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As a genre focused on real-life murders and quite graphic and extreme facets of criminal 

behaviour and pathologies, true crime is a ‘pop culture phoenix’ as David Schmid suggests (A 

Companion to Crime Fiction 2010). While the genre dates as far back as 1651, Truman 

Capote's In Cold Blood (1966) is considered one of the first true crime narratives in the 

modern age. The success of true crime relies on a multitude of factors and on the formula that 

distinguishes its narratives. The elements that create this formula include the play between 

fact and fiction, the focus on the details of crime, usually quite graphic and gory, and the 

over-dramatization of the facts in the crime under question. However, the study of true crime 

is a relatively new and quite fertile field of research that opens up questions about criminality, 

victimhood, justice, law and agency among other issues. And the term “true crime” in itself is 

not finely defined or neatly demarcated, a strength rather than a weakness as it invites, even 

challenges, scholars to explore and map out definitions and tease out meanings in an 

increasingly growing field.  

True Crime: Fact, Fiction, Ideology was a one-day conference organized by the 

independent Manchester-based publisher, Hic Dragones, and held at the Manchester 

Conference Centre on Saturday 7 June 2014. It was a meeting place for a specialized and keen 

group of scholars of true crime, and a great opportunity not only for scholarly and sharp 

debate but also for close and friendly discussions and an exchange of ideas and expertise. The 

conference consisted of three panels and a keynote speech. The first panel “Depicting Taboo 

Crime” included three papers that addressed the notion of the taboo in true crime narratives. 

All three papers tackled problematic and challenging areas in true crime fiction from 

perspectives legal, cultural and psychosocial. Abby Bentham (University of Salford), ‘Cold 

Blood, Warm Heart: Truman Capote and the Transformation of the Psychopath’ addressed the 

representation of the psychopath in Truman Capote's In Cold Blood. Bentham re-read the 

main character, Perry Smith, in one of the first true crime narratives by arguing that Capote 

gives a sympathetic view of the criminal. Bentham's paper explored the importance of 

Capote's depiction of the psychopath as it actually affects a trend of sympathetic portrayals of 

this figure in later crime texts – from monster to man – which we still detect today. Through 

discussing Capote's text, Bentham also tackled the key questions of the reader’s engagement 

with violence and crime and the issue of moral ambivalence that, she argues, define true 

crime and serial killer narratives. Jacquelyn Bent (University of Huddersfield) assessed 

‘Cultural, Societal and Legal Standards for the Identification of Taboo Acts Including Taboo 

Crime’. Bent's paper looked at necrophilia, incest, and bestiality among other taboo acts and 

traces the cultural and psychosocial definitions and the legal ramifications of taboo crimes. 

Bent made an interesting distinction between the true crime genre, which people typically find 

fascinating, and the actuality of real crimes, which is generally viewed with disgust. Bent 

situated the interest in true crime in the thrill people feel at the violation of norms and taboos, 

and in the self-affirming pleasure that can be found in outwardly-projected feelings of disgust. 

The third paper in this panel examined the depiction of the Columbine massacre in true crime. 

David McWilliam (Lancaster University) delivered a paper entitled ‘Without Conscience: Re-

opening Old Wounds to Pass the Empathy Test in Dave Cullen’s Columbine (2009)’ which 

dealt with the techniques of Gothic body horror in the wounds of victims depicted Dave 

Cullen’s true crime story Columbine (2009). It is McWilliam’s argument that these techniques 

generate empathy with them in a process that Mark Seltzer calls ‘strange intimacy and 
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vicarious violation’ (True Crime: Observations on Violence and Modernity 2007). Cullen 

rewrites the account of the Columbine massacre in a way that delivers a warning of the 

monstrous psychopath, who could have turned into a serial killer or a domestic terrorist.  

The second panel in the conference was devoted to discussions of the conventions of true 

crime fiction. Hence the three panelists negotiated the different generic conventions 

demarcating the boundaries of true crime narratives, attempting to find new and creative ways 

to both look at existing categories and challenge their confines. The three papers dealt with a 

variety of narratives and discussed how they fit under the umbrella of true crime. Carys 

Crossen (University of Manchester) in her paper ‘Invoke Not Reason: Defining the 

Parameters of True Crime in the Case of Jack the Ripper’ questioned one of the most 

notorious serial killers of all time, Jack the Ripper. Crossen's paper explored the questions of 

whether or not narratives about Jack the Ripper can legitimately be considered true crime and 

looks at the Ripper's position as a popular culture icon. Examining the most popular 

portrayals of the Ripper such as Alan Moore’s From Hell and its film adaptation, the TV 

series Whitechapel (2009) and various appearances in literature, Crossen took on the bigger 

and central question of what defines true crime. Charlotte Beyer (University of 

Gloucestershire) addressed another aspect of recent true crime narratives. In her paper 

‘“Angel Makers”: Recent True Crime Stories of Baby Farming’, Beyer discussed the 

construction of femininity, motherhood and transgression in quite unique narratives of baby 

farming, a nineteenth century practice in Britain where unwanted illegitimate children were 

sent to farms to be cared for against payment. Looking at texts such as Sylvia Perrini’sBaby 

Farmers of the 19th Century: Women who Kill (2013) and Allison Vale and Allison Rattle's 

The Woman Who Murdered Babies for Money: The Story of Amelia Dyer (2007), the paper 

called attention to how recent baby farming narratives question the double standards of the 

Victorian age and the traditional construction of femininity while revealing a dark and 

underground side to motherhood. Drawing on critical research of true crime, Beyer focused 

on the literary language used to exaggerate the portrayals of women baby farmers and the 

problems surrounding the representation of 'true crime' and the issues of realism and 

authenticity. The third paper focused on another notorious killer, Jeffery Dahmer. Karen 

Oughton (Regents University London) in her paper ‘Deliciously Deranged: Depicting the 

Raison d’être of Jeffrey Dahmer as a Celebrity Serial Killer’ interrogated the boundaries of 

horror and true crime in the fictionalisations Dahmer (2002), Dahmer vs. Gacy (2010) and the 

documentary The Jeffery Dahmer Files (2012) and the graphic 2012 novel My Friend 

Dahmer. The paper went on to explore the notion of the serial killer as an antihero, though it 

concludes that Dahmer is conceived of as both a super- and an antihero in a way that confirms 

the wish fulfillment and the taboo in popular culture. 

The third panel “Place, History, Communities” was devoted the influx of true crime in 

different points of time and place. John David Jordan (Manchester Metropolitan University) 

in his paper ‘Real Life Crimes, Council Estate Dramas and Proleaphobia: How ‘Socio-

Chthonic Mythologies’ Serve the Neoliberal Welfare Agenda” illustrated a mass media 

narrative that presses prejudice against the poor, in a sinister phase he described as 

“proleaphobia”. By looking at different real crime, council estate stories and proleaphobic 

media representations, Jordan argued that fantasy and reality, fact and fiction are not only 

blurred in these narratives but also interconnected in a way that formulates an ideological 

stance that justifies the neoliberal rollback of welfare state provision. Martyn Colebrook 

(Independent Scholar) in his paper ‘Do what you want, just don’t get caught doing it’ – 

Gordon Burn’s Happy Like Murderers’ explored Gordon Burn’s depiction of one of Britain’s 

most notorious families: the Wests. Burn again blurs the line between fact and fiction using 

true crime narratives in a project that he began in Somebody's Husband, Somebody's Son 

(1984), which tells the story of Peter Sutcliff, the Yorkshire Ripper, and continued in Happy 
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Like Murderers (1998). Colebrook examined Burn’s account of the West family in the context 

of true crime illustrating how his style of writing imitates the medium in which his characters 

operate. Burn’s Happy Like Murderers paints a picture of the Gothic arena of murder, rape 

and incest in which the Wests functioned while problematising and critiquing the function of 

the community. The final paper in the conference was ‘Crime Culture of Monstrosity: The 

Cold War, Paranoia and the Psychopathy in Post-war Crime Fiction’ by Maysaa Jaber 

(University of Baghdad) which contextualized American post-war crime fiction in larger 

socio-cultural and legal discourses on crime, justice and punishment. The paper traced the 

trend in post-war crime fiction that can be described as an obsession in depiction of ‘monsters 

in small town America.’ Jaber also explored the representation of the sexual psychopath as 

one of the components in American post-war crime culture arguing that postwar crime fiction 

presents a critique to the blurry boundaries between crime and law, and at the same time, 

questions and transgresses the limits of legal, social and even familial codes and norms.  

The keynote lecture was delivered by Professor David Schmid from the University of 

Buffalo of New York. Schmid is one of the most prominent scholars of true crime and the 

author of the 2005 book Natural Born Celebrities: Serial Killers in American Culture. His 

lecture, entitled ‘The Moors Murders and the “Truth” of True Crime’ established, and at the 

same time questioned, the boundaries and conventions of true crime narratives. As his case 

study he discussed the Moors Murders, a series of atrocious crimes committed by Ian Brady 

and Myra Hindley between 1963 and 1965 in Manchester, UK, to delve into more complex 

and perplexing issues of fact versus fiction, mythologizing the genre and the use of tropes, 

techniques and conventions to deliver a true crime story. The keynote paper stirred a wide 

discussion that addressed the Moors Murders but went beyond to touch upon different aspects 

of true crime. Professor Schmid was open and kind enough to answer questions about the 

growing interest in the genre of true crime, particularly the illustration and critique around the 

elements that define true crime narratives and the treatment of the serial killer in this genre. 

The reaction to the keynote paper and the following lively discussion were a true testament to 

the success of the paper, and the event in its entirety.  

The conference was a notable affair that combined a variety of perspectives and examples 

to look at the true crime genre. The intimacy of the event allowed the participants to feel at 

ease discussing the papers and sharing experiences. The conference also generated both 

unique and interesting discussions around true crime, its definition, conventions, and contexts. 

It stirred a lot of questions about this new scholarly field, and the Questions and Answers 

sessions that followed both the panels and keynote lecture offered ideas, suggestions and even 

more provocative questions to ponder. Finally True Crime: Fact, Fiction, Ideology was a 

platform on which to build a community of those interested in true crime; it was a step toward 

future initiatives to bring together true crime scholars; and the creation of it created a focal 

point for scholars of popular literature and crime fiction as a way to discuss true crime 

narratives from a number of important perspectives.  
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