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V. TWO REBELS, ONE GENRE: THE SWEDISH 
LISBETH SALANDER AND THE AMERICAN 
VANESSA “MICHAEL” MUNROE AS POWERFUL 
HEROINES IN CRIME FICTION 
(Jarosław Giza1) 
 
 
Streszczenie 

Rozdział pt. “Two Rebels, One Genre: The Swedish Lisbeth Salander and the 
American Vanessa “Michael” Munroe as Powerful Heroines in Crime Fiction” analizuje 
podobieństwa między dwiema ikonicznymi bohaterkami – Lisbeth Salander z trylogii 
Millennium Stiega Larssona oraz Vanessą „Michael” Munroe z serii The Informationist 
autorstwa Taylor Stevens. Umieszczając je w szerszym kontekście globalnej literatury 
kryminalnej, autor podkreśla, że obie postacie zarówno ucieleśniają, jak i podważają tradycje 
skandynawskiego noir oraz amerykańskiego hard-boiled detective fiction. Literatura 
kryminalna zostaje ukazana jako gatunek transnarodowy, kształtowany przez wzajemne 
oddziaływania kulturowe. Skandynawskie narracje, takie jak powieści Larssona, zdobyły 
światową sławę dzięki zjawisku „Nordic Noir”, podczas gdy amerykański noir pozostaje 
tradycją fundamentalną, charakteryzującą się moralną dwuznacznością, korupcją i 
psychologiczną złożonością. Zarówno Salander, jak i Munroe wpisują się w te wzorce, a 
zarazem je poszerzają, ukazując, w jaki sposób literatura kryminalna podejmuje globalne 
tematy przemocy, traumy i przetrwania w lokalnych kontekstach. 

Odwołując się do teorii psychologii indywidualnej Alfreda Adlera, artykuł interpretuje 
traumatyczne doświadczenia bohaterek – molestowanie seksualne, zaniedbania 
instytucjonalne i zdrady – jako katalizatory odporności i rozwoju psychicznego. Obie kobiety 
odrzucają rolę ofiary, przekształcając cierpienie w wyjątkowe zdolności śledcze, analityczne i 
bojowe. Ich outsiderstwo oraz sprzeciw wobec struktur patriarchalnych wpisują je w tradycję 
noir, jednocześnie redefiniując kobiecą podmiotowość w gatunku. Analiza podkreśla również 
performatywną rolę wyglądu – zarówno Salander, jak i Munroe wykorzystują ubiór oraz 
kreację tożsamości jako narzędzia przetrwania i buntu. Istotnym elementem ich historii są 
także ambiwalentne relacje z mężczyznami – Mikaelem Blomkvistem w przypadku Salander 
oraz Francisco Beyardem w przypadku Munroe. Związki te, oparte na szacunku, a nie 
zależności, pozwalają bohaterkom na chwilowe przełamanie emocjonalnej izolacji, nie 
prowadząc jednak do definitywnego przezwyciężenia traumy. Autor artykułu dowodzi, że 
Salander i Munroe ucieleśniają wizerunek złożonych, moralnie niejednoznacznych 
buntowniczek we współczesnej literaturze kryminalnej. Reprezentują one zdolność gatunku 
do podejmowania kwestii płci, władzy i przemocy, a ich transnarodowy rezonans czyni z nich 
trwałe ikony odporności i emancypacji w literaturze XXI wieku. 
 
Summary 

The chapter Two Rebels, One Genre: The Swedish Lisbeth Salander and the American 
Vanessa “Michael” Munroe as Powerful Heroines in Crime Fiction examines the parallels 
between two iconic female protagonists—Stieg Larsson’s Lisbeth Salander from the 
Millennium trilogy and Taylor Stevens’s Vanessa “Michael” Munroe from the Informationist 
series. Set within the broader context of global crime fiction, the study highlights how these 
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figures embody and simultaneously challenge the traditions of Scandinavian crime fiction and 
American hard-boiled detective fiction. Crime fiction is presented as a transnational genre 
shaped by mutual cultural exchange. While Scandinavian narratives like Larsson’s have 
gained global acclaim through the “Nordic Noir” phenomenon, American crime fiction 
remains foundational, characterized by moral ambiguity, corruption, and psychological 
complexity. Both Salander and Munroe reflect these traditions but also expand them, 
illustrating how crime fiction engages with global themes of violence, trauma, and survival in 
localized contexts. 

Drawing on Alfred Adler’s theory of individual psychology, the article interprets the 
heroines’ traumatic pasts—sexual abuse, institutional neglect, and betrayal—as catalysts for 
resilience and psychological growth. Both women reject victimhood, channelling trauma into 
exceptional investigative, analytical, and combat skills. Their outsider identities and resistance 
to patriarchal structures align them with crime fiction traditions while redefining female 
subjectivity in the genre. The analysis also emphasizes the performative role of appearance, as 
both characters use clothing as tools of survival and defiance. Importantly, their narratives 
reveal ambivalent relationships with men, particularly Mikael Blomkvist for Salander and 
Francisco Beyard for Munroe. These partnerships, rooted in respect rather than dependence, 
allow moments of emotional vulnerability without resolving their trauma in simplistic 
romantic arcs. Ultimately, the article argues that Salander and Munroe exemplify the rise of 
complex, morally ambiguous female rebels in contemporary global crime fiction. They 
embody the genre’s capacity to interrogate gender, power, and violence, while their 
transnational resonance positions them as enduring icons of resilience and empowerment in 
twenty-first-century literature. 
 
 

1. Introduction  
Contemporary crime fiction has emerged as a distinctly global phenomenon, 

shaped by the complex and dynamic interplay between entrenched national literary 
traditions and increasingly fluid transnational exchanges. Over the past few decades, 
Scandinavian crime fiction has attracted significant international attention, propelled 
largely by the widespread acclaim of Nordic Noir and the global success of authors 
such as Jo Nesbø, Camilla Läckberg and Stieg Larsson. This surge in popularity has 
heightened scholarly and popular interest in the unique sociocultural contexts and 
stylistic features of Scandinavian crime narratives, while simultaneously contributing 
to a broader redefinition of crime fiction genre on a global scale. Nevertheless, it 
would be a serious oversight to marginalize the longstanding and foundational 
tradition of American crime fiction in this discussion. American noir, with its history 
stretching back to the early twentieth century, has played a seminal role in shaping the 
genre’s core themes, narrative structures, and character archetypes.  

The rise of hardboiled detective fiction in America can be attributed to writers 
such as Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler who were instrumental in 
establishing the subgenre’s distinctive style. Dashiell Hammett, often credited as the 
founder of the hardboiled tradition, was noted by Jasmine Yong Hall for creating a 
style of writing that is “quintessentially American and, in stark contrast to the English 
tradition, based on material from actual, lived experience” (2020, p. 450). The 
hardboiled detective subgenre is defined by its gritty and often brutal portrayal of 
crime, morally ambiguous protagonists, and a hard-edged, colloquial writing style. As 
Raymond Chandler observed, Hammett’s writing appealed to “people with a sharp, 
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aggressive attitude to life” who were unafraid of confronting the seedy and violent 
aspects of existence. According to Chandler, these readers were accustomed to 
violence, seeing it as part of the fabric of everyday life. Hammett, he argued, “gave 
murder back to the kind of people who commit it for reasons, not just to provide a 
corpse; and with the means at hand, not with handwrought dueling pistols, curare, and 
tropical fish” (1964, p. 195). This emphasis on realism and the depiction of violence as 
a natural consequence of human behavior marked a stark departure from the more 
sanitized portrayals of crime found in earlier detective fiction. 

The archetype of the hardboiled detective, as depicted by Hammett and 
Chandler, is a solitary figure who navigates a morally complex and often hostile 
world. These protagonists are typically disillusioned, embodying a sense of alienation 
from both society and its institutions. Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe, 
introduced in The Big Sleep (1939), exemplifies this new kind of detective. Marlowe is 
characterized by a strong sense of moral integrity, even as the pervasive corruption and 
social decay that surround him render him increasingly disillusioned. Similarly, 
Dashiell Hammett’s Sam Spade, the protagonist of The Maltese Falcon (1930), is 
tough, morally compromised, and deeply skeptical of authority. Spade’s character 
embodies the gritty realism that became a hallmark of American crime fiction, where 
the detective operates as both an outsider and a reluctant participant in the morally 
ambiguous world they inhabit. 

Importantly, the hardboiled detective tradition helped to shape the broader 
genre of Noir, which is defined by its dark, fatalistic tone and its exploration of 
existential despair. In the realm of noir fiction, the protagonist often finds themselves 
in a world that is both corrupt and indifferent to individual suffering. The stark realism 
and bleak view of human nature present in the works of Hammett and Chandler 
allowed crime fiction to evolve into a vehicle for exploring deeper psychological and 
philosophical questions. By emphasizing the moral ambiguities and internal struggles 
of their protagonists, these writers not only transformed the detective story but also 
contributed to the development of a subgenre that continues to influence crime fiction 
to this day. Writers such Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler introduced a more 
realistic and brutal portrayal of crime, which resonated with the disillusionment of the 
post-World War I era, and their works have supported and enlivened the whole edifice 
of crime fiction whose vitality, as asserted by Plain can “be attributed to its capacity to 
interrogate the structural inequalities, cultural anxieties and psychic pressures of 
modernity” (2020, p. 109). The hardboiled detective, often a morally complex and 
disillusioned figure, became the central character of a subgenre that explored the 
darker aspects of human nature and society. This shift in narrative style, tone, and 
thematic concerns not only reshaped the detective story but also gave rise to the 
broader genre of Noir, cementing the hardboiled tradition as a foundational element of 
modern crime fiction. 

Moreover, American crime fiction continues to evolve in vibrant dialogue with 
other national and transnational literary currents, both reflecting and influencing global 
trends. This ongoing evolution challenges simplistic, linear models of cultural 
influence and instead invites a more nuanced understanding of exchange as a process 
of mutual shaping. A closer and more critical examination reveals that the relationship 
between American and Scandinavian crime fiction is best understood as bidirectional 
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and multifaceted. Rather than a one-way flow of influence from one tradition to 
another, the interaction between these two traditions is reciprocal, characterized by 
continuous cross-pollination, adaptation, and reconfiguration. This dynamic 
interchange underscores the interconnected nature of contemporary crime fiction and 
illustrates how national literatures participate in a global conversation that preserves 
distinctive local elements while simultaneously engaging with universal themes and 
narrative innovations. As asserted by Wai Chee Dimock who, while referring to 
Pascale Casanova’s thoughts, claims that “world literature comes into being when a 
handful of texts are lifted from their local contexts and circulated across national 
borders [...] and admitted into a rarefied pantheon” (2017, p. 37). This edifice is indeed 
a privileged place in the world literature since, as claimed by Nilsson, Damrosch and 
D’haen in their Introduction to Crime Fiction as World Literature, 

 
[T]he globalized and hybridized genre of crime fiction, dealing 

with universal questions about life and death, crime and punishment, 
conflicting values and moral systems, is known for portraying the darker 
sides of society and formulating a social critique upon its own native 
context. At the same time, it is a genre that entertains readers worldwide, 
and its authors write within a tradition, continuously reshaping the 
genre’s way of telling stories about crime (2017, p. 4).  

 
and, as practitioners of this exceptionally fast expanding genre, “American 

crime writers are as likely to be inspired by Swedish authors as the reverse (Nilsson, 
Damrosch, D’haen 2017, p. 3).         

The objective of this article is to analyze the similarities between the portrayals 
of Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa “Michael” Munroe, and to consider both as 
significant contributors to an intertextual and expanding subgenre of crime fiction. In 
line with David Damrosch’s concept of “glocalism,” which emphasizes the exportation 
of local situations abroad and the importation of global situations at home (Damrosch 
2009, p. 109), the comparative analysis of Lisbeth and Vanessa demonstrates the ways 
in which American and Scandinavian crime fiction engage in a shared yet distinct 
project of representing crime, trauma, and survival. The central question, therefore, is 
whether—and to what extent—their characterization can be situated within the 
framework of global crime fiction, testifying to both the intertextuality and the glocal 
dimension that permeate their respective narratives and, more broadly, to their 
immersion in the vast and evolving domain of world literature. 

As mentioned above, American crime fiction, especially the hard-boiled variant, 
is characterized by its dark and cynical portrayals of urban life, morally ambiguous 
characters, and a pervasive atmosphere of bleakness, corruption, and despair. 
Belonging to the broader tradition of transgressor-centered crime fiction, the hard-
boiled mode focuses on the creation of wretched and marginal figures—those 
“obsessed, alienated, vulnerable, pursued or paranoid” (Horsley 2001, p. 11). Both 
Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa Munroe clearly embody this paradigm. Similarly, the 
label “noir”, derived from the French term for “black”, aptly encapsulates the 
subgenre’s preoccupation with darkness, both literal and metaphorical. As Philip 
Simpson observes, “noir” is marked by a “prevailing mood of pessimism, personal and 
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societal failure, urban paranoia, the individual’s disconnection from society, and 
cynicism” (2010, p. 189). Its narratives revolve around crime, corruption, and 
existential unease, blurring the boundaries between right and wrong and foregrounding 
the instability of justice itself. Notably, noir has had a lasting impact on world 
literature and popular culture, influencing narrative forms across multiple languages 
and traditions. 

Scandinavian crime fiction’s global expansion reached a new zenith with the 
publication of Stieg Larsson’s Millennium Trilogy in the mid-2000s.2 Beginning with 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Larsson’s work combines elements of investigative 
journalism, techno-thriller, and psychological drama to explore themes of misogyny, 
corporate malfeasance, and state violence. While analysing the Swede’s literary 
masterpiece, Neale asserts that 
 

Published posthumously in 2008, it deals with international 
business intrigues, dark family secrets and characters whose lives have 
been based on past lies. Larsson’s protagonist, Mikael Blomkvist, is a 
Swedish financial journalist who, with the help of a damaged young 
woman computer hacker, Lisbeth, uncovers murder, corruption, and 
intrigues in the highest echelons of Swedish society, which Larsson 
incisively dissects with compassion and discernment (2010, p. 304). 

       
Central to the trilogy is the character of Lisbeth Salander, a socially 

marginalized, fiercely intelligent hacker and survivor of institutional abuse. She is, as 
voiced by Barry Forshaw, Larsson’s 
 

maverick security analyst and computer magician [who] is some 
distance from the drink-sodden detectives with chaotic private lives who 
haunt most contemporary crime fiction, though her own life is hardly 
admirable. She is a damaged, brutalised young woman, with an 
alienating carapace: her Goth death makeup, tattoos and piercing suggest 
– and forcefully at that – her pronounced sociopathic tendencies (2012, 
p. 65). 

 
Salander’s iconoclastic presence reconfigures traditional gender roles within the 

genre and embodies the intersection of personal trauma and systemic oppression. 
Larsson’s narratives foreground the permeability between private suffering and public 
failure, thereby transforming the genre into a powerful medium for exposing hidden 
abuses and legitimizing resistance. His success catalyzed an international surge of 
interest in the Scandinavian crime narratives, resulting in widespread translations, film 
adaptations, and global readership. Central to his enduring success is the figure of 
Lisbeth Salander, described by Marie Diamond as “a young woman of the 
counterculture who has survived a horrific childhood to become a brilliant, brave, and 
often cold-blooded investigator” (2020, p. 338). As a character, Salander is an 

                                                      
2 The titles of the series as as follows: Män som Hatar Kvinnor (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, 2005), Flickan 
Som Lekte med Elden (The Girl Who Played with Fire, 2006), Luftslottet som sprängdes (The Girl Who Kicked 
the Hornets’ Nest, 2007).   
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intriguing and complex female protagonist who fits seamlessly into the noir tradition 
while simultaneously redefining its possibilities. 

Taylor Stevens, by contrast, is an American writer best known for her debut 
novel The Informationist, the first in the Vanessa “Michael” Munroe series. Born in 
1973 in New York and raised within the restrictive sect known as the Children of God, 
Stevens experienced an itinerant childhood that took her across multiple continents, 
including extended periods in Africa. These formative experiences profoundly shaped 
her fiction, particularly in the depiction of African cultures and landscapes that lend 
authenticity and depth to her novels. The Munroe series quickly gained recognition for 
its strong and unconventional female protagonist, its intricate plotting, and its vividly 
rendered international settings. Forshaw, in American Noir: The Pocket Essential 
Guide to US Crime, Fiction, Film & TV, characterizes Vanessa “Michael” Munroe as 
“an information specialist with a worldwide reputation for getting results—and usually 
risking personal danger in order to do so” (2017, p. 201). Munroe is portrayed as a 
skilled and resourceful figure, adept in espionage and combat, and capable of 
navigating the treacherous worlds of international intrigue. Like Salander, she is a 
deeply complex character whose resilience and unconventional morality resonate with 
the established conventions of noir fiction while also extending them into new 
thematic territories. 

The parallels between Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa Munroe suggest that both 
can be regarded as paradigmatic heroines of crime fiction. Each possesses a troubled 
past that continues to shape her present actions; both negotiate moral ambiguity in 
ways that unsettle conventional distinctions between good and evil; each occupies the 
margins of society, embracing an outsider identity that enables her to challenge 
dominant systems of power. Their relationships with others are marked by complexity 
and ambivalence, reflecting noir’s preoccupation with fractured trust and unstable 
alliances. Both demonstrate extraordinary physical and psychological resilience, 
resisting reduction to the role of victim and instead emerging as both rebels and agents 
in their own destinies. Moreover, their engagement with the femme fatale trope is at 
once subversive and innovative: while Salander undermines its conventions through 
inscrutability and rejection of seduction as a weapon, Munroe strategically 
appropriates elements of allure and manipulation without being defined by them. 
Finally, both heroines demonstrate exceptional investigative and analytical abilities, 
situating them within the detective tradition while simultaneously distinguishing their 
approaches through unconventional methods and distinctive motivations. 

Taken together, these characteristics support the hypothesis that Lisbeth 
Salander and Vanessa Munroe should be considered not merely as individual literary 
creations but as emblematic figures within the broader landscape of global crime 
fiction. They embody the genre’s evolution toward complexity, intertextuality, and 
transnational resonance, offering new models of female subjectivity within noir 
fiction. Both characters demonstrate how crime fiction can serve as a site where local 
histories, traumas, and contexts are exported globally and where global patterns of 
violence, corruption, and gender politics are imported into national traditions. Their 
stories, therefore, testify to the dynamic process of glocalism that increasingly defines 
crime fiction as one of the most significant and culturally revealing components of 
contemporary world literature. 
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2. A Comparative Analysis of Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa “Michael” 
Munroe 

This section offers a comparative analysis of Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa 
“Michael” Munroe, the central female protagonists of Stieg Larsson’s Millennium 
series and Taylor Stevens’s Vanessa Munroe series, respectively. Both characters 
function within the framework of crime fiction, embodying archetypal traits associated 
with the genre while simultaneously challenging and redefining traditional gender 
roles. The analysis is supported by Alfred Adler’s theory of individual psychology, as 
presented in The Practice and Theory of Individual Psychology (1924), and situated 
within a transnational literary context. Adler posits that every individual is motivated 
by a desire to overcome feelings of inferiority and to achieve personal superiority, 
which he defines as striving for completion and self-realization. According to Adler, 
“all forms of neurosis and developmental failure are expressions of inferiority and 
disappointment” (2014, vi). ). However, the feeling of inferiority, especially when 
intensified by trauma, as is the case with both Salander and Munroe, can become a 
catalyst for psychological and moral development of character. Both Lisbeth and 
Vanessa are presented as psychologically complex women marked by severe trauma: 
Lisbeth experiences prolonged institutional abuse and familial violence, while Vanessa 
endures sexual abuse within a cult-like sect and later suffers further exploitation. 
These traumas generate internal conflict but also provide the impetus for 
transformation, in alignment with Adler’s theory that adversity can drive individuals 
toward personal mastery and self-efficacy. As Schultz asserts in summarizing Adler’s 
approach, a human being is “first and foremost a conscious being who is aware of his 
motivations […] strongly influenced by what he thinks the future holds in store” 
(Schultz 2013, p. 337). This teleological orientation helps explain the self-guided 
strategies of both heroines. 

Lisbeth Salander is frequently described as enigmatic, antisocial, and 
emotionally detached. Rosenberg and O’Neill portray her as “a crusader, a vigilante, a 
psychopath,” while also underscoring her vulnerability and tenacity (2011, p. 2). Such 
duality is central to her characterization within crime fiction traditions: she is both a 
victim and an avenger. Her depiction often borders on dehumanization, as reflected in 
medical evaluations that describe her with terms such as “introverted, socially 
inhibited, lacking in empathy […] seriously retarded” (Larsson 2008, p. 143). 
However, such diagnoses are constructed within an institutional framework that fails 
to account for Lisbeth’s exceptional intelligence, resilience, and strategic thinking, 
qualities that ultimately allow her to subvert the very systems designed to constrain 
her. Similarly, Vanessa Munroe is portrayed by Barry Forshaw as an “information 
specialist with a worldwide reputation for getting results—and usually risking personal 
danger in order to do so” (2017, p. 201). Her emotional detachment and combat skills 
mirror Lisbeth’s, as does her traumatic past, particularly the abuse she suffered within 
the cult and later at the hands of trusted allies. Despite this, Vanessa, like Lisbeth, 
transforms her suffering into agency. The men in their lives—Mikael Blomkvist for 
Lisbeth and Francesco Beyard for Vanessa—serve, therefore, as narrative foils that 
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help both protagonists begin to trust again, suggesting an evolution in their respective 
emotional landscapes. 

Importantly, both characters exhibit what Adler terms the striving for 
superiority, not in terms of dominance over others, but as a movement toward 
psychological wholeness. Their refusal to conform to gendered expectations or to 
accept victimhood aligns them with the transgressive potential of crime fiction. Their 
outsider status, emotional complexity, and moral ambiguity all serve to position them 
as quintessential crime fiction heroines and rebels. Visually, Lisbeth’s appearance 
reinforces her rejection of societal norms. Descriptions of her tattoos, piercings, and 
goth-like attire amplify her alienation. Larsson describes her as “a pale, anorexic 
young woman […] who looked as though she had just emerged from a week-long orgy 
with a gang of hard rockers]” (Larsson 2008, pp. 33–34). This external nonconformity 
reflects her internal rebellion and becomes a semiotic marker of her resistance to 
patriarchal structures. 

Parallelly to Lisbeth Salander, Vanessa Michael Munroe’s distinctive physical 
appearance and style of dress serve as both a tactical disguise and a form of self-
expression within her professional domain. Her wardrobe choices are frequently 
employed as performative tools, mechanisms of identity construction and camouflage 
that allow her to negotiate patriarchal and often hostile environments. At the outset of 
Stevens’ novel, Munroe is portrayed inhabiting the archetype of the seductive 
operative, navigating a high-risk mission with a deliberately cultivated aesthetic: 
 

clothes that hugged her body, accentuating long legs and model 
height. Hers was an androgynous figure—boyish, sleek, and angular—
and she walked through the lobby with a sensual stride, subtly 
provocative, fully aware of the surreptitious glances coming from the 
mostly male guests (Stevens 2013, p. 12). 

 
Later in the narrative, Stevens offers a marked contrast in Munroe’s 

presentation, highlighting the fluidity and intentionality with which she constructs her 
visual identity. This time, her ensemble is tailored to subvert male expectations and 
reinforce her strategic control over social interactions: 
 

Munroe was seated and waiting at the appointed time, and when 
Bradford arrived a few minutes late, she stood to shake his hand. She 
wore a close-fitting black dress and four-inch heels that gave her a two-
inch height advantage. Wrapped around her neck was a delicate beaded 
scarf that hung down against her bare back. [...] It was an outfit that 
caused heads to turn [...] and it was intended as a willful statement 
(Stevens 2013, p. 54). 

 
These repeated and detailed references to the protagonists’ appearances in both 

Stevens’ and Larsson’s works underscore a shared literary strategy. They initially 
channel gendered assumptions that often reduce such women to either fetishized or 
deviant figures. However, the frequency and intensity of these descriptions challenge 
the reader to question the validity of superficial judgments. What initially appears to 
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be merely aesthetic or sexualized becomes, upon deeper scrutiny, a deliberate 
performance that masks internal conflict and trauma, and at the same time signals 
agency and resistance. In both narratives, clothing becomes a metonym for female 
rebels’ ability to manipulate perception, a crucial survival skill in male-dominated 
spheres. 

The invocation of Alfred Adler’s theory of individual psychology offers a 
productive lens through which to interpret the actions and transformations of both 
Salander and Munroe. As previously noted, Adler posits that human behavior is driven 
by a fundamental striving from a perceived state of inferiority toward one of 
superiority or self-realization (Schultz 2013). The sense of inferiority, often rooted in 
trauma, can become a catalyst for personal growth and resilience. Salander and 
Munroe exemplify this paradigm. Despite being victims of sexual violence and 
institutional neglect, they channel their experiences into highly developed skill sets 
that allow them to exert control over their environments.  

Salander’s prowess as an investigator is evident early in The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo, particularly in her role within Milton Security. She is not merely 
competent but exceptional, as emphasized in the conversation between her employer 
Armansky and Henrik Vanger’s lawyer, Dirch Frode. Armansky insists, “don’t be 
fooled by her youth. She is our absolute best researcher” (Larsson 2008, p. 43), a 
sentiment Frode affirms upon seeing the depth and accuracy of Salander’s work: “it’s 
obvious that your colleague, just as you assured me, is exceedingly competent” 
(Larsson 2008, p. 50). These early evaluations of her skills are validated throughout 
the Millennium trilogy, as Salander consistently demonstrates superior analytical and 
technical capabilities, particularly in uncovering sensitive or obscured information. 
Her hacking abilities, precision in research, and psychological acumen elevate her 
from the margins of society, where she has been placed due to her atypical behavior 
and traumatic history, into a position of undeniable relevance and power. Vanessa 
Munroe is similarly constructed as an elite intelligence operative. Although Stevens 
offers fewer overt philosophical reflections, Munroe’s character arc aligns closely with 
the Adlerian notion of psychological compensation. Her extraordinary talents in data 
acquisition, linguistic mimicry, and psychological manipulation stem not from innate 
sociopathy but from a childhood marked by coercion, exploitation, and survivalism. 
Like Salander, Munroe converts her victimization into professional strength, thereby 
complicating reductive binaries such as victim/agent or deviant/heroine. 

Like Lisbeth Salander, Vanessa Munroe is endowed with extraordinary 
investigative capabilities that extend far beyond conventional research. Her methodical 
approach to uncovering even the most deeply buried information reflects not only her 
intellectual brilliance but also a strategic sensibility formed through personal 
experience and psychological necessity. From the outset of The Informationist, 
Stevens establishes Munroe’s ability to operate outside legal or institutional 
frameworks, suggesting an innate proclivity for navigating grey zones of authority. 
Her exceptional analytical prowess is introduced in a flashback to her university years, 
where a seemingly trivial academic exercise becomes emblematic of the operative 
principles that will define her future engagements: 
 



33 
 

During sophomore year of college, in a period of drink- and drug-
induced haze, with the deadline of a research assignment for her 
comparative-politics class looming, she pulled an all-nighter with a beat-
up laptop and four pots of coffee, fabricating a report using Cameroon as 
her target of study. The sources were fudged, but the information based 
on past personal observations, logical conclusions, and in-depth 
understanding of the demographics, was highly accurate. [...] Although it 
was evident to those who read the report that the material had not been 
pulled from genuine sources, the analyses and conclusions had piqued 
their curiosity (Stevens 2013, pp. 30–31). 

 
This moment foreshadows Munroe’s modus operandi: privileging depth of 

understanding and experiential knowledge over adherence to formal academic or 
bureaucratic conventions. Her work is not merely technical but interpretive, 
underscoring her ability to intuit systems, behaviors, and power dynamics in volatile 
global contexts. The request that follows—for a similar report on another country—
signals institutional recognition of her abilities and initiates her transformation into a 
sought-after intelligence asset. 

Salander and Munroe are united not only by their investigative brilliance but 
also by a dogged determination that can be read, in Adlerian terms, as the 
psychological striving toward superiority—an effort to overcome the profound 
inferiority imposed upon them by earlier life traumas. In both narratives, this resolve is 
intensified following experiences of sexual violence, which act as catalysts for their 
most extreme demonstrations of autonomy, resourcefulness, and resilience. Lisbeth 
Salander’s assaults, first molestation and later rape, by her state-appointed guardian 
Nils Bjurman, are depicted with unflinching realism by Larsson. These moments are 
crucial to understanding her later behaviors and worldview, and must be engaged with 
critically rather than sensationally. The initial assault begins with unwanted and 
coercive physical contact under the guise of care, gradually escalating into overt 
abuse: 

 
He stood behind her. Suddenly he was massaging the back of her 

neck, and let one hand slide from her left shoulder across her breasts. He 
put his hand over her right breast and left it there. When she did not seem 
to object, he squeezed her breast. Salander did not move (Larsson 2008, 
p. 197). 

 
Salander’s lack of immediate response is deliberately misinterpreted by 

Bjurman as submission, allowing him to escalate the violence under the pretense of 
consensuality: 

 
He took her hand and pressed it to his crotch. [...] ‘If you’re nice 

to me I’ll be nice to you.’ He put his other hand around her neck and 
pulled her down to her knees [...] ‘You’ve done this before, haven’t 
you?’ he said as he lowered his zip (Larsson 2008, p. 199). 
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The final stage of the assault is rendered in deeply disturbing detail, 
emphasizing the dehumanizing violence of the act: 
 

Salander opened her lips and took him in her mouth. He kept his 
grip on her neck and pulled her fiercely towards him. She felt like 
gagging the whole ten minutes he took to bump and grind; when finally 
he came, he was holding her so tight she could hardly breathe (Larsson 
2008, p. 199). 

 
Larsson’s explicit portrayal of the assault is not gratuitous; rather, it functions 

as a foundational trauma that contextualizes Salander’s future responses to injustice. 
Far from silencing her, the violence galvanizes her resolve, leading to one of the most 
iconic acts of retribution in modern crime fiction. Through her meticulous planning 
and technological expertise, Salander reclaims control, recording Bjurman’s second, 
more violent rape, using the footage to blackmail him and regain autonomy over her 
legal affairs. In this sense, her mastery of surveillance technologies becomes a means 
of reclaiming narrative and bodily agency. 

Similarly, Vanessa Munroe’s inner transformation is shaped by her experience 
of sexual violence, specifically at the hands of Pieter, a former mentor and team 
member who abused her under the guise of training. While Stevens does not depict the 
violence in the same graphic terms as Larsson, the psychological repercussions are 
made equally clear. Pieter’s betrayal, and the power imbalance embedded in their 
relationship, marks a turning point in Munroe’s psychological development. Her 
combat training, meant to empower her, becomes intertwined with trauma, thus 
complicating the very tools that later serve as her defense mechanisms. Much like 
Salander, Munroe learns to weaponize her skills, not out of vengeance alone, but as 
part of a broader strategy to protect herself and control the terms of her existence. 

The comparable shattering atrocities are experienced by Vanessa while being part 
of the team in Kribi, Africa. During this mission a 15-year-old Munroe has to survive a 
lot of assaults, one of them being constant rapes conducted by more powerful Pieter 
Willems. Those rapes are presented in such an explicit manner: 
 

As her skills progressed and she learned to fight back, Pieter 
would keep at her until she was spent and unable to move. Every day it 
ended the same, with her flat on her back, held down with a knife to her 
throat as he raped her, whispering taunts into her ear while his sweat 
dripped into her face (Stevens 2013, p. 70).   

 
In order to make those atrocities more excruciating for a young girl, the rapist 

constantly threatens that he would hunt down, torture, and slay members of her family 
if she left the camp. Vanessa is terrified and that is why she is determined to stay and 
somehow survive this agonizing moment in her life. The subsequent reference to 
constant rapes upon Vanessa and her trepidation is unfolded a few passages later: 
 

Then the sparring sessions were no longer enough to satisfy. 
Pieter began to trap her around camp. She never knew from which 
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structure, tree, or rock he would appear; he seemed to take pleasure in 
devising ways to startle her. There was no place of solace or peace, and 
she lived on an emotional razor’s edge (Stevens 2013, p. 71). 
 
Similarly to Lisbeth’s rapist, Bjurman, Vanessa’s torturer, Pieter, assumes the 

attributes of a pathological sadist: 
 

With his viselike grip around her throat, he would draw the flat of 
his blade across her cheek and goad her with what he was capable of. He 
would pull her face toward him so that her eyes could not avoid him, and 
he would laugh (Stevens 2013, p. 72). 

 
and the young girl seems to be utterly subjugated to his power over her: “She 

was worthless to Pieter. If it was convenient, he would just as easily dump her 
overboard as rape her” (Stevens 2013, p. 72).             

It seems feasible that those horrible sexual abuses would shatter Lisbeth’s and 
Vanessa’s struggle towards superiority completely and plunge them into the oblivious 
trauma. However, the readers are immediately offered completely different 
visualizations of those two commanding women after having been brutally raped. As 
for Lisbeth, the readers are informed that: 

 
Even though she was well aware of what a woman’s crisis centre 

was for, it never occurred to her to turn to one for herself. Crisis centres 
existed, in her eyes, for victims, and she had never regarded herself as a 
victim. Consequently, her only remaining option was to do what she had 
always done – take matters in her own hands and solve her problems on 
her own. That was definitely an option (Larsson 2008, p. 213). 

 
What is more, one more significant trait of Lisbeth’s personality is unearthed 

here, namely her steadfast refusal of being perceived as a victim. Despite having 
experienced brutality and evil (not only during her rape, but earlier in her own family 
as well) she declines, up to the end, to be treated like a sufferer; she constantly 
visualizes herself as a person who holds a complete control of her life as presented in 
her conduct just after the sexual assault upon her: 
 

Salander devoted a week to planning Nils Bjurman’s demise. She 
considered – and rejected – various methods until she had narrowed it 
down to a few realistic scenarios from which to choose. No acting on 
impulse (Larsson 2008, p. 217). 

 
The analogous approach is detectable in Vanessa who, after becoming 

cognizant of the fact that her tormentor is forced to leave the camp because of his 
argument with the leader of the team, Francesco, follows Pieter and furiously murders 
him, revealing the killing urge lurking in her: 
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She crept closer until she could clearly see him. Aimed. Fired. The 
discharge, like nearing thunder, shattered the stillness of the jungle. The 
dart hit Pieter between his shoulder blades. He stumbled and fell to his 
knees. When she was certain it had begun to take effect, she moved 
closer, fired the second for good measure, and then stood over him, one 
foot on either side of his body. His eyes rolled up in their sockets. She 
drew knife and paused; the words of the Old Testament creamed, Thou 
shalt not kill. She pulled his head back, knelt on his chest, and slit his 
throat. The blood gushed from his veins in spurts like a broken fountain 
staining her. She watched him bleed and felt nothing, then let his head 
drop to the ground, stood over him (Stevens 2013, p. 73). 

   
Undoubtedly, it is the attitude towards life of women blessed with an 

exceptional inner strength and determination aimed at struggling towards superiority 
and survival in the world full of violence and aggression; and this potency reveals its 
force not only in their emotional fight but also in their computer abilities and hacking 
(Lisbeth) and unearthing hidden pieces of information (both women) that they very 
often use while trying to harass people, especially men, who hate women. 

In both cases, the female rebels’ intellectual abilities are inseparable from their 
psychological scars. Their investigative brilliance and steely determination are not 
natural traits but cultivated responses to trauma and systemic neglect. Thus, both 
characters represent a subversion of the archetype of the emotionally detached female 
genius. Rather than being portrayed as “naturally” gifted outliers, Salander and 
Munroe are the products of extreme adversity, figures whose capabilities emerge 
through suffering, resistance, and the relentless drive for autonomy. By aligning 
analytical brilliance with emotional complexity and trauma, both The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo and The Informationist challenge traditional representations of female 
agency in thriller fiction. The protagonists are not merely avengers or victims but fully 
realized subjects whose moral ambiguity and psychological depth invite sustained 
critical engagement. Their resistance to institutional violence, whether legal, medical, 
or militarized, marks them as both cultural critiques and subcultural icons in 
contemporary literature. 

An important hypothesis emerges when examining the narrative development of 
Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa Munroe: the initial portrayals of both women as 
antisocial, emotionally inhibited, and psychologically conflicted are gradually 
deconstructed through their relationships with men who recognize their value, admire 
their capabilities, and express genuine affection for them. These relationships, far from 
conforming to traditional romantic tropes, function as carefully layered mechanisms of 
healing, revealing the possibility of emotional growth and trust even in lives shaped by 
deep trauma and suspicion. 

For Lisbeth, this redemptive trajectory begins with Mikael Blomkvist, a 
journalist whose ability to understand and respect her intellectual brilliance sets in 
motion a transformative relationship. Their connection evolves gradually, initiated 
through collaborative research aimed at uncovering the truth behind the disappearance 
of Harriet Vanger and the identities of a series of female murder victims. It is in the act 
of joint inquiry, an arena where Lisbeth excels, that she first experiences an authentic 
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partnership, rooted in mutual respect and intellectual compatibility. Over time, her 
previously impenetrable emotional defenses begin to weaken. Salander, who once 
thrived in solitude, is revealed to be capable not only of teamwork but also of 
admiration, empathy, and even tenderness: 

 
I want to have sex with you. And I won’t have any problem 

working with you, but I will have a hell of a problem with you if you 
kick me out (Larsson 2008, p. 356). 

 
Later, her emotional investment in Mikael deepens, moving beyond physical 

attraction to encompass a sense of comfort and contentment rarely seen in her 
character: 
 

She lay there for a long time, leaning on one hand, watching him. 
He seemed happy, and she too felt strangely content with life (Larsson 
2008, p. 484). 

 
These moments are significant not because they reduce Lisbeth to a romantic 

figure, but because they demonstrate her capacity for trust and emotional vulnerability. 
Most notably, she shares with Mikael details of her traumatic past, information 
previously confided only to her former guardian, Holger Palmgren. This act of 
disclosure is not merely narrative exposition; it is an emotional milestone that signifies 
Lisbeth’s growing belief in human connection, specifically in Mikael as a confidant 
and ally. 

Vanessa Munroe undergoes a similarly layered process of emotional awakening 
through her relationship with Francisco Beyard. Like Mikael, Francisco functions as 
both an emotional anchor and a professional partner, supporting Vanessa during her 
dangerous mission to locate the missing Emily Burbank. Their reunion is marked by 
emotional intensity and the resurfacing of unresolved feelings, particularly Beyard’s 
sense of betrayal and longing after Vanessa’s abrupt departure from his life years 
earlier: 

 
He put his arm over her shoulders and pulled her to him, held her 

so tightly she would be bruised in the morning. The heat of his breath 
reached her hair and neck, and the remnants of tears touched her skin. 
She relaxed into him (Stevens 2013, p. 153). 

 
Francisco’s unwavering devotion is underscored by his admission that Vanessa 

continued to haunt his dreams: “‘Every night you came to me in my dreams’” (Stevens 
2013: 154). Their shared desire culminates in a scene of deep sensuality and mutual 
affection, reflecting not a fleeting attraction but a profound emotional entanglement: 
 

He smelled of salt and the ocean and all things familiar. [...] The 
kisses were deep, passionate. [...] ‘I want your body as badly as you want 
mine’ (Stevens 2013, p. 164–175). 
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This relationship, grounded in loyalty and mutual respect, ultimately leads 
Francisco to make the ultimate sacrifice: he gives his life to protect Vanessa during 
their mission. His death is not only a narrative turning point but also a moment that 
reinforces the depth of their emotional bond. 

Yet both female rebels, despite briefly experiencing intimacy and affection, are 
unable to sustain these emotional connections without experiencing inner conflict. 
Their highly analytical and survival-driven minds perceive emotional attachment as a 
potential vulnerability, a risk that threatens the clarity and control they have so 
painstakingly built. Vanessa, for instance, is acutely aware of the emotional 
consequences of her growing attachment to Francisco: 

 
The emotion she felt was a violation of the cardinal rule of 

survival; it skewed reason, clouded logic, had to be eradicated (Stevens 
2013, p. 179). 
This mirrors Lisbeth’s emotional regression upon witnessing Mikael in a tender 

moment with his long-time friend and occasional lover, Erica Berger. The scene 
destabilizes Lisbeth’s sense of emotional security, reigniting her internal belief that 
intimacy inevitably leads to betrayal or exclusion. Both characters, then, are suspended 
in a paradox: while they crave connection, they remain haunted by a survival instinct 
that demands detachment. Ultimately, these emotionally charged relationships do not 
resolve the protagonists’ inner turmoil but add a new dimension to their complexity. 
The tentative nature of their emotional openness does not diminish their strength; 
rather, it highlights the costs of trauma and the immense effort required to overcome it. 
The love and desire they encounter are not redemptive in the traditional sense, they do 
not “fix” Lisbeth or Vanessa, but they provide rare moments of human closeness that 
temporarily alleviate their isolation. In this way, both Larsson and Stevens challenge 
conventional gendered portrayals of the traumatized woman as either eternally broken 
or saved by romance. Lisbeth and Vanessa are neither. Their relationships are not 
destinations but waypoints in their ongoing struggle for agency, balance, and 
emotional autonomy. These bonds with Mikael and Francisco serve as counterpoints to 
earlier violations by men who exploited them; in contrast, these men admire and 
empower them, helping to dismantle the myth that strong women must exist in 
emotional isolation. 
 
3.Conclusions  

The comparative analysis of Lisbeth Salander and Vanessa Michael Munroe 
demonstrates that both protagonists operate as emblematic figures within 
contemporary crime fiction, reflecting the genre’s evolving thematic concerns as well 
as its increasingly transnational scope. Salander, described by Rosenberg and O’Neill 
(2011, p. 5) as “replete with incongruities and complexities,” emerges as a figure at 
once “frustrating and intriguing” and ultimately “the true enigma.” Similarly, Munroe, 
whose aptitude for unearthing concealed and fragmented information allows her to 
reconstruct hidden narratives with remarkable precision, represents a new iteration of 
the noir heroine: a woman whose intellectual acuity and investigative prowess rival, 
and frequently surpass, those of her male counterparts. Both characters embody 
transformative trajectories that resonate within crime fiction while simultaneously 
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extending beyond its conventions. Their narratives chart a progression from trauma, 
marked by experiences of violence, exploitation, and social marginalization, to 
positions of strength defined by autonomy, strategic mastery, and selective social 
engagement. This transformation is not purely individual but symbolic, signalling 
broader cultural negotiations of female agency in environments often hostile to 
women’s survival and dignity. 

Central to this process is the role of interpersonal relationships. The healing 
potential embedded in loyalty, partnership, and tentative trust enables both Salander 
and Munroe to destabilize the patterns of alienation and self-protective hostility that 
initially circumscribe their lives. Such relationships do not function as redemptive 
resolutions in conventional terms, but they provide narrative space for the protagonists 
to experiment with vulnerability and interdependence. In this way, the characters 
transcend victimhood while reclaiming identity on their own terms, offering models of 
resilience and empowerment that are both narratively compelling and culturally 
resonant. 

Munroe’s characterization, moreover, highlights specific dynamics within 
American crime fiction, a tradition long defined by complex social relations and 
layered narrative structures. As Wai Chee Dimock suggests, American literature’s 
transnational qualities situate it within a broader global framework. Munroe’s high-
stakes investigations, entwined with power struggles and psychological intensity, 
underscore the international relevance of American crime fiction and establish a 
dialogue with Scandinavian noir exemplified by Salander. This intertextual and cross-
cultural dialogue enriches the global crime fiction canon. As Weinman observes, 
Munroe’s “currency is information,” and her strategic handling of clients and 
adversaries alike positions her as a heroine whose psychological complexity and 
ethical ambiguity echo Salander’s. Indeed, both characters can be read as “lone 
wolves” who might well recognize one another as members of the same “hunting 
pack,” underscoring their kinship across national and cultural contexts. The ethical 
ambiguity that defines both Salander and Munroe situates them squarely within crime 
fiction’s tradition of morally complex protagonists. Their justice is personal, often 
extra-legal, and rooted in a willingness to confront brutal realities directly. In this 
respect, they embody crime fiction’s subversive potential: challenging institutional 
authority, destabilizing patriarchal structures, and redefining the possibilities of female 
agency. 

Importantly, neither narrative resolves into a simplistic redemptive arc. Trauma 
informs Salander’s and Munroe’s skills and worldviews, but it does not wholly 
determine their identities. Instead, both remain multifaceted figures whose actions 
straddle the boundaries between victimhood and vengeance, detachment and 
connection. Their relationships with male counterparts—Mikael Blomkvist for 
Salander and Miles Bradford or Francisco Beyard for Munroe—are not conventionally 
romantic but grounded in mutual respect and cautious collaboration. These 
partnerships act as mirrors through which each woman renegotiates agency, dignity, 
and trust beyond the frame of violence. 

Taken together, Salander and Munroe exemplify the evolution of the female 
rebel in crime fiction from marginal presence to central agent of narrative innovation. 
Their stories illustrate how Scandinavian and American crime fiction, far from existing 
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in isolated national traditions, participate in a dynamic global conversation. Both 
characters interrogate pressing contemporary issues such as gender-based violence, 
social injustice, and the struggle for identity and autonomy, while also contributing to 
the genre’s reinvention across cultural boundaries. Ultimately, Salander and Munroe 
resist reduction to either broken victims or romanticized avengers. They emerge 
instead as complex, morally ambiguous figures whose resilience and psychological 
depth invite sustained critical engagement. As transnational icons of survival and 
empowerment, they affirm crime fiction’s enduring capacity to reflect, contest, and 
reimagine the cultural narratives through which women’s agency and trauma are 
understood in the twenty-first century. 
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