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This grant proposal is to complete archival research for a book manuscript called Feminine Noir?: Rereading American Women’s Crime Fiction of the Cold War. It discusses writers including Elisabeth Sanxay Holding (1889-1955), Vera Caspary (1904-1987), Dorothy B. Hughes (1904-1993), Charlotte Armstrong (1905-1969), Dolores Hitchens (1907-1973), Craig Rice (Georgiana Ann Randolph Craig, 1908-1957), Evelyn Piper (Merriam Modell, 1908-1994), Leigh Brackett (1915-1978), Margaret Millar (1915-1994), Helen Eustis (1916-2015), and Patricia Highsmith (1921-1995). They were part of a generation of women crime/thriller writers who established themselves between the 1940s and the 1960s who—until recently--were out of print and absent from literary history. 

I have three purposes: (1) to think about women’s crime fiction as cultural documents of the Cold War that engage with what historian Elaine Tyler May calls “domestic containment”; (2) to present a comparative reception study of these books in their Cold War pulp paperback formats and in their contemporary feminist reprints; and (3) to rewrite the history of American crime fiction to reflect the centrality of women writers more accurately. Using a history of the book approach, I argue that these books illuminated how women navigated a society in which literal and symbolic violence against women and children was quite ordinary, and state authorities were often indifferent or hostile to the victims. In an era before second-wave feminism made cultural conversations about rape, sexual violence, and child abuse public, these texts engaged precisely those issues.
