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It is awfully easy to be hard-boiled about everything in the daytime, but at 
night it is another thing. (Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises, 1926) 

 
Hardboiled = tough.  Noir = screwed.  (Jack Bludis, rara-avis, 16 May 2004) 

 
 
 
For anyone writing, marketing or buying American crime fiction, “hard-boiled” and 

“noir” have come to be evocative labels, though their precise definitions are not 

always easily agreed upon. There are characteristic narrative patterns, but other 

determinants are equally important and harder to pin down: mood, atmosphere, style, 

recurrent themes and character types.  Definitions are further complicated by the 

overlapping relationship between the two terms.  The majority of the texts included 

here could be classified as ‘hard-boiled noir’, but the categories often diverge.  

Being ‘hard-boiled’, as Hemingway’s Jake Barnes implies, is a performance that is 

not, perhaps, all it seems, and one that is not necessarily sustainable.   The off-hand 

toughness of the hard-boiled attitude might be “awfully easy” to maintain during the 

day, but holding the pose can be altogether “another thing” at night.  It is a stance, a 

manner of speaking and behaving that can conceal impaired masculinity; it is no 

adequate hedge against the loss, disillusionment, fear and despair that are constants 

in the world of noir. 

Within the crime and detective genres, hard-boiled fiction is conventionally 

traced to the founding of Black Mask magazine in 1920.  Under the editorship of 

Captain Joseph T. Shaw (from 1926 on), Black Mask set a high standard of 
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colloquial, economical, racy prose and encouraged writers to aim for tough, realistic 

action. Dashiell Hammett started writing for the magazine in 1923. Chandler 

emphasized Hammett’s importance in defining the hard-boiled style in “The Simple 

Art of Murder” (1944), arguing that what had been created in Black Mask was an 

identifiably American variety of crime fiction, very unlike traditional detective 

fiction in being written “for people with a sharp, aggressive attitude to life [who] 

were not afraid of the seamy side of things; they lived there. Violence did not 

dismay them; it was right down their street” (Chandler 1988: 14-15).  Chandler’s 

essay set out most of the traits that have subsequently been seen as the main 

identifying features of hard-boiled crime writing: the pragmatic, hard-nosed 

protagonist and his urban milieu, a spare, colloquial style, a ready resort to violence 

and, at the core of hard-boiled fiction, a commitment to representing contemporary 

reality – “not a fragrant world, but…the world you live in” (17). 

The traditional British detective (Sherlock Holmes, for example, or Hercule 

Poirot) is a detached figure, immune from danger; the hard-boiled investigator, on 

the other hand, is a man who is very directly involved in this violent, dishonest, 

unfragrant world of urban corruption and criminality.  Although the hard-boiled 

protagonist does sometimes show up in small towns or rural backwaters, his habitual 

haunts are the dark alleyways of big cities, sites of confusion and chronic disorder.  

The importance of scene is in itself a distinguishing feature of the American 

tradition, with the uncontainable urban milieu defeating all efforts to impose tidy 

solutions, forestalling the narrative closure associated with classic detective fiction. 

The private eye or other investigative figure who struggles to function in this 

turbulent environment is defined by the nature of his masculine resourcefulness.  

The characteristic hard-boiled plot is punctuated by his violent encounters; the hard-
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boiled style is vitalized by his verbal combativeness.  Street-wise slang, terse wit and 

sardonic wisecracks are the trade-mark elements in his protective armory, an assured 

voice that enables him to establish at least an illusion of control.  The private eye’s 

physical prowess and verbal competence are often linked with the qualities of 

American individualism: he can be viewed as a descendant of the Western hero, the 

frontiersman or lawman transplanted to the urban wilderness.  In his more masterful 

incarnations, this is a protagonist who exacts revenge and dispenses rough justice.  

From Carroll John Daly’s Race Williams in the earliest Black Mask stories (1923-

34) through to late twentieth-century cinematic tough guys like Paul Kersey in 

Death Wish or Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry, such figures can be found powering 

their way through quintessentially hard-boiled narratives, routing villains, reaching 

the end bloody but still able to pull the trigger and summon up the callous cynicism 

of Spillane’s Mike Hammer: “It was easy.” (Spillane: 188)  

In popular usage, “hard-boiled” is often wholly defined with reference to this 

brutally effective masculine agency.  The tradition also evolved, however, in ways 

that carried it in very different directions, towards the skewed and “screwed” 

narratives of the noir thriller, in which the style, protagonist and setting combine to 

produce what Christopher Breu calls “a resolutely negative cultural fantasy” (Breu: 

23).   In many cases, the confident physical superiority of the hard-boiled 

investigator is gravely threatened: he is “slugged, shot at, choked, doped” (Ruhm: 

xiv), beaten down until his tough performance seems more a manifestation of fear 

than a strategy for righting wrongs.  This vulnerability is there from the earliest days 

of hard-boiled writing, and, in addition, the investigator’s claims to moral superiority 

are not infrequently undermined by displays of utter unscrupulousness.  The notion 

of re-establishing order can seem a very questionable proposition when the 
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protagonist himself is so morally disreputable that he is scarcely distinguishable 

from the criminals.  It is commonplace for the tough guy to occupy a liminal 

position between the cops and the crooks, and to win his victory over villainy 

without any kind of formal legal sanction.   

These morally dubious, damaged men are key figures in the evolution of 

literary noir, which, as it developed in the late 1920s and the 1930s, created out of 

the hard-boiled idiom a much more unsettling kind of crime fiction.  In addition to 

battered, alcoholic private eyes, the central characters of the emerging noir tradition 

included clueless victims, unsuccessful crooks, outlaws, psychopaths and a varied 

cast of other transgressors, men (and sometimes women) who are obsessed, pursued, 

paranoid and, more often than not, doomed.   

Definitions of literary noir have to go beyond the visual and other 

specifically cinematic qualities on which discussions of classic film noir tend to be 

based, taking in, for example, subjectivity of viewpoint, the shifting and unstable 

roles of the protagonist and the ill-fated relationship between the protagonist and 

society.  The noir narrative is typically mediated by the unreliable perceptions of a 

character who is confused, self-deceived or dishonest.  The roles occupied by this 

character are not fixed:  victim can turn aggressor or perpetrator; the hunted man can 

become the hunter.  In contrast to the kind of mystery story that is based on a stable 

triangle of characters (detective, victim, murderer), noir narratives don’t move 

towards a tidy assignation of guilt.  Instead of terminating in satisfying narrative 

closure, they demonstrate the folly of thinking there could be any easy solution.  

Noir’s cynical, existentially bitter flavour is imparted by its representation of 

characters who are isolated, alienated, powerless and trapped in a hopelessly 
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crooked society in which neither agency not community offer redemptive 

possibilities.   

The forces acting on the noir protagonist can be manifestations of life’s 

randomness and absurdity, but there also tends to be a strong sense that his fate is 

driven by the injustices and failures of his own society.  Both literary and cinematic 

noir can be seen as having been forged in response to a more critical mood in 

American society, and, more generally, the noir sensibility may be said to come to 

the fore at times of discontent, tension, fearfulness and disillusionment.   

 

 

 

Black Mask and Early Hard-Boiled Crime Fiction 

Hard-boiled detective fiction and the noir thriller both had their origins in a period of 

profound political and economic change: Black Mask was founded the year after the 

1929 stock market crash had precipitated the Great Depression; Prohibition was 

continuing to generate crime on an alarming scale; large cities were beset by 

corruption and sleaze.  In fiction representing such disruptions and inequities, the 

consolatory resolutions of classic detective fiction would have seemed false and 

irrelevant.   

The writer whose work more than any other confronts the upheavals of the 

interwar years is Dashiell Hammett.  A former Pinkerton operative, Hammett 

brought a harsh realism to the genre in narratives that were fragmented, darkly 

pessimistic and morally ambivalent.  During his brief period as a crime writer (1929-

34) he made an indelible impression on the genre and, for Depression-era readers, 

spoke forcefully to their sense of the damage and dislocation caused by the anarchic 
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appetites of capitalism.  Hammett’s novels recurrently turn on the ruinous craving 

for wealth and power.  The Montana mining town of Red Harvest (1929) has two 

names, both metaphoric: as “Personville” it suggests one man’s presumption in 

taking over the whole town, making it in every respect his personal property; and the 

insidious nature of this corruption is captured by the town’s other name, 

“Poisonville”, with its suggestions of vice and violence spreading like a toxin 

through the body politic, not just in one small town but (given the representative 

nature of the name) through the whole of American society. 

In The Glass Key (1931), Hammett’s investigator, Ned Beaumont, lacks even 

the partial legitimation of the private eye, being an unscrupulous gambler who is the 

henchman of a prominent racketeer and politician.  The senator at the centre of the 

narrative shows himself capable of betraying his daughter, accidentally kills his son 

and is willing to murder a friend and ally so that he can be framed for the earlier 

crime. The Glass Key has a title suggestive of a passage into darker experience 

through a door which, once opened, cannot be locked again.  There is a sense 

throughout of deep-seated moral disorder as bonds of trust disintegrate, with deceit 

undermining the possibility of sustaining social relationships and rendering unlikely 

any lasting restoration of order.  

Chandler, who started writing for Black Mask a decade after Hammett’s 

debut, similarly represented American cities – specifically Los Angeles – as being 

taken over by the corrupt and rapacious. Like Hammett, Chandler interweaves 

public and personal crimes. Marlowe’s investigation of private transgressions takes 

place within the context of larger-scale financial and political misconduct: 

fraudulent, greedy politicians are hand in glove with gangsters, abetted by 

unscrupulous businessmen and dishonest cops. Chandler depicts in detail the 
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corruption that had come with the precipitate growth of California, and these forms 

of public crime give a larger resonance to his narratives, framing the disordered 

individual lives of families like the Sternwoods in The Big Sleep (1939) or the 

Grayles in Farewell, My Lovely. As Marlowe says in The Big Sleep, “it all ties 

together” (Chandler 1993: 158-9). 

The style of Marlowe’s cynical commentary on keeping up decent 

appearances in Bay City, however, places Chandler at some distance from the 

excoriating vision of Hammett.  There are sombre undertones, but Marlowe’s 

performance of hard-boiled masculinity is more assured – witty, teasing and self-

reflexive – and Chandler’s narratives are correspondingly less dark.  We are 

presented with an image of unassailable corruption, but most readers will attend 

more closely to Marlowe’s own qualities, his discernment, his fastidious, elegant 

phrasing and ironic detachment.  Chandler softens the corrupt and brutal scenes we 

witness by filtering them through a narrator whose self-mocking manner never 

falters, even under extreme duress. In Farewell, My Lovely, having been hit on the 

head, “shot full of dope and locked in a barred room”, Marlowe’s wry, beautifully 

modulated voice simultaneously concedes that he is under pressure and rises above 

all threats to his selfhood: “‘Don’t make me get tough,’ I whined. ‘Don’t make me 

lose my beautiful manners and my flawless English’’ (Chandler 1993: 289).   

The strength of Chandler’s reputation is such that his chivalric private eye is 

often taken to epitomise the hard-boiled protagonist of the interwar years.  It was a 

period, however, during which both the pulp magazines and hard-cover crime novels 

saw the creation of a wide range of other protagonists:  W. R. Burnett, Armitage 

Trail, Paul Cain, James M. Cain, John D. MacDonald, Edward Anderson, Kenneth 
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Fearing, Raoul Whitfield and Horace McCoy all contributed to a hugely varied 

tradition of hard-boiled noir crime writing.   

In terms of the subsequent history of tough crime writing, the most 

influential of these writers were unquestionably W. R. Burnett and Armitage Trail 

(Maurice Coons).  Burnett’s Little Caesar (1929) and Trail’s Scarface (1930), 

translated into film in 1931-32, defined the rebellious figure of the American 

gangster, dark double of the capitalist.  Like the private eye, the gangster is a 

romanticised figure, tough and purposeful, a performer who makes a dramatic show 

of masculine competence and vitality.  What sets him apart are his upwardly mobile 

ambitions, the means by which he pursues them and the (fictionally) inescapable 

consequences of his overweening ambition – a career trajectory driven by a 

determination to scale the heights, an ending in which he plummets to his inevitable 

downfall.   

Burnett prided himself on being the writer who, more than anyone, had 

encouraged the fictional representation of the criminal’s own point of view. He was 

undoubtedly a seminal figure for other twentieth-century crime writers, and Little 

Caesar marks the start of the genre’s fascination with the perspective of the 

transgressor – gangsters and small-time outlaws, ineffectual schemers and hapless 

murderers.  In the novels of writers like Horace McCoy, Edward Anderson and 

James M. Cain we see the establishment of some of the most recurrent patterns of 

noir narratives, bringing to the fore characters so damaged and un-heroic that they 

stand small chance of emerging with their lives, let alone of achieving any of their 

ambitions. Anderson’s Bowie, the protagonist of Thieves Like Us (1937), is “just a 

big old country boy” who has picked up a gun because it seems necessary “to make 

a piece of money” (Anderson: 233).  Inept bank robbers, Bowie and his girlfriend 
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Keechie are intensely sympathetic figures (particularly given the popular view of the 

role banks played during the Depression), and Anderson uses their story both to 

attack the economic disparities that produce crime and to make his readers see the 

irony of punishing small-time crooks in a system that never calls to account “the 

great criminals” responsible for the state of the nation.    

Another of the most politically committed of the ‘30s proletariat crime 

writers, Horace McCoy similarly allows no comfortable evasion of the socio-

economic factors producing the world he describes.  On one level, the dance 

marathon of They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1935) is an absurdist parable of futile 

repetition interrupted only by random violence; on another, it is one of the period’s 

most powerful protests against the casual viciousness of a system that deceives 

people into pursuing illusory goals (such as being “discovered” in Hollywood) and 

casts them aside when they are overcome by weariness and defeat.  The domestic 

dramas of James M. Cain are less explicitly political, but Double Indemnity (1936), 

The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) and Mildred Pierce (1941) all “really 

belong to the Depression” (as Cain said of Double Indemnity in his Author’s 

Preface).  Cain’s characters are self-deceived, self-serving and self-destructive, but 

they are also presented as victims of a society in which the myth of boundless 

opportunity persists in spite of economic disaster on an unprecedented scale.  His 

protagonists pursue the American dream of success, and, as the prospect seems to 

glimmer seductively closer, they reach out to discover that they have secured 

nothing but defeat and entrapment.   

 

 

Postwar America and the Paperback Revolution 
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In the prosperous years of postwar America, the Depression came to seem like an 

historical aberration.  Unprecedented affluence and military-industrial expansion, 

however, took their toll, producing materialism and conformity and generating a 

national mood of self-righteous aggressiveness, directed against suspected 

Communists, of course, but more generally against anyone regarded as subversive or 

otherwise troublesome.  Cold war apprehensions and McCarthyite witch-hunts bred 

the atmosphere of fear and paranoia that is the dominant mood of both cinematic and 

literary noir from the 1950s on.  

The label “noir” originated in the 1940s with the French response to the post-

war release in Europe of a large backlog of pessimistic, downbeat American crime 

films and with the publication in France of a new series, Gallimard’s translations of 

British and American crime novels in the Série Noire. Films released in America just 

before the end of the war, such as Billy Wilder‘s Double Indemnity and Edward 

Dmytryk‘s Murder, My Sweet (both 1944), were taken as evidence, when they 

appeared in France, that “the Americans are making dark films too” (Palmer: 25); 

and the immediate postwar years saw the release of some of the best known films 

noirs.  At the same time, American publishing was being transformed by the 

paperback revolution, the potential of which became apparent when Mickey 

Spillane’s I, the Jury (1947) was brought out as a Signet paperback that sold over 

two million copies in two years.  It was a new kind of market for crime writers, 

much of whose work had begun, by the early 1950s, to go directly into cheap soft-

cover editions, a phenomenon that initiated an immensely vigorous and “gloriously 

subversive” (Server, 1994: jacket copy) era of American publishing.   

 “Subversive” was not, of course, a tag that all ‘50s writers would have 

chosen as jacket cover.  For those on the political right, the “Age of Anxiety” was 
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inextricably bound up with Cold War paranoia. Spillane himself, the most 

steadfastly hard-boiled of the mid-century writers, created the apotheosis of right-

wing vigilantism in Mike Hammer, who is used not only to scourge the vices of the 

evil metropolis (narcotics, prostitution, blackmail) but to express the antagonisms of 

the American heartland, particularly in One Lonely Night (1953), in which “Commie 

bastards” secretly infiltrate and, while pretending conformity, threaten the whole 

fabric of American society.  

There are noir elements in the work of Spillane, but they are not 

predominant, nor were they the source of his commercial success. He was, in part, 

quite cynically appealing to the widest possible Cold War audience, and his sales 

were indeed extraordinary, with over fifteen million copies of his books sold in 

Signet editions by 1953.  The Spillane phenomenon is a testimony to the popular 

staying power of crudely vigorous hard-boiled investigative fiction.  But alongside 

Spillane’s vintage toughness some very different writers flourished, and their work 

abundantly illustrates the diversity of the tradition.  In place of the tough masculinity 

of the more uncompromising form of private eye fiction, readers are offered – with 

or without the stylistic attributes of hard-boiled fiction – the insecurities of 

marginalisation and maladjustment. 

Amongst the most important of these writers were David Goodis, Jim 

Thompson, Charles Williams and Gil Brewer, all of whom joined Spillane in the 

1950s racks of 25-cent paperback originals. Their work defined the nature of post-

war noir, with morally ambivalent victims and criminals acting out the anxieties of 

mid-century American society. In comparison to the novels of the interwar years, 

one of the defining features of post-war noir lies in its preoccupation with 

“difference” as a determining factor.  As in the Depression years, characters suffer 
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more than their fair share of weary disillusionment and economic hardship, but the 

most striking themes of post-war noir are less to do with economic determinism than 

with the exclusion and displacement of characters who are too deviant to make 

themselves at home in a normative society. 

Spillane’s exact contemporary, David Goodis constructs downbeat narratives 

that are, in mood and structure, the antithesis of Spillane’s fantasies of vigilante 

violence.  In his break-through novel, Dark Passage (1946), Goodis repeatedly 

represented displaced characters, in full flight or in hiding, frightened, isolated, 

losing control of their lives, unable to return home.  Walking the mean streets was, 

for the Goodis protagonist, a far more unnerving experience than it was for the 

heroes of hard-boiled pulp fiction: repetitive motion is combined with inherent 

immobility or paralysis. To take an early example, Nightfall (1947, filmed by 

Jacques Tourneur in 1957) is remarkable for its surreal and disorienting atmosphere 

and for the intensity with which it conveys the terror and paranoia of a man on the 

run.  The theme, characteristically, is wounded masculinity: his protagonist, 

suffering from “regressive amnesia”, struggles to recover the past in hopes of 

defying what strikes him as an ill fate so arbitrary and accidental that it is “almost 

comical” (Goodis: 69).  For French readers, Goodis was an existential near-relation 

of Horace McCoy and James M. Cain, and, like them, he creates disaster-prone 

protagonists lacking the conventional defences of masculine competence and self-

assertion. In spite of this, as David Schmid argues, Goodis, no less than Chandler, 

sees his damaged, vulnerable protagonists as heroes; they may be “unmanly” failures 

in the eyes of the world but Goodis invariably finds something admirable and 

paradoxically indomitable in their human neediness and their persistence in trying to 

escape their isolation. 
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The period also saw the emergence of some of the most compelling and 

disturbing of criminal protagonists, the serial killers created in Patricia Highsmith’s 

Ripley novels, starting in 1955 with The Talented Mr Ripley, and in more than half a 

dozen novels by Jim Thompson, most famously The Killer Inside Me (1952) and 

Pop. 1280  (1964).  In novels of this kind we encounter the conscienceless killer in a 

form quite unlike that of the ‘30s gangster.  Whereas Rico or Scarface are very 

public figures (signalling their roles in their dress, gesture and language), the 

murderous maladjustment of the serial killer goes unrecognised:  he is “abnormally 

normal” (Seltzer: 9-15).  The multiple murderers of these narratives (created two 

decades before the term “serial killer” entered the vocabulary) have no less agency 

than the gangster or the private eye, but the goals they are secretly pursuing are 

much more convoluted.  They may act to change things through retribution or 

“cleansing”, but if we, as readers, feel drawn in by the accounts of their actions it 

engenders in us a far deeper sense of discomposure than does our response to the 

gangster’s material ambitions or the tough detective’s extra-legal punishment of 

offenders.  Much more than other noir narratives, these are novels that play on our 

unease, leading us to reflect back on the nature of our own complicity and 

simultaneously prompting us to view “normal” society through the eyes of a 

radically alienated transgressor – in the case of Thompson’s Lou Ford (The Killer 

Inside Me), a sadistic, folksy small-town sheriff in whose actions we see the “threat 

to idyllic American domestic existence posed by the vengeful return of the 

repressed” (Simpson: 91). 

Whereas Patricia Highsmith’s novels are noir without being hard-boiled, 

Thompson follows in the line of the tough-guy writers of pulp fiction, achieving his 

effects in part by his twisted use of the tradition’s laconic style and deadpan wit, 
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though in his case with more complicated effects.  He addresses the reader directly, 

teasing and unreliable, inviting us to survey small-town society from the alienated 

position of a psychopath who is also a scathing observer, confiding to us his 

interchangeable methods – murder and satire – of punishing the depravity and 

hypocrisy of his townsfolk.  Short of murder, Lou’s habitual method of attack is 

apparently congenial and wholly ironic: his weapons are clichés, delivered in so 

straight-faced a manner that his conversations cumulatively create a savage critique 

of the small town as a form of living death.  The effects are surreal and blackly 

comic, and much of the novel’s power comes from juxtaposing Lou’s verbal forays 

and savage scenes of killing in “the real way”. 

 

 

Some Contemporary Transformations 

The durability of the traditions of American hard-boiled and noir crime writing has 

been abundantly apparent in the second half of the twentieth century and on into the 

twenty-first.  Numerous writers who had emerged in earlier decades were still 

publishing in the 1970s (for example, Ross Macdonald, John D. MacDonald, 

Patricia Highsmith, Margaret Millar, Charles Willeford) and during the last two or 

three decades there has been a succession of notable heirs: Joseph Hansen, Robert B. 

Parker, James Crumley, Lawrence Block, Edward Bunker, George V. Higgins, Craig 

Holden, Carl Hiaasen, James Hall, Elmore Leonard, Robert Ferrigno, George 

Pelecanos, James Ellroy, Loren Estleman, Sam Reaves, James Sallis, James Lee 

Burke, Daniel Woodrell and many others.  The influence of Chandler’s Marlowe is 

often to be felt, drawing to the fore the nobler possibilities within the hard-boiled 

tradition – the moral integrity, the tough-sentimental view of the world and the 
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lingering sense of a redemptive potential that make the fiction less darkly 

pessimistic.  

Other writers, however, have transformed the tradition in ways that either 

accentuate the mood and themes of noir or that play subversively with the identity 

and ethos of the lone white male.  Following on from the transgressor-centered 

novels of earlier periods, there has been an increasing number of crime novels that 

throw the emphasis on to the commission of the crime rather than its solution, even 

within the structure of an investigative narrative.  This trajectory has been 

particularly marked since the 1980s in the structuring of the police procedural – 

most notably, Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lecter series (1981-2006), James Ellroy’s 

L.A. Quartet (1987-92) and Patricia Cornwell’s Scarpetta novels (1990-2008).  

These are series that create what Martin Priestman calls “split-level” narratives, 

drawing in criminal pathologies, entering the mind of the transgressor and, with the 

vogue for forensic crime fiction in recent years, exposing the traumatized body of 

the victim.   

Modifying the tradition can also be a more highly politicized way of 

challenging its underlying assumptions and ethos, as in the work of a growing 

number of black and female crime writers.  For both groups of writers hard-boiled 

fiction has proven to be the most compelling model and, for the purposes of self-

definition, the key point of reference.  This is in part to do with reversing the 

binaries of the earlier traditions: an important reason for the subgenre’s appeal to the 

black or female writer is the clichéd image of hard-boiled fiction as narrow, deeply 

conservative and therefore ripe for inversion, with white male detectives dealing 

aggressively with deviants and misfits in narratives that move towards re-

establishment of the conventional socio-political order.  At the same time, the 
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attraction of hard-boiled fiction for the purposes of counter-cultural protest is very 

much to do with the advantages of appropriating the hard-boiled detective’s 

confident agency – his tough, gritty style, independence of mind and self-reliance.  

The subject-position in such narratives is a marginal one, located outside entrenched 

power structures, but it is nonetheless one that is enabling and one with which 

readers can identify.  Combined with the tradition’s use of contemporary material, 

this helps to make hard-boiled detective fiction a natural site for protest.  

Just as in earlier hard-boiled fiction, of course, the performance of tough masculinity 

often turns out to conceal actual impotence in the face of overwhelming odds.   

One of the earliest and most significant appropriations of the tradition - and 

amongst the most pessimistic - was Chester Himes’ Harlem Cycle (1957-69).  

Himes said that he just “made the faces black” (Williams: 48), but in fact he 

reshaped the genre in a powerful and distinctive way, drawing into his grotesque, 

surreal world the violence of the civil rights struggle and the desperate condition of 

Harlem itself.  His detectives, Coffin Ed and Grave Digger, though manifestly tough, 

are incapable of resolving the distress and conflict amongst people who are victims 

of American capitalism and racism.  The last completed novel of the cycle, Blind 

man with a Pistol (1969), represents the breakdown of any possible “detective story” 

closure under pressure of the irresolvable effects that white racism has produced.  In 

this final novel, the eruption of violence was based on an actual incident, but 

becomes symbolic of the repressed rage and ultimate helplessness of Harlem 

inhabitants, detectives included.  The eponymous blind man is unwilling to admit 

that he can’t see or that he doesn’t know what he is doing, but feels compelled to 

take some action against those who are tormenting him.  Having seized a gun as a 

means of masculine empowerment, he brings destruction on himself, though he 
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arguably also, in the moment of his action, overcomes the impotence of the 

oppressed and victimized.  

Many other black crime novelists have made their reputations in recent 

decades - over thirty new writers since the end of the 1980, by far the best known 

being Walter Mosley, whose Easy Rawlins series was introduced with Devil in a 

Blue Dress in 1990.  Engaging in a restrained, consciously crafted way with earlier 

traditions of hard-boiled crime writing, Mosley reaches back into L.A. history, to the 

mid-1940s, reclaiming what he sees as forgotten dimensions of the city’s past. 

Starting with the immediate post-World War II period in Devil in a Blue Dress, the 

novels move forward to the present, taking in, for example, the McCarthy era (Red 

Death, 1991) and the militant black politics of the ‘60s (Bad Boy Brawly Brown, 

2002) and tracing, throughout the series, the power relationships involved in creating 

the “other” L.A.  Devil in a Blue Dress opens with a reminder of how embedded a 

white racializing perspective is in the L.A. crime fiction of earlier days.  Strongly 

echoing Farewell, My Lovely, Mosley reverses the binary:  where Chandler treats 

whiteness as invisible and inserts a caricatured black presence, Mosley uses Easy’s 

perspective to draw attention to whiteness as such, locating the source of Easy’s 

traumas in his experiences of racial oppression and in confusions over racial 

identity.  

Dismantling the masculine identity of the hard-boiled private eye has also 

been a crucial strategy for women crime writers, whose use of the form has had 

particular political resonance since the 1980s, when feminist agendas were 

threatened by the general turn towards political conservatism, a law and order 

agenda and the resurgence of the “moral majority”. 1982, for example, saw the 

publication of Sara Paretsky’s Indemnity Only, Sue Grafton’s “A” is for Alibi and 
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Marcia Muller’s Ask the Cards a Question, and by the mid-90s the number of 

fictional female investigators had risen to over 360.  The “maleness” of the form is 

often seen as a defining characteristic of crime fiction as a genre, and there has been 

much debate amongst feminist critics about whether oppressive masculinity is too 

ingrained a trait to be resisted, threatening to cancel out any feminist political agenda 

inserted into it.  But whatever the contradictions, it is precisely the “male” attributes 

– assumptions of mastery, individualistic modes of thought and action – that make it 

so effective a site of feminist agency (Walton and Jones: 84-94).  There have been 

many different kinds of feminist appropriation, but the most common underlying 

strategy is to imbue the stereotype with qualities that differentiate the new, female 

version from the old-fashioned, culpable male model.  The qualities retained tend to 

be instrumental, with the tough performance of the female private eye demonstrating 

tenacity and self-reliance.  What is transformed is her relationship to the social and 

moral contexts within which she operates.  Whilst continuing to foreground the 

“masculine” quality of agency, such narratives also stress the “female” quality of 

community. The combination can readily be seen, for example, in the work of 

Paretsky, who signals her resistance to a masculine value system by giving V.I. 

Warshawski such attributes as compassion, communal solidarity and reluctance to 

act violently unless it is a matter of life and death.  

Warshawski is involved rather than isolated, adhering to an ethic of 

responsibility rather than the personal code of a Marlowe or a Sam Spade.  Like 

many other female investigators, she has surrounded herself with a kind of non-

patriarchal surrogate family, a counter-image to the selfish, materialistic larger 

society that is the ultimate villain in Paretsky’s novels.  This larger society is in most 

respects beyond redemption, and the female investigator, although she may achieve 
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partial success, is finally no match for an entrenched masculine establishment.  As in 

the male hard-boiled tradition, a central element in plotting is the discovery that 

what seems at first to be personal is actually only a small effect of routine, large-

scale official wrongdoing, in the face of which the investigator can only resolve 

things within the most narrow limits.  In Bitter Medicine (1987), for example, 

“murder” itself (a dead baby and mother) is no more than a by-product of 

corruptions within a commercial society bent on profit.   

This sense of ultimate helplessness is accentuated in feminist crime fiction, 

but again, it is closely allied to one of the most characteristic of hard-boiled narrative 

constructions:  as in Hammett and Chandler, what we see is a pattern that 

simultaneously valorises individual agency and demonstrates the limitations of that 

agency. The performance of the investigative figure seems to offer the prospect of 

confident mastery, but “at night it is another thing”.  As Paretsky has said in 

interview (quoted Walton and Jones: 210-11), she has “no expectation that life is 

going to be made better” by Warshawki’s actions because, “after the curtain falls”, 

the men wielding the real power will just continue as before and “nothing at all” will 

be done about it. 
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