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To Live Outside the Law: Sheriff Bell and Chigurh as Foils in No Country for Old Men 

 Cormac McCarthy’s violent novel No Country for Old Men pits the forces of good 

against the chaos of evil as the Texan Sheriff Ed Tom Bell attempts to track down the escaped 

prisoner and killer Anton Chigurh as he in turn hunts down a man, Llewellyn Moss, who has in 

his possession a satchel of money that he found after a drug deal gone wrong. Sherriff Bell 

narrates much of the novel at the beginning of each chapter and is positioned as a relatable figure 

to the reader: he is the old man who abides by his established laws of what he firmly believes to 

be right and wrong and treats his duty to his community as a sheriff like his responsibility to his 

family. His great fear is that America’s new penchant for violence and drugs in 1980, 

characterized by a series of grisly crimes that Bell can’t seem to find an explanation for, is 

symptomatic of a “new kind” of people whose motivations cannot be understood by the common 

man, like himself (McCarthy 3). Chigurh could be considered one of the men of this new breed, 

the kind of man who recognizes laws to be the manmade constructions that they are and instead 

of blindly obeying the laws governing right and wrong established in the past, he not only breaks 

them but establishes a new system of rules by which he abides: he teaches others how to look at 

their own lives critically and objectively through violence and see the culmination of their 

actions and choices in the present, especially when they are confronted with death. In 

McCarthy’s novel, Sheriff Bell functions as a lawful protector of the people who shelters them 

from the realities of the world in which they live while Anton Chigurh chooses to hold up a 
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mirror to the world with violence and death because he understands that violence is not just a 

symptom of the modern era, but the turbulent means by which it came to be through the wars 

that America has suffered through. From war and violence came the greatest changes to the face 

of America, and for Chigurh that means that the established rules have changed and that Bell’s 

rigid binary of right and wrong prevents people from seeing reality as it truly is, and that only 

through violence can he demonstrate the cost by which this new era was made.   

 Sheriff Bell’s responsibility as an upholder of the law in his sizeable Texas domain, 

Terrell County, reflects not only his belief that people need to protected from the bad and 

unsavory aspects of the world, but also that the world itself is an ordered place that demands 

there be someone to maintain that balance: “The people of Terrell County hired me to look after 

em. That’s my job. I get paid to be the first one hurt. Killed, for that matter. I’d better care” 

(133). This belief that by being on the front lines in a confrontation with those who intend to do 

harm to a person means that he is most likely, in a fair world, to be the one who gets hurt. He is 

able to justify his authority that he is given as a sheriff by demonstrating that the more power one 

has, the greater risk one takes, and that he deserves the authority that he is granted by the people 

who elected him because it is all ultimately in the service of others.  

More than killing the criminals that he is charged with pursuing, Bell’s personal mission is to 

“govern good people,” those who are able to distinguish between right and wrong according to 

the established law, making their safety and wellbeing his priority because “bad people can’t be 

governed at all,” just disciplined (64). Bell feels compelled to help his citizens so much because 

he feels the obligation of upholding a family legacy, his grandfather was also a sheriff, (90) that 

was passed onto him, and which he acted proudly. His patriarchal need to be the protector of the 

members of his family, indicative of someone of an older generation with traditionally defined 
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gender roles, translates into his role as a sheriff where he is the protector of many more lives, 

tasked with sheltering them from the harsh realities of the world that he has personally 

experienced during his time serving in Vietnam. By going outside of the familiar sphere of 

Texas, Bell was able to see how the world functions outside of the jurisdiction of his law, and he 

does not like what he finds. He received a commendation and was called a “war hero” for actions 

that he had not actually done, he had run away instead, but when he tried to tell the man who was 

giving him the Bronze Star that he did not want it, he was flat out told to accept the medal 

anyways. In his eyes, Bell was rewarded for deeds that were wrong, completely contradicting his 

belief in an ordered universe governed by law: “I wont talk about the war neither. I was supposed 

to be a war hero and I lost a whole squad of men. Got decorated for it. They died and I got a 

medal. I dont even need to know what you think about that. There aint a day I dont remember it” 

(195). That harsh reality that justice may not exist in the way that the law sets down, while 

holding some truth in the world, does not hold true for the older Sheriff Bell who seeks to 

preserve what order he can back home in Texas because he knows of the chaos that would result 

without it. The chaos that lives outside of the law is something that Bell knows of, but doesn’t 

fully understand; the people that he tries to shelter from that chaos are the people who are 

“common as dirt, as the saying goes,” the “common people” who he understands (196). Their 

predictable motivations, habitual actions, traceable lives along the straight and narrow path 

provided by the law and enforced by the lawmen all reflect the order and sense that Bell seeks 

from the world in order to lead a simple life and provide normalcy to his peers. The ignorance 

that Sheriff Bell seeks to perpetuate by sheltering his people from the chaos of the unordered 

world allows them to remain in the dark, to stay ordinary and unquestioning; To lead normal 

lives along the same road, never veering off the path towards one extreme or another, to live 
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quietly according to somebody else’s rule. Bell’s ordered world gives him a sense of purpose as 

well as power that he acknowledges as something that he desires: “I’ve thought about why it was 

I wanted to be a lawman. There was always some part of me that wanted to be in charge. Pretty 

much insisted on it. Wanted people to listen to what I had to say. But there was a part of me too 

that just wanted to pull everbody back in the boat. If I’ve tried to cultivate anything it’s been 

that” (295). By prioritizing his role as protector of the status quo and maintainer of peace, his 

role as a sheriff is to uphold the values that have long been established in his community, 

something that proves to be a trying task when faced with many of the changes of the modern era 

that affect not only the criminal elements he encounters as a lawman, but also his ability to 

protect his people from knowledge of the arbitrary nature of law and the unordered truth of 

reality. 

 From the very first narration by Sheriff Bell, the reader becomes aware that the ordered 

world Bell has believed to have constructed for himself has begun to give way to the changes 

that inevitably come with the passage of time: a new, younger generation that has a different set 

of values than the previous one. He talks about his experience attending the execution of a young 

man who had killed a girl he had been dating for no intelligible reason, he didn’t have an 

explanation himself, just that “if they turned him out he’d do it [kill] again. Said he was goin to 

hell. Told it to me [Bell] out of his own mouth” (3). Bell relates several other accounts of equally 

unintelligible, unreasonable acts of violence that leave him wholly perplexed: he reacts in a 

similar way each time as he relates these grisly anecdotes, the representative voice of reason and 

decency that he has always stood for, and concludes that he does not understand the actions of 

these individuals who go around killing and torturing people at all, even going so far as to guess, 

“Maybe their television was broke” (124). He boils down several of these cases to what could be 
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considered a generational difference, this “new kind” of person who doesn’t respect the law and 

so acts so far outside of it as to defy comprehension. He says that he is starting to see himself as 

the “old people” (296) he used to look up to who fought crime and served their communities 

when times were simpler and criminals, who he believed himself to be the same ones he was up 

against, used to be “rustlin cattle” instead of “runnin dope” (79). His inability to understand these 

senseless acts of violence can be seen as a projection of his ineffectiveness as a sheriff in 1980 

who wants to “protect” his people by denying them all of the facets of the reality that they live in 

and make up, including the country’s newfound dependence on illegal narcotics. While the 

funneling of drugs into the United States provides much of the newly apparent violence at the 

beginning of the 1980s, the people that Bell protects are also liable to the violence that disrupts 

the stagnation of their everyday lives because “you can’t have a dope business without dopers” 

(304). McCarthy’s merciless character of Anton Chigurh understands the new program that these 

people must adopt to understand this new world wherein they evaluate their own lives and take 

responsibility for their choices instead of just passing judgment on others: “Fear of an enemy,” 

such as the criminal elements chased by Bell and his deputies, “can often blind men to other 

hazards, not least the shape which they themselves make in the world” (198). Chigurh’s personal 

philosophy on how one should live one’s life provides a foil to Bell’s own philosophy, where the 

latter acts as a protector of the ignorant, the former chooses to shed light on the dark reaches of 

the human psyche and entertain the notion that maybe the people who are under Bell’s protection 

need to be protected from themselves. 

 After a satchel with a few million dollars worth of drug money in it is found and stolen 

by the former welder Llewellyn Moss, Anton Chigurh is sent to hunt him down and retrieve the 

money, whatever the cost. His weapon of choice is an “airpowered gun” attached to a hose and 
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tank like those used on cattle in a slaughterhouse to kill the animals quickly and quietly (105). 

By using this device as a weapon over a standard gun with bullets, the figure of Chigurh is 

provided with an immediate aura of mystery and danger when Sheriff Bell and his deputies come 

across some of his first victims but aren’t able to figure out exactly how they were killed. 

Chirgurh, although not by name, is compared to the figure of a “ghost,” a presence that leaves a 

trail of bodies in its wake but remains elusive and unknowable, especially by Bell who never 

actually confronts him physically in the novel. Many of the other characters write Chigurh off as 

a nothing more than a “homicidal lunatic,” someone who either kills for the sake of killing or 

because he is crazy enough to derive some sort of sick pleasure from it, but Bell believes there to 

be something more to this ghost-like figure than just that, reflecting his theories on a new breed 

of man that has arisen from the ashes of the outmoded old (192). A hitman assigned to track 

down this ghost, Carson Wells, one of the few people to know who Chigurh is because he had 

worked with him previously, says that rather than a lunatic, “He’s a peculiar man. You could 

even say that he has principles. Principles that transcend money or drugs or anything like that” 

(153). By having his own set of principles or rules to follow that are not shared by others, 

Chigurh stands out as an unknowable figure surrounded by violence that seems gratuitous to 

someone who believes him to be acting outside of the law rather than within a new set of laws 

that he has created for himself. Wells says that Chigurh’s principles “transcend” ordinary, selfish 

motivating factors for a person’s actions, such as the materialistic fuel of “money or drugs,” in 

order to highlight the point that just because one does not understand what motivates him does 

not mean that all of his actions are not ordered in some sense: that order, for Chigurh, comes 

through violence.  
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 Chigurh doesn’t see violence as being purely symptomatic of a new generation that has 

made it impossible for the older one to retain its relevance, like Sheriff Bell does, but he sees the 

immediate transformative properties that violence has through psychological scarring left on the 

country as a result of the Vietnam War. He functions as a didactic figure who wants to have 

people confront one of their deepest fears that they never believe they will encounter, death, and 

by facing death, learn about themselves and their own lives: “Every moment in your life is a 

turning and every one a choosing. Somewhere you made a choice. All followed to this. The 

accounting is scrupulous. The shape is drawn. No line can be erased…A person’s path through 

the world seldom changes and even more seldom will it change abruptly. And the shape of your 

path was visible from the beginning” (259). Chigurh rattles off this monologue to Carla Jean 

Moss, the wife of Llewellyn Moss who he had by that time killed, as he tries to explain to her the 

nature of the situation that she is in and how he is not the only responsible party for how their 

confrontation came to be. Chigurh’s law follows that every choice that one makes in life has a 

consequence, and that they are not always apparent at first but lead a person down a path that 

they have had set down in front of them their entire lives. He believes in absolutes, that 

everything occurring in the present is as it should be, because he believes that more than the 

power of God or good will, the nature of the world is shaped through war and violence and the 

hands of men who created the irrefutable laws that other men base their lives on: everything is a 

manmade construction, there is no fate or God to place blame upon, and to deny that reality is to 

deny oneself the ability to control one’s life as Chigurh does. Every man that Chirgurh meets, he 

makes sure that the confrontation ends in death because that is the law that he has chosen to live 

his life according to, and when he flips a coin to see if Carla Jean’s life is meant to be spared or 

not, he does not do so in order to see if he should kill her or not kill her, but to see only if he 
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should spare her as he was always planning on killing her anyways, according to his law. The 

coin is a symbol of how the will of man, in this case Chigurh’s will, is often disguised as fate  

because the coin is a manmade object that is imbued with the power over the decision of Carla 

Jean’s life, transforming it into an “instrument” of his own will when in reality it is still just a 

coin, the decision still lying within Chigurh’s own principles (57). 

 Even though they never meet in the novel, Sheriff Bell and Anton Chigurh function as 

literary foils to one another, with Chigurh exemplifying the truths that violence and confrontation 

with death can bring about that lie outside of the boundaries of Bell’s laws, preventing him from 

regaining his beliefs in an rigidly ordered world that in reality, was constructed out of the 

violence that creates change and transformation rather than always having existed as an eternal 

binary of right and wrong. The fact that they never meet points out that perhaps Chigurh does not 

need to confront Bell for him to recognize the consequences of his life, especially his time in 

Vietnam. And then again, as Bell laments in one of his narrations, “probably the only reason I’m 

even still alive is that they [criminals] have no respect for me. And that’s very painful. Very 

painful” (216-217): Chigurh never confronts Sheriff Bell because he doesn’t consider him to be a 

threat worth eliminating, for if they crossed paths he would have surely killed him, solidifying 

Bell’s irrelevance in this new kind of world, a country that was made by the old men but not 

made to change, and therefore not made to last.  

  


