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 From 'The Purest Literature We Have' to 'A Spirit Grown
 Corrupt': Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century
 Crime Fiction

 GILL PLAIN

 'Damn it, she writes detective stories, and in detective stories virtue is
 always triumphant. They're the purest literature we have'.1

 I've made a pact with the devil, he thought as his hands gripped the
 edge of the breakfast table. ... This was how jobs got done: with a

 tainted conscience, guilty deals, and complicity.
 With grubby motives and a spirit grown corrupt.2

 In Powers of Horror ( 1 982), Julia Kristeva suggests that the corpse is
 'the utmost in abjection. It is death infecting life'. This categorical
 statement, while not intended for the genre of crime fiction,
 nonetheless does much to explain the power and appeal of the
 twentieth century's most successful fictional formula.3 For Kristeva,
 the abject is 'the in-between, the ambiguous, the composite' (4); it is
 experienced as an encounter with 'an other who precedes and
 possesses me' (10) and it is 'a border that has encroached upon
 everything' (3). Borders both defend and confine. They are the
 necessary limits that protect the subject from psychosis, and they are
 that which deny us our desired return to a lost imaginary plenitude.
 Kristeva's abject evokes seepage, it speaks to the instability of
 borders, and the impossibility of the pristine, the firm, the
 uncontaminated. And it is just this sense of unavoidable defilement,
 this tension between the maintenance and collapse of cultural and
 social boundaries, that underpins both the crime genre and our
 fascination with the form.

 Crime fiction is not just about violation, it also embodies it,
 boasting a proud history as a 'cultural contaminant'. Tom Hiney, in
 his recent biography of Raymond Chandler, describes the battle that
 raged between advocates of the popular and defenders of literary
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 4 Critical Survey, Volume 20, Number 1

 tradition. The critics, he observed, 'appeared to see [crime fiction] as
 a disease' and this is certainly how the guardians of British culture
 viewed the inexorable rise of the genre.4 Edmund Wilson, for
 example, described detective fiction in terms of an addiction to which
 those of 'lax mental habits' were likely to succumb, but he was,
 nonetheless, kinder than many in his diagnosis:

 [T]he reading of detective stories is simply a kind of vice that, for silliness
 and minor harmfulness, ranks somewhere between crossword puzzles
 and smoking. . . . Detective-story readers feel guilty, they are habitually
 on the defensive, and all their talk about 'well-written' mysteries is
 simply an excuse for their vice, like the reasons that the alcoholic can
 always produce for a drink.5

 The reading public was imagined as a body literally infected by the
 genre bug. The champions of high culture feared that the marketplace
 would be swamped by inferior texts and the weak-minded would be
 distracted from the pursuit of higher goals by the lure of entertainment
 and frivolity. Throughout the century enraged commentators have run
 the gamut of metaphors of contagion in their discussions of popular
 fiction. This is reading as infection, pollution, addiction, contamination
 and disease.

 How on earth, then, can Dorothy L. Sayers claim that detective
 fiction is the 'purest literature we have'? The quotation comes from
 her 1 930 novel Strong Poison, and it draws our attention to a growing
 tension in the formula between the ideal and the real; that is, between

 what crime fiction was meant to do, and what it actually did. In 1929
 Father Ronald Knox produced his 'Decalogue' - the Ten
 Commandments of crime writing - in an attempt to codify and define
 the boundaries of the genre. Knox's rules are at least partly tongue-in-
 cheek ('not more than one secret room or passage is allowable'), but
 the lightness of their touch belies a serious intent. Their purpose,
 argues Ian Ousby, was to set 'the detective story apart from both the
 serious novel and the simple thriller'.6 Ironically, adherents of the
 form were keen that the pseudo-intellectual appeal of the detective
 story should not be contaminated by association with the truly mass-
 market popularity of the thriller. Knox's rules were one of a number
 of attempts to delineate the genre, a process to which Sayers was also
 a key contributor. In her introduction to the 1928 anthology Great
 Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror, Sayers famously
 constructed a history for the genre going back to Aesop's fables and
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 Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction 5

 the Jewish apocrypha, while also voicing her disapproval of those
 who would dilute the pure form of the detective story by, for
 example, letting a 'love interest' intrude upon the narrative.7 But,
 predictably, such boundaries proved impossible to maintain and,
 before two years were out, Sayers had cheerfully broken her own
 rules and quite a few of Ronald Knox's. This transgression is
 important, because it carries within it an implicit acknowledgement
 that the idea of the pure puzzle, the ideal ratiocinative detective story,
 simply could not exist - it was always already contaminated by the
 social. The concept of the locked room mystery might have seemed to
 represent a hermetically sealed intellectual puzzle, but the minute a
 detective is inserted to solve the crime, he or she brings with them the
 traces of the social world they inhabit. The room gets messy. Bodies,
 living or dead, clutter things up: they contaminate the scene.

 So, by 1930, Sayers's detective puzzles were becoming infected by
 character, and this returns me to my epigraph. 'She writes detective
 stories, and in detective stories virtue is always triumphant'. This is
 the novel in which Sayers's aristocratic detective meets Harriet Vane,
 the woman of his dreams. Unfortunately she is a detective-story
 writer who has just been tried for the murder of her former lover.
 These, then, are the words of Lord Peter Wimsey defending Harriet
 against the snide accusations of his obnoxious sister-in-law Helen:
 they are the words of a man in love. Strong Poison is a novel in which
 the bodily desires of the detective infect the narrative, forcing
 'reason' into subservience to emotion. If you do not want your
 detective to get contaminated, do not give them a body. But
 Wimsey's words and Sayers's novel ask interesting questions of us as
 readers. Carolyn Heilbrun has argued that Harriet is on trial as much
 for her wayward behaviour as a woman as for any actual crime she
 might have committed, and the novel offers a direct confrontation of
 society's fear of woman as a cultural contaminant.8 In making Harriet
 Vane an 'impure' woman, a woman who has had a lover, the still-
 powerful Victorian feminine ideal is taken off its pedestal and
 smashed, allowing Sayers to expose the hypocrisy and double
 standards infecting gender relations in early twentieth-century
 Britain. The judge at Harriet's first trial, for example, exhibits a
 terrifyingly conventional horror of the modern woman. His
 summation makes it clear that, to his mind, murder should come
 easily to an immoral woman (7-8). Sayers was also one of the first
 crime writers to draw attention to the ambiguity of the detective's
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 6 Critical Survey, Volume 20, Number 1

 role. Harriet faces a possible death sentence, and the detective's job
 is to find someone to die in her place. In identifying the guilty party,
 the detective becomes, in effect, a legally sanctioned killer - and
 while this ambiguity does not trouble Wimsey greatly in Strong
 Poison , in a number of Sayers's other novels, he is consumed by guilt
 at his own implication in judicial murder.9

 Yet Sayers's description of crime fiction as pure has resonances
 beyond the plot of Strong Poison. In making her claim for the triumph
 of virtue she categorizes the genre as a literature of containment - a
 mode of fiction that seeks to establish and maintain a boundary
 between the human and the monstrous. This is both a necessary
 fiction and a difficult one to sustain. Any examination of the crime
 genre soon reveals the impossibility of maintaining a clear division
 between guilt and innocence, law and the criminal. Golden Age
 fiction, epitomised by the work of writers such as Sayers and Agatha
 Christie, was for a long time regarded as a conservative form that
 represented the community as a wholesome body politic, a pure
 society invaded by the cancer of crime.10 Into this newly sick world
 would then come a saviour - the surgeon detective - who can cut out
 the cancer and restore the body to health. But this view of the genre
 forgets that cancer is not alien to the body, it is of the body, and more
 recently critics such as Stephen Knight (1980) and Alison Light
 (1991) have revealed the Golden Age as representing a more
 fundamentally diseased society.11 Everyone is guilty in thought if not
 in deed - and moreover, the form depends upon this communal guilt.
 If all were not suspect, the detective would hardly face much of a
 challenge in identifying the killer. When it comes to complicity and
 moral contamination, then, Golden Age detection is scarcely to be
 distinguished from it supposed opposite: hard-boiled crime.12 This is
 the world of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett, a corrupt
 and violent society above which the detective struggles to rise.
 Fiction in the hard-boiled tradition repeatedly reveals just how
 difficult it is for the detective to evade contamination. He or she is

 tempted by such deadly sins as greed (selling out to the forces of
 capitalism); sloth (taking the easy path, not fighting for justice);
 power (becoming part of institutional structures that reward loyalty
 rather than truth); and lust (embodied in the femme fatale or the pretty
 boy depending on the gender or sexual orientation of the detective).
 This is the genre landscape appropriated by Ian Rankin and utilised to
 expose the state of contemporary Scotland:
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 Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction 1

 I've made a pact with the devil, he thought as his hands gripped the edge
 of the breakfast table. ... This was how jobs got done: with a tainted
 conscience, guilty deals, and complicity. With grubby motives and a spirit
 grown corrupt. (426-7)

 In Rankin's version of crime and complicity, the detective, John
 Rebus, is a hybrid emerging from the union of hard-boiled detection
 and the police procedural. But, irrespective of his origins, Rebus is a
 contaminated figure. As a hard-boiled detective, he is contaminated
 by association with the institutional power of the police. As a
 policeman he is contaminated because he is a leper, harbouring
 heretical ideas that might be passed on to other less cynical officers.
 Rebus knows that the police 'service' is in debt to corporate
 capitalism and this debt makes it unlikely ever truly to serve a large
 percentage of the population. He is not a team-player, he pursues his
 own moral agenda at any cost, and he knows, although I doubt he
 would put it this way, that the condition of the subject in society is an
 abject one. Kristeva argues that it is 'not lack of cleanliness or health
 that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order',13 and
 Rebus does exactly that. The character irritates, and in so doing he
 disturbs system and order to reveal conspiracy, cover-up and
 complacency. But Rankin is not simply presenting an example of the
 'one good man' model of crime-fighting. As his novels progress, they
 come increasingly close to suggesting that crime can only be
 combated on its own terms. Rebus is obsessed with catching the big
 players and, in an attempt to distinguish between the law and a more
 flexible, abstract concept of justice, he is prepared to overlook small
 infractions of the law. The logic of this position is, however, severely
 tested in Resurrection Men (2001), where Rebus's target is a corrupt
 cop. In the service of the supposedly higher goal of bringing this man
 to book, Rebus is willing to trade with the devil: namely, the
 Edinburgh gangster, Morris Gerald Cafferty. In so doing he cannot
 but contaminate the ideal he attempts to preserve. He becomes a dirty
 cop to try to bring another dirty cop to book. It is a no-win situation.

 Crime fiction could provide a plenitude of further examples of
 detectives caught in such impossible situations, negotiating intangible
 and ever-shifting moral boundaries. It is an impasse that has become
 central to the genre - and in particular to feminist detection.
 Throughout the 1980s writers such as Sarah Paretsky, Sue Grafton,
 Marcia Muller, Katherine V. Forrest, Mary Wings and Val
 McDermid grappled with the problem of contamination. If the
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 8 Critical Survey, Volume 20, Number 1

 detective stands wholly outside structures of institutional power, they
 themselves are powerless to effect change. Those in power have no
 need to listen and the outsider can be safely ignored. If, however,
 detectives choose to engage with the symbolic order, and become
 part of such sites of social power as the law or the police, then they
 too risk contamination and compromise.

 But is contamination inevitably to be associated with compromise?
 Is it possible to revalorize the concept and consider a mode of
 infection that does not act as a threat to the outsider, but to the
 corrupted body politic? Perhaps contamination can be seen as a
 strategic weapon deployed by the other to challenge the hegemony of
 established power. Jonathan Dollimore argues that there is nothing
 that the dominant order fears more than contamination by an other;
 hence society's need to identify and demonise non-conforming
 figures, those made different through gender, race, class or sexuality.
 The logic is that of 'know thine enemy': society defines the other as
 monstrous, or in some way feminine, and in consequence knows what
 to fear and avoid. But, as Dollimore points out, is it always possible
 for society to know what it is up against? In a formulation which he
 terms the 'perverse dynamic', Dollimore claims that society faces its
 greatest threat when 'the outlaw turns up as inlaw, and the other as
 proximate proves more disturbing than the other as absolute
 difference'.14 And this is precisely what happens in Katherine V.
 Forrest's police procédurals, featuring detective Kate Delafield, a
 closet lesbian cop. Kate Delafield is the ideal police officer:
 organised, efficient, diligent and tenacious; she is respected and
 admired by her colleagues. She is also firmly locked in the closet,
 fiercely protecting her other life from the contaminating force of
 police bigotry. Yet, by virtue of the power she has achieved by her
 apparent conformity to the police ideal, Delafield is able to exert a
 measure of control over the investigation of hate crimes. She can
 ensure they are taken seriously and in so doing she forces the
 homophobic structures of the Los Angeles Police Department to work
 for the benefit of women, lesbians and gay men. Whether this is best
 described as an imaginative victory or a Utopian fantasy, novels such
 as Forrest's Murder by Tradition suggest that contamination or
 proximity can attain a liberatory or radical dimension. As the man
 dying from cumulative arsenic poisoning in Sayers's Strong Poison
 might have said, contamination from within is harder to fight than a
 direct frontal attack. Or, in Jonathan Dollimore's words:
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 Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction 9

 The perverse dynamic challenges not by collapsing order but through a
 reordering less tolerable, more disturbing, than chaos. Its difference is
 never the absolutely unfamiliar, but the reordering of the already known,
 a disclosure of radical interconnectedness which is the social, but which
 present cultures can rarely afford to acknowledge and must instead
 disavow. (229-30)

 The other is the self - and contamination thus becomes a form of

 knowledge that reveals not the binary division between purity and
 disease, but a state of symbiosis. The concept of contamination itself
 threatens to implode as we are, it seems, always already contaminated.

 The paradigm of proximity does much to explain both the threat
 and the appeal of the lesbian detective, but can it also make sense of
 a rather more ambivalent phenomenon that has come to dominate
 contemporary manifestations of the genre, namely, the serial killer?
 Here too the trope is one of proximity, but the infection involved
 pushes beyond plot to threaten the whole stability of generic form.
 Serial-killer fictions depend upon a charismatic symbiosis which
 fundamentally challenges the integrity of the detective. In this
 reworking of the genre, contamination is figured, somewhat
 paradoxically, as both a potentially catastrophic risk and an essential
 prerequisite for the job of detection. It emerges as the ambivalent
 proposition that to catch a killer you must think like a killer. Where
 once the detective was a figure at least theoretically set apart from the
 actions and values of the community under investigation, now he or
 she has become a socialised killer, who identifies the guilty party
 through proximity and similarity rather than from a comfortable
 analytic or moral distance.15 The saviour of society is also that which
 most fundamentally threatens it.

 The amalgamation of hunter and killer did not, however, emerge
 from a vacuum. Rather, it has always been implicit in the detective's
 particular skills. Examples of the proximity between detective and
 'master criminal' can be found as far back as the formative works of

 Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, but the particularly visceral or corporeal
 relationship characterising the bond in current fiction is based as
 much on instinct as on the intellectual parity that linked Holmes and
 Moriarty. And this bodily dimension is something different,
 something that has emerged from the tradition of the wounded or
 vulnerable hero. It is not so much about being clever enough to stop
 the killer, as about being flawed enough to understand their
 pathology. This corporeal connection to the locus of crime can be
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 1 0 Critical Survey, Volume 20, Number 1

 traced back to a long-standing tradition of over-investment on the
 part of the detective. Sayers again provides a good early example.
 Lord Peter Wimsey was haunted by his experiences in the First World
 War, and these experiences caused him to over-invest in the process
 of criminal investigation as a mode of distraction. Unfortunately the
 conclusion of each successful investigation returned him to the very
 crisis he was seeking to avoid: the responsibility for death that he had
 faced as an officer in the trenches. By the time of Sayers's final novel,
 Busman 's Honeymoon (1937), Wimsey is so guilt-stricken by his role
 in identifying the murderer that he seeks to intercede and save the
 very man he has condemned. His involvement in criminal
 investigation, just like his participation in war, has brought him to the
 point of breakdown. In recent years, this over-investment has been
 refigured as an obsession with work. Bookshelves are littered with
 detectives who cannot achieve distance from their work - they are
 driven either by an excessive concern for the victim, or haunted by a
 fear of their own proximity to the killer. In Ian Rankin's Black and
 Blue, for example, Rebus is haunted by the ghosts of victims past, and
 his nightmares drive him to become so obsessed with his pursuit of a
 serial killer that he ends up being questioned as a suspect in the
 enquiry. This summary over-simplifies a complex series of events,
 but there are two key modes of contamination in operation in the
 novel. In the first case, Rebus's private life has been completely
 absorbed by the working world of criminal investigation. He cannot
 divide the two, and he suffers, in effect, from workaholism. Secondly,
 looking at Rebus from the outside, those around him can no longer
 tell which side of the thin blue line he occupies.16

 Detectives, it seems, can no longer detect without themselves being
 victim or killer, or both; and this trend has the power to fundamentally
 destabilise the category of crime fiction. Previously, even as the genre
 acknowledged the ambiguous nature of moral absolutes, it offered the
 detective as a point of stability and identification for the reader. This
 is no longer the case, and the boundary between detective and
 criminal, the law and its others, has become so permeable that the
 genre is collapsing. This is not to suggest that it is becoming any less
 successful - far from it - but the meanings that were generated by the
 concept of crime fiction have undergone a paradigm shift, and it is the
 unavoidability of contamination that lies behind this transformation.

 Again there are plenty of examples upon which to draw to illustrate
 the infected status of the successful serial-killer hunter. In Val
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 Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction 1 1

 McDermid's The Mermaids Singing, psychological profiler Tony Hill
 finds himself 'dangerously close to admiration for a mind so
 disturbingly complex' when he contemplates the work of serial killer
 Angelica.17 By the end of the novel, admiration has turned to despair,
 and theory into practice: 'he had spent his working life worming his
 way into the heads of those who kill, only to end up one of them'
 (386). The mingled combination of desire and repulsion that drives
 Tony at the end of the novel makes for disturbing reading, but more
 disturbing still is a novel that absolutely epitomises the trend towards
 generic implosion in its ruthless account of hunter-killer symbiosis:
 Thomas Harris's Hannibal}* In this long-awaited sequel to The
 Silence of the Lambs (1989), FBI agent Clarice Starling tracks
 fiction's most famous cannibal by learning his tastes. By thinking
 like him, and shopping like him, she succeeds in finding him. The
 novel pursues this trope of contamination to its ultimate limit.19
 Starling, through a combination of her own desires and Lecter's
 manipulation, becomes contaminated by the tastes (in all senses of the
 word) to which she has exposed herself, and the novel collapses into
 a bizarre fantasy in which hunter and hunted, detective and killer
 meld into a single unit of conspicuous consumption.

 Implicit in these narratives, however, is a further crucial question.
 Have the detectives become contaminated by their work, or were they
 always already contaminated? Are killers born or made? This hoary old
 chestnut still festers at the heart of genre fiction, with writers plumping
 for one of a variety of positions on the essentialism versus social
 constructionism scale. For writers such as William Mclllvaney and
 George P. Pelecanos crime is fundamentally a product of social
 contamination. Be it through poverty or greed, crime can be tracked
 down to tangible social roots. For Ian Rankin and Val McDermid,
 crime is predominantly social, but their novels retain a belief in the
 possibility of evil, something beyond the social, an infection for which
 no clear-cut source can be found. For Patricia Cornwell, contamination
 is not the issue, and while crime might spread like a plague, moral
 immunity is granted to righteous Americans. In Cornwell's world serial
 killers are evil, pure and simple, and good virtuous pathologists exist to
 root them out.20 Are killers born or made? It is a chicken and egg
 conundrum, and the book that perhaps does most to foreground, if not
 resolve, this dilemma is Philip Kerr's A Philosophical Investigation.

 Published in 1992, A Philosophical Investigation is set in the future
 of 2013. The novel imagines a world in which gynocide has been
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 established as a parallel crime to homicide, and separate squads of
 detectives work on gendered crimes that are assumed to have
 fundamentally different motivations. It also, crucially, posits a
 situation in which the social causes of crime have been wholly
 discredited in favour of biology.21 At the root of these developments
 is a scientific discovery: some men have been found to lack a part of
 the brain that inhibits violence, and are thus inherently much more
 likely to become killers. These men are classified as VMN-negative,
 given a code-name and counselling as part of a crime-prevention
 programme called 'Lombroso', and their real names are entered onto
 a database designed to help the police find the most likely suspects in
 cases of serial killing. The logic behind the system collapses,
 however, when a conservative egocentric figure, who thinks he is an
 ideal citizen, dutifully goes along to take the test. He emerges with the
 code name Wittgenstein and a whole different view on life:

 For me, the realisation that I am a freak was not the result of a childhood's
 accumulation of unkind remarks about my appearance. Nor, for that
 matter, was it the consequence of an inadvertently-placed mirror, a job-
 offer in a circus sideshow, a horrified plastic surgeon, or a callously
 disinterested schoolgirl. Rather the dawning was the outcome of an
 esoterically designed medical test for which I volunteered following a
 severe attack of the law and orders. One minute I was, to all intents and
 purposes, normal. Fifteen minutes later I was a medical curiosity occuring
 in only three cases in a hundred thousand. (34)

 And after testing positive he does indeed become a killer: as a service
 to society he decides to kill all the other men on the database, names
 to which his computer skills have given him access. Although
 Wittgenstein's voice is intimate and persuasive, Kerr does his utmost
 to make the character confusing and inexplicable. His self-
 descriptions are egocentric, but elliptical, and are often couched in
 scientific, psychological or philosophical terms. 'We cannot think
 what we cannot think,' muses Wittgenstein, 'so what we cannot think
 we cannot say either' (103). For readers to identify cause and effect
 is almost impossible. Rather they are faced with an information
 overload which ensures that whatever the novel proposes as twenty-
 first century orthodoxy on the causes of crime, the fundamental
 question remains: if Wittgenstein had not been told that he was
 predisposed to kill, would his fantasies of killing ever have crossed
 the boundary from thought to deed? Does the knowledge of a
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 Embracing Contamination in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction 1 3

 biological 'fact' take away the moral inhibitors that effectively police
 society? If serial killers are born and not made, is Wittgenstein born
 when he takes the Lombroso test? A Philosophical Investigation is a
 novel of ideas as much as a crime fiction, and Wittgenstein becomes
 contaminated by an idea. He is told that he is something, and thus he
 becomes it.

 The evidence does indeed suggest, then, that crime fiction is
 predicated upon contamination. The premise and the language of
 infection has haunted the genre from its earliest manifestations. The
 'cancer of crime', the 'spread of degeneracy', even the concept of the
 'criminal type' suggests either genetic or social infection. But the
 more all-pervading the concept of contamination seems to become,
 the more it seems necessary to ask whether there is not something
 tautologous in the process of thinking about contamination? Because
 there is no avoiding the social, cultural and theoretical implication
 that we are always already contaminated. From the Bible's
 investment in original sin, to psychoanalysis' s examination of the
 repression of our preoedipal drives, to literary theory's assertion of
 our interpellation as subjects, there is no uncontaminated matter.
 Judith Butler makes the problem explicit, arguing that 'there is no
 power, construed as a subject, that acts, but only ... a reiterated acting
 that is power in its persistence and instability'.22 The individual is not
 born anew. They do not represent a pure, innocent tabula rasa, they
 occupy, more or less successfully, a preordained subject position.
 Although Butler crucially admits a degree of instability in our
 interpellation as subjects, the identities we perform, or are compelled
 to cite, inevitably bear the stamp of the heterosexual matrix. In the
 terms of the serial -killer debate, however, Philip Kerr's refusal to
 accept that there can be a distinction between being born and being
 made, positions him as the absolute antithesis of Patricia Cornwell.
 The subject, the killer, is constructed and reconstructed by the
 ongoing ideological pressures which confront them. Interpellated as
 killer, Wittgenstein comes to perform his 'Lombroso-given identity':
 'recognition is not conferred on a subject', says Butler, rather it
 'forms that subject' (226).

 Patricia Cornwell, however, is not cited simply to act as an Aunt
 Sally. Rather she represents a particular mode of thinking about
 crime. Cornwell is not alone in favouring the model of the
 inexplicable bogeyman, which begs the question of why some
 contemporary crime writing should be so attracted to the concept of
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 14 Critical Survey , Volume 20, Number 1

 crime as an asocial event? Is it a fictional reflection of the triumph of
 individualism? Or is it a search for a new bogeyman, a new 'other' to
 replace those more familiar others - the predatory homosexual, the
 marauding black man, the voracious woman - who have historically
 been used to frighten children and police the boundaries of white
 hetero-patriarchal society? Returning to a notion of pure evil is
 perhaps just the current version of scapegoating. It provides a guilty
 object, a site of horror, onto which cultural anxieties, fears and above
 all, guilt, can easily be projected. With the easy answer of evil
 identified as the problem or contaminant, society is free to continue
 its veneration of an equally intangible and potentially damaging
 notion of the pure: a concept which, historically, has underpinned
 everything from imprisoning gender prescriptions for women to the
 repugnant ideologies of the Nazi master race.

 Maybe, then, society needs that which 'disturbs identity, system,
 order',23 that which undermines the three Cs: certainty, complacency
 and closure. Once upon a time, crime fiction seemed to guarantee all
 three of those terms. Now readers are less and less likely to find any
 one of them. And that, perhaps, is why crime fiction is vibrant today;
 not because it is the purest literature we have, but because it is the
 most contaminated. Some considerable time before crime fiction

 achieved the cultural centrality it currently enjoys, Thomas de Quincy
 suggested that 'to be a spectator involves us in one common guilt
 with the perpetrator', arguing that 'the hand which inflicts the fatal
 blow is not more deeply imbrued in blood than his who passively
 looks on'.24 As consumers of criminal fictions we are contaminated

 by association, but this association is, ironically, healthy. According
 to the Oxford English Dictionary, contamination has a surprisingly
 wide remit, its definitions ranging from 'the action of making impure
 or polluting' to 'the quality of spreading from one to another; easily
 communicable'. Perhaps the most optimistic, however, is 'the
 blending of forms of similar meaning or use in order to produce a
 form of a new type'. Contamination evokes cross-fertilisation and
 constructive exchange. To contaminate is also to communicate, and
 crime fiction communicates the deepest fears and anxieties that
 underpin our society. In articulating these fears, the genre goes at
 least some way towards confronting them: which perhaps accounts
 for the increasing social and literary significance of the form.25 The
 genre, it seems, is infectious, but like infectious laughter, it could be
 good for your health.
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 Notes

 1. Dorothy L. Sayers, Strong Poison (London: Gollancz, 1930; 1947), 87.
 2. Ian Rankin, Resurrection Men (London: Orion, 2002), 426-27.
 3. Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay in Abjection (New York: Columbia

 University Press, 1982), 4. It is worth noting that Kristeva has also published detective
 fiction: The Old Man and the Wolves (1994), Possessions (1998) and most recently, Murder
 in Byzantium (2006).

 4. Tom Hiney, Raymond Chandler : A Biography (London: Chatto and Windus, 1 997),
 172.

 5. Edmund Wilson, 'Who Cares Who Killed Roger Ackroyd' in The Art of the Mystery

 Story ed. Howard Haycraft (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1945; 1961), 395.

 6. Ian Ousby, The Crime and Mystery Book: A Reader 's Companion (London: Thames
 and Hudson, 1997), 65.

 7. Dorothy L. Sayers (ed.), Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror
 (London: Gollancz, 1928).

 8. Carolyn Heilbrun, Hamlet's Mother and Other Women (London: The Women's
 Press, 1991). Heilbrun argues: 'Here is a woman [Harriet Vane] who has, metaphorically
 speaking, killed and abandoned her lover when she outgrew him. So realistic, so
 "unfeminine" is her scorn of him that she is, literally, tried for his murder' (258). Strong

 Poison plays extensively with the disruption of boundaries, exploring distinctions of class

 and gender through its various sub-plots. Appropriately, even the murder method reflects a

 trope of insidiousness. The victim is murdered by slow poisoning with arsenic, a device that

 reveals a subtle appreciation of the fact that gradual infection can have a far more effective
 outcome than all-out attack.

 9. For the moral ambiguities of the detective's role, see in particular Unnatural Death
 (1927) where Wimsey's intervention leads to the death of an innocent party, and Busman 's

 Honeymoon (1937), which concludes with his gradual breakdown as the hour of execution
 approaches.

 10. This cliché acts as a reminder of just how deeply the genre is steeped in a rhetoric

 of infection. The visceral fear of bodily invasion suggested by the cancer metaphor also
 draws attention to the more recent cultural panic surrounding AIDS. The language of
 pollution and contamination drawn upon by the popular media at the height of the AIDS

 crisis indicates the ongoing investment in preserving the boundaries demarcating the middle-

 class, white, heteronormative family from its manifold others. That AIDS renders the corpse

 a yet more potent symbol of 'death infecting life' is self-evident, and perhaps accounts in
 some measure for the inexorable rise of the 'serial killer' throughout the 1990s. However,

 crime fiction also became a vehicle through which to challenge pathological depictions of

 HIV and AIDS. See Katherine V. Forrest's Murder By Tradition , discussed later in this
 article and, more extensively, in Gill Plain, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction: Gender,
 Sexuality and the Body (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2001).

 11. Stephen Knight, Form and Ideology in Crime Fiction (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
 1980); Alison Light, Forever England: Femininity, Literature and Conservatism Between
 the Wars (London: Routledge, 1991).

 12. Even the name 'hard-boiled' gives an indication of just how difficult it is to avoid
 contamination. The usually male detective must erect barriers and create a tough outer shell
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 to prevent the exposure of his masculine vulnerabilities. It is a characteristic trope of this
 fiction that woman is figured as a contaminating force. Described by Maggie Humm as a
 'sexualised virus' the femme fatale is able to permeate the boundaries of the self-contained

 male ego, weakening and corrupting the detective through his desire for the other; Maggie
 Humm, Border Traffic (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 186.

 1 3 . Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.
 14. Jonathan Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, treud to toucault

 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 15.

 15. Plain, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction , 226-27.
 16. Ian Rankin, Black and Blue (London: Orion, 1997).
 17. Val McDermid, The Mermaids Singing (London: HarperCollins, 1995; 1996), 34.
 1 8. Thomas Harris, Hannibal (London: William Heinemann, 1 999).

 19. Unlike Ridley Scott's 2001 film of the book, which evidently found this conclusion
 too distasteful. In the cinema's sanitised version, Starling is left miraculously uncontaminated

 by her encounter with Lecter.
 20. Patricia Cornwell, The Body Farm (London: Warner Books, 1994; 1995). Cornwell s

 novels are characterised by their depiction of evil as a tangible, yet inexplicable force. The Body

 Farm illustrates this through its depiction of the violation of an almost prelapsarian community:

 In Black Mountain, a western North Carolina town of seven thousand people,

 local police had worked very few homicides or sexual assaults of children. They

 had never worked a case that was both. They had never thought of Temple Brooks

 Gault of Albany, Georgia, though his face smiled from Ten Most Wanted lists

 posted across the land. . . .

 Leaving my suite . . . memories of Gault' s bloody career in Richmond seemed

 to darken the morning. (3)

 The serpent has entered the garden.

 21 . Philip Kerr, A Philosophical Investigation (London: Vintage, 1992; 1993), 44-45.
 22. Butler, Judith, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ' Sex ' (London:

 Routledge, 1993), 225.
 23 . Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror , 4.

 24. Quincey, Thomas de, 4 On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts', in
 Miscellanies (London: James Hogg and Sons, 1854), 3.

 25. The boundary between the literary and the generic has never been stable, but m

 recent years it has come to seem particularly permeable. Aside from Julia Kristeva' s forays
 into crime fiction, it is possible to cite Margaret Atwood ( Alias Grace , 1996), Martin Amis,

 (Night Train , 1997) and Kazuo Ishiguro ( When We Were Orphans , 2000) as just three
 examples of writers who have 'crossed over' into genre fiction. The categorisation of these

 fictions as 'literary', and the fact that some bookshops will shelve crime writers such as

 George P. Pelecanos under contemporary fiction, and Ian Rankin under Scottish fiction, is

 perhaps indicative of the inadequacy of these categories for mapping, and understanding,
 trends in contemporary fiction.
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