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Abstract

Contemporary feminist hard-boiled detective fiction has been studied as an adaptation of
the traditional masculine hard-boiled detective genre. Writers such as Sara Paretsky, Sue
Grafton, and Marcia Muller create compelling feminist protagonists to fill the role of detective.
The successes and failures of these feminist detectives have then been measured against the
standards created in the classic genre by Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and James M.
Cain.

The classic hard-boiled masculine genre came of age in the 1930s and 1940s at the same
time as proletarian literature. The two genres share many characteristics including reliance upon
first person narrative, the tough guy voice, an awareness of political and social hierarchies, and
the utilization of realism. While women writers such as Josephine Herbst and Catherine Brody
were drawn to the political cause of the proletarian, they were separated from the working class
by their socioeconomic ties and from the literary proletarian hero by its masculine conception.
Consequently, their fiction often included the middle-class woman intellectual struggling to help
the oppressed worker. In these works, gender, class, politics, and social order are intertwined.
The characters explore these concepts and what avenues of rebellion and power were open to
women at the time.

The struggles explored in the writing of women proletarian writers from the 1930s have
much in common with the issues examined in contemporary feminist hard-boiled detective
fiction. Both genres show women characters with an awareness of the power of language to
include and exclude, the importance of physical presentation and performance, the prestige of
being associated with specific social classes, the power found in ties to communities and family,

a problematic relationship with violence, and the power of revealing and interpreting
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information. It is clear that feminist hard-boiled detective fiction is then a genre of political

protest in the tradition of women proletarian writers of the 1930s.
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Chapter One: Feminist Hard-Boiled Detective Fiction and Women’s Proletarian Writings

Every type of fiction has its own degree and special kind of relevance to the nature and
composition of society, which it both reflects and affects.

David Madden, 1968

Feminist hard-boiled detective novels are skillfully crafted works that allow their authors
to further their political agendas, protest social hierarchies, and promote social change by
utilizing literary tools similar to those used by women proletarian writers of the 1930s and 1940s.
Hard-boiled detective fiction strikes a chord with American society through characters, settings,
and corruption, which correspond to American lifestyles, fears, and desires. Detective fiction
has always been a complex and dynamic genre, with its direct commentary on criminal
corruption, social injustice, and political practices. Hard-boiled detective fiction is a genre of
awareness. Contemporary feminist hard-boiled detective fiction writers have readily adapted the
masculine hard-boiled detective fiction genre’s tradition of social examination and incorporated
more political protest and demands for social change.

The most striking difference between the masculine hard-boiled detective fiction of the
1930s and 1940s and similar fiction being written by women today is the way in which women
authors are now using the genre to further the political and literary goals of the feminist
movement. Feminism and the traditional hard-boiled genre, the long-time home of the American
tough guy, may seem to be an ill-fitting match. The crime-plagued 1940s world inhabited by
traditional tough guys, as created by Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and James M. Cain,
seems inhospitable to and incompatible with the political reform of the contemporary feminist
hard-boiled detectives, as fashioned by Sara Paretsky, Sue Grafton, and Marcia Muller. Indeed,

critics such as Kathleen Gregory Klein have long upheld the idea that the feminist hard-boiled



detective is incapable of surviving as anything other than a drag character in the genre as she
inherited it.

But is it accurate to assume that the feminist hard-boiled detective writers are dealing
with generic conventions strictly from traditional masculine hard-boiled detective fiction?
Actually, feminist hard-boiled detective writers do use the conventions of the traditional male-
dominated hard-boiled detective genre, but they also incorporate tools and techniques of protest
and subversion, both generic and political, which are found in women’s proletarian writing of the
1930s and 1940s. With the tools of the proletarian genre, the feminist writers can turn the
traditionally masculine-dominated genre into works of political protest. This is the kind of
subversion discussed by Cathy Moses in Dissenting Fictions. Moses theorizes how communities
which were traditionally marginalized can use the same genre forms mainstream society does for
their own radical political ends. Feminist hard-boiled detective authors and women proletarian
writers from the 1930s are examples of communities who use classic genres for radical ends.

Proletarian literature and tough guy novels, such as hard-boiled detective fiction, are
literary siblings with an intertwining development that crosses genre boundaries, as attested to by
Benjamin Appel: “Back in the Thirties, the Tough Guy novel and the Proletarian novel were both
a lamode. And although styles have long changed, the best of the tough guy novels will endure
because the vice was genuine and not simply a device. In fact, some of the best of the tough guy
novels were also among the best of the proletarian novels” (13). Both genres have distinct
political designs, even if at times these designs may appear to be at cross-purposes.

Culture plays a powerful role in the creation of the 1930s women proletarian novels and
contemporary feminist hard-boiled detective fiction works. Regrettably, this study will not look

at these cultural aspects, which may foster the similarities between proletarian literature of the



1930s and contemporary feminist hard-boiled detective fiction. Such an examination would be
substantial. Devoting adequate coverage to the subject would require more space than this
project allows.

Within the 1930s proletarian movement, there was a small core of women authors who
were writing to promote proletarian ideas, as well as their own brand of feminism. Writers such
as Josephine Herbst and Catherine Brody fashioned strong women characters who showed
political power as it could unfold on the home front and in the workplace. They give voice to the
oppressed workers.

Herbst and Brody laid the path that feminist hard-boiled detective writers would use to
transcend the limits of the genre and allow their characters to become powerful proponents of
social change. Like Herbst and Brody, Paretsky, Grafton, and Muller question mainstream
social conventions in their fiction by exploring word choice, physical performance,
socioeconomic class, community, violence, and revelation.

How does mastery of different styles of socialized language and social/professional
speech patterns provide both a measurement of professional competency for protagonists and
opportunities for transgression? Chapter one examines how the hard-boiled detective must work
to show language proficiency to claim the role of detective and suggest social and political
change. In the hard-boiled genre, language becomes a series of codes designed to keep the
ignorant at bay, while allowing those familiar with the code to share knowledge and display their
authority. The protagonist has a history of mastering police/legal language and criminal street
terms to display skill and power. The traditional masculine hard-boiled detective must
demonstrate that he knows the right code to use in a given situation. When working with police

officers, he uses the jargon of the field, showing the police that he understands the process they



follow and that he is knowledgeable in their field. When dealing with criminals, the masculine
hard-boiled detective uses the slang of the street to communicate his awareness of what is
happening. Thus, those who interact with him understand that he has mastery of several
language “codes.” He gains respect and limited acceptance because of such mastery.

Women proletarian writers of the 1930s were also aware of the power that political party
jargon holds. Language forms the basis of solidarity for proletarians. The need to master the
messages of the party was especially great for women proletarian writers. To be recognized as
knowledgeable, powerful, and devoted to the causes, women proletarian writers of the 1930s had
to be able to render their party’s message in a manner that communicated their understanding of
working class issues and the proletarian stance on those issues.

Feminist hard-boiled detectives like Paretsky’s Warshawski, Grafton’s Millhone, and
Muller’s McCone understand the power of mastering code, but their use of code is complicated
by the feminist hard-boiled detectives’ desire to distance themselves from organizations that may
attempt to remove them from their positions of authority. If these feminist hard-boiled detectives
fail to display their knowledge and use the proper code, then they will be discredited and
removed from the positions of power that being the detective provides them. These
linguistically savvy characters must find a way to use social expectations surrounding modes of
conversation to manipulate others into confessing hidden information.

Traditional masculine hard-boiled detective fiction is the realm of the “tough guy.” As
Sheldon Norman Grebstein points out, the hard-boiled detective criteria includes a demand that
the detective be able to withstand the physical rigors of the role and still finish the case (23).
Because of this expectation, there is an apparent stereotype when considering who should

physically fill the role of hard-boiled detective. Chapter two explores if and how if the feminist



hard-boiled detectives meet these gender-specific expectations connected to the gender of the
protagonist.

In their study, The Images of Occupational Prestige, Anthony Coxon and Charles L.
Jones determine that stereotypes are comfortable and provide individuals with an easy way of
labeling performance, physical presentation, social expectations, and role fulfillment. Chandler,
Hammett, and Cain were aware of this social reliance upon stereotypes when they created their
hard-boiled heroes. Herbst and Brody were also aware of the power of stereotypes. Brody’s
Molly of Nobody Starves is aware that she does not look like the popular social conception of a
shop girl (5). The disparity between appearance and ability often hampered the characters in
women’s proletarian literature.

The feminist hard-boiled detective authors, like the women proletarian writers of the
1930s, know that looking the part is important when their characters are dealing with clients and
suspects. Can feminist hard-boiled detective authors take steps to confront stereotypical
expectations of appearance where women proletarian writers created characters that felt stymied
by these expectations? The feminist hard-boiled detective finds herself in the predicament of
having to battle the tough stereotype to prove that she can successfully fulfill the job
requirements. Consequently, there is a strong awareness of physical presentation in the novels.
In dealing with dress, social expectation, and the ability to complete a case, the feminist hard-
boiled detective attempts to take an aggressive stance on a tough criterion that could easily leave
her disempowered.

Money, the desire for it, the lack of it, and the greed associated with it, has always played
a strong role in hard-boiled detective novels. How does the feminist hard-boiled detective use

her socioeconomic status to her best advantage politically and professionally? Chapter three



examines the relationship between profession, socioeconomic affiliations, and threats to
authority that come from affluence. The traditional masculine hard-boiled detective is also
recognized by his treatment of money. In the hard-boiled detective genre, the protagonists are
underpaid, yet still work for the betterment of society. Detectives, like other public servants, are
seen as inherently noble for giving up the income they could earn in other professions, to serve
society. This idea of the noble self-sacrifice of the public servant glamorizes their impoverished
state and lends these individuals an aura of being free from the corruption that money and the
desire for money leads to in society.

Proletarians also took up the issue of money and the lack of it. Instead of glamorizing
their impoverished state and remaining separated from socioeconomic classes, they embraced the
working class and showed poverty to be oppressive. While the hard-boiled detective avoided
direct connection with the lower and upper class, the proletarian protagonist is directly tied to the
blue-collar class. Women proletarian writers, such as Herbst and Brody, used their protagonists
to show the corruption in the work environment and in the home environment. The ties they
made between the workplace, the economy, and the home, showed how political choices were
reflected in the microcosm of everyday life. Feminist hard-boiled detective writers try to use the
same sense of community established by women proletarian writers of the 1930s. Paretsky,
Grafton, and Muller all have created detectives with distinct ties to their community, economic
class, and political beliefs. Do these strong socioeconomic and political affiliations keep the
feminist hard-boiled detectives from creating an order that addresses inequality among classes
and resolving cases in ways that can be accepted by the reader? Or, will these detectives be seen

as too biased to construct a viable resolution to cases?



The image of the lone hard-boiled detective traveling through the world of crime
untainted is a hallmark of the genre. Chandler’s Marlowe, Hammett’s Spade and Continental
Op, and Cain’s Huff are examples of the virtues and failures of adhering to the ideas of rugged
individualism. Their status as outsiders was thought to give them enough distance from crime
and the temptations of society to see situations objectively. In spite of this, the traditional
masculine hard-boiled detective was not a social outsider. He was a member of mainstream
society. He did place himself outside the criminal world and social realm of those cultural
systems that remained on the fringes of the mainstream.

Women’s proletarian literature of the 1930s discards the lone protagonist in favor of
more group-focused interaction. Women proletarian writers understood the power that a group
could provide for an individual and their cause. Their stories are not about lone individuals, but
about individuals and their connections to larger groups. This idea of unity is one that is taken
up by feminism. The result is a struggle for the feminist hard-boiled detective writers to have
their characters avoid isolation and utilize the power of a community without being open to
allegations of corruption, which can come from group connections.

Can Paretsky’s Warshawski, Grafton’s Millhone, and Muller’s McCone maintain strong
ties to their communities, which help provide them a sense of identity and mold their political
perspectives, and still be seen as authority figures worthy of reestablishing the violated order?
Unlike women proletarian writers, authors of feminist hard-boiled detective works understand
the inherent danger in associating too closely with a group. Feminist hard-boiled detectives must
work to remain close to those in their families and communities, yet preserve their ability to see

when those community members could be trying to manipulate them. What emerges in feminist



hard-boiled detective fiction is a compelling desire for community and purpose weighed against
the awareness of the possibility that the community is trying to manipulate authority.

Chapter five explores the issue of violence as an integral part of hard-boiled detective
fiction and what that means for the authority of feminist hard-boiled detectives. Violence is seen
as one of the more problematic components of feminist hard-boiled detective fiction. In his work,
“The Tough Hemmingway and His Hard-Boiled Children” Sheldon Norman Grebstein first
criterion for being a tough guy is the traditional masculine hard-boiled detective’s ability to show
his “toughness” and masculinity and validate his right to be a detective by his ability to withstand
physical abuse and continue to do the job (23). Chandler’s Marlowe, Hammett’s Spade, and
Cain’s Huff must prove that they can deal with physical abuse inflicted upon them during the
course of a case to maintain their power as hard-boiled detectives.

In society, women have traditionally been barred from using socially sanctioned violence
as a tool. Theorists, such as Jean Bethke Elshtain in Women and War and Vanessa Friedman in
“Over His Dead Body: Female Murders, Female Rage, and Western Culture,” explain how
socially- sanctioned male violence (actions by soldiers and police officers, for example) grants
men power and immunity from any negative connotations associated with those violent actions
while violent women are seen as deviant. This double standard holds true for traditional
masculine hard-boiled detective fiction. Violent women, often represented in the femme fatale,
are criminals who need to be controlled and contained by mainstream authorities.

Women’s proletarian writers of the 1930s were also aware of the monster-deviant images
associated with women who used violence. These women writers were equally aware of how
violence is used as a tool used by mainstream society to silence fringe political causes. In works

such as Herbst’s Rope of Gold and Brody’s Nobody Starves, mainstream violence is shown to be



a devastating, suppressive tool used to keep workers from advancing to economic security and
humane treatment. Herbst and Brody dramatized the politics of violence while avoiding the
creation of the violent monster woman.

How can feminist hard-boiled detective writers use violence in a socially and politically
aware manner reminiscent of 1930s women proletarian writers? Works like Judith Butler’s
Gender Trouble and Lois McNay’s Foucault and Feminism, examine the socially sanctioned
uses and limitations of actions and body parts and underscore how society attempts to control the
individual’s body and actions. These theories also point out that those individuals who dare to
act outside these narrow social boundaries can create powerful transgressions. Can Feminist
hard-boiled detective authors use the actions of their detectives as political protests and attempts
to control the image of a violent woman? Feminist hard-boiled detective writers must show the
same keen awareness that 1930°s women proletarian writers possessed when they used the power
of interpretation to further a cause.

Chapter six examines the feminist hard-boiled detective’s ability to control the power
inherent in interpreting and sharing information with large groups. The final revelation of
hidden events and motivations for criminal acts has long been the centerpiece of the hard-boiled
detective genre. The process of revelation is one society values as part of the maintenance of the
mainstream and as an important part of induction into the mainstream for those on the fringe.
Michel Foucault briefly explores revelation and confession in History of Sexuality, where he
examines the role of confession and use of knowledge in society (6). Similarly, Christine Evans
points out in “On the Valuation of Detective Fiction: A Study in the Ethics of Consolation” that
the restoration of lost information and order in the mystery genre are two outcomes that the

reader depends on for an artificial sense of consolation and safety (163).



Revelation is a much more complex act than merely telling the hidden story. The hard-
boiled detective authors in general, as well as women proletarian writers of the 1930s, are aware
of the power that is connected to the interpretation of the facts uncovered. For the traditional
masculine hard-boiled detective like Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe, controlling that
interpretation meant keeping their plans a secret from outsiders, including the police. Proletarian
authors like Josephine Herbst and Catherine Brody were equally aware of the power of
revelation and interpretation, but from the side of those who were usually oppressed by it.

The feminist hard-boiled detective author builds on the same foundation of information
manipulation used by women proletarian writers. While these women crusaders are aware of the
need to bring crimes and injustice to the attention of mainstream society, they are also aware of
the fact that letting the police and other mainstream organizations know what they are doing too
early can cause them to lose control over the case and the interpretation of the information they
have uncovered. Conversely, the feminist hard-boiled detectives may withhold information
about their individual clients to protect them from mainstream systems or shield their privacy.
When dealing with the demands of clients and authority, the feminist hard-boiled detective often
employs misdirection.

John Kucich’s The Power of Lies: Transgression in Victorian Fiction reveals that society
sees misrepresenting situations as a passive feminine activity. For the feminist hard-boiled
detective to be seen as less than truthful by the police or other mainstream justice organizations
creates the risk of feminizing her into a form of passivity, causing her to be removed from the
active, powerful role of detective, and allowing the mainstream to control the interpretation of

information. Lying can make the feminist hard-boiled detective ineffectual. Conversely, being
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dishonest may help the feminist hard-boiled detective retain her role as detective. Can these
characters successfully use lies to keep the same authority that lying threatens to destroy?

Since both masculine hard-boiled detective fiction and American women’s proletarian
literature of the 1930s and 1940s came of age at the same time and share several significant
genre traits, it is only logical that feminist hard-boiled detective fiction writers should utilize
tools from both for political protest. From the traditional masculine hard-boiled detectives of
Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and James M. Cain, feminist hard-boiled detective
fiction writers inherited a world of socially defined power and clear passage for redefining the
social order into a more desirable political view. Still relying upon realism and first-person
narrative, feminist hard-boiled detective writers, such as Sara Paretsky, Sue Grafton and Marcia
Muller endeavor to create heroines that both rebel against and utilize the genre characteristics
established by their masculine forerunners. Their rebellion, seen in the way they construct their
relationships, conduct their investigations, and interpret the world around them, has strong
similarities to the works of women proletarian writers like Josephine Herbst and Catherine
Brody. The strong political views of both feminist hard-boiled fiction and women’s proletarian
writing show women characters struggling to find agency and authority in a society that is not

yet ready to acknowledge the changing balance of gender-related power.
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Chapter Two: The Code of Words
We have too many high sounding words and not enough facts that correspond with them.
Abigail Adams, 1774

The phrase “What is the password?” is designed to protect the treasured secrets of
childhood organizations, web pages, and network security and to underscore society’s emphasis
on separating those who are qualified, knowledgeable, trusted members of the group from
interlopers whose presence may only undermine the established rules and codes used to create
boundaries and order. The wrong utterance, the bleak hesitation of an unsure phrase, or the
simple inability to keep up with the code denies the unwanted and unworthy, membership in the
club. As we mature, the terminology of our fields becomes the secret code of professionalism,
replacing simplistic passwords, preserving the simplistic principles of inclusion and exclusion.
Lois McNay reveals that dialogues and verbal power structures are a vital part of mainstream
society’s governing system that affects an individual’s ability to create a psychologically specific
gender, race, socioeconomic class, and ethical identity (80-82). Society depends upon the
socialized use of language. Terminology and catch phrases fill our conversations and create the
sound of power, while hiding the fury of ignorance. The fascination with the restrictive aspects
of language is also deeply embedded in literature. Codes provide the reader with a false sense of
security. Like all codes, these can be “cracked,” stolen by outsiders and imposters to manipulate.
The expectation that the mastery of socialized language codes equals knowledge and competency
is the same in literature as in conversations. These communications, with their inclusion and
exclusion, are a focal point for the tough guy voice, which provides the backbone for the

masculine hard-boiled detective and proletarian genres. For the feminist hard-boiled detective to
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be taken seriously as a descendent of the masculine hard-boiled detective genre and the
proletarian genres, she must show the same verbal acumen.

The power of the tough guy is found in his voice. David Madden describes this voice:

... as terse and idiomatic as the news headlines, radio bulletins, and newsreels
which reported the events of the Thirties: the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre; labor
strife; speakeasy raids; lynchings; the shooting of Legs Diamond; the Lindbergh
kidnapping; . . . .—events described in Henry Morton Robinson’s Fantastic
Interim (Harcourt Brace, 1943) and, in relation to literary and other popular
culture elements, in Leo Gurko’s Angry Decade (Dodd, Mead, 1947).

(Tough Guy xix)

The tough guy voice was raised to high art by Chandler, Hammett, and Cain, in the hard-
boiled detective fiction genre. The tough guy voice is one of unvarnished fact. The style of the
tough guy voice is usually first person, rich in slang and jargon, and marked with objectivity and
detachment. It is a style that reflects a jaded yet inventive outlook on life that is filled with
metaphors and comparisons. Chandler’s comparisons provide an excellent illustration of this:
“But their faces were as threadbare as a bookkeeper’s office coat” (Farewell 225). The tough
guy’s voice uses more common images when making comparisons, often referring to people and
places associated with the working class and aspects of a harder existence. When Chandler’s
Philip Marlowe meets Mrs. Jessie Florin in Farewell, My Lovely, he compares her easy
consumption of bourbon to swallowing aspirin (222). The effortless linking of alcohol and an
everyday painkiller creates an association that is at once disturbing and blunt. This is a voice
whose assertions the reader can trust, the voice of newsreels and fact. Society’s unvarnished

truth is still filled with code. The deceptively plain tough guy voice is thick with codes to help

gain empathy from the audience.
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The voice is one of gritty realism and meant to reflect the seedy social class the detective
must search through to find the criminal, as well as the blue-collar world the detective is
traditionally associated with in values and socioeconomic status. Verbal function is as important
as the physical act, especially where performance theory is concerned. Carl Freedman and
Christopher Kendrick posit in “Forms of Labor in Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest,” that the
language of Hammett’s Continental Op shows his ability to negotiate different levels of labor
and political conflict while attempting to solve the crime and complete his job (209). The careful
negotiation of verbal economies and the use of words from the criminal classes establish the
elaborate code the masculine hard-boiled detective employs. Hammett’s Continental Op’s
ability to manipulate others into action or inaction through conversations shows the character’s
mastery over multiple verbal codes. In Hammett’s short story, “The Tenth Clew,” Continental
Op works with Detective O’Gar to solve the murder of Charles Gantvoort’s father. Detective
O’Gar questions Gantvoort about the death of his father, with Op acting as witness (Continental
Op 8-14). Throughout the questioning, O’Gar is firmly in control of the conversation.
Gantvoort is limited to merely responding to questions and confirming what O’Gar already
knew. Op is reduced to silence because he was not informed by O’Gar of what role he is to play.
After the questioning, O’Gar shows Op new evidence. This change in the conversation allows
Op to enter into the conversation immediately by asking about “fingerprints” and joining the
search for missing suspects by assuring O’Gar he will send off “. . . a batch of telegrams to the
Agency’s branches, having the names of the list taken care of. I’ll try to have the three clippings
traced, too” (14). With his inquiries into fingerprints, he shows O’Gar that he understands the
science of evidence and the direct connection between individual and proof. Op then places

himself in a position of authority, equal to if not greater than O’Gar’s, by taking over aspects of
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the case, such as the search for missing suspects. He creates the verbal impression that he is
more powerful than O’Gar with his comment about branches and telegrams. While O’Gar is
centered in one city, it is Op who has a greater sphere of influence and more resources.
Therefore, Op’s offer of help with locating the suspects may seem to be a courtesy, but is
designed to display his power. Continental Op’s strategies work well because he knows how to
employ the correct phrases, thereby establishing his credibility with authorities and criminals
alike. His mastery of several codes establishes his credibility with the reader, and the use of
blunt comparisons gives the dialog a feel of truth and authority.

Proletarian writers saw the power of socialized language and worked to incorporate their
views on politics into their version of truth. Both Walter Rideout’s The Radical Novel in the
United States, 1900-1954: Some Interrelations of Literature and Society and Barbara Foley’s
Radical Representations: Politics and Form in U.S. Fiction, 1939-1941 document the
importance of using what proletarian writers saw as the language of the worker as that language
unfolded in the debates within New Masses. One of the writers Foley sees as aptly displaying the
importance of language is Josephine Herbst. In Rope of Gold, Herbst disrupts the narrative with
fictional newspaper columns that tell of the struggle of the proletarian movement. The short
sentences of the newspaper articles provide a clear contrast between the political struggles of the
working class and the struggles of the protagonists, Jonathan and Victoria, as they balance
familial demands with their drive to make America better for the working class. These moments
when Herbst uses mock newsprint clarify the themes of the text and place them in the context of
the reality of that time. Consequently, both proletarian literature and hard-boiled detective
fiction adopted the tough guy style for its realism and connection to the working class. This

reliance upon the tough guy voice forced women writers of the 1930s to either adopt the
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masculine rhetoric of the radical novel, as created by proletarian leaders like Mike Gold, or to
focus on the female body and the traditionally domestic spheres (Rabinowitz 182). Feminist
hard-boiled detective authors find themselves faced with a similar situation to these women
proletarian writers. These feminist detective writers must correctly and successfully use the
tough guy voice, as well as other technical languages, while keeping their protagonists’ gender
identities and political views at the forefront of the texts.

Feminist hard-boiled detectives, like masculine hard-boiled detectives, are required to
understand and use terminology with the professionals and laymen alike. Jargon adds an edge to
the tough voice that inspires confidence, adds to the tough persona, and manipulates those the
detective interacts with during the course of the investigation. Writers such as Paretsky, Grafton,
and Muller craft the voices of their characters, not only to reflect, but also to show the feminist
hard-boiled detectives’ competency in verbal economies. Paretsky’s V. I. Warshawski,
Grafton’s Millhone, and Muller’s McCone use their verbal sparring skills to manipulate police
officers, gain access to information, and create their social identities. They use the code handed
down from their masculine hard-boiled predecessors combined with the protest strategies used
by their proletarian mothers to subvert coded systems to fit their needs.

2.1  Cop Talk and Legalese

The scientific language of criminal investigation transforms the mundane crime scene
and victim into objects of study and investigation removed from the streets. Crime and victim
then belong to the world of clinical, manageable science. Terminology creates a meeting ground
for hard-boiled detective fiction, proletarian literature, and society. While the traditional
masculine hard-boiled detective did not fit in well with the police department, he did have a

common speech pattern, understanding the terms and using them to glean information from
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authorities. In Farewell, My Lovely, Chandler’s Marlowe is questioned by Detective-Lieutenant
Nulty. Marlowe uses slang, police jargon, and logical observation to win over Detective-
Lieutenant Nulty’s momentary trust. Nulty accuses Marlowe of “riding him.” Marlowe
responds, “I’m not trying to ride anybody” (Farewell 12). Marlowe’s correct use of the slang
term assures Nulty that Marlowe understands not only what Nutly was implying, that Marlowe
was lying to him, but that he and Marlowe share a common vernacular based on street exposure.
When Nulty looks through police records for a suspect, he allows Marlowe to bring up the
possibility of checking parole records (Farwell 12). By talking about the parole records,
Marlowe establishes his familiarity with the proper procedure and governing rules that are a part
of Nulty’s professional world. Finally, Marlowe uses his observations to establish a common
ground with Nulty by theorizing whether or not Moose Malloy shot and killed Mr. Montgomery:
“. .. but I got the idea somebody got scared and shot at Malloy and then Malloy took the gun
away from whoever did it. . . . Consider the kind of clothes he was wearing. He didn’t go there
to kill anybody; not dressed like that. He went there to look for this girl named Velma that had
been his girl before he was pinched for the bank job” (Farwell 13). Combined with Marlowe’s
repeated observation that the police would eventually bring Malloy in for questioning, Marlowe
creates a bond of professional trust with Nulty (Farwell 13). This professional respect leads to
Nulty charging Marlowe with finding the missing Velma. In a few short pages, Marlowe’s
display of expertise as a detective allows the police detective to see him as a valuable tool, rather
than an obstacle to solving the mystery.

Many proletarian writers approach the use of language from a different angle. They use
the jargon of disciplinary offices as a way to understand the “enemy,” and use this knowledge to

their own ends. This is especially true for women. The literary proletarian movement of the
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1930s is marked by a sharp divide between a demand for a literary aesthetic and a need for
functionality in the literature (Foley 54-56). This debate over use and function of language
would ultimately play out in the pages of New Masses (Foley 87). Barbara Foley explains that
writers such as Grace Lumpkin and Clara Weatherwax were urged by leaders of the Left to “not
sound too much like women—or at least the wrong kinds of women” (223). In consequence,
Lumpkin and Weatherwax created carefully crafted works that promoted the party agenda,
exposed the plight of the worker, and revealed the powerful presence of women in the text as
well as in the political movement. Lumpkin, Weatherwax, and Herbst utilize Leftist party jargon
as well as society’s jargon to bring their work to the reader. Herbst’s Rope of Gold uses party
terminology several ways. Herbst’s Jonathan Chance makes a speech to poor farmers that is
filled with calls for action, “Last year we demanded a moratorium of debts ... This year we
demand cancellation. . . . next year we shall demand confiscation” (9). Jonathan, the young and
eager political reformer, is the most obvious platform for political expression in Herbst’s work.
Victoria is a more subtle tool for Herbst’s agenda. It is through Victoria’s eyes the reader sees
unfold the stories of individuals in need. Victoria’s sympathetic perspective shows children in
need and questions the power of a society that allows children to suffer.

Warshawski’s use of jargon with police officers gives her a competency with them that
allows her to decipher the literal codes that mark their language. Her connection to the police as
a cop’s daughter allows her access to the slang and interior of the police world. She can use
what she knows to interact with police officers on equal ground. In Bitter Medicine,
Warshawski talks with Detective Rawlings about police action against a pro-life group picketing
a free clinic that performs abortions: “*So what happens now?’ | said bitterly. ‘A few disorderly

conducts, several disturbing the peace—low bail—no prosecution” ” (103). Warshawski’s
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ability to accurately list the charges against the crowd, and her realistic view of how much
weight those charges will hold when brought to hearings, shows Officer Rawlings that she
understands how the system works. She shares his insider knowledge of the limited
effectiveness these charges will have against the protesters. Similarly, Warshawski’s degree in
law allows her access to court terms. She can use her legal background to decipher official court
and police documents. In Bitter Medicine, Warshawski monitors a court case against Dieter
Monkfish and translates the main points for the reader:

I could not hear what passed between Dick [the defense lawyer] and

the judge, or the judge, the policeman, and Monkfish, but the upshot was

Monkfish was released on his own recognizance, given a court date in

October, and enjoined from disturbing the peace. If he complied, all

charges would be dropped. (114)
Warshawski watches the formal display of justice and translates the proceedings into manageable
information that can be directly applied to her purpose of solving a possible malpractice case.
While Warshawski shares this insider knowledge with the reader, she often does not reveal to the
police, or other agencies of public authority, how much she understands. Warshawski holds
more social authority in her role as detective than Herbst’s Mrs. Winter does as a mother. Both
characters realize that knowing the code is only part of the power struggle. Warshawski has
power outside of the home, in the immediate business world of crime and justice. Mrs. Winter’s
power is limited to her family and her ability to oversee her children. These women know that
the codes they have deciphered are designed to safeguard access to and dissemination of
knowledge.

Michel Foucault explains that discourse and power have a dynamic and often

overwhelming relationship. For Foucault, discourse and power are deeply intertwined (Power

131-132). While exclusion and repression play a part in this analysis, Foucault does see
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repression as a part of social power relationships. Foucault theorizes that power goes beyond
repression and instead produces “form of knowledge” (Power 119). The sharing of knowledge is
another primary power function of linguistic code. The construction of knowledge or truth
invokes social power structures, membership, and displays of knowledge that can certainly create
understanding, as Foucault suggests (Power 119). As Lois McNay explores in Foucault and
Feminism, Foucault did not take gender roles into adequate consideration (9-10). When the
gender differences are introduced, power constraints and limitations become more apparent.
McNay points out that women have different uses for power than men (169). By selecting how
much of their knowledge to reveal to the authorities, Warshawski and Mrs. Winter guard their
power. They can then use their “hidden” knowledge for their own ends, which may run counter
to the demands of the police and the lodge. Instead, they choose to use their power to support
their own belief systems, political and familial.

Paretsky’s Warshawski has the traditional hard-boiled detective’s quasi-antagonistic
relationship with the police, which is further complicated by her gender. Warshawski’s
interaction with police officials is marked by the hostile use of coded terminology to define roles
and gain access to information. While Warshawski does achieve some success in gaining
information from the police and support for her role as detective, her power as a feminist hard-
boiled detective is under attack from the police, who attempt to reduce her to the less powerful
and privileged roles of victim or grieving woman. Officer Bobby Mallory, an old friend of
Warshawski’s father from his days as a police officer, often tries to keep the inquisitive
Warshawski out of “police business.” He does this in two different ways. First, he tries to
remove Warshawski from the role of detective and place her in a less-powerful position of

observer or associate of the victim. Second, he refuses to share information with her. In
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Deadlock, he tries to keep information from Warshawski concerning the death of her ex-hockey
player cousin Boom-Boom Warshawski, by associating her with the role of grieving family
victim: “He looked at me sternly. ‘Do you really need to know that [the exact manner of Boom-
Boom’s death], Vicki? I know you think you’re tough, but you’ll be happier remembering
Boom-Boom the way he was on ice” (Paretsky, Deadlock 4). Mallory’s use of “Vicki” is a
signal to Warshawski that he sees her more as the daughter of an old friend than as a professional
on the case. This unprofessional categorization is underscored by his refusal to share exact
details and by his questioning of her “toughness.” As Butler explains in Gender Trouble, part of
the establishment of gender roles comes through ritualized, contextual interactions, both physical
and verbal (331). Through his use of her first name, Mallory is refusing Warshawski access to
the ritualized interaction of police officer and detective. His verbal intercourse forces
Warshawski into the role of grieving woman. Warshawski’s investigation into Boom-Boom’s
life before he was killed places her back into the role of detective. Naming and knowledge
define Warshawski’s relationship with the police, community, and her family. Warshawski
struggles to have her authority as a feminist detective recognized and, to some extent, validated
by the police through her insistent use of her last name and her precise use of terminology.

Because of Warshawski’s profession, she has more success with using code in business
areas outside the home than her proletarian foremothers. Similarly, Josephine Herbst shows the
limit of a woman’s power outside of her home in Nothing is Sacred. Herbst’s Mrs. Winter
attends a lodge meeting called to decide the fate of her embezzling son-in-law, Harry, whom she
has saved from arrest by mortgaging her home. As the meeting progresses, Mrs. Winter is
largely ignored. The all male lodge board decides to spare Harry the jail sentence on the

condition that Mrs. Winter’s family repays the lodge members the money Harry stole (30). The
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counsel then decides in what order individuals must be repaid: “The lodge members were all for
having the outstanding debts to the merchants of the town, most of whom were brothers, paid up
first before the payments on the debt to Mrs. Winter should begin” (69). Mrs. Winter does
openly protest, but she knows from the terms used that her low priority means she will likely not
be repaid at all (69-70). Her argument is based on her husband’s advanced age and inability to
provide for her as he did when he was younger. While the lodge’s response seems sympathetic,
she understands it is mostly for appearance. The sympathy is a hollow code, which does not
bind the lodge members to action on her behalf. Harry does convince the men to reimburse her
for a small portion of her loss, but it is a token gesture. In both cases, Warshawski and Mrs.
Winter understand more than they indicate to others. They realize that the roles dictated by the
masculine authority figures of Bobby Mallory and the lodge council do not leave room for direct
action by Warshawski and Mrs. Winter. These strong women characters do not allow this verbal
slighting to keep them from acting and bringing about the outcomes they desire. Warshawski
reestablishes her role as a detective investigating her cousin’s death through her continued
questioning of the people associated with Boom-Boom. Mrs. Winter keeps her role as matriarch
of the family by attempting to control how her son-in-law spends his money. Both Mrs. Winter
and Warshawski use code and selective information dissemination to try to establish the order
they prefer instead of what is required by male-centered governing organizations.

Grafton’s Millhone uses cop talk to decode as well. In B Is For Burglar, Millhone often
decodes numerical phrases in police dialogues: “Miss Millhone, this is Patrolman Benedict of
the Santa Teresa Police Department. We’ve been called on a 594 at 2097 Via Madrina,
apartment 1 and a Mrs. Tillie Ahlberg is asking for you . . . .I [Millhone] raised up on one elbow

... '6947?” .. *Malicious mischief?’” ( 322). Millhone’s quick decoding of 594 establishes her
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familiarity with police procedure gained from her background as a police officer and her
experience as a detective. The ability to understand the codes affords her some respect among
police officers. It allows her to construct her role of detective as a competent professional who is
familiar with the terminology.

Millhone’s knowledge of police procedure and the power associated with the codes
allows her to manipulate police officers. Her relationship with higher-ranked police officials is,
like Paretsky’s Warshawski, hostile. On the surface, this interaction may appear traditional and
in keeping with Millhone’s hard-boiled predecessors, but she has other obstacles to overcome.
Millhone was once a police officer and left the ranks of the police department to become a
detective. She understands how the authority structure works, but has chosen to work counter to
it for her own ends. Her continued use of the knowledge is a kind of treason. Millhone has first-
hand experience with the power, codes, and structure of the police department, yet she
voluntarily chose to leave behind the privilege of the position because it was not meeting her
personal goal to make a difference (Grafton, B 285). Now, Millhone uses the knowledge she
gained as a police officer to further her own agendas and those of her clients, not the agenda of
the police department. She knows when the police are tying up evidence or being less than forth
coming with necessary information. Her experience allows her to predict how long it will take
the police to gather their information and react. This expertise enables her to manipulate police
officers and the system. Millhone’s manipulations are not always to the benefit of the police
department. Often, she works against them for her professional and personal goals. Millhone’s
counter-intelligence game can be seen as a betrayal of the training and trust the authorities placed

in her.
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This strategy of infiltrating and undermining is one whose roots can easily be traced back
to women proletariat writers such as Josephine Herbst and Rope of Gold. In this work, Victoria
sees the working of large corporations as well as the proletarian party. She uses her
understanding of political systems and the power of the press to gain access to Cuban workers
and publicize their stories when she travels to Cuba. Victoria immediately understands the
political and personal plights of the workers and uses this understanding to create a sympathetic
news article for publication in the United States. Women with an understanding of larger
systems, whether they are factory systems or social/political organizations, who use that
information to maneuver the organizations into granting them what they desire are common
characters in women’s proletarian literature of the 1930s. Millhone, like Victoria, uses official
structures to legitimize her own claims to authority, reveal injustice, and take steps to correct that
injustice.

Grafton’s Millhone also undermines the police by using police methods to lie to them.
She knows what the limits are and how to get around those limits with words. Although she
lacks Warshawski’s formal legal background, she does know how to interpret the law to give
herself some leeway. In C Is For Corpse, Millhone’s client is killed in what appears to be an
auto accident. Millhone decides to use a California manslaughter law to keep investigating the
case: ‘a killing is murder or manslaughter if the party dies within three years and a day after the
stroke is received or the cause of death is administered” (Grafton, C 627). Through her
interpretation of this law, even though her client was killed, she still has the right in her client’s
name, to track down the other individuals involved in the accident, and keep a potential murderer
from going free. Millhone maintains her professional attachment to the case while satisfying her

sense of moral right and wrong. Millhone’s ability to construct the law in such a way as to
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authorize her claim to the case shows her mastery over the legal codes, granting her authority in
professional criminal investigation circles.

Millhone’s morality works on a sliding scale. Her use of the code includes
misrepresenting it when she feels she needs to do so. Lieutenant Con Dolan threatens to arrest
and question Millhone after he correctly guesses that she was present at the crime scene of a Los
Vegas murder. To protect her right to keep investigating the case without police interference,
Millhone lies and goes on the offensive:

I could feel my temper flare. “You want to read me my rights, Lieutenant
Dolan? You want to hand me a certification of notification of my
Constitutional rights? Because I’ll read it and sign it if you like. And
then I’ll call my attorney, and when he gets down here, we can chat. How
is that?” (Grafton, B 198)

Millhone is aware that Dolan has legitimate grounds for complaint with her presence at
the murder scene and that her presence violates an earlier agreement they had concerning the
case. If Millhone gets in the way, Dolan will stop sharing information with her. Millhone
quickly goes on the offensive, padding her lie with legal phrases, invoking an attorney, the
Miranda Act, and offering to sign legal documents. Dolan could easily allow her to do all of this
and then verify her alibi as false. Millhone’s insistence on following regulations, to document
her actions, gives her threat an air of authority and truth. She obviously understands the steps
she must take and their consequences. Her offer to legally commit herself causes Dolan to doubt
that she is lying. Here, Millhone is blatantly manipulating the system through a threatening use
of language.

Marcia Muller’s Sharon McCone interacts more with attorneys than with the police. She

is adept at taking apart legal phrases and deciphering the terminology-filled world of police

reports and contracts that often come up in her cases. The ability to decipher the terms and codes
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of the establishment comes from her connection to the All Souls Legal Cooperative and her roots
in the rebellious 1960s political ideals. The connection to 1960s political activism overtly links
McCone, and Muller’s writing strategies, to earlier proletarian women writers like Herbst and
Brody. Muller, Herbst, and Brody deal with crucial issues such as what a woman’s role is (and
should be) in a political movement, an issue that deeply worried women proletariat writers
(Foley 217-220). Muller takes this concern to its obvious conclusion and has her character,
McCone, ponder the questions of what it means to “sell out” political beliefs in contemporary
society as compared to her views in the 1960s. McCone wonders if her political goals are out-
dated in a world of growing technological advancements, globalization, anti-immigration
movements, and political feminist backlash. In effect, Muller is continuing the political struggles
of feminists that began in the works of Herbst and Brody.

Often themes in Muller’s work are mirrored in smaller plot points as well as in the main
plot. In There is Nothing to be Afraid Of, McCone has an ongoing territorial battle with Gilbert
Thayer, a new lawyer at All Souls. Thayer repeatedly pushes his partners at All Souls to become
more current and corporate. McCone holds tightly to the grassroots philosophy that helped
create the coop. The two battle over everything from the future direction of the coop to parking
space: “According to the note you left me yesterday, the driveway is for the convenience of the
attorneys—but it’s really for the residents. | believe it’s written into the house rules” (94).
McCone’s ability to read legal text often allows her to block Thayer’s power pushes. The
conflict between these two characters is a scaled down version of the individual versus large
corporate America. McCone’s use of language allows her temporarily to outmaneuver the

corporations and to establish herself as a powerful professional detective.
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2.2 Women of the Orders

The women characters in hard-boiled detective fiction, both the detectives and their
female acquaintances, are created by the authors to fit the women’s social expectations of
providing support for each other. They are empathetic to the struggles each faces and take steps
to accommodate each other as far as they can without irrevocably compromising their own
causes or roles in society. This mutual support is common in the relationships between women
in the 1930s proletarian novels by women. In Nothing is Sacred, Herbst focuses on the
relationship between Mrs. Winter and her daughters. They may compete and not reveal all the
intimate details of their lives with each other, but when circumstances become dire, they draw
together and present a united front. They cooperate to create a safe space where Mrs. Winter can
share her concerns about the illegal exploits of Harry with her daughter Hazel. In Nobody
Starves by Brody, the relationship between the women in Molly’s biological family and factory
girls creates the support network that Molly needs to survive and make a life for her family. The
letters between Molly and her family and the conversations between Molly and her friends create
safe venues of information sharing and decoding that allow them to discuss ideas and possible
avenues of action. Molly’s ability to use code and share information with her friends allows her
to provide for herself. Her husband, Bill, is unable to control Molly and the power she gains by
sharing information. In an attempt to contain her, he kills her. Characters such as Mrs. Winter,
Bill, and Molly show how Herbst and Brody were well aware of the power that women could
obtain through the sharing of information outside of mainstream society’s regulating systems.
This is a powerful tool feminist hard-boiled detective writers continue to use on political and

personal fronts to create strong bonds and boundaries for their characters.
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The abovementioned conflicts Warshawski, Millhone, and McCone engaged in were all
with masculine authority figures. Since detective fiction strives to reflect current reality on some
level, it is not surprising to find these women detectives interacting with women police officers
and other women in positions of authority. The feminist hard-boiled detectives use language to
show that they treat women professionally. Overall, the feminist hard-boiled detectives do not
tend to “toughen” their voices with harsh metaphors or comparisons when dealing with other
women characters in professional law enforcement capacities. Warshawski, Millhone, and
McCone strive to create a professional and sympathetic sisterhood. This sisterhood does not
preclude conflict between women, but the conflict does not necessarily stem from the threat to
the feminist hard-boiled detective of being removed from the case by large authority structures.
The treatment of women professionals as equals to their male counterparts is a decisive change
from the earlier tough guy detectives like Hammett, Chandler, and Cain because the women in
their novels held more traditional social roles of that time. In the early works of masculine hard-
boiled detective fiction, women were wives or secretaries, instead of police officers and heads of
charity organizations. There is a bond of understanding created between female characters when
they work to establish authority in a field previously conceptualized as masculine. This bond is
strong, but it is not without disagreements.

Warshawski seems to interact well with other professional women, including police
officers. Blood Shot opens with Warshawski participating in a charity basketball game with old
high school classmates, including Nancy Cleghorn and Caroline Djiak, leaders of the South
Chicago Reawakening Project (SCRAP). These are women who share Warshawski’s political
belief systems and ambitions to help her community. Their political beliefs and drive to change

the living conditions of their world create a ready-made sisterhood. Warshawski’s best friend,
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Lotty, is a doctor at a free clinic. The detective’s admiration and respect for Lotty and her
accomplishments are evident as she seeks Lotty’s approval for her actions. In Bitter Medicine,
Warshawski turns to Lotty for permission to investigate Dr. Tregiere in a possible malpractice
suit: “She [Lotty] fished in her handbag for a card for him, [Dr. Tregiere] then put a reassuring
hand on my shoulder. “You’ll be okay, Vic. You’re fundamentally sound. Trust yourself’”
(78). Many of the charity organizations Warshawski supports are directed by prominent women
in the community. Overall, Warshawski’s friendship with Lotty creates “safe areas” where they
can discuss personal, political, and professional concerns, without provoking scrutiny from
mainstream society. These “safe areas” are linguistic creations, where the codes can be
discussed and created without fear of reprisal from the police, medical institutions, or the church.
Even the safest of linguistic spaces cannot keep Warshawski from running into conflict with
women in positions of authority and power when she threatens the prosperity of organizations
they lead.

Part of the threat Warshawski presents, in this case, stems from her role as detective.
While she is a woman who champions women’s causes, both personal and political, she is a
detective, a function that has in the past maintained the order of a masculine, mainstream society.
Warshawski, like Millhone and McCone, is a figure that can either protect a person or political
group against mainstream society or uphold the edicts of mainstream society. While
Warshawski does support the South Chicago Reawakening Project (SCRAP) by participating in
the charity basketball game and donating money, her investigation in Blood Shot causes some
political backlash against the organization. When Caroline confronts Warshawski about the
investigation, which creates a threat to Caroline’s home l