highlights, Miriam ‘devalues’ Guy’s social capital: ‘her 

unrefined presence would impede his slow climb from Metcalf, Texas, into the upper echelons 

of New York society’.64 Portraying Miriam as such establishes ideas of self-governance and 

restraint central to the narrative’s class politics, the absence of which leads to the devaluing of 

her Southern, unruly femininity.   

 Strangers more explicitly positions Miriam’s femininity as symbolic of her Southern 

identity when viewing her through Bruno’s perspective, arousing ideas of white trash. 

Introduced above, white trash culture, as Gael Sweeney describes, ‘is an aesthetic of the flashy, 

the inappropriate, the garish’, which is intricately interwoven into the culture of the American 

South.65 It is epitomised by ‘Southern’ icons, such as Elvis Presley, who Sweeney describes as 

‘a figure of terror and the grotesque to the urban, mostly Northern, arbiters of “good taste”, and 

Dolly Parton, who, as Nancy Isenberg notes, is ‘known for her “voluptuously overflowing 

body,” garish outfits, big blonde wig – what one scholar has called “excessive womanliness”.66 

By employing Bruno’s perspective, the narrative constructs a stereotyped vision of Southern 

femininity, condemning this ‘overflowing’ and ‘excessive’ womanliness as vulgar and 

 
63 Highsmith’s representation of Miriam’s femininity as a transgression of the gender norms of the period 
foregrounds the more stinging misogyny which characterises her subsequent novels. In particular, Clara (The 
Blunderer), Melinda (Deep Water), and Nickie (The Cry of the Owl) are three examples of women who 
demonstrate violent, castrating traits. This is epitomized by Clara’s comparison to the Greek goddess Medusa, 
who has the ability to castrate men who gaze upon her; Walter, the novel’s protagonist is urged by his friend: 
‘Don’t let yourself be paralyzed by a pint-sized Medusa anymore’. Patricia Highsmith, The Blunderer (London: 
Virago, 2015), p. 57; see also Marjorie Garber and Nancy J. Vickers, ‘Introduction’, in The Medusa Reader, ed. 
by Marjorie Garber and Nancy J. Vickers (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003), pp. 1–7. 
64 Benjamin Mangrum, ‘The Age of Anxiety: Patricia Highsmith, Existential Psychology, and the “Decline” of 
American Naturalism’, American Literature, 87.4 (2015), 769–98 (p. 779). 
65 Gael Sweeney, ‘The King of White Trash Culture: Elvis Presley and the Aesthetics of Excess’, in White 
Trash: Race and Class in America, ed. by Matt Wray and Annalee Newitz (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 249–
66 (p. 249). 
66 Ibid., p. 251; Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America (London: 
Atlantic Books, 2017), p. 288. 
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tasteless. In particular, Bruno notes Miriam’s ‘plump’ (ST 67) figure, referring to it as both a 

‘chunky compactness’ (ST 65), and later describing her ‘fat little hips under a tight grey skirt’ 

(ST 67). Both instances recode glamourous ‘voluptuousness’, as exhibited by Parton, as 

something unattractive and repulsive. Moreover, Bruno is ‘infuriated’ by Miriam’s garish ‘red 

socks with […] red sandals’ (ST 67) and experiences a visceral disgust at both her freckles and 

perfume: ‘he saw that Miriam was covered with freckles. She looked increasingly loathsome, 

so he began to not want to put his hands on her soft sticky-warm flesh’ (ST 70); ‘He thought 

he could smell Miriam’s perfume, […] a sweetness like a steamy bathroom that repelled him’ 

(ST 72-3). Foregrounding the affective qualities of Highsmith’s later fiction and representations 

of women, Bruno’s disgust erects a distinction between himself and Miriam’s vulgar Southern-

ness.67 As Martha Nausbaum argues, disgust ‘has historically been used a powerful weapon in 

social efforts to exclude certain groups and persons’.68  

The narrative’s own complicity in the misogynistic construction of Miriam-as-villain 

is evident in its unsympathetic, and even fetishistic, depiction of her murder. While subsequent 

female characters receive much more vicious portrayals, Miriam’s depiction is still damning 

enough to demonstrate Kathleen Gregory Klein’s argument that ‘[a]lmost unconsciously, 

Highsmith validates the concept of women as appropriate victims of murder or violence; they 

are presented as having deserved punishment for being too available or unavailable sexually, 

too domineering or insufficiently independent, too loving or too hateful’.69 Indeed, the 

description of Miriam’s murder has sexual overtones that encourage  satisfaction, rather than 

sympathy, in the reader: ‘He sunk his fingers deeper, enduring the distasteful pressure of her 

 
67 In chapter 3, for example, I discuss the way in which Highsmith engenders a readerly disgust at the expense 
of Irene Langley’s working-class femininity in People Who Knock on the Door (1983).  
68 Martha Nussbaum, Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2004), pp. 107–8. 
69 Kathleen Gregory Klein, ‘Patricia Highsmith’, in And Then There Were Nine... More Women of Mystery, ed. 
by Jane S. Bakerman (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1985), pp. 170–97 
(p. 175). 
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body under his so her writhing would not get them both up. Her throat felt hotter and fatter’ 

(ST 73). As well as the sexual connotations of Bruno’s penetrative fingers, there is a visceral 

disgust in the narrative’s amplification of her corporeality. Bruno justifies the crime to himself 

as an act of altruism and devalues the crime’s significance: ‘His victim deserved her fate. Think 

of all the other good guys he would save from even knowing her’ (ST 60); ‘It was like killing 

a hot little rat, only she was a girl so it made it murder’ (ST 96). As with David’s realisation 

that ‘he would be blamed’ for killing Gerald Delaney in Sickness, Bruno here infers a 

distinction from conventional social and moral codes through thinking ‘she was a girl so it 

made it murder’. Moreover, the narrative frames the crime as deserved due to Miriam’s unruly 

femininity. In her book on unruly women, Helen Anne Petersen outlines the concept as 

constituting transgressive, ‘threatening’ behaviour that ‘has been historically framed as an 

affliction at odds with proper femininity’.70 That the narrative justifies Miriam’s murder 

through rendering her Southern femininity as unruly is significant for the novel’s amplification 

of the North/South binary. Through focalising the scene through Bruno’s perspective, the 

narrative renders the South, represented by Miriam, as disordered, excessive and threatening. 

By contrast, the North is portrayed as orderly, controlled and considered. 

 This contrast is evident through the novel’s depiction of Anne Faulkner’s more 

restrained, bourgeois femininity. The daughter of ‘an importer [who intends] to build a 

warehouse on the docks’ (ST 49) in Acapulco, Anne’s family is representative of a capitalist 

power elite closely associated with New England. Conceptualising this elite, C. Wright Mills 

writes that they ‘have a greater share than other people of the things and experiences that are 

most highly valuable. From this point of view, the elite are simply those who have the most of 

what there is to have, which is generally held to include money, power and prestige’.71 The 

 
70 Anne Helen Petersen, Too Fat, Too Slutty, Too Loud: The Rise and Reign of the Unruly Woman (London: 
Scribner, 2017), p. xii.  
71 C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956), p. 9. 
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narrative also notes how the family are concentrated geographically in the American north-

east: ‘It was a family joke how many Faulkners and Weddells and Morrisons there were, all 

living in New York State or in Long Island’ (ST 78). As Harrison has previously argued, 

Highsmith drops details of the Faulkner’s lifestyle into the narrative to demonstrate their wealth 

and prestige, such as the family’s sailboat docked on Long Island and the father’s fondness for 

hunting.72 Similarly, while holidaying with the Faulkners in Mexico, Guy describes how ‘the 

four of them went to a concert at the Bellas Artes, then had a late supper at the Lady Baltimore 

Restaurant across the street from the Ritz’ (ST 49), where they have a suite (ST 50). These 

aspects of the Faulkners’ lifestyle implicitly demonstrate the wealth and symbolic capitals 

associated with their class position. As Thorstein Veblen writes: ‘In order to gain and to hold 

the esteem of men it is not sufficient merely to possess wealth or power. The wealth or power 

must be put in evidence, for esteem is only awarded on evidence’.73 Moreover, the Faulkner’s 

leisurely lifestyle demonstrates what Veblen describes as a ‘[c]onspicuous absentation from 

labour [which] becomes the conventional mark of superior pecuniary achievement and the 

conventional index of respectability’.74  

  The narrative exhibits a more tolerant tone with regards to Anne’s “Northerness” and 

class in comparison to its portrayal of Miriam and her “Southerness”. Descriptions of Anne’s 

bedroom, for example, are characterised by an acceptable chaos which contrasts the sense of 

unruliness with which the novel inscribes the South. Aligning the narrative with Guy’s 

perspective, it describes him gazing into Anne’s bedroom: 

At the threshold, he leaned his head back against the door jamb, picking out the disorder 
in the room – the unmade bed, the big art books that didn’t fit in the bookshelves, her last 
designs thumb-tacked to a strip of green cork down one wall […].The gardenia scent of 
the cologne she had touched to her neck at the last moment still lingered in the air (ST 
118). 

 
 

72 Harrison, pp. 18–19. 
73 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions 
(London: Penguin, 1994), p. 36. 
74 Ibid., p. 39. 
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The room represents a materialisation of bourgeois tastes and values. In particular, Anne’s art 

books and designs represent her more highbrow interests and cultured disposition. Moreover, 

the ‘gardenia scent of the cologne’ evokes subtlety and naturalness, playing into the distinction 

Judith Butler notes between ‘a privileged and naturalized gender configuration and one that 

appears as derived, phantasmatic, and mimetic – a failed copy, as it were’.75 The narrative’s 

class attitudes are equally evident in the depiction of the room’s ‘disorder’, which, in contrast 

to the chaos of the South, is depicted as permissible, creative even. Indeed, the ‘unmade bed’, 

oversized books, and the array of thumb-tacked designs seemingly add to the allure of the room 

and the bourgeois values it embodies. Skeggs argues: ‘excess, waste and artifice combine to 

produce disgust at the working-class body, but radical avant-garde value when attached to 

middle-class bodies, where excess is done with constraint (because they are self-governing, 

rather than beyond governance)’.76 Strangers demonstrates a similar valorisation of disorder in 

a middle-class context, demonstrating, through its depiction of the space, its own complicity in 

bourgeois class politics.  

 

Liminality 
 
Strangers employs the contrasting settings of Texas and New England, and the distinctive 

classed lifestyles they connote, to highlight the liminal positioning of Guy, who is, throughout 

most of the novel, suspended between the two places. Liminality, as Bjorn Thomassen notes, 

derives from the Latin limen meaning threshold, and as such ‘implies the existence of a 

boundary’.77 Similarly, Turner argues: ‘Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are 

betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and 

 
75 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 146. 
76 Beverley Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 105. 
77 Bjørn Thomassen, ‘Revisiting Liminality: The Danger of Empty Spaces’, in Liminal Lanscapes: Travel, 
Experience and Spaces in-Between, ed. by Hazel Andrews and Les Roberts (London: Routledge, 2012), pp. 21–
35 (p. 21). 
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ceremonial. As such, their ambiguous and indeterminate attributes are expressed by a rich 

variety of symbols in the many societies that ritualise social and cultural transitions’.78 While 

this sense of transition is central to understandings of liminality, Peter Messent argues that the 

term has since gained broader significance referring to ‘provisionality, instability, and 

indeterminate forms – what lies between the known and unknown’.79 Throughout Strangers, 

Guy finds himself ‘betwixt and between’ two contrasting classed selves, and attempts to 

navigate the complex and coded language of class to emerge from this liminal space in a 

bourgeois, upper-class position. He frequently partakes in practices, particularly consumption, 

his profession, and his marriage to Anne, which all represent rites of passage, through which 

he can gain the symbolic capitals necessary to legitimately reproduce himself in his new class 

position, or, as Guy himself argues, ‘to crush the other part of himself, and live in the self he 

was now’ (ST 172). Moreover, I argue that Guy’s suppression of his homoerotic feelings for 

Bruno is similarly performative, allowing him to conform to a heteronormative performance 

of class, aligned with the conservative views of the American North-East.  

The novel immediately locates the narrative within a liminal space through the setting 

of the train in the opening two chapters. The train typifies many of the attributes of liminality; 

it is a transitory space whose primary function is to cross the threshold of one place and into 

another through a largely ambiguous in-between space. Writing on the broader aspect of travel, 

Hetherington notes that liminal spaces are marginal, but stresses: ‘[m]argins are not only things 

pushed to the edge, they can also be in-between spaces, spaces of travel, right at the centre of 

things’.80 Strangers draws attention to the liminal qualities of the novel’s eponymous train in 

its opening lines: ‘The train tore along with an angry, irregular rhythm. It was having to stop 

at smaller and more frequent stations, where it would wait impatiently for a moment, then 

 
78 Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, p. 95. 
79 Peter Messent, ‘Liminality and Patricia Highsmith’ s The Talented Mr. Ripley’, Clues: A Journal of 
Detection, 3.2 (2013), 67–77 (p. 63). 
80 Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics, p. 107. 
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attack the prairie again. But progress was imperceptible’ (ST 7). The narrative focusses the 

reader’s attention on the train’s ambiguity and in-between-ness. The ‘smaller and more 

frequent stations’ at which the train is forced to stop remain anonymous, with emphasis instead 

placed upon the train’s seemingly perpetual state of movement. Highsmith highlights the 

physical marginality of the train as a space by emphasising its separation from other spaces. In 

the opening descriptions, the train is surrounded by the prairie which ‘undulated, like a vast, 

pink-tan blanket being casually shaken’ (ST 7). Later, the narrative depicts Guy, along with 

Bruno, stepping ‘out into a world of silence and total blackness’ (ST 32), and describes how 

‘the more organic air, weighted with nightfall, struck him like a smothering pillow’ (ST 11). 

Here, the narrative both emphasises the vast nothingness which lies beyond the train, and, 

through the description of the air as ‘weighted with nightfall’ and the comparison with a 

‘smothering pillow’, inscribes this void with a dense tangibility and sense of threat. The train, 

therefore, illustrates the liminal experience, embodying both an isolation and in-between-ness, 

as well as continuity of movement signifying the idea of transition.  

 By locating Guy on the train at the beginning of the novel, Highsmith physically 

suspends him between Texas and New England, as the embodiment of his past and, he hopes, 

future, and between the class implications these two landscapes represent. As Turner argues, 

this physical movement is representative of social fluidity: ‘the passage from one social status 

to another is often accompanied by a parallel passage in space, a geographical movement from 

one place to another’.81 Guy attempts to enact this transition from his pre-liminal to post-

liminal self through a number of performative practices, for example consumption. As Jean 

Baudrillard argues, consumerism is a discursive practice linked to, and even symbolic of, the 

class structure: ‘The consumer society is also the society of learning to consume, of social 

 
81 Victor Turner, ‘Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow and Ritual: An Essay in Comparative Symbology’, Rice 
University Studies, 60.3 (1974), 53–92 (p. 58). 
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training in consumption’.82 Early in the novel, Guy is conscious of the class connotations of 

his worn clothes: ‘From his clothes, he supposed, Bruno thought he hadn’t much money. […] 

Leaning back, he put his hands in his pockets and felt a hole at the bottom of the right one’ (ST 

27). Later in the novel, after receiving an advance for his commission to build the prestigious 

Palmyra beach club, these worn trousers are replaced by a ‘new grey flannel chalk-stripe suit. 

Bought with the Palmyra money, Guy thought, like his new shoes and the alligator briefcase 

beside him on the seat’ (ST 110). Guy’s new possessions exhibit both his increased wealth and 

interest in embodied capital. His consumption of objects with particular class connotations 

becomes a reintegration ritual; Guy effectively sheds his pre-liminal classed self, replacing it 

with an exterior which visibly displays his increased affluence and refined taste, and which 

better reflects his anticipated post-liminal self.  

 This attempt to manifest particular capitals associated with a bourgeois class 

subjectivity characterises Guy’s profession as an architect. In his role, Guy seeks to create 

physical spaces that reflect the importance he places on refined, sophisticated taste. A booklet 

from the Modern Museum describes Guy’s ‘distinctive, uncompromising style noted for a 

rigorous simplicity without starkness’ (ST 198). Later, a newspaper article describes Guy’s 

‘peculiar genius’ as ‘that elusive and aery term, “grace”’ (ST 243). Guy’s sense of self, as Lukin 

has previously argued, is intricately linked to his role as an architect: his ‘identity is tightly 

bound to an idealized view of his profession’.83 Indeed, Guy’s particular architectural style 

appears as an articulation of the bourgeois values of refinement, simplicity and gracefulness 

upon which he bases his broader subjectivity. These values, moreover, are crystallised 

spatially, in the form of the buildings bearing Guy’s signature style, and none more so than the 

prestigious Palmyra Beach Club he designs on Florida’s Palm Beach.  

 
82 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (London: Sage, 1998), p. 81. 
83 Lukin, p. 24. 
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 Guy’s commission to design the Palmyra Club demonstrates how his buildings exhibit 

his own sense of taste but are also imbued with social capital and prestige which further 

emboldens his high-status credentials. Guy wondered ‘if part of his enthusiasm might be due 

to the consciousness of the money behind the project, to the lavishness of space and materials 

he had to work with, to the flattery of wealthy people who continually invited him to their 

homes’ (ST 90). The money behind the project allows him to contemplate completing 

something that would be ‘as perfect as his original conception, and Guy had never created 

anything before that he felt would be perfect’ (ST 90). However, the ‘flattery of wealthy people’ 

also alludes to a social capital Guy stands to gain from the project. As Bourdieu suggests: ‘The 

volume of social capital possessed by a given agent […] depends on the size of the network of 

connections he can effectively mobilize and on the volume of capital […] possessed in his own 

right by each of those to whom he is connected’.84 The Palmyra project puts Guy in touch with 

wealthy, influential people which may open further opportunities in the future. As Mangrum 

argues:  

The Palmyra affords him the opportunity to gain enough social capital that he can pursue 
his architectural and artistic interests unencumbered by financial concerns. He would 
become a “name,” a public figure with social clout. […] Furthermore, the Palmyra 
commission would obviate Guy’s concerns about his inferior socioeconomic position 
with Anne.85  

 
The newspaper articles about Guy at the end of the novel demonstrate his success in this 

respect, describing him as ‘the most significant architect yet to emerge from the American 

South. […] His main building of the widely known Palmyra group in Palm Beach, Florida, has 

been called “The American Parthenon”’ (ST 243). While hyperbolic, the description highlights 

how the significance of the Palmyra commission imbues Guy with substantial social capital 

and moderate fame, an essential feature of his transition between classed selves.  

 
84 Pierre Bourdieu, ‘The Forms of Capital’, in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of 
Education, ed. by John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), pp. 241–58 (p. 248). 
85 Mangrum, p. 778. 
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 While both his consumption habits and the Palmyra commission exhibit capitals Guy 

hopes will enable a new classed self, his marriage to Anne promises to mark the end of his 

class transition, and formally induct him into the Faulkner family. Hetherington argues that 

‘[a]ll journeys contain the myth of arrival at some truth […]. Those in search of new identity 

are in some respects pilgrims in search of the experience of an authentic truth around which to 

re-centre their lives’.86 For Guy, his wedding to Anne marks this ‘myth of arrival at some truth’. 

The wedding ceremony is representative of the Faulkners’ lifestyle. Guy thinks how ‘it was the 

Faulkners’ affair, he felt, their friends, their family church’ (ST 176). Moreover, Guy attempts 

to exclude as many signifiers of his pre-liminal self as possible: he only invites a couple of 

architects ‘who knew his work better than they knew him’ (ST 172) and an old friend, Bob 

Treacher, who he originally attempts to ‘put off with some feeble excuse’ (ST 172), before 

relenting and asking him to be his best man. By limiting people who represent his former life, 

Guy allows the wedding ceremony to become an embodiment of his new post-liminal 

subjectivity. The ceremony’s decoration, too, is characterised by both refinement and luxury: 

‘The wedding was so elaborately prepared for, so festive, so pure with white lace and linen, so 

happily awaited by everyone’ (ST 172). The whole wedding is symbolic of the lifestyle and 

class into which Guy is marrying and should symbolise the affirmation of Guy’s symbolic 

capitals and his reintegration from a liminal space into the social order in an upper-class 

position.  

However, Guy’s transition is frequently undermined by his inability to sufficiently 

realise his aspirations. A reoccurring theme of Guy’s identity is the threat his past poses to the 

post-liminal life he envisages: ‘there were too many points at which the other self could invade 

the self he wanted to preserve’ (ST 172). The sense of risk and danger, with which the narrative 

inscribes Guy’s thoughts, is embodied in the character of Bruno, who threatens to expose 

 
86 Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics, p. 110. 
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inconsistencies in his class identity. Wilson notes similarities between Guy’s relationship with 

Bruno and the Raskolnikov’s connection with Svidrigailov in Dostoevsky’s Crime and 

Punishment. Bruno, like Svidrigailov to Raskolnikov, ‘conceal[s] some hidden power that 

[holds] a sway over’ Guy and represents a ‘symbol of his unconscious desires’.87 Bruno’s 

commitment to Guy is explicit throughout the novel: ‘there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him! I 

feel a tremendous tie with him, like a brother’ (ST 227). There are also clear indicators that 

challenge Guy’s apparent unwillingness to be tied to Bruno, even hinting that the two represent 

a reflection of the other’s attributes. Adopting Guy’s perspective, for example, the narrative 

notes how ‘Each was what the other had not chosen to be, the cast-off self, what he thought he 

hated but perhaps in reality loved’ (ST 163). Here, Guy acknowledges how Bruno represents 

values and desires which are part of his sense of self, but which he nonetheless attempts to 

discard and efface. In describing Bruno as an example of Guy’s ‘cast-off self’ which he ‘in 

reality loved’, the novel highlights how Bruno exposes aspects of Guy’s personality that 

challenge, and potentially undermine, his ability to conform to a heteronormative idea of class 

more aligned with the conservative values of the American North-East’s bourgeois elite.  

 The increased salience of Guy’s homoerotic desires ultimately destabilises his 

performance of a heteronormative bourgeois class subjectivity and he is ostracised from the 

exclusive inner circle of high society. After Bruno drunkenly throws himself from Anne’s boat, 

Guy instinctively jumps in to save his friend: ‘He cursed the gigantic, ugly body of the sea. 

Where was his friend, his brother? […] The swift, unbearable loneliness pressed him closer, 

threatening to swallow his own life’ (ST 239). The sea here represents a marginal space in the 

sense that, as discussed above, the margin is also in-between spaces and spaces of travel, and 

as such allows Guy’s true feelings to emerge liberated from the constraints of bourgeois society 

and its values. As Hetherington highlights: ‘liminal or liminoid practices […] generally take 

 
87 Wilson, p. 126. 
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place in spaces that are symbolically ambivalent’.88 The homoerotic feelings Guy subsequently 

expresses for Bruno disturb the heteronormative milieu which he inhabits with Anne. 

Heteronormativity, as Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner write, refers to the ‘institutions, 

structures of understanding, and practical orientations that make heterosexuality seem not only 

coherent […] but also privileged’.89 Having witnessed Guy’s desperate attempt to save Bruno, 

the narrative notes how after pulling Guy from the sea, the rest of the people on their boat ‘one 

by one, […] all went out of the bunk-room and left him, even Anne’ (ST 240). The narrative 

leaves the exact reason for their abandoning Guy ambiguous. However, the wording 

emphasises Guy’s solitude and connotes a certain finality, implying that it is a consequence of 

his exposing a version of himself which diverges from the heteronormative ideal.  

Bruno’s death and Guy’s revelation of his feelings mark the beginning of the novel’s 

gradual dénouement, during which, through the confession of his participation in Bruno’s plan, 

Guy finally emerges from his liminal transition. Guy states as much when drafting his 

confession, which, he feels, disconnects him from that previous subjectivity: ‘For a long while 

he stared at the envelope, savouring its partial relief, wondering at its separateness now from 

himself’ (ST 241). This confrontation with the consequences of his actions, and his symbolic 

annexing of them to a detached identity, mark Guy’s reintegration into the real world. As 

Thomassen argues, ‘liminality is followed by reintegration rituals that re-establish the order of 

the new personality as part of the social order that he or she re-enters with a new role, stamped 

by the formative experience’.90 Contrary to his anticipated upwards mobility, however, Guy 

emerges from liminal space in a low-status self, ‘stamped’ by his murky connection to Bruno 

and the double-murder. This reintegration is evident in Guy’s ritualistic confession to Miriam’s 

fiancée, Owen Markham. Guy describes the conversation as ‘sweating, painful self-torture’ (ST 

 
88 Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics, p. 103. 
89 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, ‘Sex in Public’, Critical Inquiry, 24.2 (1998), 547–66 (p. 548, n. 2). 
90 Bjørn Thomassen, ‘The Uses and Meanings of Liminality’, International Political Anthropology, 2.1 (2009), 
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248) and ultimately announces the identity he has created throughout his liminal period: 

‘Doesn’t it mean anything to you that I am a murderer, and took a man’s life, something no 

human being has a right to do?’ (ST 249). While Guy’s wedding represented a would-be 

emergence into a desired self, his confession represents a true emergence into his real self, as 

he has come to confront it. That self is also exiled from the social order because it has broken 

the rules of that order, just as David Kelsey did in Sickness. The novel’s final line, in which 

Guy surrenders to the private investigator who has been listening to the conversation via a 

hidden microphone, confirms this acceptance of his new reality: ‘Guy tried to speak, and said 

something entirely different from what he had intended. “Take me”’ (ST 256). Through the 

quasi-tragic ‘Take me’, Guy submits to the conventional rules of society, and the punishment 

his transgressions warrant. The ending affirms Guy’s post-liminal status. Rather than the 

anticipated transition to the status of Anne and her family, Guy is stripped of his previous status 

and class, his reputation tarnished and will, the reader is left to assume, face the consequences 

of his actions. As with David Kelsey, Highsmith ultimately refuses to legitimise Guy’s 

reinvented identity. 

 

Thirdspace and Queerness 
 
Unlike Guy, who attempts to conform to conventions of heterosexual middle-classness, Bruno 

represents the anarchic transgression of established boundaries for which Highsmith’s work 

would later become known. Bruno is central to the discussion of class in Strangers; as Lukin 

argues: ‘if anyone makes undisguised class-conscious noises in the novel, it is not the aspiring 

professional Guy, but the haute-bourgeois heir Bruno’.91 In her characterisation of Bruno, 

Highsmith explores the queer fluidity which underpins constructions of exceptionalism 

 
91 Lukin, p. 25. 
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throughout her work, in particular her later characterisation of Tom Ripley.92 Bruno embodies 

the celebration of anarchic antinormativity and classed acts of self-fashioning integral to 

Highsmith’s class politics more broadly, representing a rejection of what Butler describes as 

‘regulatory fictions [that] consolidate and naturalize the convergent power regimes of 

masculine and heterosexist oppression’.93 In addition to the homoerotic overtones in his 

characterisation, as discussed above, Bruno also evades established class, moral and legal 

positions, instead representing a radical otherness that is framed as a transgression of, and 

liberation from, the containing structures of society. Moreover, Bruno represents the first 

character through whom Highsmith entices the reader to temporarily occupy the role of the 

Übermensch themselves. Becoming complicit in his self-styled exceptionality represents a fun, 

liberating and anarchic experience that the author would develop in her subsequent novels. 

Highsmith herself wrote in a diary entry: ‘I am so happy when Bruno reappears in the novel 

[…]. I love him!’.94   

 The concept of Thirdspace facilitates an analysis of Bruno’s radical marginality by 

which he challenges and subverts established structures of normativity. As conceptualised by 

Soja, Thirdspace represents a queering of the spatial imagination insofar as it constitutes the 

‘disordering of difference from its persistent binary structuring and the reconstitution of 

difference as the basis for a new cultural politics of multiplicity’.95 Distinguishing Thirdspace 

from ‘the “real” material world’ (Firstspace) and ‘“imagined” representations of spatiality’ 

(Secondspace), whose form and meanings are fixed, Soja describes the idea as ‘a purposefully 

tentative and flexible term that attempts to capture what is actually a constantly shifting and 

 
92 Ripley’s ‘queer exceptionalism’ is taken up in greater depth throughout chapter 4. See also: Victoria Hesford, 
‘Tom Ripley, Queer Exceptionalism, and the Anxiety of Being Close To Normal’, Angelaki: Journal of the 
Theoretical Humanities, 23.1 (2018), 102–15. 
93 Butler, p. 33. 
94 Highsmith, quoted in Wilson, p. 123. 
95 Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, p. 93. 
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changing milieu of ideas, events, appearances, and meanings’.96 Here, Soja describes an 

epistemological (rather than literal) space, rooted in the performative and affective and whose 

meaning is, consequently, in a perpetual state of flux. As Soja adds in an interview discussing 

the idea: ‘It is a way of thinking that sees the spatiality of our lives, the human geographies in 

which we live, as having the same scope and critical significance as the historical and social 

dimensions of our lives’.97 It is a space, therefore, created and defined by human behaviour. 

Moreover, as Kate Moles adds: ‘It is a place of enunciation, where new identities can be forged 

and marginalised voices can speak’.98 During Strangers, Bruno’s otherness is revealed through 

his transgressive behaviour, exhibiting a liberation from the constraining structures of society, 

instead conforming to bell hooks’ description of ‘the radical space of my marginality. It is a 

space of resistance. It is a space I choose’.99 The character disturbs the conventional 

inside/outside binary that underpins spatial thought, instead epitomising the radical 

individualism integral to the class politics of Highsmith’s work. 

Highsmith distinguishes Bruno from the other characters in the novel through allusions 

to his low-status family heritage. As Harrison notes, Bruno has a different class and ethnic 

background to the rest of the characters in the novel: ‘His full name, Charles Anthony Bruno, 

suggests that he is Italian American; his father’s eastern European origin suggests that he might 

be Jewish. In either case, he is not of that northern European stock from which Highsmith 

invariably draws her sympathetic protagonists’.100 The sense of ambiguity surrounding Bruno’s 

background – which is a central characteristic of Highsmith’s self-fashioning protagonists – is 

 
96 Ibid., p. 6; p. 2. 
97 Christian Borch, ‘Interview with Edward W. Soja: Thirdspace,Postmetropolis, and Social Theory’, 
Distinktion: Scandinavian Journal of Social Theory, 3.1 (2002), 113–20 (p. 113). 
98 Kate Moles, ‘A Walk in Thirdspace: Place, Methods and Walking’, Sociological Research Online, 13.2 
(2008), para. 3.4. 
99 bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1990), p. 152. 
Similarly, Hetherington argues: ‘the margins have come to be seen as sites of counter-hegemonic resistance to 
the social order’. See Kevin Hetherington, The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia and Social Ordering 
(London: Routledge, 1997), p. 7. 
100 Harrison, p. 19. 
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largely due to the character’s reluctance to divulge information on his familial history.101 When 

Bruno does reveal aspects of his background to Guy, it is articulated with feelings of shame 

and disgust:  

Samuel Bruno […] is the finest example of the worst that America produces. He comes 
of low-class peasants in Hungary, little better than animals. He picked a wife of good 
family, with his usual greed, once he could afford her. All this time my mother quietly 
bore his unfaithfulness, having some concept of the sacredness of marriage contract. Now 
in his old age he tries to act pius [sic] before it is too late, but it is too late. I wish I could 
kill him myself but I have explained to you due to Gerard, his private detective, it is 
impossible (ST 114). 

 
Bruno’s classist and racist views of his father are evident in his likening him to animals, while 

accusations of adultery and ‘greed’ further taint his father’s reputation. Bruno’s desire to kill 

his father is, of course, also oedipal, and is further suggested through the comparatively 

favourable view of his mother, who comes from a more desirable background. When talking 

with Bruno, Guy imagines ‘him and his mother, a youngish Long Island society woman who 

used too much mascara and occasionally, like her son, enjoyed tough company’ (ST 15). 

Similar to David’s cultivation of blandness in Sickness, the lingering uncertainties of Bruno’s 

background facilitate the performance of an alternative class identity liberated from the stigma 

associated with his father’s low-status origins.  

While eager to distance himself from the shameful associations of his family 

background, Bruno is equally reluctant to align himself with symbols of a more established 

bourgeois class identity. Through descriptions of Bruno’s private train carriage, Highsmith 

draws attention to the expensive clutter littered throughout the space and which represents 

values commonly associated with the North Eastern elite: ‘Suitcases and wardrobe trunks 

blocked passage everywhere […], and on top of them were strewn sports clothes and 

equipment, tennis rackets, a bag of golf clubs, a couple of cameras, a wicker basket full of fruit 

 
101 Other notable examples include Chester MacFarland (The Two Faces of January [1964]) and Tom Ripley, 
who also blur their backgrounds as a part of their construction of alternative class subjectivities.  
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and wine bedded in fuchsia paper’ (ST 10). Unlike the depiction of permissible chaos evident 

in Anne’s bedroom, which emboldens the character’s artistic sensibility, Bruno’s train carriage 

is portrayed as a mass of expensive objects. The effect of these possessions is a manifestation 

of excess. As Daniel Miller argues, for the wealthy ‘it was less wealth per se which was of 

importance, than wealth displayed as a conspicuous distance from the world of practical 

necessity’.102 Moreover, the specific sports equipment listed by the narrative, such as tennis 

rackets and golf clubs, further suggest bourgeois selfhood; as Bourdieu highlights, not only do 

they require certain amounts of economic capital for the equipment and access to private clubs, 

they also require considerable training in technique and socialising techniques ‘which keep 

these sports closed to the working class and to upwardly mobile individuals’.103 Bruno, 

however, distances himself from the class situation implied by these objects. He insists he has 

little inclination to use them, telling Guy: ‘My mother makes me take all this stuff, hoping it’ll 

keep me out of bars’ (ST 10). Instead, foregrounding the broader importance of alcohol to 

Bruno, the narrative notes how ‘the four yellow-labelled bottles of Scotch lined up on an 

alligator suitcase were the one neat unit of the little room’ (ST 12).  

 The centrality of alcohol throughout the depiction of Bruno is indicative of a broader 

trend in Highsmith’s fiction. As Joan Schenkar highlights: ‘Enforcing the importance of drink 

in [Highsmith’s] life was the fact that alcohol was a recurring prop – virtually a character – in 

many of her novels’.104 A notable example is Chester MacFarland, the protagonist of The Two 

Faces of January (1964), who, as Wilson notes, in an attempt to escape the shameful 

implications of his past ‘spends most of the book staggering about in an alcohol-induced 

 
102 Daniel Miller, Material Culture and Mass Consumption (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), pp. 147–48. 
103 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 214. 
104 Schenkar describes how Highsmith herself was a prolific drinker, particularly as she got older: ‘while [her] 
houses were usually empty of food, they were always well stocked with alcohol. […] In most of [Highsmith’s] 
later-life outbursts, outbursts in which she had no trouble giving her array of prejudices overt and vocal form, 
alcohol was implicated’. She kept a small flash of gin, vodka or scotch with her in a large Mexican purse. 
Schenkar, p. 241. 
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daze’.105 Similarly, Bruno’s existence is shown to largely revolve around alcohol. On meeting 

Guy on the train, he orders ‘two Scotch and sodas fast as you can, huh?’, which Guy later 

thinks ‘seemed to be all Scotch’ (ST 13); after murdering Miriam, Bruno immediately goes to 

a bar for a scotch, but, when told he ‘can’t get no hard liquor in the state of Texas’, demands a 

glass of rye instead: ‘Here. Anybody wants a drink that bad’ (ST 75), replies the barman; and 

on a trip to Haiti, Bruno drunkenly falls off the gangplank when returning to the ship – named 

The Fairy Prince, an allusion to the character’s possible homosexuality – needing to be ‘fished 

out’ by sailors and dragged to bed: ‘Bruno crawled off the bed and got his bottle of rum. He 

drank some straight, then flopped on the bed and fell asleep in his wet underwear’ (ST 107). 

Furthermore, Bruno resents the label ‘alcoholic’, telling his mother it is a ‘nasty word’ when 

she asks ‘won’t you watch the morning drinks? Morning drinks are the end’ (ST 95). 

Foregrounding Highsmith’s later depiction of Chester, Bruno’s alcoholism appears rooted in 

shame and a desire for self-effacement. It facilitates escapism, in the sense that, as Helen Keane 

argues, alcoholics ‘never quite face life’.106 Arousing comparisons with David’s heterotopic 

second house, alcohol suspends Bruno in an alternative, and more desirable, reality outside the 

established social order. 

 The fleeting and temporary drunkenness engendered by the consumption of alcohol 

blurs the spatial binary between inside and outside, producing similarities with the function of 

David’s heterotopic house. Bachelard argues that the inside/outside binary threatens to ‘govern 

all thoughts of positive and negative. […] Philosophers, when confronted with outside and 

inside, think in terms of being and non-being’.107 Thirdspace, as Soja argues, ‘responds to all 

binarisms […] by interjecting an-Other set of choices. In this critical thirding, the original 

binary choice is not dismissed entirely but is subjected to a creative process of restructuring 

 
105 Wilson, p. 233. 
106 Helen Keane, What’s Wrong with Addiction? (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 2002), p. 85. 
107 Bachelard, pp. 227–28. 
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that draws selectively from the two opposing categories to open new alternatives’.108 Bruno’s 

excessive drinking enacts a physical destruction of his corporeal reality rooted in his feelings 

of shame at his humble background. He ignores medical warnings that ‘this is the beginning of 

the end. […] It’s destroying your nerve tissues […] and it can kill you’, instead thinking: ‘If he 

promised [to stop drinking], he would be lying’ (ST 204). Through the destruction of his nerve 

tissues, alcohol progressively nullifies Bruno’s capacity to feel and instead, in his drunken 

state, he seemingly enters an alternative, enhanced reality. He considers how ‘the way to see 

the world was to see it drunk. Everything was created to be seen drunk’ (ST 58), while he also 

tells Guy upon meeting him how ‘I like to drink when I travel. It enhances things, don’t you 

think?’ (ST 12-13). Bruno’s drunkenness, and the ‘enhancement’ it provides, captures his 

displacement within Thirdspace. Neither able to completely destroy his material existence nor 

fully escape into an imagined alternative fantasy, Bruno is left suspended between the two, in 

a hybrid, fluid space simultaneously inside and outside of society, a space of radical difference 

from which he enacts a temporary liberation. 

 Also, similarly to David’s second house, Bruno’s marginalisation within a Thirdspace, 

facilitated by alcohol, effects different behaviour from the character through which he 

reproduces himself as exceptional. Reflecting the way in which David’s performance of the 

Neumeister identity inverts his everyday existence, Bruno’s alcoholism provokes a contrasting 

selfhood: he remarks about how ‘he felt less shaky with a glass of Scotch and water in his hand’ 

(ST 93), describing the liquor ‘[bedding] his leaping nerves like a hand passing down his body’ 

(ST 93) and reminds his mother how even she said he was ‘more cheerful and [his] appetite is 

better’ (ST 95). Moreover, it is while drunk that Bruno’s performance of a radical 

antinormativity becomes evident. From the early stages of the novel, Bruno challenges 

 
108 Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, p. 6. Soja later describes 
this as ‘a disordering, deconstruction, and tentative reconstitution of their presumed totalisation producing an 
open alternative that is both similar and strikingly different’. See Soja, p. 61. 
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established moral codes, tempting Guy (and the reader): ‘didn’t you ever feel you wanted to 

steal something? Or kill somebody? You must have. Everybody feels those things. […] Any 

kind of person can commit murder. Purely circumstances and not a thing to do with 

temperament’ (ST 26). There is a seductive capacity to Bruno’s words that entice both Guy, 

and the reader, to share in his Nietzschean transcendence; he presents his views as acceptable, 

even normative; his use of ‘everybody’ expresses a relation to a collective yearning, a feature 

Highsmith also exploits throughout her characterisation of Ripley. As the novel progresses, 

Bruno increasingly reproduces himself – and Guy – as exceptional through their superiority to 

the everyday; in relation to both his and Guy’s murders, he boasts ‘both of them must have 

been pretty brilliant people’ (ST 229) before, in a more explicit reference to Nietzsche, 

drunkenly proclaiming ‘Guy and I are superman!’ (ST 238). Through this depiction of Bruno, 

Highsmith establishes the anarchic individualism integral to her broader class politics and 

highlights the seductive appeal of her work as a temporary liberation from, and feeling of 

superiority to, everyday life.   

 

Conclusion 
 
The depiction of space in This Sweet Sickness and Strangers on a Train establishes the 

predominant themes and contradictions that characterise Highsmith’s class politics. In 

particular, the depictions of physical and conceptual spaces in both novels, and the behaviours 

these spaces effect, illustrate both the author’s valorisation of narrow, bourgeois ideals 

grounded in notions of self-control and sophistication and the non-conformist individualism 

which would become a defining feature of both her transgressive protagonists and her authorial 

performance. Spaces such as Anne’s bedroom and David’s Ballard house, as well as the classist 

misogyny evident in her depiction of Miriam and the implications of her excessive femininity, 

establish classed ideas of subtlety and restraint and provoke a readerly complicity in the 
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reproduction of a heteronormative, bourgeois ideal of the period. However, illustrating a 

characteristic reluctance to expressions of solidarity, a feature increasingly explicit in 

Highsmith’s later works, she frequently displaces her protagonists within conceptually outside 

spaces, such as David’s heterotopic second house, Guy’s liminality and Bruno’s location within 

a Thirdspace. Doing so liberates them from normative social space, instead allowing them to 

embark on a process of self-fashioning unconstrained by conventional conceptions of 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. This not only illustrates the libertarianism that 

characterises many of Highsmith’s subsequent, exceptional, protagonists, but also provides an 

early indication of the oppositional, anti-establishment tones which the author develops 

throughout her career.     

 Highsmith’s class politics continue to incorporate elements of displacement and 

isolation throughout her subsequent novels. One of the clearest examples, discussed in the 

following chapter, is in her ex-patriate fictions of the 1960s. While the protagonists of her 

earlier novels are conceptually, or symbolically, located outside of the society in which they 

live, Highsmith’s ex-patriate characters are physically displaced, relocated to non-American, 

non-Western societies such as Mexico, Greece and Tunisia. Rather than exaggerating the 

exceptionality of these figures, Highsmith employs displacement to progressively dismantle 

cultural and racial binaries erected between the West and non-Western worlds. Throughout the 

works, Highsmith’s class politics intersect with her attitudes towards race and ethnicity, a 

feature which, given the author’s known prejudices, complicates her attempted subversion of 

the West/non-Western binary. Instead, the narratives exhibit familiar contradictions between 

upholding and challenging the status quo which underpin Highsmith’s class politics.    

 

 

  



 

Chapter 2: Class, Race and Empire in Highsmith’s Ex-
Patriate Fictions 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Like fellow American authors Henry James and Ernest Hemingway, Patricia Highsmith lived 

many years of her life as an expatriate. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, she spent lengthy 

periods in both Mexico and various European countries, before making the switch to Europe 

permanent in the 1960s. Detailing a two-year European tour between 1951-1953, biographer 

Andrew Wilson observes that Highsmith enjoyed the lower cost of living, but also preferred 

the people in Europe, whom she considered more serious than Americans.1 ‘The change in 

environment’, Wilson continues, ‘gave her a fresh perspective on life and stimulated her 

creative imagination’.2 In letters to her friend Kate Kingsley Skattebol throughout the period, 

the author began to imagine the possibility of emigrating to Europe permanently. In these 

letters, Highsmith notes differences between American and European lifestyles, while she also 

claimed that the external viewpoint on American society provided by her Mexican and 

European residences sharpened her perspective on her homeland. Highsmith told the journalist 

Joan Dupont that ‘[y]ou see the class differences in America when you live in England’.3 A 

notebook entry, dated 3 July 1960, also outlined her belief that America’s lack of a historical 

peasant class resulted in a lack of depth in white Americans.4  

 Building on the previous chapter, in which I discussed the interrelation of space and 

class in Highsmith’s post-war novels, this chapter argues that the author’s representation of 

 
1 Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 173. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Due to copyright restrictions, extracts from Highsmith’s personal notebooks and letters have been paraphrased. 
Patricia Highsmith, ‘Postcard to Kate Kingsley Skattebol, 12/4/1951’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers); 
Patricia Highsmith, ‘Letter to Kate Kingsley Skattebol, 14/6/1952’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers); 
Joan Dupont, ‘Criminal Pursuits’, New York Times Magazine, 1988, p. 4. 
4 Patricia Highsmith, ‘3/7/60’, in Cahier 26 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
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race in her ex-patriate fiction is entwined with her class politics, in particular demonstrating a 

commitment to a sense of elitist exclusivity, evident in the growing distrust of ethnic and racial 

minorities evident in her work. A common theme of Highsmith’s writings set outside of the 

United States is an overt and sustained critique of American imperialism. As David Cochran, 

who positions Highsmith’s work within the binary culture of the Cold War, argues: 

‘Highsmith’s Americans are not wide-eyed ingenues, but largely an unsavoury lot of con men, 

insufferable whiners, and cold-blooded murderers who wreak chaos and destruction wherever 

they go [and belie] the preferred inscribed message of the official Cold War vision that 

Americans came in peace’.5 Developing her earlier depictions of suburbia, Highsmith’s 

portrayal of Americans emphasises her rejection of romanticised conceptions of the United 

States, and capitalism, as benevolent. However, the anti-imperialist overtones of Highsmith’s 

work are compromised by her complicity in reproducing racist attitudes, which solidify binary 

structures of racial difference and expose her engrained conservativism. In her depictions of 

countries such as Tunisia, Greece and Mexico, Highsmith emphasises the difference and 

otherness of non-American, and non-Western, environments through a series of racist 

stereotypes, tropes and reductionist characterisations, frequently drawing upon notions of 

working-classness through which to devalue non-Western societies. In doing so, her writings 

seemingly uphold a white, Western ideal rooted in conceited values. This tension between 

critiquing and upholding capitalist ideologies of racial difference ultimately demonstrates the 

way in which Highsmith rejects positions of commonality in favour of a self-styled 

exceptionalism, disrupting the rigid dichotomies of the Cold War era. 

The way in which understandings of race are intricately interwoven with ideas of class 

and capitalism has become an increasingly popular area of study. Describing the development 

 
5 David Cochran, America Noir: Underground Writers and Filmmakers of the Postwar Era (Washington: 
Smithsonian Books, 2000), p. 118. 
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of racist ideologies, Alex Callinicos writes: ‘Racism is […] the creature of slavery and empire. 

It developed in order to justify the denial to the colonial oppressed of the equal rights that 

capitalism tended to promise all of humankind’.6 In particular, the integration of race into class 

studies has helped to elucidate the location of class within constructions of America; as outlined 

in the introduction of this thesis, ideological discourse of America has generally framed class 

as belonging to the “old-world” countries of Europe. Summarising debates surrounding class 

and America, Stanley Aronowitz argues: ‘When not considered downright un-American, those 

who insist on the salience of class are dismissed as dogmatic, ideological, or deluded’.7 This 

narrative of egalitarianism, Aronowitz continues, has been perpetuated by politicians, such as 

George Bush Snr., elevating ‘American classlessness to a semiofficial doctrine’.8 Central to 

Highsmith’s constructions of racial otherness, and in particular South European and Latino 

forms of whiteness, is an exaggeration of working-class markers, such as dirty fingernails and 

sexual promiscuity. As such, not only do these fictions locate class as central to American 

society, but they also accentuate the difference of the supposedly primitive and barbaric non-

Western world, distinguishing particular forms of whiteness and rendering them as racially 

other. Moreover, the comparative absence of these classed and racial markers from her 

American characters reproduces them, and the capitalist, Western world from which they have 

arrived, as superior. 

Highsmith’s criticism of constructions of America focusses predominantly on both its 

romanticised nature, and the country’s ambition to impose its own culture and values on non-

American societies in an imperialist fashion. The issue of empire and America represents a 

popular area of inquiry within post-colonial studies and is intricately related to the country’s 

 
6 Alex Callinicos, Race and Class (London: Bookmarks, 1993), p. 31. 
7 Stanley Aronowitz, How Class Works: Power and Social Movement (London: Yale University Press, 2003), 
pp. 17–18. 
8 Ibid., p. 18. 
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reproduction of itself. Edward Said argues that the ‘idea of American leadership and 

exceptionalism is never absent; no matter what the United States does, these authorities often 

do not want it to be an imperial power like the others it followed, preferring instead the notion 

of “world responsibility” as a rationale for what it does’.9 Franz Fanon is more explicit in his 

accusations of American empire building: ‘Two centuries ago, a former European colony 

decided to catch up with Europe. It succeeded so well that the United States of America has 

become a monster, in which the taints, the sickness and the inhumanity of Europe have grown 

to appalling dimensions’.10 Highsmith was openly critical of what she regarded as America’s 

imperialist role in the modern world throughout both her personal and fictional writings. In 

letters to President Carter, for example, Highsmith expressed her disgust at the overtly 

imperialist ambitions of Israel, which, she asserted, were supported both morally and 

economically by America.11 Vivek Chibber argues that ‘capital has always striven not just for 

economic domination but also for political domination, inasmuch as the latter helps secure the 

viability of the former’.12 While Highsmith’s depictions of Americans challenge idealistic 

constructions of the country and its imperialist ambitions, this critique is frequently 

undermined by the racist views engendered by her fiction, which not only seemingly legitimise 

the proliferation of a capitalist economy, but also justify its expansion into, and exploitation 

of, other communities. 

This chapter analyses The Tremor of Forgery (1969), a novel that demonstrates the 

anti-imperialist sentiments articulated throughout Highsmith’s ex-patriate works. In particular, 

the ridiculing of Francis Adams, a character who embodies white, Anglo-Saxon, protestant 

America and who attempts to force his values onto non-American peoples, exhibits a disdain 

 
9 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 345. 
10 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 252. 
11 Patricia Highsmith, ‘Letter to President Carter, 24 June 1977’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers); 
Patricia Highsmith, ‘Letter to President Carter, 15 April 1977’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
12 Vivek Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital (London: Verso, 2013), p. 152. 
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for neo-colonial forms of globalisation. These views, however, are in tension with the contempt 

the novel expresses towards North African Arabs, who are dehumanised within the text. The 

novel, as Russell Harrison highlights, ‘suggests thematic literary connections […] to two earlier 

novels, [André] Gide’s The Immoralist (1902) and [Albert] Camus’s The Stranger (1942), that 

deal with the relationship of Europeans to Africa and, in a broader sense, to the Third World’.13 

The chapter establishes Highsmith in a broader post-war literary ex-patriate context through 

comparing her depiction of North Africa with that of Camus, as well as developing a 

connection with Graham Greene’s portrayal of Americans abroad, particularly in the novel The 

Quiet American (1955).  

Building on the binary positioning of the West and Africa in Tremor, I argue that 

Highsmith’s ex-patriate writings codify particular forms of whiteness as racially marked and 

visible, and in doing so valorise a narrow, Anglo-Saxon version of whiteness. This commitment 

to exclusive racial politics, moreover, extends beyond the ex-patriate writings to the discussion 

of Bruno’s family background in Strangers as seen in chapter 1 and, as will be seen in chapter 

3, her distrust of minorities including ethnically othered people, the working class and women. 

Below, I discuss Highsmith’s depiction of Southern Europe, focussing on Greece in The Two 

Faces of January (1964), in which the attention drawn to non-American ethnicities produces a 

dichotomous other against which purer versions of whiteness are defined. Moreover, 

Highsmith’s Mexican short story, ‘In the Plaza’ (1948), engages with broader discussions of 

mestizaje [mixedness] and blanqueamiento [whitening] within Latin American society. The 

story’s protagonist, Alejandro, attempts to progress socially through a process of whitening, of 

identifying with American tourists rather than his Mexican counterparts. In doing so, he 

demonstrates Hannah Arendt’s description of the ‘gigantic competition between race-thinking 

 
13 Russell Harrison, Patricia Highsmith (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), pp. 60–61. The Stranger was 
published as The Outsider outside of the United States. 
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and class-thinking for domination over the mind of the modern man’ inherent in contemporary 

discussions of race.14 Similarly, another of Highsmith’s Mexican stories, ‘The Car’ (1945) 

demonstrates the underlying tensions caused by the author’s own race and class attitudes, while 

also foregrounding the dark comedic overtones which she developed throughout her later work 

and the sense of exceptionalism aroused by the race and class politics of her fiction.  

 

Empire, the West and America 
 
The idea of America as an empire bordered on an obsession for Highsmith from the 1960s 

onwards. Perhaps influenced by her anti-Semitism, Highsmith primarily focussed her energies 

on the conflict in the Middle East. In 1992, she wrote an unpublished article entitled ‘Peace in 

the Middle East’, in which she argued: ‘Americans and the world know that America gives so 

lavishly to Israel because the United States wanted Israel as a strong military bulwark against 

Soviet Russia during the Cold War. […] I blame my own country for the majority of injustices 

now being inflicted by the Israelis in what they consider Greater Israel’.15 These feelings had 

been evident from the 1960s and 1970s, when the author felt compelled to take a stand. As 

Wilson recalls, ‘After the election of Menachem Begin as Prime Minister in 1977, Highsmith 

would not allow her books to be published in Israel’.16 Highsmith claimed her action showed 

‘that not every American refuses to see what’s happening’.17 Her anxieties regarding American 

imperialism are apparent throughout her ex-patriate fictions, and in particular The Tremor of 

Forgery. The novel demonstrates the way in which Highsmith’s discussion of race reveals 

underlying class politics, placing an anti-imperialist rhetoric which challenges the reproduction 

 
14 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (London: Penguin, 2017), p. 209. 
15 Highsmith, quoted in Wilson, p. 431. 
16 Wilson, p. 431. 
17 Highsmith, quoted in Ibid. 
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of a capitalist class structure and exploitation in tension with more explicitly racist attitudes 

towards North Africa and the Arab world.  

 Tremor has proven to be one of Highsmith’s most critically popular novels, eliciting 

different responses which respond to the book’s central themes of alienation, the relationship 

between the West and non-Western worlds, and the shifting global politics of the 1960s. Fiona 

Peters focusses her discussion of the novel on the effect of Highsmith’s dislocation of 

Americans in non-American settings: the novel ‘reveals the ways in which the sexual and social 

dynamics between individuals are affected by their status as outsiders; uprooted from their 

home environment, their attitudes towards those, especially Arabs, who are generally viewed 

as “other”, as “native” are thrown into sharp relief’.18 She argues that the ‘“political” aspect of 

The Tremor of Forgery [is] revealed to lie in a certain bi-polarity, the utter passivity of waiting 

contrasted with a rejection and stigmatisation of others’.19 This ‘passivity of waiting’ noted by 

Peters can also be understood as an ambiguity, or a blankness, in the narrative, in which its 

descriptions are stripped back to such a point that they appear lacking in deeper ideological 

significance, but importantly are not devoid of narrative perspective. Russell Harrison 

describes one of the most striking aspects of the novel as its ‘almost pathological literalness 

and reliance on detail’.20 Moreover, he argues that this blankness stems from the central 

character of Ingham, who ‘is often at a loss as to how to interpret, judge, and react to events’.21 

While, throughout her early novels, Highsmith’s displacement of characters emphasized their 

exceptionality, here it achieves the opposite effect. Her isolation of Americans instead exposes 

their disappointing mediocrity. However, this criticism is complicated by the fiction’s 

 
18 Fiona Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), p. 94. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Harrison, p. 61. 
21 Ibid., p. 62. 
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ideological blankness, which is most prominent within descriptions of Arab peoples, and, more 

significantly, the distinctly unsympathetic depictions of them suffering violence.  

Tremor is set at the precise moment of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, and begins with 

Howard Ingham, an author, arriving in Tunisia to begin work adapting his novel for film. 

Ingham later discovers that John Castlewood, the director supposed to be joining him, has 

committed suicide in New York, but the news is delayed by the poor communication systems 

between Tunisia and America. Having decided to stay on in Tunisia and work on a novel, 

Ingham befriends other ex-patriots: Francis Adams, an American broadcasting pro-Western 

propaganda via radio from behind the iron curtain; and Anders Jensen, a Danish painter, who 

appears, at times, to attract Ingham. When, one night, a notorious local burglar attempts to 

break into Ingham’s apartment, the latter throws a typewriter at him and slams his door shut. 

When he opens it in the morning the burglar has vanished. Whether or not Ingham has 

murdered the burglar is left unclear. Adams, who heard the incident from his own bungalow, 

unsuccessfully attempts to pressure Ingham into admitting guilt and repentance for his actions. 

Towards the end of the novel, Ingham breaks off his engagement to his partner, Ina, who has 

visited him in Tunisia and become alarmed by his apparent immersion into an Arab way of 

life: ‘You can see how they live without doing it. It’s bloody uncomfortable the way they 

live’.22 The novel ends anti-climactically, with Ingham returning to America to reconcile with 

his ex-wife, Lotte.23  

Highsmith’s critique of idealised constructions of America is evident through her 

depiction of Francis Adams, a character who evokes Alden Pyle in Greene’s The Quiet 

 
22 Patricia Highsmith, The Tremor of Forgery (London: Virago, 2015), p. 201. All further references are to this 
edition and appear bracketed as TF and page numbers in the body of the text. 
23 Highsmith had originally written an alternative ending, in which Ingham visits Scandinavia with Jensen 
before returning to America and Lotte, however her publishers, who noted that the trip to Copenhagen is largely 
uneventful and were uncomfortable with the idea of a letter from Lotte, in which she asks Ingham to start their 
relationship again, ‘shuffling around the globe’, persuaded her to cut this section from the final novel. See 
Lawrence P. Ashmead, ‘Letter to Patricia Highsmith, 27 February 1968’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith 
Papers). 
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American. Greene, an author with whom Highsmith shared a mutual respect, sets his novel 

amidst the conflict between French colonial forces and Viet Minh communists.24 Into this 

setting he deploys Pyle, an American intelligence worker committed to sharing Western values 

of democracy. As Thomas Fowler, the novel’s narrator, remarks: ‘Pyle was very earnest and I 

had suffered from his lectures on the Far East, which he had known for as many months as I 

had years. Democracy was another subject of his – he had pronounced and aggravating views 

on what the United States was doing for the world’.25 Similarly, Ingham remarks of Adams: 

‘He’s always preaching it, or haven’t you noticed? Goodness, Godness – and democracy. 

They’ll save the world’ (TF 148). As Ingham would later do with Adams, Fowler presents Pyle 

as pompous and deluded, blinded by his own commitment to American exceptionalism and 

ignorant of the world in which he is displaced. Fowler, too, represents characteristics with 

which Highsmith would inscribe Ingham. He attempts to remain detached from Indo-Chinese 

culture and society: ‘I’m not involved. Not involved. […] Let them fight, let them love, let 

them murder. I could not be involved. […] Even an opinion is a kind of action’.26 Fowler’s 

relationship with Phuong, a young and beautiful local woman, reproduces a sexualisation of 

the non-Western world also apparent in Tremor, while the broader characterisation of Phuong, 

whose ‘honest venality’ Zadie Smith lists as one of the major themes of the novel, implicitly 

suggests an undercurrent of racist views which undermine Fowler’s neutrality.27 Ingham is 

equally explicit in his sexualised framing of Tunisia, exposing a comparable contradiction in 

his desire to remain, and be seen as, disinterested.   

 
24 In the foreword to Highsmith’s collection of short stories, Eleven (1970), Greene writes: ‘Miss Highsmith’s 
finest novel to my mind is The Tremor of Forgery, and if I were to be asked what it is about I would reply, 
“Apprehension”. Graham Greene, ‘Foreward’, in Eleven (London: William Heineman Ltd., 1970), pp. ix–xi (p. 
x). 
25 Graham Greene, The Quiet American (London: Vintage, 2004), p. 4. 
26 Ibid., p. 20. 
27 Zadie Smith, ‘Introduction’, in Graham Greene, The Quiet American (London: Vintage, 2004), p. viii. 
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 Highsmith employs the Pyle-like Adams as a metaphor for a narrow idea of America 

as white, conservative and puritanical, and in which imperialist ambitions are barely veiled by 

a thin veneer of charm. The name Adams, for example, carries both biblical and historical 

connotations deeply engrained in narratives of American national identity. As R. W. B. Lewis 

argues, ‘the American myth saw life and history as just the beginning. […] It was not 

surprising, in a Bible-reading generation, that the new hero (in praise of disapproval) was most 

easily identified with Adam before the fall’.28 The narrative reinforces Adams’ association with 

such an idea of America through depictions of his lifestyle and possessions. He tells Ingham 

how he ‘keeps busy’ (TF 14), referring to his radio broadcasts; he refuses the offer of a beer, 

causing Ingham to ask if he is a ‘teetotaler’ (TF 14), a feature at odds with the centrality of 

alcohol to various other characters in her work, such as Bruno in Strangers; and as Ingham 

looks around Adams’ apartment, he picks out a Bible amongst a selection of stationary. As 

well as the ‘framed photograph of an American country house that looked like New England’ 

(TF 13) which hangs above his desk, Highsmith explicitly links Adams to an antiquated 

lifestyle rooted in notions of asceticism and restraint. Elsewhere in her oeuvre, Highsmith 

associates these values with a sense of exceptionalism, as I demonstrate through discussions of 

Guy Haines and David Kelsey in chapter 1, as well as in the character of Tom Ripley, who I 

analyse in chapter 4. However, in relation to Adams these qualities imply a haughty arrogance. 

The intersection of religion and puritanism in Adam’s worldview is evident in his descriptions 

of ‘Drug addicts, alcoholics, homosexuals, criminals – and even the ordinary man in the street, 

if he’s forgotten the Right Way – they’re all wretched. But they can be shown the Right Way’ 

(TF 56). The use of wretched evidences the biblical connotations, while the emphasis on 

 
28 Equally, as Francis Russell highlights, the name is equally significant in terms of America’s political 
establishment, and through John Adams, a founding father and the second president of the United States, is 
equally entwined with the first pilgrims. R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, and 
Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1955), p. 5; Francis Russell, 
The Adams Family: An American Dynasty (Rockville, MD: New World City, 2016). 
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‘shown’ highlights the coercive and paternalistic capacities of American culture, and Adams’ 

belief in his own exemplariness.   

 Throughout its depiction of Adams, the narrative contrasts a seemingly affable 

appearance with a feeling of something more sinister and threatening underneath. The first time 

Ingham sees Adams, for example, he is carrying a five-foot spear that he uses for fishing (TF  

12), and which he later describes as his ‘silly Neptune spear’ (TF 67). The contrast between 

‘silly’, which evokes harmlessness and even playfulness, and the spear itself, which suggests 

something more threatening, is equally evident in his radio broadcasts. Adams assumes the 

pseudonym Robert Goodfellow, a name which suggests both a link to the mischievous Puck in 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream and insinuates his benevolent appearance (a ‘good fellow’); 

Adams himself describes the persona as an ‘ordinary American citizen’ (TF 58). The 

broadcasts focus heavily on the apparent benefits of an American, capitalist way of life: 

“The new American soldier is a crusader, bringing not only peace – eventually – but a 
happier, healthier, more profitable way of life to whatever country he sets foot in. And 
unfortunately, so often that setting foot” (Adams’s voice had dropped dramatically to a 
hushed tone and stopped) – “that setting foot means the death of that soldier, the 
telegram of bad news to his family back home, tragedy to his young wife or sweetheart, 
bereavement to his children…” (TF 59) 

 
Adams glorifies capitalism as a ‘happier, healthier, more profitable way of life’, however his 

references to war create a sense of hostility and violence in relation to its imposition onto 

supposedly ‘undeveloped’ societies. The broadcast evokes the central concept of empire, which, 

as Hardt and Negri describe, ‘is presented as a global concert under the direction of a single 

conductor, a unitary power that maintains the social peace and produces its ethical truths’.29 

However, the overtly propagandistic nature of Adams’ broadcasts, which as Harrison argues 

‘are so naïve […] that they will rebound in the favour of the Soviet Union’, illustrate the 

 
29 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (London: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 10. 
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narrative’s lampooning of Adams, undermining both his views and his not-so-subtle means of 

disseminating them.30 

 Adams’ justification for his views is rooted in the reproduction of racial binaries 

between the West and the non-Western worlds. He explicitly references imperialist ideology 

which, as Arendt argues, justified expansion through ‘the conviction of the conquering nation 

that it is imposing a superior law upon barbarians’.31 Adams’ racism is evident in his 

description of the Arab way of life; he suggests there is a laziness and dishonesty engrained 

within their culture: ‘Make no great effort, that’s their motto’; ‘petty dishonesty is their way of 

life. Make a handful honest – and they’ll be cheated by the majority and go back to dishonesty 

as a means of self-preservation’, and also alludes to the predominance of Islam, remarking that 

they have ‘their Allah, and very tolerant he must be’ (TF 79). Adams’ pejorative references to 

Islam, Arabs’ supposed dishonesty and lack of work ethic contrasts with his construction of 

America. He exaggerates racial dichotomises, and evokes Orientalist discourse which, as Said 

notes, characterises non-Western peoples as ‘inveterate liars, they are “lethargic and 

suspicious”, and in everything oppose the clarity, directness, and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon 

race’.32 He positions the West and the non-West as ideological polarities. Writing about 

constructions of the West, Neil Lazarus highlights how the West ‘is an ideological category 

masquerading as a geographic one’, and ‘references neither a polity or a state […], but a 

“civilisation”, something altogether more amorphous and indeterminate’.33 Through an 

exaggeration of this binary, Adams reproduces the West, and more specifically capitalism, as 

the pre-eminent economic and cultural system. 

 
30 Harrison, p. 72. 
31 Arendt, p. 164. 
32 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 39. 
33 Neil Lazarus, ‘The Fetish of “the West”’, in Marxism, Modernity and Postcolonial Studies, ed. by Crystal 
Bartolovich and Neil Lazarus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 43–64 (p. 44). 
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 Highsmith challenges Adams’ imperialist rhetoric through the character of Ingham. 

While Ingham, as will be discussed below, does not completely dismiss Adams’ views of the 

Arab world, he does challenge his ‘arrogant’ valorisation of America; he asks: ‘Don’t you think 

America’s just a bit arrogant in supposing that her way of life is the only one in the world, the 

very best for everybody? Furthermore, killing people daily to foist it on them, whether they 

like it or not?’ (TF 113). Moreover, highlighting the way in which, as Hardt and Negri argue, 

Empire ‘constructs its own relationships of power based on exploitation that are in many 

respects more brutal than those it destroyed’, Ingham argues: ‘The Americans were introducing 

the Vietnamese to the capitalist system in the form of a brothel industry, and to the American 

class system by making the Negroes pay higher for their lays’ (TF 25-6).34 The use of free 

indirect discourse here blurs the distinction between Ingham and the narrative voice, and 

explicitly represents the anti-imperialist sentiments articulated throughout the novel’s 

depiction of Adams. However, this criticism is complicated by Ingham, and the narrative’s, 

complicity in the same racism upon which Adams justifies his attitudes, and which implicitly 

reproduces America and capitalism as modern and civilised. Indeed, the narrative frequently 

draws upon classist tropes throughout its devaluation of the Arab world. 

 

The Intersection of Class and Race 
 
The narrative’s othering of Tunisian society and culture are produced through an entanglement 

of race and class. The two concepts, as Immanuel Wallerstein argues, are intricately related 

within the development of modern capitalism: ‘It is precisely because racism is anti-

universalistic in doctrine that it helps to maintain capitalism as a system. It allows a far lower 

reward to a major segment of the work force than could ever be justified on the basis of merit’.35 

 
34 Hardt and Negri, Empire, p. 43. 
35 Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities (London: Verso, 
1991), p. 34. 
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Focalised predominantly through the perspective of Ingham, the narrative evokes colonial-era 

conceptions of Africa as a dangerous place for the European individual. Ania Loomba argues 

that a general theme in colonialist literature was of the representation of ‘Africa [as] a place 

where the European mind disintegrates and regresses into a primitive state’.36 Loomba provides 

the example of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), in which the ivory-trader, Kurtz, 

of whom ‘all Europe [had] contributed to the making’, is seemingly driven to madness by an 

extended journey to central Africa: ‘But his soul was mad. Being alone in the wilderness, it 

had looked within itself and, by heavens! I tell you, it had gone mad’.37 Like Kurtz, Ingham’s 

displacement in Africa prompts an erosion of his sense of self, arousing questions surrounding 

his moral and ethical outlook, his experience of guilt, and his view of the non-American world. 

This change in Ingham’s attitudes is compounded by his dehumanisation of the figure of the 

Arab; as he considers: ‘What was the Arab worth? Next to nothing, probably’ (TF 109). Ingham 

incorporates working-class tropes of sexual promiscuity, fecundity and moral bankruptcy into 

his views of Arabs, a view seemingly legitimised by the narrative’s own blankness in 

descriptions of the violence suffered by natives. Through producing highly graphic passages 

devoid of emotion, notably in the probable-murder scene, the novel dehumanises the Arab 

individual, reducing them to the level of an object. In doing so, Tremor strips the native people 

of agency, solidifying the racial dichotomy of the West and Africa, and implicitly upholding 

capitalist values as predominant. 

Despite its geographical proximity to Europe and its colonial links to France, the novel 

consistently emphasises Tunisia’s difference from the West and its purported values. As Peters 

argues, a major theme in the novel’s depiction of Tunisia is the ‘unremitting difference, and in 

fact indifference, to the concerns of its Western inhabitants’.38 Through the historical-political 

 
36 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/Postcolonialism: The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 117. 
37 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Penguin, 2007), pp. 49, 83. 
38 Peters, p. 98. 
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setting of the novel, for example, Highsmith chooses a period of heightened tensions between 

the West and the Middle-East. However, the narrative stresses Tunisia’s remoteness through 

its supposed distance from these events: ‘The war was on apparently. Tunisia was quite a 

distance from the fighting. Ingham hoped it wouldn’t interfere with his work plans. But the 

Tunisians were Arabs, and there was going to be some anti-Western emotion, he knew, if the 

Arabs lost, and of course they would lose’ (TF 9). Ingham’s reduction of Tunisians to the 

broader group identity of ‘Arab’ demonstrates the way in which, as Albert Memmi describes: 

‘The colonised is never characterized in an individual manner; he is entitled only to drown in 

an anonymous collectivity (“They are this”; “They are all the same”)’.39 The term, ‘Arab’, as 

Balibar argues, is a generic grouping of disparate Muslim, North African groups of peoples 

which is rooted in the anti-immigration rhetoric of French society, and also ‘functions as a 

veritable “switch word” [connecting] together these themes and those of terrorism, Islam and 

so on’.40 This highlights how the geographical dislocation of Tunisia is accentuated and 

solidified through a perceived cultural otherness, in which Tunisian society is conceived not 

just as a distinct, barbaric ‘Arab’ society, but as a separate world altogether. As Ingham laments 

to himself: ‘What the hell was happening over in the great, fast Western world?’ (TF 35). 

Central to the narrative’s emphasis of the difference of Tunisia from the West are ideas 

of inauthenticity. This affirms the ‘imperative, created by Western imperialism and 

colonialism’, as Rey Chow argues, of ‘the white man as the original. [H]is language, and his 

culture stand as the model against which the colonised is judged’.41 Such a rhetoric is evident 

in the description of a shop window into which Ingham gazes:   

He stared into shop windows. Inferior blue jeans, and lots of white trousers. Ingham 
laughed suddenly. A pair of blue jeans had the rectangular Levi-Strauss label 
counterfeited pretty well, glossy white, stapled to the pants, but the printer letters said, 

 
39 Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1967), p. 88. 
40 Balibar and Wallerstein, p. 206. 
41 Rey Chow, The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Chichester: Columbia University Press, 2002), 
p. 104. 
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“This Is A Genuine Pair of Louise”. The bottom part of the phoney label trailed off 
shamelessly in a printer’s dots. The forgers had given up (TF 70-1). 

 
Ingham’s description of the errors committed in counterfeiting Levi-Strauss jeans, a product 

with particular significance to ideas of Americanness, creates a sense of inauthenticity and 

devalues the labour of the forger, who ‘had given up’.42 Indeed, the oxymoronic ‘Genuine Pair 

of Louise’ ridicules the forger’s mistake. Through such a depiction, the narrative demonstrates 

Hardt and Negri’s argument that ‘Capitalist production […] is becoming biopolitical’, and that 

the value of material products ‘is increasingly dependent on and subordinated to immaterial 

factors and goods’.43 Indeed, what devalues the Tunisian jeans is not their material properties, 

but the sense of ‘phoney-ness’ caused by the failed attempt to replicate an American brand. 

This failed imitation demonstrates the way in which, as Chow describes, ‘the colonized, her 

language, and her culture, are thus relegated to the position of the inferior, improper copy’.44 

 
42 The poorly executed forgery here represents a reverse echo of Tom Ripley’s penchant for accomplished 
forgeries – both in terms of paintings and the performance of self – Highsmith explores throughout the Ripley 
novels. In particular, as I discuss in greater detail in chapter 4, Highsmith focusses on the theme of forgery in 
Ripley Under Ground (1970), which was published a year after Tremor. 

Highsmith’s choice to focus on jeans, and Levi-Strauss in particular, is equally significant for their 
relationship to America. Bodil Birkebæk Olesen writes that the ‘relationship between jeans and American 
identity is a dynamic one that keeps changing and expanding’. Moreover, this relationship is equally rooted in 
working-classness; as Sandra Curtis Comstock argues, Depression-era artists and novelists consistently drew 
upon the image of ‘working people in their overalls and straight-leg blue jeans’ as signifiers of ‘the real 
America’. Equally, jeans have historically been employed as a symbol of ubiquity: Comstock describes them as 
‘a gender- and class-blurring icon of “the American people”, while Olesen argues that jeans ‘constitute the ideal 
garment for solving the conundrum of individualism and conformity in America’. Despite this, however, jeans 
have increasingly become a signifier of capitalist-produced difference, and Levis represent perhaps the most 
notable example of this. 
 As early as the 1930s, Levi-Strauss jeans sought to distinguish themselves from the rest of the market. 
In 1936, the company began stitching its now-synonymous red tab to the back pockets of its garments, while 
Comstock argues that the brand began to orientate their product market to certain class fractions. In doing so, 
they reproduced a view of Levis jeans as different from the standard working-man’s garment. Doing so evokes 
similar ideas of authenticity evident in Tremor. Highsmith seemed seduced by this capitalist myth; as Joan 
Schenkar writes, the author ‘would wear only Levi-Strauss 501 jeans sent from Texas’.      
See Bodil Birkebæk Olesen, ‘How Blue Jeans Went Green: The Materiality of an American Icon’, in Global 
Denim, ed. by Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward (New York: Berg, 2011), pp. 69–86; Sandra Curtis 
Comstock, ‘The Making of an American Icon: The Transformation of Blue Jeans during the Great Depression’, 
in Global Denim, ed. by Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward (New York: Berg, 2011), pp. 23–50; Joan 
Schenkar, The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life and Serious Art of Patricia Highsmith (New York: St 
Martin’s Press, 2010), p. 70. 
43 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Commonwealth (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2009), pp. 131, 132. 
44 Chow, p. 104. 
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Simultaneously, the description valorises the original brand, and in the broader context of the 

novel, America over Africa.   

 Tremor’s framing of Tunisia as sexualised demonstrates the way in which these 

structures of racial difference normalise and legitimise the West’s exploitation of the non-

Western world. As Loomba argues: ‘Capitalism […] does not override and liquidate racial 

hierarchies but continues to depend upon, and intensify, them’.45 The narrative reproduces 

Orientalist tropes of the non-Western world as, in Said’s words, representing ‘not only 

fecundity but sexual promise (and threat), untiring sexuality, unlimited desire [and] deep 

generative energies’.46 For example, Ingham describes a boy ‘smiling broadly, rolling big dark 

eyes, leaning against a metal pole some six feet away’ (TF 123), presenting him as both 

seductive and effeminate. Ingham asks Jensen ‘how much money do they want, usually?’: 

‘“Oh!” Jensen laughed. “You can get them for a packet of cigarettes. Half a packet”’ (TF 123). 

The narrative frames the sexual relations between Western and non-Western characters through 

the lens of class and exchange. The passage locates both Jensen and the hypothetical Arab boy 

into clearly defined class positions; Jensen, the capitalist, purchasing the labour of the Arab for 

the meagre price of ‘half a packet’ of cigarettes. Peters argues that the particular framing of the 

scene strips sexuality of the ‘potency of transgression’; indeed, the commodification of 

Tunisian sexuality neutralises the implications of a potentially ambiguous sexual encounter.47 

Moreover, the complicity of both parties within the exchange demonstrates a recognition of 

their respective positions, interpellating them into the role of exploiter and exploited. It 

demonstrates what Balibar describes ‘an intersection of antagonistic strategies, strategies of 

exploitation, domination and resistance constantly being displaced and renewed as a 

consequence of their own effects’.48 The exploitative nature of the relationship between the 

 
45 Loomba, p. 127. 
46 Said, Orientalism, p. 188. 
47 Peters, p. 109. 
48 Balibar and Wallerstein, p. 164. 
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Western and non-Western characters in Tremor is similarly normalised and justified through 

the complicity and willingness of both parties within the exchange, and which, moreover, 

reproduces the narrative’s overarching perception of the African person as dehumanised and 

valueless.  

The debasement of the humanity of the Arab figure throughout Tremor suggests a 

literary comparison with Albert Camus’ existentialist novel, The Outsider. The novel depicts a 

French emigrant in Algeria, Meursault, who following the death of his mother and suffering 

the hallucinatory effects of heatstroke, murders an Arab figure on a beach: ‘The trigger gave, 

I felt the underside of the polished butt and it was there, in that sharp but deafening noise, that 

it all started’.49 The Arab is rendered invisible by the narrative, not mentioned until he is ‘a 

lifeless body’.50 The neglect of the Arab victim is further emphasised throughout the novel’s 

depiction of Meursault’s trial, in which the investigation focusses increasingly on his refusal 

to cry at his mother’s funeral rather than the murder with which he is charged. Highlighting a 

broader trend in Camus’ work, Connor Cruise O’Brien argues that The Outsider presents the 

Arab as ‘not quite a man. […] The reader does not quite feel that Meursault has killed a man. 

He has killed an Arab’.51 Moreover, as David Carroll considers, for Camus, Arabs ‘function as 

insignificant elements of the décor, faceless, nameless, and anonymous […] Blending into the 

North African landscape, they are all easily ignored or forgotten, given no more importance 

[…] than they had for French colonialists in colonialist society in general’.52 This rendering of 

the Arab as ‘not quite a man’ and their depiction as ‘faceless, nameless, and anonymous’ are 

 
49 Albert Camus, The Outsider, trans. by Joseph Laredo (London: Penguin, 2000), p. 60. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Connor Cruise O’Brien, Albert Camus: Of Europe and Africa (New York: The Viking Press, 1970), pp. 25–
26. 
52 Carroll notes how such a depiction of Arabs is a reoccurring theme throughout much of Camus’ fiction, 
noting another example in the short story ‘The Guest’. David Carroll, Albert Camus the Algerian: Colonialism, 
Terrorism, Justice (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), p. 20. 
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equally pertinent within the discussion of Ingham’s indifference towards violence directed 

towards Arabs.  

  Highsmith’s depiction of Arab peoples throughout Tremor is characterised by an 

ideological blankness by which the narrative denies the Tunisian subject recognition of their 

humanity. This is best demonstrated in the probable-murder scene, in which the narrative’s 

highly descriptive and detailed passage displaces the agency of feeling from the intruder onto 

inanimate objects. Having awoken to hear the door of his apartment opening, the narrative 

describes how Ingham: 

seized his typewriter from the table and hurled it with all his force, shoving it with his 
right arm in the manner of a basketball-player throwing for the basket – but the target in 
this case was lower. Ingham scored a direct hit against the turbaned head. The typewriter 
fell with a painful clatter, and there was a yell from the figure which staggered back and 
fell on the terrace (TF 97). 

 
The description of how the typewriter ‘fell with a painful clatter’, evokes the way in which 

Camus’ novel focusses on ‘the underside of the polished butt’ and the ‘sharp but deafening 

noise’ of Meursault’s gun. As Harrison argues, ‘the attribution of sensation to the inorganic 

object and the implicit withdrawal of sensation from the human being is striking as Highsmith 

depicts the mechanism that allows one person to inflict violence on another by viewing him as 

less than human’.53 Moreover, the way in which Ingham instinctively ‘slammed the door’ (TF 

97) is a spatial metaphor for the narrative’s displacement of the burglar’s suffering and his 

invisibility within the narrative. Indeed, Ingham listens to ‘the sound of bare feet slapping on 

the terrace, a grunt, the sweeping sound of something being dragged’ (TF 98) from the other 

side of the closed door, but when he opens it in the morning there is no sign of a body. The 

scene demonstrates the way in which Highsmith fails to recognise Tunisian subjectivity. 

Moreover, through Ingham’s refusal to experience guilt at the expense of the intruder, the 

 
53 Harrison, p. 65. 
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narrative relates his attitude towards the Arab world to the corrosive effect Africa has on his 

Western sense of self. 

The novel’s overarching depiction of the otherness of Tunisian society is expressed 

through its degenerative effect on Ingham, and its power to arouse questions relating to notions 

of personal subjectivity. As he is preparing to leave Tunisia, Ingham thinks to himself: 

He had the awful feeling that in the months he had been here, his own character or 
principles had collapsed, or disappeared. What was he? Presumably someone with a set 
of attitudes on which his conduct was based. They formed a character. But Ingham now 
felt he couldn’t think, if his life depended on it, of one principle by which he lived (TF 
248) 

 
These existentialist musings reveal the way in which the novel presents Africa as having an 

erosive effect on the civilised subject. When talking to his girlfriend, Ina, he says: ‘I felt strange 

even to myself, as if I didn’t know myself. And part of it, perhaps – I know from a moral point 

of view – was that the Arabs all around me had different standards, different ethics. And they 

were in the majority’ (TF 197). Ingham’s allusion to the differing values of Tunisian society, 

and its destabilisation of his sense of self demonstrates the way in which, as Balibar argues, 

the dominant theme of modern racism ‘is not biological heredity but the insurmountability of 

cultural differences [and] the harmfulness of abolishing frontiers, the incompatibility of life-

styles and traditions’.54 Throughout Tremor, the insistence on the difference and primitivism 

of Tunisia and Arab society simultaneously affirms the modernity of the West. Indeed, ideas 

of the West are sustained and reproduced through its binary nature, reliant on a polarity against 

which to define itself. In Highsmith’s other ex-patriate fiction, her representation of race also 

demonstrates an interest in the in-between spaces of the colour spectrum, which lie between 

 
54 Balibar and Wallerstein, p. 21. Similarly, Ingham and Adams represent Highsmith's belief that Americans 
struggle to decide whether or not to assimilate when displaced in non-American environemts: 'They try to do 
both, and lose their souls, their mores, their minds. […] It is this split personality that makes the American a 
total failure, and tears him apart'. Highsmith, quoted in Wilson, p. 108. See also: Patricia Highsmith, ‘4/14/44’, 
in Cahier 11 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
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the white/black binary, and, in particular, the way in which particular forms of whiteness are 

racialised and codified as non-white. 

 

Constructions of Whiteness 
 
Studies focussing on ideological constructions of whiteness are increasingly popular within the 

fields of class and race.55 As Cian McMahon argues, despite having intellectual roots tracing 

back to W. E. B. Du Bois, studies of whiteness were rare before the 1990s: ‘By the late 1980s, 

it was generally recognised that whiteness was missing from the narrative but its unmarked, 

normative status rendered it difficult to chart’.56 This trend was reversed by, among others, 

David Roediger, whose book The Wages of Whiteness (1991) sought to understand the way in 

which constructions of whiteness interplayed with notions of privilege and status within the 

class structure of American society. One of the key strands of whiteness studies has been the 

way in which the notion cultivates antagonisms among members of the working-classes; 

studies that take the class struggle as their starting place, Noel Ignatiev argues, ‘seek to explain 

why some members of the working class act in the interests of a group rather than the interests 

of a class, that is, as whites instead of as proletarian’.57 Du Bois himself alludes to this when 

he writes: ‘It must be remembered that the white group of laborers, while they received a low 

wage, were compensated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage’.58 Extending this 

metaphor, Roediger argues that the ‘status and privilege conferred by race could be used to 

make up for alienating and exploitative class relationships’.59 Moreover, he writes: ‘The 

 
55 In his article ‘Whiteness and Class Struggle’, Noel Ignatiev notes a marked increase in books with ‘whiteness’ 
in their title towards the end of the twentieth century. Noel Ignatiev, ‘Whiteness and Class Struggle’, Historical 
Materialism, 11.4 (2003), 227–35. See, for example: Richard Dyer, White (London: Routledge, 1997); Steve 
Garner, Whiteness: An Introduction (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007); Linda Martín Alcoff, The Future of 
Whiteness (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015). 
56 Cian T. McMahon, ‘The Pages of Whiteness: Theory, Evidence, and the American Immigration Debate’, 
Race and Class, 56.4 (2015), 40–55 (p. 42). 
57 Ignatiev, p. 228. 
58 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York: The Free Press, 1998), p. 700. 
59 David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class, Revised 
Ed (London: Verso, 2007), p. 13. 
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problem is not just that the white working class is at critical junctures manipulated into racism, 

but that it comes to think of itself and its interests as white’.60 Whiteness, in such a situation, 

exemplifies the way in which race can function to obscure and mystify the class consciousness 

of the working class. It is intricately entwined with the ruling ideology, which reproduces and 

normalises a narrow idea of whiteness, contributing to the development of race 

consciousness.61 This allows certain groups to cultivate a sense of status, and interpellates them 

into a position of behaving in such a way that serves the interests of the ruling ideology, 

overlooking their own subjugation and exploitation.        

 Operating as a cultural, ideological construct and a form of status that serves to solidify 

the dominance of the ruling ideology, whiteness represents an intersection of traditional and 

contemporary approaches towards race and class. Studies on the subject have interrogated the 

way in which its perimeters are constantly being remapped and redefined to best suit the 

interests of the ruling classes. In The Future of Whiteness (2015), for example, Linda Martín 

Alcoff describes the concept as ‘a historical and social construct that has persistently undergone 

change. It is not a singular idea, but a fluid amalgam of sometimes contesting interpretations 

and practices  […] and can manifest itself quite differently depending on historical periods and 

social groups’.62 Martín Alcoff notes how, for example, Latinos have been included and 

excluded from the categorisation at different historical moments and in different states.63 Fanon 

has also focussed on the concept of whiteness throughout his works. In Black Skin, White Masks 

(1952), he writes: ‘Historically, it must be understood that the Negro wants to speak French 

because it is the key that can open doors which were still barred to him fifty years ago’.64 In 

 
60 Ibid., p. 12.  
61 As Callinicos writes: ‘Racism thus gives white workers a particular identity, and one moreover which unites 
them with white capitalists. We have here, then, a case of […] “imagined community”’. Callinicos, p. 38. 
62 Martín Alcoff, p. 15. 
63 The issue of whiteness and Latino people will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter, with specific 
reference to Highsmith’s Mexico writings. Ibid., p. 22.  
64 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (London: Pluto Press, 1986), p. 38. 
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this situation, the adoption of the colonizer’s language, a ‘white mask’, represents both a 

submission to their dominance and an appropriation of a status-bearing symbol that ‘can open 

doors’. Elaborating on the concept of ‘white masks’, Karl Spracklen highlights how it 

represents a Bourdieusian turn in class and race analysis: ‘it is the accrual of white, elite cultural 

capital, which enables the wearer to be taken as a member of the elite white group’.65 Outlining 

the properties of whiteness, Fanon continues: ‘I am white: that is to say that I possess beauty 

and virtue, which have never been black. I am the color of the daylight’.66 

 Throughout Highsmith’s writings, Greeks and Mexicans are portrayed as representing 

polluted whiteness, or more specifically, a racially marked other against which constructions 

of whiteness are defined.67 Indeed, as Steve Garner highlights, ideas of whiteness are rooted in 

this internal contradiction: 

Culturally the concepts are relational: whiteness without blackness, freedom without 
slavery, civilisation without barbarity? The former devoid of the latter becomes 
meaningless, and this is the key to understanding how whiteness works, by continuously 
redefining itself against the polar opposite of non-whiteness.68 

 
Balibar, in fairly blunt terms, reiterates this point: ‘There are always niggers, if they are not 

black then one can invent “White niggers”’.69 Throughout their depiction of Greece and 

Mexico, Highsmith’s novels and short stories present the deviant whiteness of Greeks and 

Latinos through a visible rendering of their ethnicities and class positions, which, like many 

other types of marker used by Highsmith, are inscribed upon their bodies. This is frequently 

 
65 Karl Spracklen, Whiteness and Leisure (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 19. 
66 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 45. 
67 Richard Dyer notes how the negativity of ‘non-white’ is potentially problematic ‘as if people who are not 
white only have identity by virtue of what they are not’, however argues that ‘the two common alternatives pose 
greater problems’: ‘“Black”, the term preferred by many theorists and activists, has two drawbacks. First, it 
excludes a huge range of people who are neither white nor black, Asians, Native Americans (North and South), 
Chicanos, Jews and so on. Second, it reinforces the dichotomy of black:white that underpins racial thought but 
which it should be our aim to dislodge. […] The other option would be “people of colour”, the preferred US 
term […]. While I have always appreciated this term's generosity, including in it all those people that “black” 
excludes, it none the less reiterates the notion that some people have colour and others, whites, do not. We need 
to recognise white as a colour too, and just one among many’. Dyer, p. 11. 
68 Garner, p. 51. 
69 Balibar and Wallerstein, p. 34. 
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depicted in terms of dirtiness; in The Two Faces of January, for example, the narrative 

describes a Greek native as ‘a dirty old man, an unwashed old man, [who] lounged in an open 

doorway’.70 Through an evocation of working-classness, manifest through ideas of cunning, 

degeneracy and primitivism, the narratives reproduce Greeks and Mexicans as racially other. 

Nicky, an American character in the short story ‘The Car’ describes Mexicans as ‘a different 

kind of people from Americans’.71 In doing so, these fictions exemplify the way in which, as 

Garner argues, ‘whiteness served to reproduce social hierarchies […] by creating and 

maintaining internal boundaries between the more and the less white’.72   

 

Whiteness as Racially Un-marked  
 
One of the most prominent features within constructions of whiteness is the absence of racial 

markers. As Garner argues, ‘whiteness sustains itself by appearing not to be there’.73 The way 

in which certain kinds of whiteness are devalued through a presence of racially marked factors 

is evident throughout Highsmith’s depiction of Greek society in The Two Faces of January. 

Published in 1964, the novel is Highsmith’s first set exclusively in Europe.74 It begins by 

showing Chester MacFarland, along with his wife Colette, arriving in Greece having fled 

American authorities investigating him for ‘fraud and embezzlement’ (FJ 34). Soon after 

arriving, a Greek detective tracks down Chester, confronting him in his hotel room. Chester 

kills the man, stashing his body in a nearby storage cupboard. Rydal Keener, another American, 

witnesses Chester disposing of the body and, recognising something of his recently deceased 

father in the other man, agrees to help him evade the police. Rydal arranges false passports 

 
70 Patricia Highsmith, The Two Faces of January (London: Virago, 2016), p. 131. All further references are to 
this edition and appear bracketed as FJ and page numbers in the body of the text. 
71 Patricia Highsmith, ‘The Car’, in Nothing That Meets the Eye: The Uncollected Stories (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2006), pp. 129–46 (p. 139). All further references are to this edition and appear bracketed as TC 
and page numbers in the body of the text.  
72 Garner, p. 63. 
73 Ibid., p. 35. 
74 The Talented Mr Ripley (1955) is set predominantly in Italy however begins in New York. 
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and, being fluent in Greek, translates local news. Chester, however, becomes increasingly 

threatened by Rydal and, in particular, his relationship with Colette. Sarah Hilary describes this 

as ‘surely the seediest of Highsmith’s many ménages à trois’.75 Chester attempts to murder 

Rydal in Crete by dropping a boulder on him, a plan that backfires when he accidentally kills 

his wife instead. The two men then become entangled in a protracted game of cat-and-mouse, 

with each trying to frame and expose the other for the murder. The novel ends with Chester 

confessing to the crimes after being shot by police. 

 A central feature of Highsmith’s depiction of Greece and Greek society is a portrayal 

of Southern European whiteness as a form of racialised whiteness, which is achieved primarily 

through the visibility of signifiers of working-classness. The questions surrounding Greek 

whiteness are rooted in geography and modern economic history. Allan Williams, for example, 

argues that developments throughout the 1970s and 1980s attempted to diversify the Greek 

economy, which had previously been dominated by agriculture, ultimately striving towards 

goals of ‘modernisation (in the Western understanding of the term: westernization) and national 

unification’.76 As Stathis Kalyvas adds, despite large steps towards modernisation throughout 

the 1960s, ‘by the early 1970s, the proportion of the labor force employed in agriculture 

remained large; […] and many of the values and norms prevailing among the urban middle 

class harked back to the rural world from which it had just emerged’.77 As well as its 

predominantly agricultural, manual-labour-based economy, Greece is geographically located 

at the limits of Europe. Not only is there is a large distance between the country and the northern 

Anglo-Saxon countries in which ideals of whiteness are rooted, but Greece also shares borders 

with Turkey, a predominantly Muslim country and the point at which Europe meets Asia, as 

 
75 Sarah Hilary, ‘Introduction’, in Patricia Highsmith, The Two Faces of January, Virago (London: Virago, 
2016), pp. ix–xiv. 
76 Allan M. Williams, Southern Europe Transformed: Political and Economic Change in Greece, Italy, Portugal 
and Spain (London: Haper and Row, 1984), pp. 33, 34. 
77 Stathis N. Kalyvas, Modern Greece: What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
pp. 106–7. 
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well as poorer ex-Soviet countries such as Albania, Macedonia, and Bulgaria. The exclusion 

of these countries from constructions of whiteness is based on economic, religious, ethnic, and 

cultural differences, and demonstrates the way in which whiteness is a predominantly 

ideological, rather than biological, identity. 

  The sense of neutrality and absence of visible markers integral to conceptions of 

whiteness is evident within the opening pages of January, in which the narrative introduces the 

Athenian setting. Focalised through the perspective of Chester, it describes how: ‘The white 

edifice of the Grande Bretagne had a formal, antiseptic air in contrast to the less tall and dirtier 

buildings and stores that stood around the rectangle of Constitution Square’ (FJ 7). Through 

its description of its white façade, the narrative reifies ideas of whiteness in the form of the 

hotel which, as Faye Hammil argues, ‘are often associated with qualities such as 

cosmopolitanism, indulgence and style[;] they are also spaces apart from everyday life, and 

therefore invite excess’.78 Moreover, the particular use of ‘antiseptic’ to describe the hotel 

confers ideas of purity and cleanliness, and reinforces the idea that, as Dyer argues, ‘what is 

absent from white is any thing; in other words, material reality’.79 The contrast with the ‘less 

tall and dirtier buildings’ by which it is surrounded is stark because of the visible presence of 

dirt, which effects a discolouration of the buildings. Indeed, the soiled and sullied state of these 

buildings visibly highlights their difference from ideals of whiteness. The notion of dirtiness is 

not limited to the descriptions of buildings, but rather regularly attributed to aspects of Greek 

society: again employing Chester’s perspective, the narrative describes a toilet as ‘filthy hole’ 

(FJ 72); notes a restaurant’s ‘not very clean white tablecloths and waiters in long dirty white 

aprons’ (FJ 207); ultimately, the dirtiness of Greece, for Chester, ‘seemed to offer nothing in 

the way of beauty’ (FJ 111). The notions of backwardness, uncleanliness and working-

 
78 Faye Hammill, Sophistication: A Literary and Cultural History (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2010), p. 87. 
79 Dyer, p. 75. 
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classness ascribed to Greek society reproduces it as not quite white. As Kassia St. Clair writes 

in her suggestive description of the production of white paint: ‘you have to begin with a special 

white pigment. And anything you add to that pigment will only take it in one direction: towards 

black’.80 

 Throughout the novel, Greek bodies are inscribed with a visible working-classness, and 

operate as racialised markers emphasising non-whiteness. In particular, the narrative focusses 

on descriptions of hands, which, as Janet Zandy argues, are signifiers of class position: ‘Close 

scrutiny of the fingernails can reveal something about a person’s occupation. Clean, manicured 

nails suggest a life of comparative leisure, while broken, discolored nails are more likely to 

belong to the laborer’.81 While Greeks, like Tunisians in Tremor, are generally relegated to the 

periphery of the novel, the narrative focusses on Niko, a friend of Rydal, whose hands 

corporeally manifest his working-classness. It frequently draws attention to the dirtiness of his 

hands; when he is showing some pearls it notes ‘his wide, soiled palm’ (FJ 19); he is depicted 

‘pointing with a dirty-nailed finger’ (FJ 78); and having been paid by Chester for a false 

passport, Niko ‘was touching the money lovingly, vaguely stroking it, as one might stroke a 

small animal. He had washed his hands at the sink, but his nails were still dirty’ (FJ 226). Not 

only does this dirtiness imply Niko’s working-class position, but it is almost stained upon his 

body, and able to withstand attempts to wash it off. Conversely, Chester’s ‘large, manicured 

hands’ (FJ 51) demonstrate the way in which, as Beverley Skeggs argues, bourgeois taste 

valorises ‘hidden labour’ and the ‘fetish of the natural’.82 Ideals of whiteness, then, appear 

rooted in essentially bourgeois values of subtlety and complexity. The emphasis on Niko’s 

dirtiness as a symbol of his working-class situation not only functions to distance him from 

 
80 Kassia St Clair, The Secret Lives of Colours (London: John Murray, 2018), p. 39. 
81 Janet Zandy, Hands: Physical Labour, Class and Cultural Work (London: Rutgers University Press, 2004), p. 
8. 
82 Beverley Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 101. 
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this idea of whiteness, but simultaneously valorises the bourgeois values upon which it is 

constructed.  

 The narrative’s dehumanisation of Greek natives is compounded by a portrayal of them 

as constituting a pollutant form of whiteness. Dyer describes how the ‘assumption that white 

people are just people, which is not far off saying that whites are people whereas other colours 

are something else, is endemic to white culture’.83 When boarding a boat to travel from Crete 

back to mainland Greece, the novel describes how: 

Rydal did not care to go even second class on such a ship. There was a third class 
probably relegated to the ship’s bowels, and the open stern of the main deck was already 
jammed with people who had no shelter at all for the twenty-four hour trip, people who 
were eating oranges and bananas and sandwiches and throwing the remains over the side 
or simply dropping them at their feet. A glimpse of them as he had gone up the gangway 
had depressed Rydal. They looked like cattle in a pen (FJ 173-4). 

 
The passage renders the hierarchical positioning of Rydal and Greek natives through the 

different classes on the ship, with Rydal staying in first class and Greeks ‘relegated’ to the third 

class in the ship’s bowels and the uncovered stern. The depictions of Greeks dropping the 

remains of their food over the side of the boat or at their feet impresses a sense of squalor. This 

is compounded by the comparison to ‘cattle in a pen’, which ‘depressed’ Rydal. As Leo Kuper 

argues: ‘the various processes of dehumanization may […] be associated with different patterns 

of relationship – extreme forms of dehumanization with the virtual denial of relationship’.84 

Similarly, here, the dehumanisation of Greeks posits a difference between the civilised 

American, Rydal, and the uncivilised, seemingly animalistic natives on the boat. Through such 

a depiction of Greeks, January demonstrates the increasingly vicious, racist edge to 

Highsmith’s classism which would intensify in her later fiction. 

 

 
83 Dyer, p. 2. 
84 Leo Kuper, Race, Class and Power: Ideology and Revolutionary Change in Plural Societies (New 
Brunswick: Transition Publishers, 2005), p. 28. 
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Mexico and Latino Whiteness  
 
The relationship between the United States and Mexico demonstrates the way in which 

whiteness as an idea is constantly being redefined and evolved to best suit the interests of the 

ruling ideology. The two countries are separated by a land border which represents the stark 

economic, cultural and social contrasts between them, as well as the white/non-white 

implications of this binary. In Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), Gloria Anzaldúa writes: ‘The 

U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta [is an open wound] where the Third World grates 

against the first and it bleeds’.85 This border, however, has historically been re-mapped, most 

notably following the 1848 Mexican-American war and the signing of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo, which saw almost half of Mexico’s land (which constitutes modern day 

California, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Nevada, as well as parts of Colorado and Utah) ceded 

to the United States.86 Doing so rendered Mexicans living in these territories outsiders and 

foreigners in their own land overnight. The reproduction and solidification of this border as a 

symbolic distinction between inside and outsider is similarly a result of a dominant capitalist 

hegemony. In Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America (1979), Andre Gunder 

Frank describes the ‘pattern of the development of economic development and simultaneously 

of underdevelopment throughout the centuries-long history of capitalism’.87 This process of 

underdevelopment, as Anthony Brewer adds, creates a self-perpetuating ‘metropolis-satellite’ 

structure: ‘the metropolis exploits the satellite, surplus is concentrated in the metropolis, and 

the satellite is cut off from potential investment funds, so its growth is slowed down. More 

important, the satellite is reduced to a state of dependence which creates a local ruling class 

with an interest in perpetuating underdevelopment’.88  

 
85 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987), p. 3. 
86 Jesse S. Reeves, ‘The Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo’, The American Historical Review, 10.2 (1905), 309–24. 
87 Andre Gunder Frank, Captialism and Underdevelopment in Latin America: Historical Studies of Chile and 
Brazil (London: Monthly Review Press, 1979), p. 27. 
88 Anthony Brewer, Marxist Theories of Imperialism: A Critical Study, 2nd edn (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 
164. 
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 Highsmith’s own views on Mexico, as outlined in her journals as well as her fictional 

representations of the country, uphold the dichotomous positioning of Mexicans and 

Americans as non-whites and whites, and are possibly related to her Texan upbringing. 

Throughout the twentieth century, as Wilson highlights, Mexico held a certain allure for 

Western writers and artists: ‘During the Depression years, post-revolutionary Mexico was seen 

by writers and artists as a land of promise, a place where could one could discover a spirit of 

primitivism, an invigorating earthiness which was absent from the “Machine Age” culture of 

more “sophisticated” countries’.89 Likewise, Highsmith decided to travel to Mexico having 

grown bored of her life in Manhattan, where she was working as a story writer for comic books. 

However, the charm of the country’s ruralness appeared lost on her; she wrote in her notebook: 

‘Fleas, ants, cats, dogs, the Mexicans – all prey on me. […] Some want money, some food, 

some flesh, but all want something, and this is their country, they get it’.90 This entry acutely 

captures the parasitical qualities with which Highsmith would depict Mexicans throughout the 

fictions she set in the country, a perception that tallies with the author’s Texan heritage. As 

Andalzúa argues: ‘The Battle of the Alamo, in which the Mexican forces vanquished the 

whites, became, for the whites, the symbol for the cowardly and villainous character of the 

Mexicans. It became (and still is) a symbol that legitimised the white imperialist takeover’.91 

  

Blanqueamiento, Recognition and Legitimation 
 
The idea of blanqueamiento (whitening) has been endorsed and institutionalised in Latin 

American societies. As Peter Wade argues, ‘in nations such as Colombia and Mexico racial 

 
89 Wilson, p. 103. Wilson lists D. H. Lawrence, Hart Crane, Aldous Huxley, Katherine Anne Porter, John Dos 
Passos, Tennessee Williams, Malcolm Lowry, and Paul and Jane Bowles as authors and artists who all 
journeyed to Mexico. Graham Greene also set works in Mexico (such as The Power and the Glory [1940]) and 
other Latin American countries, such as Cuba (Our Man in Havana [1958]). Latterly, Cormac McCarthy has set 
a number of his novels either in Mexico, or along its border with the United States.  
90 Highsmith, ‘Mexico Diary’, 17 April 1944, quoted in Wilson, p. 107. 
91 Anzaldúa, p. 6-7. 
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mixedness [mestizaje] became a symbol of a distinctive Latin American identity, free from the 

slavish emulation of European or North American masters’.92 However, as Wade continues, 

‘the type of mixedness invoked was often itself biased towards whiteness: European 

immigration was often encouraged or sponsored by the state, and more generally, the process 

of mixing could be seen as a progressive whitening of the population’.93 The idea of 

blanqueamiento is evident throughout the short story, ‘In the Plaza’, in which Highsmith 

depicts the story’s protagonist, Alejandro Palma’s, attempts to reproduce himself in a white, 

American subjectivity. The story is set in a small Mexican pueblo which attracts American 

tourists ‘simply because it happened to be so pretty’, but which harbours a resentment towards 

those who ‘took the best houses and the best food because they had the money to pay for them, 

while the natives whose great-great-grandparents had been born here lived on what was left’.94  

By virtue of his ‘cuteness’ (ITP 80), Alejandro, a ‘centavo beggar’ (ITP 93), rises out of poverty 

and achieves moderate affluence and social capital through relationships with American 

tourists. He accomplishes this through an appropriation of symbols of American culture to 

differentiate himself from his Mexican peers; he teaches himself English, ‘struggles to read 

American magazines’, courts American women, and learns mannerisms from a wealthy 

Countess with whom he has a brief relationship (ITP 82). This assimilation of American values 

is epitomised by a taunting of other Mexicans; he ridicules their stupidity, and, ‘because it 

 
92 Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (London: Pluto Press, 1997), p. 32. A notable advocate of 
mestizaje [mixedness] was Argentine revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara, for whom the recognition of a 
single Latin American race was essential to overcoming the borders and distinctions erected by European 
colonialists. In his diaries, Guevara quoted a passage in which the idea was expressed: ‘Constituimos una sola 
raza mestiza que desde México hasta el estrecho de Magallanes presenta notables similitudes etnográficas’ 
[We will make a singular mestizo race which stretches from Mexico to the Strait of Magellan and presents 
ethnographic similarities]. Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara, Diarios de Motocicleta: Notas de Viaje Por América Latina 
(Ocean Sur, 2004), p. 134.  
93 Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America, p. 32. 
94 Patricia Highsmith, ‘In The Plaza’, in Nothing That Meets the Eye: The Uncollected Stories (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2006), pp. 79–100 (p. 81). All further references are to this edition and appear bracketed as ITP 
and page numbers in the body of the text.  



 124 

amused [him] to give horns to his brother’ (ITP 92), he has an affair with his sister-in-law.95 

Alejandro is stabbed by two figures suggested to be his brother and cousin in the story’s final 

lines.  

 Highsmith’s depiction of Alejandro’s attempted blanqueamiento and disavowal of his 

new subjectivity demonstrate both the way in which ideas of race inhibit the development of a 

class consciousness, and the exclusivity of whiteness. As Martín Alcoff argues: ‘Because white 

workers have been led to think of themselves as white […] they are led to disidentify with non-

white workers and believe they have some indelible connection to the billionaire class’.96 

Similarly, for Alejandro, the assimilation of American culture and values represents a process 

of whitening through which he differentiates himself from his Mexican peers, and instead 

attempts to establish a connection with the wealthier American tourists. In particular, Alejandro 

emphasizes the stupidity of his parents and brother, ‘who worked like a burro carrying suitcases 

but did not earn half what he did just by smiling’ (ITP 80). The narrative, however, fails to 

recognise and legitimise Alejandro’s reinvented subjectivity. As Dyer argues: ‘Whiteness must 

be seen to be white, yet whiteness consists of invisible properties, and whiteness as power is 

maintained by being unseen’.97 Whiteness achieves recognition precisely through not being 

seen at all. The narrative denies Alejandro his reinvented subjectivity through emphasising 

traits which signify a racialised Mexicanness, such as his cunning, greed and deviance, which 

are made more visible through his performance of upwards mobility. In particular, the narrative 

conflates these ideas with representations of Alejandro’s sexual promiscuity. This evocation of 

“Mexican” traits represents a failed recognition: he is instead held up as the epitome of the 

otherness of Mexico and its society, while also being denied the agency of self-determination.  

 
95 Equally, the expression ‘to give horns’ is a translation of the colloquial Spanish phrase ‘poner los cuernos’, 
which means to cheat on someone sexually, and derives from the image of horns as the sign of the cuckold in 
Spanish culture. 
96 Martín Alcoff, p. 142. 
97 Dyer, p. 45. 
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 During the early stages of the story, the narrative highlights the cultural and economic 

disparities between American tourists and Mexicans. A race consciousness appears engrained 

within the story’s Mexican characters from an early age. The narrative describes how: ‘at the 

age of one, [Alejandro] knew that the people who said “Hello” instead of “Adiós” were 

americanos and very rich. They gave away money for nothing, his father said. Money bought 

sweet rolls and candy sticks. […] He could tell them by their pale faces and their new clean 

clothes’ (ITP 79). Difference here is manifest in a multitude of forms: the use of Spanish 

phrases emphasises linguistic variances between the two peoples, the description of ‘pale faces’ 

suggests differing ethnicities, and this is all ultimately underpinned by contrasting levels of 

wealth. Furthermore, the association of Americans with wealth, ‘sweet rolls and candy sticks’ 

alludes to the way in which, as Peggy McIntosh argues, whiteness is rooted in privilege, or as 

she labels it: ‘an invisible, weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, 

codebooks, visas, clothes, tools, and blank checks’.98 While these advantages are taken for 

granted, and even accepted as the norm, by those who enjoy their benefits, they conversely 

encourage non-white peoples, and in the case of Latino peoples those who inhabit the border 

between whiteness and non-whiteness, to aspire to whiteness. As Dyer argues: ‘Because 

whiteness carries such rewards and privileges, the sense of a border that might be crossed and 

a hierarchy that might be climbed has produced a dynamic that has enthralled people who have 

had any chance of participating in it’.99 Indeed, the appeal of Americanness for Alejandro 

appears, at first, to be rooted in the material and economic benefits of such a lifestyle, but it is 

equally concerned with the status and opportunities these signifiers of whiteness present. 

 Alejandro primarily attempts to assimilate American culture through the learning and 

display of particular linguistic and material cultural properties, representative of Fanonion 

 
98 Peggy Mcintosh, ‘White Privilege : Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack’, Work, 49 (1988), 1–5 (p. 1). 
99 Dyer, p. 20. 
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‘white masks’. Fanon writes: ‘the colonized is elevated above his jungle status in proportion to 

his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards. He becomes whiter as he renounces 

his blackness, his jungle’.100 Similarly, Alejandro attempts to appropriate recognisable symbols 

of Americanness to elevate himself above his Mexican counterparts. The narrative, for 

example, describes how ‘Alejandro learned English almost as easily as Spanish and in time the 

languages were side by side in his mind’ (ITP 81). This is complemented by a more visible 

transformation of his appearance: 

He bought brilliantine for his softly curling hair to make it shine with blue highlights. He 
bought trousers like the Americans wore, that sold for forty pesos in the market, kept 
them freshly washed and pressed and never forgot to close the zipper as many Mexican 
boys did, an omission he knew was remarked unfavourably by American women (ITP 
82). 
 

Alejandro’s assumption of a more Americanised self requires both money and knowledge. It 

is not enough, for example, to buy ‘trousers like the Americans wore’. One must also keep 

them ‘freshly washed and pressed’ and remember to ‘close the zipper’, representing a set of 

unwritten cultural norms which also require learning and reinforce the idea of America as 

complex and nuanced. In upholding such a representation, not only does Alejandro reproduce 

himself as sufficiently knowledgeable to successfully learn its customs, but also solidifies its 

value. As Marx argues: ‘[w]hat exclusively determines the magnitude of the value of any article 

is […] the amount of labour socially necessary, or the labour-time socially necessary for its 

production’.101 In contrast, the unzipped zipper of other Mexicans evokes notions of sexual 

degeneracy linked to a more primitive culture.     

 This learning and manifestation of the unwritten codes and conventions of American 

culture is central to Alejandro’s cultural blanqueamiento and reproduces the dominance of the 

ruling ideology. Within Fanon’s linguistic framing, this is illustrative of learning to “speak 

 
100 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 18. 
101 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume One, trans. by Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin, 
1990), p. 130. 
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white”. Lewis Gordon, discussing Fanon’s work, writes: ‘The black […] takes it upon himself 

or herself to transform the world through a different language of self-presentation. He attempts 

to live words that transcend, if not eradicate, blackness’.102 Throughout his relationship with 

her, the Countess  provides Alejandro with an education in the hidden codes and norms of 

whiteness ‘as if she were a school of manners, morals, love, hypocrisy, and opportunism’ (ITP 

89). These lessons focus in particular on recognisably bourgeois values of control and decorum. 

The narrative describes how the Countess ‘imposed an English restraint on his dress [and] 

taught him a thousand little graces for different places and occasions’ (ITP 89). Doing so 

imbues Alejandro with forms of cultural capital which will allow him to move more freely 

throughout social circles and spaces in which, as Sara Ahmed notes, ‘black bodies stand out, 

stand apart, unless they pass, which means passing through space by passing as white’.103 After 

six weeks, the Countess ‘could only find the most minute faults in Alejandro. The sandpapering 

was over, she told him. The rest would be with emery dust’ (ITP 90). This sense of 

‘sandpapering’ reinforces the idea of whiteness as an absence of non-white attributes. The 

 
102 Lewis R. Gordon, What Fanon Said: A Philosophical Introduction to His Life and Thought (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2015), pp. 25–26. Gordon notes a passage from Black Skin, White Masks, in which 
Fanon writes: “I am not black, I am brown.” “I am not black, I am mulatto.” “I am not black, I am biracial.”  Or: 
“I am not black, I am myself.” “I am not black, I am Martinican.” “I am not black, I am French.” “I am not 
black, I am simply a human being.”. 
103 Sara Ahmed, ‘Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism’, Borderlands, 3.2 (2004), 
para. 1. There is a substantial body of literature on the idea of ‘passing’, which describes the way in which 
people from one racial or ethnic group are assimilated into another in spite of their differing background. 
Historically, this was evident in segregation-era United States, when black or non-white people were admitted 
into the white majority. As Allyson Hobbs writes: ‘Racial passing is an exile, sometimes chosen, sometimes not. 
[…] Between the late eighteenth century, countless African Americans passed as white, leaving behind families, 
friends, and communities without any available avenue for return. […] To pass as white was to make an anxious 
decision to turn one’s back on a black racial identity and to claim to belong to a group to which one was not 
legally assigned’. To do so, in a society in which black, African-American people where subjugated both legally 
and culturally, meant that passing as white also represented a disguise through which to gain freedom. A further 
example of ‘passing’ was appearing to be “Aryan” in Nazi Germany to avoid persecution.   

More recently, ‘passing’ has become a more controversial concept, viewed as a rejection of an 
individual’s blackness, family and culture. Adrian Piper, for example, recounts having to ‘prove his blackness’ 
as a condition of social acceptance among other black people, due to his family being ‘one of the very last 
middle-class, light-skinned black families left in Harlem’. For more on 'passing', see Allyson Hobbs, A Chosen 
Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life (London: Harvard University Press, 2014), p. 4; Kerry 
Wallach, Passing Illusions: Jewish Visibility in Weimar Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2017); Adrian Piper, ‘Passing for White, Passing for Black’, Transition, 58 (1992), 4–32.    
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result is ‘a veneer of a cosmopolitan gentleman’ (ITP 98), with the superficiality of the ‘veneer’ 

evoking the notion of a ‘white mask’ which conceals and disguises his non-whiteness.  

 However, the narrative’s depiction of Alejandro’s whiteness draws attention to its 

performativity rather than naturalised nature, as well as slippages in his performance which 

expose his Mexicanness. Ultimately, this represents a denial of recognition and legitimisation 

of Alejandro’s reinvented self. As Gordon argues: ‘“White-like” and “whitely” signify 

imitation. The black, thus, becomes a masquerade, a black wearing a linguistic mask. The 

tragedy, in this tragicomedy, is that such a mask signifies a monstrosity, a danger’.104 The 

superficiality of Alejandro’s whiteness is evident in his decision to take a job in a hotel. Fluent 

in English, Alejandro appeals to the hotel’s owner, who is ‘eager for […] Americanization’ 

(ITP 91), and despite the role paying less than he can earn as a guide, the job ‘carried greater 

dignity’ (ITP 91). This ‘dignity’ represents greater cultural capital and a sense of status which 

was important ‘to an American woman who considered marrying a Mexican’ (ITP 91-2). This 

status, however, is undone by continued sexual philandering. The narrative describes how 

Alejandro exploits his position in the hotel: ‘Only the wealthiest women merited his invitations. 

[…] Often he invited young ladies to the hotel to spend the evening in a room that happened to 

be free. This deception might have gone on indefinitely, if not for one indiscretion that would 

certainly have brought the severest tongue-lashing from the Countess’ (ITP 92). Alejandro’s 

specific targeting of ‘the wealthiest Americans’ reproduces stereotypes of greed regularly 

attributed to Mexicans. The clandestine nature of his sexual promiscuity, and the 

acknowledgement of its unacceptability to the Countess, who here represents the arbiter of 

good (white) taste, marks Alejandro’s non-whiteness. Alejandro ultimately demonstrates Homi 

Bhabha’s description of the colonial ‘desire for a reformed, recognisable Other, as a subject of 

 
104 Gordon, p. 27. 
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difference that is almost the same, but not quite’.105 It is these differences, what Bhabha terms 

‘slippages’, which assert the distinction between whiteness and non-whiteness. For Alejandro, 

the greed and sexual excessiveness he exhibits not only manifest his difference, but also 

reproduce whiteness as the opposite of these values.  

 The narrative’s denial of Alejandro’s whiteness engages with broader discussions of 

mestizaje and blanqueamiento as ideologies through which social order and racial difference 

are reproduced. As Margarita Chaves and Marta Zambrano argue: “Latin Americanists – 

generally from the United States – saw mestizaje as a problematic ideology that created 

inequality, sustained racial hierarchies and sought homogenization and blanqueamiento’.106 

The ideology of mestizaje brings disparate groups of Latinos, Blacks and Indians together 

under a common, collective identity. However, whereas Wade argues that ‘blackness and 

indigenousness are actively reconstructed by mestizo-ness’, Highsmith presents mixedness as 

itself illustrative of blackness insofar as it represents non-whiteness.107 Having married an 

elderly, but wealthy, American widow, Mrs. Kootz, Alejandro and his new wife begin 

redecorating her house in a way that suggests the racist undertones evident throughout 

Highsmith’s ex-patriate writings: 

Interior decorators came from New York and Mexico City and argued with one another 
over the deployment of mountains of furniture and drapes Señora Palma had ordered, 
and when they at last went to work, each seemed bent on making his or her contribution 
as hideous as possible in order to blame the others. The house became a famous atrocity 
of the town (ITP 97). 

 
Following the marriage, the narrative refers to Mrs Kootz as ‘Señora’, realigning her with a 

Mexican identity, contrary to Alejandro’s aims to legitimise his own Americanness through 

marriage. Through the metaphor of interior design, the narrative presents Mexican and 

 
105 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), para. 122. 
106 Margarita Chaves and Marta Zambrano, ‘From Blanqueamiento to Reindigenización: Paradoxes of Mestizaje 
and Multiculturalism in Contemporary Colombia’, Revista Europea de Estudios Latinamericanos y Del Caribe, 
80 (2006), 5–23 (p. 7). 
107 Peter Wade, ‘Rethinking Mestizaje: Ideology and Lived Experience’, Journal of Latin American Studies, 
37.2 (2005), 239–57 (p. 245). 
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American as two polarising, antagonistic styles and cultures, with their actively hostile attitudes 

towards one another revealing incompatibility between the two. The result is so ‘hideous’ it 

becomes a ‘famous atrocity’. The broader implications of the description highlight the pollutant 

effect of Mexico and mestizaje culture on exclusive constructions of whiteness. As Wade 

highlights, by its nature mestizaje, a ‘mosaic, made up of different elements and processes’, is 

inclusive.108 It is this inclusivity, here represented by the ‘mountains of furniture and drapes’, 

which reinforce the racial distinctions between Mexicans and Americans, and, moreover, the 

desirability and dominance of more exclusive, bourgeois, ideologies of whiteness in 

Highsmith’s worldview. 

 

 

Highsmith’s Cruelty 
 
Throughout her ex-patriate fictions, Highsmith articulates seemingly contradictory views, 

denouncing idealised constructions of America and challenging imperialist discourse while 

simultaneously upholding racist stereotypes which ultimately maintain the binary distinction 

of the West and the non-West, and, moreover, reproduce exclusive, elitist ideas of whiteness. 

These competing ideas ultimately demonstrate the way in which her narratives reject 

recognised political positions and instead establish an atypical perspective, exhibiting an 

undiscriminating cruelty and reflecting the author’s self-styled exceptionalism. This sense of 

cruelty, interwoven with Highsmith’s dark sense of humour, became increasingly explicit in 

later fictions, which I discuss in greater length in the following chapter, but is also evident in 

some of these earlier ex-patriate writings. 

  Highsmith wrote the short story ‘The Car’ (1948) as part of an unfinished collection 

focussing on the expatriate community in Taxco in which, as Wilson notes, ‘she would 

 
108 Ibid., p. 254. 
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highlight the difficulties they experienced choosing whether to keep their distance or assimilate 

themselves into the new environment’.109 ‘The Car’ focusses on stark contrasts between the 

United States and Mexico and the effect this has on the story’s American protagonist, Florence. 

A middle-class, former teacher, Florence has relocated to Mexico from San Francisco with her 

husband, Nicky. From the outset, Florence struggles with the difference of Mexico; she 

describes the meat markets as being ‘so smelly, I can’t even get through the door’ (TC 130) 

and shortly after remarks on a flea in her sock. Florence’s attitudes become increasingly vicious 

when discussing the Mexican people with whom she comes into contact, such as Maria, their 

cleaner, and Alfredo Sigismundo, Nicky’s friend. When Nicky returns from a trip with 

Sigismundo to Mexico City without Florence’s most prized possession, her car, she presumes 

the worst of Alfredo: ‘I think he has stolen it. I don’t trust Mexicans one inch’ (TC 141). When 

Florence is disproved, and the car is returned three days later, her racist attitudes merely harden. 

Coaxing pleasure from the reader, the narrative offers detailed depictions of Florence’s injuries 

and struggles in Mexico, before, in somewhat ironic circumstances, the character is killed as 

she races back to the American border in her cherished car. The story demonstrates the full 

range of Highsmith’s attitudes towards class and race, solidifying exclusive ideas of whiteness 

while unsympathetically revelling in the misfortunes of the white protagonist, foregrounding 

the schadenfreude that characterises much of her later work. Through its failure to present a 

sympathetic picture of either Americans or Mexicans, the story demonstrates how, from an 

early stage in her career, Highsmith’s writings reject positions of commonality in favour of a 

sense of individualism and superiority to the society they depict. 

 In a similar fashion to Ingham’s description of Levi’s in Tremor, Highsmith employs 

another consumer good, in this case a car, as a reification of both Florence’s class position and 

an idea of America as civilised, modern and attractive. The car is an object with deep symbolic 

 
109 Wilson, p. 108. 
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value in American history. It serves as a metaphor for a narrative of movement at the core of 

American national identity, and also symbolises the country’s rapid economic expansion in the 

1940s. As Peter Dauvergne argues, ‘By 1950 the number of registered vehicles had risen to 49 

million. […] Everything to do with cars – whether production, advertising, renting, selling, or 

driving – continued to grow from the 1950s onwards, becoming an ever greater part of the U.S. 

economy’.110 In ‘The Car’, Florence’s car stands out from the Mexican landscape, symbolising 

the distinction of American culture from the non-American world. The narrative notes how 

‘[t]he farthest car of the three in the lot, the big aquamarine Pontiac, was hers. […] The car was 

more than a year old, but still looked brand-new, because she was meticulous about its weekly 

washing and she had never gotten a scratch on it’ (TC 129). The description begins by 

emphasizing its size and colour, which distinguishes it from the two non-descript cars also in 

the car park. Moreover, the meticulous care Florence takes of her car preserves its pristine 

image, a further metaphor for the idealised image of American consumer culture. As Lizabeth 

Cohen argues, ‘Americans after World War II saw their nation as the model for the world of a 

society committed to mass consumption and what were assumed to be its far-reaching benefits’, 

enabling them to buy desirable products and fundamentally change the way they lived.111 The 

car represents quintessentially American values of a dynamic consumer society, technological 

advancement, and pleasing aesthetics. 

 Florence’s car, and the values it embodies, represent a node in determining the distance 

of Mexicans from idealised constructions of whiteness. In particular, Florence’s view of her 

servant, Maria, arouses ideas of the underclass. As Loïc Wacquant argues, ‘in the United States, 

 
110 Peter Dauvergne, The Shadows of Consumption: Consequences for the Global Environment (London: The 
MIT Press, 2008), p. 38. 
111 Cohen argues that mass consumption ‘dictated the most central dimensions of postwar society, including the 
political economy (the way public policy and the mass consumption economy mutually reinforced each other), 
as well as the political culture (how political practice and American values, attitudes, and behaviours tied to 
mass consumption became intertwined)’. Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass 
Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), pp. 7–8. 
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the loathsome tale of the “underclass” has provided a low-cost, depoliticized, ready-made 

discourse with which to account for the relentless rise of violence in and around the ghetto 

[…]. Indeed, such violence has been widely seen as definitive proof of the existence of that 

group defined precisely by its antisocial behaviour’.112 Florence exhibits such a rhetoric:   

Florence hated her. She haggled forty-five pesos out of Nicky for half-time work, when 
fifty a month was standard for full-time, she ate their food behind their backs and 
moreover was lazy and deliberately neglectful of the main thing she had been hired for 
– to see that there were always three of four buckets of water in the house. […] Just let 
a servant behave like that in the States and see what would happen! (TC 134). 

 
Through the descriptions of Maria’s cunning and greed, Florence evokes the notions of anti-

social behaviour which Wacquant argues are the defining feature of constructions of the 

underclass. She accuses Maria of being ‘lazy and deliberately neglectful of the main thing she 

had been hired for’, while also arguing that the servant ‘ate their food behind their backs’. 

Moreover, the description of Maria ‘haggling’ for a higher wage suggests she is scheming and 

arrouses ideas of craftiness. Florence’s disgust and contempt for Maria demonstrates the way 

in which she attempts to erect a binary between their respective cultures; as Imogen Tyler 

argues, disgust enables ‘the constitution of an identity through disidentification with 

another’.113 However, as I discuss below, Highsmith’s ridiculing of Florence questions the 

extent to which the story endorses her assumptions of white supremacy.   

 As Florence’s prejudices against Mexicans harden, her views become more generalised 

towards Mexican culture. Such a view is particularly pronounced in relation to the depiction of 

Alfredo Sigismundo. Florence’s classist framing of the racial distinction between herself and 

Sigismundo is evident in her description of him as ‘that lowlifer’ (TC 137), which is 

underpinned by his apparent sexual philandering: ‘He keeps mistresses. I’ve heard of his affairs 

 
112 For Wacquant, ‘ghetto’ refers to the racialised spaces which exist on the margins of modern urban society. 
Loïc Wacquant, Urban Outcasts: A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2013), p. 24. 
113 Imogen Tyler, Revolting Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain (London: Zed 
Books, 2013), p. 26. 
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right inside the hotel, and I’ve heard about his women in Mexico City, too’ (TC 140). Florence 

ignores Sigismundo’s ‘aristocratic figure’ (TC 137) and display of manners, instead asserting 

that he is ultimately defined by his Mexican identity: ‘for all his manners and education Mr. 

Sigismundo is still a Mexican’ (TC 140, emphasis my own). By ascribing Sigismundo’s 

character and perceived flaws to his Mexican heritage, Florence denies him individual agency, 

instead portraying him as a symbol of a broader national identity. He is portrayed, ultimately, 

as a signifier of the otherness of Mexicanness, which both reproduces him as non-white, and 

solidifies the difference between him and Florence. However, the distance between the 

narrative and Florence is evident here, as the Highsmith’s satirising of the character becomes 

increasingly overt as the story progresses. 

 Highsmith’s broader depiction of Mexico solidifies a perception of it as wild and 

capricious, an othered, seemingly perilous space at which the boundaries of civilisation, 

modernity and whiteness are established. As Jennifer Reimer argues: ‘Manichean stereotypes 

[are] found throughout US American literature about Mexico’.114 Discussing Cormac 

McCarthy’s depiction of Mexico in particular, Reimer highlights ‘the common stereotype of 

Mexican and Latina women as fiery, emotional, and hypersexual. This stereotype has its roots 

in racist and sexist ideologies that define the limits of normative (white) female behaviour and 

sexuality’.115 Similarly, Highsmith’s depiction of the Mexican landscape evokes notions of 

unruliness and volatility. From early in the story, Mexico is portrayed as disorderly through 

the ‘houses spilling one atop the other down a hillside’ and the ‘mountains that lay in no range 

but loomed up everywhere, around the full circle of the horizon’ (TC 130). Florence describes 

being bitten by fleas, which ‘moved in stealthy jerks’ (TC 130) and recalls having to ‘haul’ 

buckets of water from the nearest fountain ‘at the foot of a hill’ after the water stops running 

 
114 Jennifer A. Reimer, ‘All the Pretty Mexican Girls: Whiteness and Racial Desire in Cormac McCarthy’s All 
the Pretty Horses and Cities of the Plain’, Western American Literature, 48.4 (2014), 422–42 (p. 424). 
115 Ibid., pp. 428-9. 
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(TC 131). Overall, the narrative paints a picture of Mexico as a testing environment, stripped 

of the orderliness and conveniences of the United States. In contrast to her personal writings, 

in which Highsmith seemed, like Florence, worn down by the Mexican landscape, her fiction 

instead appears to enjoy this irrationality, emphasizing the way in which ‘the last ounce of 

morale left [Florence]’ (TC 144) and encouraging pleasure, rather than sympathy, in the reader.   

 Foregrounding Highsmith’s later fiction, ‘The Car’ arouses a schadenfreude at 

Florence’s misfortunes, indicating the narrative’s idiosyncratic positioning. In particular, the 

story details, grotesquely, Florence injuring her knee after falling in the lane, and then being 

stung by a scorpion that lived in a crack in the wall: ‘The knee swelled to a frightening size 

and turned black, purple, brown. […] The eye also swelled to a great size and finally closed, 

except for a slit she could manage toward evening’ (TC 142-3). Even as Florence flees back to 

America, the narrative notes her swollen eye: ‘Her eyes, one wide, the other a slit in a mound 

of purple and yellow, watched the road’ (TC 146). Through this amplification of the 

abnormality caused by Florence’s injuries, the novel invites laughter and disgust at her 

expense, resulting in an uncomfortable alignment between her and Maria. Writing about 

comedy and the grotesque, Frances K. Barasch argues: ‘In the best or purest grotesque, 

conflicting elements of ludicrous-horror occur simultaneously, producing in the reader a 

confused and uneasy tension between laughter and fear or disgust’.116 The broader implications 

of Highsmith’s rendering of Florence as grotesquely disgusting relates to the author’s own 

sense of exceptionalism. The narrative’s failure to empathise with the character illustrates the 

rejection of positions of human connectedness frequent in Highsmith’s fiction; while 

Highsmith upholds racist and classist tropes relating to non-American peoples, and, as will be 

discussed in the following chapter, ethnic minorities and women, her narratives are equally 

scathing in their portrayals of white, middle-class America. In doing so, Highsmith’s fiction 

 
116 Frances K. Barasch, ‘The Grotesque as a Comic Genre’, Modern Language Studies, 15.1 (1985), 3–11 (p. 4). 
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reflects the author’s non-conformist individualism, as well as cultivating a sense of 

exceptionality within Highsmith’s misanthropic image of the world. Comedy, as illustrated 

here, represents an instrument through which to both make these views more palatable, and 

through coaxing pleasure from the reader, interpellate them into sharing the narrative’s politics.    

 

Conclusion 
 
Through discussion of Highsmith’s ex-patriate fictions, this chapter has demonstrated how the 

class politics of these novels and short stories are intricately interwoven with discussions of 

race, empire and globalisation. Indeed, as established at the beginning of the chapter, modern 

ideas of racism are rooted in the development of capitalism and capitalist class relations. As 

Callinicos argues, racism ‘serves to set workers against each other, and to prevent them from 

effectively fighting against the bosses who exploit them, irrespective of their colour or national 

origin’.117 The treatment of race and globalisation throughout these works is, furthermore, 

indicative of the central tension which underpins Highsmith’s class politics. Her depiction of 

Americans throughout Tremor, for example, highlights the cynical anti-establishment 

depiction of her homeland, here present as anti-imperialist discourse, which characterises many 

of her works. Indeed, the discussion of notions of America and empire reflect the way in which, 

as Hardt and Negri argue: ‘Globality […] should not be understood in terms of cultural, 

political, or economic homogenization [but] instead as a regime of the production of identity 

and difference’.118 However, Highsmith frequently upholds notions of racial difference 

throughout her depiction of non-American others, in particular exhibiting elitist attitudes 

through her solidification of exclusive constructions of whiteness and amplification of the non-

whiteness of South European and Latino peoples. This tension between Highsmith’s anti-
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imperialist critique and her more conservative racial attitudes ultimately illustrates the way in 

which her fiction reflects her individualism, rejecting (and being seen to reject) opportunities 

to conform with established political perspectives. Instead, through their unrelenting cruelty 

towards members of all classes and races, Highsmith’s ex-patriate fictions establish the sense 

of exceptionalism embodied by many of her amoral protagonists, who represent a degree of 

distinction and superiority.    

 Highsmith’s increasingly cruel depictions of non-white peoples represent a growing 

tendency within her fiction to demonise and torment various minorities. Her prejudices were 

largely undiscriminating, and included black people, women, and Jewish people. As Wilson 

notes, Highsmith ‘blamed the entry of black people and Puerto Ricans into universities or the 

collapse of the US educational system. […] Her vision of the New York of the future is an 

apocalyptic one, a view shaped by what can only be described as racial prejudice. She imagined 

life in New York in fifty years time when she would see, “coons hanging from the 50th story 

windows, plugging their neighbours (other coons) before taking the lift down to fleece their 

pockets”’.119 Her anti-Semitism, harboured since childhood, was equally noticeable. In a 

notebook entry from 1971, she wrote how ‘The rest of us give thanks that we were not born 

Jews. If the Jews are God’s chosen people – that is all one needs to know about God’.120 In her 

later fictions, Highsmith’s depiction of minorities is increasingly characterised by a cruel, even 

sadistic, humour. Building on the way in which Highsmith’s class politics are articulated 

through attitudes towards race in her ex-patriate fiction, the following chapter argues that 

Highsmith employs comedy and, more specifically, schadenfreude as a vehicle by which to 

both normalise her increasingly cruel class politics and interpellate the reader into legitimising 

them.
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Chapter 3: Schadenfreude, Malevolence, and Class 
Cruelty in Highsmith’s Later Fiction  
 
 
Introduction 
 
From her early novels of the 1950s, Highsmith’s disenchantment with America gradually grew 

into a more stinging loathing, characterised by a sense of malevolence and cynicism. 

Throughout the later years of the 1960s, Highsmith exhibited this dislike through her portrayal 

of American expatriates in the non-American settings of, among other countries, Greece, Italy 

and Tunisia. However, from the 1970s onwards, Highsmith employed American settings in her 

novels and stories once again, giving a more detailed depiction of what she perceived to be the 

fallen state of modern America. These writings, which are set in the urban metropolis of New 

York as well as small Midwestern towns, demonstrate the undiscriminating malevolence which 

informed the author’s attitudes towards issues of class, race, gender and ethnicity, and which 

led her friend Kate Kingsley Skattebøl to label her an ‘equal opportunity offender […]. You 

name the group, she hated them’.1 The result is a depiction of America as fallen, morally 

bankrupt, and unsalvageable. Highsmith’s resentment towards her home country is particularly 

evident in the collection of short stories Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes (1986), 

in which she writes how ‘The United States had made an ass and a liar of itself. The world was 

laughing, when it was not deploring and worrying about the future’.2 The broad range of the 

author’s prejudices and attitudes, which became increasingly explicit in her fiction of the 

period, imbues her work with an equally diverse range of political inflections. These range 

 
1 Vivien De Bernardi, quoted in Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 300. 
2 Patricia Highsmith, ‘President Buck Jones Rallies and Waves the White Flag’, in Tales of Natural and 
Unnatural Catastrophes (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), pp. 162–89 (p. 163). All further references are to this 
edition and appear bracketed as PBJ and page numbers in the body of the text. 
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across the right/left spectrum, reflecting the underlying political instability, and fluidity, which 

characterises Highsmith’s broader class politics and her authorial performance as exceptional. 

 The more explicit nature of Highsmith’s malevolent contempt for large sections of the 

public is a central characteristic of her later works. As biographer Andrew Wilson writes, 

‘Highsmith’s misanthropic vision burned with an almost Swiftian intensity. On 5 January 1970, 

she wrote […] of how she felt eaten up by resentment, acknowledging that if she did not check 

herself she would find herself slipping into paranoia and insanity’.3 Writings such as ‘Trouble 

at the Jade Towers’, from Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes, demonstrate this 

political uncertainty by, on the one hand, implying radically leftist views through portraying 

the misfortunes of wealthy and privileged peoples in a gratifying manner, while, on the other 

hand, revelling in the hardship caused to people in less privileged positions, such as those 

working within the Jade Towers complex. The author’s more extreme class politics are equally 

visible throughout her novels of the period, such as A Dog’s Ransom (1972) and People Who 

Knock on the Door (1983). In both, Highsmith demeans working-class and ethnic minority 

people through tropes of dirtiness and a stripping them of their personhood, suggesting more 

hard-right, even fascistic, class politics. I introduce the term ‘class cruelty’ to describe this 

aspect of Highsmith’s work, which also demonstrates an interest in eugenicist principles. 

Through the comedic framing of such attitudes, and her provocation of affective responses at 

the expense of characters from various class, gender and ethnic groups, Highsmith assumes a 

readerly cooperation through which her cruel stance is seemingly legitimised. 

 Through the comedic overtones of Highsmith’s later fiction, as well as the affective 

readerly reactions her caricatures attempt to provoke, representations of class are a more 

intimate and visceral experience for the reader. Through coaxing different reactions at the 

expense of her characters, Highsmith subtly interpellates the reader into a range of 

 
3 Wilson, p. 320. 
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subjectivities which imply a complicity in her cruel class politics. In particular, I discuss how 

this effect is evident through the way in which Highsmith’s fictions encourage schadenfreude, 

laughter and pleasure, and disgust. Doing so challenges the composure of the reader, as the 

reactions are loaded with various political implications depending on at whose expense they 

are taken. Outlining his idea of bliss, Roland Barthes describes ‘a text that discomforts […], 

unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his 

tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his relation with language’.4 Highsmith’s later 

writings, through a combination of pleasure and flattery, seduce the reader into positions of 

sharing her cruel class politics, implicit within which is a temporary sharing  of the Übermensch 

position advocated by the narrative. Through the experience of affective responses provoked 

by Highsmith’s texts, the reader semi-consciously validates the author’s attitudes and, in doing 

so, reproduces themselves as refined, judicious and superior. Highsmith presents a cynical view 

of the reader who, in avoiding identification with overtly disgusting and ridiculed characters, 

is instead lured into becoming complicit in the more malevolent views espoused by her fiction.   

 The development of more extreme right-wing views in Highsmith’s later fiction is 

articulated through her class cruelty, which is rooted in the intersection of cruelty with 

hierarchical class politics. The Oxford English Dictionary defines cruelty as ‘disposition to 

inflict suffering; delight in or indifference to the pain or misery of others; mercilessness, hard-

heartedness: esp. as exhibited in action’.5 From this definition, three aspects arise which apply 

to Highsmith’s fiction. Firstly, cruelty involves an active participation in causing suffering, or 

a ‘disposition to inflict suffering’. This necessarily involves the second aspect: a lack of 

empathy. Writing about cruelty, Simon Baron-Cohen terms this as ‘empathy erosion’, a feature 

 
4 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. by Richard Millar (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975), p. 14. 
5 ‘Cruelty', OED Online (Oxford University Press) <http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/45169> [accessed 7 
September 2018]. 
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underpinned by people ‘losing sight’ of ‘the humanity of their “subjects”’.6 Finally, the OED’s 

inclusion of ‘delight’ in its definition implies a feeling of pleasure in the suffering of other 

people. This chapter understands such a pleasure as constituting a form of schadenfreude. The 

distinguishing feature of this pleasure, within the concept of class cruelty, is that it is derived 

at the expense of those already experiencing hardship and discrimination in their everyday 

lives, and as such is clearest in the author’s hostile depictions of working-class characters. For 

example, Kenneth Rowajinski, the proletarian antagonist of A Dog’s Ransom, is comically 

depicted as having a limp despite already being unable to work and living off meagre welfare 

payments. Similarly, Irene Langley, from the novel People Who Knock at the Door, works in 

a ‘truck-stop type’ diner frequented by drunken truck drivers, and ‘has to go by bus at crazy 

hours’ for work.7 However, rather than recognizing these struggles, Highsmith endorses a 

classist schadenfreude through an overt ridiculing of blue-collar characters, and, more 

specifically, their performance of working-classness. Her narratives comically exaggerate 

tropes such as dirtiness and stupidity, and in doing so endorse a pleasure in working-class 

misfortunes and renders their low social position as deserved. 

 

The Politics of Schadenfreude  
 
This chapter argues that a class-focussed theorisation of schadenfreude is key to uncovering 

the diverse political inflections of Highsmith’s later work, particularly in relation to her class 

politics. As Richard Smith summarizes, schadenfreude comes from the ‘joining of two 

[German] words, “schaden” meaning “harm” and “freude” meaning “joy,” and it indeed refers 

 
6 Baron-Cohen gives the example of Nazi scientists who conducted inhumane experiments on Jewish prisoners, 
which, he argues, we ‘have to assume […] were not being cruel for the sake of it’. Instead, he ‘generously’ 
argues, that these doctors wanted to contribute to medical knowledge, and with Jewish people defined as 
‘genetically sub-human’ under Nazi laws, these experiments may have even seemed ethical. See Simon Baron-
Cohen, Zero Degrees of Empathy: A New Theory of Human Cruelty (London: Allen Lane, 2011), p. 3. 
7 Patricia Highsmith, People Who Knock on the Door (London: Virago, 2016), p. 179 All further references are 
to this edition and appear bracketed as PKD and page numbers in the body of the text. 
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to the pleasure derived from another person’s misfortune’.8 In an attempt to more clearly define 

the sensation, work on schadenfreude has sought to distinguish it from other forms of pleasure 

and cruelty, generally concluding that it is characterized by the passive pleasure of observing 

misfortunes. For example, drawing on Friedrich Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals 

(1887), Colin W. Leach et al. write that schadenfreude ‘is only enabled when a third party or 

circumstance causes another’s misfortune. […] This is why Nietzsche […] contrasted the 

pleasure of passively seeing others suffer (i.e. schadenfreude) to the pleasure of actively 

making others suffer’.9 Throughout her later fiction, Highsmith’s narratives display a certain 

level of sadism through causing and indulging in the misfortunes of her characters, while 

inviting the reader to feel a schadenfreude, with escalating degrees of perversity, at the targets 

of her malevolence. This pleasure is imbued with varying political inflections depending on 

the circumstances of characters at whose expense the pleasure is derived. Furthermore, the 

pleasure Highsmith encourages is a central technique in her provocation and coercion of the 

reader, coaxing them into entertaining and validating her cruel class politics. In this way, then, 

schadenfreude inscribes Highsmith’s work with a reflective quality, cynically showing the 

reader to be equally entertained by, and culpable in sharing, the perverse attitudes it espouses.  

 The political framing of schadenfreude employed throughout this chapter helps to 

uncover the eclectic politics of Highsmith’s work and the distinctive tension which underpins 

her class politics. The relationship between schadenfreude and mainstream politics has 

previously been established by Richard Smith, who writes that ‘[t]here is little doubt that 

political motivations can promote schadenfreude, often camouflaged by mock concern’.10 

Smith goes on to discuss a study in which different individuals’ reactions to mainstream 

 
8 Richard H. Smith, The Joy of Pain: Schadenfreude and the Dark Side of Human Nature (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), p. xi. 
9 Colin W. Leach and others, ‘Malicious Pleasure: Schadenfreude at the Suffering of Another Group’, Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 84.5 (2003), 932–43 (p. 932). 
10 Smith, The Joy of Pain, p. 45. 
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political news were gauged and linked to their political party affiliations. The study found a 

correlation between an individual’s allegiance and their experience of schadenfreude: 

‘[e]ssentially, the “same” event was seen as either very funny or not depending on the political 

vantage point’.11 Here, schadenfreude adopted different political inflections depending on the 

combination of the victim of the misfortune and the observer’s politics. Similarly, the pleasure 

endorsed by Highsmith’s fiction reveals diverse political motivations depending on the target 

of her malevolence. As this chapter will demonstrate, her satirical short story ‘Sweet Freedom! 

And a Picnic on the White House Lawn’ demonstrates the often-contradictory politics aroused 

by Highsmith’s commitment to an undiscriminating cruelty. The story, at first, appears to 

critique right-wing ideas of state-stripping and the growing influence of neoliberalism, and in 

doing so produces a leftist schadenfreude. It is equally possible, however, to read the story as 

a satire of 1960s counter-cultural permissiveness, a feature that imbues the work with more 

right-wing overtones.  

 A central issue within studies of schadenfreude is the role judgements of deservingness 

play in shaping the experience of pleasure, and how this may be impacted by differing levels 

of perceived deservingness. For example, a common example of schadenfreude, taking 

pleasure from an individual falling in the street, does not involve a judgement of deservingness; 

the observer does not know whether the victim is deserving of their misfortune, but this does 

not hinder their enjoyment. Other forms of schadenfreude, however, are the result of a 

satisfaction in the deserved plights of others. N. T. Feather writes of a ‘consistency principle’ 

involved in judgements of deservingness, which, he argues, ‘occur when the valence of the 

outcome fits with or is consistent with the valence of the action that led to it’.12 Whether 

 
11 Smith gives an example in which participants were given ‘partly comic’ and ‘embarrassing’ stories, such as 
President George W. Bush falling off his bicycle and Senator John Kerry dressed in a comical outfit during a 
tour of NASA, and ‘objectively hurtful’ stories, such as a downturn in the economic news and troop deaths in 
Iraq. Ibid. 
12 N. T. Feather, ‘Deservingness and Emotions: Applying the Structural Model of Deservingness to the Analysis 
of Affective Reactions to Outcomes’, European Review of Social Psychology, 17.1 (2010), 38–73 (p. 40). 
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because of the idleness of the upper-classes, the pretentiousness of the middle-classes, or the 

vulgarity of the working-classes, Highsmith’s fiction employs a cynical framing of class to 

present characters’ plights as deserved, and in doing so justify the narrative’s ideological 

instruments. Furthermore, the apparent deservingness of these misfortunes allows the reader to 

enjoy and feel fulfilment at the expense of Highsmith’s characters, a feature of her fiction that 

represents an effect of the narrative’s interpellation of the reader into a position of alignment 

with the narrative voice. An example of Highsmith’s construction of feelings of deservingness 

which will be discussed in greater length is her depiction of the upper classes in ‘Trouble at the 

Jade Towers’. Highsmith employs the characters’ privileged position to generate an 

antagonism between them and the reader, cultivating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ dynamic. This is best 

articulated by a worker for the extermination company, who says: ‘These fancy people won’t 

put up with cockroaches – like the rest of us in our humble abodes, eh?’.13 In doing so, 

Highsmith establishes conditions in which the reader is inclined to view the misfortunes of this 

elite community as deserved, and renders the schadenfreude they feel at the expense of the 

characters justified and acceptable.  

 The way in which Highsmith’s fiction challenges the subjectivity of the reader through 

their experience of pleasure relates to the growing area of study on the role of the observer 

within instances of schadenfreude. In their consumption-based approach to schadenfreude, 

Ethan Pancer et al. highlight this gap in existing scholarship: ‘The dominant empirical 

emphasis is on the actions and characteristics of the target and it is generally assumed that 

observers will react the same way to a misfortune’.14 However, work within the field has sought 

 
13 Patricia Highsmith, ‘Trouble at the Jade Towers’, in Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2005), pp. 82–106 (p. 85). All further references are to this edition and appear bracketed as JT in 
the body of the text. 
14 Ethan Pancer, Lindsay McShane, and Maxwell Poole, ‘Schadenfreude and Product Failures: The Role of 
Product Deservingness and Product Status’, Journal of Marketing Management, 33.15–16 (2017), 1236–55 (p. 
1240). Some sociological studies into the observer and schadenfreude provide evidence of a change in this 
trend. For example, in their article ‘Malicious Pleasure: Schadenfreude at the Pleasure of Another Group’, 
Leach et al. attempted to gauge the pleasure of Dutch football fans at the expense of their national rival, 
Germany. Using Germany’s loss to Croatia in the 1998 World Cup as an example, the study considers in-group 
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to challenge this assertion, noting, for example, the way in which schadenfreude can provide 

the observer with positive self-evaluation.15 As Wilco W. Van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk 

argue: ‘people can enjoy the misfortunes of others because it provides them with social 

comparison benefits and these satisfy their concern for a positive self-evaluation’.16 

Highsmith’s fiction plays on this concern for sense of self in order to coax readers into sharing 

her perspective. As Fiona Peters writes, Highsmith ‘is unremitting in her attempts to force 

readers to participate in her uncomfortable and suffocating world-view’.17 One way in which 

Highsmith’s fiction achieves this is through flattering the reader. Her novels, for example, 

project grotesque and disgusting caricatures of members of all classes. In doing so, her fiction 

creates an environment where, in order to feel clever or superior to the ridiculed subjects, the 

reader must be complicit in the narrative’s perspectives, and this is primarily manifest through 

sharing in the pleasure taken at the expense of the mocked characters. There is, then, a 

provocative aspect to the schadenfreude endorsed by Highsmith, as by dis-identifying with the 

subjects of the author’s cruelty, the reader seemingly reaffirms and legitimises the cruel class 

politics espoused by the narrative.  

 Highsmith’s seduction of the reader into sharing her cruel politics is similarly facilitated 

through the author’s broader use of comedic devices in her later novels (this feature is equally 

prominent throughout the Ripley novels, as I discuss in chapter 4). As Wilson writes, 

 
factors, primarily the level of interest in football, when evaluating the experience of schadenfreude. It concludes 
that ‘those more interested in soccer expressed a greater level of schadenfreude’. See Leach et al., ‘Malicious 
Pleasure: Schadenfreude at the Suffering of Another Group’, p. 937. 
15 In her book Schadenfreude: The Joy of Another’s Misfortune (2018), Tiffany Watt Smith provides a range of 
contemporary examples of such a function of schadenfreude. For example, she introduces the book with a 
personal experience of looking at celebrity gossip magazines in the shop: ‘And my first instinct, just in case 
someone was listening in on my thoughts, was to think: ugh, who buys those terrible magazines’. However, 
after seeing pictures of ‘cellulite, the weight gain and loss, the bikinis riding up between the bum cheeks and the 
bingo wings circled in red’, Watt Smith describes taking the magazine to the till and purchasing it: ‘There was a 
warm sensation working its way across my chest. I felt lucky. No, that’s not it. I felt smug’. Tiffany Watt Smith, 
Schadenfreude: The Joy of Another’s Misfortune (London: Profile Books, 2018), p. 1. 
16 Wilco W. van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk, ‘Introduction to Schadenfreude’, in Schadenfreude: 
Understanding Pleasure at the Misfortune of Others, ed. by Wilco W. van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 1–13 (p. 9). 
17 Fiona Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), p. 4. 
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Highsmith’s simmering resentment and bitterness towards the outside world began to present 

itself comically: her misanthropy ‘was made only slightly more palatable by its accompanying 

black humour’.18 The sensation of schadenfreude throughout Highsmith’s later fiction is 

largely achieved through her employment of various comedic devices, ranging from episodes 

of slapstick and farce to satire, which all provoke laughter, rather than pity, at the supposedly 

undesirable state of modern American society. Mikhail Bakhtin writes of laughter that it ‘has 

a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential forms of the truth concerning the world 

as a whole […]; it is a peculiar point of view relative to the world; the world is seen anew, no 

less (and perhaps more) profoundly than when seen from the serious standpoint’.19 The laughter 

provoked by Highsmith represents the ideological effect of the reader’s interpellation into a 

position of complicity. The provocative nature of satire, for example, enables Highsmith to 

present the world as she sees it in a ridiculous light, both coercing readers into aligning 

themselves with the seemingly rational narrative perspective and inviting a schadenfreude at 

the absurdity of the scene. Matthew Hodgart notes that the satirist’s ‘aim is to make the victim 

lose “face”, and the most effective way of humiliating him is by contemptuous laughter’.20 

Furthermore, as Dustin Griffin writes, satire relies on a ‘tolerance for, even taste for, ridicule 

among readers’.21 Highsmith provokes this ‘taste’ for ridicule amongst her readers. Equally, 

she promotes the reader to a position in which their laughter is judicious in its affirmation of 

the narrative perspective. Through encouraging a schadenfreude at the misfortunes of her 

victims and leaving the reader to infer the apparent deservingness of these adversities, 

Highsmith presents her political misanthropy in a seemingly rational manner.  

 

 
 

18 Wilson, Beautiful Shadow, p. 282. 
19 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), p. 66. 
20 Matthew Hodgart, Satire: Origins and Principles (Oxon: Routledge, 2017), p. 11. 
21 Dustin Griffin, Satire: A Critical Reintroduction (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1995), 
p. 136. 



 147 

The Political Ambiguity of Highsmith’s Later Fictions 
 
Highsmith’s use of satire is particularly evident in the collection of short stories Tales of 

Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes, in which the narrative revels in the supposedly fallen 

state of modern America. The grotesque stories demonstrate indulgent depictions of 

catastrophes and encourage the reader to take pleasure in chaotic and disorderly society in 

America. They incorporate a number of themes from the gothic, to political and religious 

totalitarianism, and culminate in an apocalyptic destruction of civilization in the Northern 

Hemisphere. These themes are inspired by the author’s fascination with real-life disasters of 

the period, such as the Three Mile Island Nuclear Disaster and the Love Canal tragedy, and the 

anxieties these inspired about the modern world.22 As well as exhibiting a warped humour, the 

stories collected in Tales also demonstrate the ambiguous political inflections of Highsmith’s 

malevolence. In her notebooks throughout the 1970s, Highsmith exhibited leftist attitudes 

which bemoaned the lack of socialist ideologies in America and mapped out plans for a socialist 

utopia which included intuitive educating methods and cooperative policies for housing, money 

and the arts.23 Despite this, these stories are often characterised by a political illegibility. This 

evasion of solidarity is evident throughout the story ‘Sweet Freedom! And a Picnic on the 

White House Lawn’. The story engenders a schadenfreude imbued with both left and right-

wing attitudes, primarily evident through the author’s satirical ridiculing of, on the one hand, 

 
22 In ‘Cahier 35’ of her personal notebooks, Highsmith collected clippings on issues such as the destruction of 
the Ozone layer, and events such as the Three Mile Island Nuclear Disaster, in which a malfunction caused 
radioactive gas to seep into the atmosphere, and the Love Canal tragedy, in which a community originally 
envisioned as utopian became a dumping ground for municipal and industrial waste. By the 1970s, Love Canal 
housed a solid working-class community, but rainfall towards the end of the decade caused 82 different 
compounds, some of which were poisonous, to erupt from the ground. This has since been related to birth 
defects, while people from the area are also being observed for signs of leukaemia.  

Due to copyright issues enforced by Highsmith’s Swiss publishers, Diogenes Verlag, direct quotations 
from her notebooks are prohibited. However, for more details on the events, see Eckardt C. Beck, ‘The Love 
Canal Tragedy’, US Environmental Protection Agency <https://archive.epa.gov/epa/aboutepa/love-canal-
tragedy.html> [accessed 27 April 2018]; ‘Three Mile Island Accident’, World Nuclear Association, 2012 
<http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/safety-and-security/safety-of-plants/three-mile-island-
accident.aspx> [accessed 27 April 2018]. 
23 Direct quotations from Highsmith’s notebooks are restricted by her publisher, Diogenes Verlag. Patricia 
Highsmith, ‘10/11/72’, in Cahier 32 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
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right-wing political ideas, such as neoliberal state-stripping and, on the other hand, historically 

leftist ideas of permissiveness.   

 ‘Sweet Freedom!’ centres on the outcome of the federal government’s decision to close 

a number of mental health hospitals and prisons, either fully or part funded by the state, in a 

cost-cutting exercise: ‘Because of overcrowding in such institutions, a directive went out from 

Washington, DC in the late 1960s, and was repeated in the 1970s, to release inmates who were 

not considered violent’, the narrative states.24 Scepticism of the motives behind this directive 

are revealed in the ironic parroting of government policy: ‘The same message was sent to 

prisons, and the slogan was “economy plus humanity”, meaning the nation could save money 

by doing this, as well as make life happier for people whose confinement was not necessary’ 

(SF 69). The contradictory political inflections of Highsmith’s critique are immediately 

evident. The parroting of economic policy (‘economy plus humanity’) satirises its fiscal 

conservativism and implies a leftist-inspired critique. The allusion to the economic reasoning 

behind the decision exhibits what William Davies argues to be the ‘defining trait of 

neoliberalism’: ‘that it abandons [a] liberal conceit of separate economic, social and political 

spheres, evaluating all three according to a single economic logic’.25 Simultaneously, the 

narrative’s specific reference to releasing ‘inmates who were not considered violent’ also 

appears to satirize notions of permissiveness, popularised in America throughout the 1960s. 

The narrative revels in the chaos caused by the government’s fiscal policies, following the 

largely fortuitous outcomes of released mental health patients, Gloria Tiller and Bert, who 

 
24 Patricia Highsmith, ‘Sweet Freedom! And a Picnic on the White House Lawn’, in Tales of Natural and 
Unnatural Catastrophes (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), pp. 67–81 (p. 69). All further references are to this 
edition appear bracketed as SF and page number in the body of the text. 
25 William Davies, The Limits of Neoliberalism: Authority, Sovereignty and the Logic of Competition (London: 
Sage Publications, 2017), p. 21. David Harvey echoes this view, writing that ‘Neoliberalism has meant, in short, 
the financialization of everything’. David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), p. 33. 
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believe they are Cleopatra and Charlie Chaplin, and Fred Welsher, a serial rapist who is only 

attracted to girls wearing summer dresses and riding bicycles. 

 The subversive effect of Highsmith’s schadenfreude is evident in the narrative’s 

satirical depiction of the inept President at the centre of the unfolding problems. This is just 

one of a number of hapless Presidents who appear throughout Tales, reflecting the author’s 

own cynicism of the political establishment throughout the latter decades of the twentieth 

century.26 Satire, as Andrew Stott writes, ‘takes its subject matter from the heart of political 

life or cultural anxiety, re-framing issues at an ironic distance that enables us to revisit 

fundamental issues that have been obscured by rhetoric, personal interests, or realpolitik’.27 

Highsmith’s depiction of the President in ‘Sweet Freedom!’ enacts this ‘obscuring’ of issues 

by framing them with empty, overly ideological rhetoric. Responding to criticism about his 

policies, for example, the narrative notes that:  

The President replied that the majority of those released had relatives, that charity begins 
at home, and that Americans had a tradition of giving voluntary aid to the sick and 
homeless. “In America, people can make it if they try. That’s what America is all about.” 
This became known as the “Bowl of Soup” speech (SF 76). 
 

The story cynically parrots the President’s regurgitation of ideas of the American dream and 

neighbourliness in order to lampoon the rhetoric. The likening of his speech to a bowl of soup, 

in which the ingredients are blended and dispersed in a warming and appetising appearance 

alludes to the different meanings which belie the President’s positive tone. He peddles the 

American Dream through his assertion that ‘In America, people can make it if they try’. 

However, the narrative perverts such notions through its depiction of the ironically fortuitous 

 
26 Other examples of inept presidential figures throughout Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes are 
Bomo, in ‘Nabuti: Warm Welcome to a UN Committee’, and Buck Jones, in ‘President Buck Jones Rallies and 
Waves the White Flag’. There are numerous writings within the Patricia Highsmith Papers collection which 
detail the author’s dislike of Presidents, ranging from Jimmy Carter to George Bush Snr in America, and 
Charles de Gaulle in France. These include letters addressed directly to the Presidents, letters to her friends 
about the supposed shortcomings of American Presidents, and notebook entries. See, for example, Patricia 
Highsmith, ‘Letter to President Bush, 5/09/1989’ (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers); Patricia Highsmith, 
‘11/21/65’, in Cahier 28 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
27 Andrew Stott, Comedy: The New Critical Idiom (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), p. 109. 
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trajectories of released mental asylum patients, whose madness becomes a resource for 

economic success and fame. This satirizing of the President, as well as broader narratives of 

the American Dream, seemingly suggests the story has an anti-establishment, oppositional 

angle. However, the narrative’s unsympathetic depiction of mental illness reveals the political 

uncertainty that lingers throughout Highsmith’s fiction, and the way in which this inhibits 

straightforward categorisations of the author’s work.  

 Indeed, the subversive effect of Highsmith’s humour is reinforced through her depiction 

of mental illness. In critical work on Highsmith, discussions of madness and insanity have 

generally been confined to her criminal protagonists. Summarising current research, Samantha 

Walton writes that ‘[i]t has become a critical commonplace to describe Highsmith’s characters 

as psychopathic or insane’.28 While many of Highsmith’s protagonists have their ‘psychopathy’ 

rendered normative, notably Tom Ripley but also David Kelsey and Charles Bruno, as 

discussed in chapter 1, Highsmith here exaggerates her characters’ insanity for comic effect. 

For example, the story’s depiction of Gloria Tiller, who believes she is Cleopatra, focusses on 

her display of archaic nobility, which contrasts the modern environment in which she is located. 

On her release from the institution, the narrative notes how Gloria ‘had declined to take the bus 

[…], preferring to wait for her barge, for which she looked anxiously along the highway’ (SF 

71). Similarly, Highsmith exaggerates Gloria’s incongruous manners through her dialogue. 

Having asked a truck driver, who has picked her up, to be taken to Egypt, the driver replies: 

‘“You’ll be wantin’ the airport then. Cleveland, maybe.” The man next to the driver had begun 

to smile. “We’re heading in the wrong direction for the airport.” Miss Tiller turned her narrow 

and rather elegant face to him and said, “I’ll be going by barge, thank you”’ (FS 72). The 

humour is not derived at the expense of mental illness, but rather the absurdity of a political 

 
28 Samantha Walton, ‘“Sooner or Later Most of Us Get Hooked”: The Question of Insanity in Patricia 
Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train and The Talented Mr. Ripley’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 
20–32 (p. 21). 
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system which has allowed someone so evidently insane to live unsupervised. In this sense, the 

‘joke’ adopts a Freudian rebelliousness, ‘enabling criticism or aggression towards persons in 

high places who claim authority [and] represent[ing] a rebellion against such authority, a 

liberation from the oppression it imposes’.29 Through her depiction of madness, Highsmith 

ridicules and subverts the policies which have contributed to the absurd situation. 

 As Gloria and Bert become increasingly successful “impersonators”, the wider 

contempt in which Highsmith held large sections of society is revealed. As the pair perform in 

a restaurant, the story describes how ‘a money bowl sat on the piano but, for Bert and Miss 

Tiller, patrons approached and poked bills into Bert’s jacket pockets and into Miss Tiller’s 

purse […]. Others sailed bills folded like aeroplanes onto the dance floor’ (SF 77). The image 

of patrons folding bills into paper aeroplanes suggests a ridiculing of the gullible public, who 

are lacking in taste and appear entertained by nonsense. A consequence of this ridicule is an 

ironic satirizing of the entrepreneurial spirit which, David Harvey argues, is central to 

neoliberal ideology: ‘Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic 

practices that proposes that human well-being can be best advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 

private property rights, free markets, and free trade’.30 The fact that this critique arises as a 

facet of Highsmith’s misanthropy, however, complicates readings of the story as a rejection of 

neoliberal ideologies. A straight-forward classification of the story as a leftist-inspired satire is 

complicated by the characteristically ambiguous implications of the narrative’s schadenfreude, 

which appears equally complicit in rejecting ideas of permissiveness and liberalism 

traditionally associated with the counter cultural left.  

 
29 Sigmund Freud, The Joke and Its Relation to the Unconscious (London: Penguin, 2002), p. 102. 
30 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 2. 
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 Highsmith’s more perverse politics are articulated through the story’s depiction of rape, 

which also demonstrates an apparent critique of permissiveness. As Randall Bennett Woods 

notes, conservatives from the 1960s onwards ‘attributed rioting in the urban ghettos, the “loss” 

of Vietnam, student protests, and the persistence of the counterculture to a pervasive 

“permissiveness”’.31 Released inmate Fred Welsher embodies the notion of a prisoner ‘who 

[was] not considered violent’ (SF 69). He is given an unexceptional appearance, with the 

narrative describing him as a ‘taciturn and pleasant-looking looking man of fifty, who had been 

in prison for the past thirteen years for “repeated rape”’ (SF 71). Continuing a theme of her 

work summarised by Ian Bell, in which prisons ‘[serve] only to intensify character’, Highsmith 

immediately contrasts the character’s  harmless appearance with his criminal actions upon his 

release.32 On seeing a girl in a bright summer dress cycling past ‘barely 10 minutes after’ his 

release, Fred 

threw himself in front of the bicycle, which rolled over him, bouncing the girl off, and 
he satisfied his desire in a ditch conveniently near. His dream had come true! Freedom 
was heaven, heaven again! Fred climbed out of the ditch and walked on, having 
remembered to pick up his carryall with his few possessions (SF 71).  

 
The flippancy evident in the narrative’s depiction of rape trivializes sexual violence, while also 

suggesting a critique of permissiveness. The description of the ditch being ‘conveniently near’, 

the image of the girl ‘bouncing off’ her bike, and the attention given to Fred remembering to 

collect his possessions afterwards all imbue the action with a sense of ridiculousness which 

encourages laughter. Through evoking a perverse schadenfreude at the expense of Fred’s 

victim, the reader is interpellated into the disturbing position of finding enjoyment in the 

depiction of a heinous act of misogynist violence. This is underpinned by the narrative’s use 

of satire, which lulls the reader into a more relaxed mode of reading and seemingly justifies 

 
31 Randall Bennett Woods, Quest for Identity: America Since 1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), p. 404. 
32 Ian A. Bell, ‘Irony and Justice in Patricia Highsmith’, in Watching the Detectives: Essays on Crime Fiction, 
ed. by Ian A. Bell and Graham Daldry (Basingstoke: The MacMillan Press LTD., 1990), pp. 1–17 (p. 9). 
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their experience of pleasure. This relocation of the reader’s position is a technique employed 

by Highsmith consistently throughout her narratives to both lessen the shock of, and even 

justify, her black humour, and the cruel attitudes it disguises.  

 
 
The Undeserving Elite 
 
The pleasure Highsmith invites her readers to feel at the misfortunes of her characters is 

facilitated by the perceived deservingness with which these plights are portrayed. Van Dijk and 

Ouwerkerk write: ‘[a]s most people care deeply about just and deserved outcomes, witnessing 

a situation that represents such an outcome typically evokes a positive emotion, even if it entails 

the misfortunes of others’.33 This feature of schadenfreude is particularly evident in the short 

story ‘Trouble at the Jade Towers’, which creates an environment in which the reader can enjoy 

the seemingly deserved misfortunes of the wealthy and privileged. The story depicts the 

construction and opening of a new luxury, eighty-eight storey apartment block named The Jade 

Towers, ‘which rapidly became the finest place to live, if you could afford it’ (JT 82). Perhaps 

inspired by Highsmith’s interest in the Love Canal tragedy, the complex is marketed as 

constituting perfection; as the complex’s doorman, Sidney Clark, states, it ‘has got to be perfect 

and stay perfect, because we’ve filled this building on the promise of perfection’ (JT 83).34 In 

order to deliver on this promise, the building is equipped with luxuries such as a hair salon, a 

café and a large pool, and is protected by bullet-proof glass doors. However, over the course 

of the story, the building becomes infested by cockroaches, which grow monstrous in size and 

resist attempts at extermination.35 The building is eventually abandoned, standing empty at the 

 
33 Van Dijk and Ouwerkerk, ‘Introduction to schadenfreude’, p. 8. 
34 For more information about the Love Canal Tragedy, see footnote 21.  
35 Andrew Wilson also speculates that the story took inspiration from a trip Highsmith made to New York in 
which two cockroaches were living in the medicine cabinet of her hotel room. Highsmith described the scene as 
‘normal in New York’. See Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 400. 
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story’s conclusion. The story foregrounds the cockroach infestation by emphasizing the overly 

luxurious lifestyle enjoyed by the upper-class residents, and their overarching sense of 

entitlement, to cultivate feelings of satisfaction and schadenfreude at the complex’s eventual 

demise. 

 Highsmith emphasises the luxury of the complex by listing numerous amenities and 

luxuries available to its residents. There is, for example, a ‘small beauty parlour and […] barber 

shop, a florist’s, a coffee shop, a cosy piano bar, a tiny but elegant delicatessen, and an 

automatized post-office’ (JT 82). Highsmith’s choice of adjectives, in particular ‘cosy’, and 

‘tiny but elegant’ both create a sense of claustrophobia and arouse connotations of a doll’s-

house, toy-level of living. Furthermore, the ‘automatized’ post-office provides a feeling of 

futuristic novelty. The comfortable lifestyle provided by these luxuries directly contrasts 

contemporary descriptions of the urban city, which, as Richard Lane highlights, was portrayed 

as ‘something shocking, disorientating and deeply threatening’.36 This dissimilarity is 

underpinned by the pristine cleanliness of the building’s facilities. For example, when 

describing the in-house coffee-shop, Clark notes that its ‘jade floor and counter looked shiny 

and clean, with not a crumb in sight’ (JT 83). That this cleaning is being undertaken by a third-

party, in the form of cleaners who are invisible within the narrative, exaggerates the luxury in 

which residents live; not only are they distanced from the act of labour, it is completely 

disguised from them. Harvey, describing Marx’s work on labour, argues that it ‘is a process; 

it’s transforming something into something else’.37 Within the Jade Towers, labour maintains 

the building’s pristine appearance, reproducing the illusions of newness and the absence of any 

activity. Rendering this labour as invisible both devalues it and brings into focus the exclusivity 

 
36 Richard J. Lane, Jean Baudrillard (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 109. 
37 David Harvey, A Companion to Marx’s Capital (London: Verso, 2010), p. 117. 
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of the sphere in which the upper-class residents of the complex live, where any trace of the 

working-classes, even their labour, is relegated to a position of anonymity. 

 The distinction between inside and outside is preserved through a ruthless exclusivity 

policy ensuring only individuals of what it deems to be the appropriate class and status are 

permitted entry. This is enforced, first, physically, with the narrative describing the building’s 

‘entrance doors of bullet-proof glass [which] could be opened only by doormen who stood 

between the first pair of glass doors and the second which gave on to the lobby’ (JT 82). The 

doors represent an impenetrable barrier between the luxurious and clean inside of the building, 

and the chaotic and dirty streets of New York in the 1980s.38 Moreover, the fact that the doors 

can only be opened from the inside reflect the building management’s decision to decide who 

gains entry. There is a rigorous screening process of would-be buyers and renters which 

compounds the exclusivity of the building: ‘a famous female pop singer and an Atlantic City 

casino owner got turned away, facts which were reported in People magazine and gossip 

columns of some New York newspapers’ (JT 82). That these individuals are prevented from 

living in the building demonstrates the complex’s commitment to exclusivity and judgements 

of status. For example, despite his wealth, the casino owner embodies the crassness and 

crudeness related to Atlantic City. As C. Wright Mills writes in The Power Elite (1956): ‘From 

the standpoint of class, a dollar is a dollar, but from the standpoint of a pedigreed society, two 

identical sums of money – the one received from four generations of inherited trusts, the other 

from a real kill on the market last week – are very different sums’.39 Furthermore, the 

subsequent shaming of rejected tenants in newspapers demonstrates a reproduction of class 

 
38 Throughout the 1980s, New York was still revering from the severe economic depression of the 1970s. As 
The New York Times describes New York in this period as ‘a city bustling with creativity but also slowly 
emerging from near-bankruptcy, with upscale restaurants just blocks away from rubble-filled, graffiti-painted 
lots’. It was, the article continues: ‘dirty, dangerous, derelict, dazzling’. ‘What New York Was Like in the Early 
’80s — Hour by Hour’, The New York Times, 2018 <https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/17/t-magazine/24-
hours-new-york-city-1980s-life.html> [accessed 4 April 2019]. 
39 C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956), p. 52. 
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structures which perpetuates the position and status of those who are allowed to reside within 

Jade Towers, solidifying a distinction between the established upper-classes and other, lower-

status classes such as the nouveau riche or the middle-classes. 

 Through the emphasis on the overly luxurious conditions of the Jade Towers, the 

narrative cultivates a perceived deservingness and feeling of satisfaction when depicting the 

cockroach infestation. As Feather writes, perceived deservingness is a key variable when 

considering the way in which people react to the misfortunes of others: ‘Our beliefs about 

deservingness influence not only the way we feel about the negative outcomes that another 

person experiences, they also influence our feelings about the other’s positive outcomes’.40 By 

foregrounding the complex’s infestation with descriptions of its numerous luxuries and the 

emphasis it places on exclusivity, the narrative establishes ideal conditions for the reader to 

experience a schadenfreude at the building’s demise. The narrative heightens this pleasure 

through focussing specifically on the corruption of now-defunct luxuries, such as the 

complex’s private swimming pool. Located on the 87th floor, just beneath the penthouses, 

heated, and ‘lined with jade-coloured tiles’ (JT 82), the swimming pool represents the luxury 

available exclusively to residents of the building. After the infestation of cockroaches, 

however, ‘the pool [was] kept half full, but the water poisoned, because many roaches came 

there to drink’ (JT 92). One of the exterminators, elaborating further, states how ‘We keep an 

eye on the pool, maybe a couple thousand dead floating in it every day and we suck ‘em off, 

but we’ve seen these extra large cockroaches walking down the side and drinking and going 

away again’ (JT 92). The humour evident in the narrative’s irony implies a consistency in the 

action/outcome structure established by Feather: ‘a negatively evaluated outcome that follows 

 
40 N. T. Feather, ‘Deservingness and Schadenfreude’, in Schadenfreude: Understanding Pleasure at the 
Misfortune of Others, ed. by Wilco W. van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), pp. 29–57 (p. 29). Feather goes on to say how perceived deservingness ‘is also an important 
variable that affects the way we feel about our good [or] bad outcomes’. This more reflective quality of 
deservingness and schadenfreude will be addressed later in the chapter. 
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from a negatively valued action […] would generally be judged by an outside observer to be 

deserved’.41 The nature of this schadenfreude, arising at the expense of the entitled upper-

classes, inscribes the pleasure with radical, socialist connotations. However, this pleasure does 

not result in a solidarity with the working-classes. Rather, the narrative revels in exaggerating 

the monstrosity of the cockroaches, themselves a symbol of the masses.   

Playing on more conservative anxieties of fecundity and the masses, Highsmith 

magnifies the grotesque monstrousness of the cockroaches to heighten the reader’s enjoyment 

of the disaster. Fear and disgust of cockroaches, as David Berle highlights in his study on the 

subject, is rooted in their physicality; he lists ‘the “leggy-ness,” antennae, speed, and scuttling 

sound of cockroaches as particularly disgusting features’.42 Highsmith amplifies these physical 

aspects of cockroaches throughout her depiction, revelling in their fear-inducing qualities:  

When [Sidney Clark] closed his eyes, he saw twitching roaches, long antennae trembling, 
seeking a way to flee. Their backs glistened as if with oil, they covered every surface in 
Sidney Clark’s imagination – walls, ceilings, floors. Nonsense, he told himself. He gave 
a tremendous sigh, because he had been holding his breath (JT 94). 
 

The lingering descriptions of the cockroaches are in tension with Highsmith’s characteristically 

fast-paced prose. The depiction of their ‘twitching’ actions, their ‘long antennae trembling’ and 

‘glistening’ backs focusses the reader’s attention on their grotesque physicality, while their 

multiplication within Clark’s imagination exaggerates deep-rooted anxieties of the elite 

towards the masses. This exaggeration of the cockroaches infers an underlying pleasure in the 

narrative’s description of Clark’s worries in spite of his precarious position as the complex’s 

doorman. Doing so complicates a reading of the story as a leftist critique of upper-class 

opulence, and instead highlights the broader contempt for humanity evident throughout 

Highsmith’s work, a feature equally evident in her championing of animals’ causes elsewhere 

 
41 Feather, ‘Deservingness and Emotions’, p. 40. 
42 David Berle, ‘Graded Exposure Therapy for Long-Standing Disgust-Related Cockroach Avoidance in an 
Older Male’, Clinical Case Studies, 6.4 (2007), 339–47 (p. 340). 
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in her oeuvre.43 Indeed, the narrative’s delight in the misfortunes of the upper classes is coupled 

with an unempathetic, indulgent reproduction of tropes of fecundity and disgustingness, 

generally ascribed to the working-class.  

 Through this endorsement of schadenfreude at the expense of humanity more broadly, 

Highsmith elevates the reader to a position of superiority. The narrative plays on the reader’s 

concern for a positive self-evaluation, assuring them that, through being complicit with its 

world view, they are more deserving than the idle-rich whose misfortunes they are encouraged 

to enjoy. In his essay ‘The Essence of Laughter’, Charles Baudelaire writes that ‘human 

laughter is intimately linked with the accident of an ancient Fall, of a debasement both physical 

and moral’.44 This is similarly evident in the ‘fall’ of the Jade Towers, which descends from 

the most exclusive, sought-after place to live to an abandoned shell of a building: ‘Lexington 

Avenue’s Jade Towers, which had for half a year topped all in the Big Apple for luxurious 

apartment living, had now topped all in the size of its cockroaches, and that the current cleanup 

was driving the huge varmints upward to the penthouses’ (JT 94). The extract directly inverts 

the complex’s earlier objective of cultivating a feeling of perfection, noting how the building 

 
43 There are numerous examples of fictions throughout Highsmith’s career in which the author depicts the 
relationship between humans and animals. Frequently, these stories take a perverse pleasure in portraying the 
triumph of animals over humans, who Highsmith regularly shows to be cruel and merciless. A notable example 
of this theme is the story ‘The Snail Watcher’, in which the protagonist, Peter Knoppert, is drowned beneath a 
‘sea of snails’ in his study. Knoppert is a hobbyist snail watcher, and is suffocated after his snails begin breeding 
uncontrollably, evoking a fear of fecundity equally evident in the depiction of cockroaches in ‘Trouble at the 
Jade Towers’. 
 Perhaps the best example of Highsmith’s depiction of animals, however, is the collection of short 
stories The Animal-Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder (1975). The collection contains thirteen stories all of which 
rejoice in the triumph of animals over humans. For example, ‘Djemal’s Revenge’ depicts a camel, Djemal, 
murdering his former master, Mahmet, by whom he is beaten, deprived of water and starved. The story’s 
contempt for humanity is tinged with a similar racism found in The Tremor of Forgery, in which Arabs are 
alleged to enjoy torturing animals. Highsmith also adopts the perspective of an opportunistic cockroach in the 
story ‘Notes from a Respectable Cockroach’ from the same collection. Other stories in the collection adopt the 
perspective of animals such as cats (a favourite animal of Highsmith), a truffle-hunting pig, ferrets, hamsters, 
goats, horses and monkeys.  Patricia Highsmith, ‘The Snail Watcher’, in Eleven (London: William Heineman 
Ltd., 1970), pp. 3–10; Patricia Highsmith, ‘Djemal’s Revenge’ The Animal-Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder 
(London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002), pp. 27-44; Patricia Highsmith, ‘Notes from a Respectable 
Cockroach’ The Animal-Lover’s Book of Beastly Murder (London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002), pp. 151-
158. 
44 Charles Baudelaire, ‘On the Essence of Laughter’, in The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays (London: 
Phaidon Press, 1964), pp. 147–65 (p. 149). Discussing this quotation, John Portmann notes how, for Baudelaire, 
‘all laughter signifies schadenfreude’, as it is ‘prompted by the sight of someone failing’. See Portmann, p. 78. 
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now only boasts bigger cockroaches than the competition. Highsmith also ridicules the 

building’s strict exclusivity policies. Where once the building attempted to keep out the rest of 

the city, now it is described as ‘a ghost building, inhabited by such large insects that people 

were afraid to live there’ (JT 104). The story encourages what Portmann labels ‘self-regarding 

pleasure’.45 To elaborate, Portmann draws on Immanuel Kant, who writes: ‘in stormy weather, 

when comfortably seated in our warm, cozy parlour, we may enjoy speaking of those at sea, 

for it heightens our own feeling of comfort and happiness’.46 Similarly, through feeling 

schadenfreude at the expense of the Jade Towers and its residents, the narrative appeases the 

reader’s concern for a positive self-evaluation. The reader is exonerated from feeling guilt at 

the expense of the residents, with the misfortune portrayed as deserved, and instead is allowed 

to feel distinct from, and superior to, the victims of the Jade Towers’ demise. 

 

The Role of the Observer 
 
Throughout her fiction, Highsmith regularly employs antagonistic classed perspectives to 

intensify the feeling of schadenfreude experienced by the observer and reader. The disposition 

of the observer has been an emerging area of interest within studies on schadenfreude. As 

Pancer et al. write, ‘the level of schadenfreude experienced by the observer might vary 

depending on their own outcome/input ratio’.47 In particular, by manoeuvring the reader into 

an antagonistic class position, Highsmith’s fiction amplifies the schadenfreude felt at the 

victim’s expense. This is evident throughout A Dog’s Ransom. The novel employs multiple 

perspectives, in doing so locating the reader into different, antagonistic positions from which 

to view the misfortunes of others. For example, Highsmith focalises the adversities of the 

middle-classes through the unsympathetic perspective of Kenneth Rowajinski, the novel’s 

 
45 Portmann, p. 20. 
46 Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Ethics, quoted in Ibid., p. 20. 
47 Pancer, McShane, and Poole, p. 1240. 
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working-class antagonist. From this perspective, the middle-classes are portrayed as 

pretentious and self-important, distinguishing themselves from the working-classes beneath 

them, something which Mike Savage et al. argue is central to middle-class psychology: ‘By 

calling yourself middle-class you distinguished yourself from those above you – the aristocracy 

– and those below you – the working class’.48 Ed, for example, bemoans having to ‘rub elbows 

[…] with creeps like [Rowajinski] every day of the week, every time you rode the bus or a 

subway’ (ADR 108). By employing Rowajinski’s perspective, the narrative both manoeuvres 

the reader into a working-class subjectivity from which they view the plights of the middle-

classes as deserved, and in doing so amplifies the schadenfreude experienced at their expense. 

Furthermore, Highsmith begins to employ comedy more regularly than in earlier works in order 

to provoke laugher, rather than sympathy, from the reader. 

Highsmith locates the novel within a middle-class scene through focussing on Ed and 

Greta Reynolds, a wealthy New York couple whose pet poodle is kidnapped at the beginning 

of the narrative. Set amidst the city’s 1970s fiscal crisis, the novel also promotes a blue-collar 

worker, in the form of Rowajinski, to a prominent position within the plot. He is a second-

generation Polish-American who successfully extorts two separate payments of $1000 under 

the pretence of returning the dog. The case catches the attention of a young patrolman named 

Clarence Duhamell, who, motivated by his upwardly mobile aspirations, attempts to earn the 

trust of the Reynoldses: ‘the Reynoldses were different’ (ADR 41), he thinks to himself, 

demonstrating their lofty position in his estimations. As Clarence’s interest in the case grows, 

Rowajinski attempts to frame him for taking a bribe and begins to torment the police officer’s 

girlfriend, Marylyn Coombes. This leads Clarence to murder Rowajinski in the street, with the 

novel’s focus then shifting to the role of the police, who are presented as corrupt and unable to 

 
48 Mike Savage and others, Property, Bureaucracy and Culture: Middle-Class Formation in Contemporary 
Britain (London: Routledge, 1992), p. xi. See also Asa Briggs, ‘“The Language of Class” in Early Nineteenth 
Century England’, in Essays in Labour History 1886-1923, ed. by Asa Briggs and John Saville (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 1960), pp. 43–73. 
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maintain order in the chaotic environment of the city. The novel ends with Clarence being shot 

and killed by another police officer who has been pressuring him to confess in order to gain a 

promotion himself, demonstrating how everyone in the novel appears driven by self-interest 

and greed. The narrative’s comical depiction of violence provokes laughter, rather than 

sympathy, from the reader, and exhibits the malicious schadenfreude taken at the expense of 

her characters’ seemingly deserved misfortunes.  

Throughout the novel, Highsmith draws attention to the middle-class position of the 

Reynoldses through descriptions of their occupations and sense of taste. Both characters are 

placed in professional occupations; Ed is a ‘senior editor in the non-fiction department’ (ADR 

5) at a publishing house on Lexington Avenue, while Greta, a German-Jewish immigrant 

whose family fled to America during the Second World War, ‘played the piano well, and had 

been a concert pianist with a philharmonic orchestra until she married Ed thirteen years ago’ 

(ADR 9). Portraying Greta as a German-Jewish immigrant builds on the author’s known anti-

Semitism, adding a further element to the narrative’s prejudice.49 Similar to the function of 

David Kelsey’s second house in This Sweet Sickness (1960), the narrative employs descriptions 

of the Reynolds’ apartment as evidence of their class position, with the space representing a 

reification of their bourgeois sense of taste: ‘[t]here were modern paintings on the walls, 

interesting-looking books, and a piano that looked as if it were played – sheet music on it as 

well as Chopin and Brahms books’ (ADR 41). The apartment is portrayed as an extension of 

their self-indulgence. Clarence’s statement that it ‘certainly wasn’t a bourgeois museum’ (ADR 

41) is unconvincing, and instead the apartment is indicative of the Reynolds’ conspicuous 

consumption. As Thorstein Veblen writes, ‘[s]ince the consumption of these more excellent 

goods is an evidence of wealth, it becomes honorific; and conversely, the failure to consume 

 
49 Elaborating on Highsmith’s anti-Semitism, Wilson quotes her notebooks, in which she wrote ‘Jewish men 
said a prayer every morning thanking God that they were born male and not female. “The rest of us give thanks 
that we were not born Jews. […] If the Jews are God’s chosen people – that is all one needs to know about 
God’. See Wilson, p. 321. 
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in due quantity becomes a mark of inferiority and demerit’.50 This ‘honorific’ quality of the 

Reynolds’ consumption is equally visible in descriptions of their pet poodle, Lisa, which 

Highsmith employs primarily as a vehicle through which to ridicule the excessiveness and 

effeminacy of middle-class taste. 

Highsmith’s depiction of the Reynolds’ poodle continues a trend in her work of 

unfavourable portrayals of dogs, a feature in tension with the more sympathetic depictions of 

animals elsewhere in her fiction. As Joan Schenkar notes, there are examples of ‘painful 

injuries, maimings, kidnappings, and sudden deaths of dogs in This Sweet Sickness, The Glass 

Cell, The Tremor of Forgery, The Cry of the Owl, [and] Deep Water’ as well as in A Dog’s 

Ransom.51 Highsmith’s depiction of Lisa is equally merciless. In choosing to make Lisa a 

poodle, Highsmith selects a breed widely associated with notions of effeminacy, while the 

prolonged descriptions of her intricate grooming provoke mild irritation in the reader. When 

describing Lisa to a police officer, Ed Reynolds describes her as a ‘French poodle, miniature, 

black with light brown eyes – aged four. Dutch cut’ (ADR 23). Unlike Anne’s sophisticated 

unkempt middle-classness in Strangers on a Train discussed in chapter 1, the poodle’s 

appearance, from her European breed to her miniature size and Dutch-style trim, implies a 

showiness and ostentation. Comically exacerbated by the blue-collar police officer, Ed has to 

explain what Dutch cut actually means, saying ‘She’s trimmed. It’s a style of trimming’ (ADR 

23). The dog represents an expression of taste, which functions to manifest his economic and 

cultural capitals. As Bourdieu writes, ‘[t]aste is the practical operator of the transmutation of 

things into distinct and distinctive signs […]. It transforms objectively classified practices […] 

into classifying practices, that is, into a symbolic expression of class position’.52 Ed’s attention 

 
50 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions 
(London: Penguin, 1994), p. 55. 
51 Schenkar notes how in these novels, it is only in The Blunderer that ‘the dog survive[s] unscathed’. Joan 
Schenkar, The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life and Serious Art of Patricia Highsmith (New York: St 
Martin’s Press, 2010), p. 315, n. 
52 Bourdieu, p. 170. 
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to detail, and his frustration when a police officer fails to understand ‘Dutch cut’, exaggerates 

his self-indulgence and functions to cultivate a distance between the reader and character.  

The narrative employs Rowajinski’s viewpoint in order to elicit a greater schadenfreude 

at the dog’s demise, using a working-class perspective to intensify the feelings of deservingness 

and gratification at the expense of the middle-class Reynoldses. Recent studies of 

schadenfreude have begun to conceptualize the feeling as a consumption-related emotion. As 

Jill Sundie writes, ‘the display of prestige products is a quick, common, and highly visible way 

of broadcasting one’s wealth and success […]. Thus, consumption practices may routinely 

create conditions ripe for schadenfreude’.53 In particular, schadenfreude is intensified when 

the failure of a high-status product is viewed by a low-status observer and adjudged to be 

deserved. Reflecting on snatching and killing the dog, Rowajinski thinks to himself: ‘What a 

useless thing. The dog, the snob dog, had been dead since Wednesday night. Crouching with a 

rock in his hand, Kenneth had hit her fair and square on top of the head as she had come 

galloping into the bushes there’ (ADR 51). Describing the dog as a ‘useless thing’ and a ‘snob 

dog’, Rowajinski views the poodle as a high-status accessory. The narrative’s enjoyment is 

revealed through the light-hearted description of Rowajinski hitting her ‘fair and square on top 

of the head’, and the comical image of her ‘galloping’ into the bushes being abruptly ended by 

Rowajinski’s blow. Readerly enjoyment is derived through the deservingness with which these 

acts are presented. The dog’s embodiment of middle-class culture is amplified by the low-

status position of Rowajinski, from whose perspective the crime is observed. As Pancer et al. 

write, ‘[h]igh product status creates a more threatening upward comparison, which generates 

greater envy and elicits higher levels of schadenfreude’.54 The narrative implies a sense of class 

envy from Rowajinski in his lingering descriptions of Reynolds’ possessions: ‘He had deflated 

 
53 Jill M. Sundie, ‘Schadenfreude and Consumer Behaviour’, in Schadenfreude: Understanding Pleasure at the 
Misfortune of Others, ed. by Wilco W. van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), pp. 118–30 (p. 118). 
54 Pancer, McShane, and Poole, p. 1241. 
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the pompous Reynolds who wore swanky dark blue overcoats and expensive shoes and 

sometimes gloves when it wasn’t particularly cold’ (ADR 52). Moreover, the more sinister 

undertones which belie the narrative’s comical tone are clear in its description of Rowajinski 

delivering ‘a second blow which had surely finished the bitch off’ (ADR 51). Highsmith 

employs comedy to trivialize the significance of the dog’s killing. Despite the shocking nature 

of the act, its comedic qualities coerce the reader into laughing along with the narrative 

perspective.  

 

Class Cruelty 
 
Although Highsmith’s gleeful tormenting of the Reynoldses demonstrates the leftist sentiments 

with which her work often appears in tune, such a reading is complicated by the socially 

conservative ideas of which the schadenfreude in her later writings is equally suggestive. This 

effect of the later fiction is clearest in her damning depiction of the working-class, the feature 

of her work that demonstrates what I call her class cruelty. In her later novels, Highsmith 

presents grotesque caricatures of working-classness, portraying these characters as deserving 

of their lowly social positions and the various misfortunes and adversities this entails. Her 

narratives demonize the characters through an exaggeration of working-class tropes, relating, 

for example, to vulgarity, violence and dirtiness, which are intended to provoke reactions of 

disgust, and reduce the working-class to an abject position. In her work on social abjection, 

Imogen Tyler writes: ‘abjection describes the violent exclusionary forces of sovereign power: 

those forces that strip people of their human dignity and reproduce them as dehumanized waste, 

the disposable dregs and refuse of social life’.55 The perverse pleasure Highsmith takes in her 

demonization of the working-classes, in particular facets of her depiction which arouse 

 
55 Imogen Tyler, Revolting Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain (London: Zed 
Books, 2013), p. 21. 
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eugenicist beliefs, imbues the schadenfreude felt at their expense with fascistic inflections, 

while also highlighting the way in which her fiction ultimately rejects positions of solidarity, 

reflecting the author’s performance of a more fluid, exceptional selfhood.  

 Kenneth Rowajinski is Highsmith’s first overtly proletarian character. He had been ‘a 

semi-skilled labourer’ (ADR 47) until a workplace accident required the amputation of two toes 

and left him with a private income from compensation payments. As Russell Harrison 

describes, Rowajinski, despite being detached from ‘the realm of alienated labour’ because of 

his private compensation payments, ‘is clearly a proletarian and represents that class as a 

threat’.56 Discussing Rowajinski’s ethnic origins, Harrison insists: ‘if we consider the moment 

of the novel’s disposition, it is clear that ethnicity is substituting for race. Ethnicity is meant to 

suggest the vaguely threatening Other, which […] had become incorporated for many middle-

class white Americans in black Americans’.57 There is certainly evidence, given Highsmith’s 

known prejudices against black and Puerto Rican peoples, as well as the reproduction of narrow 

ideas of whiteness evident in her ex-patriate fiction, discussed in chapter 2, to support 

Harrison’s suggestion that ethnicity cloaks the issue of race, which has historically been a 

deeply sensitive issue in the American consciousness. However, Rowajinski also alludes to the 

anti-Semitism and broader distrust of ethnic minorities which flows through Highsmith’s 

work.58 Indeed, Rowajinski is also representative of ‘white trash’, indicative of the way in 

which particular forms of whiteness are racialised and cast, as Nancy Isenberg summarises, as 

‘incurable, irreparable “breeds”’.59 Highsmith’s classist depiction of Rowajinski reproduces 

the working-class as culturally and racially other.  

 
56 Russell Harrison, Patricia Highsmith (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), p. 74. 
57 Ibid., p. 73. 
58 See Wilson, pp. 320–21. 
59 Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America (London: Atlantic Books, 
2017), p. 2. 
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 Rowajinski is symbolic of the changing demographics of urban centres throughout the 

1970s and, in particular, New York, which experienced fiscal crisis throughout the decade. As 

Themis Chronopoulos and Jonathan Soffer note, ‘[p]ressures for political conformity, 

structural racism, and actively discriminatory housing politics’ established in the post war 

period contributed to ‘an urban crisis that curtailed revenues and services and created a cycle 

of decay that intensified population loss, raised crime rates, deepened poverty, ruined the built 

environment, and destroyed land values. […] After 1960, the city’s population was 

increasingly young, of colour, unemployed, and poor’.60 Early descriptions of the city in A 

Dog’s Ransom reflect this lack of wealth, generating an eerie sense of lifelessness within the 

city environment: ‘the big apartment buildings looked gloomy even in day time. No shops 

anywhere until Broadway, no color, just big concrete blocks of apartments that looked as if 

they’d been standing for eighty years or more’ (ADR 41). The city appears fallen from a former 

grandeur. The colourlessness which characterises the scene is epitomised by the ‘gloomy’ 

atmosphere and description of ‘big concrete blocks of apartments’ which, subverting dominant 

connotations of the modern city as a representation of power, appear old and dated.61 This is 

compounded by references to the changing demographics of the city spaces. Closely chiming 

with Highsmith’s own prejudices, Clarence, thinking about a recent rape, laments the increase 

in ethnic minorities: ‘A pity that New York had been overrun by blacks and Puerto Ricans 

instead of by some more advanced race that might have improved things’ (ADR 164). 

Demonstrating a hardening of the racism explored in chapter 2, this passage is equally 

suggestive of the eugenicist attitudes evident in Highsmith’s class cruelty.    

 The narrative views the violence suffered by Rowajinski from the antagonistic class 

perspective of Clarence, a feature that both inhibits readerly identification with the victim and 

 
60 Themis Chronopoulos and Jonathan Soffer, ‘After the Urban Crisis: New York and the Rise of Inequality’, 
Journal of Urban History, 43.6 (2017), 855–63 (p. 856). 
61 See Lane, p. 109. 
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denies him a positive working-class subjectivity. Instead, his ethnicised performance of class 

is rendered abject. The narrative’s belittlement of Rowajinski is particularly evident in the 

description of his murder. The novel describes how ‘Clarence yanked the little man up 

effortlessly by the front of his clothing. Rowajinski’s hat fell off, his mouth opened, his eyes 

goggled and he yelled. […] [Clarence] bashed the Pole against the wall and his head gave a 

crack’ (ADR 172). The scene displaces the severity of the violence through its comical 

description of Rowajinski and appears to excuse Clarence’s undermining of Rowajinski’s 

humanity, a feature equally evident in Highsmith’s depiction of the Mafia in Ripley’s Game 

(1974).62 As Judith Butler argues, ‘[b]eing called a name is also one of the conditions by which 

a subject is constituted in language’.63 The narrative adopts Clarence’s perspective to refer to 

Rowajinski as ‘the Pole’, a feature which, as Harrison notes, is employed consistently 

throughout the novel and through which Rowajinski ‘is virtually denied citizenship’.64 It 

results, Harrison argues, in a ‘low-key racism’ which absolves ‘the author from the need for 

much further characterisation’.65 The tone and style of the passage reinforce this position: the 

characteristically stripped prose fails to convey any pain suffered by Rowajinski. Instead, the 

language choice in describing how his ‘mouth opened [and] eyes goggled’ paints Rowajinski’s 

death as grotesque and disgusting. This cartoonish exaggeration of Rowajinski’s suffering and 

death desensitises the reader and is intended to provoke enjoyment, rather than concern.    

 The narrative’s depiction of Rowajinski’s murder as trivial is supported by a rhetoric 

of revulsion, a feature which solidifies an overarching perception of the working-class as 

disgusting through the repetition, performance and insistence of cruel class constructions. For 

example, when describing Rowajinski’s face as he looks into wealthy apartment blocks on 

106th Street, the narrative notes how ‘[he] smiled to himself, his pink lips curling up at the 

 
62 Highsmith’s use of comedy in the later Ripley novels will be discussed in Chapter 4.  
63 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 2. 
64 Harrison, p. 73. 
65 Ibid. 
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corners. Murder wasn’t his dish. He liked more subtle means. Slow torture’ (ADR 54). The 

passage does not address Rowajinski’s class position directly, however, employs his physical 

appearance to embody working-class tropes. His ‘pink lips’ evoke a grotesque lasciviousness 

which, when coupled with the sadistic pleasure he gets from the thought of causing pain and 

torture, inscribe him with notions of animalistic deviance. This passage illustrates Beverley 

Skeggs’ description of ‘a body that signals class through moral euphemism, rarely naming it 

directly, hence relying on the process of interpretation to do the work of association’.66 Despite 

not being told explicitly, the reader is presented with an image of Rowajinski as being so 

overtly disgusting, it inhibits alternative interpretations. Doing so leaves the reader ‘to do the 

work of association’ themselves, attributing values onto Rowajinski’s unflattering appearance 

and coaxing them into becoming complicit in the narrative attitude. As Sara Ahmed writes: 

‘offensiveness (and with it disgust) is not an inherent quality of an object, but is attributed to 

objects partly in the affective response of “being disgusted”’.67 In relation to Rowajinski, the 

text makes the revoltingness of his working-classness appear as much a reflection of the 

reader’s own politics as it is those perpetuated by the narrative perspective itself. Doing so 

provokes the reader into sharing the cruel class politics espoused by the text. It flatters the 

reader, playing to a desire for self-gratification by making them feel that they possess the 

appropriate knowledge and discernment to understand the narrative’s politics, and in doing so 

assuring them of their distinction from what it portrays as the disgusting working-classes. 

 The narrative’s cruel depiction of Rowajinski is mixed with Highsmith’s dark comedic 

overtones, engendering a schadenfreude in the reader which seemingly legitimises the 

narrative’s fascistic class politics. In particular, the narrative exaggerates Rowajinski’s limp 

for comic effect. Historically in America, Douglas C. Baynton argues, ‘not only has it been 

 
66 Beverley Skeggs, ‘The Making of Class and Gender through Visualizing Moral Subject Formation’, 
Sociology, 39.5 (2005), 965–82. 
67 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 2nd edn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), p. 
85. 
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considered justifiable to treat disabled people unequally, but the concept of disability has been 

used to justify discrimination against other groups by attributing disability to them’.68 

Rowajinski’s limp becomes symbolic of his broader struggles, and is employed by the narrative 

as a comedic device. In one passage, for example, having rushed home to avoid a policeman, 

Rowajinski ‘let himself in the front door and slammed it, then limped to his own door and 

unlocked it’ (ADR 55). Through the juxtaposition of Rowajinski slamming the front door and 

limping to his own door, the narrative exaggerates his limp, promoting a schadenfreude 

through the almost slapstick quality of the scene. As Stott writes, slapstick comedy, popularised 

by the likes of Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy, projects a ‘body that draws attention to 

its surface and movements, placed among a world of things over which it cannot claim 

superiority’.69 Evident in the exaggerated movement of Rowajinski’s limp, the narrative 

exhibits a similarly comical quality in the character being evicted from his basement flat. The 

narrative describes how Rowajinski ‘had lugged his suitcase up the steps of Mrs Williams’s 

house, and treated himself to the first taxi he saw’ (ADR 76). The slapstick quality of the 

narrative’s depiction of Rowajinski lulls the reader into a nonchalant, comedic mode of reading 

in which they experience what Stott labels as ‘a liberation from the compulsion to empathize’.70 

This laughter constitutes a sense of jouissance that challenges the composure of the reader, 

interpellating them into the unfamiliar position of enjoying the struggles of the working-class 

figure and aligning them with the narrative perspective.  

 The pleasure the narrative creates at the expense of Rowajinski and his working-class 

situation is compounded through the overt ridiculing of his perspective. This is evident in the 

 
68 Giving examples of the ‘three great citizenship debates of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ (women’s 
suffrage, African American freedom and civil rights, and the restriction of immigration), Baynton continues to 
argue that ‘[w]hen categories of citizenship were questioned, challenged, and disrupted, disability was called on 
to clarify and define who deserved, and who was deservedly excluded from citizenship’. Douglas C. Baynton, 
‘Disability and the Justification of Inequality in American History’, in The Disability Studies Reader, ed. by 
Lennard J. Davis, 4th edn (Oxon: Routledge, 2013), pp. 17–33 (p. 17). 
69 Stott, p. 93. 
70 Ibid. 
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novel’s mocking of his attempts to identify with a social position higher than that which he 

actually inhabits. In doing so, Rowajinski is made to play the comedic figure of the fool, who, 

T. G. A. Nelson writes, ‘thinks of himself, most of the time, as a person of normal intelligence. 

He is ridiculous because his self-image is awry’.71 The distance the narrative inserts between 

its own views and those of Rowajinski is clear in the enjoyment the character takes at thinking 

he has duped Reynolds into paying a second ransom: 

Kenneth smiled a little, feeling no mercy at all. Let the snob buy another dog. He could 
afford to. Reynolds was really a dope to have paid two thousand dollars. That made 
Kenneth feel superior. He might not have as much money as Reynolds, but it was plain 
that he had more brains (ADR 82).  

 
The phrasing of how ‘That made Kenneth feel superior’ suggests that the narrative itself does 

not support his self-identification. Instead, while the text supports Rowajinski’s accusations of 

the Reynoldses as being ‘snobs’, at other points it seeks to emphasize his stupidity. When asked 

to copy a ransom note, for example, Rowajinski has ‘every intention to disguise his writing’, 

however by the end of the note ‘he was printing the way he usually did’ (ADR 61), giving away 

his secret identity and leading to his discovery as the perpetrator. As Butler argues, ‘[a]ny effort 

to oppose that subordination will necessarily presuppose and reinforce it’.72 Readerly pleasure 

is derived here by Rowajinski’s failed attempt to reproduce himself as something other than 

his lowly social position. Indeed, his attempt to demonstrate cunning and intelligence in 

disguising his handwriting directly leads to him being recognised and identified as the culprit. 

Moreover, Highsmith’s use of ‘printing’ implies a more basic form of writing, in comparison 

to more sophisticated styles of penmanship, such as cursive or copperplate script. Not only, 

then, is this pleasure rooted in the reaffirmation of his deservedly low social position, but also 

in drawing attention to Rowajinski’s lack of agency to improve his situation. 

 
71 T. G. A. Nelson, Comedy: The Theory of Comedy in Literature, Drama and Cinema (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), p. 112. 
72 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1997), p. 12. 
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Flattering the Reader 
 
Integral to Highsmith’s practice of class cruelty is a flattery by which she seduces the reader 

into a position of sharing, and even confirming, the perverse class attitudes evinced by her 

narratives. Highsmith’s provocation of schadenfreude and disgust at the expense of working-

class characters destabilises a liberal reader’s subjectivity. Discussing the idea of 

subjectivization, Jacques Ranciére writes: ‘it is the formation of a one that is not a self but is 

the relation of a self to an other […]. In this way, a process of subjectivization is a process of 

disidentification’.73 This idea of ‘disidentification’ underpins Highsmith’s flattery of the 

reader. By sharing the affects her work provokes at the expense of working-class characters, 

notably schadenfreude and disgust, readers are assured of their own distinction, reproducing 

themselves as judicious and discerning. In this sense, schadenfreude and disgust represent 

instances of recognition in which, as Butler argues, ‘the act of recognition becomes an act of 

constitution: the address animates the subject into existence’.74 Through their implied 

complicity in the narrative’s perspective, the reader is interpellated into a more desirable and 

flattering subjectivity, permitted to share in the feelings of sophistication and superiority. This 

assumption of readerly cooperation not only validates Highsmith’s authorial performance as 

exceptional, but also allows her to explore more sinister, fascistic prejudices. The flattery 

evident in Highsmith’s class cruelty is particularly evident in her depiction of Irene Langley in 

People Who Knock on the Door.  

In this novel, Highsmith explores the growing influence, and hypocrisy, of the born-

again movement and the Christian Right, which helped propel Ronald Reagan to presidency in 

1980.75 Arthur Alderman, the novel’s protagonist, is the son of a life-insurance salesman, 

 
73 Jacques Ranciére, ‘Politics, Identification, and Subjectivization’, October, 61 (1992), 58–64 (pp. 61–62). 
74 Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, p. 25. 
75 As Aaron Haberman argues, ‘The Christian Right believed that Reagan’s ascent to the presidency in 1980s 
signalled the beginning of an age of conservativism where abortion and pornography would be prohibited, 
organized prayer returned to the schools, and Christian schools could operate free of IRS harassment’. Aaron 
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Richard, who has recently joined a born-again church. When Arthur and his girlfriend, Maggie, 

discover she is pregnant, the two decide for her to have an abortion. On discovering the news, 

Arthur’s father and other members of his Church begin visiting Arthur, pressurising him into 

stopping Maggie’s planned abortion; ‘I strongly recommend that you call up this girl – or her 

family or both – and say you don’t want this operation to take place. That you know it should 

not take place’ (PKD 104), one member of the church tells Arthur. Ignoring this advice, Maggie 

goes through with the abortion. As the novel progresses, Richard Alderman’s involvement with 

the church deepens, in particular counselling other members such as Irene Langley. On a visit 

to the diner at which Irene works, one of Arthur’s friends notices she looks pregnant. The novel 

strongly infers that various senior members of the church have been sleeping with Irene, and 

she proclaims the child to be Richard Alderman’s, although this is never confirmed. As the 

news becomes public, Arthur’s younger brother, Robbie, who has been brainwashed by his 

father’s religious teachings, shoots Richard with a shotgun, in what he believes to be a deserved 

punishment for his father’s vices. While the novel represents a scathing criticism of the 

increasing political influence of the church, and the self-serving hypocrisy of its members, it is 

through the more minor character of Irene that the novel’s class cruelty is evident. 

 
Haberman, ‘Into the Wilderness: Ronald Reagan, Bob Jones University, and the Political Education of the 
Christian Right’, The Historian, 67.2 (2005), 234–53 (p. 235).  

Highsmith’s notebooks of the early 1980s contain multiple newspaper and magazine clippings focussed 
on the growing political influence of Christian fundamentalism. For example, Highsmith copied an extract from 
Time magazine describing the evangelist Herbert W. Armstrong, who inspired fanatical loyalty among followers 
through his magazine The Plain Truth. Highsmith's entry also considers how the magazine turned a healthy 
profit, helping to fund Armstrong's tours around the globe meeting world leaders. Highsmith alludes to these 
magazines in People, where Arthur describes ‘the new copy of Plain Truth with its glossy cover’ (PKD 48) in 
his parents’ kitchen, prompting him to moan to his mother: ‘these magazines are anti-evolution. You must've 
noticed, Mom. Can’t even call them anti, because they don’t even bother to argue about it’ (PKD 48).  

Wilson describes how Highsmith was so ‘compelled by this idea that in January 1981 she travelled to 
America to research the phenomenon. […] Highsmith immersed herself in born-again propaganda’ and 
described TV evangelists in a journal entry as ‘insane, smiling, saying words they surely don’t believe […] in 
order to advertise some product’. Wilson notes how it was ‘no coincidence that Highsmith chose to make the 
fundamentalist father in People Who Knock on the Door a salesman of insurance and retirement plan financial 
products; in her view both his religion and his profession were guilty of selling empty dreams’. See Patricia 
Highsmith, ‘1/16/81’, in Cahier 35 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers); Wilson, p. 383. 
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The narrative’s demonization of Irene focusses predominantly on her performance of 

femininity, which is employed as a representation of the crudeness and profligacy of working-

class values. Skeggs argues that the female body operates as a signifier of the worst stereotypes 

of working-class culture: ‘we now have the loud, white, excessive, drunk, fat, vulgar, 

disgusting, hen-partying woman who exists to embody all the moral obsessions historically 

associated with the working-class now contained in one body; a body beyond governance’.76 

Throughout the novel, Irene is depicted with an absence of positive agency. The language used 

to describe her speech, for example, continually depicts her as ‘yelling’ (PKD 268), 

‘screaming’ (PKD 278), ‘whining’ (PKD 275), and ‘wailing’ (PKD 307). Her femininity is 

codified as revolting and trivialised as ‘phony’ (PKD 243); the narrative engenders a visceral 

disgust at the ‘sick, off-putting sweetness’ (PKD 148) of her perfume, while also encouraging 

the reader to laugh at the ‘bright rouge on her cheeks […], really like a clown’ (PKD 268). The 

comparison to a clown indicates the way in which the novel casts the character in an overtly 

comedic role and allows for a seemingly guilt-free experience of schadenfreude at Irene’s 

expense. Moreover, the classist nature of the novels’ depiction of Irene’s femininity provokes 

a ‘moral disgust’, which, as Tyler argues, represents a ‘transference between physically and 

morally repulsive reactions. That is, in moral disgust, a physical experience of disgust slides 

into contempt and judgements of value’.77 Indeed, the disgust and schadenfreude Highsmith’s 

novel incites at the expense of Irene is not only rooted in the construction of her femininity, 

but at the expense of the broader class values it implies. In particular, Highsmith draws 

attention to her deviation from classed ideals of self-restraint and control valorised in the 

 
76 Beverley Skeggs, ‘The Making of Class and Gender through Visualizing Moral Subject Formation’, p. 965. 
Similarly, in her book Too Fat, Too Slutty, Too Loud: The Rise and Reign of the Unruly Women, Anne Helen 
Petersen argues that women who fall outside boundaries of what constitutes acceptable femininity are 
characterized by an excessiveness of their behaviour. See Anne Helen Petersen, Too Fat, Too Slutty, Too Loud: 
The Rise and Reign of the Unruly Woman (London: Scribner, 2017). 
77 Tyler, p. 22. 
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fiction, and instead, recalling the depiction of Miriam in Strangers on a Train (1950), encodes 

Irene’s femininity as vulgar and unruly.  

 The underlying disgust implied through the portrayal of Irene’s femininity is evident in 

descriptions of the character’s hair. Upon entering the diner in which she works, Arthur 

remarks of Irene’s appearance: ‘[h]er peroxide hair and red lips caught the eye at once under 

the fluorescent lights’ (PKD 218). The eye-catching brightness of her hair and lips reproduces 

notions of excessiveness and unruliness. In particular, the attention placed on the chemical 

artificiality of Irene’s ‘peroxide’ hair distances her from middle-class values of naturalness and 

evokes the supposed vices of working-class femininity. As Skeggs writes:  

Excessively styled hair and dyed hair […] on white women is seen to be a sign of sexual 
proclivity; immorality and white trash. […] It is making obvious the time and attention 
given to appearance that marks its worth; here labour is not hidden, as in the fetish of the 
natural, but is devalued for being made visible.78 

 
Irene’s bleached blonde hair and red lipstick arouse connotations of sexual proclivity and 

immorality through recreating a stereotypical image of a prostitute. The narrative substantiates 

this by alluding to Irene’s coquettish behaviour; after her pregnancy is revealed, Arthur tells 

his mother: ‘if you could see the guys in the Silver Arrow! – And she sort of leads them on. No 

wonder nobody knows who the father is’ (PKD 255).79 The classist nature of Highsmith’s focus 

on Irene’s hair also begins to demonstrate the way in which the narrative coaxes the reader into 

complicity. Drawing on Althusser’s example of being hailed by a police officer to illustrate the 

way in which ‘all ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects’, 

Butler considers the possibility of an individual failing to turn, or ‘turn[ing] around only to 

protest the name: “That is not me. You must be mistaken!”’.80 In rejecting, or failing to 

 
78 Beverley Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 100–101. 
79 It is also suggested later in the novel that the father could have been one of a number of members of the 
Church, who also took advantage of Irene: ‘Richard often visited her, but Jane made light of it and said they – 
meaning people – might as well have been talking about Eddie Cowell or Bob Cole who also visit her’ (PKD 
343). 
80 Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (London: 
Verso, 2014), p. 190; Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, p. 33. 
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recognize the interpellative hail, the reader creates an alternative subjectivity for themselves. 

Rejecting the narrative’s disgust at Irene would be to reproduce oneself as prudish and 

humourless, finding redeeming qualities in her vulgar femininity and, moreover, implying an 

identification with the crude values it is portrayed as embodying. Instead, in sharing in the 

narrative’s disgust, the reader disidentifies themselves from Irene, consequently both 

legitimising the author’s class cruelty and reproducing themselves as more judicious and 

sophisticated. 

  Highsmith’s flattery of the reader allows them to not only feel distinct from the vulgar 

working-class caricatures in her work, but also share in the author’s broader sense of 

exceptionality. As in her representations of Rowajinski in A Dog’s Ransom, Highsmith 

employs comedic scenes by which to coax laugher from the reader, representing an instance of 

recognition for the narrative’s politics. As Michael Billig suggests, laughter operates as a mode 

of enforcing particular behaviour, ‘policing actors to ensure that they follow the customs, 

routines and prejudices of society’.81 For example, after the Aldermans have invited Irene and 

her sister for dinner, the novel describes how:   

[Arthur’s] mother opened a kitchen window at the same time as Arthur opened a living 
room window. Just a minute, Arthur thought, we’ll get their stink out in spite of the cold! 
His mother came into the living room. “My goodness, their vulgarity!” she said to both 
her mother and Arthur (PKD 202). 
 

The scene demonstrates both a comical quality and matter-of-fact tone, exemplified by 

Arthur’s mother’s proclamation ‘My goodness, their vulgarity!’, cajoling the reader into 

sharing in its sneering laughter and repugnance. This disgust reinforces Irene’s low social 

position; as William Miller suggests, ‘disgust and contempt motivate and sustain the low 

 
81 This is a point closely related to that of Socrates discussed earlier in the chapter. Billig continues by asserting 
that there is a link between conservativism and laughter: ‘Society needs to impose its customs and rules; adults 
must teach the codes of talk and behaviour to the next generation; laughter has its primary function in 
discouraging infractions of such codes and customs’. Michael Billig, Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social 
Critique of Humour (London: Sage, 2005), p. 132. 



 176 

ranking of things, people, and actions deemed disgusting and contemptible’.82 Simultaneously, 

however, Highsmith also mocks Arthur’s mother, encouraging the reader to laugh at her 

ridiculousness. Reflecting the way in which the reader disidentifies themselves from Irene 

through sharing the narrative’s disgust, they also reproduce themselves as distinct from 

Arthur’s mother through their alignment with the narrative’s satire. Doing so represents a 

rejection of positions of commonality typical of Highsmith’s fiction. Through their 

participation in the narrative’s malevolence, the reader is located in a position of pre-eminence 

from where they validate, and are permitted to share in, the sense of exceptionality which 

underpins Highsmith’s authorial selfhood.     

Through her assumption of readerly cooperation, Highsmith is able to exercise a 

number of more sinister prejudices she holds against women and the working class. One of the 

most notable features is the author’s incorporation of eugenics into her class politics. Irene’s 

revolting nature is epitomised in references to her pregnancy. Arthur is repulsed by the thought 

of a half-sibling by Irene, describing it as a ‘sickening thought’, before imagining the unborn 

child as ‘a half-wit, frowning with gray eyes’ (PKD 277). Through both Arthur’s disgust, and 

the monstrous depiction of Irene’s unborn baby, the narrative presents the breeding body of the 

working-class woman as disgusting, peddling traditionally conservative anxieties relating to 

the proliferation of the masses. As Stefan Kühl outlines, social eugenicists have argued that 

‘the human race as a whole should be improved by supporting the procreation of “capable” 

individuals and preventing the reproduction of “inferior” persons’.83 This represents possibly 

the cruellest aspect of Highsmith’s class politics, and further reflects her cynicism about the 

changing dynamics of modern America. As Nancy Ordover summarizes, ‘[e]ugenics was, after 

all, a response to both internal and external “perils”. The Great Migration, the growing 

 
82 William Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. xiv. 
83 Stefan Kühl, The Nazi Collection: Eugenics, American Racism, and German National Socialism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 77. 
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immigrant population, hysterical fears about “miscegenation” – all propelled eugenics among 

reactionaries and reformers alike’.84 Through her demonization of Irene, Highsmith posits both 

working-class culture and vulgar femininity as central to her misanthropic vision of America.  

 

Schadenfreude and Highsmith’s Misanthropy 
 
An underlying feature of Highsmith’s later work is a radical and undiscriminating malevolence. 

This is evident in the political illegibility of her texts and the apparent rejection of all positions 

of solidarity in favour of a self-styled exceptionalism. There exists a further ambiguity within 

the dark humour of Highsmith’s fiction of this period relating to what extent her misanthropy 

constitutes a reflection of her views of modern America, or an appetite to see social conditions 

worsen further. Portmann writes how ‘[s]chadenfreude looks backward. For the pleasure which 

defines [s]chadenfreude to arise, the suffering it celebrates must already have run its course or 

at least begun’.85 This is not to say, however, that schadenfreude operates exclusively in the 

past. As Portmann continues, ‘[s]chadenfreude can in certain instances look forward. It may 

sometimes follow on the heels of hope, but this hope is not itself constitutive of 

[s]chadenfreude’.86 As this chapter has demonstrated, the pleasure Highsmith endorses at the 

expense of the upper-, middle- and working-classes reflects her own prejudices and anxieties 

regarding the changing characteristics of American society throughout the later decades of the 

twentieth century. There are, however, suggestions in the fiction of a malicious desire to see 

the state of America, and humanity more broadly, fall further. This desire is intimately 

associated with Highsmith’s disillusionment with society and is manifest through the 

increasingly misanthropic and apocalyptic imagination demonstrated in her late work. 

 
84 Nancy Ordover, American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism (London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 4. 
85 Portmann, p. 88. 
86 Ibid. 
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One pertinent example of such a desire is in the story ‘President Buck Jones Rallies and 

Waves the White Flag’. The chaos in the story revolves around the hapless President Buck 

Jones, a fictional Republican who is a satirical depiction of Ronald Reagan. Highsmith’s dislike 

for Reagan was evident in her letters; as Wilson notes, she wrote how ‘she couldn’t bear’ him, 

adding, in another letter, that he was “abysmally stupid”.87 Buck Jones is portrayed similarly. 

The story begins by describing how his administration ‘had been selling arms to both sides in 

a Middle-East conflict, after having pledged not to sell to either side’ (PBJ 162). Drawing 

further comparisons to Reagan, Jones spends his weekends at an Arizona ranch ‘called the 

Lucky Buck’ (PBJ 162), and romanticizes war against ‘Commies’ (PBJ 166) in South and 

Central America, at one point imagining how ‘people got sizzled, blown to bits’, and describing 

a dream in which ‘[c]olourful bomb blasts lit up a tropical landscape’ (PBJ 166).88 Following 

the ineptitude of Jones, the story first depicts his attempts to cover-up the suicide of one of his 

aides, before turning its attention to his relationship with the USSR. Retaliating against what 

Jones assumes to be a Russian bomb attack on a Gulf port, but which is also suggested to have 

been carried out by one of the Middle-Eastern countries to which America sold arms, Jones’s 

wife, Millie, sends a message to a nuclear base in Frankfurt ordering a nuclear strike on Russian 

territory. The Russians respond by sending an atomic bomb to America, with the promise to 

cancel it if the President admits the message was a mistake. Fuelled by hatred of communism 

and an abominable sense of pride, the President ignores the advice of his aides and refuses the 

offer: ‘I don’t say “please” to Russians’ (PBJ 180). Chaos ensues, as bombs fall on Chicago, 

San Francisco and Texas. Amidst the rush to find shelter, the President and his wife are crushed 

in a pile of cars that have slid down into a ditch off an unlit highway. The story ends with an 

apocalyptic vision of the world, consumed by a radioactive cloud, a conclusion that the 

 
87 Wilson, p. 384. 
88 The narrative’s description of the ranch is a further attempt to satirize Reagan, who famously had a ranch, 
named ‘Rancho del Cielo’ (a translation of ‘Heaven’s Ranch’), which served as a holiday home. 
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narrative depicts as a necessary purge. People who have managed to survive the blast gather in 

groups around in the less-toxic atmosphere of the Southern Hemisphere in order to share out 

food and maintain morale. 

 The story brings together a number of themes which characterise Highsmith’s later 

fictions, notably a disillusionment with modern America, a perverse interest in catastrophes, 

and an increasingly warped sense of humour. The author’s comic intent is particularly evident 

in the depiction of Buck Jones, and the emphasis on his idiocy. For example, he ignores the 

political implications of selling arms to both Israelis and Palestinians in favour of the profits 

gained: ‘what the hell, look at the profit! It’s led to more fighting, true, but that means more 

arms sales, doesn’t it? What I can’t understand is why someone of these people’re so hopping 

mad’ (PBJ 169). It takes the President’s aide to inform him that ‘arms sales are forbidden 

without the knowledge of Congress, sir’ (PBJ 169). Highsmith subtly reemphasizes the 

President’s stupidity through the contraction ‘people’re’, which draws attention to the southern 

drawl in his dialect. In their study into the development of attitudes towards American dialects, 

Katherine Kinzler and Jasmine DeJesus note how ‘adults from the Northern United States (e.g. 

Michigan) reliably rank the South as an area in which people speak the “worst English”’, while 

responses from adults from the Southern United States ‘show a similar, though attenuated 

pattern of responses’.89 Through highlighting Jones’ southern drawl, the narrative evokes 

established comic stereotypes of the southern American accent as signifying stupidity, 

continuing the classist depiction of the South presented in Strangers on a Train  (discussed in 

chapter 1). In evoking recognisably comedic conventions, Highsmith coaxes an automatic, 

almost involuntary, response of laughter from the reader. This represents what Stott 

summarizes as ‘[a]utomatism, or the channelling of diverse thoughts and feelings through one 

 
89 Adults from the South, the study continues, ranks their own accent as ‘relatively low in correctness’ but ‘high 
in pleasantness’ Katherine J. Kinzler and Jasmine M. DeJesus, ‘Northern = Smart and Southern = Nice: The 
Development of Accent Attitudes in the United States’, The Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, 
66.6 (2013), 1146–58 (p. 1147). 
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overriding principle’, which, in the case of Buck Jones, is his stupidity.90 The underlying 

misanthropy, which takes pleasure in the misfortunes of humanity more broadly, inscribes the 

author’s schadenfreude with wide sweeping and paradoxical political implications. 

 The narrative’s depiction of the multiple atomic bombs falling on America 

demonstrates a cynical irony, in which the President’s stupidity has been the direct cause of a 

seemingly necessary purge, which, in turn, renders the chaos as vibrant, beautiful, and calm. 

In doing so, Highsmith’s schadenfreude represents an anticipation, or desire, for conditions to 

deteriorate, and in doing so vindicates the author’s pessimism. In the story’s penultimate 

paragraph, the narrative describes how:   

Before the dawn came, the sky over America and the whole of temperate zone of the 
Northern Hemisphere had turned a pale purple in which clouds of silvery hue rolled and 
played, rose and sank. The colourful hemisphere – lethal – had its beauty as it seeped 
into the Southern Hemisphere in long slow streaks, causing millions to flee from it toward 
the South Pole. New trusty satellites still orbited the earth or stayed in place, as if nothing 
had happened, kept taking photographs and sending them earthward, where no one was 
alive or in a condition to receive them, except in lonely army stations in the South Pacific 
(PBJ 189).   
 

Coming as it does on the final page of the collection, this passage is the first and only occasion 

in which the world appears as tranquil, calm and peaceful. The descriptions of the ‘pale purple’ 

sky and ‘clouds of silvery hue’ which ‘rolled and played, rose and sank’ convey a beauty and 

calmness lacking in the utter chaos of the rest of the collection. Stylistically, the passage 

uncharacteristically departs from Highsmith’s usually clipped prose. The elongated, slow-

moving sentences enhance the feeling of calmness, and, ironically, allow the narrative to 

breathe, removing the horror and feelings of suffocation from the toxic atmosphere. As 

established at the beginning of this chapter, a central assumption within studies of 

schadenfreude, Aaron Ben-Ze’ev writes, ‘is the belief that the other person deserves his 

 
90 Stott references a quotation from comic actor Mike Myers, who suggests that ‘Comedy characters tend to be a 
– machine; i.e. Clouseau was a smug machine, Pepe Le Pew was a love machine, Felix Unger was a clean 
machine, and Austin Powers is a sex machine’. Stott, p. 42. 
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misfortune’.91 This belief, as Ben-Ze-ev continues, ‘enables us to be pleased in a situation 

where we are required to be sad’.92 The reader is here located as standing separate from the 

stupidity and vulgarity which, the narrative posits, has overwhelmed the rest of the world. It 

again demonstrates the way in which Highsmith seduces the reader into the position of the 

Übermensch, elevated to a position of superiority over the masses. Through ending the 

collection of stories with the satisfactory image of the world suffering the results of nuclear 

war, caused by the incompetence of those in power, Highsmith’s schadenfreude appears 

underpinned by her festering misanthropy, satisfied only by mass genocide. 

 Highsmith later flirted with further dystopian visions of the United States. On the 1 

January 1990, she penned a journal entry outlining an idea she called ‘The Pits’, a designated 

area the size of a town in Nevada to which particular demographics are sent to live in 

isolation.93 The groups of people specified by Highsmith exhibited her broad range of 

prejudices: drug addicts, AIDS victims, black school drop-outs, the insane, elderly people 

unable to support themselves financially and the terminally ill. Highsmith noted how the 

borders of the town would be patrolled by armed police, and, again reflecting the eugenicist 

aspect of her class cruelty, described how children would be born with odd deformities. The 

town would eventually overspill into the rest of the country, demonstrating how, as Wilson 

notes, ‘the USA, in Highsmith’s apocalyptic imagination, had been transformed into one large, 

disease-ridden pit’.94 Like ‘President Buck Jones’, Highsmith intended the story to end in mass 

slaughter. Wilson also describes another story Highsmith planned in 1992, called ‘Adventures 

 
91 Aaron Ben-Ze’ev, ‘The Personal Comparative Concern in Schadenfreude’, in Schadenfreude: Understanding 
Pleasure at the Misfortune of Others, ed. by Wilco W. van Dijk and Jaap W. Ouwerkerk (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 77–90 (p. 81). 
92 Ibid. 
93 See Patricia Highsmith, ‘1/1/90’, in Cahier 37 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). Wilson describes how 
‘just as she had collected newspaper and magazine stories for Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes, so 
she continued to cut out snippets of news about political cover-ups, nuclear accidents and environmental 
disasters, gathering all the pieces of paper into a folder entitled “The Pits”. See Wilson, p. 440. 
94 Wilson, p. 440. 
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of an Unwanted Fertilized Egg’.95 The story would have focussed on a fertilized egg which is 

washed down a sink or toilet but survives in the sewers feeding on human waste, sick and 

blood. The egg eventually develops into a monster, wreaking havoc on the city. The unrelenting 

cruelty and grotesque schadenfreude underpinning both uncompleted stories not only illustrate 

the depths of the author’s prejudices, but also reinforce her self-styled exceptionality in her 

dystopian vision of the modern world, a judgement from which both the narrative voice and 

the reader stand exempt.       

 

Conclusion 
 
This chapter demonstrates the way in which the appreciation of class becomes a progressively 

intimate and visceral experience for the reader throughout Highsmith’s later fictions. It exhibits 

the political uncertainty which underpins the author’s short stories and novels throughout this 

period, as Highsmith rejects positions of solidarity in favour of an anarchic individualism. 

Short stories such as ‘Sweet Freedom!’ and ‘Trouble at the Jade Towers’, and the novel A 

Dog’s Ransom, highlight Highsmith’s undiscriminating cruelty; her lampooning of the idle 

middle- and upper-classes, as well as the implicit critique of neoliberal ideologies, suggests a 

radically leftist perspective, while her ruthless demonization of the working-classes, her class 

cruelty, espouses more right-wing, fascistic attitudes. The affective reactions Highsmith 

engenders at the expense of these characters highlights a provocative aspect of her fiction, as 

she challenges the subjectivity of the reader. Through encouraging the reader to share in the 

schadenfreude, disgust and gratification her fiction implies at the expense of working-class 

characters, Highsmith interpellates them into a position of confirming and legitimising the 

validity of her cruel class politics. Entwined within this coercion of the reader is a degree of 

flattery; by sharing the narrative perspective and its class cruelty, the reader is assured of their 

 
95 See Ibid. 
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distinction from the clumsiness of the working-class characters, as well as their own 

judiciousness and discernment. This is particularly evident throughout the depiction of Irene 

Langley, in which failing to conform to the narrative’s perspective would be to reproduce 

oneself as crude and vulgar.  

 The way in which Highsmith’s fiction assumes readerly cooperation through its 

coaxing of affective reactions indicates the broader theme of recognition, which is integral to 

the author’s class politics, and, more specifically, the validation of the elitism and 

individualism by which they are characterised. In the following chapter, which focusses on the 

five Tom Ripley novels, I develop the discussion of readerly cooperation and affect through 

employing ideas of recognition, misrecognition, redistribution and dispossession. More than 

any of her other characters, Ripley offers the clearest indication of Highsmith’s class politics, 

combining a self-styled exceptionalism with notions of self-restraint and refinement. Building 

on Highsmith’s use of comedy and disgust throughout her later fictions, and which is equally 

evident throughout the Ripley novels, I demonstrate how the books use a range of techniques 

through which to recognise and legitimise Ripley’s reinvented self and the values it represents. 

These include the misrecognition of antagonistic characters and denial of their selfhood, a 

quality that also facilitates the normative and acceptable rendering of violence throughout the 

novels. Equally, Highsmith continues to employ slapstick and comedy in episodes of violence 

in the Ripley novels as a way of coaxing readerly recognition. In addition to validating her 

class politics, the Ripley novels demonstrate the way in which Highsmith centres the sense of 

exceptionality embodied by Tom, presenting it as the norm against which other characters are 

judged, a feature that carries further implications for the author’s own self-fashioning and view 

of her fiction in relation to the crime fiction genre. 

 
  



 

Chapter 4: Recognition, Class and Self-Fashioning in the 
Ripley Novels 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Tom Ripley is undoubtedly Patricia Highsmith’s most famous creation. The five Ripley novels, 

and in particular the first in this series, The Talented Mr Ripley (1955), dominate scholarship 

of the author’s work.1 Moreover, Anthony Minghella’s 1999 adaptation of The Talented Mr 

Ripley helped restore an awareness of Highsmith in the broader public arena. Ripley is unique 

within Highsmith’s oeuvre in a number of ways. He is the only character who spans the author’s 

whole career, featuring in five novels beginning with The Talented Mr Ripley and ending with 

Ripley Under Water (1991), published four years before the author’s death. Equally, whereas 

Highsmith’s other protagonists generally get their comeuppance, such as Vic’s arrest and 

descent into madness in Deep Water (1957), or face death, like Robert Forester in The Cry of 

the Owl (1962), Ripley, as Fiona Peters argues, ‘gets away with it both legally and morally’.2 

Highsmith spares him legal punishment, while he is also permitted to reap the rewards of his 

crimes unhindered by guilt or a moral concern for his actions. Through subversion of the 

good/bad dichotomy, the Ripley novels not only transgress the established boundaries of the 

crime fiction genre, in which criminals are punished and order is generally restored, but also 

question the structures of normativity prevalent in modern capitalist society. As the author 

 
1 For example: Anthony Channell Hilfer, ‘“Not Really Such a Monster”: Highsmith’s Ripley as Thriller 
Protagonist and Protean Man’, The Midwest Quarterly Journal of Contemporary Thought, 25 (1984), 361–74; 
Victoria Hesford, ‘Tom Ripley, Queer Exceptionalism, and the Anxiety of Being Close To Normal’, Angelaki: 
Journal of the Theoretical Humanities, 23.1 (2018), 102–15; Kelley Wagers, ‘Tom Ripley, Inc.: Patricia 
Highsmith’s Corporate Fiction’, Contemporary Literature, 54.2 (2013), 239–70; Edward A. Shannon, ‘“Where 
Was the Sex?”: Fetishism and Dirty Minds in Patricia Highsmith’s “The Talented Mr. Ripley”’, Modern 
Language Studies, 34.1/2 (2004), 16–27; Bruce Wyse, ‘Living “As If”: Ripley’ s Imaginary and the Problem of 
Other People in The Talented Mr. Ripley’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 44–55; Peter Messent, 
‘Liminality and Patricia Highsmith’ s The Talented Mr. Ripley’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 3.2 (2013), 67–
77. 
2 Fiona Fiona Peters, Anxiety and Evil in the Writings of Patricia Highsmith (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), p. 147. 
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herself notes: ‘What I predicted I would once do, I am doing already in this very book […], 

that is, showing the unequivocal triumph of evil over good, and rejoicing in it. I shall make my 

readers rejoice in it, too’.3  

 The concept of recognition has traditionally sought to interrogate the way in which one 

subject is constituted and validated by another. Understandings of recognition, as I demonstrate 

throughout this chapter, are central to ideas of class and subjectivity evident throughout the 

Ripley novels.  Political framings of recognition, notably the approach of Nancy Fraser, have 

reconfigured the term to relate to notions of status: ‘what requires recognition is not group-

specific identity but rather the status of group members as full partners in social interaction’.4 

Such an understanding relates to class through its capacity to validate an individual’s cultural 

goods and legitimise the capitals underpinning their class situation. Moreover, as Fraser argues 

elsewhere, recognition represents an important tool for overcoming ‘cultural norms that are 

unfairly biased against some [and which] are institutionalised in the state and the economy’.5 

Throughout the five Ripley novels, Tom is engaged in a struggle for recognition. He lacks 

status and wealth, describing himself as ‘a cringing little nobody from Boston’ and desires to 

become ‘a living, breathing, courageous individual’.6 To achieve this, Tom undertakes a 

process of self-fashioning, constructing a class identity rooted in the performativity of the self, 

and embodying the libertarian individualism endorsed by Highsmith throughout her works. As 

he muses in The Talented Mr Ripley: ‘If you wanted to be cheerful, or melancholic, or wistful, 

or thoughtful, or courteous, you simply had to act those things with every gesture’ (TMR 165). 

Central to the success of this identity is its validation, achieved through the recognition 

 
3 Highsmith, quoted in Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia Highsmith (London: Bloomsbury, 
2010), p. 195. 
4 Nancy Fraser, ‘Recognition without Ethics?’, Theory, Culture and Society, 18.2–3 (2001), 21–42 (p. 24). 
5 Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-Philosophical Exchange, trans. 
by Joel Golb, James Ingram, and Christiane Wilke (London: Verso, 2003), p. 72. See also: Andrew Sayer, 
‘Class, Moral Worth and Recognition’, Sociology 39.5 (2005), 947-963. 
6 Patricia Highsmith, The Talented Mr Ripley (London: Vintage, 1999), pp. 238–39. All further references are to 
this edition and appear bracketed as TMR and page numbers in the body of the text. 
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afforded by other characters, the narrative, and the reader. Moreover, this recognition carries 

further implications for the broader social order in which Tom is located. Through focalising 

the five novels almost exclusively through Tom’s perspective, the narrative encourages the 

reader to conform to, or recognise, his worldview. This is exemplified by the way in which, as 

Stephen Knight argues, the novels present criminality ‘as an everyday activity for a reasonably 

ambitious and self-concerned individual’.7 Through the legitimation of Tom’s class 

subjectivity, the Ripley novels present a fluid idea of subjectivity unconstrained by 

conventional morality and social historicity. 

 Through its discussion of recognition and subjectivity, this chapter engages with 

existing work focussing on Tom Ripley’s identity as fluid and ambiguous. In his essay, ‘“Not 

Really Such a Monster”: Highsmith’s Ripley as Thriller Protagonist and Protean Man’ (1984), 

Anthony Channell Hilfer writes that: ‘Highsmith’s interest is less in Tom as murderer than in 

Tom as actor, performer, role player, in Tom’s ability not merely to escape the limitations of 

his identity, but the identity itself’.8 Hilfer’s argument is predicated on the idea of Ripley as a 

‘protean man’, the central characteristic of which is, as Robert Lifton notes, the ‘repeated, 

autonomously willed death and rebirth of the self’.9 It is Tom’s ability to validate his reinvented 

identity that distinguishes him from a number of “failed Ripley” characters who populate 

Highsmith’s oeuvre. Chester MacFarland (The Two Faces of January [1964]) perhaps comes 

closer than any other character to replicating Tom. Like Tom, Chester accrues substantial 

wealth through a variety of underhand and fraudulent means, and shortly into the novel kills a 

detective who has uncovered his crimes and false identity. However, the narrative fails to 

recognise Chester’s performed bourgeois self. Incisively cutting through his image, he is 

described as ‘a man whose look of a gentleman didn’t go very deep, […] a man whose clothes 

 
7 Stephen Knight, Crime Fiction 1800-2000: Detection, Death and Diversity (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), p. 150. 
8 Hilfer, p. 363. 
9 Robert Lifton, quoted in Ibid., p. 370. 



 187 

were well cut and tailor-made, but whose cufflinks were flashy; a man whose overall manner 

looked dishonest, because he was dishonest’.10 Whereas Chester’s identity is rendered 

inauthentic through its superficiality, Tom’s performance of self is consistently legitimised by 

the narrative, granting him the agency to create a fluid class subjectivity. 

By recognising and validating Tom’s alternative worldview, the Ripley novels 

undertake a process of demystifying the norms through which the existing social order is 

reproduced and solidified, and this is a constant theme of Highsmith’s work. In her essay, ‘Tom 

Ripley, Queer Exceptionalism and the Anxiety of Being Close to Normal’ (2003), Victoria 

Hesford argues: ‘Highsmith's queerness […] is not to be found in an opposition to or critique 

of norms but in her ability to illuminate their power. Her fiction reflects back to her world its 

logic of exchange, comparison, and commodification, and as such she gives us an exceptional 

version of that world – she makes it strange’.11 While Tom demonstrates Highsmith’s 

valorisation of bourgeois values through his own tastes, as evidenced by his description of the 

‘white, taut sheets of his berth’ on a train as ‘the most wonderful luxury he had ever known’ 

(TMR  97), he also, more than any of the author’s other characters, typifies the sense of 

exceptionality and individualism which is consistently endorsed by her fiction. Through the 

character of Tom Ripley, she presents a radical re-imagining of subjectivity in modern 

capitalist society. His class, sexuality and morality subvert binaries and resist classification, 

resulting in a queering of social norms and ultimately exposing the way in which they function 

to reproduce the established order. Summarising the overarching theme of Highsmith’s work, 

Julian Symons writes: ‘Highsmith implicitly suggests that in a society where most people are 

imprisoned within the mechanisms of organizations, social groups or families, criminals are 

potentially free’.12 It is Tom’s removal from these ‘imprisoning mechanisms’, such as social 

 
10 Patricia Highsmith, The Two Faces of January (London: Virago, 2016), p. 35. 
11 Hesford, p. 103. 
12 Julian Symons, Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime Novel (Harmondsworth: Viking, 
1985), p. 165. 
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status and the nuclear family (he is an orphan) which allow him to operate outside the confines 

of social convention, and moreover to facilitate his self-fashioning as exceptional in relation to 

the rest of the world. In this sense, Tom represents the Übermensch par excellence of 

Highsmith’s fiction; not only is he successful in reinventing his subjectivity, but his superiority 

and alternative perspective is consistently recognised and legitimated by the narrative and 

reader.  

Through his embodiment of the defining features of Highsmith’s class politics, Tom 

Ripley represents a concentration of the ideological tendencies of her other fiction. Tom’s self-

authoring of his personhood, I would argue, represents a metaphor for Highsmith’s broader 

understanding of society and her authorial place within it. Indeed, the Ripley novels represent 

the most overt blurring of author and character in Highsmith’s body of work. She described 

how, when writing The Talented Mr Ripley, she ‘often had the feeling Ripley was writing it 

and I was merely typing’.13 Furthermore, Wilson notes how Highsmith said to painter Peter 

Thomson: ‘“You remind me of Tom Ripley.” “It was,” recalls Thomson, “as if she was talking 

about somebody she knew”’.14 She also signed a copy of Ripley Under Ground (1970) to her 

friend Charles Latimer ‘from Tom (Pat)’.15 The distinction between reality and fiction is 

permeable throughout the Ripley novels, which, as Peters argues ‘[enabled Highsmith’s] 

particular vision to sustain itself throughout her writing career’ and allowed ‘her to bring her 

own singularity as an artist to the forefront’.16 In particular, the motifs of self-fashioning and 

exceptionalism, prominent in all of the Ripley novels, appear rooted in the author’s view of 

herself and her fiction’s location in relation to the crime fiction genre. As Hilfer suggests: 

‘Tom’s exemption is a thoroughly calculated flouting of moral and literary expectations, a play 

 
13 Highsmith, quoted in Wilson, p. 197. 
14 Wilson, p. 193. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Peters, p. 148. 
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against genre since even in the relatively subversive suspense genre a murderer-protagonist 

usually ends up by being hoist on his petard’.17  

 

Class, Recognition and Misrecognition 
 
Contemporary understandings of recognition are rooted in the work of Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel, and his writings on dialectics. In The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), Hegel 

writes: ‘Self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for 

another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged’.18 Hegel describes the dialectical 

dynamic of mutual recognition, in which an individual’s subjectivity is constituted through 

being recognised by another subject. As Donald Hall comments: ‘Hegel recognizes that an 

individual’s self-consciousness never exists in isolation, that it always exists in relation to an 

“other” or “others” who serve to validate its existence’.19 More recent works have developed 

the role of recognition in relation to the constitution of the self. Charles Taylor, for example, 

proposes that ‘our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, often by the 

misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of people can suffer real damage, real 

distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning 

or contemptible picture of themselves’.20 Within Marxist studies, the idea of recognition is 

central to Louis Althusser’s ideas on interpellation and hailing: ‘the rituals of ideological 

recognition […] guarantee for us that we are indeed concrete, individual, unmistakable and, 

naturally, irreplaceable subjects’.21 While recognition is key to ideas of subject constitution, a 

 
17 Hilfer, p. 373. 
18 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. by Terry Pinkard (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 108. 
19 Donald Hall, Subjectivity: The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 51. 
20 Charles Taylor, ‘The Politics of Recognition’, in Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition, ed. 
by Amy Gutman (Chichester: Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 25–74 (p. 25). 
21 Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (London: 
Verso, 2014), p. 189. 
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growing body of work on the subject has attempted to broaden understandings of the term, 

further highlighting its importance within class studies.  

  Scholars working within recognition studies have sought to develop more political 

understandings of the concept. In particular, Fraser has reformulated the term to better reflect 

its interconnectedness with ideas of redistribution. As discussed above, Fraser proposes an 

approach to recognition as related to ideas of status, and represents a means of remedying 

cultural injustices: ‘it means a politics aimed at overcoming subordination by establishing the 

misrecognized party as a full member of society, capable of participating on a par with other 

members’.22 This approach has allowed Fraser to integrate the politics of recognition with those 

of redistribution, from which they have generally been separated. While maintaining a 

distinction between the two concepts, Fraser contends that ‘people who are subject to both 

cultural injustice and economic injustice need both recognition and redistribution’.23 Axel 

Honneth, who has also written extensively on recognition and redistribution, argues for a closer 

integration between the two terms. In a book co-authored with Fraser, he summarises his 

approach as a reinterpretation of ‘the socialist ideal of redistribution as a subvariety of the 

struggle for recognition’.24 Both recognition and redistribution are central to the Ripley novels. 

Tom’s construction of a classed identity is primarily achieved through the performance of 

redistributed capitals. He wears objects, such as clothes and jewellery, which signify particular 

class values, as well as constituting the repetition and imitation of practices that subtly indicate 

the possession of certain educational and cultural knowledge and privileges. Recognition is the 

means by which Tom legitimises this subjectivity. It confirms the validity of these capitals and, 

moreover, is entwined with ideas of social justice and the unjust nature of the established order.  

 
22 Fraser, ‘Recognition without Ethics?’, p. 24. 
23 Nancy Fraser, ‘From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a “Post-Socialist” Age’, New Left 
Review, I/212.July/Aug (1995), 68–93 (p. 74). 
24 Fraser and Honneth, p. 3. 
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 The related concept of misrecognition helps to make visible the workings of power 

within social structures. The term has a number of differing meanings and usages which will 

be employed throughout this chapter. One particular framing is proposed by Pierre Bourdieu. 

David Swartz highlights the importance of misrecognition to Bourdieu’s work: ‘akin to the 

idea of “false consciousness” in the Marxist tradition, misrecognition denotes “denial” of the 

economic and political interests present in a set of practices’.25 Bourdieu’s conceptualisation 

of misrecognition is entwined with his belief that all actions carry political implications. The 

concept refers to the way in which these inferences are obscured or disguised, and as such 

certain practices and gestures appear neutral. This misperception of actions as politically 

‘disinterested’ results in a lack of acknowledgement for the distinctions and inequalities they 

perpetuate and legitimise. Bourdieu himself writes in Language and Symbolic Power (1991) 

that the dominant culture ‘contributes to the fictitious integration of society as a whole […] by 

concealing the function of division beneath the function of communication: the culture which 

unifies […] is also the culture which separates’.26 There is an evident overlap here between 

Bourdieu’s idea of misrecognition and Marxist approaches to ideology. For example, Terry 

Eagleton argues that a ‘dominant power may legitimate itself by promoting beliefs and values 

congenial to it; naturalizing and universalizing such beliefs so as to render them self-evident 

[…] and obscuring social reality in ways convenient to itself’.27 Misrecognition is a key aspect 

of the Ripley novels. By employing Tom’s perspective, the narrative demystifies the classed 

practices through which members of the elite reproduce their dominance, and in doing so 

destabilises the normative nature of their power and authority. Furthermore, these functions 

establish the conditions in which Tom’s own appropriation of their lifestyles appears justified. 

 
25 David Swartz, Culture and Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu (London: University of Chicago Press, 
1997), p. 89. 
26 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, trans. by Matthew Adamson (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1991), p. 167. 
27 Terry Eagleton, Ideology (London: Longman, 1994), pp. 5–6. 
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 Whereas Bourdieu considers misrecognition as the naturalisation, or concealing, of the 

class interests of social practices, Fraser positions it in conversation with her idea of recognition 

and conceives of it in terms of the denial of personhood. She writes: ‘Misrecognition […] does 

not mean the depreciation and deformation of group identity. Rather, it means social 

subordination in the sense of being prevented from participating as a peer in social life’.28 For 

Fraser, then, misrecognition represents a more violent act in which individuals, groups and 

subjectivities, through being denied their demand for recognition, are excluded from social life. 

As David James, elaborating on Fraser’s conceptualisation, writes: ‘misrecognition includes 

the denial of common humanity or citizenship, and the equal worth that flows from that’.29 

Fraser continues by outlining the way in which misrecognition is ‘morally wrong [in] that it 

denies some individuals and groups the possibility of participating on a par with some others 

in social action’, and that by conceiving of it in terms of status subordination, it may locate ‘the 

wrong in social relations, not in individual or interpersonal psychology’.30 It is precisely this 

kind of misrecognition Tom attempts to overcome in The Talented Mr Ripley, and the rest of 

the series. Denied the opportunities and advantages afforded to the wealthy elites he encounters 

in Europe, Tom attempts to overcome the misrecognition of being a ‘nobody’ who has been 

left behind and marginalised by society for almost his whole life. He does this through the 

construction, recognition, and legitimation of a fluid, composite class subjectivity, which 

combines recognised signifiers of middle-class culture, such as fine art and music, with his 

own ideas of taste, morality and, ultimately, exceptionalism. 

 

 

 
28 Fraser, ‘Recognition without Ethics?’, p. 24. 
29 David James, ‘How Bourdieu Bites Back: Recognising Misrecognition in Education and Educational 
Research’, Cambridge Journal of Education, 45.1 (2015), 97–112 (p. 99). 
30 Fraser, ‘Recognition without Ethics?’, p. 27. 
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Tom Ripley and Dispossession  
 
As mentioned above, the character of Tom Ripley first appears in The Talented Mr Ripley. The 

novel establishes a narrative of dispossession within its characterisation of the protagonist, and 

in doing so establishes the conditions for Tom’s self-fashioning throughout the series. It 

follows Tom as he travels to Italy on behalf of Herbert Greenleaf, a wealthy capitalist who 

mistakes him for a friend of his son, Dickie: ‘It made a faint connection in his mind. Dickie 

Greenleaf. A tall blond fellow. He had quite a bit of money, Tom remembered’ (TMR 6). Mr 

Greenleaf commissions Tom to travel to Mongibello, where Dickie is living, to persuade him 

to return to America to take on a role in the family’s business. Tom initially befriends Dickie, 

and the two concoct a plan to use Tom’s remittance cheques to fund their lifestyles: ‘I think we 

both ought to have a little fun on it’ (TMR 55), Tom tells Dickie. However, the relationship 

sours after Dickie suspects Tom of being homosexual, something brought to his attention by 

his friend, Marge Sherwood. Tom murders Dickie in a rowing boat off the coast of San Remo, 

disposing of his body in the sea and returning to land where he begins enacting a plan of 

becoming Dickie Greenleaf himself. Tom assumes Dickie’s possessions, forges his signature 

to claim cheques in Dickie’s name, and changes his appearance to look more like his deceased 

friend. He even replicates mistakes Dickie made in Italian, despite knowing them to be wrong, 

in his attempt to perfect the ‘role’ of Dickie. Tom successfully fools the local police, who begin 

investigating Dickie’s disappearance, into believing he is the missing person. However, 

Dickie’s friends become suspicious at his sudden reclusiveness, and Tom ultimately murders 

one of them, Freddie Miles, to preserve his secret. Towards the end of the novel, Tom forges a 

suicide note bequeathing Dickie’s inheritance to himself, money which enables him to establish 

an alternative existence for himself in Europe. The novel’s final lines depict Tom arriving in 

Crete and walking straight past policemen, beginning his new life. 
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 A common approach in Highsmith’s characterisation of her protagonists is her scant 

provision of details describing their backgrounds. Characterised by their use of free indirect 

discourse, the fiction’s omission of biographical information generally represents an agentive 

act by the protagonists, rooted in a desire for self-effacement and reinvention uninhibited by 

historical links to particular class groups. Despite this coyness, however, characters typically 

reveal enough information for the reader to form a general profile of their background. In 

Strangers on a Train (1950), for example, Guy Haines’ shame at his marriage to Miriam 

indicates the Southern, Texan heritage he is eager to escape in order to reinvent himself in the 

mould of the New England ideal; David Kelsey, in This Sweet Sickness (1960), alludes to his 

‘upbringing, plus his education, and [the] fact nobody in the Kelsey family had ever had to 

worry about money’; even Chester MacFarland, in The Two Faces of January, a man as eager 

as any in Highsmith’s oeuvre to escape the limitations of his past associations, divulges ‘the 

world-shattering catastrophe’ of his father’s bankruptcy and his girlfriend’s breaking of their 

engagement while in his second year studying at Harvard, indicating a relatively comfortable, 

educated upbringing.31 While the restriction and omission of biographical information is 

common in Highsmith’s fiction, she goes further in her characterisation of Tom Ripley to 

provide the reader with almost nothing, resulting in ambiguities surrounding everything from 

his class background to his sexuality. In doing so, Highsmith frames Tom as dispossessed, a 

quality which, unlike with her other protagonists, facilitates his re-invention and self-

fashioning in an alternative subjectivity detached from past associations with particular class 

or status groups.  

 The concept of dispossession intersects with ideas of recognition, subjectivity and 

agency, and is also concerned with displacement and disownership. Judith Butler and Athena 

 
31 Patricia Highsmith, This Sweet Sickness (London: Virago, 2016), p. 31; Highsmith, Two Faces January, p. 
136. For more on Chester, see Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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Athanasiou outline the concept in their book: Dispossession: The Performative of the Political 

(2013), in which they argue that dispossession represents a ‘double valence’:  

On the one side, dispossession signifies an inaugural submission of the subject-to-be to 
norms of intelligibility [and] encompasses the constituted, preemptive losses that 
condition one’s being dispossessed (or letting oneself become dispossessed) by another. 
[…] On the other side […] being dispossessed refers to the processes and ideologies by 
which persons are disowned and abjected by normative and normalizing powers that 
define cultural intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of vulnerability.32 

 
Discussing these ‘processes and ideologies’ that affect a subject’s material and lived 

experience, Butler and Athanasiou provide examples such as loss of land, citizenship, means 

of livelihood, and becoming subject to military and legal violence. Moreover, the two senses 

of dispossession are bound together: ‘for if we are beings who can be deprived of place, 

livelihood, shelter, food and protection, if we can lose our homes, and our rights, then we are 

fundamentally dependent on those powers that alternately sustain or deprive us, and that hold 

a certain power over our very survival’.33 The idea of recognition is central to the concept of 

the self outlined by Butler and Athanasiou; as Rita Horanyi argues in her review of the book, 

they ‘emphasise a fundamentally relational and interdependent self that is constantly 

constituted by and constitutes others’.34 Equally, in this sense then it is possible to view 

dispossession as being a form of misrecognition.  

  Throughout its depiction of Tom Ripley, the narrative highlights his state of being 

dispossessed. He follows in a long line of literary orphans such as Jane Eyre, Tom Sawyer, and 

the plethora of orphaned protagonists in Charles Dickens’ writings, such as Oliver Twist and 

Pip from Great Expectations (1861).35 During a meal with the Greenleafs, Tom reveals that he 

 
32 Judith Butler and Athena Anthanasiou, Dispossession: The Performative in the Political (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2013), pp. 1–2. 
33 Ibid., p. 4. 
34 Rita Horanyi, ‘Review of Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou, Dispossession: The Performative in the 
Political’, Feminism & Psychology, 24.4 (2014), 557–59 (p. 557). 
35 Highsmith’s decision to make Tom Ripley an orphan perhaps has significance in relation to the author’s own 
unconventional family life, which Andrew Wilson documents in detail throughout his biography of the author. 
For much of her life, Highsmith maintained an uneasy relationship with her mother, who had tried to abort the 
unborn baby by drinking turpentine; ‘It’s funny you adore the smell of turpentine’, her mother would later tell 
Highsmith. In later life, Highsmith would remember an unhappy year spent living with her grandparents in Fort 
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was orphaned at a young age: ‘My parents died when I was very small. I was raised by my aunt 

in Boston’, a fact that makes him feel ‘uncomfortable, unreal, the way he might have felt if he 

had been lying, yet it had been practically the only thing he had said that was true’ (TMR 20). 

Tom later reveals that his parents had drowned in Boston Harbour (TMR 24).36 Like Jane Eyre, 

Tom is raised by a cruel aunt. She sends him strange amounts of money ‘as if she had had a bit 

left over from her last bill-paying’ (TMR 33) and Tom remembers her taunting him for being a 

‘sissy from the ground up. Just like his father’ (TMR 34). Tom’s status as an orphan removes 

him from the Oedipal family saga. As Anouchka Grose writes: the Oedipal complex is ‘a way 

of explaining how human beings are socialized. And a large part of socialization involves 

learning to deal with disappointment. […] We also have to give up on the idea of simply doing 

or getting what we want and learn to conform to a set of rules’.37 Tom himself does not 

acknowledge restraints on his desire nor does he conform to legal rules or social expectations 

of behaviour, a feature central to his embodiment of the Übermensch figure. As John Mullan 

continues: ‘[t]he orphan is above all a character out of place, forced to make his or her own 

home in the world [and] an essentially novelistic character, set loose from established 

 
Worth, Texas, feeling ‘abandoned’ by her mother, who was living and working in New York. Joan Schenkar, in 
her own biography of the author, has speculated that the relationship between mother and daughter formed the 
basis for the short story, ‘The Terrapin’, in which a young boy stabs his mother to death after she boils a terrapin 
for dinner. 
 Highsmith’s relationship with her father is more complex. Highsmith’s mother, Mary, married her 
biological father, Jay Bernard Plangman, but the couple disagreed over whether or not to keep the baby (Mary 
wanted to keep it; Jay suggested aborting it) and they divorced some days before Highsmith was born. Mary 
then married Stanley Highsmith, who the young author disliked. When Highsmith was six, her mother and 
stepfather enrolled her in a school in New York under the name Mary Patricia Highsmith, rather than her 
birthname of Plangman. Highsmith would not meet her biological father until the age of twelve. For more 
information on biographical information about Highsmith, and her family background, see Wilson; see also 
Joan Schenkar, The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life and Serious Art of Patricia Highsmith (New 
York: St Martin’s Press, 2010), p. 102; Patricia Highsmith, ‘The Terrapin’, in Eleven (London: William 
Heineman Ltd., 1970), pp. 29–46. 
36 Drowning is a reoccurring motif in Highsmith’s fiction. As discussed in chapter 1, Bruno drowns after throwing 
himself from a boat in Strangers; Vic Van Allen drowns Charley De Lisle, a boyfriend of his adulterous wife, in 
a swimming pool in Deep Water (1957). In the later Ripley novels, as I discuss below, Ripley disposes of the 
body of American art collector Thomas Murchison, who he has killed, in a river, and in the final book of the 
series, Ripley Under Water, Ripley’s adversaries, David and Janice Pritchard, drown in a pond in their garden. 
37 Anouchka Grose, No More Silly Love Songs: A Realist’s Guide to Romance (London: Portobello Books, 
2010), p. 139.  
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conventions to face a world of endless possibilities (and dangers)’.38 In contrast to the other 

Highsmithean figures mentioned above, then, Tom is liberated from the social and moral 

constraints imposed by associations with familial obligations and particular classed groups. 

Indeed, thinking about his parents and his upbringing, which would begin to locate him into a 

particular social structure, leaves him feeling ‘uncomfortable [and] unreal’. Instead, Tom 

represents a dispossessed subjectivity, abstracted from the social order and, subsequently, 

lacking in definition. 

 The lack of details surrounding Tom’s parents is mirrored by his removal from the 

societal institutions that impose social norms and particular moral codes, and that contribute to 

subject formation. Notably, in Ripley Under Ground, Tom alludes to his uncertain religious 

background: ‘he hadn’t been baptized in the United States – a point Tom was actually vague 

about, but certainly his Aunt Dotty had never mentioned it’.39 This symbolic displacement 

outside of the social order is compounded by an absence of detail regarding Tom’s life prior to 

the plot of the novel. We learn that he had spent time working on ‘a banana boat, mostly below 

deck’ (TMR 24) and had moved to New York with ‘high aspirations’ (TMR 35) of becoming 

an actor, foregrounding later themes of performativity and the self. However, as Russell 

Harrison notes: ‘we know little of the circumstances of his growing up, nothing of his 

education, and little about his work experiences. There are large gaps in where he has lived and 

what he has done. […] Tom Ripley is still – at 25 – essentially undefined’.40 Tom himself 

remarks, when alternating between his own and Dickie’s identities, how ‘he hated becoming 

Thomas Ripley again, hated being nobody’ (TMR 164). It is this idea of Tom not having a fixed 

identity which has both interested scholarly discussions of the character and generated readerly 

 
38 John Mullan, ‘Orphans in Fiction’, British Library, 2014, para. 2 <https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-
victorians/articles/orphans-in-fiction> [accessed 13 January 2020]. 
39 Patricia Highsmith, Ripley Under Ground (London: Virago, 1999), p. 147. All further references are to this 
edition and appear bracketed as RUG and page numbers in the body of the text. 
40 Russell Harrison, Patricia Highsmith (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), p. 22. 
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empathy. As Hilfer writes: ‘the question of who Tom is, why we are interested in him and care 

about him is that we are interested in and care about Tom precisely because he is not anybody. 

[…] Ripley’s non-essentiality, his lack of a determinate identity, is the making of him’.41  

 One of the clearest examples of this indeterminacy is Tom’s ambiguous sexuality, 

which has stimulated much debate among scholars. In particular, Hesford describes the way in 

which, particularly in film adaptations, there has been a ‘noticeable attempt to claim Tom […] 

as a queer figure’, a feature she argues is exemplified by Antony Minghella’s 1999 film, The 

Talented Mr Ripley.42 This assumed homosexuality stems primarily from Tom’s relationship 

with Dickie. Tom describes Dickie as ‘handsome’ and notes his ‘long, finely cut face, his quick, 

intelligent eyes, the proud way he carried himself regardless of what he was wearing’ (TMR 

57), a passage that could easily be interpreted as evidence of homoerotic desire. Similarly, after 

seeing ‘Dickie’s arm […] around [Marge’s] waist [,] kissing her, little pecks on her cheek, 

smiling at her’ (TMR 67), a scene that leaves him feeling ‘disgusted’, Tom returns to Dickie’s 

house, dresses in the other man’s clothes and murders an imaginary Marge: ‘Tom turned 

suddenly and made a grab in the air as if he were seizing Marge’s throat. He shook her, twisted 

her, while she sank lower and lower, until at last he left her, limp, on the floor’ (TMR 68-9). 

However, Tom appears equally attracted to Dickie’s lifestyle and position in society, rather 

than – or as well as – the man himself, demonstrating how, as Slavoj Žižek puts it: ‘the repeated 

sidelong glances he casts at Dickie betray not a desire to have him, but to be like him’.43 While 

there are undoubtedly homoerotic overtones in the narrative’s description of Tom’s 

relationship with Dickie, the lack of more concrete evidence outside of these quotations, such 

as relationships or encounters, as well as the equally affectionate descriptions of Dickie’s 

 
41 Hilfer, p. 370. 
42 Hesford, p. 102. Edward Shannon supports this reading, arguing that film overplays Tom’s apparent 
homosexuality and that the ‘novel’s sexualised commentary on class becomes the film’s class-conscious 
commentary on sexuality’. Shannon, p. 25. 
43 Slavoj Žižek, ‘Not a Desire to Have Him, but to Be like Him’, London Review of Books, 25 (2003), 13–15 (p. 
14). 
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possessions, as I discuss below, challenge easy categorisation of the character’s sexuality. Tom 

himself remembers rejecting the advances of gay men in New York, before telling a friend: ‘I 

can’t make up my mind whether I like men or women, so I’m thinking of giving them both up’ 

(TMR 71). His sexuality instead typifies his increasingly fluid sense of self, which resists rigid 

categorisations, as well as representing the overarching ambiguity of the character’s identity.   

 None of the Ripley novels offers resolution to the mystery of Tom’s identity, instead 

rendering him ultimately uncertain of his own sexuality and broader subjecthood. As Shannon 

argues: [w]hile Tom seems unambiguously gay to others in the novel, he never seems 

unambiguously gay (or straight) to himself’.44 In the later novels, Tom’s marriage to Heloise 

is almost devoid of sexual desire, and while the two do have sex, Tom describes how he ‘felt 

odd sometimes making love to her’ and that his feelings for her ‘had little to do with sex’ (RUG 

147). Marge highlights these uncertainties, and in doing so recognises Tom’s indeterminacy: 

‘All right, he may not be queer. He’s just a nothing, which is worse. He isn’t normal enough to 

have any kind of sex life’ (TMR 106, first emphasis my own). This demonstrates the way in 

which, as Hilfer warns: ‘to anchor Tom’s identity in latent homosexuality or schizophrenia is 

to read against the clear indications in Highsmith’s novel that Tom’s strength is in his 

indeterminacy of identity’ and that his sexual anxieties ‘can be best explained as compounding 

a conventional enough shame at a socially derogatory label […] with an emergent protean 

man’s dislike of getting fixed in any identity’.45 Instead, Tom exists conceptually outside of 

society and its rigid structures of classification and categorisation, in a similar fashion to Bruno 

in Strangers on a Train (1950). Žižek compares Tom to Adam before the fall, ‘an angelic 

figure, living in a universe which as yet knows nothing of the Law or its transgression (sin) and 

thus nothing of the guilt generated by our obedience to the Law’.46 This outsider status liberates 

 
44 Shannon, p. 23. 
45 Hilfer, p. 369. 
46 Žižek, p. 14. 
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Tom from the conventional constraints of moral and social order, allowing him to commit 

crimes without experiencing guilt, while also exposing the injustice of the established class 

structure. As Hesford argues: ‘to be close to normal in a Highsmith novel […] is to 

simultaneously reveal the pleasures and dangers of not being normal, of not being if that means 

having a psyche, a history, a sexual orientation, a conscience’.47 It is Tom’s liberation from the 

constraints of the social order which ultimately underpins his exceptionality.  

 

Misrecognition and Middle-Class Norms  
 
Tom’s outsider status grants him, and the reader, a unique perspective from which to view the 

behaviour and norms of middle-class culture. The Ripley novels are set in an almost 

exclusively bourgeois milieu, with the only working class characters being Tom’s housekeeper 

from Ripley Under Ground onwards and brief references to the blue-collar bar in the French 

village where Tom lives in the later novels.48 The narrative’s depiction of Dickie, Freddie and 

Marge in The Talented Mr Ripley establishes the basis for the oppositional, and even socialistic, 

class politics which fuel the novel’s depiction of members of the bourgeois elite. Throughout 

the novel, Tom envies their lifestyles but comes to dislike their personalities, even commenting 

that ‘it was the class of people he despised’ (TMR 212). Reflecting back on his expectations 

and experiences of Italy, Tom thinks of how ‘he had imagined acquiring a bright new circle of 

friends with whom he would start a new life with new attitudes, standards, and habits that 

would be far better and clearer than those he had had all his life’ (TMR 159). For Tom, the 

 
47 Hesford, p. 102. 
48 Tom’s housekeeper in the later novels, Mme Annette, occupies a working-class position, but retains an air of 
sophistication and refinement required to work in Tom’s house and serve his wealthy wife, Heloise. Georges 
and Marie, who own the working-class bar Tom visits in The Boy Who Followed Ripley (1980), are perhaps the 
clearest exception. The narrative’s depiction of Marie, in particular, evokes many of the tropes of working-class 
femininity discussed in relation to Irene Langley (People Who Knock on the Door [1983]) in chapter 3 of this 
thesis. It describes Marie ‘slamming a beer down on the counter for a customer’, her ‘bright lipstick’, and 
‘yelling’ vulgar language such as ‘asshole’. Patricia Highsmith, The Boy Who Followed Ripley (London: 
Virago, 2015), p. 3. All further references are to this edition and appear bracketed as BFR and page numbers in 
the body of the text. 
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reality falls short of these expectations. As an outsider, he sees through the classed symbols 

displayed by these characters, instead presenting an image of the American elite as unworthy 

of their lofty social position and the various advantages it provides. As Thomas Piketty writes: 

‘one should be wary […] of the conventional wisdom that modern economic growth is a 

marvellous instrument for revealing individual talents and aptitudes. […] The plain fact is that 

this argument is often used to justify extreme inequalities and to defend the privileges of the 

winners without much consideration for the losers, much less for the facts’.49 Through adopting 

Tom’s perspective, the narrative highlights the unjust nature of the social order, and establishes 

the conditions in which Tom’s crimes and aspirations of upwards mobility feel both justified 

and validated. 

Tom disillusionment with Dickie is revealed through the theme of painting which, as 

Peters argues, Highsmith frequently employs as ‘a motif in discussions of identity, authenticity 

and fakery’.50 Dickie’s amateurish paintings encapsulate Tom’s disappointment in the other 

man, and are a metaphor for his views on the diaspora of wealthy, entitled American ex-

patriates living in Italy. Shortly after meeting Tom, Mr Greenleaf confides in him that Dickie 

‘says he’s painting. There’s no harm in that, but he hasn’t the talent to be a painter’ (TMR 8). 

After arriving in Mongibello, Dickie shows Tom some of his works: 

It wasn’t good in his opinion, probably in anybody’s opinion. The wild enthusiasm of 
her smile was a bit off. Her skin was as red as an Indian’s. If Marge hadn’t been the only 
girl around with blonde hair, he wouldn’t have noticed any resemblance at all. […] Tom 
winced with almost personal shame. […] Yet it gave Dickie something to do, kept him 
out of trouble, Tom supposed, just as it gave thousands of lousy amateur painters all over 
America something to do. He was only sorry that Dickie fell into this category as a 
painter, because he wanted Dickie to be much more (TMR 52-53). 

 
Tom’s disappointment is immediately evident, as the paintings cause him to ‘wince with almost 

personal shame’. This shame, and Tom’s disappointment more generally, is rooted in Dickie’s 

 
49 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer (London: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2014), p. 85. 
50 Peters, p. 10, fn. 29. I discuss Highsmith’s use of painting as a metaphor for ideas of subjectivity and 
authenticity throughout Ripley Under Ground later in the chapter.  
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failure to match his abstract ideal of the other man: ‘he wanted Dickie to be much more’. The 

narrative devalues Dickie’s composition of capital through likening him to ‘thousands of lousy 

amateur painters all over America’, implying a lack of cultural capital which undermines any 

sense of exceptionality and instead presents Dickie as wholly unremarkable. In doing so, Tom 

begins to allude to the unjust nature of distribution within modern capitalist society. In his work 

on social justice, John Rawls writes that ‘a set of principles is required for choosing among the 

various social arrangements which determine this division of advantages and for underwriting 

an agreement on the proper distributive shares’.51 With regards to Dickie, however, this 

distribution of advantages appears unjust, insofar as his own individual talent and qualities do 

not seem to merit the enviable lifestyle he enjoys. Indeed, through this description, Tom begins 

to reveal as a misconception (that he himself held) the idea that the social order represents a 

reflection of justified distinctions based on the worthiness of different class members.  

 As well as Dickie’s lack of talent as a painter, the narrative draws attention to the way 

in which heteronormativity operates as a marker for the borders of bourgeois identity, a theme 

introduced in relation to Guy Haines’ self-reinvention in Strangers in chapter 1 of this thesis. 

During a trip to Cannes, Tom and Dickie produce contrasting reactions to a group of male 

gymnasts. Disgusted by Tom’s fascination with them, Dickie ‘sourly’ quotes Wordsworth at 

Tom: ‘Ten thousand I saw at a glance, nodding their heads in sprightly dance’ (TMR 86). 

Dickie’s contempt, through which he misrecognises Tom and the gymnasts, casting them as 

deviant, carries implications for both class and sexuality; as Michael Trask notes, Tom 

‘implicates himself in both a class and a sexual transgression. He is not schooled enough to 

know Wordsworth; he is all too familiar with fairies’.52 On the other hand, exhibiting Tom’s 

ambiguous sexuality, the passage evokes a sense of homoeroticism in his amplification of the 

 
51 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), p. 
4. 
52 Michael Trask, ‘Patricia Highsmith’s Method’, American Literary History, 22.3 (2010), 584–614 (p. 602). 
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physicality of the gymnasts, describing their ‘feet braced on bulging thighs, hands gripping 

forearms’ (TMR 85). Moreover, their ‘yellow G-strings’ and bodily contact transgress 

heteronormative masculinity. Tom himself rebukes Dickie’s contempt when he thinks to 

himself: ‘Maybe Cannes was full of fairies. So what?’ (TMR 86). Tom’s recognition and 

acceptance of the queerness of the acrobats demonstrates the way in which, as Skeggs writes: 

‘[r]ecognition politics has […] enabled discourses of inequality to be replaced with those of 

difference’.53 As Fraser continues: ‘the point is not to dissolve all sexual difference in a single, 

universal human identity; it is rather to sustain a sexual field of multiple, debinarized, fluid, 

ever-shifting differences’.54 Tom’s rejection of Dickie’s staunch heteronormativity exhibits his 

removal from rigid binary structures and, instead promotes his increasingly fluid, debinarized 

identity. 

 Dickie’s suspicions of Tom’s homosexuality prompt him to shun his friendship. In her 

reading of two pivotal scenes in The Talented Mr Ripley, Peters highlights how recognition is 

central to the breakdown of Tom and Dickie’s relationship. The first scene is Tom’s imitation 

of Dickie in front of a mirror, in which he dresses in the other man’s clothes, speaks ‘in Dickie’s 

voice, with Dickie’s higher pitch on the emphasized words’, ‘wiped his forehead the way 

Dickie did’, and ‘even parted his lips the way Dickie did’ (TMR 68-9). For Peters, the scene 

‘functions thus: Tom attempts to become like Dickie, as distinct from being desired by Dickie, 

and he does this through an effective appropriation of Dickie’s gaze’.55 Central to the scene is 

the mirror’s function as a heterotopia; as Michel Foucault argues: ‘In the mirror, I see myself 

there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up behind the surface’.56 In this 

sense, by allowing Tom to see himself ‘there where [he] is not’, the surface of the mirror 

 
53 Beverley Skeggs, ‘The Toilet Paper: Femininity, Class and Mis-Recognition’, Women’s Studies International 
Forum, 24.3–4 (2001), 295–307 (p. 296). 
54 Fraser, ‘From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a “Post-Socialist” Age’, p. 83. 
55 Peters, p. 165. 
56 Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, trans. by Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics, 16.1 (1986), 22–27 (p. 24). 
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represents an other, ‘unreal’ space which Tom simultaneously occupies. It is his location in 

this alternative space which facilitates his appropriation of Dickie’s gaze and legitimises his 

imitation of Dickie’s identity. As Peters notes: ‘instead of having to experience, and thus enter 

into, the horror of the dialectic of the face-to-face encounter with the mirror, and its subsequent 

forcing of the recognition of lack, Tom is able to “fill in” for the absence that the mirror 

imposes’.57 Dressed in Dickie’s clothes and impersonating his mannerisms, Tom sees an 

alternative version of himself reflected back by the mirror which, in contrast to his dispossessed 

reality, embodies the various symbolic and material capitals associated with Dickie’s more 

desirable class subjectivity. Indeed, as Peters continues, ‘Tom […] is almost vampiric in his 

relationship (or lack of it) to the mirror. […] He is […] free to act, like the vampire, as if he 

were an individual, appropriating the ordinary manner of existence whilst remaining outside it 

– or “alien” to it’.58 Peters’ application of recognition focusses predominantly on 

intersubjective confirmation, and the way in which the mirror allows Tom to construct, or 

rather appropriate, a new subjectivity.  

 An equally important aspect of Tom’s relationship with Dickie is the way in which his 

realization of the latter’s unworthiness is framed as misrecognition, whereby Tom denies the 

other man equal status as a social peer. In one of the novel’s most famous passages, Tom 

describes ‘the wordless shock’ of Dickie’s ‘foreignness’ which ‘seemed more than he could 

bear’ (TMR 78). He gazes into Dickie’s eyes and experiences what Hilfer describes as an 

‘epiphany of Dickie’s (and everyone’s) irremediable otherness’.59 Tom describes Dickie’s eyes 

as ‘shining and empty, nothing but little pieces of blue jelly with black dots in them, 

meaningless’ (TMR 78). The description focusses on the eyes as physical matter, literalising 

their biological nature and shunning the conventional treatment of eyes as symbolic or 

 
57 Peters, p. 165. 
58 Ibid., p. 166-7. 
59 Hilfer, p. 366. 
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metaphorical reflections of a person’s identity. As Tom continues: ‘You were supposed to see 

the soul through the eyes, [but] in Dickie’s eyes Tom saw nothing more than he would have 

seen if he had looked at the hard, bloodless surface of a mirror’ (TMR 78). Not only does the 

likening of Dickie’s eyes to a mirror highlight their emptiness, but, as Peters writes, it also 

‘thrusts Tom back into himself, within the “hardness” and “bloodlessness” of the mirror 

image’.60 The scene illustrates how recognition between the two men fails, as Dickie’s empty 

gaze appears not fully human. It replicates the way in which, as John Berger writes in his 

description of human interactions with animals: ‘no animal confirms man, either positively or 

negatively’.61 By conveying the scene through Tom’s perspective, depicting his visceral 

response to Dickie’ emptiness, the narrative aligns itself with him and his worldview, instead 

casting Dickie, and the status quo for which he stands, as strange and other. Indeed, as Peters 

continues, Tom ‘has already, in effect, murdered Dickie at the point where Dickie fails, as it is 

impossible for him not to, to meet his demand for recognition’.62 It is in this scene which Tom 

misrecognises Dickie, denying him equal status and instead displacing him into the role of a 

strange, unrecognisable other.  

 The murder that follows pages later is striking for the lack of emotion or sympathy it 

conveys for Dickie. Instead, the narrative presents Tom’s actions as distinctly unexceptional, 

even normative, a feature that carries implications for the novel’s resignification of justice and 

the potentially leftist inflections evident in Highsmith’s depictions of Ripley’s crimes. In a 

rowing boat off the coast of San Remo, the novel describes how:   

[Tom] picked up the oar, as casually as if he were playing with it between his knees, and 
when Dickie was shoving his trousers down, Tom lifted the oar and came down with it 
on the top of Dickie’s head. […] Tom stood up and brought the oar down again, sharply, 
all his strength released like the snap of a rubber band. […] Dickie was on the bottom of 
the boat, twisted, twisting. Dickie gave a groaning roar of protest that frightened Tom 
with its loudness and strength. Tom hit him in the side of the neck, three times, chopping 

 
60 Peters, p. 169. 
61 John Berger, ‘Why Look at Animals?’, in About Looking (London: Bloomsbury, 2009), pp. 3–28 (p. 6). 
62 Peters, p. 168. 
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strokes with the edge of the oar, as if the oar were an axe and Dickie’s neck a tree (TMR 
91). 
 

The clipped syntax of the passage replicates the rhythm and breathless nature of Tom’s strikes, 

compounding the comparison to the everyday act of chopping wood. As well as normalising 

the murder, this comparison likens it to (mundane) labour, a trend continued throughout the 

Ripley novels. Similarly, the absence of empathy with, or even focus on, Dickie’s pain strips 

him of humanity, confirming his misrecognised status, and imbuing the scene with a socialist-

inspired quality of redistribution. Indeed, the narrative does not just fail to condemn Tom’s 

actions; the murder actually feels more justified because of the overarching depiction of 

Dickie’s unworthiness of the lifestyle and privilege afforded by his class position. The 

normative rendering of the murder demonstrates the way in which, as Symonds argues, 

Highsmith ‘deliberately and shamelessly evades the conventional morality of crime and 

punishment’.63 Tom experiences no guilt over his actions, a feature that implies not only their 

normativity but also their justification.  

  The disillusionment Tom expresses towards Dickie is equally evident in his attitudes 

towards other wealthy Americans, in whom the narrative exhibits traits which puncture their 

privilege and entitlement. As Shannon argues, ‘Tom balances his desire for luxury items with 

contempt for the rich Americans colonizing post-war Europe’.64 The narrative draws attention 

to aspects of their performance of class which suggest an unworthiness for the privileged social 

position these characters occupy. This is evident, for example, in Tom’s visceral disgust for 

Freddie Miles and the depiction of his physicality as revolting: ‘he was hideous. Tom hated red 

hair, especially this kind of carrot-red hair with white skin and freckles. Freddie had large red-

brown eyes that seemed to wobble in his head as if he were cock-eyed […]. He was also 

overweight’ (TMR 56). Freddie is rendered grotesque through the cartoonish description of his 

 
63 Symonds, quoted in Knight, p. 150. 
64 Shannon, p. 25. 
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eyes as ‘wobbling’ and ‘cock-eyed’. Equally, Tom’s disgust at Freddie’s weight demonstrates 

how, as Skeggs argues, ‘the fat body displayed – literally inscribed – excess and enabled a 

reading of lack of self-governance. Fat was seen to be a cultural property of excess, as was 

fecundity, displaying irresponsibility and a lack of care of the self’.65 There is a noticeable 

parallel with Highsmith’s depiction with Miriam in Strangers here: for both characters, in spite 

of their differing class backgrounds, fatness evokes a lack of self-restraint, a quality central to 

both Tom’s worldview and Highsmith’s class politics more generally.66 The emphasis on 

Freddie’s weight is again evident in the description of his murder, in which Tom describes 

how, having hit him with an ash-tray, ‘Freddie looked dazed. Then his knees bent and he went 

down like a bull hit between the eyes with a hammer. […] Tom looked down at Freddie’s 

mountainous form on the floor and he felt a sudden disgust and a sense of helplessness’ (TMR 

124). The comparison to a bull presents Freddie as bulky, cumbersome and clumsy, directly 

contrasting the aesthetic purity and restraint which Tom prizes. The visceral dislike of Freddie, 

and the class implications of his body, is further evidence of the radical leftist inflections which 

characterise Tom’s attitudes towards the wealthy Americans encounters after arriving in 

Europe. 

 Tom’s dislike of Marge incorporates the wide-ranging misanthropy which develops 

throughout Highsmith’s fiction, fusing misogyny with a more coded class contempt. For 

example, as John Dale argues, Tom ‘appropriates the sly phraseology of British snobbery’.67 

The narrative notes how Marge ‘wasn’t bad-looking, Tom supposed, and she even had a good 

figure, if one liked the rather solid type. Tom didn’t, himself’ (TMR 43). This backhanded 

compliment is supported by Tom’s more overt disgust at ‘the bulge of her […] in the peasant 

 
65 Beverley Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 102. 
66 There is a further similarity in Tom’s aversion to Freddie’s ‘carrot-red hair with white skin and freckles’. As 
discussed in chapter 1, Bruno also notes Miriam’s freckles as a particularly disgusting feature. 
67 John Dale, ‘Crossing the Road to Avoid Your Friends: Engagement, Alienation and Patricia Highsmith’, The 
Midwest Quarterly, 51.4 (2010), 405–23 (p. 417). 
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skirt below Dickie’s arm’ (TMR 67-8), demonstrating the stinging misogyny evident 

throughout Highsmith’s fiction.68 However, Tom’s derisory opinion of Marge exhibits a more 

pointed class contempt, which, as Andrew Sayer argues, constitutes ‘a contempt of people and 

their behaviour by virtue of their class position’.69 Questioning her work ethic, for example,  

Tom thinks: ‘she was bogged down, as she called it, about seventy-five percent of the time, a 

condition she always announced with a merry little laugh. […] You didn’t write a book with 

your little finger, lolling on a beach half the day, wondering what to eat for dinner’ (TMR 83-

4). Tom’s scepticism of Marge being ‘bogged down’, his sneering description of her ‘merry 

little laugh’, and the image of her ‘lolling on a beach’ reveals a puritan edge of his contempt. 

As Shannon argues, Tom’s ‘criticism of Marge’s poor work ethic reveals Highsmith’s concern 

with American ideas of entitlement and power. […] Tom Ripley may be a killer, but he is an 

American killer, with little patience for anyone not willing to put in a solid day’s work’.70 

Tom’s views of Dickie, Freddie and Marge express a feeling of injustice with regards to the 

social order. Tom’s status as an outsider allows him to see through classed practices and signs, 

instead viewing these characters as unworthy of their privileged positions. Fuelled in part by 

these views, Tom embarks on a process of self-fashioning, constructing an identity that 

incorporates recognisable signifiers of middle-class culture and emphasises his superior 

cultural capital, but discards the idleness and sense of entitlement and, importantly, is liberated 

from the regulatory structures of normative and acceptable behaviour.  

 

 
68 For example, the depiction of Miriam’s grotesque physicality in Strangers; the manipulative women in 
Highsmith’s suburban fiction (i.e., Clara Stackhouse [The Blunderer (1954)]; Melinda Van Allen [Deep Water 
(1957)]; Nicky [The Cry of the Owl (1962)]; and, notably, the demonization of Irene Langley in People Who 
Knock at the Door, discussed in chapter 3.  
69 Andrew Sayer, The Moral Signifiance of Class (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 165. 
70 Shannon, p. 25. 
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Redistribution and the Self  
 
Tom’s disappointment with the reality of the wealthy, bourgeois characters he meets in Italy 

informs his construction of a classed self which seemingly improves on the apparent 

deficiencies and shortcomings of middle-class culture. Moreover, it is through this process of 

self-fashioning, which begins in The Talented Mr Ripley, that Tom’s desire to recognise and 

legitimise his new subjectivity is established. In ‘The Subject and Power’ (1982), Foucault 

asks: ‘Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what we are. 

[…] We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of 

individuality that has been imposed on us for centuries’.71 There is a noticeable similarity in 

this ‘refusal’ of what we are and Tom’s proclamation, shortly after murdering Dickie, that this 

is ‘the real annihilation of his past and of himself, Tom Ripley, who was made up of that past 

and his rebirth as a completely new person’ (TMR 110). Throughout the novel, this 

‘annihilation’ and ‘rebirth’ takes the form of a struggle for recognition and is intricately bound 

up with redistribution of capital. As Tully suggests:  

There is no transition from distribution to recognition or vice versa because the two are 
internally related. Citizens engaged in political struggles may place more emphasis on 
one aspect than another at specific times and political scientists and theorists may do the 
same, but both aspects are present.72 

 
For Tom, the redistribution of economic and symbolic capital, and the recognition and 

legitimation of these capitals, is central to his construction of a class subjectivity in the mould 

of Dickie. Tom outlines his ambition to ‘become Dickie Greenleaf himself’ (TMR 87), which 

involves assuming the other man’s privilege, status and wealth. As Žižek suggests: ‘Dickie 

becomes Tom’s ideal ego, a figure with whom he can identify in his imagination’.73 Building 

on Žižek’s point, I argue that Tom’s imitation of Dickie is an amalgamation of redistributed 

 
71 Michel Foucault, ‘The Subject and Power’, Critical Inquiry, 8.4 (1982), 777–95 (p. 785). 
72 James Tully, ‘Struggles over Recognition and Redistribution’, Constellations, 7.4 (2000), 469–82 (p. 470). 
73 Žižek, p. 14. 
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capitals, appropriating and performing signifiers of class which relate to the other man’s 

contrasting wealth, background and education.  

 Highsmith scholars have focussed on the importance of consumption and 

performativity to Tom’s sense of self and his class identity. Harrison, for example, argues that 

‘[e]ven more than in most of Highsmith’s novels, we have in The Talented Mr Ripley a 

character who creates himself through, and is defined by, objects’.74 For Tom, as for characters 

such as David Kelsey and Chester MacFarland, objects produce affective reactions; on the train 

back to Mongibello after murdering Dickie, for example, he describes how he ‘caressed’ the 

‘white taut sheets of his berth on the train’, which both produce an ‘ecstatic moment when he 

thought of all the pleasures that lay before him now with Dickie’s money’, and cause him to 

fall asleep, ‘happy, content, and utterly confident, as he had never been before in his life’ (TMR 

97). Similarly, Shannon argues that ‘Tom’s desire for objects transcends simple avarice, taking 

the form of a fetishism that defines his very sense of self’.75 For example, Tom considers:  

He loved possessions, not masses of them, but a select few that he did not part with. They 
gave a man self-respect. Not ostentation but quality, and the love that cherished that 
quality. Possessions reminded him that he existed, and made him enjoy his existence. It 
was as simple as that (TMR 214). 

 
This passage demonstrates the importance of objects to Tom’s overarching sense of selfhood, 

‘[reminding] him that he existed’, as well as the way in which, as Dale highlights, Highsmith 

chose to use the vocabulary of the ‘warmth and emotional depth of human relationships’ to 

describe Tom’s views towards objects.76 Tom’s affection and desire for particular objects is 

rooted in the various economic and symbolic capitals they embody, and which contribute to 

his authoring of a self that combines the best aspects of Dickie’s bourgeois class with his own 

valuation of taste and self-control. 

 
74 Harrison, p. 27. 
75 Shannon, p. 24. 
76 Dale, p. 417. 



 211 

   As with other characters, such as Guy Haines in Strangers, Highsmith emphasizes the 

indeterminacy of Tom’s identity through locating him in a liminal location early in the novel. 

For Guy, this was the train travelling from the North-Eastern states to Texas; for Tom it is the 

boat journey to Europe. As Peter Messent argues: ‘When Ripley crosses the Atlantic, he is 

suspended between continents, between selves, and between the unfulfilled past and the “new 

life” before him’.77 It is also while on the boat that Tom begins to consider the possibilities of 

his new self, using the journey as a ‘clean slate’ (TMR 31), and more specifically the classed 

implications of his performance. After buying a hat during the journey, he thinks how:  

A cap was the most versatile of head-gears, […] and he wondered why he had never 
thought of wearing one before? He could look like a country gentleman, a thug, an 
Englishman, a Frenchman, or a plain American eccentric, depending on how he wore it. 
Tom amused himself in front of the mirror. He had always thought he had the world’s 
dullest face, a thoroughly forgettable face with a look of docility […]. The hat changed 
all that. It gave him a country air, Greenwich, Connecticut, country. Now he was a young 
man with a private income, not long out of Princeton, perhaps (TMR 31). 

 
The narrative foregrounds Tom’s emphasis on, and fetishization of, objects as part of his 

performance of identity. The versatility of the hat is expressed in different modes of wearing 

it, corresponding to various styles which in turn alter perceptions of symbolic capital and status. 

As Tom thinks, he could look like ‘a country gentleman, a thug, an Englishman, a Frenchman, 

or a plain American eccentric, depending on how he wore it’. As with Tom’s performance of 

Dickie in front of the mirror, the objects one wears produce a further change in tone and 

mannerisms. As Bourdieu argues: ‘the sign-bearing, sign-wearing body is also a producer of 

signs which are physically marked by the relationship to the body: thus the valorization of 

virility, expressed in a use of the mouth or a pitch of the voice, can determine the whole of 

working-class pronunciation’.78 The legitimation of Tom’s performance of Dickie, then, relies 

 
77 Messent, p. 68. 
78 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Oxon: Routledge, 2010), pp. 190–
91. 
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on the aligning of particular symbolic artefacts with certain classed practices which confirm 

the possession of multiple forms of capital.    

 Tom’s performance of Dickie incorporates a number of practices which signify the 

possession of various symbolic capitals, effectively redistributing these capitals onto his own 

body. Throughout his friendship with Dickie, Tom comments on numerous items belonging to 

the other man, such as his ‘black alligator wallet’ (TMR 79), or the ‘grey flannel jacket’ Tom 

worries may be ‘recognisable as Dickie’s’ (TMR 122), highlighting how, for Tom, Dickie’s 

identity is bound up in objects. However, it is to Dickie’s rings, which Tom steals immediately 

after murdering him, that the narrative draws particular attention. Shortly after meeting Dickie, 

Tom mentions: ‘He liked them both: a large rectangular green stone set in gold on the third 

finger of his right hand, and on the little finger of the other hand a signet ring, larger and more 

ornate than the signet Mr Greenleaf had worn’ (TMR 44). The ‘large’ and ‘ornate’ rings 

immediately manifest Dickie’s economic wealth, but also represent more symbolic aspects of 

his bourgeois self, in particular the status and heritage attached to his family background; Tom 

had previously ‘stared at the gold signet ring with the nearly worn-away crest on Mr 

Greenleaf’s little finger’ (TMR 11), implying that the rings are related to an old established 

family. As Marcia Pointon argues, historically jewellery ‘may be understood […] as agency in 

the construction of identity and, therefore, also in the articulation of power’.79 Moreover, the 

rings are so synonymous with Dickie’s family identity that Marge sees Tom’s possession of 

them as evidence of Dickie’s intention to commit suicide or change his identity: ‘I can’t 

imagine Dickie without his rings. […] They were just like part of his dressing’ (TMR 223). By 

wresting the rings from Dickie’s cadaver and wearing them himself, Tom produces the effect 

 
79 Marcia Pointon, ‘Valuing the Visual and Visualizing the Valuable: Jewellery and Its Ambiguities’, Cultural 
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of possessing the same material and symbolic capitals, effectively appropriating Dickie’s 

history and status for himself.  

 In addition to taking Dickie’s possessions, Tom substantiates his performance of the 

other man through the imitation of classed actions and practices. All action, as Bourdieu argues, 

constitutes ‘an economy of practices’: ‘struggles over the appropriation of economic or cultural 

goods are, simultaneously, symbolic struggles to appropriate distinctive signs in the form of 

classified, classifying goods or practices’.80 The body, as Bourdieu writes, is a ‘social product’: 

‘it is no accident that bodily properties are perceived through social systems of classification 

which are not independent of the distribution of these properties among the social classes’.81  

Tom attempts to approximate his appearance to Dickie’s, putting on five pounds ‘because 

Dickie’s clothes were just a trifle loose on him’ (TMR 111), and decides to ‘tint his hair a little 

lighter’ (TMR 88), to liken it to Dickie’s ‘sun bleached’ (TMR 78) features. A similar, more 

subtle, practice Tom incorporates into his imitation of Dickie is his commitment to replicating 

the same mistakes in Italian. He notes how ‘Dickie had never used the subjunctive as often as 

it should be used in Italian. Tom studiously kept himself from learning the proper uses of 

subjunctive’ (TMR 117). Encoded within Dickie’s knowledge of Italian, and more specifically 

his failure to learn and use the subjunctive, a linguistical mood used in the expression of doubt 

and uncertainty, is a manifestation of his distance from necessity linked to his class 

background. As Trask suggests: ‘The reason Dickie lacks fluency in the subjunctive, of course, 

is that he rarely finds cause to use it. Blessed with looks, money, and a lifetime of ruling-class 

entitlement, Dickie has as little to doubt about the world as he has to desire from it’.82 

Therefore, despite the fact that Tom’s studious attempts to replicate Dickie’s misuse of the 

subjunctive will have little effect on those who knew Dickie (and immediately recognise Tom 

 
80 Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, p. 247. 
81 Ibid., p. 191. 
82 Michael Trask, ‘Patricia Highsmith’s Method’, American Literary History, 22.3 (2010), 584–614 (p. 598). 
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as an imposter), nor those who didn’t know Dickie (and didn’t know of his lack of fluency in 

the subjunctive), it represents an important signifier of Dickie’s privileged background. For 

Tom, it symbolises the repetition of practices which have specific class connotations.  

 Tom ultimately gains recognition for his new subjectivity through the redistribution of 

Dickie’s estate, achieved through the successful forging of his will. Fraser writes: 

‘Redistributive remedies [to maldistribution] generally presuppose an underlying conception 

of recognition’ and can be employed ‘as an expression of recognition’.83 As Tom considers his 

future, he has the ‘bright idea’ of forging a will ‘bequeathing him [Dickie’s] money and his 

income’ (TMR 180). Tom drafts the will on ‘Dickie’s own Hermes’ typewriter, ‘which was so 

in need of repair that its quirks were as recognizable as a particular handwriting’, and ‘thought 

it better not to add a witness less the banks or Mr Greenleaf challenge him to the extent of 

demanding to know who the witness was’ (TMR 185). Seeing the will as evidence of Dickie’s 

suicide, Mr Greenleaf pledges his support to Tom’s claim, much to Tom’s disbelief: ‘was it a 

joke? […] Mr Greenleaf wouldn’t joke like this, not in a million years. […] It was his! Dickie’s 

money and his freedom’ (TMR 249). This redistribution of Dickie’s inheritance confirms 

Tom’s new class subjectivity. It provides him with an economic base to support the symbolic 

practices Tom has begun performing, and represents an equal reallocation of opportunities, 

expressed here as Dickie’s ‘freedom’. Furthermore, the belief in the legitimacy of the will 

grants Tom legal recognition of this new identity. As Honneth writes: ‘[i]n being legally 

recognized, one is now respected with regard not only to the abstract capacity to orient oneself 

vis-à-vis moral norms, but also to the concrete human feature that one deserves the social 

standing necessary for this’.84 Not only does the will provide a sense of social justice, it 

operates as a reciprocating gaze which constitutes Tom’s new identity. Kelley Wagers 

 
83 Fraser, ‘From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a “Post-Socialist” Age’, p. 73. 
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describes it thus: ‘Tom emerges, quite heroically in his view, as a composite being, in full 

possession of Dickie’s money, Dickie’s things, and most importantly an air of sophistication 

that Dickie might have cultivated. Having obliterated Tom’s and Dickie’s least desirable 

qualities and merged their best, Highsmith’s self-made man […] is born more than the sum of 

his parts’.85 

 

Forgery and Self-Fashioning 
 
Throughout the four novels succeeding The Talented Mr Ripley, Highsmith depicts Tom 

comfortably installed in a bourgeois life in rural France. He lives in a fortress-like mansion 

called Belle Ombre, ‘a two-story squarish grey stone house with four turrets over four round 

rooms in the upstairs corners, making the house look like a little castle’, with his wife, Heloise 

Plisson, the wealthy heiress to a large pharmaceuticals company (RUG 11). Describing his 

lifestyle, Tom remarks: ‘“I read history […]. I study German. Not to mention that my French 

still needs work. And gardening. I’ve got a pretty big garden in Villeperce. Also I paint,” he 

added, “just for my enjoyment”’ (RUG 54). Tom funds this lifestyle through a combination of 

Dickie’s money, Heloise’s allowance, and an art company dealing in forgeries and art supplies 

around which the plot of Ripley Under Ground revolves. The novel develops the theme of 

forgery briefly explored in The Tremor of Forgery (1969), discussed in chapter 2 of this thesis, 

as well as those of self-fashioning and identity established in The Talented Mr Ripley. Art and 

forgery are largely employed as a metaphor for Tom’s broader sense of self. The relationship 

between art and identity is a common theme in literature, most notably in Oscar Wilde’s The 

Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), in which a portrait of the eponymous protagonist ages and 

deteriorates instead of its subject. Writing on forgery and identity, Aviva Briefel argues: 

‘Contemporary literary and artistic texts generated a rich rhetoric of forgery, constructing 
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notions of personhood under the guise of imposing divisions between authentic and inauthentic 

objects. [They] seized the powerful rhetoric of fakes to tell their own stories about identity and 

to impose ideologically motivated hierarchies between types of persons’.86 Throughout Ripley 

Under Ground, the narrative’s discussion of art and forgery operates as a justification for 

Tom’s self-authored identity and broader outlook. The narrative places this in tension with 

other characters through their differing attitudes towards forgery.  

 In Ripley Under Ground, Tom clashes with the American businessman Thomas 

Murchison over their contrasting attitudes towards forgery. The novel is set six years after the 

events of The Talented Mr Ripley, introducing Tom in his new life in rural France. Along with 

some friends who own an art gallery in London, Tom has concocted a forgery scheme in which 

a young artist, Bernard Tufts, produces paintings under the name of a painter, Phillip Derwatt, 

who is in fact deceased. Derwatt Ltd., the company set up to handle the business, also brings 

in revenue through royalties on art supplies and an art school in Perugia, ‘mainly for nice old 

ladies and American girls on holiday, but a source of income, too’ (RUG 10). The scheme is 

threatened by Murchison, an art collector who notices that one of his paintings returns to a 

particular shade of purple the artist had abandoned: ‘I find it curious. A painter doesn’t usually 

go back to a colour he’s discarded’ (RUG 35), Murchison tells Tom. After inviting Murchison 

to his house and failing to convince him to drop his suspicions, Tom murders him in his cellar, 

hitting him over the head with a bottle of wine. For the rest of the novel Tom defends his 

business interests, covering up Murchison’s death by dropping his body in a river, and 

attempting to persuade the increasingly unstable Bernard to continue with the forgeries. 

Instead, Bernard kills himself in Salzburg, ‘the home of Mozart, another artist who had died 
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young’ (RUG 211), with Tom using the body to stage the death of ‘Derwatt’, completing 

Bernard’s symbolic morphing into his artistic idol.   

 The novel’s discussion of forgery operates as a metaphor for the overarching themes of 

self-fashioning and identity explored throughout the Ripley novels, even serving as a 

justification for Tom’s belief in the instability and fluidity of the self. Tom hangs a Bernard 

Tufts forgery in the pride of place in his living room, expressing his preference for the 

imitations: ‘Logically, “The Red Chairs,” a genuine Derwatt, should have the place of honour 

in the room over the fireplace. Typical of him that he had put the phoney in the choice spot, he 

supposed’ (RUG 55). Indeed, for Tom, rather than simply representing forgeries, Bernard 

effectively became Derwatt when imitating his style. Bernard himself reflects on how his 

paintings had ‘evolved in four or five years the way Derwatt’s paintings might have evolved’ 

(RUG 111). There is equal parallel in the way forgeries and the performance of identity are 

legitimated through the centrality of labour and its simultaneous invisibility. As Tom considers: 

‘If one painted more forgeries than one’s own paintings, wouldn’t the forgeries become more 

natural, more real, more genuine to oneself, even than one’s own painting? Wouldn’t the effort 

go out of it and the work become second nature’ (RUG 20). As Wagers suggests: ‘For Tom, 

artists and work gain value through their proliferation, and their duplicators are creators, 

despite the false name under which they labor’.87 The emphasis Tom places on the labour 

involved in forgery even renders the imitation a greater achievement than the original, a 

sentiment mirrored in his own perceived betterment of Dickie. He thinks to himself: ‘How had 

[Han] Van Meegeren put it (or had Tom himself put it that way, in one of his notebooks)? “An 

artist does things naturally, without effort. Some power guides his hand. A forger struggles, 

and if he succeeds, it is a genuine achievement.” Tom realised it was his own paraphrase’ (RUG 

64). For Tom, as for van Meegeren, the act of forgery challenges established notions of truth 
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and authenticity; as Jonathan Keats notes: ‘van Meegeren symbolized the virtue of challenging 

authority’.88 In this sense, Tom’s preference of forgeries encapsulates his broader outlook, in 

particular his valorisation of artifice and the hidden nature of the labour which contributes to 

its appearance. 

 Tom’s attitudes are placed in tension with the wealthy American art collector, 

Murchison, who, as Peters notes, is ‘representative of what Tom views as the “old” order of 

the New World that his self-imposed estrangement in Europe had thus far allowed him to 

circumvent’.89 Tom attempts to convince Murchison to conform to his own view: ‘Why 

couldn’t he put it into words, put it well enough to convince Murchison?’ (RUG 63). However, 

in an instance of misrecognition, Murchison retorts:  

I cannot understand your total disconnection with the truth of things […]. An artist’s 
style is his truth, his honesty. Has another man the right to copy it in the same way that 
a man copies another man’s signature? And for the same purpose, to draw on his 
reputation, his bank account? A reputation already built by a man’s talent? (RUG 63). 

 
The novel’s conflation of painting and notions of identity, clearly alluding to Tom’s forgery of 

Dickie’s signature, draws their contrasting beliefs into focus. Tom responds to this rejection of 

his worldview by undermining Murchison’s artistic integrity. As Peters argues, ‘the large, 

slightly buffoon-like Murchison [draws] attention to the futility of any debate concerning 

authenticity and forgery’.90 Tom thinks: ‘Murchison was not artistic. Or he wouldn’t be talking 

like this. Murchison didn’t appreciate Bernard’, despite the fact that his work, in Tom’s 

opinion, ‘was undeniably the work of a fine painter’ (RUG 63-4). Instead, Tom points to 

 
88 Han van Meegeren was a Dutch painter who achieved infamy through his successful forgeries of prestigious 
Vermeer paintings. His forgeries were discovered due to a particular method of preparing paints using a 
chemical component manufactured in the 20th century. van Meegeren, as Keats continues, was embraced by the 
press rather than being condemned for his crimes. As Serena Davies writes: ‘If the pinnacle of Western art is 
arguably Leonardo da Vinci, his shadow self in the pantheon of forgers is Han van Meegeren’. Jonathan Keats, 
Forged: Why Fakes Are the Great Art of Our Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 69; Serena 
Davies, ‘The Forger Who Fooled the World’, The Telegraph, 2006 
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/3654259/The-forger-who-fooled-the-world.html> [accessed 27 
January 2020]. 
89 Peters, p. 151. 
90 Ibid., p. 159. 
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Murchison’s capitalist background in a trade focussed on utility, rather than aesthetics, to 

discredit his views on art: ‘At least Bernard was a man of talent, of more talent than Murchison 

with his plumbing, his pipe-laying, his packaging of transportable items, an idea which anyway 

had come from a young engineer in Canada, Murchison had said’ (RUG 64). Murchison’s 

imitation of a ‘young engineer in Canada’ ultimately exposes the hypocrisy in his attitudes, 

while his association with gross commercialism undermines the credibility of his views on 

art.91 By emphasizing this using Tom’s perspective, not only do the character and narrative 

reject Murchison’s views, they coerce the reader into doing to the same.  

 The depiction of Murchison’s murder evokes a number of reoccurring themes 

throughout the Ripley series, and Highsmith’s oeuvre more broadly. The scene develops the 

comedic overtones which characterise the author’s later depictions of violence, while 

underlining the sense of control which is central to Tom’s outlook. The murder is preceded by 

a moment in which Murchison sees through Tom’s posing as Derwatt: ‘Your hands. You can’t 

put a beard on those, can you?’ (RUG 66). In this instant of recognition, Murchison not only 

sees through Tom’s Derwatt disguise, but also the veneer of respectability Tom has 

constructed, allowing him, as Wagers argues, to ‘reasonably present his murder of […] 

Murchison as a kind of self-defense’.92 As Murchison prepares to leave Belle Ombre, Tom 

offers him a bottle of wine from his cellar. The ‘miniscule but further insult and annoyance’ 

Tom feels at Murchison’s ‘rejection of his wine’ causes him to ‘[pick] up the bottle almost at 

once and [swing] it at Murchison’ (RUG 66), lacing the scene with a sense of irony which 

evokes laughter, rather than sympathy, from the reader. In spite of the spontaneity of the 

murder, the narrative conveys Tom’s actions with a familiar sense of control; he drags the 

 
91 This association with mass consumerism highlights a further distinction between Bernard’s forgeries and the 
attempted imitation of Levi’s in The Tremor of Forgery discussed in chapter 2. As well as the contrasting levels 
of execution, art and painting carry connotations of high culture and difficulty which imbue Bernard with a degree 
of talent and taste, while the failed attempt to replicate a mass-produced item further undermines the credentials 
of the un-named forger. 
92 Wagers, p. 264. 
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cadaver to a dark corner of his cellar where he ‘was more or less visible, if someone stood in 

the middle of the cellar’ (RUG 66), before almost instinctively resolving to drive Murchison’s 

belongings to the airport and leave them there, stopping for a beer on the way home (RUG 67-

8). There is only the merest hint of panic in the way he ‘turned around in circles, looking for 

an old rag anywhere, even newspaper’ with which to clean or cover the blood, which had 

‘mingled’ with the wine (RUG 66). Moreover, recalling the probable murder scene in The 

Tremor of Forgery, the narrative displaces the sensation of feeling from Murchison onto the 

wine bottle: ‘the bottle broke, wine splashed, and the base of the bottle fell to the floor. 

Murchison reeled against the wine racks, jiggling it all, but nothing else fell, except Murchison’ 

(RUG 66). Murchison is rendered the object, rather than subject, of the scene. This denial of 

recognition represents a broader rejection of the character’s attitudes towards art and the related 

connotations of identity. 

 

Ripley’s Exceptionalism 
 
Throughout both The Talented Mr Ripley and Ripley Under Ground, Tom’s capacity to commit 

crimes without conventional experiences of guilt or remorse (although he does later express 

some amount of regret over Dickie’s murder) indicate the Übermensch qualities that underpin 

Highsmith’s construction of his character.93 In particular, Tom exemplifies the way in which 

an Übermensch constructs their own values, independent of the values of others: as Zarathustra 

declares in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1885): ‘A change in values – that means a change in the 

creators of values. He who has to be a creator always has to destroy’.94 Discussing this further, 

Francesca Cauchi writes: ‘it is the individual’s sovereign duty to reinterpret or “recreate” this 

 
93 Later, in Ripley Under Water, Tom admits: ‘Dickie Greenleaf. […] The first man he had killed, and the only 
one he regretted killing, really, the only crime he was sorry about’. Patricia Highsmith, Ripley Under Water 
(London: Virago, 2015), p. 11. All further references are to this edition and appear bracketed as RUW and page 
numbers in the body of the text.  
94 Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and No One’, in The Nietzsche Reader, 
ed. by Keith Ansell Pearson and Duncan Large (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 254–92 (p. 266). 
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world on the foundations of his own understanding […] and thereby “bestow” upon it the value 

he deems it to have, rather than submit to a table of values foisted upon him by the Church 

Fathers’.95 Nietzsche suggests that a defining characteristic of the Übermensch is his 

transcendence of typical societal values and norms, and his creation of new, alternative morals. 

In this sense, Tom Ripley, who rejects conventional Christian morality and instead rationalises 

his actions through conforming to alternative values, by which he is generally absolved of 

feeling guilt or remorse, epitomises the Übermensch. 

 Highsmith explores Tom’s exceptionalism and places his values in tension with other 

members of society in the third book of the series, Ripley’s Game. The novel predominantly 

focusses on Tom’s corruption of the ‘priggish and self-righteous’ picture framer, Jonathan 

Trevanny, who Tom recommends for the job of ‘two ‘“simple murders” and perhaps one theft, 

also safe and simple’ of Hamburg mafia members, after Trevanny indicates knowledge of his 

shady past.96 For the crimes, Trevanny, who is suffering with terminal myeloid leukaemia and 

whose trade is not profitable, would earn forty thousand pounds, ‘a sum which meant the 

mortgage paid off at once, a couple of hire-purchase items paid off, the interior of his house 

painted where it needed to be painted, a television set, a nest-egg put aside for [his son] 

Georges' university, a few new clothes for [his wife] Simone and himself - ah, mental ease! 

Simply freedom from anxiety’ (RG 46). Worried that ‘[h]e would not leave Simone very 

secure’ (RG 15), Jonathan reluctantly agrees, and travels to Hamburg to carry out the crime. 

He shoots one mafioso at point-blank range in a busy train station, dropping the gun and 

retreating into the crowd. However, for the second murder, Jonathan is aided by Tom, who 

garrottes a Mafia member on a train, before throwing him from the carriage. With the murders 

complete, Jonathan begins to spend his money, telling his wife it has come from a bet between 

 
95 Francesca Cauchi, ‘Rilke’s Orpheus and Nietzsche’s Übermensch: Alternative modes of being in becoming’, 
Journal of European Studies, 43.3 (2013), pp. 209-226 (p. 211). 
96 Patricia Highsmith, Ripley’s Game (London: Virago, 2015), pp. 27, 5. All further references are to this edition 
and appear bracketed as RG and page numbers in the body of the text.  



 222 

two doctors against a new treatment. Simone, however, does not believe him and becomes 

suspicious of his relationship with Tom Ripley: ‘This man has trapped you - and why? For 

money. He pays you. But why? - You want me to think that you are a criminal too? Like that 

monster?’ (RG 219). Jonathan meets his demise helping Tom fight off some Mafia members 

who have tracked him back to France. The novel’s final scene depicts an encounter between 

Tom and Simone following Jonathan’s funeral, where she spits at Tom, ashamed of her 

decision to keep her widow’s money and not turn Tom in to the police.   

 Ripley’s Game is unique in the Ripley quintet in that, for large periods of the novel, the 

narrative is focalised through the perspective of a character other than Tom. As Wilson notes, 

‘acting like a malevolent off-stage Prospero, Ripley manipulates the action, crafting the scenes 

of his amoral drama and shaping the lives of his characters as if they were mere puppets in a 

toy theatre’.97 An inevitable consequence of this shift in narrative perspective is a more 

sympathetic and favourable depiction of Jonathan, who is progressively seduced by Tom’s 

alternative vision of the world. As Jonathan tells Simone, after she questions why does ‘[he] 

see this monster?’: ‘Tom was not really such a monster. But how to explain’ (RG 218). Despite 

his ‘sneering’ (RG 10) response to Tom at a party, Jonathan represents an average, 

unexceptional individual with whom the reader can readily identify. Both his medical condition 

and financial circumstances suggest a precarity from which Tom is generally insulated; 

describing his cancer, Jonathan notes how ‘[o]n the average, it killed after six to twelve years, 

or six to eight even. Jonathan was entering his sixth year’ (RG 14), while his shop ‘wasn't a 

lucrative business. He scraped along’ (RG 15). He increasingly shares Tom’s hatred of the 

Mafia, describing how he ‘felt no mercy’ (RG 71) towards the Mafioso he was going to kill, 

and comes to view Tom as a divine figure. While driving to dispose of a dead mafioso and 

reflecting on his own mortality, Jonathan turns and looks towards Tom: ‘But Tom was alive. 

 
97 Wilson, p. 328. 
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Tom was driving the car, Jonathan thought, like God himself’ (RG 246). This comparison to a 

god-like figure overtly suggests Ripley’s exceptionalism. Wilson opines: ‘With the corruption 

and death of an innocent, the transgressive deification – the transition of Ripley from self-

invented man to amoral omniscient – is complete’.98 Similarly, Hesford adds that Tom ‘figures 

an exceptionalism understood as both a distinction from the normal or the conventional, as well 

as an “excellence (imminence and superiority)” in relation to it’.99 By locating the narrative 

and the reader in Jonathan’s perspective, Highsmith encourages us to share this image of Ripley 

as an almost supernatural being.  

  The narrative’s alignment of the reader’s and Jonathan’s perspectives allows us to 

experience the seemingly enjoyable consequences of murder. This is a defining feature of the 

Ripley novels, which subvert those genre norms that codify murder as heinous and shocking. 

However, the use of Jonathan’s perspective, an average individual who struggles with the 

moral implications of crime, resonates more closely with the reader and allows for a more 

straightforward identification. In particular, the reader shares in the affective pleasure Jonathan 

experiences from the consumer goods his new-found income allows him to purchase. Shortly 

after receiving half of the total amount for his first crime, Jonathan buys a ‘mustard-coloured 

tweed suit for Simone’, paying particular attention to the ‘rounded collar, the dark yellow tweed 

flickered with brown, the four brown buttons set in a square on the jacket’ (RG 81). Jonathan 

describes how he ‘gazed with pleasure at the new material being folded with care between 

snowy sheets of paper. And Simone’s appreciation gave [him] pleasure all over again’ (RG 

81). He also buys a ‘handsome’, three-thousand-franc Chesterfield sofa ‘recently covered in 

new black leather’ (RG 144), later noting its ‘luxurious squeaking’ (RG 227) as he sits on it. 

The affect these objects engender in Jonathan alters his perception of criminality, instead 

 
98 Ibid., p. 330. 
99 Hesford, p. 110. 
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rendering it a ‘happy object’, in the sense that, as Sara Ahmed writes, ‘certain objects become 

imbued with positive affect as good objects’.100 Ahmed refers not only to ‘physical or material 

things, but also to anything that we imagine might lead us to happiness, including objects in 

the sense of values, practice, and styles, as well as aspirations’.101 Jonathan himself comes to 

believe ‘that what he had done wasn’t exactly like murder’ (RG 110), and attempts to justify 

his actions to his wife by saying ‘the men we killed were criminals and murderers themselves. 

You must admit that’ (RG 228). In doing so, Jonathan, and the reader, come to share the idea 

of murder as justified and normative behaviour, as it is presented throughout the Ripley novels.   

Such a view of murder is supported by the narrative itself. Reflecting the broader trend 

in Highsmith’s later fiction, as discussed throughout chapter 3, Ripley’s Game exhibits dark 

comedy which, as Wilson notes, ‘runs through the book like a rancid underwater stream’.102 

This is particularly pronounced in the novel’s depictions of violence towards the Mafia, who 

Tom ‘hated’ and who ‘made him feel almost virtuous by comparison’ (RG 112). For example, 

Tom yells to ‘mind the rug with that blood’ (RG 191) as he and Jonathan drag the body of a 

Mafioso into his living room. Equally, evoking the representations of Kenneth Rowajinski in 

A Dog’s Ransom (1972), the cartoonish portrayals of suffering provoke laughter and pleasure, 

rather than shock and sympathy, from the reader.103 When murdering a mafioso on the train, 

the narrative presents the victim as grotesquely disgusting: the ‘gurgle stopped, his tongue 

began to protrude from the awful wet mouth, his eyes closed in misery, then opened in horror, 

and began to have the blank, what’s-happening-to-me stare of the dying’ (RG 114). The 

narrative’s cartoonish, and grotesque, image of the dying Mafia member produces the same 

reaction in the reader between laughter and disgust, as was discussed in chapter 2 in relation to 

 
100 Sara Ahmed, ‘Happy Objects’, in The Affect Theory Reader, ed. by Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth 
(Durham, NC.: Duke University Press, 2010), pp. 29–51 (p. 34). 
101 Ibid., p. 41. 
102 Wilson, p. 328. 
103 Similarly, Peters notes how Tom’s murders ‘veer increasingly toward the slapstick’ as the novels progress. 
See Peters, p. 146. 
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Florence’s ailments in ‘The Car’. In his definition of the grotesque, Philip Thomson argues that 

its ultimate effect is ‘alienation’; it forces the reader ‘out of accustomed ways of perceiving 

the world and confronts him with a radically different, disturbing perspective’ while also 

rendering ‘horrifying and disgusting aspects of existence […] less harmful through the 

introduction of a comic perspective’.104 Indeed, the murder scene lessens the threatening nature 

of the Mafia members through their cartoonish suffering. This feeling is reinforced through 

Tom’s description of ‘disposing’ (RG 211) and ‘eliminating’ (RG 126), rather than killing, 

Mafia members, while, equating murder with a form of labour, he tells Jonathan how it was ‘a 

pleasure for me to help you put a little money in your pocket’ (RG 126). Doing so trivialises 

murder. 

Highsmith underlines Tom’s exceptionality in the final lines of the novel, where he has 

a short encounter with Jonathan’s widow, Simone, who represents the established ethical 

arbitration of right and wrong. As Peters argues, Tom is ultimately protected by Highsmith 

from facing the moral consequences of his actions; characters who ‘attempt such a 

confrontation […] are either killed (Mucheson in Ripley Under Ground), or proved to be 

hypocritical and small-minded (Simone in Ripley’s Game).105 Simone rejects Jonathan and his 

wealth on discovering his crimes. She tells him: ‘I cannot like and I cannot love you’ (RG 228). 

She continues: ‘I am sorry to say also that I don’t want to sleep in the same bed with you’ (RG 

231) and describes the money as ‘sordid’ (RG 239). However, when attending Jonathan’s 

funeral in the novel’s final scene, Tom describes how: 

Simone saw him and at once began to glare like a focussing enemy. She paused briefly 
beside him, and as Tom almost came to a stop […] she spat at him. [T]he spit was a kind 
of guarantee, unpleasant to be sure, whether it hit or not. But if Simone hadn’t decided 
to hang on to the money in Switzerland, she wouldn’t have bothered spitting and he 
himself would be in prison. Simone was just a trifle ashamed of herself, Tom thought. In 

 
104 Philip Thomson, The Grotesque (London: Methuen and Co., 1972), pp. 58–59; see also Mary McAleer 
Balkun, ‘The American Grotesque’, Literary Compass, 6.4 (2009), 824–41. 
105 Peters, p. 172. Peters’ spelling of “Murcheson” differs from the spelling (“Murchison”) used throughout the 
edition of the novel cited in this thesis.  
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that, she joined much of the rest of the world. Tom felt, in fact, that her conscience would 
be more at rest than that of her husband, if he were still alive. (RG 256). 
 

Left as a single mother without a secure income, Simone is constrained by her material and 

gendered circumstances, forcing her to compromise her beliefs and thereby creating the shame 

she feels for herself. Moreover, the way in which the passage notes how she ‘joined much of 

the rest of the world’ in this shame indicates the hypocrisy Highsmith detected in society more 

broadly. Simone typifies the ordinariness of the rest of society in the sense that, as Hesford 

argues, throughout Highsmith’s fiction ‘ordinariness signals the web of social and economic 

relations that both produce and constrain subjects’.106 Through this depiction of Simone, and 

her deployment as a metaphor for wider society, the novel ultimately highlights the way in 

which an individual’s moral compass is underpinned, and even governed by, their material 

circumstances. Doing so erodes the moral authority of the established order. By contrast, Tom 

is removed from such constraints; although he values, and even relies, on material things, he 

never appears restrained by his material circumstances, nor is he forced to compromise his 

beliefs. Instead, he is able to continually reproduce himself through objects, redistributing the 

capitals they embody onto himself and employing material culture as an expression of his 

worldview. This both underlines his exceptionality and crystallises a view of his beliefs and 

perspectives as appealing.   

 

Standardising Ripley’s Exceptionality 
 
Throughout the first four novels of the series, Highsmith cultivates an image of Ripley as 

exceptional, encouraging the reader to both admire and identify with him and therefore 

temporarily sharing this feeling of being special. From Tom’s interactions with the undeserving 

elite in The Talented Mr Ripley to Thomas Murchison in Ripley Under Ground and the more 

 
106 Hesford, p. 105. 
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readily identifiable Trevannys in Ripley’s Game, Highsmith emphasises Ripley’s difference 

from, and superiority to, the world around him. The last novel featuring her favourite character, 

Ripley Under Water, was originally planned as depicting Tom’s descent into madness, the fate 

befalling other Highsmith protagonists; the author used the working-title ‘Ripley Touches 

Madness’ and planned to focus, as Wilson notes, on ‘Ripley’s breakdown, a mental collapse 

brought about by the stress of maintaining two separate identities – his comfortable, 

gentlemanly home life […] and his enjoyment of the darker aspects of his existence such as 

forgery and murder’.107 The final novel presents a more fragile and vulnerable version of 

Ripley than in previous novels. Indeed, the book’s title plays on Tom’s fear of water; in The 

Talented Mr Ripley, after revealing that his parents had drowned, he thinks of how ‘as long as 

he could remember he had been afraid of water, and he never learned how to swim’ (TMR 24). 

However, Ripley is spared the fate to which the likes of Charles Bruno, David Kelsey and 

Chester MacFarland are condemned and is protected from madness or legal and moral 

repercussions of his actions. Instead, the novel reaffirms Ripley’s exceptionality, framing it as 

the centre from which everything else is judged.  

  In Ripley Under Water, Tom’s comfortable life in rural France is disturbed by the 

arrival of an American couple to his village. David and Janice Pritchard follow Tom to France 

after spotting his coat in an airport: ‘I seem to remember he saw you at an airport somewhere. 

Noticed your coat. [A]nd David said, “Isn’t that a good-looking coat, I wonder who he is”’ 

(RUW 60). Their interest piqued, the couple move into a house near Tom, and, having 

seemingly uncovered the rumours of Tom’s shady past, begin tormenting him. They phone him 

pretending to be Dickie Greenleaf, dredge the rivers for the body of Thomas Murchison and, 

having found a skeleton, drop it outside of Tom’s house. Tom labels the ‘odd pair’ (RUW 2) 

‘creeps’ (RUW 13), ‘weirdos’ (RUW 34), and ‘mentally sick’ (RUW 11), who ‘want to disturb 

 
107 Wilson, p. 425. 
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other people. That’s how they get their pleasure’ (RUW 18). The novel also suggests that David 

physically abuses Janice: Tom notes ‘definite bruise marks’ on Janice’s arms, and ‘a bluish 

spot on the left side of her neck [that] was a bruise also’ (RUW 58). The Pritchards’ strange 

behaviour marks them out in the local community; Tom’s housekeeper, Madame Annette, for 

example discusses the pair in such a way that ‘made it seem as if the Pritchards were from outer 

space, beyond normal comprehension’ (RUW 219). After returning from a trip to Tangier, on 

which David Pritchard follows him, Tom resolves to try and ‘steer the odious Pritchards away 

from Villeperce’ to avoid bringing ‘trouble and disturbance upon that quiet little town’ (RUW 

97). Tom phones his friend Ed Banbury in London, an accomplice from the Derwatt affair in 

Ripley Under Ground, to come to France and help him. After discovering Murchison’s skeleton 

outside his house, Tom and Ed return it to the Pritchards by dropping it in their pond. As the 

pair come out to investigate the noise, David falls into the pond, accidentally pulling his wife 

in as she tries to help him out. The bodies become the gossip of the town, and the police 

eventually conclude that the deaths were accidental, allowing Tom to continue his idyllic 

existence. 

 A central aspect of Ripley’s construction of an alternative self is the control that he 

exerts upon every aspect of his performance of identity. However, in Ripley Under Water, 

Highsmith depicts a weakening of Tom’s grip on himself.108 Although ultimately abandoning 

the plan to depict the character’s descent into madness, there are residual signs of vulnerability, 

and a loss of control, absent from previous works. Discussing a previous “victim” of David, 

Janice tells Tom how he: ‘wanted to throw him off, make him give a shaky performance’ (RUW 

60). Similarly, David tells Tom how he hopes to have ‘the pleasure of seeing a snob crook like 

you go belly up’ (RUW 83). After a phone call from David, in which he taunts Tom, asking: 

 
108 Highsmith used the phrase ‘to lose grip of himself’ in her notebook when outlining her original idea of 
depicting Tom’s madness. See Patricia Highsmith, ‘1/1/88’, in Cahier 36 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith 
Papers). 
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‘Getting scared, Tom? Voices from the past? From the dead?’ (RUW 164), Tom exhibits 

vulnerability, thinking that: ‘his heart was beating faster than usual. Due to anger? Surprise? 

Not fear, Tom told himself’ (RUW 11). In Ripley Under Water, Highsmith explores a more 

reflective Ripley who, owing to the presence of the Pritchards in his life, seems less assured. 

There is a second mention of fear later in the novel, when Tom ‘asked himself, was he 

collapsing under asshole Pritchard’s heckling? Was he scared, whining for assistance?’ (RUW 

163). Tom’s loss of control is also evident in descriptions of violence. Contrasting the sense of 

cold rationalism present even in Tom’s more spontaneous crimes, such as the murders of 

Freddie Miles and Thomas Murchison, the narrative describes how Tom: ‘suddenly lost his 

temper, exploded, and swung his right leg to give Pritchard a kick in the abdomen’ (RUW 84). 

Highsmith presents a more human version of Tom in comparison to the transcendent 

Übermensch of the earlier novels, a feature aided by the counter-representation of the 

Pritchards as overtly psychotic.  

 Highsmith’s framing of Ripley’s exceptionalism as the centre from which others are 

judged is evident through her exaggeration of the Pritchards’ superficiality and cruelty. As 

Peters argues: the Pritchards are ‘portrayed as psychotic in their inexplicable obsession with 

Ripley and thus are themselves excluded from the legal and symbolic law’.109 Highsmith 

depicts the Pritchards as flat in the sense that, as E. M. Forster writes, the term describes 

characters who are ‘constructed round a single idea or quality’.110 While this is a common 

characteristic of most of Tom’s foes, the Pritchards are arguably the ‘flattest’ of all his 

adversaries.111 Forster argues that ‘the really flat character can be expressed in one sentence’, 

and, demonstrating this, Highsmith herself described the Pritchards’ purpose as ‘simply to 

 
109 Peters, p. 183. 
110 E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (London: Penguin, 2005), p. 73. 
111 The Ripley novels are littered with unfavourable depictions of people who oppose Tom, from Dickie, 
Freddie and Marge in TTMR, through to Murchison, Simone Trevanny and the Mafia in later novels. All evoke 
disdain, and, in varying degrees, conform to ideas of ‘flatness’, a feature which encourages the reader to side 
with Tom. 
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make Tom unhappy’.112 The novel’s unrelentingly venomous portrayal of the pair emphasises 

their cruelty and perversity. From their introduction into the novel, the reader is encouraged to 

adopt Tom’s aversion, as he describes how ‘they don’t look normal to me’ (RUW 6), subtly 

affirming his own demand to be recognised as representing normality. Having been invited for 

drinks at their house, Tom describes Janice’s ‘shrill giggle’ (RUW 28) and David taking ‘a 

mock swot at Janice with fingers crumpled against his palm, narrowly missing her face and 

right shoulder. “I’ll fix you.” He did not smile’ (RUW 31). Tom later thinks to himself: 

‘everything about Pritchard irked him, even the wristwatch, the stretchable gold-bracelet 

variety, expensive and flashy, with gold surround for the watch, gold-coloured face even, 

suitable for a pimp’ (RUW 81). Tom’s use of words like ‘pimp’ and ‘flashy’ emphasise the 

Pritchards’ attention to display and lack of sophistication, distinguishing them from the 

bourgeois society into which Tom is able to blend.   

The narrative’s misrecognition of the Pritchards is underlined through their 

transgression of the cultural standards of polite society in rural France, which reaffirms Tom’s 

exceptionality and his elite, exclusive values as the standard against which such judgments are 

made. In particular, the description focusses on the Pritchards’ supposedly crude taste. For 

example, Antione Grais, Tom’s neighbour, tells him: ‘“they were twice playing music. Late, 

around midnight. After! Pop Music.” He said pop music as if it was amazing that anyone over 

twelve would play pop music’ (RUW 51).113 As well as laughter at the Pritchards, Highsmith 

also subtly ridicules the snobbery of Tom’s neighbour and his incredulity at their popular tastes; 

in The Boy Who Followed Ripley, Tom alludes to Antione’s hypocrisy, describing him as 

‘pretentious enough not to be caught dead with France-Dimanche, but just the type to sneak a 

 
112 Forster, p. 73; Patricia Highsmith, ‘3/7/60’, in Cahier 26 (SLA, Bern, Patricia Highsmith Papers). 
113 Equally, after Tom tells a friend of his wife, Noëlle Hassler, about David Pritchard following them to Tunisia 
on holiday, she replies: ‘What a shame […] that these barbare types like Preetchard can spoil one’s vacation!’ 
(RUW 95).  
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look at someone else’s in a bar-café’.114 Tom himself demonstrates a tolerance of, and even 

taste for, popular culture in Ripley Under Ground, where he puts ‘a Beatles record on to lift his 

spirits’ (RUG 11). The Beatles, and the fanfare which followed their every move during the 

1960s, represent the epitome of pop music and culture. Highlighting the more discreet 

consumption of Tom and Antione, in comparison to the more exhibitionist behaviour of the 

Pritchards, Highsmith draws attention to the implications of the manner in which culture is 

consumed, and the way in which different modes of consumption are entwined within the 

unwritten codes of socially acceptable behaviour in bourgeois culture.  

 Unlike Tom, the Pritchards openly flaunt their difference from the bourgeois norms of 

their neighbours, demonstrating an unruliness and uncouthness in their transgressions. This 

contributes to their misrecognition because, as Sayer highlights, a condition within the process 

of recognition is being able to ‘live and act in ways deserving of recognition’.115 Responding 

to Pritchard’s protests at his ‘right to live where I want to. The same as you’, Tom tells him: 

‘Yes, if you behave like the rest of us’ (RUW 84). Tom here expresses a rare expression of 

solidarity, and exhibits the way in which, as Fraser writes, ‘those occupying advantaged 

positions in the status order […] usually shun recognition of their […] distinctiveness, claiming 

not specificity but universality’.116 There is an underlying irony in Tom’s comment of behaving 

‘like the rest of us’ in that he is unlike anyone else. Central to crime fiction, as John Scaggs 

writes, is ‘identifying those who lie beyond the pale by marking them in some way’. By doing 

so ‘the social order is maintained, and a particular world, or ideology, is further validated and 

disseminated’.117 Here, Highsmith suggests that everyone other than Ripley is ‘beyond the 

 
114 Highsmith, The Boy Who Followed Ripley, p. 62.  
115 Sayer, p. 61. 
116 Fraser gives the examples of men and heterosexuals as those in advantaged status positions. Fraser, 
‘Recognition without Ethics?’, p. 31. 
117 John Scaggs, Crime Fiction: The New Critical Idiom (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), p. 9. 
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pale’, instead validating and legitimising his worldview, and, more specifically, his 

exceptionality.  

 Building on the comedy of Ripley’s Game and her later fiction more generally, 

Highsmith engenders a schadenfreude at the expense of the Pritchards’ demise which, as with 

her class cruelty, assumes a readerly recognition and legitimation of the narrative perspective. 

On various occasions throughout the novel, Tom and his friends ridicule the Pritchards. This 

varies from playing with their name (‘“Preek-Hard”; said Jeff. “Hard-preek,” Ed retorted 

deadpan’ [RUW 119]) to crude depictions of David: ‘Tom drew a primitive Pritchard portrait, 

harsh of line, with dark, round-rimmed glasses, dark eyebrows, mouth open and nearly round 

with speech. […] A rather forceful caricature’ (RUW 162-3). Moreover, the Pritchards’ death 

is perhaps the most overtly comic scene in Highsmith’s oeuvre. Onomatopoeic words describe 

Tom’s dropping of the skeleton into the pond, such as ‘plu-ung’, ‘burble’ and ‘gurgle’ (RUW 

208), before presenting a slapstick scene in which both David and Janice fall into it: ‘They 

heard a cry from Pritchard, then a heavy splash. […] “Chrissake, he’s fallen in!” said Tom. 

“Ma-waa-aa…” That was Pritchard surfacing’ (RUW 209).  As David shouts for his wife to 

pull him out, he instead pulls her in: ‘Seconds of silence, then a shriek from Janice followed 

by another great splash. ‘“My god, they’re both in!” said Tom, hysterically amused’ (RUW 

210). As Jarno Hietalahti argues, ‘humour and laughter most often support the status quo and 

punish unwanted behaviour; ridiculing is a social corrective’.118 In this sense, laughter operates 

as an instance of recognition through which the reader confirms Ripley’s view of the Pritchards 

as silly and crude, and their deaths as deserved.  

 The Pritchards are the last, and most explicit example, of characters through whom 

Highsmith perverts conventional ethical dispositions of good and evil and the moral authority 

 
118 Jarno Hietalahti, ‘Smash and Laugh: A Philosophical Analysis on the Relationship between Humour and 
Violence’, Comedy Studies, 11.1 (2020), 1–11 (p. 3). 
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of the established order. From Dickie’s rejection of Tom in The Talented Mr Ripley, 

Murchison’s refusal to recognise Tom’s views on forgery and authenticity, and the 

magnification of the immorality and psychosis of the Mafia and the Pritchards, Highsmith 

consistently portrays Tom as both exceptional in relation to, and yet more attractive than, the 

society in which he is located. The character represents an appealing vision of sophistication 

and discernment against a backdrop of a society in which, Highsmith suggests, such qualities 

are lacking. As Hesford notes, the Ripley novels offer a ‘discomforting intimate counter-

fantasy’, in which Highsmith ‘[reinscribes] the dominant and the normal’.119 More broadly, 

Ripley encapsulates the fluidity and sense of exceptionality which defines Highsmith’s fiction 

and is integral to her authorial self-fashioning as unique. By inviting the reader to identify with 

Tom and share in the sense of superiority – even snobbishness – he represents, and furthermore 

to misrecognise characters who present rival values, Highsmith promotes readerly recognition 

of an idiosyncratic worldview. Through legitimation of Ripley’s reinvented self, moulded 

around the valorisation of cultural capital and in which the author appears to invest many of 

her own political and ideological perspectives, Highsmith achieves a recognition of her own 

authorial performance as exceptional. 

 

Conclusion 
 
This chapter has shown how the concepts of recognition, misrecognition and redistribution are 

central to understanding the class politics of Highsmith’s Tom Ripley novels. The books depict 

Tom’s trajectory from a dispossessed ‘nobody’, via his construction of an identity which 

incorporates the notions of discerning taste, sophistication and restraint which Highsmith 

valorises throughout her fiction, a self-fashioning of this new self as exceptional, to finally, in 

Ripley Under Water, a rendering of his worldview as the correct one. Tom consistently courts 

 
119 Hesford, pp. 102, 106. 
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a reciprocation of his demand for recognition through which to legitimise his refashioned self, 

which Highsmith grants in a number of ways, such as the legal recognition gained through the 

successful forgery of Dickie’s will and the readerly recognition attained from the normative 

and comedic depictions of violence, in which Tom’s worldview is cast in direct opposition to 

other perspectives. It is through the narrative’s recognition of his constructed self and 

Highsmith’s ultimate reluctance to make him face the moral and legal consequences of the 

criminal actions through which he acquires this new life that Tom retains a sense of 

exceptionality in relation to the rest of her characters, who, like David Kelsey or Chester 

MacFarland, succumb to madness or the law, or both. Through his dispossessed status, both 

through his abstraction from the structures that impose notions of socially acceptable 

behaviour, such as his lack of family, and his protection from financial precarity, Tom is 

liberated from the conditions of existence that restrain her other protagonists. Instead, Tom 

Ripley embodies the transgressive, libertarian and non-conformist exceptionality to which 

most of Highsmith’s criminal-protagonists aspire, but which she ultimately reserves for her 

favourite creation. 

 Highsmith’s protection of Tom from both moral and legal repercussions is not only 

central to the legitimation of the character’s classed self; it also indicates the broader 

significance of the Ripley novels as metaphors for Highsmith’s view of the world, and her 

place within it. Discussing The Tremor of Forgery, A. B. Emrys notes how Highsmith ‘plays 

at length with her established tropes’ and argues that the novel demonstrates ‘how deliberate a 

writer [she] could be and how acutely aware she was of her own work and its influences’.120 

This is equally true for the Ripley novels, in which Highsmith’s development of the character 

and his struggle against the world he inhabits appears increasingly aware of the broader 

 
120 A. B. Emrys, ‘Strangers in Tunisia: Edgar Allan Poe’s Confessional Imp and Patricia Highsmith’s The 
Tremor of Forgery’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 33.2 (2015), 87–96 (p. 87). 



 235 

political and literary landscape. In a world restrained by the confining structures of law, 

economics, and morality, Tom represents a liberation from the established order. As Wilson 

notes: ‘She celebrated irrationality, chaos and emotional anarchy, and regarded the criminal as 

the perfect example of the twentieth-century existentialist hero, a man she believed was “active, 

free in spirit”’.121 Highsmith’s liberation of Tom from social codes, through his dispossessed 

status and his immunity from guilt and punishment, realises the author’s misanthropic vision. 

Unlike her other fictions, in which law and moral order are eventually restored, the Ripley 

novels offer no guarantees or certainties. Throughout the Ripley novels Highsmith mercilessly 

torments and perverts notions of truth and order themselves, undermining them as in the case 

of Thomas Murchison, or presenting them as crude and sadistic, as she does with the Pritchards. 

Doing so represents the author’s positioning of her work as exceptional through its 

transgression of genre conventions. Moreover, through the pleasure of reading her work, 

Highsmith invites her audience to temporarily share in this liberation from typical societal 

constraints and enjoy a fleeting sense of exceptionality. 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
121 Wilson, p. 5. 



 

Conclusion 

The Development of Highsmith’s Class Politics 
 
From Guy’s aspirations of a new life in Strangers on a Train (1950) to the cruel depictions of 

the working-classes in her later writings, this thesis argues for the central importance of social 

class to understanding the fiction of Patricia Highsmith. The discussion has highlighted how 

class is intricately entwined with other aspects of the author’s work, namely depictions of 

space, race, ethnicity and gender, and charted the way in which the author’s class politics 

develop throughout her writings. Through a discussion of these themes, I foreground how class 

in Highsmith’s fiction is principally characterised by two features: an elitist valorisation of 

bourgeois norms and values such as sophistication, refinement and self-restraint, and a radical, 

self-styled individualism ultimately rooted in notions of exceptionalism. Moreover, the thesis 

has established the ways in which Highsmith’s class politics feed into an explicit authorial self-

fashioning, and to the ways in which she has been categorised as a crime writer. Through her 

combination of elitism and individualism, Highsmith’s fiction represents a transgressive 

rejection of the established conventions of the crime fiction genre, instead reproducing herself 

and her fiction as exceptional, a feature encapsulated by the most distinctive feature of her 

works: her amoral protagonists.   

 As well as adding to the growing critical interest in Highsmith and her work, this thesis 

furthers contemporary discussions of the intersectional and interdisciplinary nature of class. As 

Gary Day argues: ‘“Class” is a notoriously difficult term to define because it occurs across a 

range of disciplines – sociology, politics, cultural studies and “literary criticism” – all of which 

give it different meanings, weightings and explanatory values’.1 However, through applying 

 
1 Gary Day, Class: The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 2. 
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modern approaches, in particular those of Pierre Bourdieu and Beverley Skeggs, to 

Highsmith’s fiction, this thesis overcomes the ‘bewildering, if not contradictory’ appearance 

of class, as Will Atkinson summarises current understandings, by exhibiting the concept’s 

interconnectedness with aspects of space, gender, race, locality and religion.2 Rather than 

presenting this approach as a rejection of grand narratives of class, such as Marxism, which, as 

Rosemary Crompton suggests, are adjudged to place ‘too much emphasis on the significance 

of economically determined classes at the expense of other, competing sources of identity’, I 

have shown that material and cultural aspects of class intersect to determine a more varied 

composition of capital which affects the opportunities and advantages afforded to an individual 

in the post-industrial capitalist economy.3 In particular, the thesis proposes new 

conceptualisations of class, such as the notion of ‘class cruelty’ to describe Highsmith’s 

malevolent distrust of large swathes of the community, and a class-inflected theorisation of 

schadenfreude. This contributes to class studies more broadly through both enriching the 

language of class as well as developing understandings of particular aspects of the concept and 

its role in reinforcing structures of power within society.    

 The discussion has suggested a correlation between the chronology of Highsmith’s 

career and the development of the author’s class politics. I have shown that Highsmith’s earlier 

fictions, written during the post-war period of the 1950s and 1960s, establish the prominent 

themes and characteristics which underpin her attitudes. Her depiction of particular places, 

displacement of her protagonists and portrayal of particular racial identities exhibit a peculiarly 

Highsmithian combination of exclusive class values and anarchic individualism. Moreover, 

Highsmith’s attitudes and prejudices become progressively stronger and more explicit in her 

work, contributing to the uniqueness of her style. As Patricia Schartle, who was appointed 

 
2 Will Atkinson, Class (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015), p. 1. 
3 Rosemary Crompton, Class and Stratification, 3rd edn (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), p. 47. 
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Highsmith’s American agent in 1959, observed: ‘The very things I personally disliked, I also 

recognized probably helped her to achieve a certain individuality as a writer: misanthropy, 

malice, which I think ran deep in her nature’.4 As her fiction endorses increasingly cruel class 

politics applied across the political spectrum, reading Highsmith becomes an intimate and 

unsettling experience for the reader. There is a provocative quality to her later work, as it 

challenges readerly subjectivity by coaxing readers into experiencing schadenfreude at the 

expense of the characters from a range of class backgrounds. In doing so, Highsmith assumes 

a readerly cooperation through which she legitimises her class cruelty. This coercive attempt 

to seduce the reader is a distinctive aspect of Highsmith’s work, and is equally evident in her 

characterisation of Tom Ripley, a character who more than any of her other creations, embodies 

the self-styled exceptionality which underpins her fiction.   

 

Class in Highsmith’s Early Fiction 
 
Highsmith’s early novels establish both the prominent characteristics of her class politics, and 

the way in which they are manifest through their intersection with the related concepts of space, 

gender, race and ethnicity. Strangers on a Train (1950) and This Sweet Sickness (1960)  

embody these characteristics in both physical and conceptual spaces, and by doing so exhibit 

what David Harvey describes as  ‘the intricate spatial dynamics of class struggle’.5 Both novels 

demonstrate the way in which Highsmith’s depictions of particular spaces evoke certain class 

implications, and especially the reproduction of bourgeois values. In Sickness, David’s lavishly 

and meticulously furnished second house connotes ideas of sophistication and refinement 

which contrast the mundanity and ‘faded yellow colour’ of his weekday lodgings in a boarding-

 
4 Schartle also recalls the way in which Highsmith was secretive about her past, refusing to answer questions 
about Texas and attempting to assume a superior European view, which Schartle regarded as ‘rather pathetic’. 
Patricia Schartle, quoted in Andrew Wilson, Beautiful Shadow: A Life of Patricia HIghsmith (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2010), p. 219. 
5 David Harvey, Spaces of Hope (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), p. 47. 
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house.6 Similarly, in Strangers, Highsmith portrays the American North and South as polarities 

representing conflicting ideas of class and status. While Texas and the South is rendered as 

unruly, chiefly through Highsmith’s portrayal of Miriam Haines’ Southern femininity as 

vulgar, New England appears as subtle, complex and, ultimately, desirable. Anne Faulkner’s 

Northern femininity conforms to more idealised values of self-restraint and subtlety; instances 

of disorder appear permissible, even alluring, in the context of Anne and her North Eastern 

lifestyle, evoking notions of self-governance through the restraint with which the chaos is 

produced, as opposed to depictions of the South as wild and capricious.       

 Integral to Highsmith’s spatial framing of class throughout these novels is the way in 

which the placement, or displacement, of characters affects their behaviour and produces 

alternative classed implications. Foregrounding a broader trend in her fiction, Highsmith’s 

protagonists appear physically and conceptually displaced on the fringes of society. For 

example, David Kelsey’s heterotopic second house supports the alternative William 

Neumeister identity, as whom he eats more luxurious foods, listens to classical music, and 

constructs an imaginary version of an ex-girlfriend. Guy and Bruno occupy more conceptually 

marginal spaces of liminality and Thirdspace. This displacement also facilitates transgressive 

acts, such as committing murder, without experiencing conventional reactions of guilt or 

remorse. Both instances demonstrate the way in which, as Kevin Hetherington argues, marginal 

spaces ‘serve the purpose of providing a distinctive place in which social structures are 

challenged’.7 Indeed, from their marginal positioning, and the liberation they experience from 

the confines of class and identity, David, Guy and Bruno embody an individualism and self-

styled exceptionalism which is at odds with the ideological conformity of the post-war period. 

While marginalised, each character attempts to fashion an alternative self which reflects, or 

 
6 Patricia Highsmith, This Sweet Sickness (London: Virago, 2016), p. 11. 
7 Kevin Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, Performance, Politics (London: Sage Publications, 1998), 
p. 18. 
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even challenges, the boundaries of heteronormative, bourgeois class values. These selves, 

however, are confined to their marginal displacement, and all three are eventually punished for 

their transgressions; David and Bruno both die by their own actions after believing their 

delusions of Nietzschean transcendence, while Guy’s return from his liminal status is marked 

by his confession and arrest for murdering Bruno’s father.   

 Highsmith develops the themes of displacement and marginality in her ex-patriate 

fiction, in which the author’s class politics are interwoven with a growing interest in ideas of 

imperialism and her attitudes towards race. Throughout novels set outside the United States, 

Highsmith displaces morally ambiguous Americans in non-American settings which, as David 

Cochran argues, ‘challenged the Cold War paradigm which pronounced America's fitness to 

dominate the world’.8 Her ridiculing of the idealistic, but facile, Francis Adams in The Tremor 

of Forgery (1969), is perhaps the most explicit example of the author’s anti-imperialist 

sentiments, although this is implicitly reaffirmed through the portrayal of Howard Ingham, 

whose moral outlook and sense of self is seemingly eroded by his stay in Tunisia. The corrosive 

effect of Tunisia on Ingham highlights how Highsmith’s critique of imperialism is undermined 

by her own racist politics, which are rooted in the author’s sense of (white) exclusiveness. The 

novel draws upon Orientalist and racist tropes, for example the inferior intelligence, laziness, 

and overactive sexuality which, as Alex Callinicos argues, characterise ‘the traditional Western 

stereotype of Africans’.9 Doing so reproduces Tunisians as a cultural and racial other, exploited 

by Westerners for sexual gratification, and ultimately highlights the way in which race 

underpins the domination of the capitalist class by, as Callinicos continues, imputing values 

onto the oppressed group ‘which serve to justify their oppression’.10 

 
8 David Cochran, America Noir: Underground Writers and Filmmakers of the Postwar Era (Washington: 
Smithsonian Books, 2000), p. 163. 
9 Alex Callinicos, Race and Class (London: Bookmarks, 1993), p. 17. 
10 Ibid. 
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 Highsmith’s racism also articulates her class politics through her reproduction of 

idealised constructions of whiteness. As Richard Dyer summarises, ‘the power value of 

whiteness resides above all in its instabilities and apparent neutrality, [and] the colour [carries] 

the more explicit symbolic sense of moral and also aesthetic superiority’.11 Highsmith’s 

depictions of Greeks and Mexicans deviate from this ideal of whiteness, and they are instead 

shown to constitute a form of non-whiteness that is ultimately characterised through its 

association to working-class tropes. For Niko, in The Two Faces of January (1964), this is 

primarily evidenced through his dirtiness, with the narrative drawing particular attention to his 

hands and fingernails; for the Mexican characters of ‘In The Plaza’ (1945) and ‘The Car’ 

(1948), racial otherness is codified through ideas of cunning, greed and sexual promiscuity. 

Through her reproduction of racial tropes that exclude undesirable groups from the “white” 

category, Highsmith implicitly valorises more exclusive ideas of whiteness, and the elitist class 

values it encapsulates. Highsmith’s Mexican short stories also anticipate the more affective 

nature of class in the author’s later fiction and, as they revel in the misfortunes of both Mexican 

and American characters, indicate the strange political gestures which support Highsmith’s 

performance of an exceptional fluidity.             

 

Class, Affect and the Reader 
 
The 1970s represented a marked shift in the development of Highsmith’s class politics. Her 

writings reflected the various prejudices and deepening misanthropy harboured by the author 

in a more explicit manner than her earlier works. A dark sense of humour laces her cruelty in 

these novels and short stories. I have produced a class-reading of schadenfreude to demonstrate 

the way in Highsmith’s malevolence is rooted in the author’s wide-ranging and visceral class 

prejudices. Through the endorsement of pleasure at the expense of individuals in particular 

 
11 Richard Dyer, White (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 70. 
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class situations, Highsmith’s narratives are positioned antagonistically towards the ridiculed 

subject. As Colin Leach et al. argue, ‘schadenfreude establishes an antagonistic relationship to 

the unfortunate other’.12 In sharing in this pleasure, the reader is implicated in the narrative’s 

class politics. At times, this pleasure works with conventional classed dispositions; for 

example, ridicule of the inept political establishment in ‘Sweet Freedom! And a Picnic on the 

White House Lawn’ and the wealthy residents of a luxury apartment block in ‘Trouble at the 

Jade Towers’, both from the collection Tales of Natural and Unnatural Catastrophes (1987), 

simulate a radically leftist position. However, reflecting Highsmith’s undiscriminating cruelty 

and her authorial self-fashioning as exceptional, these stories also advocate more extreme 

viewpoints. In particular, her fiction provokes pleasure at the expense of individuals in 

precarious positions, such as the working-class doorman of the Jade Towers, a feature that 

evokes the right-wing attitudes emboldened throughout Highsmith’s later writings.   

One of the most distinctive aspects of these more provocative later writings, I argue, is 

Highsmith’s ‘class cruelty’, a term I coin to describe the reactionary forms of harm at play in 

her work. In both A Dog’s Ransom (1972) and People Who Knock on the Door (1983), 

Highsmith presents unsympathetic depictions of working-class characters, encouraging a 

schadenfreude at their expense which interpellates readers into complicity with their suffering. 

She presents the misfortunes of both Kenneth Rowajinski and Irene Langley in an overtly 

comedic fashion, employing episodes of slapstick and ridicule to provoke laughter, and a sense 

of gratification from the reader at the expense of the characters. This schadenfreude is 

supported by Highsmith’s use of flattery via disgust and disavowal. Her caricatures of working-

classness are intended to provoke disgust, such as the exaggeration of Irene’s poor hygiene. 

Disgust, as Imogen Tyler argues, is engendered in response to ‘the imagined over-proximity or 

 
12 Colin W. Leach, Russel Spears, Nyla R. Branscombe and Bertjan Doosie, ‘Malicious Schadenfreude at the 
Suffering of Another Group’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84.5 (2003), 932–43. 
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intrusiveness of the disgusting thing’.13 Through experiencing this disgust, the reader not only 

confirms the narrative’s cruel class politics in relation to working-class characters, but also 

ensures their own distinction from the disgusting person, instead reproducing themselves as 

judicious and sophisticated. By this mechanism, they are interpellated into a more flattering 

subjectivity.  

Assumption of readerly cooperation is also necessary to the Ripley novels, which 

represent the clearest concentration of Highsmith’s class politics and illustrate their broader 

significance to her authorial self-fashioning. Focussing, as Nancy Fraser argues, on 

‘judgements about the value of various practices, traits and identities’, the concept of 

recognition, as well as related ideas of misrecognition, redistribution and dispossession, are 

central to understanding the class politics of this series.14 Through Tom’s orphaned status, 

Highsmith both establishes a narrative of dispossession and removes the character from the 

Oedipal structures which impose social and moral constraints. Liberated from the limitations 

imposed by the symbolic order, Tom embarks on the most extensive self-fashioning of any of 

Highsmith’s characters, constructing an identity rooted in the defining features of his author’s 

class politics: subtlety, sophistication, exceptionality and self-control. He primarily achieves 

this through a redistribution of both material and symbolic capitals from Dickie Greenleaf. 

Highsmith legitimises Tom’s new self through a refusal to recognise members of the wealthy 

elite, who are rendered as undeserving of their lofty position; this misrecognition also justifies 

Tom’s murders. As Fraser argues: ‘misrecognition constitutes a denial of personhood and 

‘being prevented from participating as a peer in social life’.15 Misrecognition strips Tom’s 

murders of their moral consequences and establishes the basis for the development of an 

exceptional selfhood evident throughout the subsequent novels in the series.     

 
13 Imogen Tyler, Revolting Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain (London: Zen 
Books, 2013), p. 22. 
14 Nancy Fraser, ‘Recognition without Ethics?’, Theory, Culture and Society, 18 (2001), pp. 22-27 (p. 23). 
15 Ibid., p. 24. 
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As the Ripley novels progress, Tom comes to embody both radical individualism and 

self-styled exceptionalism. Later novels in the series, such as Ripley’s Game (1974) and Ripley 

Under Water (1991) exhibit the more affective tendencies of Highsmith’s later fiction, which, 

as noted above, coerce the reader into reciprocating the gaze of her narratives and recognising 

the validity of the author’s strange political gestures. Tom’s exceptionality is an increasingly 

prominent feature of these novels, as Highsmith emphasises his symbolic liberation; he is never 

forced to confront the legal or moral consequences of his actions and is protected from the 

financial precarity that forces other characters to compromise their ethical codes. Moreover, 

Highsmith centres Tom’s exceptionality, recodifying it as the norm against which other 

characters are judged. The reader is coaxed into legitimating this through the increasingly 

comical deaths suffered by Tom’s adversaries, which are intended to provoke laughter rather 

than sympathy. As such, Ripley epitomises the fluidity, individualism and exceptionalism 

which are integral to the queer uniqueness of Highsmith’s authorial self. Tom represents both 

the freedom from moral and legal constraints and the fluidity which reflect Highsmith’s own 

evasion of expressions of commonality. The elitism evident in Tom’s appreciation for high 

culture throughout the novels reflects Highsmith’s view of her own fiction as representing ideas 

of complexity and subtlety. Rather than just ‘describ[ing] brutality and gore’, Highsmith 

suggests how her work provides ‘insight, character, an opening of new horizons for the 

imagination of the reader’.16 Moreover, Highsmith’s refusal to restore law and order in the 

Ripley novels represents an anarchic rejection of the crime fiction genre and indicates her own 

authorial performance as unique.17 

 

 
16 Patricia Highsmith, Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction (London: Sphere, 2016), p. 120. 
17 For example, Guy’s submission to the private detective in the final lines of Strangers, Vic Van Allen’s 
madness at the end of Deep Water and Clarence Duhamel’s death in A Dog’s Ransom demonstrate how 
Highsmith portrayed the triumph of law and order in an unsatisfying and unfulfilling manner for the reader.  
Patricia Highsmith, Strangers on a Train (London: Vintage, 1999); Patricia Highsmith, Deep Water (London: 
Virago, 2015); Patricia Highsmith, A Dog’s Ransom (London: Virago, 2015). 
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Highsmith and the Importance of Genre Fiction 
 
Through establishing a class-based approach to reading and understanding Highsmith’s fiction, 

this thesis lays the foundation for further research into the political implications of her wider 

oeuvre. The size of Highsmith’s body of work necessitated the omission of a number of works 

in this study which warrant a discussion of their class politics. One such example is The 

Blunderer (1954). Space and class are explicitly interrelated throughout this novel, with 

Highsmith employing the contrasting spaces of the suburbs and the urban core as representative 

of the wealthy, middle-class protagonist and ethnically other, working-class antagonist. 

Moreover, there is scope for further discussion of affect in Highsmith’s fiction. Novels such as 

Edith’s Diary (1977) and Found in the Street (1986), as well as the plethora of short stories 

Highsmith wrote in the later decades of her career, present an opportunity to broaden 

understandings of the implications of Highsmith’s malevolence and deepening misanthropy in 

works which have generally proven less popular among scholars. Her later fiction, as I 

demonstrated in Chapter 3 of this thesis, is often more explicit in its engagement with issues 

of class and exhibit the author’s radical fluidity through her strange and eclectic political 

gestures to members of all classes and backgrounds.  

 This thesis also contributes to ongoing discussions regarding the cultural value of crime 

and suspense fiction and its capacity to be viewed as serious literature as opposed to pulp fiction 

of questionable quality. As Martin Priestman surmises in the introduction to The Cambridge 

Introduction to Crime Fiction (2003), the genre has historically been viewed as ‘a guilty 

pleasure’ for those who have ‘claimed some academical credentials’; he notes W. H. Auden’s 

famous comparison of detective stories to ‘an addiction like tobacco or alcohol’ in his essay 

‘The Guilty Vicarage’ (1948).18 However, the credibility of crime fiction as serious literature 

 
18 Martin Priestman, ‘Introduction’, in Cambridge Introduction to Crime Fiction, ed. by Martin Priestman 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 1–6 (p. 1). See also: W. H. Auden, ‘The Guilty Vicarage’, 
Harper’s Magazine, 1948, pp. 1–4 <https://harpers.org/archive/1948/05/the-guilty-vicarage/> [accessed 16 July 
2019]. 
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has been an area of considerable study. As Priestman continues, ‘since the 1960s […] the 

presumed barriers between “high” and “low” literature have progressively been dismantled’.19 

In addition to the broad studies of the crime fiction genre, such as Julian Symons’ Bloody 

Murder (1972), Stephen Knight’s Crime Fiction, 1800-2000 (2003) and John Scaggs’ Crime 

Fiction: The New Critical Idiom (2005), scholars such as Gill Plain, Andrew Pepper and 

Stewart King have all demonstrated the way in which crime fiction provides a unique 

perspective on themes such as gender and sexuality, race and ethnicity and globalisation.20 

Despite this renewed interest in the capacity for crime fiction to respond to sociocultural 

concerns, stigma remains around the critical merit of genre fiction. This thesis contributes to 

overcoming that stigma.  

As Highsmith herself has experienced a renaissance since her death, there has also been 

a growing appetite for less reassuring kinds of crime fiction which continue her disruption of 

the good/evil binary, her celebration of chaos and attention to the psychology of the criminal, 

and her unsettling of the reader. As John Dugdale highlights, ‘bookshops are [now] inundated 

with tales of stalker nightmares, sociopathic ex-husbands or bosses and evil best friends’.21 

Ruth Rendell has released a line of successful novels under the name Barbara Vine, which 

noticeably veered from the more traditional detective story format of her other works. 

Psychological-thriller  authors such as Gillian Flynn and Paula Hawkins have also experienced 

the kind of success which eluded Highsmith during her lifetime, with works selling millions of 

copies, topping bestseller charts and quickly being adapted into blockbuster films. The 

popularity of psychological crime fiction, however, has aroused debates concerning its 

 
19 Ibid. 
20 See, for example: Gill Plain, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction: Gender, Sexuality and the Body (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2001); Andrew Pepper, The Contemporary American Crime Novel: Race, 
Ethnicity, Gender, Class (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000); Andrew Pepper, Unwilling 
Executioner: Crime Fiction and the State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Stewart King, ‘Crime 
Fiction as World Literature’, Clues: A Journal of Detection, 32.2 (2014), 8–19. 
21 John Dugdale, ‘How Patricia Highsmith Became Hip’, The Guardian, 16 May 2014 
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/may/16/patricia-highsmith-hip-films-books-adaptations>. 
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financial and cultural value. Drawing on Ortega y Gasset, Pierre Bourdieu describes ‘the 

reinforcement the charismatic ideology derives from art which is “essentially unpopular, 

indeed, anti-popular” and from the “curious sociological effect” it produces by dividing the 

public into two “antagonistic castes”, those who understand and those who do not’.22 This 

thesis has demonstrated the importance of Highsmith’s work in understanding developments 

within class studies and providing an incisive, if cynical, view of domestic and global politics. 

Building on this, there are ever increasing opportunities to study the cultural value of popular 

tastes, and the invaluable contribution these works make to the way in which we see the world. 

 
  

 
22 Pierre Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Oxon: Routledge, 2010), p. 
23. 
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