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  ABOUT THE EDITORS


  INTRODUCTION


  Reading a good book is like undertaking an investigation: as readers we comb through paragraphs and pages, linking pieces of plot and character together to build a coherent, compelling picture of a complete world. When we come to the end of a book and snap shut the cover, we often feel satisfied that our investigation is over. Our questions have been answered; the “case” is closed. But the books that truly affect us—whether thrillers, mysteries, or stories of unrequited love—often don’t give us a complete sense of closure. They raise questions that linger long after the last page.


  Stieg Larsson’s books The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The Girl Who Played with Fire, and The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest whisk us away almost instantly with their spellbinding characters, fast-paced action, and dark, brooding mysteries. Larsson gives us a world in which we can lose ourselves, ignoring dirty laundry or dishes in the sink as we race through the streets of Stockholm on the back of Lisbeth Salander’s motorbike to try and stop a serial killer. But instead of merely going along for a fictional ride, Larsson challenges us to look beneath the surface of things, to ask difficult questions, and to seek the truth for ourselves. We are driven to try to make sense of—or at least find our way through—the labyrinth of clues the books lay out.


  It’s not just his plots that have twists and turns and blind corners, however. Many of his characters are puzzle-boxes: difficult to pry open and hiding a wealth of secrets—some simply shocking, others downright dangerous. Many of these characters—for instance, investigative journalist Mikael Blomkvist and computer hacker Lisbeth Salander—are truth-seekers themselves, driven to unearth clues, solve complex cases, and hunt down dangerous criminals.


  Unlike Mikael and Lisbeth, we aren’t in the business of hunting down serial killers or unraveling cold cases of state-sponsored espionage. But that doesn’t mean the cases we’re challenged with solving as readers of the Millennium trilogy are any less complex. Stieg Larsson seems to want us to wonder much more than simply “whodunit.” His books force us to question why we judge people by their appearances and why we so often unquestioningly accept authority. But for many of us, the central case to be cracked in the trilogy is that of Lisbeth Salander: who she truly is, what she really wants, and what she has to tell us about our world and ourselves.


  Lisbeth is one of the most enigmatic and intriguing characters you’ll ever come across—an astoundingly intelligent, prickly bundle of contradictions. We know about her unorthodox looks, her unslakable thirst for the truth, her fearlessness in the face of danger, and her . . . unusual relationships. But there’s also a lot we don’t know. What makes her tick? Is she a vulnerable young woman or a powerful hero? A crusader, a vigilante, a psychopath—or some combination?


  Lisbeth relies on her brilliant skills of deduction to solve cases, but as a computer hacker her first step is breaking into data systems to access valuable, secret information. If we had Lisbeth’s skills, we could find out more about her past and even her future by hacking into Stieg Larsson’s computer; after all, we know the author had planned more books in the series before his death. Perhaps the answers to Lisbeth’s true feelings and motivations, as well as her future path, could be found in the notes he supposedly left behind. Well, for better or worse, we can’t work like Lisbeth. We don’t have her skills or her daring, or possess her willingness to break the law. But we do have something else: the ability to “hack” Lisbeth herself. Unlike our heroine, our work doesn’t involve getting inside a software system or a mainframe. Rather, we’ve chosen to delve into Lisbeth’s psyche, using the tools of psychology to guide our way.


  Our first step is to gather the clues on the trilogy’s pages: what Lisbeth says and does; the way she portrays herself to the outside world; how others perceive her and react to her; and how she transforms the expectations of those she encounters. But collecting the clues as written by Larsson will only get us so far—an investigator ultimately must make sense of the clues. Consider Blomkvist, for instance. He assembled a lot of information about the Vangers in trying to solve Harriet’s disappearance, but he needed Lisbeth’s help to dig deeper into the case and piece it all together. Like Blomkvist, we’ve also recruited help in our quest to solve our case. We’ve asked psychologists and psychiatrists to take the clues they collected from the trilogy and use them to “crack the case” of Lisbeth Salander. Just as Salander can amass bits of data and make a coherent whole out of them, our contributors have taken the bits of intel Stieg Larsson has given us and used them to unearth meaning.


  In this book, The Psychology of the Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the contributors use all of the tools at their disposal—as readers, as investigators of psychology, as “mind-hackers”—to understand Lisbeth’s inner world. Each essay in this book takes a facet of the Millennium story and examines it using a psychological lens, employing research and theory to better understand who Lisbeth Salander truly is. The conclusions our experts have drawn are not uniform; using the same clues, in some cases our investigators have come up with surprisingly different understandings of Lisbeth. That the findings range so widely says a lot about Lisbeth’s complexity and richness as a character.


  The appeal of the Millennium trilogy isn’t solely due to Lisbeth Salander, of course. The novels raise questions about violence, about the nature of justice, and about the quest for truth and redemption. Those questions are essentially psychological in nature, addressing things like desires, motivation, resilience, and the psychological underpinnings and consequence of moral choices. Through examining Lisbeth, we also gain a broader understanding of these issues, and of ourselves.


  The table of contents of this book is true to the process of investigating Lisbeth. We start with the most obvious clues we get from the Millennium series: Lisbeth is different from other people. From the moment we encounter her, Lisbeth looks, acts, and reacts differently than most of us, even as we may recognize elements of her character in ourselves. Part of her difference is her tough exterior—her many piercings and her unwelcoming attitude. Essays in the first section of this book, The Girl with the Armored Façade, help us better understand that armor. They explore the ways that Salander is different and what her differences might tell us about her.


  Robert Young and Lynne McDonald-Smith help us understand Goths, and Rachel Rodgers and Eric Bui hone in on Lisbeth’s tattoos and piercings. Misty Hook uses the psychology of gender to help us understand Lisbeth’s unusual behavior and how people react to it. David Anderegg focuses on what at first glance might appear to be an absence of behavior—silence—and why Salander might choose to wield it as power. And Prudence Gourguechon highlights how and why Salander “does” relationships differently than most.


  Once we—and others in her world—start to see how different Lisbeth is, we also begin to catch glimpses of what exactly is happening underneath her hardened exterior, and to wonder whether something is seriously wrong with her. We learn about the horrible trauma she suffered as a child and young adult, and we want to understand how these experiences shaped her. Essays in the second section, The Girl with the Tornado Inside, focus on the sources of her trauma and her response to it. Lisbeth is deeply troubled; she is mistrustful, angry, and guarded, and capable of harming certain people without remorse or regret. Is she dangerous enough that it warrants her being locked up, as the courts originally suggested?


  Wind Goodfriend’s essay starts us off by placing Lisbeth in context—that of a society steeped in sexism; her essay explores the ways that societal sexism has contributed to Lisbeth’s behavior. Joshua Gowin examines Salander’s use of (and seeming comfort with) violence, and the extent to which her use of violence might be rooted in her genes. Stephanie Mullins-Sweatt and Melissa Burkley consider whether Salander, who can be ruthless, is in fact a psychopath. Hans Steiner explains how Lisbeth’s traumatic history has shaped who she is—and whether she’s “abnormal.” Forensic psychologist Marisa Mauro finishes the section with an evaluation of Salander, performed the way the courts in the trilogy should have.


  Finally, we look at how Salander has taken trauma and transformed it into power. Essays in this final section, The Girl Who Couldn’t Be Stopped, focus on what allows Salander to overcome the odds not only to save herself, but to help rescue others as well. These essays explore her strengths and abilities, and address whether Lisbeth’s accomplishments are heroic . . . or something else. These essays also unearth another key theme of the series: the idea of (re)gaining power through knowledge, and using that power to seek justice.


  First, Sandra Yingling explores what makes Lisbeth such a powerful and polarizing figure, as well as the power Lisbeth holds over us as readers. Pamela Rutledge explains Lisbeth’s remarkable resilience, despite a childhood infused with trauma, neglect, and horrendous mistreatment. Bernadette Schell shines a light on Lisbeth’s amazing hacking ability and compares her to real-world hackers. Robin Rosenberg proposes that Lisbeth is not just the hero of the series, but a bona fide superhero. In the book’s final essay, Mikahil Lyubansky and Elaine Shpungin explore the costs of some of Salander’s use of power—both to herself and to society.


  In the end, Lisbeth is all of these things—damaged and resilient, victimized and powerful, terrifying and awe-inspiring. But in the end, too, she isn’t quite as contradictory or as impenetrable as she initially seems. In giving us a character replete with incongruities and complexities, Larsson has made Lisbeth seem remarkably real. She is brought to life in three dimensions; her quirks and rough edges and aberrant behavior make her as frustrating and intriguing as an incredibly gifted but profoundly troubled friend. Understanding more about that complexity doesn’t diminish the fascination she holds for us—it deepens it. We want to know even more. We want to figure her out.


  Lisbeth is the true enigma at the heart of this blockbuster set of mysteries. To understand her, as well as her powerful effect on us, we’ll need all the professional help we can get.


  Let’s get this investigation started.


  Shannon O’Neill and Robin S. Rosenberg


  August 2011
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  Lisbeth Salander crafts her appearance with thought and care, most strikingly when it comes to her Goth clothing and makeup. As a group, though, Goths are largely marginalized and ostracized. So why would Lisbeth intentionally choose to be one? Robert Young and Lynne McDonald-Smith use their own research to help us understand Goth identity, to correct our misconceptions (or confirm our existing views) about Goths, and also to show us how Lisbeth benefits from her Goth association.


  [image: image]


  One of the first things that we learn about Lisbeth Salander is that she stands out. Her dress and appearance are visually striking, and Stieg Larsson provides several vivid descriptions of her in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the first book in the Millennium series. For example, we learn early on that Lisbeth “dressed for the day in a black T-shirt with a picture on it of E.T. with fangs, and the words I AM ALSO AN ALIEN. She had on a black skirt that was frayed at the hem, a worn-out black, mid-length leather jacket, rivet belt, heavy Doc Marten boots, and horizontally striped, green-and-red knee socks. She had put on makeup in a color scheme that indicated she might be colorblind.” Despite her unique appearance, Lisbeth remains physically appealing: “She wore black lipstick, and in spite of the tattoos and the pierced nose and eyebrows she was . . . well . . . attractive.”


  Given this description, Salander appears to be a Goth—at least that’s how the media and most book and film reviews portray her, although this is never explicitly confirmed in any of the books.1 Even so, we can agree she belongs to at least one of the various tribes of alternative subcultures, be that generic alternative rock, punk, Goth, industrial, or something similar. There are real (sometimes subtle, sometimes distinct) differences between even these closely aligned youth cultures, and the uninitiated may have difficulty in distinguishing between them. This by itself is an illustration of our own psychological naiveté in understanding the subtleties of young people’s social world. However, Lisbeth is clearly categorized as Goth in most people’s eyes, so we will stick with that label and look for some supporting evidence.


  But how much has Lisbeth’s style to do with her character and identity? Is it really just chance that Larsson provides Lisbeth with such a striking identity? Of course not! Part of the success of Lisbeth as a popular heroine is the huge overlap between her character and our beliefs about what Goths “are,” what Goths “do,” and “what makes them tick.” If you need to test this, try this brief thought experiment: write down the first five things that come to mind when you think about a Goth or alternative teenager. It’s a fair bet that your list will contain at least two of the following words: gloomy, cynical, depressed, troubled, freak, odd, weird, loner, and possibly slutty, sexy, or even kinky. If Lisbeth is such a blatant stereotype, why then does she appeal to Goth and non-Goth readers alike?


  The Role of the Goth in Literature and Popular Media


  Lisbeth is far from the first Goth or alternative character in popular fiction (though she is one of the more famous). Larsson and other writers regularly tap into our latent beliefs about typical Goth behaviors and personalities in order to drive the plot and create believable and compelling characters. In order to understand what makes Larsson’s treatment of Lisbeth and her Goth identity unique and different, it is revealing to take a brief look at how other Goth characters in popular media are treated. What traits are these characters purported to have, and what roles, common tropes, stereotypes, and themes are explored through them? Table 1 lists a selection of hit American TV shows that have featured Goth or “Gothed-up” characters and the themes explored in that particular episode.


  Some of the most recognizable Goths are the Goth kids from the seventh season of South Park. South Park comically plays to every Goth cliché available; its Goth kids show deep cynicism, negativity, alienation, and a fixation with nonconformity—but nonconformity done together! A few of the Goth kids hint at a history of family and romantic discord, and this link is confirmed when Stan is dumped by his girlfriend Wendy and begins to hang around with the Goth kids in order to deal with the emotional and interpersonal trauma he suffers. As “another tortured soul” in pain, Stan is readily accepted.


  Writers often use the Goth identity as a sign of transition (usually from childhood to teen independence) or of a significant and traumatic change in circumstances, or as a marker of a shift in core identity. This is illustrated in The Simpsons when Lisa Simpson, after a mix-up in IQ test scores, can no longer claim the role of the “smart kid” so central to her character. This downgrade in status launches her into a spiraling identity crisis, in which she adopts a series of stock teenage identities—one of which is her Goth alter ego “Raven Crow Neversmiles.” However, she quickly abandons this after Millhouse instantly picks up on the deviant and amorous potential, saying, “Cool . . .We’ll go to the cemetery and summon the Dark Lord by kissing and junk.”


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      
        	TABLE 1: THE ROLE OF GOTH/ALTERNATIVE CHARACTERS AND THEIR ASSOCIATED THEMES WITHIN POPULAR FICTION
      


      
        	Source

        	Character

        	Character traits and commom themes
      


      
        	South Park (7-14)

        	The Goth kids; Stanley, who briefly becomes a Goth

        	Outsider, cynicism, depression, alienation, nonconformity, interpersonal trauma (Stan is dumped by Wendy), group identity
      


      
        	The Simpsons (15-13)

        	Lisa Simpson, who briefly identifies herself as “Raven Crow Neversmiles”

        	Intelligence, trauma (identity crisis), transition, rebellion, sexuality, alienation
      


      
        	Frasier (11-11)

        	Freddy (Frasier’s son), who briefly becomes a Goth

        	Transition to independence, teen rebellion, rejection of parents, experimentation, developing sexually, interpersonal trauma (getting dumped)
      


      
        	Millennium trilogy

        	Lisbeth Salander

        	Traumatic & troubled past/present, psychiatric history, outsider, alienated, rebellious, defiant, intelligent, underestimated, sexually promiscuous/adventurous, cynical, distrustful, transition to independence and autonomy
      

    
  


  The themes of transition, rebellion and interpersonal trauma are reiterated in an episode of Frasier where radio psychiatrist Frasier Crane’s son Freddy briefly becomes Goth, thus signaling his transition into independence, teen rebellion, and the rejection of parental control. The interpersonal trauma comes at the end of the episode, when Freddy is dumped by his recently acquired Goth girlfriend.


  Larsson explores these familiar themes of independence, interpersonal difficulties, and trauma within Lisbeth, who is also pessimistic (realistically so given her experience), sexually adventurous, and rebellious. As the Millennium series progresses, the theme of transitioning to adulthood and gaining autonomy comes to the foreground as Lisbeth transforms from someone who is controlled by others into an independent woman. As she shifts fully into her new identity, we see a fluctuation in her degree of Goth identification and clothing. Still, Lisbeth’s Goth identity reemerges strongly when her autonomy is under threat, as exemplified by her reaction to legal authorities in The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest. Lisbeth seems to make a concerted effort to wear her most striking and inappropriate outfits to her many court appearances; as Larsson writes, “Even though Blomkvist was used to Salander’s penchant for shocking clothing, he was amazed that his sister had allowed her to turn up to the courtroom in a black leather miniskirt with frayed seams and a black top—with the legend ‘I am annoyed.’” Salander refuses to acquiesce to the expectations of others by modifying her appearance in court and appears instead in full Goth regalia.


  We see this same set of themes emerging repeatedly in television and books whenever a Goth character appears, but the question remains: Do these stereotypes have any truth to them? In other words, in the “real world” can stereotypes ever provide information of practical use when it comes to understanding the psychology of the people behind them?


  The Unbearable Truth about Stereotypes


  The psychological literature that explores the “truth” of stereotypes, from both an insider and outsider perspective, and the importance of group and self-identity in understanding and defining ourselves and others is vast. But before we can attempt to understand someone like Lisbeth, we need to address an important question: Why do we have such a strong, almost compulsive need to stereotype distinctive social groups such as Goths?


  The psychological reality we first need face is that the social world is complicated, and overloads us with conflicting information. There is far too much complicated data to deal with as we interact with others, and our minds require us to simplify it in some way. One of the cognitive shortcuts we tend to use is to create stereotypes—or in psychological terms, social categories. Although stereotypes can be highly inaccurate and stigmatizing, they can also contain some potentially useful information. In fact, when looked at objectively, some stereotypes are surprisingly accurate. It seems that, while we tend to view the world through our own particular set of biases, we are not completely blind to social reality.


  Psychologist Lee Jussim and colleagues reviewed common stereotypes and found that most were fairly accurate.2 For example, when it came to estimating the percentage of women employed in various occupations or guessing the income differences between women and men in the workplace, the general public made predictions that were surprisingly close to the actual figures. In fact, stereotypes can provide estimates that rival the accuracy of conventional psychological tests when guessing the characteristics of an individual. However, because of their simplistic nature, stereotypes are only good at predicting a limited range of people’s characteristics and behaviors. Having demonstrated that reality and stereotypes can be surprisingly close, what are some of the common stereotypes about Goths—and how do they compare to what we know about Lisbeth and her life?


  Goth Stereotypes: The Good, the Bad, and the Weird (But Mostly Just Bad and Weird)


  Probably the single most common and most negative stereotype about Goths is that they are psychologically traumatized or damaged, invariably because of a troubled background. This is in line with Lisbeth’s history; she has issues of parental abandonment, was brought up in a violent, abusive household, has been institutionalized in various psychiatric establishments, is prone to violent outbursts, and is (falsely) seen at risk of self-harm and suicide. It is also strongly hinted that she has some form of undiagnosed Asperger’s syndrome (this might partially explain her lack of social skills).


  Another Goth stereotype is that of the loner who is distrustful of people, society, and institutions. Lisbeth is a consummate loner: she’s uncommunicative, far happier in her own company, and distrustful of groups. Her childhood and adolescence was spent in the care and under the scrutiny and repeated examinations of various psychiatrists, courts, and social workers who tried to control and contain her, so it’s hardly surprising Lisbeth developed a strong distrust of authority. As we learn in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo: “She was perfectly content as long as people left her in peace. Unfortunately society was not very smart or understanding; she had to protect herself from social authorities, child welfare authorities, guardianship authorities, tax authorities, police, curators, psychologists, psychiatrists, teachers, and bouncers.”


  What follows naturally from being distrustful of others is a sense of oneself as an outcast. A Goth identity seems almost synonymous with being deviant, weird, and an outsider. In Lisbeth’s case we see that she is indeed a social outcast. Most of her associates are fellow Goths, punks, similarly deviant individuals, or computer hackers—another group portrayed as a loose clique of eccentric loners who enjoy flouting social and legal conventions and who are equally suspicious of mainstream culture. Few of her contacts are from mainstream society, and rarely come close to understanding her. Lisbeth is extremely socially alienated and only the most empathetic, nonjudgmental, and patient characters can get near her. This is part of her attraction to Blomkvist, who is described as having a liberal, tolerant, and accepting nature. Another part of the attraction is that Lisbeth instinctively recognizes a fellow rebel: Blomkvist himself doesn’t fit in to the cozy complicit work of financial journalism and feels alienated from his own profession by its lack of integrity, lazy journalism, and barely concealed corruption.


  Another Goth stereotype is their allegedly transgressive, pugnacious, defiant, rebellious, and stubborn disposition. Despite bullying, harassment, unwanted attention, coercion, and pressure to change from family, peers, and public, Goths seem unwilling to alter any facet of their style, attitude, or behavior. This describes Lisbeth to the core. Despite her diminutive size, Salander is described in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo as fearless, “rarely afraid of anyone or anything.” Further, she will simply not cooperate with the authorities despite intense pressure. An example of this can be found in her refusal to take a single psych assessment in her many years as ward of the court. What’s more:


  All attempts by a teacher or any authority figure to initiate a conversation with the girl about her feelings, emotional life, or the state of her health were met, to their great frustration, with a sullen silence and a great deal of intense staring at the floor, ceiling, and walls. She would fold her arms and refuse to participate in any psychological tests. Her resistance to all attempts to measure, weigh, chart, analyze, or educate her applied also to her school work. (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo)


  The final trait repeatedly associated with Goths, and much exploited by the producers of low-budget horror flicks, is their supposed sexual promiscuity and transgressive or unconventional (in other words, kinky) sexuality. Lisbeth is from the start described as androgynous; she is also openly bisexual and has a history of sexual promiscuity, particularly with older men. She is sexually forward and adventurous, and is described as enjoying bondage and other sexual role play games with her occasional “S&M dyke” lover Miriam Wu. This is touched upon in the scene in The Girl Who Played with Fire when she first moves into Lisbeth’s old apartment: “[Miriam] tied her T-shirt as a blindfold over Salander’s eyes.” In spite of her social awkwardness and personal experience of sexual violence, Lisbeth could never be described as inhibited, naïve, or remotely shy when it comes to sex—and ironically, this, too, fits in with the commonly held stereotypes of Goths.


  The “Truth” about Goth Stereotypes


  So how true are these stereotypes? Perhaps more importantly, is it “good” or “bad” to be Goth—and is there any way to measure this? Here the psychological literature is a bit sparse, which is unsurprising since few universities sport a Department of Goth Studies, but there are a few insights to be drawn from the scientific literature. In the early ’90s psychologist Jeffrey Arnett published a book about heavy metal fans. Arnett interviewed over a hundred teenage fans, confirming that metal fans were more alienated compared to the average teen and exhibited signs that suggested a lower level of self-esteem.3 A few in his sample mentioned thoughts about suicide, which occasionally translated into attempts. They were clearly more sensation-seeking than their peers and more rebellious (taking drugs, driving recklessly, or breaking rules), and had an unconventional outlook on life, rejecting social orthodoxy, prizing individuality, and staying “unpredictable”.


  More recent work by Robert Young (one of the authors of this piece) and colleagues at the MRC Social and Public Health Sciences Unit in Glasgow looked specifically at the relationship between psychiatric issues, attempted suicide, self-injury, and identity as a Goth or a member of many other contemporary youth subcultures.4 The study found that, in a representative sample of 1,258 nineteen-year-olds, the more a participant identified as a Goth, the more likely he or she was to have attempted suicide. Only 5 percent of those who didn’t identify as Goth had attempted suicide, while a staggering 47 percent who identified as Goth had. The pattern was the same for rates of self-injury, rising from 6 percent to 53 percent as the degree of identification increased. With the exception of a few of the more alternative subcultures (punk, nu-metal), none of the other youth cultures showed this trend. These findings seem to indicate a causal link between self-identifying as a Goth and exhibiting troubling behaviors.


  Lisbeth certainly exhibits troubling behaviors, though attempted suicide does not seem to be one of them. The trauma that Lisbeth suffered was serious and long-standing, marked by an early history of family violence and peer group and behavioral issues. Her formative experiences in childhood and adolescence are equally distressing, including her enforced custody by social services and culminating in her two-year stay at St. Stefan’s Psychiatric Clinic for Children from age thirteen. She goes on to develop a history of negative assessments by a string of psychiatrists and psychologists. Is there something to this? Do Goths have more contact with mental health professionals than do other youth? Figure 1 shows the results of research that tested the association between the rate of contact with psychiatric services—that is, assessment or treatment by psychiatrists or psychologists—and the degree to which someone identified as a Goth. The answer to whether the two are correlated is a qualified yes. The rates of psychiatric care rise from 4 percent to 27 percent for those most strongly self-identified as Goth, as compared with the average teenage population. This lends further credibility to the troubled background stereotype, although this still means that in our study of young adults 73 percent of even the most clearly identified Goths never approach psychological or psychiatric services.


   


  
    Figure 1: Proportion of psychiatric services used since age eleven and level of Goth identification (1258 young adults)


    [image: Figure_01]

  


  When looking at other Goth stereotypes, we have only unreliable and “anecdotal” evidence to call upon. Nursing professor Carolyn Rutledge and her colleagues reviewed some of this more anecdotal evidence, in an attempt to glean clearer conclusions from it. Rutledge reiterates that many of the common stereotypes link Goths to depression, negativity, sexual promiscuity, bisexuality, etc. She concludes that identifying as a Goth means participating in a “high-risk psychosocial (sub)culture” that reinforces depressive thoughts and encourages destructive behaviors.5 This imitative or self-reinforcing behavior is known generically as the social influence or social learning model of behavior, and suggests that teen Goths imitate “destructive behaviors” from either Goth peers or music icons. Yet there is no solid evidence about the direction of cause and effect—for instance, rather than destructive behaviors being attributable to the social learning explanation, it could be that people who are drawn toward destructive behaviors start listening to Goth, metal, or alternative music during adolescence. Thus, without more reliable evidence, the social learning explanation for the high rates of “destructive behaviors” among Goth teenagers remains unproven and many other theories can readily account for such findings.


  A more likely explanation of the link between Goth self-identification and the manifestation of troubling behaviors is a combination of two other psychological mechanisms: attraction to the subculture because of shared values and experience, and the assortative friendships hypothesis, more commonly understood by the phrase “birds of a feather flock together.” To put it simply, troubled, angry, or disillusioned young people are attracted to Goth culture because the style and music reflects their experience of the world and gives them an opportunity to share their problems with like-minded friends and partners. To be fair, even in their generally negative assessment of Goth subculture, Rutledge and colleagues acknowledge both these alternative explanations. They also acknowledge the existence of more positive traits linked to people who identify as Goths, such as the tendency for Goths to “possess above average intelligence” and to be “highly literate and creative.”6


  But how relevant are these findings to Lisbeth? Much of this research comes from either the United States or the United Kingdom, not Sweden. Nevertheless, because Goth is a worldwide youth subculture, most of the insights from the research are probably applicable. Further, when interviewing Goths from Germany, the UK, and America, German cultural researcher Dunja Brill found Goths share similar outlooks and experiences, irrespective of country of origin.7 Most of the psychological research on Goths focuses on teens, while the sociological work tends to focus on young adults. Lisbeth is twenty-four when readers first meet her, but she could pass for fourteen as far as physical appearance is concerned and is arguably in many respects still a teenager, particularly in her degree of social skills and social identity. Either way, the typical age of those who participated in the research outlined here is similar enough to Lisbeth’s life-stage—both physically and psychologically—that we can be reasonably confident that some of the conclusions we have drawn here would be relevant to her.


  The Upside of Goth Identity: How Negative Goth Stereotypes Can Turn Into Positive Self-Identity


  All of this begs the question: Given the largely negative reputation, why on earth would Lisbeth or any teenager choose to become a Goth? Social psychology and, more specifically, social categorization and social identity theory can address this. A good deal of our personal identity is shaped by the social groups we belong to, and sometimes even just the groups we aspire to belong to. Having first categorized the others around us, we then begin to self-categorize, automatically and almost unconsciously. But what possible benefit does self-labeling bring us? Social psychologists Henri Tajfel and John Turner, who first developed social identity theory, suggest that the simple act of belonging to a group (even a stigmatized group, providing it has some redeeming features) can boost our self-esteem.8 In other words, it is intrinsically important to us to have a positive social identity. Given that Goth culture is associated with depression and self-esteem issues, the benefits should be obvious.


  Part of the advantage of group membership is the mutual social support such a network provides, even if this is just the knowledge that you are not alone in your views. In other words, even if you are going to be a loner or an outsider—or have a cynical and morbid worldview—it’s better to do it with others. Paradoxically, it’s better to be a loner or outsider with friends! Cultural researcher Paul Hodkinson’s qualitative study of British Goths confirms this, with socializing cited as the number-one reason given by participants for their attraction to the Goth scene.9 Larsson illustrates this lucidly when even the consummate outcast Lisbeth begins hanging out with hard rock band Evil Fingers, quickly finding it the only place she feels any sort of group loyalty and support. As Larsson tells us in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo: “If there was one place where she felt any sort of group solidarity, it was in the company of the ‘Evil Fingers’ and, by extension, with the guys who were friends with the girls. ‘Evil Fingers’ would listen. They would also stand up for her.”


  Another insight as to the power of group identity can be gained from a series of psychological experiments looking at how ingroups (social groups one belongs to or identifies with, e.g., Goth, punk, Democrat, or Republican) tend to view outgroups (social groups one does not identify with) negatively, while promoting their own group and group characteristics. One study that powerfully illustrates this effect was conducted by Henri Tajfel. Tajfel randomly assigned adolescents into arbitrary groups (A or B) and asked them to allocate rewards to each of the two groups however they wanted. Even though each group only minimally functioned as such, participants strongly favored their own group, giving their own group extra points.10 In other words, people rewarded the group they had been randomly allocated to just minutes earlier. Similar experiments confirm this tendency to view your own group in a positive light, (over)emphasizing the similarity in characteristics that you all share and rationalizing reasons for favoritism. In essence, we all self-categorize or self-stereotype. This means that we all tend to overemphasize the characteristics that we share with members of a group, and overestimate the importance of our similarities. Self-stereotyping increases your sense of belonging and, at the very least, gives you something in common to start a conversation about!


  But self-stereotyping, and stereotyping in general, can be a mixed bag. Although some Goth traits—such as intelligence and creativity—are unambiguously positive, most are not. Even being labeled with seemingly positive traits can have unintended negative consequences. As both Lisa Simpson and fellow class nerd Martin can attest, emphasizing one’s intelligence and scholastic achievement does not necessarily boost your standing with your classmates.11 One route to positive identity is to (re)interpret group traits in a positive light. Table 2 contrasts typical Goth views of common traits with how the mainstream observes them. While outsiders and mainstream culture may view Goths as rebellious and “not team players,” the same trait can be viewed positively as being autonomous, individualist, or nonconformist. Lisbeth and other Goths can be viewed by non-Goths as stubborn, defiant, oppositional, and generally troublesome, but from an insider’s perspective these same traits could be called courage, bravery, integrity, and being true to yourself. Although Lisbeth is an extreme example, her refusal to back down, even when the odds are stacked against her, is a large part of our attraction to her character and central to her role as heroine. Lisbeth’s need to get even could be seen as aggressive and vengeful, or as a reflection of her desire for social justice. Weird becomes original or unique. The sexual slurs about Goths’ promiscuity and deviancy can be viewed—equally validly—as attacks on sexual tolerance, attempts toward sexual equality, and thinly veiled instances of discrimination and prejudice. The same reversal can take place for traits seen as positive by the mainstream: being polite and following mannered social conventions can be viewed as being inauthentic, untrue, socially manipulative, or just dishonest.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      
        	TABLE 2. GOTH/ALTERNATIVE VS. MAINSTREAM INTERPRETATIONS OF COMMON CHARACTER TRAITS AND STEREOTYPES.
      


      
        	Goth/alternative view

        	

        	Mainstream view
      


      
        	Autonomous, individualistic, nonconformist

        	Vs.

        	Rebellious, not a team player, anticommunity
      


      
        	Courageous, brave, uncompromising, strong-minded, determined, principled

        	Vs.

        	Stubborn, wilful, defiant, oppositional, disobedient, trouble maker
      


      
        	Independent

        	Vs.

        	Solitary
      


      
        	Original, unique, distinct

        	Vs.

        	Weird, odd, freak, misfit
      


      
        	Inauthentic, untruthful

        	Vs.

        	Polite, mannered, adaptable
      


      
        	Sexually adventurous, tolerant

        	Vs.

        	Promiscuous, kinky, deviant
      


      
        	Spineless, weak-willed, corruptible, suggestible, manipulatable

        	Vs.

        	Agreeable, accommodating, reasonable, compromising
      


      
        	Realistic, nondelusional

        	Vs.

        	Negative, nihilistic, depressive
      


      
        	Gullible

        	Vs.

        	Distrusting
      

    
  


  Even the charge of nihilism, negativity, depression, and pessimism can be redeemed. A common Goth criticism of the mainstream, particularly mainstream American culture, is its unrealistic optimism and positive outlook. Goths see this attitude as naïve, gullible, or just plain delusional. Unfortunately, the evidence from psychology favors the Goth point of view! Results from numerous psychological experiments, examining everything from gambling to estimations of future career success, demonstrate that most humans have an inherent optimism bias—that is, they consistently inflate the likelihood of a favorable outcome, overestimate their level of control and competence, and underestimate the likelihood of a negative outcome. There is a least one group who (on balance) seems resistant to this common delusion: the clinically or subclinically depressed. Psychologists Lauren Alloy and Lyn Abramson discovered that depressed people were less likely to have an optimism bias: depressed students in their study were more accurate than non-depressed students at judging when their actions (pressing a button) had a real influence on the outcome (making a green light flash). Non-depressed students thought they could “spot the system” and thereby influence the outcome. The button pressing had varying degrees of influence, but depressed students were far more accurate in predicting how much control they actually had.12 In fact, it was the non-depressed students who were really deluding themselves!


  In a postfinancial crisis world, the relevance of these findings to stock market trading (and other more reputable forms of gambling) should be obvious: most people are more optimistic than the situation warrants. So if you have some money to invest, it might not be wise to hand it over to a stockbroker if they appear overly cheerful. This phenomenon is known as depressive realism, or the “sadder but wiser” hypothesis. If the literature is true about Goths’ negative disposition, we could probably add them to this “sadder but wiser” group since they are likely to be more in touch with reality than their mainstream counterparts. Lisbeth is sad but streetwise; she “knows” life is not fair and that the justice and social system will fail her and instead places her faith in her own abilities. She is for the most part correct: her ability to see the cold harsh reality of life and her caution in disclosing personal information is one of the reasons she survives. In contrast, the more open and vulnerable women in the Millennium series tend to have a shortened lifespan. Martin Vanger’s victims are carefully selected from his detailed personal information database of contacts precisely because of their vulnerability and lack of social connection. As we learn in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, “His victims were often new arrivals, immigrant girls who had no friends or social contacts in Sweden.” As Harriet Vanger knows, women who are distrustful of Martin and cautious with their personal details tend to live longer and happier lives.


  So Is Lisbeth a Heroine, or Simply a Goth Stereotype?


  Lisbeth conforms to almost all of the negative stereotypes about Goths. She is damaged, troubled, rebellious, cynical, and promiscuous. Yet she somehow remains a complicated and believable character. The secret Larsson uses to make Lisbeth compelling is to have her conform to these mainstream stereotypes about Goths while at the same time allowing us into her interior world, where we come to understand and respect her choices. Through the insight Larsson provides into Lisbeth’s thinking, we begin to understand the world from a Goth-centric perspective like that listed in Table 2, as if we were a group insider. By contrasting how others view Lisbeth with Lisbeth’s own personal narrative and behavioral motivations, Larsson subtlety reverses our understanding of Goth stereotypes, turning them from negative to positive traits. In fact, these traits, particularly Lisbeth’s independence, brutal honesty, and indomitable force of will, are the key to her survival in an unjust and uncaring world. Her troubled nature has its genesis in the very real trauma she has suffered; it doesn’t emerge as a result of imitating Goth culture. Her attraction to Goth and alternative culture is motivated by a search for a sense of belonging and an identity; only among other Goths can she feel any sense of group solidarity and make friends who understand and support her. Larsson is sympathetic to the often overlooked positive aspects such an identity brings, recognizing and valuing the intelligence, creativity, self-reliance, and tolerant attitude at its core.


  Perceptively, Lisbeth’s character also echoes the often-unnoticed Goth preoccupation with themes of truth, social injustice, and opposition to corporate, legal, and media manipulation. She shares a liberal but blunt and uncompromising attitude with Blomkvist, and their shared concerns and viewpoints form the basis for an ever-more trusting relationship and shape their understanding of each other. It’s no coincidence that their jobs (private investigator and investigative journalist) share the common theme of uncovering truth and exposing deception, no matter the consequence. It’s also no coincidence both Lisbeth and Blomkvist have regular run-ins with authority. Both to Lisbeth, a computer hacker, and to Blomkvist, a journalist, it is justice, and not simply “following the rules,” that matters. This is a core part of their characters and a primary reason for the mutual attraction.


  It’s likely Blomkvist is at least in part a fantasy alterego of Larsson: they both just happen to be journalists with a strong libertarian streak who battle right-wing nationalists. Lisbeth, on the other hand, has been dubbed one of the most original heroines to emerge in crime fiction for years, and at least part of that originality is the way Larsson instinctively recognizes the reality of the Goth stereotype and understands the role identity plays in shaping Lisbeth’s character. What all of this adds up to is one of the more believable Goth heroines in popular fiction.
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  ROBERT YOUNG, BSc (Hons), PgDip (IT), PhD (Cand.), is a research psychologist working at the MRC Social and Public Health Science Unit, University of Glasgow. His research focuses on the influence of peer group and youth culture on mental health. He was introduced to the Goth/Industrial scene over twenty years ago and self-identifies as “a bit of a Goth.”
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  LYNNE MCDONALD-SMITH, MA (Hons) in film, television, and comparative literature, works for the Scottish Association for Mental Health and Choose Life, Scotland’s national strategy to prevent suicide. Her dissertation in film, television, and comparative literature explored representation of Goths in British and American television programs. At University she self-identified as a Goth.


  Neither author has a dragon tattoo.


  Lisbeth Salander’s most famous characteristic, thanks to the title of the English translation of the Millennium trilogy’s first book, is the dragon tattoo on her shoulder. Even more difficult to miss, when you consider her film incarnations, are her various piercings. Rachel Rodgers and Eric Bui share their understanding of and research into the psychology of body modification and explain the ways that Lisbeth is similar to—and different from—people with extensive body modifications in our world. After all, as the authors say, sometimes the body speaks louder than words. So what is Lisbeth saying with hers?
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