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Introduction 

“Not horses or wolves but firearms and their effect upon human flesh is the object of desire in 

the novel No Country for Old Men, which reads like a prose film by Quentin Tarantino” (Oates 

10). Thus reads Joyce Carol Oates’ review of No Country for Old Men upon the novel’s release 

in 2005 (11). This comment expresses just one of the opinions held by many after their first 

reading of the novel, reactions ranging from confusion to outrage. From its characters to its 

plot, No Country for Old Men received numerous comments at its time of publication, with 

Oates being one of the less kind reviewers. In her review she claims that the novel appears to 

be about little else but drug dealers and the “considerable collateral damage among the innocent 

and not-so-innocent in their wake” (Oates 10). Her opinions on the characters are scathing as 

she describes Chigurh as “flatly portrayed and not very convincing”, Moss as a “puppet jerked 

around by the author”, and Bell’s presence as “confused and ineffectual” (Oates 10-11).  

No Country for Old Men is Cormac McCarthy’s ninth novel and not the first of his 

stories to be set in the American west. Some of his previous work, such as Blood Meridian 

(1985) and the Border Trilogy (1992-8), take place in similar locations as No Country for Old 

Men and McCarthy has in recent years become known for his lapidary language, with a crisp 

style that some critics have compared to Hemingway and his peers. Indeed, Walter Kirn wrote 

in his own, more positive, review of the book that McCarthy has been unofficially “designated 

as Hemingway and Faulkner's sole legitimate successor” (2005). The novel follows three 

characters: Sheriff Ed Tom Bell, Vietnam veteran Llewelyn Moss and a hitman known as Anton 

Chigurh. Upon finding a gathering of dead heroin smugglers and a case full of money out in 

the desert, close to the Mexican border, Moss picks up the case and the game is afoot. Chigurh 

and Bell follow in his wake, one to regain the money, the other to save a life and solve a crime. 

When summarized in this way, as many reviewers have, the plot appears to center around Moss 

and the money he absconds with. There are, however, reasons to believe that this story might 
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not be so clear cut. As Vincent Allan King points out in his essay on the novel, many have 

asked themselves the question of why McCarthy wrote the book the way he did (533). Roger 

Hodge asks in his review, “Why would a novelist who has proven again and again over the 

course of eight novels that he can do anything he chooses, one who has stubbornly followed his 

own path without regard to critical or commercial fashion, choose to narrow his focus so 

radically?” (533). Calling the novel a “meretricious thriller”, Oates appears to find No Country 

for Old Men closer to the frowned-upon pulp fiction that gave birth to the Western genre than 

McCarthy’s previous, more well-received, novels (10). 

In his review, Kirn connects No Country for Old Men to one specific genre – the crime 

novel – and even goes so far as to state that the novel is “so unremittingly hard-boiled that it 

threatens to turn to steam” (2005). This statement indicates that the novel is not solely a typical 

Western story. Michiko Kakutani adds to the discussion by framing No Country for Old Men 

as a “sort of new wave, hard-boiled Western”, with “quicksilver suspense” interrupted only by 

the Sheriff’s “portentous meditations” which, in Kakutani’s opinion, weigh the novel down 

(2005). Francisco Collado-Rodríguez, like Kirn, also uses the term crime novel when analyzing 

melancholia in McCarthy’s novel: “. . . the plot itself is framed in a mixture of the Western with 

the thrilling crime story so common in B movies” (52-3). This illustrates one of the most 

conspicuous aspects of No Country for Old Men, which is one of the causes of these vast 

differences in opinion – its genre. 

As of yet, however, the academic studies concerning No Country for Old Men have 

barely touched upon the subject of genre in any serious capacity. Its genre is mentioned in 

passing but no further. Works such as that of Ali Shehzad Zaidi, “The Iconic American Western 

in Film and Literature” (2017), approach one of the aforementioned genres but none appear to 

focus on No Country for Old Men specifically. One text that deals with McCarthy’s relationship 

to the Western genre is Susan Kollin’s article “Genre and the Geographies of Violence: Cormac 
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McCarthy and the Contemporary Western” but as it was written in 2001, four years before the 

publication of No Country for Old Men, it does not make any reference to the novel. Thus, there 

appears to be few, if any, academic texts on this specific subject.  

Julian Symons’ book on detective and crime fiction, Bloody Murder: From the 

Detective Story to the Crime Novel, written in 1985, remains relevant today as it distinguishes 

between the reclusive sleuth of Great Britain, who would rather use his brains than his fists, and 

the hard-boiled private eye of America, who has no qualms bending the rules to get to the truth. 

Another author who has contributed to the subject is Cynthia S. Hamilton, with her book 

Western and Hard-Boiled Detective Fiction in America: From High Noon to Midnight, 

covering not only detective fiction in the US, but also the genre that came before it, the Western. 

Defining these two genres separately will aid in retaining a transparency in the following 

analysis of the novel itself.  

Almost twenty years have passed since the publication of No Country for Old Men and 

its genre remains elusive even today. By studying its defining traits and its usage of the two 

genres, readers of the novel can gain new insights into the themes, as well as its characters. The 

interpretation of the novel’s genre, as will be illustrated below, affects the theme of the story - 

by using the plot to affect the reader’s expectations, the themes of the story are also altered, 

from a predictable tale of personal heroism and daring to a wary and probing story about 

examining one’s own beliefs. Often referred to as some form of Western but never solely a 

Western, the novel has qualities that are atypical for that specific formula. In order to make an 

informed interrogation of the use of these two genres, some of the theories presented in Anis S. 

Bawarshi’s book, Genre and the Invention of the Writer: Reconsidering the Place of Invention 

in Composition, will be presented.  

A thriller, a Western, a hard-boiled detective novel, a hard-boiled Western; the 

suggestions of which genre to ascribe oscillate from one to the other. Two of these genres 
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mentioned above, the Western and the hard-boiled detective novel, share a common origin in 

the United States and can both be connected to McCarthy’s novel, be it in the form of the typical 

setting at the Mexican border, horse-riding sheriffs and all, or its ambiguous violence and crime-

related story. Written by an American author, the novel’s kinship with these two genres makes 

them especially relevant for such an analysis. This thesis will thus argue that the very particular 

use of genre in No Country for Old Men is crucial and deeply affects the interpretation of the 

novel. The key to understanding what is regarded here as the underlying message of the novel 

is to observe the differences and similarities the novel shares with the two genres mentioned 

above and how McCarthy uses them to comment on common moral and societal struggles, such 

as the conflicts of judicial and personal justice, as well as to question traditional expectations 

of familiar narratives, such as the Western and the crime novel, through non-conventional 

storytelling. 

Beginning with a short introduction to genre theory and the role of the writer as author, 

a presentation of the two genres in question will be made, the Western and the crime novel 

respectively, followed by a comparison between the presence of the features of each in crucial 

literary aspects of No Country for Old Men. This analysis will then be succeeded by a summary 

and a subsequent conclusion.  

  

Genre Theory 

The subject of genre is a multifaceted one, with scholars of different disciplines, conducting 

research from a number of different perspectives, contributing to this complex subject. As Anis 

S. Bawarshi discusses in his book on genre theory, genre study is no longer merely descriptive 

theory but today serves as an explanatory activity as well (17). Scholars concerned with subjects 

outside of the purely literary have reconceptualized genre studies, and the breadth of 

information ranges from rhetoric and communication studies to education and to applied 
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linguistics (17-8). As Bawarshi writes, “. . . genres do not just help us define and organize kinds 

of texts; they also help us define and organize kinds of situations and social actions, situations 

and actions that the genres, through their use, rhetorically make possible” (18). In short, through 

organization, genres assist in the interpretation process of life and behaviour in not merely 

literary realities but in the non-literary as well, by presenting readers with situations they might 

never have encountered otherwise.  

Bawarshi also presents the concept of the author-function, first conceived by Michel 

Foucault, which is the function of the author in a piece of discourse:  

The author-function does not refer to the “real” writer, the individual with the proper 

name who precedes and exists independently of the work. Instead, it refers to the 

author’s name, which, in addition to being a proper name, is also a literary name, a name 

that exists only in relation to the work associated with it. (Bawarshi 20) 

This distances the real writer from the by-the-reader perceived author of the novel, allowing 

further freedom of interpretation of the novel in question as this distance indicates that the real 

writer is not necessarily the ultimate authority on the literary meaning and interpretation of the 

text. By observing the author as a function rather than as an individual, one can conduct an 

analysis that is not determined by possible theoretical intentions. This perspective of the writer 

not as a person but as a function in the discourse of the novel allows a discussion to be had 

about the intentions of Cormac McCarthy as the novel’s author-function without involving 

McCarthy as an individual.  

 

The Western 

In the wake of the depression of 1930s America, following antagonisms between a number of 

different parties within the country, from political to religious, what Hamilton refers to as the 

American adventure formula was born (Hamilton 9). It is from this formula both the Western 
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genre and the American hard-boiled detective novel originate (Hamilton 9). Based on one of 

the core aspects of the ideology of the United States, individualism, both genres reflect and 

support this concept in their own ways and for their own reasons (Hamilton 1). As Hamilton 

writes, “‘Individualism’ is a main constituent of American ideology: it postulates that the 

individual is the foundation of society and that his interests and rights should have priority over 

those of the society” (9). Hamilton specifically discusses the concept of competitive 

individualism (9), which is at the core of the American adventure formula; it centers around the 

conflicts that arise between society and individual, due to the fact that in individualism a 

person’s duty is first and foremost to themselves. Because of this, collective needs and 

responsibilities clash with this duty, creating a rift, and “group action comes to be seen as 

devious . . . for it circumvents the duty of self-reliance and self-protection” (Hamilton 10, 

emphasis in the original). The result is a glorification of lawless society, one of the key features 

of the American adventure formula. 

There are two main aspects of the setting of this adventure formula: lawlessness, as 

mentioned above, and the opportunity for accumulation of personal wealth (Hamilton 10). 

While lawlessness is seen as detrimental to society as a whole, it also serves as the ultimate test 

of manhood, creating an environment that is dangerous to all yet extremely opportunistic, 

yielding endless opportunities to anyone capable enough. Personal wealth and property is seen 

as an emblem of success and in turn functions as motivation: “Lawlessness implies a close 

relationship between property and power. . .’Don’t you hold your claim - your gold - by the 

right of your strength? It’s the law of the border” (Hamilton 85). Therein lies one of the major 

conflicts within the genre itself; while personal wealth is meant to be the ultimate, and final, 

reward, the lawless nature of the environment inhibits the owner of said wealth from ever truly 

retiring from the struggle (Hamilton 10). 
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Hamilton cites Owen Wister’s The Virginian, from 1902, as the birthplace of the 

Western as a genre, a new branch of the adventure formula. The time preceding the book’s 

publication was one of increasing discord and uncertainty in the United States and it was into 

this world that the Western was born, its purpose to reassure its readers of the justification of 

their beliefs: “. . . thematically, the Western demonstrates that competitive individualism is 

central to both East and West, civilization and nature” (Hamilton 13). Social Darwinism played 

a part in this kind of individualism as well, as the contempt for the weak so blatantly displayed 

in The Virginian is supported in part by Darwin’s theories; “This struggle for survival was seen 

as both inevitable - evolution being an in-built principle of the universe - and desirable, in that 

improvement over time was assumed” (Hamilton 18). In this way, the misery and poverty of 

America seemed not only justified but also necessary and one sees this in the Western genre in 

its focus on and support of the self-made man (Hamilton 19), which will be discussed further 

below.  

The next milestone for the Western genre came in the writing of Zane Grey who, with 

novels like Wanderer of the Wasteland (1923), discussed man as a creature prone to bestial 

actions and reliant on instinct when facing near-certain death (Hamilton 19): “When the desert 

claims men it makes most of them beasts” writes Grey, separating physical strength from 

spiritual, claiming that a man must conquer both sides of himself in order to truly survive the 

desert without succumbing to his lower nature (Hamilton 20). Grey also tried to incorporate 

Christian humanism into the genre, in order to soften the ruthlessness of the individualism 

paired with social Darwinism, but the two have been shown to be quite incompatible (Hamilton 

21). Christian humanism deems every soul equal to another, valuing fellowship and mercy, 

while social Darwinism contrasts this with its philosophy that only those who work hard enough 

for it deserve the boons of life (Hamilton 21).  
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The hero of the Western genre is “the archetypal individualist, the ‘best man’ (Hamilton 

10). Mentally and physically strong, the protagonist (almost always a man) is often violent, or 

at least capable of it, and not always morally inclined. In the struggle for survival, only the 

fittest live on and the typical Western hero is he who wins the struggle every time (Hamilton 

19-20).  

 

The Crime Novel 

There are distinctions to be made between the detective story and the crime novel. What one 

refers to today as the detective story first gained footing in the beginning of the 1800s, in Britain, 

with Edgar Allan Poe’s “Murder at the Rue Morgue”, the story following a genius sleuth and 

his companion as they solve a murder mystery (Symons 34). The American equivalent to the 

genre, referred to as the crime novel (Symons) or hard-boiled detective novel (Hamilton), was 

born out of the British detective story, eventually taking shape and evolving into its own 

distinctive narrative form (Symons 35). In his book, Symons lists some of the most prominent 

features of the crime novel alongside those of the detective novel. Observing his list, his 

definitions illuminate the differences, and are as follows.  

When it pertains to plot, the crime novel is mainly based on the psychology of the 

characters involved, “what stresses would make A want to kill B?”, and it contains far less, if 

any, bizarre mysteries such as locked-room riddles and similar (Symons 162). The detective 

story, however, is usually based on a deception, whether it be forensic, verbal, or otherwise, 

and the plot tracks backwards from this deception to the climax where the reasons behind the 

crime are revealed (Symons 162). 

The detective as a character also differs in the two subgenres. The crime novel often 

features no detective at all, more commonly following a character to whom things just happen 

(Symons 162). In contrast, the detective story follows the “reasoning machine”, the intellectual 
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observer who is not only the center of the action but also an active participant of the 

investigation, whether they be amateur or professional (Symons 162). 

The method of investigation used in the crime novel is very straightforward and rarely 

as important as in its counterpart and it is usually only forensic or perhaps ballistic details that 

are crucial to the plot (Symons 163). The method in the detective story, however, tends to be 

complex, bizarre, or even misleading but can also be highly ingenious, making use of the 

deceptive plot elements (Symons 163). 

When it comes to clues, the crime novel quite often has none at all, while for the 

detective story their presence is essential. There may be as many as twelve clues in one story - 

in some they are explained right away while in others they are left for later. (Symons 163) 

In the crime novel, the characters are the basis of the entire story. As the plot is mainly 

based on the psychology of its characters, said personalities are essential and their lives are 

often depicted as continuing after the novel’s end, and can be important for the effect of the 

story on the reader (Symons 163). However, in the detective novel the only character to be 

shown in any detail is the detective. Unless absolutely necessary, the rest of the characters in 

the story are kept decidedly unembellished (Symons 163). 

The setting of the crime novel is important to the entire style and overall tone of the 

story, and sometimes a crucial aspect of the crime itself - a specific way of life leads to a certain 

kind of crime (Symons 163). In the detective story, however, the setting is limited to the events 

leading up to the crime. For the rest of the story what one would think of as setting is reduced 

to plot and clue elements (Symons 163). 

In contrast to the detective story, whose social attitude is almost always very 

conservative, the social disposition of the crime novel varies greatly, often commenting on or 

questioning one or several aspects of society, such as its justice and legal system (Symons 163). 
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Conclusively, the puzzle value, which is the amount of clues, riddles, and mysteries in 

the story, of the detective story tends to be high, and the puzzle and its solution, brought about 

by the clever detective, are the things one remembers about the story. The crime novel once 

again shows variety, as its puzzle value can range from very high to non-existent and it is the 

characters and their situation rather than the mystery that is remembered (Symons 164).  

While the original detective novel hails from Britain, the distinctly American genre 

mentioned by Hamilton above, known as the hard-boiled detective novel, first appeared in the 

US in the form of pulp magazines; words printed on cheap, wood-pulp paper (Symons 123). 

They rose into existence during the First World War and were in the beginning little but 

imitations of the British detective novel, being fairly mild and conventional, but soon the typical 

protagonist of the American crime novel emerged: the private eye (Symons 123). The 

differences between the two types of characters grew and it became clear that there was a 

distinct difference in the approach to violence: “Where the Great Detective avoided and often 

scorned violence, to the hardboiled dick it was as natural as drinking” (Symons 123). This genre 

appears to be much more closely related to, if not the same as, Symons’ definition of the crime 

novel than the British detective story. This distinction is emphasized herein as a clarification, 

to ensure that no misunderstandings arise concerning the titles of these genres.  

In her book, Hamilton discusses more closely the evolution of the hard-boiled detective 

novel out of the Western genre and the British detective novel. The optimism and idealism of 

previous years did not survive the First World War and the hard-boiled detective novel, in 

Hamilton’s words, “typifies the big-city weariness and wariness of this post-war period; tired 

of idealism, cynical to reform, it mingles acceptance with outrage as it looks around at a world 

brutalized and morally bankrupt from a dirty, unheroic war and widespread corruption “ (25). 

In contrast to the Western before it, the setting of the hard-boiled detective novel is distinctly 

urban. It is “the world of the flapper, the gangster and the party-machine, ” all three perverting, 
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in their own ways, the idealism of America present in previous literature (Hamilton 26). The 

self-made man is now a gangster and America’s democratic self-image is disturbed (Hamilton 

26).  

Corruption, greed and dishonesty are the supporting pillars of the genre and the 

protagonist, still male in gender, lives in a constant state of vulnerability, physically as well as 

spiritually (Hamilton 29). Lacking in faith and trust in humanity as well as society, the detective 

is “a man of conscience” but as there is no longer any wild desert to stand strong against, the 

protagonist of the American detective novel struggles against the evils of individuals instead of 

environment (Hamilton 29).   

 

No Country for Old Men 

The Plot  

The interpretation of the narrative in No Country for Old Men is directly affected by its 

structure, as Moss initially seems to be the character who is the driving force behind this plot, 

but the expectations of the Western genre are disrupted by a switched focus long before the 

climax of the plot. In the Western genre the self-made man holds the spotlight, with the ageing 

Sheriff kept in the background. In No Country for Old Men, this self-made man comes in the 

form of Llewelyn Moss. In the crime novel the roles are reversed, with the detective, Sheriff 

Bell as representative in this case, holding the focus, giving his personal view of the world. The 

limelight at first appears to rest on Moss, as he is the most active character out of the two - it is 

he who makes decisions that alter the course of the story. However, when Moss is so abruptly 

killed on page 240, out of 309 pages in total, and out of the reader’s sight, it is no longer Moss 

but Bell who becomes the driving force of the book. When Moss is gone, Bell is forced to face 

his greatest fear head on, namely that which he does not understand and can not come to terms 

with: Chigurh and everything he represents.  
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The character of Chigurh represents elements from both the crime novel and the 

Western, thus his role can be claimed to be an example on how the novel combines both genres 

to affect the outcome of the plot, and how he functions as a plot device. Referred to as a ”ghost” 

(McCarthy 299) and sparsely described, Chigurh comes to represent the unpredictable, 

immoral, and inhuman crime so foreign to Bell. Chigurh’s parts in the text are written in a 

detached and objective manner, a stark contrast to Bell’s intimate and pensive musings which 

appear in the beginning of each chapter. Chigurh’s lack of personality, apart from his voiced 

justifications for his actions, places him more in the role of plot device than an active character. 

As he chases Moss, Chigurh becomes a figurative sounding board for the other characters’ 

thoughts and/or reasonings. These actions force Moss to make choices that will affect not only 

himself but also his wife, revealing hitherto unknown parts of Moss’ personality. They also 

force Bell to reach new realizations about the world and his belief, or lack thereof, of his place 

in it. Even Carla Jean, a relatively peripheral character, is affected personally by Chigurh as she 

is confronted by her own participation in her unfortunate fate. Instead of the harsh landscape of 

the Western or the hostile gang activity of the crime novel, the characters in No Country for 

Old Men instead face the threat of Chigurh who becomes representative of the hostile forces 

present in both genres - he is nature and man in one. This kind of social criticism appears to be 

one of the themes of the novel, putting focus on judicial as well as personal justice and its 

connection to free will, and is through these characters explored throughout the story. Bell, 

being a man of the law, with Chigurh placed on the opposite side of the spectrum, leaves the 

other characters, Moss especially, to navigate through this morally grey landscape.  

Throughout the book, every chapter is prefaced by an interior monologue of Sheriff 

Bell’s, and they read much like diary entries, revealing to the reader the inmost thoughts and 

feelings of the character, all of them written in italics to imply a distinction from the rest of the 

novel. Bell reiterates in these monologues that he has trouble understanding modern crime and 
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criminals: “And he told me that he had been plannin to kill somebody for about as long as he 

could remember. Said that if they turned him out he’d do it again. Said he knew he was going 

to hell. Told it to me out of his own mouth. I dont know what to make of that. I surely dont” [sic] 

(McCarthy 3). Even over 200 pages later the same uncertainty is visible: “It’s easy to fool 

yourself. Tell yourself what you want to hear. You wake up in the night and you think about 

things. I aint sure anymore what it is I do want to hear” [sic] (McCarthy 248). True to the crime 

novel, when the story shifts from Moss to Sheriff Bell the focus of the entire novel shifts from 

external to internal, and instead of following the adventurous exploits of Moss the narrative 

focuses on the broodings of Bell. What could easily have become a heroic adventure story, with 

Moss in the driver’s seat, becomes a thoughtful tale of social criticism and moral discussion, 

with Bell at the reins. In the crime novel, the psychology of the characters takes precedence 

over the story and this is just what happens in No Country for Old Men. Disguised within a 

thrilling Western narrative is a wary portrait of a person unable to accept their lack of control 

over the world, displaying worry and scepticism towards the future. In this way, the novel shows 

a clear kinship with the crime novel, in which the presence of worry and skepticism, buffered 

by morally grey characters, is a cornerstone of the genre.  

 

The Setting  

It is with Moss the reader gets the first piece of narrative exposition of the book, when he is out 

hunting antelopes: “Far to the south the raw mountains of Mexico. The breaks of the river. To 

the west the baked terracotta terrain of the running borderlands” (McCarthy 8). Following the 

Western formula, McCarthy describes the dry open landscape close to the Mexican border. 

Very unlike the urban geography of the crime novel, the setting of No Country for Old Men is 

almost a desert, with flat stretches that allow hunters like Moss to observe their prey from a 

distance (McCarthy 9). The reader is thus presented with a dusty and desolate landscape, a 
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sunbaked world of weeds and the occasional storms, empty and vulnerable (McCarthy 45). 

Nothing in the depictions of the terrain indicates a connection to the crime novel, but plenty 

points to the geography of the Western. This lack of focus on the environment surrounding the 

characters brings their actions and their decisions into stark contrast, and places their mental 

faculties into greater focus than their reactions to the world around them – by placing them in 

the desolate landscape of the Western, McCarthy’s characters are left to make decisions about 

their actions alone rather than to simply react to a bustling cityscape, such as is common in the 

crime novel. The geographical spaces between the characters is crucial for this introspective 

aspect of the novel and also puts the characters into contrast to each other – their views of the 

world are presented individually, as they spend the majority of the book separated from each 

other by the environment. 

The reader is also presented with all manner of place names throughout the book, most 

of them references to nearby or far-off towns, such as Huntsville (3), Dryden (44), and Odessa 

(49), to name but a few. These descriptions are all sufficiently vague so that if one were to 

change the place names, this story could take place essentially anywhere. In this way, No 

Country for Old Men is separated from the crime novel in yet another way. The setting in the 

crime novel is crucial to the crime committed - only a certain kind of life brings about a specific 

kind of crime (Symons 163) - but Moss could just as easily have found the bag of money in any 

other kind of environment, and could have been hunted for it through almost any kind of 

landscape. The scenery is not related to the crime. The open nature of the world at the border 

with Mexico is particularly fitting for the lawless society of the Western, and supports this 

narrative, but it is not crucial in the way the environment tends to be in a murder mystery. Any 

proper clues are swept away by the desert winds, soiled by the dirt and rain, which in turn tests 

any who enters there; open and dangerous to all who, like Moss, hope to enrich their lives, 

legally or otherwise. This relates back to Hamilton’s depiction of the Western (16), of the 
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lawless society which is so crucial to that genre. The setting is not crucial for the crime but 

rather for the characters and their development. 

 

The Characters 

The story revolves around these three characters, Sheriff Ed Tom Bell, army veteran and hunter 

Llewelyn Moss, and hitman Anton Chigurh. The question of which of the characters is the 

protagonist is an unclear one, as both Sheriff Bell and Moss represent different as well as 

important parts in the story. If one bases the premise on Bell being the protagonist he is a passive 

one; he is not the cause of the events in the story but follows in the wake of them. However, 

despite his passivity, Bell is the only character to have gone through a palpable change when 

the story comes to an end. Bell is also the character to be introduced first, and in a very intimate 

manner through his diary-like entries, pointing to his significance in the story.  

Comparing Bell to the vulnerable detective present in Hamilton’s research of the crime 

novel, he indeed appears exposed to such elements as corruption and evil performed by 

individuals, rather than to a wild and untamed landscape. The dangers surrounding him are 

disillusionment and unreasonable violence - both hazards he finds it difficult to contend with:   

It aint just being older. I wish that it was. I cant say that it’s even what you are willin to 

do. Because I always knew that you had to be willin to die to even do this job . . . I think 

it is more like what you are willin to become. And I think a man would have to put his 

soul at hazard. And I wont do that. (McCarthy 4)  

Bell, as evident in his lack of resolute action in relation to Chigurh, can not keep up with the 

world, either spiritually or physically, and this is his realization at the end of his story arc. The 

word Old in the title of the novel can therefore be interpreted as concerning not only a physical 

age but also a mindset, referring to someone who is incapable of changing alongside the changes 

in the world. One sees towards the end of the book, in the monologue of the eighth chapter, that 
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it is not merely the justice system Bell has lost faith in but in spirituality as a benevolent force 

as well:  

I think if you were Satan and you were settin around tryin to think up somethin that 

would just bring the human race to its knees what you would probably come up with is 

narcotics. Maybe he did. I told that to somebody at breakfast the other mornin and they 

asked me if I believed in Satan. I said Well that aint the point. And they said I know but 

do you? . . . I guess as a boy I did. Come the middle years my belief I reckon had waned 

somewhat. Now I’m starting to lean back the other way. He explains a lot of things that 

otherwise don’t have no explanation. (McCarthy 218) 

The character that truly forces Bell to begin viewing the world in such a dim light is Chigurh, 

representative of the corruption of not only morality but of conventional crime as well. He is 

described as a “true and living prophet of destruction” by Bell (McCarthy 4) and his killings 

are to Chigurh himself almost trivial: “Chigurh wiped his hand with his handkerchief. I just 

didn’t want you to get blood on the car, he said” (McCarthy 7). Since Chigurh is no immediate 

physical threat to Bell personally for the majority of the story, the threat he poses is a 

psychological one, bearing more resemblance to the inner conflicts and vulnerabilities shared 

by the private eye in the crime novel than the hero of the Western.  

To return to the issue of protagonists, in contrast, Llewelyn Moss is the most active 

character in the sense that it is only with his stealing of the bag of money that the story takes 

place and progresses. For the majority of the book, he is the driving force. Judging by how 

much time is spent on introducing his equipment, it almost appears as if Moss’ proficiency with 

weapons is more important to the story than his personality. While Bell’s introduction is deeply 

personal, being an interior monologue, Moss’ is almost shallow in comparison: 

Moss sat with the heels of his boots dug into the volcanic gravel of the ridge and glassed 

the desert below him with a pair of twelve power german binoculars . . . The rifle 
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strapped over his shoulder with a harnessleather sling was a heavybarreled .270 on a ‘98 

Mauser action with a laminated stock of maple and walnut. It carried a Unertl telescopic 

sight of the same power as the binoculars. (McCarthy 8)   

Moss is the self-made man so typical of the Western genre, capable of great violence but not 

necessarily in need of it, confident and aware of his own choices: “Ever [sic] step you take is 

forever. You cant make it go away” (McCarthy 227). This is Moss’ strength as a person but his 

weakness as a protagonist. He lacks internal conflict and this makes him less relatable for the 

reader. Perhaps this is why his death, sudden and at the hands of the drug cartel, not Chigurh, 

seems nigh anticlimactic at first glance. The tension he creates in the story is narrative rather 

than emotional.  

Investigation and Puzzle Value 

As mentioned above, the puzzle value of a novel is the amount of mysteries and puzzles present 

in a story (Symons 164) and there is very little in the ways of puzzles and investigation present 

in the novel. While detective stories often include mysteries, in the crime novel, as Symons 

suggests, “it is usually only forensic or perhaps ballistic details that are crucial to the plot” (163) 

and it is mainly ballistic evidence that is present in No Country for Old Men:  

What calibers you got there, Sheriff? 

Nine millimeter. A couple of .45 ACPs.  

He dropped the shells back into the floor and stepped back and picked up his rifle from 

where he’d leaned it against the vehicle. Somebody’s unloaded on this thing with a 

shotgun by the look of it. (McCarthy 74-5)  

The Sheriff and his deputy engage more in speculation than investigation as they observe the 

crime scene left by the Mexicans, Moss, and Chigurh, picking up bullets with their bare hands 

without using gloves to keep their own fingerprints off of them: “They walked out between the 

trucks. Bell picked up a few more casings and looked at them and dropped them again.” 
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(McCarthy 75). They do use some forensic techniques, as becomes evident when they discuss 

the report on Chigurh’s first murder: “They’re sendin the report FedEx. X-rays and everything. 

They said you’d have it in your office by in the mornin” (McCarthy 79). 

There is no puzzle value present in No Country for Old Men as there are no mysteries 

such as who murdered who and how present, and what few clues there are pertains more to the 

philosophies of the individual characters than their actions. The Western genre, apart from its 

narrative structure as any other story, presents no puzzle value to speak of and the crime novel 

can vary in style, from riddled with clues to containing none at all. However, one can see the 

slight emphasis placed on the psychology of the characters in No Country for Old Men, leaning 

the genre toward the crime novel in this respect. 

 

Theme and Social Attitude 

The purpose of the Western genre was to reassure its readers that their beliefs were justified - 

that individualism reigned supreme and that the most able man would win the day (Hamilton 

19-20). No Country for Old Men disputes this claim. The traditional hero of the story, Moss, 

gets neither the girl, nor the money, nor his freedom, and dies outside the reader’s, as well as 

Bell’s, view (McCarthy 240). There is no great battle of ability with his adversary, only an 

abrupt end to his life. He is not depicted as special in his struggles, as heroes often are since 

they are the character the reader is meant to empathize with. Even if one counts Sheriff Bell as 

the hero of the story a fortuitous ending for Moss would be the desirable outcome, as it is the 

Sheriff’s job to keep the inhabitants of his county safe. This is not what happens. Bell fails in 

his duties as law man, as he neither captures the criminals nor finds Moss in time, and Moss 

loses his life. Thus, the “reassurance implicit in this formula’s covert argument”, as Hamilton 

(11) puts it when discussing the Western formula, falls flat and the reader is instead left with 

naught but doubt and scepticism – two emotions related to the crime novel (Hamilton 25).   
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The herald of this doubt is Chigurh who, with his at times nigh philosophical utterings, 

broadcasts a somewhat nihilistic view on life: “If the rule you followed led you to this of what 

use was the rule?” (McCarthy 175). By asking this question, Chigurh almost states one of the 

novel’s main themes out loud: humanity’s struggle to find a framework of morality and ethics 

that keep the peace of society intact. According to Chigurh personally, it seems he is of the 

opinion that no matter which belief system a person abides by, their final destination will be the 

same: “For things with a common destination there is a common path. Not always easy to see. 

But there” (McCarthy 259). During his meeting with Carla Jean he makes this point, stating 

that no matter her beliefs, her choices still landed her in this position, leading to this end and 

that he is bound by the same laws that govern her life:    

I have only one way to live. It doesnt allow for special cases. A coin toss perhaps. In 

this case to small purpose . . . This is the end. You can say that things could have turned 

out differently. That they could have been some other way. But what does that mean? 

They are not some other way. They are this way. (McCarthy 260)  

Thus, the novel diverges from the standard behaviour of the Western genre, the hopeful idealism 

no longer present. Instead of reassuring its readers that the character with the most will, ability 

or sound moral reasoning will win, the book favours no character above any other, leaving them 

all vulnerable. Even Chigurh is not exempt, as the reader finds out when he is, for no other 

reason but accidental, hit by a car right after his murder of Carla Jean: “The car that hit Chigurh 

in the intersection three blocks from the house was a ten year old Buick that had run a stopsign. 

There were no skidmarks at the site and the vehicle had made no attempt to brake” (McCarthy 

260). As if by the unfortunate flip of a coin, Chigurh comes face to face with death and only 

just survives (McCarthy 262).  

All with their own reasoning and different shades of acceptance, all three characters 

mention the idea of the inevitability of your actions catching up with you, in one way or another. 



20 

 

 

Chigurh says to Carla Jean, “Somewhere you made a choice. All followed to this. The 

accounting is scrupulous. The shape is drawn. No line can be erased” (McCarthy 259), 

reminding her that just as Moss’ choices caused Chigurh’s actions, she is also responsible for 

herself and her own life. Moss’ own beliefs mirror this, in his dialogue with the runaway girl 

he encounters, showing his beliefs in free will and, accompanying it, personal responsibility: 

“You think when you wake up in the mornin yesterday dont count. But yesterday is all that does 

count” (McCarthy 227). Similar sentiments are expressed by Bell: “I believe that whatever you 

do in your life it will get back to you. If you live long enough it will” (McCarthy 281). This 

self-reliance is a hallmark of the Western, emphasizing the importance of personal skill and 

ability to deal with the consequences of your actions. However, unlike in the Western, this 

belief is not rewarded. 

In alignment with the crime novel, No Country for Old Men occasionally comments on 

some aspects of society and this short dialogue between Sheriff Bell and Wendell, his deputy, 

illustrates this in the conflict of how courteous one should or should not be towards the dead:  

These sumbitches are bloody as hogs, Wendell said.  

Bell glanced at him. 

Yeah, Wendell said. I guess you ought to be careful about cussin the dead.  

I would say at the least there probably aint no luck in it.  

It’s just a bunch of mexican drugrunners.  

They were. They aint now.  

I aint sure what you’re sayin.  

I’m just sayin that whatever they were the only thing they are now is dead. (McCarthy 

73)  

This disillusionment, so lacking in hope and spirituality, is indeed not characteristic of the 

Western but of the crime novel. This piece of dialogue also poses a question for the reader, 
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about the spiritual as well as societal norms, but without presenting a clear answer as to what is 

the right or wrong reaction, allowing the reader to draw their own conclusions. As the story 

follows the three main characters, Bell, Moss, and Chigurh, the differences in their attitudes to 

death and to other human beings presents the reader with different perspectives on these 

subjects. Bell, as a law man, is a protector of the people under his care – he spends the majority 

of the novel trying to save Moss’ life, despite the man’s involvement in this complicated crime. 

Moss spends the majority of his time in the novel narrowly escaping death and, as he states at 

one point that he is sorry he did not become an outlaw earlier in his life (McCarthy 228), he has 

questionable but mainly benign morals. He takes money he knows does not belong to him but 

only in hope to improve his and his wife’s lives. Chigurh has the bleakest of the three 

perspectives and does not seem to need any reason in particular to hurt other human beings, if 

the incident with the shopkeeper at the gas station is any indication, who did little but ask 

Chigurh about the weather (McCarthy 52). By presenting the reader with these three outlooks 

on death and how to relate to them, these instances disillusion the reader from the belief that 

there is one simple answer to this subject, once again furthering the introspective psychological 

aspects of the novel. Referring back to Bawarshi’s writings (18), this use of genre is an example 

of how genre can be used to discuss real life issues and conflicts and how to approach them as 

a human being outside of fiction. The nuanced presentation, through these three characters, 

works as a foundation for further discussion between readers on how to handle such a 

disillusioned reality.   

 

Conclusion 

The novel No Country for Old Men uses genre in ways that are crucial to the interpretation of 

the story – by combining these two well-known genres, McCarthy comments on moral and 

societal struggles, and sparks questions about how to navigate in a world that is morally grey 
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and full of people who all have different perspectives of the same issues. The combination of 

genres also allows him to question the reader’s expectations of familiar narratives by using their 

anticipation as a narrative tool to bring the reader closer to the main character’s, Bell’s, 

perspective.  

There are characteristics to support both the Western and the crime novel genre but they 

each concern different features of the novel. The setting is distinctly Western in nature, the 

landscape supporting that genre, and as the setting is not intimately related to the plot, the novel 

is slightly more closely related to the Western than the crime novel on that point. The setting 

does, however, support the unveiling of the characters’ distinctive views on life and living, 

which appears to connect it to the crime novel, but it is not narratively crucial for the crime 

committed.  

The characters face both physical, psychological, and even religious, threats throughout 

the story but the emphasis placed on Sheriff Bell, with his unique character development and 

constant presence throughout the novel, marks him as the main character of the story. While 

Moss is the force driving the narrative forward, he is more the hero of the story than the 

protagonist, as the reader never gets intimately acquainted with him enough to truly empathize 

with him. Even as a hero, he is a failed one, as neither he nor the things he values survive the 

struggle. His lack of internal conflict in comparison to Bell also makes him less relatable. This 

further suggests that Bell is the protagonist, thus placing a man of the law in the center of the 

story, supporting the crime novel rather than the Western. The lack of investigation of crime 

scenes and abundant psychological speculations lend slightly more support to the crime novel 

as well.  

The fact that Bell faces mainly psychological and spiritual trials, more so than physical, 

further supports the crime novel, as internal struggles and vulnerabilities are important facets 

of that genre. While the plot at first follows Moss and his struggles it is with Bell that the story 
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truly develops, displaying not the reassurance of the Western but the scepticism of the modern 

era, of the crime novel. As Bell is not successful in saving Moss, nor catching Chigurh, nor 

gaining moral reassurance, his retirement at the end of the novel indicates a retirement of the 

idealism he has lived by as well. This ties in with the themes of the novel, expressing worry and 

even nihilistic tendencies at times as it explores morality and the passage of time. The Western 

is still present in the characters’ outlook on their own abilities, the idea of self-reliance and 

personal responsibility present throughout the novel, but the outcome of the story does not 

support these beliefs.  

No Country for Old Men is neither solely a Western nor a crime novel but contains 

features from both. On the surface it is a typical Western story, of men with guns, a struggle for 

survival, and with the American-Mexican desert as backdrop. Beneath the facade however is a 

multi-faceted crime story, with a display of worry, skepticism, and human fragility at its core. 

The conquerable evils no longer live in the desert but in the minds of men. A hybrid of both 

genres, the book could perhaps be called a Crime-Western or similar, with the emphasis resting 

on the crime genre. There are many other similar monikers for such tales, however, so a definite 

classification would require the novel to be put in a broader perspective and context, alongside 

its similar siblings in these genres.  

At first glance, it is simple to dismiss this novel as another Western like any other and, 

as many reviewers mentioned above illustrate, be disappointed with its seeming lack of depth 

and meaning. Its presumed main character, Moss, murdered prematurely and for no clear 

purpose other than to meretriciously shock the reader. The lawman of the story, Bell, providing 

little to no reassurance of righteous ability or judicial triumph, and the villain, Chigurh, being 

an at first seemingly unstoppable and apocalyptic force of nature yet proving as full of mortality 

as anyone, stuck in the middle-ground between spectral and human to the readers as well as to 

his fellow characters. Yet, it is this lack of comfort that embeds the novel firmly in the genre of 
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the crime novel. The setting, the attractive outward complexion, is that of the Western but its 

interiors display the multibranched and tangled nature of reality in the form of the crime novel 

- morally gray, unpredictable and full of nuance. 

When James Dorson wrote that “[T]he function of craft in McCarthy’s genre fiction is 

to heighten the conventional pleasures (or terrors) of plot, not to obstruct them” (6) he was 

discussing McCarthy’s previous work but this statement rings true for No Country for Old Men 

as well. By combining these two genres, the Western and the crime novel, McCarthy manages 

to discuss uncomfortable subjects, such as the changing of time, old age (mental as well as 

physical), and even the nature of evil, in an environment that is familiar and therefore 

comfortable for the reader. It is this combination that makes the story so impactful; by making 

his readers comfortable in their own expectations, the anticipation for the either heroic or tragic 

end of their hero, Moss, McCarthy amplifies the effect of his hero’s demise by placing it, to the 

reader, surprisingly early in the plot. The reader is placed in the same shoes as Sheriff Bell; like 

him, the reader is now faced with an unexpected and uncomfortable event which forces them 

to question their own expectations and thus their own beliefs. Much like how Chigurh 

questioned the shopkeeper in the gas station, McCarthy poses a query of belief to the reader:  

Anything can be an instrument, Chigurh said. Small things. Things you wouldnt even 

notice. They pass from hand to hand. People dont pay attention. And then one day 

there’s an accounting. And after that nothing is the same. Well, you say. It’s just a coin. 

For instance. Nothing special there. What could that be an instrument of? You see the 

problem. To separate the act from the thing. As if the parts of some moment in history 

might be interchangeable with the parts of some other moment. How could that be? 

Well, it’s just a coin. Yes. That’s true. Is it? [sic] (McCarthy 57)  

Simultaneously a game and a, to Chigurh, righteous sentencing, his actions in this game of coin 

toss represent the same irrationality as is felt by the reader and Sheriff Bell upon Moss’ early 
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death. Since, as Chigurh points out (57), meaning can be assigned to anything, McCarthy, as 

the author-function of the novel, urges the reader to make conscious decisions about how they 

choose to view the world rather than staying swept up in their own expectations which, as they 

did for Moss, can turn out to be fatal. Behaving as a typical Western-genre hero, Moss made 

decisions based on his belief in himself and his capability to live up to the narrative of the 

successful and capable hero, who gets the girl, the money, and the freedom to ride off into the 

sunset. However, his fate suggests to the reader that this mindset is little help in life outside of 

Western novels – no matter the amount of wishful thinking a person employs they are still 

vulnerable to the unpredictable nature of the world and the other human beings around them.  

This use of genre alters the entire novel, from a dry adventure story about failed 

ambition to a tale of social and moral criticism, as well as a warning. Like Bell, the reader is 

urged to wake up and to live not in their daydreams of heroic adventure but in reality: “And in 

the dream I knew that he was going on ahead and that he was fixin to make a fire somewhere 

out there in all that dark and all that cold and I knew that whenever I got there he would be 

there. And then I woke up” [sic] (McCarthy 309). As Bawarshi suggested (18), genre is today a 

crucial tool when interpreting reality and the difficulties and conflicts that come with it. Genre 

informs its readers about social situations they might not otherwise encounter, and thus 

influences their perspective on reality and their own lives. No Country for Old Men is an 

example of this, in its complex intertwining of the Western and the crime novel for the benefit 

of the story.  

Contrary to some interpretations then, the novel’s main focus is not that of the 

adventurous exploits of a grand and capable hero in a Western but the mortal musings of an 

everyman of the crime novel who finds himself unsure of his place in a world he thought he 

knew, a world that has passed him by while he was looking the other way. No Country for Old 

Men is thus a lesson in mortality, not only for the main character but for every human being, 
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whether they be “good” or “bad”. In this tale, no one is infallible and regardless if you believe 

in the protection and sanctity of a deity, in your own ability, or a coin toss, the message is clear: 

all are mortal and there are no guarantees in life. Only by intertwining these two genres could 

this effect be elicited, the reader’s expectations turned on their head in order to encourage them 

to awaken from their own illusions.  
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