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Abstract: This article explores the use of English-language fiction depicting the
relationship between medicine and crime in the teaching of forensic science and related
disciplines (forensic ethics, forensic psychology, forensic medicine, and criminology). It
proposes viewing detective fiction and thrillers not as illustrative “crime stories”, but as
narrative laboratories in which legal reasoning, modes of evidence, and interpretive
fallacies are modeled: working with incomplete knowledge, critically reading expert
discourse, analyzing documents as evidence, recognizing institutional and distributed
responsibility, and assessing unreliable testimony. Based on works by Mary Shelley, R.L.
Stevenson, Agatha Christie, Robin Cook, John le Carré, S.]. Watson, and Alex
Michaelides, it demonstrates how the poetics of focalization, documentary quality, and
genre expectation develop investigative thinking skills useful for learning: from
versioning and source verification to analyzing how norms and procedures can mask
violence. A conclusion is made about the methodological value of literary cases for the
formation of students' interpretive competence in analyzing the interaction of law,
evidence, and narrative, while maintaining the status of a literary text and without
replacing forensics with humanitarian journalism.
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Introduction

Forensic science education is typically structured around procedures,
tools, and evidentiary logic: how to document trace evidence, how to
verify leads, how to interact with experts, how to present results. But
professional failures often arise not where technology is lacking, but
where investigations encounter the language of someone else's expertise,
institutional secrecy, and human vulnerability. These difficulties are
particularly noticeable where medical practice intersects with questions of
crime, responsibility, and legal interpretation. Death can be labeled a
complication, violence as therapy, risk as inevitability, and doubt as
unprofessionalism. The authority of medical knowledge in these
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narratives can be understood as a historically shaped mode of perception,
not as a neutral reflection of reality: the clinical gaze structures what can
be seen, named, and recognized as truth. Within this model, medical
evidence functions not only as a body of data but also as a discursive
instrument of power. Forensic thinking in such situations requires not
only knowledge of the regulations, but also developed interpretive
caution: the ability to read expert language as potentially engaging, to
distinguish fact from explanation, to separate evidence from authority,
and to recognize distributed responsibility where the genre habit suggests
looking for a single culprit.

Fiction does not replace practice or teach protocol, but it can serve as
an intellectual simulator!. The English-language detective and thriller
traditions have long developed forms of “investigative reading” in which
the reader is forced to piece together an event from fragments, verify the
veracity of evidence, and consider the influence of legal and institutional
frameworks on the visibility of crime?. The medical thriller inherits key
conventions of crime fiction, including the narrative promise of
explanation and closure, while simultaneously destabilizing them through
institutional and epistemic complexity. When medicine becomes the
subject of the plot, the generic matrix of investigation is tested under
conditions of heightened epistemological complexity: medical discourse
has the power to interpret the body and mind, and therefore can
simultaneously produce truth and conceal violence. In this sense,
literature proves useful for teaching forensic science not as a set of plots,
but as a field in which the typical cognitive pitfalls of investigation are
modeled.

This article proposes examining English-language works about
medical crimes as special types of case studies. Their pedagogical effect
stems from the fact that they provide students with experience working
with non-obviousness3. These texts demonstrate how crimes become
visible not immediately, but through shifts in focalization, conflicting
interpretations, reading documents, and institutional resistance. This
restriction of focalization creates a controlled epistemic environment in

T Charon, Rita, Narrative Medicine: A Model for Empathy, Reflection, Profession,
and Trust, JAMA, 286(15), 2001, pp. 1897-1902.

2 Thomas, Ronald R., Detective Fiction and the Rise of Forensic Science. Cambridge
University Press, 1999, 341 p.

3 Greenhalgh, Trisha; Hurwitz, Brian, Narrative Based Medicine: Why Study
Narrative?, BM], 318(7175), 1999, pp. 48-50.
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which the reader’s trust in narrative evidence becomes structurally
unstable. In this approach, it is important to maintain a literary scholarly
lens: attention to composition, narrator, knowledge regimes, and genre
expectations. The analysis relies on a narratological approach, which
views the focalization and distribution of narrative knowledge as key
mechanisms shaping the reader’'s access to evidence and its
interpretation.* It is precisely poetics that makes a work suitable for
teaching, because it is poetics that reproduces the conditions in which a
student must think like an investigator.

The aim of this study is to demonstrate how English-language fiction
depicting the relationship between medicine and crime can be used in the
teaching of forensic science as a means of developing the interpretative
and analytical competence necessary for working with expert discourse,
documentation, unreliable evidence and institutional causality.

Achieving this goal requires a preliminary clarification of the key
concept around which the analysis is built. Since this study examines
literature not as an illustration of legal cases, but as a space for modeling
forensic thinking, the way in which the literary text constructs the very
concept of a medical crime and the conditions for its recognition is of
fundamental importance.

Within this broader relationship between medicine and crime,
medical crime is further understood as an artistically represented misuse
of medical knowledge or procedure, resulting in the patient or subject
losing their agency, and the harm being masked by a norm, expertise, or
institution. In this broad understanding, not only the legal status of the act
is important, but also the cultural mechanism of its invisibility. In the
classroom, this allows for a discussion of the distinction between an event,
its documentation, and its interpretation. Literature in this case models not
a “case” in the procedural sense, but rather the modes of version
generation and the modes of trust in sources.

Clarifying this concept allows us to define criteria for the selection of
literary material and analytical procedures. If medical crime is understood
as a form of culturally and discursively mediated violence, then its
analysis requires texts in which medical knowledge occupies a structurally
significant place in the development of the plot, as well as methods that

4 Rimmon-Kenan, Shlomith, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. 2nd ed.,
Routledge, 2002, 204 p.



114 VOLUME XVII, NO.1/MARCH 2026 4

allow us to trace how knowledge is distributed among characters,
institutions, and the reader.

Materials and Methods

The study focuses on English-language works of fiction from the 19th
to 21st centuries in which medical crime or the misuse of medical
knowledge plays a structurally significant role in the development of
detective, thriller, or investigative plots. The corpus includes texts
representing various genre models and stages of their evolution: the
classic detective story (Agatha Christie’s works), the medical thriller
(Robin Cook’s novel Coma), the political investigative novel (John le
Carré’s The Constant Gardener), and the psychological thriller (S. J.
Watson's Before I Go to Sleep and A. Michaelides” The Silent Patient). To
expand the genre context, selected examples of forensic prose are
included.

Methodologically, the study relies on genre-poetic and narratological
analysis, with an emphasis on the distribution of knowledge, focalization,
and modes of narrative reliability. Additionally, a discursive analysis of
medical and expert language as a means of legitimizing and disguising
violence is utilized. In terms of pedagogical approach, an analytical
reconstruction of literary cases is applied, allowing for the examination of
literary text as a model for the development of forensic thinking, without
reducing it to illustrative or normative material.

The Romantic Origin of the Problem: “Frankenstein” as Crime
Recognition Before the Law

Mary Shelley's novel Frankenstein is particularly instructive as a
teaching material because it lacks the usual forensic investigation scene °.
There’s no investigator, no formal case, no expert examination, no report.
Nevertheless, the reader gradually understands that a crime has occurred,
although it’s difficult to reduce it to a single article of law or a single event.
The crime here has an epistemological and ethical character: the body
becomes an object of knowledge, and responsibility dissolves in the
language of progress. This is important for teaching forensic science,
because many medical abuses are recognized late precisely because they
are concealed by the discourse of a benevolent purpose. The literary form

5 Shelley, Mary, Frankenstein, 3rd ed., Peterborough (Ontario), Broadview Press,
2012, 358 p.
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allows for the discussion of the initial recognition of violence in places
where the law has not yet formulated a clear prohibition or where
institutions tend to label the incident as normal.

The novel’s composition is structured as a chain of evidence, creating
the effect of retrospective investigation. Narrative distance becomes moral
and epistemological: the further the narrator is removed from the moment
of decision-making, the more clearly the cost of that decision becomes
visible. This structure is useful in the classroom as a model of causality. In
forensic science, it is often necessary to establish causal relationships not
from a single piece of evidence, but from a set of decisions and conditions.
Shelley artistically demonstrates how a chain of rational steps produces a
situation in which harm ceases to be accidental and becomes the structural
result of the chosen logic.

For a criminology professor, another narrative feature is important
here. “Frankenstein” creates in the reader an experience of responsibility
without an external judgement: the ability to narrate and explain becomes
the judgement itself. This text allows for a discussion of how responsibility
is formed in conditions of institutional and discursive uncertainty. In
medical cases, investigators often encounter situations where legal
certainty conflicts with moral certainty, and the language of the document
discourages admission of guilt. Literature does not provide a standard
here, but it teaches us to recognize where the substitution of subject for
object begins.

Expertise as an Alibi: Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and the Crisis of
Responsibility

Stevenson’s novella “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde”®
explores one of the key problems of forensic science: the transformation of
expertise from a tool for establishing truth into a mechanism for evading
responsibility. Unlike Shelley’s novel, where the boundary between
knowledge and guilt is only just emerging, in Stevenson’s work, medical
explanation becomes the central means of redistributing responsibility.
The crime is not denied, but its subject becomes conceptually blurred and
therefore legally elusive.

The structure of the text underscores this logic. Truth is constructed
through documents, letters, and testimonies, which throughout the

6 Stevenson, Robert Louis, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 3rd ed., Broadview
Press, 2015, 232 p.
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narrative do not so much clarify the situation as defer its understanding.
Only at the end does the reader receive a confession, presented as textual
evidence. However, it is precisely this form that raises fundamental doubt:
confession turns out not to be an act of responsibility, but a rhetorically
constructed explanation that shifts blame to the “other” —the pathological
part of the subject. Thus, the medical model of behavior functions as an
alibi, not as a means of clarification.

This opens up an important analytical perspective for forensic science
education. The story allows for a discussion of the boundary between
explaining causes and absolving responsibility, which is particularly
relevant in the context of psychiatric and medical examinations. Students
can see how expert categories shape legal thinking and how the language
of diagnosis can displace the language of guilt. The question of document
credibility also becomes significant: what exactly makes text evidence and
at what point does it become a self-description serving the interests of the
subject.

Stevenson’s narrative creates a pedagogically productive situation of
reader dependence on expert narration. Working with the story can be
structured as an exercise in critical reading of the source, analyzing the
methods of evading responsibility, the functions of terms, and the limits of
acceptable explanation.

Classic Detective and the Discipline of Rationality: Agatha Christie

The classic detective story, represented in its most canonical form by
the works of Agatha Christie, sets the normative model of investigation as
a rational and complete process.” Within this model, truth is not simply
assumed to exist, but is guaranteed by the genre’s structure: every
mystery has a solution, every crime has a specific culprit, and the
investigation inevitably leads to a final explanation?. It is this premise that
makes Christie’s texts particularly relevant to forensic science education.

Medical discourse in her novels serves a dual function. On the one
hand, it serves as a source of professional knowledge, allowing for
clarification of causes of death or interpretation of symptoms. On the other
hand, a medical opinion, diagnosis, or pharmacological explanation can
serve as a means of disguising a crime, situating violence within the

7 Christie, Agatha, The Mysterious Affair at Styles. Collins, 1997, 208 p.
8 Todorov, Tzvetan, The Typology of Detective Fiction, in The Poetics of Prose, Ithaca
NY), Cornell University Press, 1977, pp. 42-52.
y pp
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framework of the “natural” course of events. However, the genre logic of
the classic detective story assumes that such disguise is temporary and
will ultimately be exposed, and the truth will be restored.

The pedagogical value of this model lies in the development of basic
investigative thinking skills: logical consistency, hypothesis testing,
comparison of evidence, and attention to detail. However, this is precisely
where its fundamental limitation emerges. The classic detective story
fosters a persistent expectation of individual guilt and a final resolution,
whereas in real medical and institutional cases, responsibility is often
distributed among decisions, procedures, and multiple actors.

In an academic context, Christie’s texts are most productive not as
role models, but as objects of comparison. They help to identify the gap
between the genre’s model of rationality and the complexity of practical
investigation. By analyzing the conditions that make a final solution
possible in literature, students gain a tool for critically reflecting on which
elements are missing or fundamentally unattainable in real cases. In this
sense, the classic detective story serves as a starting point for discussing
the limits of rational explanation —limits set by the genre’s expectation of
the recoverability of truth through rational reconstruction.’

Medical Thriller and Institute Reading: Robin Cook

The medical thriller represented by Robin Cook's novel Coma
radically shifts the focus of investigation from the individual subject to the
institutional environment 0. In this text, crime emerges not as an
exception, but as a product of a normally functioning system. The hospital
is presented not as a place of disorder, but as a space where harm can be
reproduced precisely through procedures, standards, and professional
routines.

The novel’s narrative logic emphasizes the closed nature of the
institution. Patients are deprived of the opportunity to testify, documents
are standardized, and the language of medicine neutralizes alarming
signs, relegating them to the category of acceptable risk. Investigation
under these conditions cannot rely on classic evidence; it turns into an
analysis of repetition, statistical anomalies, and the attribution of
responsibility. Crime is not concealed, but rather dissolved into the norm.

9 Scaggs, John, Crime Fiction. Routledge, 2005, 184 p.
10 Cook, Robin, Coma. Little, Brown and Company, 1977, 280 p.
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For forensic science education, this text is particularly valuable as a
model for “reading procedures”. It allows for a discussion of how formal
correctness of actions can coexist with systemic harm. Students gain a
visual experience of how the trace may lie not in the violation of rules, but
in the rules themselves, in their application and interpretation.

Cook’s novel also raises the question of trust in the institution. Even
after a criminal scheme is exposed, the system remains resilient, and
justice remains partial. This allows for a discussion of the limits of criminal
prosecution in cases where responsibility is distributed and disguised in
professional jargon. In the classroom, Coma can serve as a starting point
for a discussion of structural violence, institutional blindness, and the
need for analytical caution when working with expert systems.

Political Investigative Novel: John le Carré and Distributed
Responsibility

John le Carré’s novel The Constant Gardener expands the scope of
medical crime, taking it beyond the clinical space and placing it in the
context of global political-economic connections ' . Pharmaceutical
corporations, government agencies, international organizations, and
expert communities form a complex network in the text, within which
harm is the result of a set of formally acceptable decisions.

The key feature of this novel is its rejection of the classic detective
denouement. The investigation does not lead to judicial punishment of the
culprit or restore the disturbed order. Instead, it reveals the resilience of a
system in which the truth can be known but have no legal consequences.
Thus, truth here acquires an analytical, rather than a procedural, status.

This is of fundamental importance for forensic science education. The
novel allows for a discussion of the difference between establishing facts
and their legal articulation. Students encounter situations where evidence
exists but cannot be effectively used due to institutional power and
political pressure. This fosters an understanding of the limits of law and
the need for an interdisciplinary approach.

Le Carré’s literary form emphasizes the distribution of responsibility:
no single actor is seen as solely culpable, but the system as a whole
produces harm. This approach helps us move away from simplistic
models of personalizing evil and develops the ability to think in terms of
structural causality. In an educational context, the novel fosters

1 Le Carré, John, The Constant Gardener. Hodder & Stoughton, 2001, 508 p.
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professional sobriety and an understanding of why, in some cases, public
inquiry, journalism, and expert analysis play a key role where criminal
law proves limited.

Psychological Thriller and Unreliable Evidence: S.J. Watson and
Alex Michaelides

The contemporary psychological thriller shifts the focus from
institutional structures and procedures to a more subtle and vulnerable
level —control over the interpretation of experience and over narrative
itself. In these texts, the investigation unfolds not so much as a search for a
hidden fact, but rather as a struggle for the right to tell a story and for the
recognition of a certain version of reality. In S.J. Watson’s novel Before I Go
to Sleep, memory becomes the key object of investigation 2. The
fragmented nature of the heroine’s memories renders any testimony
unstable, and the truth temporary and subject to constant reassembly. The
narrative itself is structured in such a way that the reader is forced to
repeatedly question accepted interpretations, experiencing an experience
of epistemic uncertainty similar to that faced by an investigator working
with a traumatized witness.

Importantly, the unreliability of testimony is not labeled as an
exception or an error, but rather presented as a structural condition of the
narrativel3. Memory, writing, and interpretation are interdependent, and
the restoration of truth is a process with no guaranteed outcome. This
allows for an educational discussion of how cognitive limitations,
suggestion, and interrogation context influence testimony, and how
“incompleteness” of testimony may not be a defect, but the norm.

In Alex Michaelides’ The Silent Patient, the matter shifts from memory
to interpretive power’4. The medical and therapeutic environment is
presented as a space where expert explanation is pre-imposed with trust
and social authority. The therapist occupies a position of mediator
between the patient’s silence and social truth, yet it is precisely this
position that gradually reveals its ambivalence. Interpretation here not
only explains behavior but also appropriates the right to speak on behalf
of another, turning silence into an object of professional interpretation.

12 Watson, S. J., Before I Go to Sleep. Doubleday, 2011, 365 p.

13 Phelan, James, 2005, Living to Tell about It: A Rhetoric and Ethics of Character
Narration. Cornell University Press, 256 p.

14 Michaelides, Alex, The Silent Patient. Celadon Books, 2019, 325 p.
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For forensic science, both texts are important as models for working
with unreliable testimony and the asymmetry of interpretive power. They
allow for a discussion of the boundaries between assistance and violence,
between the restoration of subjectivity and its substitution, as well as the
conditions under which professional discourse ceases to be a tool for
understanding and begins to function as a form of domination. In an
educational context, psychological thrillers foster a critical attitude toward
expert authority —not directed against medicine or psychology per se, but
focused on analyzing those situations in which interpretation acquires
disproportionate power and begins to displace the voice of the subject.

Literary case as a Teaching Laboratory

The use of fiction in forensic science teaching requires a clearly
articulated methodological stance. Literature should not be viewed as a
source of empirical data or as a clear illustration of “correct” solutions. Its
pedagogical value lies in modeling the regimes of knowledge, trust, and
interpretation that investigations encounter.

In the format of a teaching laboratory, a literary text allows for
analysis of who has access to information, how the language of the
institution shapes the reality of an event, which documents are considered
truthful and why. Reading becomes analogous to investigative action:
students learn to question sources, distinguish between fact and rhetoric,
and notice how genre shapes expectations and how these expectations can
lead to errors.

Medical cases are particularly important in this regard. They
demonstrate how crime can be culturally invisible—framed as a
procedure, supported by expert opinion, or embedded in a system.
Forensic practice regularly encounters similar situations, where harm goes
unrecognized precisely because it is legitimized by its form.

Literature allows to safely analyze these mechanisms, developing
professional caution and the ability to tolerate uncertainty. In this sense,
fiction becomes not a supplement to training, but a fully-fledged space for
developing critical forensic thinking.

Forensic Prose as a Bridge between Forensics and Medicine:
Cornwell and Reichs

Beyond the texts under consideration, the English-language tradition
has developed a robust line of so-called forensic fiction, where
investigations are conducted at the intersection of forensic science and
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medical knowledge. Patricia Cornwell’s novels about pathologist Kay
Scarpetta and Kathy Reichs’s works about forensic anthropologist Tempa
Brennan demonstrate a different mode of narrative authenticity than the
classic detective story'?, 1. Here, evidence is built around the materiality
of the body and the interpretation of traces, but the artistic form
emphasizes that even a “material trace” does not speak for itself and is
always embedded in the language of description. For teaching forensic
science, such texts are useful because they demonstrate how expert
knowledge is integrated into the decision-making process, how the chain
of inference from observation to theory is formed, and where the risks of
professional routine and cognitive automation arise.

From a literary perspective, forensic prose is interesting because it
redefines the figure of the narrator and the status of the expert voice.
While in the classic detective story the expert often serves the detective’s
logic, in the forensic novel the expert themselves become the focal point.
This means that the reader initially gains access to a professional
perspective and learns to see the world through it. The pedagogical benefit
of this approach is obvious: the student can observe how a professional
lens organizes attention, which details become significant, how an initial
hypothesis is formed, and how it is tested. However, the literary text
simultaneously demonstrates the danger of such focalization: a
professional perspective can become tunnel vision, and confidence in the
method can become a source of error. In several novels by Cornwell and
Reichs, the growing intrigue stems precisely from the fact that the initial
expert version proves insufficient, and a “pure” medical explanation
conflicts with criminal causality.

For the classroom, it's important that forensic prose breaks down the
familiar dichotomy of “literature versus procedure”. It presents procedure
as a dramatic resource without turning it into a manual. The literary effect
arises from the fact that evidence in these texts has a narrative form: clues
are included in a sequence, where each new observation changes the
interpretation of the previous one. This allows for discussions with future
investigators about how evidentiary history is constructed and why, in a
real case, it's dangerous to confuse a beautiful story with proven causality.
The literary experience of reading such a novel helps develop the ability to

15 Cornwell, Patricia, Postmortem. Scribner, 1990, 293 p.
16 Reichs, Kathy, Déja Dead. Scribner, 1997, 411 p.
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consider several competing versions and see how the language of a report
can subconsciously “fit” a fact into an expected pattern.

An important pedagogical extension of the topic is the question of the
competence boundaries and the interaction of disciplines. In a forensic
novel, the investigation rarely belongs to a single person: the expert is
forced to communicate with the police, prosecutors, laboratories,
administration, and sometimes the media. Literature makes visible the
communication gaps that lead to errors in real investigations: mistrust
between agencies, a struggle for interpretation, and divergent goals and
time horizons. Analyzing these classroom scenes allows for a discussion
not only of method but also of the professional organization of
knowledge. Here, a medical crime is presented as an event for which
expert examination alone is insufficient, because key decisions are made at
the intersection of languages and interests.

Media Effect, Publicity and the “Case” as a Story

Another dimension in which English-language crime fiction can be
productive for forensic education relates to the modeling of public
pressure on the investigative process. In numerous forensic, legal, and
political thrillers, the investigation unfolds not in the isolated space of
professional analysis, but under the constant scrutiny of society, the
media, and institutional actors interested in perpetuating a particular
version of events. Here, the investigation finds itself embedded in the
realm of public communication, where speed, impact, and persuasiveness
often prove more important than evidentiary rigor.

At the literary level, this manifests itself in the competing narratives:
the official version, the investigative version, the expert explanation, and
the media narrative addressed to a mass audience. The “case” gradually
transforms into a story with its own dramaturgy, characters, and logic of
expectations. In a pedagogical context, such scenes allow us to discuss a
fundamental question: why does an investigation almost inevitably take
the form of a story, and how does narrative coherence begin to replace
epistemic reliability.

It becomes clear to students that the professional task of a
criminologist or forensic scientist is not only to carefully collect and
interpret facts, but also to resist premature narrative closure—that
moment when a story seems “clear” even before it’s proven. Such closure
is convenient for the public and institutions, but potentially destructive to
establishing the truth.
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The medical context lends particular poignancy to this model, as
expert language enjoys high social legitimacy and is easily perceived as
neutral and definitive. The literary text helps students develop a
sensitivity to moments where legitimacy subtly morphs into rhetoric, and
rhetoric becomes a form of alibi, covering up vulnerable or unverified
interpretations.

Document, Protocol, and the Voice of the Expert: The Poetics of
Evidence

In the context of forensic science education, the way English-language
literature transforms the document into a vehicle for a dual function
deserves special attention. On the one hand, the document in detective
fiction and thrillers promises objectivity: a letter, a report, a case history,
or an observational record seem to be the place where subjectivity gives
way to fact. On the other hand, the literary text persistently demonstrates
that the document is also a genre of speech, and thus, it is embedded in a
strategy of self-justification and the structure of power'. In Frankenstein,
the role of the document is played by letters and testimonies, which do not
so much record a fact as they assemble moral causality; the documentary
quality there emphasizes that true “evidence” does not exist outside the
narrative. In Stevenson, the document becomes a direct mechanism for
final disclosure, but simultaneously a mechanism for the transfer of
responsibility, since confession shapes the image of a subject who benefits
from explaining the act as the consequence of a “scientific incident”. In a
medical thriller, the document takes on an institutional character: the
medical record and the protocol of procedures become not just sources of
information, but instruments of normalization through which an event is
classified as an “expected risk”.

For a student of forensic science, such literary experience is valuable
because it develops sensitivity to the rhetoric of objectivity. Investigative
practice requires the ability to work with a document as both a fact and a
product of the institution. Literary text allows to practice this skill through
the analysis of narrative devices: who authored the document, to whom it
is addressed, what words are chosen to denote harm, what details
disappear in the formulation “the condition is stable”, where statistical
justification replaces causality. Literature thus makes visible what in legal

7 Charon, Rita; Montello, Martha M. (eds.), Stories Matter: The Role of Narrative in
Medical Ethics. Routledge, 2002, 254 p.
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reality is often hidden beneath the routine language of paper —namely, the
ideology of the protocol and its ability to distribute responsibility.

Genre Expectations and Cognitive Traps of Investigation

Detective fiction and thrillers instill a specific type of epistemic
expectation in the reader: the assumption that truth exists, is hidden, but
is, in principle, attainable through the correct reading of signs and
interpretation of clues. In the classic detective story, this expectation is
institutionalized by the very genre structure of the final explanation, in
which disparate elements converge into a single, logically consistent
conclusion. In an educational context, it is important not only to cultivate
such a rational mindset but also to problematize its limits.

Medical narratives are particularly productive for such analysis, as
they demonstrate how deeply ingrained cultural trust in expert
knowledge is and how easily the genre’s habit of clear explanations can
become a cognitive bias. Readers oriented toward final transparency tend
to prematurely “close” a version when confronted with a convincingly
articulated medical explanation, even if its evidential basis remains
vulnerable. Thriller literature systematically undermines this sense of
epistemic comfort, forcing us to reconsider previously accepted
interpretations and rebuild causal relationships.

In Coma, the menace emerges from the radical ambiguity of normal
procedures: practices intended for salvation are embedded in mechanisms
of harm. In The Constant Gardener, the expectation of genre revelation
collides with distributed responsibility, resulting in the “solution” not
leading to a clear legal or moral resolution’. Psychological thrillers
amplify this effect, undermining trust not only in institutions but also in
the source of the narrative itself. For forensic science education, this
creates an opportunity to discuss cognitive biases in investigation as
culturally learned forms of perception: reliance on status, the pursuit of a
single culprit, the need for closure, and the ignoring of systemic causality
in favour of the personalization of evil.

Patient Subjectivity and Forensic Ethics of Reading

One of the most productive themes arising in the analysis of medical
crime in fiction is the problem of subjectivity. In criminology, subjectivity
is important not only as a philosophical category but also as a practical

18 Le Carré, John, The Constant Gardener. Hodder & Stoughton, 2001, 508 p.
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criterion: who is considered capable of testifying, who is credited with
credibility, whose explanation of experience is considered legitimate, and
whose is excluded as unreliable or secondary. Literary texts, especially
those in which the patient is deprived of a voice or pre-labeled as
“unreliable”, vividly model the drama of testimony and the vulnerability
of the speaking subject.

In “Coma”, the victim is literally deprived of the ability to speak, and
the investigation is forced to construct a theory through indirect traces,
documents, and third-party interpretations. In “Before I Go to Sleep”, the
heroine’s subjectivity is undermined by the disintegration of memory, and
the act of writing itself becomes a means of reclaiming the right to
narrative and resisting external interpretation?. In The Silent Patient,
silence becomes a field of interpretative struggle, where therapeutic
discourse claims a monopoly on truth and risks replacing the patient’s
voice 21. These stories allow us to discuss the boundaries of professional
interpretation: the moment at which expert knowledge helps to restore
subjectivity, and the moment at which it begins to appropriate it, turning a
person into an object of description.

This reading has direct implications for investigative ethics. Forensic
science education should include reflection on how investigators work
with vulnerable participants and how procedural language can produce
secondary traumatization, displacing individual experience. Literature
offers the opportunity to address this not through normative
prescriptions, but through the experience of form: narrative techniques
that engage the reader in the experience of vulnerability simultaneously
foster respect for testimony and caution in interpretation.

From genre History to Educational Trajectory

When viewed as a sequence, the selected works form a learning
trajectory, within which not only images of crime but also forms of
investigative knowledge change. This trajectory allows us to trace the
transition from the moral recognition of violence to the institutional and
interpretive analysis of complex systems.

19 Frank, Arthur W., The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics. 2nd ed., The
University of Chicago Press, 2013, 280 p.

20 Watson, S. J., Before I Go to Sleep. Doubleday, 2011, 365 p.

2l Michaelides, Alex, The Silent Patient. Celadon Books, 2019, 325 p.
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“Frankenstein” establishes a starting point where the issue of
responsibility arises outside the judicial mechanism. The absence of a
formal investigation introduces the student to a space of preliminary harm
recognition, where the procedural language of guilt does not yet exist, but
where ethical assessment is already necessary. In Stevenson, the category of
guilt is complexified and linked to expert procedure, documentation, and
the subject’s self-presentation, which makes possible a discussion of how
knowledge of a crime is produced and legitimized. Christie, while
disciplining the rationality of classical investigation, simultaneously
demonstrates how a medical motive can be used to disguise causality,
which is particularly important for a discussion of the verification of
expert versions.

In Cook, the center of gravity shifts to institutional structure: the
clinic is presented as a system for distributing access and managing
visibility, and the investigation as work within organizational constraints.
Le Carré expands this field to distributed networks, where investigation
takes on the character of an analysis of connections, interests, and power
asymmetries. Watson and Michaelides shift attention to testimony,
memory, and the figure of the interpreter, making them relevant for
discussions of forensic psychology and the ethics of interrogation.

The pedagogical strength of this trajectory lies in the fact that it
doesn’t offer ready-made answers, but rather constructs a sequence of
problematic situations, each of which requires a specific mode of critical
thinking. Literary analysis here serves not as an embellishment, but as a
teaching tool, since poetics fosters the ability to doubt, defer judgment,
and tolerate uncertainty — qualities critical to forensic thinking.

Classroom Work with Text as a Model of Investigative Action

For a literary case to be truly effective in a forensic science course, its
reading should be organized as a sequence of analytical steps, not a “like it
or not” discussion. Experience shows that the most productive approach is
to reconstruct the knowledge regime. Students read episodes, noting
which information is presented as fact, which as interpretation, which as
assumption, and which as rumor. Next, they discuss how the assessment
of this information changes with a shift in focus and with the appearance
of a document that claims to be objective. This work is close to forensic
logic: a version is formed, then tested, and then adjusted as new data
emerges. Literature allows one to practice this cycle without the risk of
making an erroneous decision in a real case, while also making visible the
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psychological pressure that, in an investigation, creates the desire to “close
the matter” and obtain clarity.

Attentive reading of scenes of forensic examination and
communication between specialists is particularly beneficial. In literary
texts, one can often observe how the “same” information sounds different
in oral speech, in an official record, and when retold by a third party.
Students can analyze the semantic losses and shifts that occur when
translating an event into a document, why some elements become central
while others disappear, and how these shifts relate to institutional
interests. This work naturally connects forensic science with legal
linguistics and the ethics of professional communication, but remains
within the realm of literary analysis, as the subject of discussion remains
the form of expression and its artistic function

Finally, a literary case study is convenient for discussing investigative
errors as reading errors. This is particularly evident in a medical context.
Where characters trust a diagnosis as a definitive explanation, the plot
often reveals that the diagnosis can be part of a disguise, and the “normal”
procedure can be part of a violation. The classroom can discuss why
characters fail to see the obvious, how social belief in expertise works, and
what conditions are necessary for doubt to become professionally
acceptable. Such a conversation retains humanistic depth, but is directly
linked to professional competence: it teaches students to respect expertise
without turning it into an absolute.

Limits of Applicability and Academic Caution

The wuse of literary texts in professional training requires
methodological caution and a clear understanding of the limits of their
applicability. Literature does not reproduce empirical reality in the strict
sense, but rather models it, subordinating facts to genre conventions,
rhetorical goals, and dramatic effects. In medical thrillers, this manifests
itself in deliberate exaggerations of institutional threats, while in
psychological thrillers, it manifests itself in heightened dramatization of
the characters’ internal states and motivations. However, such distortions
do not diminish the pedagogical value of the texts, provided that the
subject of analysis is not factual accuracy, but the methods of narrative
construction of the version.

Literature is particularly illuminating in demonstrating the rhetoric of
authority: how expert language, procedural correctness, or institutional
status acquire persuasiveness and begin to function as a shield against
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doubt. It is precisely in literary texts that one can easily discern the
moment when legitimacy becomes rhetoric, and rhetoric becomes a form
of alibi, covering up vulnerable or untested interpretations. In this sense,
literary analysis makes visible mechanisms that often remain unnoticed in
real practice.

It is crucial to avoid stigmatizing medicine as a professional field. The
goal of such readings is not to foster mistrust of doctors or experts, but to
develop a critical attitude toward discursive power and institutional
configurations within which abuse is possible. Literature contributes to
this stance, as in the most insightful texts, blame is not reduced to the
figure of a “monster”, but distributed among procedures, interests,
organizational structures, and established habits of professional discourse.

Conclusions

An examination of English-language fiction depicting the relationship
between medicine and crime reveals that investigation in literature
represents not just a genre model, but a distinctive way of conceptualizing
law, evidence, knowledge, power, and responsibility. In these works,
crime is rarely presented in a ready-made, legally distinguishable form;
instead, it emerges gradually, through the process of reading, through the
resistance of language, institution, and expert rationality. Literature thus
transforms the forensic plot into a space of interpretation, where the
reader is forced to rebuild the boundaries between norm and violence, fact
and explanation, care and abuse.

It is precisely this characteristic that makes medical detectives and
thrillers significant for forensic science education. Fiction simulates
situations in which evidence conflicts with the obvious, and truth depends
on the ability to recognize hidden mechanisms of legitimation. The poetics
of focalization, documentary quality, and genre anticipation create in the
reader an experience of doubt and analytical delay—an experience
fundamentally important for the professional thinking of an investigator.
Literature teaches not so much how to “find the culprit” as how to
maintain attention to how a crime can be committed by the very system of
language and procedure.

Integrating such texts into an educational context allows for a broader
understanding of forensic science as a discipline that deals not only with
objects and traces, but also with law, evidence, narratives, interpretations,
and conflicting discourses. This opens up an additional perspective for
literary analysis: detective fiction and thrillers emerge not as
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entertainment genres, but as forms of cultural diagnostics that explore the
fragility of trust in expert knowledge. This perspective also contributes to
the broader interdisciplinary dialogue between law, literature, and the
medical humanities.

Literature thus emerges as a space where forensic science can be
understood as a humanistic practice concerned with law, evidence, and
narrative, inevitably linked to an ethics of reading, attention to
vulnerability, and responsibility for meaning.
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