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In the text True Crime: Observations on Violence and Modernity, Mark Seltzer discusses in depth the history of modern day society and it’s relation to crime, media, and society at large. Seltzer portrays a fairly stark view on how interdependent crime, media, and society have become to one another. He approaches the subject in an opinionated formal academic approach that is clearly geared towards those who are well versed in criminology or entertain a deep interest in the sphere of criminology. This is evident by the use of terminology and references, which are abundant throughout the text. The various chapters deal with an assortment of sub-concepts and are often somewhat scattered and long winded. Seltzers ideas are almost lost in a sea of referencing and over exemplifying in an almost apocalyptic feel. For the most part his examples are well conveyed but some of them require a bit of background or research to better understand his transmission of ideas. I also found that while I recognized the majority of his references, some were generationalized and took some minor researching on my part, however, I recognize that it is necessary for historical referencing. Seltzer is seemingly trying to compact too much information into 170 pages.

The first chapter Murder/Media/Modernity focuses on the account of Murakami’s non-fiction account of Underground and the contrast between crime and true crime. Seltzer also brings in the role of the observer, or public sphere, and their relation to the mass media and criminality. I enjoyed the imagery reference to the subway system as an anatomical representation of the human body. “The system beneath the skin and the transit system, anatomy and the media, meet and fuse, two interpenetrating systems, each transparent to the other—the coordinate geometry of the body—machine complex” (p.11). This also forebodes Seltzer’s later chapter on Berlin 2000: “The Image of an Empty Place”. This chapter also emphasized the evolution of print and further mediums that the media used as conduits to seemingly infect the observer with. This is illustrated by Seltzer, “ the known world is the media world and, knowing what the world thinks of itself, the observation that holds the world together, the media doubling of the world. It posits a witnessing of violence that at once solicits and memorializes it” (p.25). We are then set up for the next chapter, The Conventions of True Crime.

In this chapter Seltzer deals with the correlation between the public space and that of the scene of the crime. This also ties in the psychological effect that modernity and violence has on the public sphere, validated by his point that “stranger-intimacy and its maladies become public culture, part of a pathological public sphere” (p.49). Also, Seltzer goes on to reference a number of popular movies to demonstrate the point this and some of the various clichés they embody about true crime. 

Chapter 3 The Crime System, the idea of contemporary wound culture is addressed; ‘a type of publicness and woundedness, intimacy and violation’ (p.81). The paradoxes of romance in the realm of observing in the social and the reflexive intensities that modern society endows upon it. Encompassing the changing views of intimacy that we as a society experience, and lack there of intimacy in the public sphere. In letting the media into the forefront we are giving up our right over our public sphere. 

Medium: Crime, Risk, Counterfactual Life, Chapter 4, Seltzer moves into the idea of the media becoming its own entity and becoming self perpetuating. This is illustrated by his example of The Ring analogy, as well as, “ the media, on this second view, do not mediate, they operate—and operate strictly to keep the operations going” (p. 91). This to me was one of the most interesting parts of the book, as well as one of the most daunting, the idea and ethical issue of precrime. Seltzer uses the example of Minority Report and the idea of precognition of crimes, a future similar to that of V for Vendetta, where society forfeits it’s rights to freedom to prevent crimes that individuals have yet to commit. A picture that is not too far off from what we are facing now. Seltzer coined this paradoxical quarry best with:

The simple equation of thoughts of violence and acts of violence must of course be resisted: the thought or representation of murder is not quite equivalent to the act of murder. But the thought or representation of murder is by no means simply separate or apart from the act of murder: it is a part of it. Murder without the thought of murder--premeditation, malice aforethought, and so on—is a different sort of act too. Thought is not the same as crime, but all crimes are thought crimes (p.94). 

When do we as the public sphere draw the line of convicting someone of a crime they have yet, or may not commit? This is evident in society today in the profiling we do to prevent crimes of terror. When and how far do we let the media apriori infiltrate the private sphere of our lives before enough is enough? This chapter also brings into the forefront the idea that we as society have given up the right to first hand experience. We have become back seat drivers in a society of second hand observations facilitated through the media, and the psychological trauma that is blurring the lines between real and fictional reality.


Chapter 5, Vicarious Crimes expands on the previous chapter. Rendering more detail to the surrealist background that the media world has constructed. A world where society no longer has to be an active participant but an unengaged viewer in a “selected, framed, and therefore suspect—world (p.112). This formation of a pathological public sphere facilitated by the media bombarding you with violent trauma creates a collective framework where the seed of intrigue between that of violence and crime, and unweaving the ties to reality. 


Berlin 2000: “The Image of an Empty Place” and Seltzer’s idea of woundscapes invoked intrigue and insight. “ The emptiness is of course in large part a matter of wound and memory, violence and loss: the city’s scarred identity as wound landscape and as the scene of the crime” (p.141). Coming back to the first chapter where Seltzer referenced the body-machine complex and reversed it to apply to landscapes where violence had occurred. Much like a body the crime leaves an imprint of the violence that occurred there and much like your body’s scars, leaves memories in its wake. The chapter unifies the empty places in Berlin with the wounding of crime identity that has been left to occupy it. He further goes on to discuss the relation of architecture and democratic public space and the transparency spectacle of it all, or mood architecture.


The final chapter Postscript on the Violence-Media Complex (and Other Games) comes full circle with the fine line between true crime and its media apriori. Re-instating that “the question of criminality and the question of the media are two sides of the same formation, one that works as a system” (p.165). And how in society today, more than ever, media and violence are embedded into one another. 


In conclusion, True Crime: Observations on Violence and Modernity is geared towards those in the criminological field based on Seltzer’s tonality, illustrations, and the terminology that he utilizes. The texts read like that of the course material that you would expect to find in any field dealing with the field of social sciences or media studies. Seltzer did bring up some very poignant arguments and insights, but the reader can definitely get lost in his array of convoluted examples. 
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