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Abstract 
I intend to read the latest BBC production of Sherlock by exploring the making 

of digitized modernity in which confidence in science and technology is not 

only prominent but fundamental to instrumental rationality. Showing that 

violence may exist purely for the sake of violence, not for retaliation or out of 

self-interest, I argue that the remake of Sherlock is not concerned with criminals 

but criminality. By pointing out the discursive formation of digital citizenship 

endowed with indiscriminative rights of membership in the constant shadow of 

terrorist attacks, I argue that a safe England must be constructed in spite of the 

necessity of risk. Sherlock reveals a path leading to a digitized brave new world 

in which risks will be perceived as information, terrorist attacks conceived as 

incentives in an extended, reiterated game of prisoner’s dilemma, collective 

safety achieved through the calculation of coding, decoding and the networking 

of information technology, and every single life incarcerated within the process 

of capturing the torrent of big data. While digital citizenship promises a future 

of open access, free participation, and a lower barrier of entry, the promised 

democracy of information technology leads to the unavoidability of criminality 

and fear, leading to the coexistence of safety and risk. 
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“This is my hard drive, and it only makes sense 
 to put things in there that are useful.”  

—Sherlock in BBC’s “The Great Game” 

 
Since his literary birth in 1887, Sherlock Holmes has been synonymous with a 

detective hero who knows all, sees all, and solves all. The tall, thin man sporting a 

magnifying glass and pipe, and wearing a traveler’s cape and deerstalker cap, is one 

of the most readily identifiable figures in literary history. Since then, Holmes’s image 

has symbolized unwavering wisdom, physical alertness and psychological 

perseverance: the silhouette of his hawk-like nose is an icon of omnipresent 

knowledge, his magnifying glass the embodiment of a penetrating gaze and his 

deerstalker cap a symbol of invincible rationality. Stock image as it is, Holmes as an 

intellectual hero has survived into the twenty-first century.  

The latest BBC production of Sherlock updates Watson as a blogger with 

numerous followers; Moriarty becomes a hacker with masterful information-

technology skills including code-breaking and long-distanced manipulation, and 

Sherlock becomes a kind of supercomputer with a great computational capacity and, 

most strikingly, a phubber.1 By exploring the TV drama’s expressed confidence in 

governance facilitated by a bureaucratically administrated and efficiently managed 

rationality, this paper scrutinizes the Sherlockian mode of modernity which is shared 

by the original Sherlock Holmes adventures and this BBC production. 

Laying bare the discursive formation of a digital citizenship endowed with 

indiscriminative rights of membership under the omnipresent threat of terrorist 

attacks, I argue that a safe England is here being constructed in spite of the 

inevitability of risk. Sherlock’s total reliance on mobile gadgets and information 

technology for its short message capacity, mobile phone cameras, conference calls, 

on-line searching, blogging, news surfing, and archive searching are founded upon 

the brimming confidence of modernity, the guiding socio-cultural principle 

emphasizing the spirit of efficiency and precision, the faith in scientific progress, and 

the belief in the rationalization and professionalism of human perfectibility in the age 

of industrialization. With its belief that science and technology work in the service 

of humanity, BBC’s Sherlock presents itself as a successful cultural enterprise 

supported by the rhetorical constructions of a safe England and the efficient 

                                                 
1 Phubber, or phubbing, is a new word coined out of the combination of two words, phone and 

snubbing. It refers to people who busy themselves with mobile devices rather than interacting with 
human beings. Given that mobile devices are now an inseparable part of many people’s lives, the 
word is soon used to describe those who develop obsessions with lowering their heads looking at 
the screens of their devices.  
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administration of information technology. The characterization of this up-to-date 

Sherlock demonstrates a trust in our technologized modernity, one exemplified by 

the calculative nature of rationality and a reflexive habit of observation.  

As a grim picture of invasion and contamination brought together by the trend 

of globalization is haunting a hi-tech London, BBC’s Sherlock reveals to us a salient 

path leading to a biopolitical paradise in which risks will be banished, terror attacks 

prevented, our collective safety secured, and every single life protected. Sherlock’s 

mode of risk management involves the digitalization of safety and risk in an age when 

information technology has become an indisputable part of our everyday life. Such a 

Sherlockian cosmology was characterized by the unanimous acceptance of risk and 

an unprecedented confidence in governmentality, even as one is mindlessly 

examining the LCD screen on his or her smartphone.  

 

Social Equality and Digital Citizenship 
 

The latest BBC detective drama Sherlock is a contemporary update of the 

original Sherlock Holmes’s adventures. Starring Benedict Cumberbatch as the classic 

detective, Martin Freeman as John Watson, and Andrew Scott as Jim Moriarty, this 

production soon became a global sensation after its debut in 2010—it was continued 

in 2012, 2014, and 2017, each season having three episodes. Tom Sutcliffe in The 

Independent describes the production as “a triumph, witty and knowing, without ever 

undercutting the flair and dazzle of the original” (qtd. in Adams 23). The TV 

audience for the series in the first season reportedly reached 9.23 million viewers 

(Adams 23), with some estimates at 8.2 million (Plunkett), some at 7.3 million (Frost), 

and an average estimate of 7.9 million (Sweney). 

Like all the Sherlock Holmes productions of previous decades, BBC’s Sherlock 

embodies the values and life patterns of the time and place in which it is set. If Basil 

Rathbone’s fourteen appearances as Holmes between 1939 and 1946 would be 

readily assumed to be the embodiment of the fear and dismay of confrontation, and 

Peter Cushing’s sixteen episodes of the BBC series may be regarded as a reflection 

of the cultural turbulence of the 60s, and if Jeremy Brett’s Granada production 

between 1984 and 1994 shows an anxiety about mutual destruction during the heat 

of the Cold War, then Benedick Cumberbatch’s Sherlock displays mixed feelings 

about the coming of age of digital citizenship. Cumberbatch is the first Sherlock 

Holmes who is obsessed with swiping a mobile phone instead of sporting a 

magnifying glass or smoking a pipe. Given that our time is the first ever in human 

history where a great majority of citizens from developed and developing parts of 
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civilization enjoy access to the internet, Cumberbatch is so far the only Holmes to be 

duly enjoying his digital citizenship. 

In its simplest definition, digital citizenship is “the ability to participate in 

society online” or, more specifically, to “use technology for political information to 

fulfill [one’s] civic duty” and to “use technology at work for economic gain” 

(Mossberger et al. 1, 2). Democratic participation and economic welfare are the most 

explicit motivations. The practice of digital citizenship, with an emphasis on 

collective benefits and shared opportunities, involves civil engagement and fair 

participation and leads to equality and democracy in the information age. In short, 

digital citizenship represents the “capacity, belonging[,] and . . . potential for political 

and economic engagement in society” in the age of information technology 

(Mossberger et al. 3; ellipsis added). Thus such citizenship is an updated form of the 

social justice and inclusion that are central to discussions of Lockean liberalism, civic 

republicanism, and ascriptive hierarchies (Mossberger et al. 2). 

This right to participate already implies the right to use information technology 

to participate in a free and open forum and thereby fulfill one’s civic duty. The brave 

new world of digital citizenship is one of guaranteed liberty, equality, and fraternity. 

The volatility of telecommunications and information technology not only means 

potential risks—for example cross-border (international) hacking, recently a 

dominant issue in US American politics—but also may imply (paradoxically) “a 

utopian vision of liberal democracy” (Packer 138). Anyone with a computer can now 

join in the emancipatory production of knowledge. In the name of sharing, uneven 

obstacles to knowledge are leveled out to facilitate the free and equal exchange and 

dissemination of information. Moreover, the digitized correlation of knowledge and 

mobility prioritizes expert specialties over general knowledge, and yet the 

encompassing assumption is still that of equality. 

Thus in the BBC’s Sherlock there is a particular emphasis on John Watson’s 

participation as an everyman in a digitally-equalized London. John launches his 

“Personal Blog of Dr. John H. Watson” after being told that this may be a form of 

self-therapy, for he is still suffering from war trauma; Sherlock also has his own 

website, entitled “The Science of Deduction,” which he uses as a digital home for his 

consulting service. However, in the opening episode of “A Study in Pink” John is 

clearly not a savvy user of the new technology: at first he stares in desperation at the 

blank column; he soon gives up on trying to use a search engine in hopes of finding 

any information about Sherlock Holmes; his meeting with Sherlock’s older brother 

is arranged via Mycroft’s long-distance manipulation of a security camera and public 

pay phone.  
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In the second episode of “The Blind Banker” Watson’s digital literacy does not 

seem to have improved. He struggles with his chip-and-pin card at the self-pay 

counter of a supermarket, and his password-protected laptop is normally being used 

by his friend Sherlock. However, in this episode he does learn to use the built-in lens 

on a mobile phone to take a snapshot of graffiti on a wall as this is vital evidence; 

here we may note the contrast with those stunning photographic memories of earlier 

detectives. John’s expanding digital literacy is officially recognized by Sherlock 

when the latter invites him to join his investigation: “I’d be lost without my blogger” 

(“The Great Game” 00:10:54-00:10:56). Then, in the first episode of the second 

season, “A Scandal in Belgravia,” the success of Watson’s blog makes Sherlock “an 

internet phenomenon” (00:07:25-00:07:27) and catches the attention of tabloid 

newspapers. Now Holmes authorizes Watson to represent him in minor crime case 

investigations, and with the help of his built-in laptop camera and Wifi the latter is 

able to stream live from crime scenes as far away as a small village near Dublin, 

Ireland.  

Of course, the original Sherlock Holmes as we encountered him in the turn-of-

the-twentieth-century novels of Arthur Conan Doyle had already become well-

known for his “machine-like intelligence,” but in this recent BBC portrayal we might 

say his capacity for “machine-like thinking” is being taken more literally. However, 

Holmes is very special as he still has his own brilliant brain, and now we see him—

in what may seem to be in part an exaggeration or caricature—as the most accurate 

and efficient machine of our time, one that in its uniqueness, its singularity, is 

superior to all of our manifestly socio-political “information technology” and yet, 

paradoxically, is still more vastly-extended, more “democratic” than the latter. We 

could perhaps see Shelley’s Frankenstein creature or Schwarzenegger’s Terminator 

as also in some way embodying this same sort of duality or paradox of uniqueness 

and non-individuality. 

Given the explicit comparison of this “most perfect reasoning and observing 

machine that the world has seen” (Doyle 187) with the all-mighty supercomputers 

that contemporary forensic science and crime investigations largely depend upon, 

Sherlock might almost be seen as a living, walking search engine with interrelated 

functions of “search and filter” (Stein and Busse 11). In Bran Nicol’s words, Sherlock 

is the “central processing unit” of our time: he processes the information rapidly and 

accurately, circumventing the laborious process of collecting and then analyzing 

forensic, ballistic, or biographical data as if he were “wired into some mysterious 

vast crime-solving mainframe” (132). Sherlock himself is even aware of his 

discernible resemblance to a computer; he points to his head and claims to have 
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“deleted” some information from his memory space, boasting: “This is my hard drive, 

and it only makes sense to put things in there that are useful” (“The Great Game” 

00:04:41-00:04:47).2  

Of course, Cumberbatch is able to play very well this man who is able to detach 

himself from human feelings and who attempts to eliminate all the factors that might 

influence his judgment. This seeming lack of empathy remains, of course, the source 

and center of Holmes’s sociopathic features. Contextualizing Holmes’s dissociation 

from emotions within our scientific, positivist, digitized world of either ones and 

zeroes, Cumberbatch’s Sherlock inevitably seems to be to some extent “autistic” and 

even “sociopathic.”  

Holmes remains “a modern man of his time” (Stein and Busse 11). In the BBC’s 

modernized update, Sherlock displays a typical obsession with (or addiction to) 

smartphones. Instead of a magnifying glass he carries smartphones that often slide in 

and out of his pockets. In fact, “filing information” (as in newspapers or police 

records) had been a Victorian mode of knowledge gathering, but now Sherlock 

seldom looks at newspapers and shows instead an obvious dependence on internet 

search engines for information. The abundance of visualized text messages rather 

than voiceovers shows how totally he has interiorized information technology, even 

in his “monologues.”  

Sherlock is presented as a “digital native” (Taylor 128; Bochman 145) or “a 

master of information and its use” (Taylor 128) despite some obvious deficiencies in 

his social behavior. His communication with the world is solely conducted via his 

handheld gadgets. His first dialogue with his roommate begins with an observation 

he makes on Watson’s iPhone (a gift from a careless brother who suffers from a 

drinking problem and a troubled marriage, a parody of the watch in the original story). 

He appears at Lestrade’s press conference and responds to the stupefied comments 

of the police by texting “Do not commit suicide” (“A Study in Pink”). His understated 

relationship with Irene Adler is also maintained with the help of texting, and his 

phone’s provocative ringtone is the sound of a woman’s (likely Adler’s) moaning 

(“A Study in Pink”).  

Smartphones are used intensively as cameras in recording and reconstructing 

crime scenes, first by Sherlock and then John (“The Blind Banker”), and here we 

may again think of this as a parodic footnote to the traditional detectives’ 

“photographic memories.” Sherlock’s name appears as part of Adler’s password—

                                                 
2  It would be interesting to compare Doyle’s metaphor of Sherlock Holmes and BBC’s 

production. The original source of this line may come from “I am a brain, Watson. The rest of me 
is a mere appendix” (“The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone”). 
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“SHER”-locked—revealing this woman’s repressed affection for him (“A Scandal in 

Belgravia”). Sherlock receives challenges in Moriarty’s text messages demanding 

that he solve the riddles in video clips in order to save innocent hostages (“The Great 

Game” and “The Reichenbach Fall”). Exchanged text messages between Sherlock 

and his brother Mycroft replace the traditional fraternal conversations.  

 

Information Technology and Governmental Rationality 
 

BBC’s Sherlock invites us, perhaps, to rethink Foucault’s Panopticon and the 

total power of prison guards—or of a government, or of the police, or even of private 

detectives—to spy upon and in this way totally control a specific (e.g., prison) 

population. In Discipline and Punish this “all-seeing” device is placed on the top (or 

roof) of a prison and it can essentially see what all the prisoners are doing (or what 

any given prisoner is doing) at any given time. The all-mighty power of dominance 

over almost every domain of public and private space, the security camera that 

examines every street-corner and the internet surveillance software that surveys 

every move on targeted users, reveals a high-tech governmentality to which the point 

of tension is not exposed at the intercepting force of political governance but the 

appliance of information technology. But, the question is, what if we include among 

the various devices he possesses, or has at his disposal, the Internet? It does not itself 

actually watch us or spy on us, but all those who use it at all hours of the day and 

night can easily obtain personal information about many different people, very likely 

including photos of them.  

In the field of information technology, the very term “governmentality” refers 

to a group of discursive practices in the domain of cyberspace and 

telecommunications. Its various practices include the production of knowledge, 

representation through language and signs, the shaping of personal identity, and the 

institutionalization of both order and disorder. Foucault argues that understanding 

“modern” political violence means rethinking the ontological boundary between 

biological and political life that has fundamentally guided our long tradition of 

political thought. Inspired by Foucault, the merging of the categorical concepts of 

life and politics as the key problem of modernity is to acknowledge the violence of 

modern biopolitical societies. Here we might also note that while private detectives 

like Holmes are not (like the police) directly working for the government, they may 

be (like Holmes) sometimes working in close proximity to the police. Moreover, 

speaking of “biological life,” criminals who are arrested by the police for serious 

crimes may be condemned to death by a court or judge. 
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Judith Butler further radicalizes the essence of violence in our modern world, 

which is one where “everyone is free to imagine and identify the source of terror” 

(39). Here one might also think of war, not in its traditional sense of life-and-death 

combat but rather as the calculation to subject our own lives to governmental 

protection in a state of permanent emergency. Butler sees a relationship between the 

fluidity of information technology, the duality of controlling/being controlled and the 

rampages of various forms of violence which authorize and heighten a collective fear, 

a fear that is “directed anywhere and nowhere,” a fear (or paranoia) “in which 

individuals are asked to be on guard but not told what to be on guard against” (Butler 

39). Thus this notion of a permanent emergency may be related to what Ulrich Beck 

describes as our “risk society.” In Beck’s definition, risk “may be defined as a 

systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by 

modernization itself” (21; emphasis in original). In the process of visualizing 

invisible risks, we develop the ability to “anticipate and endure dangers” (Beck 76; 

emphasis in original). In short, risk itself and the perception of risk are “not different 

things, but one and the same” (Beck 55). 

Similarly, Zygmunt Bauman argues that our sense of inescapable, 

immeasurable fear really means “the ubiquity of fear”: the ability not to experience 

and survive fear but to realize the intractable, incapacitating, and perpetual 

inventiveness of fear (8). In recognizing that fear will surely exist and will haunt us, 

what matters is the ability not to overcome fear (which is impossible) but to “believe 

that the impossible is possible” and to ensure “the probability of the certainty” of its 

occurrence (Bauman 15; emphasis in original). When “[t]he incomprehensible has 

become routine” (Bauman 14), what concerns us is not the ability to visualize the 

many and varied forms of fear but to acknowledge the banality, incalculability and 

unpredictability of its existence.  

In essence, then, biopolitics in the age of information technology is concerned 

with a formation of power that is, as also for Foucault, very different from the power-

basis of sovereignty: biopolitics is concerned with all that is excluded by the model 

of hierarchical power flowing from the center—which is Machiavelli’s model of 

sovereignty in The Prince (Foucault, “Governmentality” 102). Rather, the discursive 

practice of governmentality takes place at innumerable sites, through an array of 

techniques that are defined as being a part of our everyday social and cultural life. 

Nicolas Rose and Colin Gordon thus define governmental rationality as “the conduct 

of conduct” (Rose 63; Gordon 2), which means it is not merely a series of 

governmental practices exercising power over certain territories, but more likely to 

be an array of diffuse and heterogeneous practices enacted upon their citizens.  
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For Foucault, of course, the formation of power/knowledge in governmentality 

is derived from the recognition that the state is not the only source of authority; 

instead, the strength of the state is dependent upon the disposition between lives and 

discursive practices. Thus the techniques of governmentality do not emanate from 

the center, nor are they enforced from the top, but they are a sort of indeterminate 

“field.” The “state” is really defined by its dissemination of technologies of 

governing, including education, population control, public health, war, and many 

others. The advancement of information technology, which is subject to the 

availability of real-time telecommunication and the accessibility of the internet, 

empowers individuals; however, the governmental forces of monitoring, tracing, and 

archiving are very powerful.  

What distinguishes Sherlock, then, from other “everyman” characters in the 

digital world is not, for him, the probability of processing but rather his capacity for 

processing. Information technology weaves a comprehensive web with great powers 

of expansion, penetration, and containment. Police detectives, fugitives, secret 

service members, and civilians are all immersed in this flowing web of information. 

However, only Holmes’s arch-enemies, the criminal masterminds, possess a power 

equal to his own in terms of volume (the quantity of generated and stored data), 

variety (the various types of data), velocity (the speed in generating and processing 

the data), variability (the ability to handle inconsistency of data), and veracity (the 

capacity of maintaining accuracy in analysis despite the quality of captured data) 

(Hilbert).  

Sherlock, then, is the personification of a supercomputer, and in this way is 

very similar to such other elite criminals as Jim and the notorious blackmailer Charles 

Augustus Magnussen. Sherlock’s mental perception is always hinted at in the BBC 

series by animated captions floating alongside the object under investigation, a 

repeated practice suggesting keywords being input into a computer for further 

analysis. The sheer number of keywords flashing through and the speed of their 

computational effects will of course make an impression on TV audiences. In 

investigating the shoes that the victim was wearing, Holmes is able to trace the 

frequency of shoelace changes and thereby to judge that the victim suffered from 

eczema, and thus had weak arches. With the help of online searching on his mobile 

phone, he concludes that the shoes are limited-edition two-blue-stripers made in 1989. 

Analyzing mud collected from the shoes with the help of a nationwide pollen 

databank, he further deduces that the victim had been to Sussex, as Sussex mud on 

the shoes lies beneath the more recent London mud (“The Great Game”). Having 

himself already learned to mimic the conceptual framing of digital technology, 
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Sherlock says “[It’s] dangerous to jump to conclusions. Need data. . . .” (“The Great 

Game” 00:56:17-00:56:23).3 

Sherlock’s ability to process data is presented as being not just faster but also 

more genuine in approach and more creative. As he chases on foot a suspect who is 

running away in a taxi, we see the detective’s mental projections of the roads and 

alleys presented as if on a GPS screen, with the suspect’s escape route marked in red 

on the prefigured map of the neighborhood while the route of Holmes’s planned 

interception is marked in green. A series of computer instructions is provided before 

the detective’s mega-calculating machine starts to work: besides the cab number 

there is a compound series of road signs: “right turn, one way, road work, traffic 

lights, bus lane, pedestrians crossing, left turn only, traffic lights”; simultaneously 

we see unspoken keywords appearing on the screen, “alternative route, no entry, road 

closed, pedestrian zone, give way sign”  (“A Study in Pink” 00:52:19-00:54:03).  As 

cars are traveling faster according to the two-dimensional images, Sherlock’s detour 

over rooftops seems to propel his adventure into a new dimension (“A Study in 

Pink”). Alone back in his laboratory, he demands that the lab researcher leave 

because he needs to “go to my mind palace”  (“Hounds of the Baskervilles” 01:10:01-

01:10:04). His supercomputer then boastfully demonstrates its efficacy by 

visualizing the flashing moments of his deductions.  

Then we learn more about his “memory technique.” We see a sort of mental 

map where he deposits memories in certain locations: a quick assemblage of 

keywords flashes through his mind with special effects of flickering, revolving, 

shimmering of clues ranging from “hound” to “liberty” and “pattern.” Sherlock 

glances through the implications of “liberty” which include Liberty Department Store, 

French etymology, the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, and the American Liberty Bell 

March and its composer, John Philip Sousa. The root of “in” is profoundly elaborated 

with implications of inn, India, Ingolstadt, Indium (with its atomic number 49). The 

possible species of a gigantic dog, ranging from Ridgeback, Wolfhound, and Elvis’ 

song “Hound Dog” are considered as well. Sherlock’s meta-computational 

conclusion is soon disclosed via Cumberbatch’s exaggerated spasm with eyes half-

closed: a conclusion pops up on the screen with electrifying sound effects—“Liberty, 

Indiana, H.O.U.N.D.” which turns out to be the location of a specialized institution, 

an acronym. Immersed in his thoughts with his hands flipping keywords in and out 

                                                 
3 This line is very likely to be the product of rewriting from a famous line from Sherlock 

Holmes’s adventures: “No data yet,” he answered. “It is a capital mistake to theorize before you 
have all the evidence. It biases the judgment” (“A Study in Scarlet”). 
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of his mental space, Holmes personifies the efficiency, accuracy, and impartiality of 

a supercomputer (“Hounds of the Baskervilles”).  

Invincible as he is, Sherlock is not altogether free from the threats of his 

predatory natural enemy in this digital world. Foucault’s idea of the Panopticon and 

governmentality may help to problematize the efficacy of telecommunications and 

internet accessibility in our contemporary society, as shown in Sherlock. According 

to Jeremy Packer, mobility, like communication, has historically been seen as “an 

economic, cultural, and political good” while it poses “dangers” to the already-

established order (136). The idea of safety, therefore, serves “as the solution” and 

provides “a normative orientation for mobility” (Packer 136). “Mobile subjects,” 

generally seen as being at risk due to their tendency to resist becoming docile bodies 

and to attract followers, “must be highly disciplined” (Packer 140). With the 

oxymoronic concept of “disciplined mobility” we get a sense of risk and safety, both 

of which demand policies that support the knowledge and opinions of experts.  

Discursive practice in the field of information technology is Janus-faced: it will 

pursue order and meaning while simultaneously creating chaos and ambiguity. With 

its highly illusory, self-transforming quality, this technology is creating a deregulated 

form of democracy by reverting to the existing social order and leveling social 

boundaries. However, the digital hierarchy inherent to this technology leads to a 

built-in paradox: inevitable risk is indispensable to the realization of safety. The 

Panopticon of information technology has the most penetrating gaze—with the help 

of internet surveillance, streamed notification, security cameras, intelligence 

satellites, and on-line databanks—and yet certain empowered individuals, hackers 

for example, possess a more devastating knowledge along with unpredictable 

feelings of hatred and anger. In the BBC series, Mycroft and the administrative 

authorities behind him seem to dominate with their commanding ability to censor 

any suspect, John and Sherlock included. John is even targeted and traced by street 

security cameras and later hijacked and subjected to Mycroft’s inquisition.  

This coexistence of safety and risk, then, marks the indispensable practice of 

governmentality in the age of information technology. Jim in Sherlock becomes the 

norm within the discursive governmentality of the digital age. While the idea of 

safety legitimizes practices that pertain to control at both the personal and social level, 

the techniques and forms of control also promote a return or reversion to a more 

chaotic state. Disturbances brought by Jim and his gangs are major threats to the 

collective security. Their resentful, criminal, anarchist actions aim at leveling the 

current social order. Jim’s masterful criminality is nothing new to us. The inevitable 

coexistence of Sherlock and Jim, order and disorder foretells the unavoidable 
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confrontation of the detective and his archrival. Once again we return to the 

inevitable coexistence, and mutual destruction, of safety and risk in our time.  

 

The Adaptation to and Adjustment of Criminality 
 

While set in contemporary London, BBC’s Sherlock painstakingly pays tribute 

to the original stories by following the tradition embodied in the characterization of 

the detective. Cumberbatch’s Holmes, with his finely-tuned neurotic traits, is “cold, 

techie, slightly Aspergerish” to the extent of looking like a “high-functioning 

sociopath” (Mitchison n. pag.). Traditional late Victorian formality and solemnity 

have largely given way to early-twentieth-century equality and spontaneity (Adams 

6)—Sherlock and John interact on a first-name basis—while the BBC’s production 

maintains a delicate balance between tradition and modernity with its “modern 

Victoriana” (E. Evans 110). The faithful companion John Watson, as the silent 

supporting character, is remodified as a catalyst for change, a critical listener and 

moral barometer for Sherlock (Adams 50-51).  

The hostility between archrivals Holmes and Moriarty has now been modified 

insofar as Moriarty now seems more like Holmes’s “double” (Frost n. pag.). The new 

Moriarty is nothing like the dull, intellectual criminal of previous versions. He is very 

stylish with his one-size-too-small Vivian Westwood suits, neatly combed and oiled 

hair, shining white shirts and posh tie. Sherlock quickly surmises that Moriarty is gay.  

In fact, the detective genre has never simply been about “who-dun-it?” but has 

always had more to do with reflecting the actual society of that time and place and 

its anxiety. In Lawrence Frank’s reading, detective fiction introduced a middle-class 

readership to the social change embodied in “a worldview” or “universe governed by 

chance and necessity” (4), and as such “responded explicitly and implicitly to the 

scientific controversies of the day” (3). Such worldview was basically founded upon 

a Darwinian evolutionary cosmology of “the unimaginable age of a universe forever 

in the process of change” (189).  

As a genre particularly sensitive to the ongoing progression of the society, 

detective fiction has recognized the continuing tension between a moral code and the 

social-power differences within bourgeois society (M. Evans 2-3). Since their 

emergence in the nineteenth century, detective stories provided a space for “public 

and popular discussions of the world” (M. Evans 4), and more precisely of the city-

space now changing and becoming more fearful. Detective fiction then arouses in 

(mainly city-dwelling) readers a sense of “our fears and our terrors about the dreadful 
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acts that might be committed, both against us as individuals and against the social 

world in which we live” (M. Evans 7).4 

Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes has long been safeguarding London 

from invasion by outsiders, either foreigners or outlaws. In most of the original 

Holmes adventures, including “The Engineer’s Thumb,” “The Boscombe Valley 

Mystery,” “The Six Napoleons,” A Study in Scarlet, and The Sign of Four, criminality 

is presented as a kind of invasion, a force of exterior intimidation, and therefore an 

incursion we must protect ourselves from. When England is presented as being 

explicitly “under threat from foreign criminality,” according to Neil McCaw, the best 

option available is to confine criminality “to English borders” so that there will be a 

“greater chance of it being solved” (24-25).5 Doyle’s tales in fact display a decrease 

in national self-confidence caused by economic decline, foreign policy disasters, and 

an over-compensating reassertion of a superior Englishness. Similarly, 

Cumberbatch’s Sherlock displays “an appearance of familiarity” in his desire to 

secure the urban space. Attempts to adapt Doyle’s stories as film or TV reproductions 

are in essence “vehicles for identity formation” (McCaw 25). McCaw is saying that 

national identity formation, which has to do with the construction of a culture as well 

as a political entity, is closely related to a country’s anxiety of difference, its fear of 

what lies outside of it. 

Such a notion is supported by Sarah Cardwell in her study of the adaptation of 

classic novels as television dramas. In a sense, adapting an original text means to 

reflect on and rethink its historical and cultural framework. Whatever has been 

adapted, visualized, and represented on screen, what Cardwell calls the “televisuality” 

that highlights the “aesthetic and generic particularities,” is an ongoing “adaptation-

                                                 
4 In the mid-nineteenth century, preceding Doyle’s Holmes stories by roughly fifty years, the 

American author Edgar Allan Poe arguably introduced modern “detective fiction” with “The 
Murder of Marie Roget,” “Murders in the Rue Morgue,” and “The Purloined Letter.” While the 
third has been taken as a more playful, “proto-postmodern” tale and been the subject of critical 
essays by Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida, the first two stories—much more violent and tinged 
with terror—are in fact much closer to what we now think of as detective or crime fiction. In the 
first, a young woman is drowned, her body weighted down with rocks; in the second, a sailor’s pet 
orangutan violently kills a mother and her daughter with his master’s razor. Here the detective 
Dupin—clearly a model for the later Holmes just as Dupin’s friend (the narrator) may be a model 
for Watson—solves the crimes through his brilliant powers of ratiocination while the police are 
portrayed as being incompetent. As for the “terrorizing of cities,” “Rue Morgue” is set in downtown 
Paris and “Marie Roget” in its outskirts. 

5 This fear of an invasion by the Other, by “foreign criminals” (or “foreign evil”) may remind us 
of the (of our) current fear of ISIS terrorists, especially in Europe and the USA. The idea that we 
can best defeat these forces of evil by keeping them within our own borders, on the other hand, 
may not be so popular today.  
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as-process” to illuminate and explore the social sources of the text (205, 10). This is 

to say that adapting Holmes involves a wider cultural process through which a 

national identity is negotiated and assorted in relation to the innate narratives of 

criminality. In a time when spiraling crime indicates imbued foreign intrusions, to 

view the adaptation is to examine the mutually informing interrelation of cultural 

diffusion and political rhetoric and thus to inquire into the inextricably linked clusters 

of social behavior and popular feelings of hope and anxiety.  

Since the invention of film and television, different periods have had their own 

“imaginings” of Sherlock Holmes which were formed in accordance with the 

anxieties and anticipations of the day. In the 1980s, adapting Holmes involved the 

remolding of the cultural and political phenomenon of Thatcherism and its 

contradictory embodiment of free-market radicalism and moral conservatism; in the 

1990s, the focus would shift to the advent of New Labour and their growing reaction 

against the Thatcherites, so to speak (McCaw 3). Thus adapting Sherlock Holmes in 

a post-9/11 era driven by anti-Islamic-terrorist fear and paranoia will involve various 

complex aspects of this fear and paranoia, including ways of dealing with or 

accommodating it in the West (Europe and North America).  

Gill Plain has said that there was a profound shift in crime fiction from 

“confronting and taming the monstrous” in the nineteenth and the early twentieth 

century to incorporating the monstrous within the society in recent years (3). This 

shift was most evident in the absence of the monstrous other, not the excess of it. 

Similarly, in the BBC adaptation, enemies do not come from the outside but are found 

within our national boundaries. On the one hand, the BBC production of Sherlock 

manages a faithful continuation within the tradition of its Victorian predecessors in 

depicting enemies as invaders. On the other hand, Sherlock gives us a perfect balance 

with its thematic shift to the outside enemy coming from the inside. It is not the 

monstrous enemy that Sherlock is dealing with but the pure randomness, illogicalness, 

and even playfulness of criminality; it is not one certain type of crime that he is 

confronted with, but the unavoidability of criminality in general, an encompassing 

and permeating criminality. 

As Sherlock detects, arranges, and sorts out a number of different crimes, each 

in itself quite complicated, and manages to methodically solve all of them, our 

collective desires are satisfied as our society becomes—at least temporarily, 

apparently, superficially—safe again. We may have the illusion that our collective 

safety is guaranteed by the extent, the depth, and power of our knowledge, itself now 

intimately wrapped up with and indeed already a function of our latest information 

technology; however, crime is certain to keep reappearing in the least imaginable 
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places and at the least convenient times. Nonetheless, to raise the stakes in this 

ongoing duel between the rationality of governmentality and the irrationality of 

criminality, a safer society is supposedly being constructed under the protection of 

digitalized surveillance. And yet, BBC’s Sherlock seems to reach new heights of 

brutality as measured by the total number of murders, only some of which are, of 

course, committed by Holmes himself or Watson. Nine episodes are concerned with 

murders, most of them unpredictable and brutal.  

In BBC’s Sherlock none of the criminals commit crimes in the traditional way 

we may be accustomed to from older detective stories. None of them wants money 

in return for their crime; none of them kills for the sake of revenge or hatred. Some 

of them commit crimes only to prove they are able to challenge Sherlock. They also 

never seek “safe houses” after they commit a crime; instead, they disguise themselves 

as a way of setting a trap for him. If they have to kill, then they kill purely for the 

sake of killing, feeling no remorse. However, the updated version of Holmes’s 

brilliant and devious archenemy, Professor Jim Moriarty, seems to be more 

concerned (once again) with creating an atmosphere of danger and risk than with 

actually committing crimes. Here his purpose seems mainly to be gaining a sense of 

empowerment and—once again—dispersing fear and thereby disturbing the social 

order. Andrew Scott’s Jim, on the other hand, is more inclined to be a chaos-breeder, 

an anarchist or even, in today’s parlance, a terrorist. 

Sherlock shows us, once again, that the seemingly safe and democratic brave 

new world of information technology is already fatally flawed, filled with loopholes. 

National secrets are stolen, classified information on strategic missiles easily copied 

and stored in CDs or flash drives to be later used for someone’s personal benefit. It 

is in this context that Jim and Sherlock are locked in a potentially fatal rivalry. Jim—

who says “I can open any door anywhere with a few tiny lines of computer code” 

(“The Reichenbach Fall” 00:24:32-00:24:37)—is able to break the code of the 

government security system; this will allow him to steal the Queen’s crown from the 

Tower of London and to release a group of major criminals from the state prison. Yet 

once again Sherlock is able to unravel Jim’s plan early enough and thereby, just in 

time, to stymie it. This is as Sherlock correctly interprets Jim’s taps on an armrest as 

passwords for entering a secret account. In the end, this fateful duo may signify a sort 

of apocalyptic stalemate: criminals with digitized mobility will threaten the all-seeing 

Panopticon that is the government, and their mutual destruction seems to be the only 

way out.  
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Conclusion 
 

If Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes is the Victorian safeguard of 

London’s bourgeois society at the turn of the nineteenth century, the recent BBC TV 

series Sherlock shows Holmes protecting his society from criminality, murder, and 

terror in our current age of information technology. If Doyle’s Holmes is a private 

detective who succeeds through his own instrumental rationality, Cumberbatch’s 

Sherlock—working to some degree as part of a much larger team (the government)—

must solve crimes and catch criminals in order to maintain the social order in a world 

where this order is always threatening to dissolve. For the significant degree to which 

information technology dominates the most developed countries of the world today 

means that—given the sensitivity and vulnerability of this technology—those who 

are very skilled at dealing with it, and are also intent on creating chaos, to reverse 

order into disorder, may well be able to do so.  

Conan Doyle’s detective was born into an age of imperial expansion and global 

conspiracy much like our own. That’s why Sherlock is still relevant and the questions 

it raises are urgent. As information technology is becoming increasingly integrated 

into, and indeed is increasingly controlling, a newly-forming or newly-emerging way 

of life in especially the most developed countries, life itself is no longer only (or 

perhaps even primarily) understood according to biological models such as those 

Foucault was greatly influenced by.6 Now we more clearly see that human life is not 

only biological but also technological. Since some degree of risk is indispensable to 

human life, this risk must be understood and managed in the way that best supports 

and reinforces our social and governmental order. Otherwise this order may be 

increasingly disintegrated, turned into disorder by the forces of chaos. 
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