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During the Cold War both East and West spent vast sums on waging a secret war on each
other, using increasingly sophisticated espionage strategies. As a result, the work of spies became
intimately entangled with the idea of the Cold War itself, to the point in which no genre of fiction
is more closely associated with the Cold War than that of espionage. As a genre, espionage fiction
has its roots in late nineteenth century, when anxieties over urban alienation, immigration, and
rising global conflict gave a rise to sensationalist stories that played on the idea of the enemy
within. During the Cold War, the genre was reinvented by a generation of British writer-spies,
including Graham Greene, Ian Fleming, and John le Carré, who elevated the espionage thriller to
a new form of literature. James Bond became emblematic of a certain kind of Cold War heroism,
just as Greene and Le Carré’s novels pulled at the fraying edges of a morally dubious conflict.
This lecture will unpack the origins of this genre and seek to explain the ethics and politics of
Cold War espionage fiction, ultimately arguing that these novels and films can be understood as
a counternarrative to the West’s hegemonic Cold War discourse.
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