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He's a psychopathic killer, but so what?":
Folklore and Morality in Cormac McCarthy's No Country for Old Men

Cormac McCarthy's No Country for Old Men (2005) tells the story of a sheriff struggling along in the bloody wake of a psychopathic murderer. This novel is narrated primarily in the omniscient third-person style that typifies McCarthy's darkest novels like Blood Meridian (1986), but, unlike Blood Meridian, the third-person narrative voice in No Country for Old Men is stripped of McCarthy's characteristic convoluted and archaic diction. As many of the novel's earliest reviewers pointed out, its characters resemble iconic caricatures of evil portrayed in earlier novels, like Blood Meridian's Judge Holden. But No Country for Old Men's syntactic landscape is shorn of the rich, Faulkner-esque language typical of these earlier works, leaving the characters flat and two-dimensional, so much so that James Wood calls the novel's villain, Anton Chigurh, a "hollowed" representation in a "morally empty book" (92). At one point, a minor character, Wells, describes Chigurh as "a psychopathic killer," but he shrugs at the description, adding, "but so what? There's plenty of them around" (NCFOM 141). The inexplicable evil of Chigurh and the equally inexplicable moral code practiced by Sheriff Bell may merely underscore the pointlessness of any discussion of morality, as Wells seems to believe. In this respect, the novel may have much in common with the nihilistic world of Blood Meridian. Bell's first-person narrative frames, however, draw explicit, meta-textual attention to the purpose of narration, suggesting that something more than nihilism infuses this novel's dark cosmos. Bell is not the novel's narrator, and his prophetic and visionary monologues frame the tale while remaining ambiguously separate from it. The framing device of the narrative sections, along with the stripped prose of the main narrative and the two-dimensional characters in fact foreground the nature and purpose of story-telling. In particular, this novel explores the relationship between story-telling and morality by evoking archaic tropes and modes of narration more typically associated with the folktale.
Released in July of 2005, No Country for Old Men was McCarthy's first novel since Cities of the Plain came out in 1998. The novel, reflective, perhaps, of the author's growing fame, met with polarized responses. For example, William J. Cobb's review gushes praise, claiming that McCarthy "is nothing less than our greatest living writer, and [No Country for Old Men] is a novel that must be read and remembered" (17). Wood's review in The New Yorker, on the other hand, describes the novel as "an unimportant, stripped-down thriller" that aggravates McCarthy's already-tenuous literary status (88). Edward St. John's review for the Library Journal lacerates the novel, claiming that in it "McCarthy stumbles headlong into self-parody" (59), while Walter Kirn, after a rather positive review, concludes that "At times, the whole novel borders on caricature" (9). No Country for Old Men reads like a pulp thriller and is certainly an unusual--even unique--addition to McCarthy's novels. However, No Country for Old Men's meta-textual attention to narrative is not at all unique in his larger corpus. In a conversation with the Coen brothers regarding the process of translating the novel into film, McCarthy cites a comment David Mamet once made regarding script-writing. Mamet, McCarthy claims, "says that the ideal venue for a playwright is to write radio plays, because then you have nothing, just--this is what somebody said. That's it. You have nothing to fall back on" (qtd. in Grossman 63). Like Mamet, McCarthy seems to admire the challenge of minimalist writing, writing that strips away trappings to reveal the naked skeleton of the art form. If an ideal play is one that relies solely on the sounds of voices, then No Country for Old Men may be close to McCarthy's ideal of a novel--one that reduces narrative to the bare depiction of events, coupled with ambiguously-related snippets of prophetic interpretation.
In general, McCarthy's non-novelistic texts, his screenplays and his stage plays, tend to be more explicitly concerned with questions of epistemology and ontology and more didactic in form than his novels. For instance, The Sunset Limited, McCarthy's play performed and published in 2006, just one year after No Country for Old Men, seems in many ways to be a staged version of the philosophy that plays out in the novel. In the novel, nihilism (represented by Chigurh) and morality (represented by Bell) defend their cases against each other, just as in the play, nihilism (represented by White) verbally contends with morality (represented by Black). Also like the play, the novel ends with the nihilist exiting the stage while the moralist remains, diffident and undefended. As a stage play, however, The Sunset Limited is more interested in philosophical debate than narrative, and the play therefore reduces its few digressions into literary language to the commonplace by offering self-conscious commentary on those turns of phrase. When Black happens to use a poetic expression, "the lingerin scent of divinity," White repeats the phrase. Black questions him, "You like that?" and White responds, "It's not bad" (14). The play's meta-textual attention to artifice in language strips artifice of its shamanistic creative power. White denies the capacity of language to evoke a sense of commonality or brotherhood, and by drawing attention to its very artificiality White questions the capacity of language to mean anything at all. No Country for Old Men poses questions similar to those in The Sunset Limited, but by subsuming the questions into a high-octane crime thriller, the novel avoids didacticism.
In general, McCarthy seems to be conscious of the fine line between a narrative voice that suggests interpretations and a narrative voice that instructs readers to produce certain interpretations. He explicitly addresses this crucial distinction in the opening stage direction for The Stonemason (1994). In that play, Ben, the narrator, stands behind a podium to the side while the action--his memories--plays out on the center stage. The stage direction notes, "Above all we must resist the temptation to see the drama as something being presented by the speaker at his lectern, for to do so is to defraud the drama of its right autonomy" (TS 6). The screenplays and stage plays, then, push the boundaries of narrator-as-interpreter to the point that McCarthy finds it necessary to warn against stepping across to the other side, where the narrator teaches the play's lessons. As the stage directions point out, Ben ought to be seen instead as a narrator who can impose his own interpretation on the play's actions while leaving the audience to come to their own conclusions about the play as a whole, the narrative that spans Ben's monologues and the drama playing out on center stage. In the same way, No Country for Old Men presents a side-staged character, Bell, whose interpretive voice cannot be understood as "presenting" the text in any way. Rather, Bell's voice offers a metaphysical counterpoint to the nihilistically-inclined narrative events of the novel. The interplay of the two literary forms, story and thinly-veiled philosophy, counter each other, undermining facile attempts at interpretation and so, perhaps, assuring the novel of its "right autonomy."
Bell's italicized monologues may elucidate themes that drift like cordite through the explosive narrative events of the novel, but they do not interpret those events. No Country for Old Men is structurally more fragmented than many of McCarthy's novels, with the text broken up into eight "chapters" and each "chapter" broken into smaller sections that follow one of the main characters, Bell, Moss, or Chigurh. Most strikingly, each "chapter" begins with an italicized section in the first person from Bell's point of view. The first-person italicized sections are narrated in Bell's south-Texan dialect (e.g. "I dont know what them eyes was the windows to"[2]), rendering them closest in style to the sections of italicized first-person memory in McCarthy's earlier novels, The Orchard Keeper (1965) and Child of God (1973). As in The Orchard Keeper and Child of God, the first person narration in No Country for Old Men exists on a separate plane from the rest of the novel. The contents of the italicized sections may relate thematically to the novel, but they differ in style and tone, as if they are fragments of another type of text altogether. Because of their stylistic differences, their symbolic content, and their heavy emphasis on philosophical musings about ontology and epistemology, these italicized sections should be read as examples of novelistic heteroglossia--the coexistence of many narrative voices blending together, counterbalancing each other, and decentralizing narrative authority. In other words, these monologues function like Ben's narrative frames in The Stonemason: they reflect the side-staged narrator's worldview without necessarily reflecting the worldview of the main text.
The stylistic use of framed narratives is only one of the many unusual narrative devices No Country for Old Men employs. In addition to Bell's monologues, the novel plays with literary forms and, through the paucity of descriptive passages, draws readers' attention to those forms. Jay Ellis notes this novel's patterned forms and provides an extended analysis in which he claims that the novel is actually comprised of two different "books," a "Young Man" book whose central character is Moss and an "Old Man" book whose central character is Bell. The first "book," Ellis claims, fits the crime novel genre with its proto-typical noir characters and the "salient characteristic" of the genre, a weapons fetish (228). The second "book" takes over when Moss dies and readers are compelled to recognize the "true protagonist," Bell (236). This second book, Ellis claims, collapses into prophetic lamentation, characterizing the new narrative type as a form of contemporary jeremiad (243). Ellis's reading of the novel's twin literary forms is deeply compelling. But his recognition of the competing styles does little to reveal the novel's unity. While both the noir crime novel and the jeremiad clearly infuse the narrative style of No Country for Old Men, other literary forms are also at play.
In fact, the striking difference between McCarthy's typically dense prose style and the prose style in No Country for Old Men cannot be fully explained by citing the noir tradition. There are, after all, stylistically "dense" noir thrillers, like Irish noir-writer Ken Bruen's Jack Taylor series or Pat McCabe's The Butcher Boy. Even William Faulkner's foray into the genre, Sanctuary, for the most part bears all the characteristics of his typically opaque prose. As Steven Frye notes in his extended analysis of the influence on the novel of the W.B. Yeats poem "Sailing to Byzantium," from which the novel derives its title, No Country for Old Men demonstrates a "deliberate shift in style" from McCarthy's other works (33). This "shift" away from syntactic artistry in the main narrative contrasts a world that is "external and objective, [ ... ] of artless violence, disorder, and bloodshed" with the more artistic interior monologue passages, passages that reveal "human love, spiritual transcendence, and a mild and mitigated acceptance" (40). But perhaps the stylistic departure draws attention to more than just the atavistic nature of the external world. In fact, the novel's stripped prose seems to draw attention to the act of narrative rather than the substance of narrative. The novel foregrounds the artifice of story-telling, in particular, through rigid narrative structures and through archaic and folkloric tropes, symbols, repetitions, and character depictions. No Country for Old Men can be read as a glorified pulp thriller, but the pared-down prose and narrative frames draw attention to another literary ancestor: the archetypal, folktale-type parable.
McCarthy has distanced himself from literary traditions that deviate from strict realism. In his dialogue with the Coen brothers, he claims that he is "not a fan of some of the Latin American writers, [i.e.] magical realism." His problem with magical realism, he explains, is that "it's hard enough to get people to believe what you're telling them without making it impossible. It has to be vaguely plausible" (qtd. in Grossman 53). McCarthy's professed attachment to realism can be a bit of a red herring. While his novels generally ground the characters and actions in real-world settings, certain characters stretch the category of realism almost to breaking point. One of the most obvious examples, of course, is Anton Chigurh, the devil-figure who flits through the landscape of No Country for Old Men. As Vladimir Propp points out in Theory and History of Folklore, characters in folklore differ from characters in literature primarily because, in folklore, characters are "types," not individuals (27). Chigurh, however, is not much of an individual. Instead, he seems to be a blue-eyed, vaguely ethnic version of Blood Meridian's Judge Holden, who himself is more caricature of evil than complex individual. Not only is Chigurh a typed character, but he is also depicted with strongly supernatural overtones. At one point in No Country for Old Men, Sheriff Bell assures himself and another deputy that Chigurh is, in the final analysis, not a ghost. The other man replies, "I guess if he was a ghost you wouldnt have to worry about him" (299). Bell's final "encounter" with Chigurh, however, is overshadowed by Chigurh's weird (in the archaic sense of the word) escape. Chigurh gets into his truck and watches Sheriff Bell pull up to the motel (243). Bell goes into the motel room, realizes that Chigurh is still on the premises, and goes outside and calls for backup. He and the other cruisers then search all the trucks in the lot, but Chigurh is gone, having "outgeneraled" the police once again (245). While it is conceivable that Chigurh drove away, the text does not indicate how he accomplished that deed without alerting the otherwise vigilant Sheriff Bell. In the Coen brothers' film No Country for Old Men, this final encounter is depicted with a heightened sense of "weirdness." Bell approaches the motel room door, sees the shot-out lock, and stands watching a shifting reflection on the convex metal of the lock-cylinder. The next shot depicts Chigurh's face in shadow with only a cylindrical light shining on it. The film's montage connects the two scenes using the single image of a shot-out lock, indicating that the men stand on either side of the door. Yet when Bell finally pushes the door in, Chigurh is gone. The apparently inexplicable vaporization of Chigurh in the film is thematically consistent with his depiction in the book. Chigurh, repeatedly associated with "devils" and "ghosts," has a strong lingering scent of magical realism, much like the ageless and undying Judge Holden.
Chigurh is not the only example of "magical" or folkloric imagery in No Country for Old Men. The novel in fact exhibits folktale elements at many levels, including possessing a folktale narrative theme. No Country for Old Men's plot resembles the "Pandora's box"-type cautionary tale. An innocent man, Moss, stumbles on a treasure, a bag of drug money, and, in stealing it, awakens the wrath of the "supernatural" evil power, Chigurh. At the end of the novel, Bell articulates the "moral" of the story when he answers a reporter's questions about what happened. He says that his narrative demonstrates "where we're headed" (303). Shortly after this, he reflects that the old people around him are, like Rip Van Winkle, characters who "woke up and they dont know how they got where they're at" (304). The archaic narrative tropes in the novel suggest that, if the novel's prose feels "flattened" in comparison to McCarthy's other novels, that effect may derive not from an artistic failure but rather from an artistic deviation. In this novel, McCarthy evokes the rigid and proscribed patterns of the oldest form of story-telling, a form of narrative that possesses a moral exigency.
In her article, "Folk Narrative," Linda Degh claims that folktales can be categorized by three basic qualities: first, a framed, narrated structure (a voice framing events with cues such as "once upon a time" to indicate the beginning of the story); second, figured or formulaic speech patterns and description patterns; and third, formulaic narrative arcs and character types (60-61). In addition to its cautionary tale-theme, No Country for Old Men demonstrates all of these formulaic qualities. Perhaps most obviously, the novel utilizes an eye-catching framed narrative device, the italicized sections at the beginning of every chapter. Although Bell's italicized sections initially indicate that he plays the role of the narrator, he does not actually narrate events or control or dictate them, suggesting that the narrative sections in this novel are playing a different role than would be played by first-person narration in a typical novel. There seem to be two Bells, in other words, the narrator-Bell of the philosophy texts and the character Bell who plays a Rip Van Winkle-type sheriff in the main text. Bell's evocation of "Rip Van Winkle" suggests the function of the italicized sections of the novel--a function typical to folktales, namely, the framing device.
Framing devices typically signal the commencement of a tale rather than a novel, and an example of such a framing structure is, of course, Washington Irving's The Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent, in which "Rip Van Winkle" originally appeared. The Sketchbook is ostensibly a compilation of sketches presented by an authorial alter-ego, Geoffrey Crayon. Within the Sketchbook, Crayon claims that he culled two tales, "Rip Van Winkle" and "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," from the folk-wisdom of the historian Deitrich Knickerbocker, who is Irving's other authorial persona, erstwhile known to readers as the narrator of the wildly outrageous and heavily ironic A History of New York (37, 329). Irving's different narrative personae are critical figures in balancing the sly skepticism and slap-stick humor of the stories. The narrators also distance the story from the actual author, primarily so that Knickerbocker, who is at least a bit susceptible to the superstitions Ichabod Crane swallows whole, can express a naive credulity that the audience is not expected to share. No Country for Old Men loses, for the most part, the humorous aspect of the authorial stand-in. However, the novel's authorial narrative frames, like Knickerbocker, intensify the supernatural elements in the story by suggesting that the "narrator" possesses a level of belief in the supernatural aspects of the story. For example, Bell describes Chigurh as a devil and a ghost. Although he professes to believe in rational explanations for the man, he nevertheless suggests at one point that he is "startin to lean" in the direction of believing in an incarnate Satan. "He [Satan] explains a lot of things that otherwise dont have no explanation," Bell claims (218). Bell is a rational man and a modern skeptic, but, in his mind, there is at least a niggling fear that Chigurh just might be a walking, breathing personification of the Prince of Darkness. More than most of McCarthy's novels, this narrative does not settle for mere symbolism. Chigurh is not "like" Satan; at some level of the story, he just might be Satan. The story elements themselves thus demonstrate a folkloric quality, melding the supernatural with the natural in order to explain a real-world phenomenon.
In addition to framing devices that heighten the mystical or magical quality of the tale, Degh also points out that fairytales' narrative structure follows a "ruling action of tri-episodic action-repetition" (61). No Country for Old Men's narrative traces the physical transgressions of the Texas-Mexico border in a complex style of triplicate patterning. In the opening section of the novel, Bell describes sending a boy to death row. Bell claims that he "visited with him two or three times. Three times" (1, italics original). The emphasis on events happening "three" times recurs throughout the novel. No Country for Old Men follows three central characters: Llewellen Moss, who steals a suitcase full of drug money; Anton Chigurh, who chases Moss to retrieve the money; and Sheriff Ed Tom Bell, who chases Chigurh. The chase is likewise segmented by major plot events that occur in triplet. For example, Moss encounters Chigurh three times. He escapes from Chigurh twice but is killed during the third and final encounter. First, Moss runs to Del Rio and cleverly outwits Chigurh, barely escaping him (99-103); next Moss goes to Eagle Pass, gets in a shoot-out with Chigurh, but manages to escape (161); and last Moss takes his wife to El Paso, puts her on bus, and flees north to Van Horn, but, when he stops at a hotel there, he is caught and killed in a shoot-out (201, 224, 236-239). Likewise, Chigurh narrowly escapes death three times. He is first caught with a distinctive murder instrument that could be linked to his past crimes and earn him the death penalty, but he escapes by killing the deputy (6-7); next, he gets shot in Eagle Pass but lives (161); and finally he goes to El Paso to shoot Carla Jean and gets hit by car but lives (261). Bell almost encounters--but just misses--Chigurh three times as well, completing the triepisodic narrative patterns for the three characters. First, he arrives at Moss's Desert Aire trailer after Chigurh, having "just missed him" (93); second, Bell surveys the wreckage after the shoot-out in Eagle Pass at "nine-fifteen in the morning" having missed Chigurh, who quit the town when "the new day [was] paling" (134, 122); and last, Bell arrives at the Van Horn motel while Chigurh is (presumably) still in the parking lot, but Chigurh manages to escape (243-245). The Coen brothers' film again emphasizes the intensity of Bell's near-misses. When Bell arrives at the Desert Aire trailer in the film, Chigurh has left so recently that the glass of milk he was drinking still sweats on the coffee table. Given the collaborative relationship between the Coen brothers and McCarthy during the film-making process, the film's amplification of the novel's events is, not surprisingly, a cinematic change rather than a thematic one. Chigurh eludes Bell's grasp in the film with more cinematic panache, but in the novel he occasionally behaves in more erratic and inhuman ways than he does in the film, like his feral attack on the deputy in the novel, where he leaps on the man, compared to his savage but relatively silent and motionless attack in the film, where he strangles him while prone on the floor (NCFOM 6; No Country).
Degh next talks about the "patterned figures of speech," which she calls cues-descriptions, such as "handsome" princes and "beautiful" princesses. The descriptions also codify the settings, placing the story within a framework meant to inform readers how to understand each narrative event's significance. For example, Degh says, "sparkling, metallic radiance represents fairyland [...] and riches, whereas dark and bleak hues signify [...] the site of evil" (61). In the novel, Moss sees the world originally, before the opening of the money bag, as a world covered with a "low haze of shimmering dust and pollen," dawn shining down on an earth made of glittery volcanic gravel (NCFOM 8-9). After Moss finds the treasure, evening falls, and he is in a "blue world. Visible shadows of clouds crossing the floodplain" (26). The novel ends with Bell imagining himself as a lone survivor riding out "in all that dark and all that cold" (309). The color hues of the novel, then, darken symbolically in keeping with the growing darkness of the threat.
Finally, the novel's characters are described with certain traits common to folktales. The formulaic central characters, Moss, Bell, and Chigurh, seem initially more at home in a medieval Morality Play than a Texas-Mexico border thriller. Moss, an ordinary "everyman," stumbles upon a temptation (the cash), and upon succumbing to the temptation is pursued by a Vice character, Chigurh, who is also an archetypal "Devil," and a Virtue character, Bell, who tries and fails to get Moss to do the right thing by turning in the money to the police. The classic storyline of the everyman's temptation and subsequent fall from grace is more consistent in some ways with the Judeo-Christian folktale tradition, since the existence of a fundamentally evil character has little in common with Texas-Mexico Native American traditions, in which devil characters cannot be described as purely "evil" in the Western sense of the term. But upon further analysis, No Country for Old Men's depiction of Chigurh as a "devil" character uses tropes more consistent with border folklore, specifically with the shape-shifter character in border folklore. For example, Chigurh is a terrifying character primarily because he does not seem to kill out of malice. Rather, as Wells points out, he "has principles" (153). These "principles" involve his absolute adherence to seemingly arbitrary promises, like a victim's life depending on a coin toss, and thus reflect Chigurh's allegiance to a world of rules that does not mesh with the rules of most civilized human societies. Because Chigurh is so inexplicable, he seems less intentionally malicious than the Judeo-Christian devil, who is often depicted solely in terms of his desire to thwart human beings. Chigurh is rather an instrument of an archaic type of Anglo-Saxon "fate" or an arbitrary wreaker-of-havoc like Native American tricksters.
Chigurh's otherworldliness is consistently emphasized throughout the novel. In introducing the narrative, Bell calls Chigurh a "true and living prophet of destruction" (4) and, later, a "ghost" (218). Chigurh also refers to himself as "the devil" (60, 256). And, in the mode of villains in fairy tales, he ritualistically dialogues with his victims before killing them. Like the wolf "huffing and puffing," Chigurh forces each victim into a prescribed conversation before destroying them. He asks them if they understand the role he plays, and he corrects their answers by telling them that he is God-like and devil-like (57, 260). In addition, Chigurh's survival of three near-death experiences reinforces his trickster-like ability to escape death. But it is his essential character that differs from traditional trickster types and that so profoundly affects Bell. Bell begins the narrative by saying that he will tell the story of this strange and terrible creature because he wants to provide a reason for why he has decided to give up his job as sheriff. He says that Chigurh made him realize that a job requiring a man to decide other men's fates (as a sheriff, like himself, or as a hit-man, like Chigurh) does not depend solely on what you do, but also on "what you are willin to become. And I think a man would have to put his soul at hazard [to make those choices]" (4). In other words, the novel's central conflict is not the actual chase--Moss with the money, Chigurh after Moss, Bell after Chigurh--but rather Bell's encounter with the soul-less "prophet of destruction." These two characters, then, are juxtaposed like the twin faces of Janus, each envisioning a different possible world. Chigurh, the "prophet of destruction," follows an archaic code of destruction and annihilation, while Bell, haunted by prophetic visions of hope, looks into the future and the past in order to construct a sense, however elusive, of transcendence.
In addition to their "old man" and "vice" roles, both Bell and Chigurh are depicted in ways that evoke a more specifically border folklore character: the trickster or shape-shifter character. Shape shifters, in general, are folkloric creatures who can change their external shape at will while maintaining a consistent core identity, so, for instance, the evil witch can become a beautiful princess, or the coyote can appear as a young woman, but their interior natures remain the same (Garry and El-Shamy 126). Many scholars have explored the trope of shape shifting as a means of navigating the complex problem of identity in border literatures. Cristiano Grottanelli, for example, argues that the mythological trickster figure, the quintessential literary shape shifter, embodies the problem of border identity. Sometimes a creator, sometimes a destroyer, the trickster "implies power through impurity," a power antithetical to traditional power structures such as kings, rulers, champions, or saviors. The trickster's power lies in "breaking boundaries" (138, 139). Barry R. Schlenker also validates this view of the positive use of the shape-shifter trope in border literature. Schlenker claims that shape shifters are creatures of unstable identity who are nevertheless able to "create" social identity through what he calls "dissonance theory," an ability to synthesize dissonant identities by discovering what is essential and allowing what is non-essential to change shape; this allows the shifter to become fluent in multiple discourses, to "change face" when necessary, while retaining a core identity (342). Gloria Anzaldua claims that folktale-type literature, the "confluence of primordial images," can help create ways of understanding a "Self" comprised of many selves ("Preface"). Amplifying Anzaldua's claim, McCarthy's novel depicts shape shifting as a process that can either create or destroy identity.
Pitted against each other, Bell and Chigurh offer contrasting revisions of the traditional shape-shifter character, posing contrasting possibilities for the nature of transient identity. In McCarthy's novel, shape-shifting is consistently associated with world creation and destruction. Chigurh, for example, is a "prophet of doom," as though he conjures the dark mischief that transforms functioning human societies into lawless bloodbaths (5). In the first scene in the novel, Chigurh tricks his guard and kills him with almost supernatural prowess. Chigurh kills the deputy by leaping upward so that he "slammed both knees against the back of the deputy's neck" (5). Chigurh is animalistic, capable of nearly superhuman feats; he wreaks havoc on the world wherever he goes, lies and manipulates to accomplish his work, and completes his bloody narrative without ever having been seen by the sheriff who is hunting him. Chigurh may embody more traits of the trickster more obviously than does Bell, but he is a depiction of only the dark and dangerous shape-shifter traits. Bell explains that Chigurh's ability to shift, to be "ghost-like," derives from his lack of essential identity or configuration, in contrast to Bell's essentially unchanged moral center, his sense of "self." Bell's world-creative powers are more metaphorical than are Chigurh's; Bell recalls his father carving a stone trough capable of lasting a thousand years. The image of continuity, a "faith" in the constructive powers of humanity, prompts him to remark that he "dont have no intentions of carvin a stone water trough. But I would like to be able to make that kind of promise" (307, 308). Bell's character, contrasted with Chigurh's, demonstrates the argument that shape-shifting, used positively, can serve as a metaphor for connecting the self to others and for taking responsibility for choices. Near the end of the novel, Bell re-tells the story of his "heroic" battle, in which he won a bronze star for defending a position that was later lost and then, in the night, leaving his fallen comrades in an act that seems to him like a betrayal. Lauded for a heroism he does not feel he deserves, Bell says, "I didnt know you could steal your own life" (278). Even though it was likely that his comrades were already dead and even though he could not have saved them, Bell feels that the commendation for heroism created a story that robbed his life of its ground-level reality. That incorrect story has "stolen" his life. The novel suggests that the power to choose to associate or disassociate with others is essential to retaining a sense of self that does not change when all other forms change. Bell recognizes the value of community and the tragedy of violence, and he also realizes that the only possible way in which a human being can retain an essential core identity despite external changes is to have an unrelenting commitment to being in relationship with other people.
Although it functions well as a thriller, then, No Country for Old Men's underlying structure and epistemological center utilize folklore in order to discuss moral identity. In his article "The United States, Mexico, and Machismo," folklorist and novelist Americo Paredes explains that contemporary re-interpretations of folklore bear an ethical responsibility in the literary canon. As an example of inappropriately-used folklore, Paredes explains that the European-American assumption that "machismo" is a particularly Mexican characteristic is based on unethical folklore images. Paredes claims that, while tropes depicting male courage are common in older Mexican lore, the characteristic traits of machismo--the phallic symbolism, the identification of the man with the male animal, and the man's ambivalence or brutality towards women--were associated only with buffoons and weaklings. Naturalistic writers like Frank Norris and Jack London, however, adopted the "machismo" trait and associated it with heroism and "true" masculinity, reinventing the term and its use (27). The point, Paredes says, is that machismo is an attitude that does not describe the Mexican so much as it describes the urge of "Upward-moving groups" to shake off feelings of oppression and inferiority and to exult in images and lore of grandiose heroism (37). "Machismo," in this analysis, describes more about the European culture's latent prejudices and misogyny than it reveals about Mexican culture. Paredes argues that the naturalistic writers' appropriation of "machismo" folklore reflects negatively on the American culture of the time, but even more it epitomizes the danger of mis-using folklore. Folklore should not be used as a means of measuring or describing the psychology of the culture from which it comes. Rather, Paredes says, folklore should be used--and re-shaped if necessary--to create commonalities between groups and to motivate groups towards that which is humane and noble.
Despite McCarthy's general commitment to realism, No Country for Old Men actually uses folklore in a manner consistent with Paredes's vision. Throughout the novel, repetitious imagery of loss and destruction is pitted against imagery of renewal and re-creation, culminating in the novel's final image, a dream of fire being built in darkness. The novel's archetypal figures and narrative tropes therefore gesture beyond the violence of the border region to recognize universals of human communion and hope. Furthermore, by associating magical or folkloric qualities with its characters and story-line, the novel is able to transcend the ethical limitations of the "thriller" genre and the naturalist movement of which it is ostensibly part. While the naturalistic novel may warn against a form of human corruption, the folktale typically calls for a response or poses a clear moral to the audience. Of course, No Country for Old Men is hardly the first of McCarthy's novels to foreground narrative tropes and types so prominently. Outer Dark, as Russell Hillier points out, is stylistically evocative of John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, to the extent that Hillier calls the novel a "subversive parody" of the older text (58). Likewise, No Country for Old Men's tropes and archetypal figures reflect older Judeo-Christian forms, like the medieval Morality Play. But its strong folkloric flavor and its attention to questions of identity place the novel inside the tradition of Texas-Mexico border literature. The novel seems to comment on larger epistemological questions, but in a way specific to the border region. In fact, critics like Linda Woodson and Robert Jarrett reflect the extent to which the novel is rooted in border sensibility by explaining the novel in terms of its historical and physical context. Woodson begins her article, "'You are the Battleground': Materiality, Moral Responsibility, and Determinism in No Country for Old Men," by citing a series of news stories from the San Antonio Express-News that depict real-world mindless bloodbaths similar to those in the novel (5-6). Jarrett likewise contends that Chigurh's "senseless" violence is only senseless if the novel is removed from its context; placed in context, "for the last decade Nuevo Laredo on the southwestern border has been the center of a series of drug wars and drug-related violence--a violence that makes a great deal of 'sense'" (79). Certainly, the violence in No Country for Old Men is contextually relevant. But even more importantly, the patterned narrative is contextually relevant, examining universal human crises in the location and in the lore of a specific and deeply troubled region.
In No Country for Old Men, McCarthy makes explicit reference to the universality of violence through the use of varying region-specific examples. The novel's core event--a particular drug sale gone wrong--creates a kernel from which discussions of regional, national, and universal penchants for violence are discussed. If Chigurh's math is correct, No Country for Old Men takes place in 1980 (56). The infection of violence in the novel therefore reflects the historical peak in violence along the border in the early 1980s. This spike in border crime reflected the concurrent catastrophes of, first, a shift in heavy drug trafficking from Florida to the Mexico-U.S. border and, second, the subsequent crack-down on border immigration along the border (Martinez 142). An example of the mostly unilateral crack-down on immigration, the "Tortilla Curtains" constructed in El Paso, Texas, and San Ysidro, California, in 1979 prompted sprees of racial crimes along the border and served as graphic depictions of the severance of communities and communications (Martinez 134).
While the "Tortilla Curtain" may symbolize division and violence along the border, however, such a symbol hardly touches on the roots of the problem. In his analysis of the U.S.-Mexico crisis, Oscar J. Martinez claims that the "War on Drugs" has focused attention on Mexican causes for the drug trade expansion, but this emphasis on Mexico overlooks "the voracious consumption of drugs in U.S. society" (146). In No Country for Old Men, Bell chastises a young female reporter who blames Bell (and by association U.S. law enforcement) for the rise in drug crime. "I told her that you cant have a dope business without dopers," Bell says, suggesting the futility of attributing blame exclusively to one side of the crime equation (304). The novel consistently suggests that violence is born in a single human choice, but once born it spreads like a disease, and its infection spreads beyond national and temporal boundaries. At one point, Bell visits his uncle, Ellis, who reflects, "How come people dont feel like this country has a lot to answer for?" (271). Ellis believes that the United States has a particularly vicious history. During this section, Ellis and Bell exchange recollections of war, and their reminisces sketch a history of twentieth-century America that is a veritable slag heap of violence, from abandoned mothers in the First World War to psychologically devastated soldiers in Vietnam (268-71). Yet the novel is predicated on Bell's philosophical musings on the existence of human souls, indicating that if the United States is infected with an incomprehensible violence, the country is only a specific example of a larger human brokenness (2).
According to Bell, a fundamental absence--the absence of a "soul"--marks the boy he sent to death row, who murdered his girlfriend for no reason, and also marks Chigurh, who murders at a coin toss (2). Although Bell does not define what a "soul" is, the juxtaposed characters of Bell and Chigurh provide sufficient evidence to suggest that, in McCarthy's universe, characters who recognize their ethical responsibility to nature and to humankind possess a "soul," while those who do not are empty shells of flesh. Bell epitomizes this recognition of the crucial necessity of human interconnection. Towards the end of his novel, he describes how he has created an imaginary relationship with his dead daughter, attributing to her all the good qualities he wishes he possessed. He says that he has "give her the heart I always wanted for myself" (285). In this relationship with a dead girl, Bell evokes McCarthy's first published short story, "Wake for Susan," where the young man, Wes, imagines a love affair with a name on a headstone. Both texts suggest that the central characters are haunted by their need for an "other"--even if that "other" is dead. Bell later describes his ethical recognition of his need for an "other" when he claims that his core identity lives in the love of his wife. Without her, he says, "I dont know what I would have. Well, yes I do. You wouldnt need a box to put it in neither" (305). Bell defines himself as a composite self, a self whose core identity exists in constant relation to other people. Love and goodness, for Bell, occur only in relationship, and, outside of such relationships, all that a human possesses would not need a box.
Chigurh, of course, recognizes no such ethical or metaphysical obligations and therefore epitomizes the disease whose symptom is catastrophic violence. And at first glance, Chigurh's disturbing ethics seem to be supported by the novel's patterned imagery. Chigurh uses a coin toss to explain fate and to determine the fate of one of his victims in the beginning of the novel (56-57), then with Carla Jean at the end of the novel (259). The two events counter each other. The first time, Chigurh's would-be victim calls heads, the coin falls heads, and the man survives. Carla Jean also calls heads, but the coin falls to tails. Chirgurh uses the image of a coin toss to explain fate to his victims. He claims that history works like a series of coin tosses, probabilities becoming singularities. The coin, he says, had "been traveling twenty-two years to get here. And now it's here," as though all of history has unfolded to the precise moment of the coin toss (56). Later in the novel, when Bell visits Ellis, the older man briefly takes an oracular role. Ellis apparently subscribes to Chirgurh's view of the world as an unfolding of sequences, a heads-or-tails division of possibility, which he calls "good times and bad times" (265). But Ellis's worldview is more nuanced than Chigurh's. Caught inside the juggernaut of history, Ellis claims, people are only able to choose between happiness and despair (265). These characters' tunneled and proscriptive view of history explains the internal logic of the novel's narrative structure. Events are heralded by symbols, unfold in sequence, and arrive at conclusions foretold from the beginning. The narrative, in other words, is as immutable and predictable as a folktale. The only possibility for change lies in the reader's interpretation: faced with the predictable and immutable events of the novel, the reader is only able to choose hope or despair.
In other words, by flattening the narrative into a series of prescribed events, the only possibilities left open are those ontological questions at the heart of the novel, questions about identity formation and the critical possibility of hope in an increasingly chaotic world. Bell ends his narrative telling of a dream where he stood outside in the dark and cold world and saw his father in the distance building a fire (309). In condemnation of the soul-less Chigurh's worldview, Bell instead evokes memories of his father, a man who believed in "a promise" of essential, irreducible human goodness. Retelling stories about his father provides Bell with the means to revivify hope in humanity's capacity to create, even in a world filled with evidence of humanity's capacity to destroy. Thus, although the narrative style in No Country for Old Men does not demonstrate the same virtuosic syntactic technique of other McCarthy novels, the "stripped-down" prose style draws attention to literary artifice and the creative potential of that artifice (Wood 88). When Wells laconically describes Chigurh's evil, then dismisses it--"He's a psychopathic killer, but so what?"--he suggests that evil is, like Chigurh, inexplicable, and because inexplicable, impossible to defeat. But Bell's final dream-vision poses an implicit answer to Wells's assertion. Despite the pervasive violence of the border region, and of humanity itself, there are also prophets of hope, visionaries of humankind's capacity for redemption. And that capacity for redemption resides, McCarthy suggests, in the art of narrative, the mystical power of language to create alternate identities and realities and to pose a transcendent meaning that helps to heal the wounds of human violence with images of hope. In "Sailing to Byzantium" Yeats describes the transcendence found in art as the "artifice of eternity" (line 24). No Country for Old Men applies the poem's argument to narrative and describes transcendence as the "promise" of a single act of creation in the face of pervasive destruction (305).
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