Politics and the 1920s
Writings of Dashiell Hammett

J. A. Zumoff

At first glance, Dashiell Hammett appears a common figure in American
letters. He is celebrated as a left-wing writer sympathetic to the American
Communist Party (CP) in the 1930s amid the Great Depression and the rise
of fascism in Europe. Memories of Hammett are often associated with labor
and social struggles in the U.S. and Communist “front groups” in the post-war
period. During the period of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anti-Communism,
Hammett, notably, refused to collaborate with the House Un-American Activities
Committee’s (HUAC) investigations and was briefly jailed and hounded by the
government until his death in 1961.

Histories of the “literary left” in the twentieth century, however, ignore
Hammett.! At first glance this seems strange, given both Hammett’s literary fame
and his politics. More accurately, this points to the difficulty of turning Hammett
into a member of the “literary left” based on his literary work, as opposed to his
later political activity. At the same time, some writers have attempted to place
Hammett’s writing within the context of the 1930s, some even going so far
as to posit that his work had underlying left-wing politics. Michael Denning,
for example, argues that Hammett’s “stories and characters . . . in a large part
established the hard-boiled aesthetic of the Popular Front” in the 1930s.? This
perspective highlights the danger of seeing Hammett as a writer in the 1930s,
instead of the 1920s. Thus, in his study of Hammett, Beams Falling (1980), Peter
Wolfe states that Hammett “was wooed by Marxism in the 1920s or 1930s.””

0026-3079/2012/5201-077$2.50/0  American Studies, 52:1 (2012): 77-98
77



78 J. A. Zumoff

While technically correct, this imprecision obscures the fact that Hammett’s
literary activity, in the 1920s, and his subsequent political activity in the post-
war period are different. Certainly Hammett’s importance as a Communist
sympathizer was enhanced by his writings, but the proper context in which to
place these writings is in the pre-Communist 1920s and not the 1930s.

While many writers started on the radical left and moved to the right
in the post-war period, Hammett started as a member of the notorious anti-
labor Pinkerton Detective Agency and ended a supporter of the Communist
Party. Hammett, perhaps, is the only writer whom both the Pinkerton and the
Communists each prominently claim as their own on their respective Web sites.*
Unlike many famous left-wing writers, Hammett wrote his major works before
he became a radical. Not only did he oppose “proletarian literature,” but also
his work is largely anti-proletarian: it emphasizes individual action instead of
collective effort, and its genre, detective fiction, glorifies a profession among
whose jobs is repressing the labor movement.

In examining Hammett’s writings against his political evolution in the
1920s, this essay argues against the tendency to read Hammett backwards. This
article argues that Hammett’s early stories do not lend themselves to a coherent
political reading, much less a radical one. They focus on themes central to the
Gilded Age, Progressive Era and the Roaring 1920s: themes such as political
corruption, social tensions caused by urbanization and industrialization, and the
increasing breakdown of bourgeois respectability. As with other writers of the
period, distinctly conservative, perhaps even reactionary, elements can be found
in Hammett’s writings of the 1920s.

LeRoy Lad Panek has complained about viewing Hammett’s early writing
from the perspective of The Maltese Falcon.> One right-wing journalist claims
Hammett “portrayed a society that was fodder for anti-capitalists.”® One scholar
argues that even the early “The Gutting of Couffignal” (December 1925), “shows
pronounced Communist themes” and that Hammett’s “Communist sympathies
began considerably earlier” than often believed.’

His writings from the twenties should not be considered “Marxist.” Beyond
the inherently problematic concept of “Marxist fiction” in general (which tends
to confound literature with political propaganda and assumes that a writer with
particular politics will write in a particular way), there are three problems with
reading Hammett’s writing from his later politics. Hammett was not a Communist
when he wrote his published work; Hammett’s work does not articulate, much
less argue, Marxist concerns; and, at least in the 1930s, Hammett opposed the
concept of “proletarian literature.”® Karen Connolly-Lane describes Hammett in
1929 as “a not-yet Marxist, a man who, finding himself thoroughly dissatisfied
with the current (capitalist) state of affairs, looks at once back to nineteenth-
century Republicanism and forward to Marxism in search of some way in which
Americans might take control of their lives.” In contrast, through the 1920s
Hammett was indeed in political transition, his starting point was a conservative,
even reactionary worldview that saw the world as fundamentally and
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irredeemably corrupt, violent, and irrational. As such, Hammett’s writing is
much closer to fascism, in the sense of its use of irrationality, than Marxism.
Another way of stating the point is Hammett’s writings are, in a political sense,
contradictory with no pre-determined ideological conclusion.

Hammett’s Pinkerton Experience

Politically, one particularly interesting aspect of Hammett’s biography is that
he began his career as an anti-labor Pinkerton.!® He enlisted in the Pinkertons
in 1915; although interrupted by military service in the First World War and by
health problems, his Pinkerton career lasted until February 1922. This was his first
real career, which taught him professional skills and professional pride—themes
central to his work.!! When he joined, the Pinkertons were synonymous with
anti-labor repression, based on some six decades of union-busting and strike-
breaking. Scottish émigré Allan Pinkerton founded his self-named detective
agency in 1855, the first in the U.S., before the creation of most local or national
law enforcement organizations.'> Anti-worker repression was a component of
detective work from the start: spying on workers to prevent theft; sabotaging
and disrupting trade unions; defending strike-breakers and attacking striking
workers."* From the 1870s through the end of the First World War, as American
industrial capitalism expanded and the labor movement attempted to organize,
class struggle waged throughout the country, at times breaking out into open
war. According to labor historian Philip Taft, “violence in labor disputes is more
common in the United States than in any other industrial nation.”' There is
probably no major strike in this period which the Pinkertons were not involved in
brutalizing the labor movement. In addition to violence, the Pinkertons excelled
at framing up labor activists. In the 1870s, a Pinkerton, James McParland, had
infiltrated the Molly Maguires, a supposed secret terrorist organization of Irish
coal miners in Pennsylvania, and eventually got twenty miners hanged."

From 1866 to 1892, the Pinkertons participated in at least seventy strikes.®
A key moment was the Homestead strike in 1892, at a Carnegie Steel plant near
Pittsburgh. When Henry Frick, the plant’s manager, imported several hundred
Pinkertons to break a union, strikers and their supporters fought a pitched battle
against them, repelling them.!” At the time, Harvard professor Frank W. Taussig
wrote, “the hatred of the labour classes against the Pinkertons, as they are called,
is beyond description. They are regarded as vile hirelings, assassins employed
by monopolists for the oppression of the labouring man.”'® The song “Father
was killed by the Pinkerton Men” became popular after the strike, the Senate
held hearings on the Pinkertons,'” and Congress passed the “Pinkerton Law” that
prohibited the federal government from hiring an “employee of the Pinkerton
Detective Agency, or similar agency.”” This did not stop the Pinkertons. In
1906-07, McParland helped spearhead the campaign to frame Western Federation
of Miners leaders William “Big Bill” Haywood, Charles Moyer and George
Pettibone for murdering the governor of Idaho. In fact, “the Pinkerton agency
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prospered during the Progressive era,” according to Robert Weiss. From 1892
to 1910, it opened fifteen new branch offices—eight alone between 1903 and
1906—in order to recruit labor spies. “The suppression of strikes,” he continues,
“reached an unprecedented ferocity later in the Progressive era, with the years
1911-1916 especially notable.” Furthermore,

By the turn of the century the character of those who were
recruited as strikebreakers changed. At first they were chosen
from among the honest but destitute and gullible newer
immigrant groups, and were usually brought to the scene of a
strike under false pretenses. Now these “finks” were recruited
from a class of professional strikebreakers, a lumpenproletariat
with long criminal records who made a profession of their
work.?!

Not only did Hammett join the Pinkertons when their anti-working-class
nature was obvious, but his writings appear to studiously avoid this theme
which was established in popular literature about the Pinkertons. As Taft puts it,
“From the Homestead strike until the 1930’s, employers who were determined
to prevent unionization of their personnel could avail themselves of professional
strikebreakers and guards who might or might not be deputized. The appearance
of these guards and striker-replacements frequently triggered the worst riots
in labor disputes.”” This history was reflected in numerous books about the
Pinkertons. Allan Pinkerton himself wrote eighteen books. The first, published
in 1877, a year of great labor struggle and anti-radical hysteria, describes a
Pinkerton’s infiltration of the Molly Maguires. In 1907, Morris Friedman, a
disgruntled Pinkerton employee, wrote an exposé¢, The Pinkerton Labor Spy.
Conan Doyle wrote a Sherlock Holmes story about the Pinkerton campaign
against the Molly Maguires, The Valley of Fear (1915).% Before Hammett, the
most famous Pinkerton author was Charles A. Siringo, an operative from 1886
until the first decade of the twentieth century. Any literate American would have
heard of Siringo’s A Cowboy Detective: A True Story of Twenty-Two Years with a
World Famous Detective Agency (1912).%* He frankly describes how he decided to
become a detective in revulsion against the Haymarket Square “riot” in Chicago
in 1886, when police attacked an anarchist demonstration which was demanding
an eight-hour day and subsequently arrested and executed several leading
Chicago unionists. Siringo describes his role in infiltrating unions and repressing
organizers, including the Western Federation of Miners, the predecessor to the
radical Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Siringo (like many Pinkertons)
spent much time in non-labor-related activities, such as tracking stolen cattle
and dealing with other crimes, but repressing organized labor was central to his
Pinkerton work.
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Frank Little and Hammett’s Political Evolution

Central to the myth of Hammett’s conversion to Marxism from Pinkerton
is the murder of IWW organizer Frank Little during a copper strike in Butte,
Montana. For several years, there had been wave after wave of anti-radical
violence, especially against IWW militants, which intersected a fear of radicalism,
traditional anti-labor repression, and pro-war chauvinism.? Unlike the pro-
capitalist leadership of the American Federation of Labor, the IWW was openly
hostile to capitalism and, while its leadership was cautious in directly opposing
World War I, refused to stop organizing strikes in key war industries like mining.
In the summer of 1917, Little helped organize a strike by copper miners in
Bisbee, Arizona, which ended after two weeks when after a two-thousand-strong
posse forced more than a thousand strikers and sympathizers into boxcars and
“deported” them 175 miles away to the sweltering New Mexico desert.?® Barely
escaping, Little was sent to help organize Butte miners. His reception by the
Anaconda Copper Mining Company, the pro-company press and the police was
as hostile in Montana as in Arizona. Not only did he try to organize workers into
the radical IWW, but he spoke against the war. On August 1, he was kidnapped
and lynched by armed vigilantes, likely in the pay of the copper company. There
was no investigation by any law enforcement agency of this murder.?”’

According to his long-term lover Lillian Hellman, Hammett claimed that
the copper company had offered him $5000 to kill Little:

Through the years he was to repeat that bribe offer so many
times that I came to believe, knowing him now, that it was a
kind of key to his life. He had given a man the right to think he
would murder, and that fact that Frank Little was lynched with
three other men in what was known as the Everett Massacre
must have been, for Hammett, an abiding horror. I think that I
can date Hammett’s belief that he was living in a corrupt society
from Little’s murder. In time, he came to the conclusion that
nothing less than a revolution could wipe out the corruption. I
do not mean to suggest that his radical conversion was based
on one experience, but sometimes in complex minds it is the
plainest experience that speeds the wheels that have already
begun to move.®

Literary historian Rita Elizabeth Rippetoe observes, “The Little incident, if true,
may well have influenced Hammett’s presentation of the ethical dimensions
faced by his protagonists.”” Crime novelist James Ellroy places Hammett’s
“mythic refusal” to kill Little at the center of his writing and his politics. His
activities as a Pinkerton “made him in large part a fascist tool. He knew it. He
later embraced Marxist thought as a rightwing toady and used leftist dialectic
for ironic definition.”*® However important, this story is almost certainly false.
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Even if we ignore the issue of Hellman’s accuracy—the papers at the University
of Texas at Austin’s Ransom Center reveal her assertive control of Hammett’s
posthumous image—and the context of Hammett’s supposed telling it to
Hellman—in which Hammett was trying to court Hellman—we are still left with
serious questions about its accuracy. Hammett was not in Montana when Little
was killed; he went to Butte in 1920 during (or shortly after) another strike.*! Of
Hammett’s biographers, two accept this incident as fact, basing them on Hellman,
and one labels it “implausible” even if Hammett likely did tell the story.*? Karen
Connolly-Lane’s recent examination of the politics of Hammett’s writing credits
Hellman’s story as “convincing.”* Interestingly, many journalists (as opposed
to literary scholars) disbelieve the story.>

Studies of the Butte strike do not discuss the Pinkertons (despite their
decades-long hostility towards the WFM), and those addressing Little’s murder do
not mention Hammett.* Contemporary accounts do not mention the Pinkertons.
The initial New York Times article on Little’s lynching, instead of blaming the
Pinkertons (or anybody else acting as an agent for the mining company) blamed
the killing on an intra-radical dispute and depicted Little as a possible detective
agent; the next day, dropping this outrageous claim, the 7imes quoted a union
statement that “the name of five of the lynching party are known” and “‘two of
the men,” it is declared, ‘are gun men,” and one is connected with law enforcement
in the city.””*¢ In 1926, the Labor Defender (published by the International Labor
Defense, a group organized by the Communist Party) issued a memorial edition
dedicated to Little; none of Little’s former comrades mentioned the Pinkertons.?’
Nor does William Haywood’s autobiography, written about a decade after Little’s
murder.*®

The Pinkertons engaged in anti-union violence, and Little’s murder could
have affected Hammett, even if he was uninvolved. Hammett could have been
involved in other unsavory, if not infamous, anti-labor actions. In 1920, besides
being in Butte, Hammett also was a Pinkerton in Spokane, Washington, which had
its own history of militant labor battles and anti-labor repression.** Throughout
the late teens and twenties, Butte remained in a state of class struggle, from
which Hammett drew his vision of “Poisonville” in Red Harvest. Because the
Pinkerton agency claimed that their files contained no information on his activity,
we do not know what Hammett did in Butte,* and given Hammett’s reputation
for secrecy, we most likely will not.*!

Hammett drew on his Butte experiences when he wrote Red Harvest, but
he did not write a “Marxist” novel.*? Stating conventional wisdom, an article in
the San Francisco Chronicle claims, “The things Hammett saw as a Pinkerton
operative also helped make him a Marxist.”* Crime writer Joe Gores—who
wrote a novel about Hammett*—makes Hammett’s anti-labor history central to
his politics: “He was a strikebreaker, and he was a very good strikebreaker. Then,
I think, he had a gradual, genuine revulsion and turned around.”* But this was a
slow process: he remained a Pinkerton until 1922, retiring only when tuberculosis
forced him. It is difficult to determine when he first considered himself a Marxist,
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but “it seems likely” that Hammett, according to Richard Layman, “joined the
[Communist] party in 1937-38.%¢ A letter to his daughter in late February 1936
indicates Hammett had become sympathetic to the Communists by that time.*’
That is, Hammett did not become a radical until at least a decade after quitting
the Pinkertons—or, to put it in perspective, Hammett’s entire literary career
happened in this window. The radicalization of the 1930s—which propelled many
other writers to socialism—probably affected Hammett more than the murder of
Little a decade earlier.

The Pinkertons and Hammett’s Writing

Hammett’s experience as a Pinkerton is central to his role as an author. He
modeled his fictional Continental Detective Agency on the Pinkertons and, more
importantly, created a literary persona upon his having been a real Pinkerton.
The title of an early piece, “Memoirs of a Private Detective” (March 1923),
establishes his bona fides. Several months later, in November 1924, Black Mask
published a short autobiographical note that stated his Pinkerton experience.*®
Unlike his predecessors who knew nothing about the criminal world, Hammett
did. In his famous analysis of the detective story, “The Simple Art of Murder”
(1944), Raymond Chandler emphasizes that Hammett was among those “who
wrote or tried to write realistic mystery fiction”:

I doubt that Hammett had any deliberate artistic aims whatever;
he was trying to make a living by writing something he had
firsthand information about. He made some of it up; all writers
do; but it had a basis in fact; it was made up out of real things.*

But how much of Hammett’s thinly disguised Pinkerton experience is real, and
how much is made up? His experience helped him avoid various pitfalls that
other writers fell into. A review of several contemporary detective novels that
Hammett wrote for the Saturday Review of Literature (January 1927) establishes
both Hammett’s detective credentials and his disdain for the genre in the first
paragraph:

In some years of working for private detective agencies in
various cities I came across only one fellow sleuth who would
confess that he read detective stories. ‘I eat ‘em up,’ this one
said without shame. ‘When I’m through my day’s gumshoeing
I like to relax; I like to get my mind on something that’s
altogether different from the daily grind; so I read detective
stories.”*

Along with Hammett’s distinctive argot, this experience creates the illusion of
verisimilitude. Yet there is reason to doubt the accuracy of Hammett’s stories.
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Probably George Thompson is correct that Hammett’s “eight years as a Pinkerton
detective gave him his material, but finding the right way to use this experience
was his ongoing concern.”! Decades later, Hammett implied that his Pinkerton
persona was as valuable for marketing his work as for providing material. “I
found I could sell the stories easily when it became known that I had been
a Pinkerton man,” he told an interviewer in 1957. “People thought my stuff
was authentic.”? One example is bootlegged alcohol. Hammett’s characters
are constantly drinking; besides reflecting Hammett’s own drunkenness, this
continual alcoholic theme highlights the corruption endemic in Prohibition
society, most obviously in “Nightmare Town.”* Yet, as Quan Zhang points out,
most of Hammett’s actual detective experience took place before Prohibition.**
In his history of the Pinkertons, Frank Morn argues, “Hammett’s ideal detective
experiences and his real ones did not coincide.”® Instead, Morn argued that most
of a detective’s time was taken up with boring, meaningless and absurd tasks.
Morn suggests that Hammett’s “Memoirs of a Private Detective,” a collection
of twenty-nine short, cynical reminiscences is more typical.>

These “Memoirs” are often humorous recollections, focusing on irony—
such as number eight: “I once was falsely accused of perjury and had to
perjure myself to escape arrest.” Such disregard for and lack of interest in the
truth would become a trademark of Hammett’s writing. Poet George Sterling,
writing to Smart Set editor H.L. Mencken, captured this in his statement that
“‘Dashiell Hammett’ puzzles me: I find it hard either to believe or to disbelieve
his existence. Some of the items [in the “Memoirs”] sound incredible; and it
seems impossible to have invented others.””” However, none of these anecdotes
deals with the labor movement—the most important Pinkerton activity. In
fact, in Hammett’s Continental Op stories, there is one prominent reference to
the Pinkertons’ infamy as strikebreakers. In Red Harvest (1929)—which was
Hammett’s first novel and adapted from a series of Black Mask stories—the Op
presents a fraudulent membership IWW card to a local organizer. Detectives
do not carry around fake union credentials without a sinister purpose, but the
Op’s involvement in such classic Pinkerton operations is only hinted at. In other
Continental Op stories, the Op occupies himself chasing and dodging various
criminals, but not anti-labor activities. This is in stark contrast to previous books
by other Pinkertons—including Allan Pinkerton, Morris Friedman and Charles
Siringo—which emphasized the anti-labor nature of the agency.

However, as Ron Goulart points out, although Hammett had “work[ed]
as a strikebreaker on the sides of the moneyed interests,” the Op “never had to
club a picket.”® While Goulart attributes this to Hammett’s allowing the Op “to
have more scruples,” in reality Hammett’s fictionalized Pinkerton adventures
whitewash the Pinkerton’s anti-labor activity.”® Rather than being somehow
“proletarian” or “Marxist” writings, Hammett’s Op stories disappear the class
struggle entirely and present a prettified image of the Pinkertons.
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The Politics of Corruption in Hammett’s Early Fiction

It is hard to say whether Hellman is correct that Hammett’s experience
as a Pinkerton made him grasp the corrupt nature of American society. If so,
the wonder is that it took so long for him to discover this. Corruption was
omnipresent in American society from the Gilded Age through the 1920s,
and writers from across the political spectrum took turns denouncing it when
convenient. Republicans denounced Democratic machine politics like Tammany
Hall; Democrats denounced corruption in Republican administrations, including
Reconstruction and the Crédit Mobilier scandal under Grant and the Teapot Dome
scandal under Harding. Cartoonist Thomas Nast denounced corruption in all
quarters, as did writers like Mark Twain and Upton Sinclair. Some progressives
like Sinclair tied their muckraking to socialism, but anti-corruption politics could
have a right-wing character. During the brief period of Reconstruction after the
Civil War, when for the only time in U.S. history black people held basic political
and civil rights in the South, racist Democrats railed against the corruption of
Republican governments, an argument echoed two decades later by Northern
historians such as William Dunning. During the 1920s, fundamentalist Protestants
and the massive Ku Klux Klan attacked corruption. In 1924, the Indiana branch
of the Klan issued the following appeal, which sounds like a description of the
world of Hammett’s short stories:

Every criminal, every gambler, every thug, every libertine,
every girl ruiner, every home wrecker, every wife beater, every
dope peddler, every crooked politician, every pagan papist
priest, every shysta lawyer, every K [night] of C[olumbus],
every white slaver, every brothel madam, every Rome-
controlled newspaper, every black spider is fighting the Klan.®

In short, any literate American coming of age between 1870 and 1930 would
have been aware of corruption, but even if this awareness translated into political
action, it could have been of any type.

Corruption in Hammett’s short stories took two forms: personal and social.
His constant plays on words, irony and satire, where the reality of things and
people are as a rule not what they seem, combined with the criminal world the
Op navigates, leads Hammett to focus on personal corruption and deception.
According to George Thompson, Hammett’s “world [is] permeated by deception”
and is “an ambiguous one.” As a result, the Op himself is corrupted.®' In “Arson
Plus” (published in Black Mask, 1 October 1923), none of the characters are
who they seem; and the key character, Thornburgh, is a fabrication. In “Crooked
Souls” (15 October 1923), both the kidnapper and the Op employ deception: by
dressing like a woman and pretending to be an insurance investigator, respectively.
In “The Golden Horseshoe” (1924), almost all of the characters are corrupt and
deceptive.®? These and Hammett’s other early crime stories are filled with urban
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cynicism, corruption and deception. The truth itself becomes corrupt in the early
Black Mask stories, a motif that Hammett would develop through the Maltese
Falcon. Increasingly, it is not only a question of things not appearing what they
seem, but as in the case of the famous falcon itself, the pretence and deception
surrounding people and events becomes their reality.

This differs from traditional detective fiction where the detective cuts through
criminal deception. At the end of the first Sherlock Holmes story, “A Study in
Scarlet” (1887), Holmes highlights the importance of deception: “What you do
in this world is a matter of no consequence.” Instead, “The question is, what
can you make people believe that you have done.” Underlying the deception in
the traditional detective story is the belief that the world is a rational place and
that the detective can reset this fractured reality. At the end of his investigation,
Holmes explains the crime to Dr. Watson and makes the world rational again:
“The proof of its intrinsic simplicity is, that without any help save a few very
ordinary deductions I was able to lay my hands upon the criminal within three
days.”® Or as one recent review of a book about Holmes puts it: “Holmes is the
most consoling of literary icons. He cannot always prevent crime or punish the
criminal, but he never fails to explain what has happened, and how, and why.”%*

Hammett’s Op would agree with Holmes on deception, but not about the
“Intrinsic simplicity” of solving crimes. Red Harvest and “A Study in Scarlet” are
opposites. The Op carries a cache of deceptive business cards; he has no worry
about lying to his client, his employer or the world in general. Instead of intrinsic
simplicity, there is “blood simple,” achieved by relentless violence. The Op and
Holmes have completely different goals. Holmes wants to solve the crime; the
Op, after about a third of Red Harvest, gives up all pretense of solving a crime
and dedicates himself'to playing one corrupt gang of killers against another. There
is no rational underpinning of the Op’s world: his is a world of manipulation,
violent pragmatism and deception.

In his attempt at a Marxist analysis of mystery novels, Delightful Murder,
Ernest Mandel argues that such stories play an “integrative role” for their readers;
they legitimate the social order and obscure the class nature of the criminal justice
system itself:

The detective story is the realm of the happy ending. The
criminal is always caught. Justice is always done. Crime
never pays. Bourgeois legality, bourgeois values, bourgeois
society, always triumph in the end. It is soothing, socially
integrating literature, despite its concern with crime, violence
and murder.%

Crime novels, therefore, are based on the model of “irrationality upsetting
rationality” followed, through the intervention of the detective, by “rationality
restored after irrational upheavals.”®® As Sean McCann shows, the classical
detective story reflects and reinforces the classical liberal view of a rational,
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orderly world ruled by law.®” As Gramsci puts it, “in Sherlock Holmes there is
a (too) rational balance between intelligence and science.”®® The detective story
expresses the values of bourgeois rationality, of a developing capitalism that
promises to make the world more efficient and rational.

Yet, this is manifestly not the case for Hammett’s novels. There is no
reason; the Op’s world is irrational. Crimes are insoluble. Or when “solved,”
their solution is itself irrational. Hammett’s “The Golden Horseshoe™ is a good
example. The plot echoes Holmes’s dictum about making people believe since
both the Op and the main criminal relate to each other through the medium of
assumed identities. Yet, there are no deductions or internal logic. The Op, acting
as narrator, describes his philosophy: “One way of finding what’s at bottom of
either a cup of coffee or a situation is to keep stirring it up until whatever is on
the bottom comes to the surface.”®® Even when the Op solves the crime and the
guilty criminal is hanged, the ending is not rational. Despite a confession, the
Op cannot prove the murderer’s guilt for the crime he did commit, so the Op
frames him for a murder he did not commit. As the Op tells the criminal: “I can’t
put you up for the murders you engineered in San Francisco; but I can sock you
with the one you didn’t do in Seattle—so justice won’t be cheated.”” Later, in
the Maltese Falcon, the story that Sam Spade tells about Flitcraft illustrates the
fundamental illusion of rationality. Flitcraft “adjusted himself to beams falling,
and then no more of them fell, and he adjusted himself to them not falling.””!
As Robert Parker puts it, this episode shows that for Hammett, “the universe is
random, that order may be the dream of art, but chaos is the law of nature.””

By the 1920s, bourgeois rationality had itself become irrational. “Reason,
by itself,” Mabel Vargas Vergara writes, “was not capable of solving the new
problems and the uncertainty that overlapped positivist science. Social reality
exposed elements such as violence, corruption, and criminal organizations,
against which a lone detective could do little or nothing.””® The First World
War illustrated this: fought with advanced techniques and technologies, the
war stemmed from the failure of the advanced capitalist countries to rationally
order the world. Instead, they bled each other dry and killed millions. The war’s
European aftermath called into question the ability of capitalism to rationally
order the world. This increased the popularity of both Communists, who looked
to the Bolshevik Revolution’s promise of international socialist revolution to
transcend the bankruptcy of capitalism, as well as fascists who promised to
restore capitalist stability and order through violence and repression against the
working class.

The U.S. was spared such dramatic polarization; although both the
revolutionary left and the fascistic right grew dramatically, the country was
marked by so-called “normalcy.” The late teens and early twenties experienced
increasing anti-labor, anti-socialist (and racist) violence and repression, but
ultimately, the state was able to maintain capitalist stability without resorting to
fascism. Order and efficiency were the watchwords of a rapidly industrializing
American society. The study of business management attained academic
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legitimacy; Fordism—the idea that mass production, relatively high wages and
a closely policed work force could sustain capitalist growth and Taylorism—
the idea that managers could more efficiently plan production—reflected this
emphasis on coercive rationality.™

Sean McCann argues in Gumshoe America that hard-boiled detective fiction
in the interwar period echoed contemporary social science’s emphasis on “the
gap between the dogma of traditional political theory and the unacknowledged
facts of social reality.”” These tensions are the core of Hammett’s social vision.
The rationality of bourgeois society could only be maintained through violent
repression; the ordered nature of classical Lockean liberalism had turned into
its opposite, Hobbesian violence.

Hammett’s Op stories are extremely violent. Although there is violence in
traditional detective stories, it is not their core. Instead, the puzzle, the mystery—
and hence the struggle to return the world to rationality—is what the novel is really
about. Hammett changed this. Violence—and violent people—are Hammett’s
real subjects. “Hammett took murder out of the Venetian vase,” Chandler writes
in “The Simple Art of Murder,” “and dropped it into the alley.”’® In the Op’s
world, violence, rather than justice or truth, is the core of society. Steven Marcus
has pointed out that:

In Hammett’s stories there is a great deal of violence—a great
deal of shooting, of hitting, of torturing. Indeed, his detectives
get pleasure out of it. Once you see that, you realize that the
means Hammett’s characters use are corrupting. . . ."””

His is a society fundamentally corrupted, and the reader is left without the rational
ending of a Holmes story.

Hammett’s emphasis on social corruption—and his sympathies for the
Communist Party in the 1930s—have led some critics to ascribe Hammett’s early
work with leftist politics. For example, Graham Barnfield describes “Hammett’s
vision of the city” as “a criminal underworld shot through with a mixture of his
political commitments and a possibility of human improvement,” in contrast
to more recent writers whose “style has shifted from a humanist perspective
on the city to a deeply misanthropic one.”” Yet, this reading is problematic.
Hammett’s radical political commitments came much later and his early stories
contain a strain of misanthropy—or at least machismo.” Italian critic Alberto
del Monte characterizes Hammett’s world as marked by “corruption, abuse, and
violence.” Rather than a world salvageable by political commitment and human
improvement, Del Monte writes that “Hammett’s innovation consisted in making
the detective novel an instrument of realistic representation and principally of
denunciation. His realism consists, in effect, of the description of certain aspects
of contemporary society from a pessimistic perspective.”® James Naremore
locates Hammett’s power in his “deeply critical and skeptical attitude towards
American society” and his endings which “are always bleak.”®" While Sean
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McCann is correct that hard-boiled authors shared something with New Deal
liberalism, they shared something with fascism. Hard-boiled fiction is neither
inherently radical (or liberal) nor reactionary; one can trace the political evolution
of Hollywood’s adaptation of hard-boiled stories in relationship to the political
mood of the U.S. at the time of production.?®

Hammett’s Politics, Modernism and the 1920s

Although Hammett is best known for his popular detective fiction, his
writings in the 1920s share much with contemporary modernist writers. Both
were reacting to the modernization intellectually and industrially. Their overlap
includes political ambiguity. Like many modernists, Hammett’s writings of the
1920s can be read as either “leftist,” “right-wing,” or entirely non-political. As
the founder of the modern American detective novel, Hammett’s early years
illustrate the refracted cultural tensions of the United States in the early twentieth
century.

Hammett did not originally want to write detective fiction. His first published
pieces appeared in 1922 in H.L. Mencken’s Smart Set; the journal published
authors such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, W. B. Yeats, W. Somerset Maugham, Aldous
Huxley, Ezra Pound and James Joyce.® These Smart Set articles, such as his first,
“The Parthian Shot” (October 1922), emphasize irony and satire. We can see
the outline of Hammett’s later work: an emphasis on names, surprise endings,
irony and a sense that traditional social relationships (the family in this case)
have degenerated.® Hammett settled on detective stories because they allowed
him to use his own experience as literary raw material.®*> Even after starting to
write detective stories for The Black Mask, he continued to write other types of
stories.

Many of his literary contemporaries shared Hammett’s preoccupations, such
as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925). Jay Gatz/Gatsby appears an
inversion of Hammett’s Norman Aschraft/Edward Bohannon from “The Golden
Horseshoe,” published a year earlier. Gatsby reinvented himself from an American
gangster into a wealthy British man of society, while Bohannon has reinvented
himself from a British professional into a criminal. Both are thoroughly corrupted,
and, in the end, neither can sustain the deception that defines him. Tellingly, both
writers have been compared to T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922).% Hammett’s
work also shared the alienation, disjointedness and stream-of-consciousness
narrative, and despondency of much modernist writing.

Hammett had an aversion to art-as-politics and avoided a knee-jerk anti-
radicalism. As he explains in a June 1924 article in Writer s Digest, Hammett sees
literature as “good to the extent that it is art, and bad to the extent that it isn’t;
and I know of no other standard by which it may be judged.”®” At the same time,
against the claim that the readers of the sex story are largely “radicals,” “social
perverts” and “moral lepers,” he quips, “In Jack London’s day, I understand,
there were many good people who thought him a radical!”* London—who died
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in 1916—was both a literary icon of California and one-time supporter of the
Socialist Party. In “The Gutting of Couffignal” (1925), the villains are Russian
royals in exile from the Bolshevik Revolution. In 1927, he criticized a mystery
novel: “Most of the activity seems purposeless, but in the end of dear old England
is saved once more from the Bolshevists.”® Tilton’s conclusion that Hammett
interjects “Communist themes” into his early writings seems far-fetched;*
Hammett’s novels avoided either pro- or anti-Communist sentiments.

Politics for Hammett were not about big ideologies but squalid corruption
linked to the criminal world. “Women, Politics and Murder,” (Black Mask,
September 1924) deals with corrupt local politicians. “Your politician-contractor,”
the Op muses at one point, “doesn’t always move in the open.”' The town in
“Nightmare Town” (4rgosy, December 1924) was a modern-day Potemkin village
to hide illegal alcohol production. A character demolishes the false division
between legitimate and corrupt society:

“You can guess how much money there is in this country in
the hands of men who’d be glad to invest it in a booze game
that was airtight. Not only crooks, I mean, but men who
consider themselves honest. Take your guess, whatever it is,
and double it, and you still won’t be within millions of a right
answer. . . . The word went around that the new town was a
place where a cook would be safe so long as he did what he
was told. The slums of all the cities in America, and half of
‘em out of it, emptied themselves here. Every crook that was
less than a step ahead of the police, and hard car fare here,
came and got cover.””

He then explains how the town handled the inevitable investigation:

“We have bankers, and ministers, and doctors, and postmasters,
and prominent men of all sorts either to tangle the sleuths up
with bum leads, or, if necessary, to frame them. You’ll find a
flock of men in the State pen who came here—most of them
as narcotic agents or prohibition agents—and got themselves
tied up before they knew what it was all about.”?

Corruption, deception and disguise appear in most of Hammett’s work, including
his novels. Red Harvest depicts the corruption of the local police and political
establishment; The Maltese Falcon presents police and politicians as not interested
in truth or justice, and The Glass Key (1931) is entirely about corrupt politicians
who are involved in bootlegging and other criminal activities. “Business is
business and politics is politics,” one gangster with political connections tells a
politician with gangster connections in that novel. “Let’s keep them apart.”* But
the rest of the book proves that for Hammett, this was impossible.
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Scholars of European literature have debated the relationship between
reactionary politics, including fascism, and modernism. Many European
modernist writers—such as Eliot—had reactionary politics.’> Hammett was not
a fascist in the 1920s. To label him politically active, much less a reactionary,
would also be false. But some of his preoccupations were the same that drove
some modernist writers in Europe in a reactionary direction. In the U.S., as T.J.
Jackson Lears has shown, there was an overlap between bourgeois reactions
to modernization and European fascist concerns. One of these was the role of
violence, “the desire to recombine a fragmented self and re-create a problematic
reality through aggressive action” which “has lain behind fascism as well as the
mass-market murder story.”® It is beyond the scope of this essay to tease out
the relationship between fascism and modernism in Europe—a task made even
more difficult because the the ambiguous definition of each term.*’

European fascism” was at bottom not an intellectual or artist movement.
It was a social and political movement. It consisted of extra-parliamentary
mobilizations of the petty bourgeoisie, made desperate by economic and social
crisis, along with the lumpenproletariat and even a section of more economically
distressed workers.” Hammett’s writing reflected the same social crises that gave
rise to fascism. As Jackson Lears has shown, the same social situation also gave
rise to non-fascist cultural movements in the United States.

Modernist elements within Hammett’s stories does not make his fiction
“reactionary”—since even Jews Without Money (1930), written by the arch-
“proletarian” writer Mike Gold, contained such elements.'® According to John P.
Diggins, fascism proved attractive to some American writers who “were attracted
to Mussolini’s Italy, in part, as an expression of their own alienation from and
indictment against the decadent chaos and frantic tempo of modern American
life.”1°' Mussolini’s fascism, although popular among some Italian Americans,
did not find fertile ground in the U.S. as a potential mass American movement.

There was no significant mass fascist movement in the U.S. that would
attract sophisticated intellectuals. If one of the roles of fascists in Europe was
to smash the organized workers movement, it should be kept in mind that in the
U.S. the organized labor was much weaker than its European counterparts. In
the U.S. both public and private forces, including the Pinkertons, had sufficiently
weakened the labor movement. The Klan, while popular, did have the same pull
among writers and artists that Mussolini did in Italy. While “Americanism,” anti-
immigrant xenophobia, racism and anti-Semitism were widespread in the late
teens and twenties, they were more the hallmarks of those who resisted the rise
of modernization. Modernist writers in the U.S. tended to overlap with leftists,
immigrants, Jews, social reformers and urban cosmopolitans—i.e., people not
likely to be attracted to the Klan.!®

In its own way, hard-boiled detective fiction crystallized these same crises
that gave rise to fascism in Europe. In her study of Black Mask, Erin Smith
claims, “hard-boiled fiction between the wars was concerned with rethinking
identities in the light of emergent consumer culture, with reconciling a residual
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culture of manly, autonomous craftsmen with an emerging commodity culture.
As a consequence, hard-boiled stories were loaded with contradictions. They
offered the hero as an honest proletarian and a champion of unalienated labor,
but their tortured plots followed the logic of scientific management.”' Yet it is
much easier to read Hammett’s stories from the right than Smith assumes, since
rather than being an “honest proletarian” the Pinkerton agent was a dishonest anti-
proletarian. According to one contemporary article, when he was not protecting
scabs, a detective carried out “shadow work, theatres, attendance at ball games,
social gatherings, and industrial under-cover work” and then wrote secret
reports.'™ He was often a small businessman, with an ethos of individualism;
if he worked for an agency, his work was still anti-working class. In the case
of the Op, who worked for a large agency, petty-bourgeois individualism was
increasingly undercut by the growth of industrial capitalism, something that
reflected the precarious position of the petty bourgeoisie as a whole. As Smith
herself shows, the advertisements in Black Mask were geared towards obtaining
lower middle-class jobs—salesmen, railway inspectors—and a description of
pulp patrons contains as many petty-bourgeois as proletarian jobs: “locomotive
engineers, musicians, mechanics, salesmen, clerks, waitresses, writers, editors,
schoolteachers, ranchers and farmers.”'%

Most importantly, the (real) detective is not a policeman is not proletarian
because a key element of his job is to destroy the organization of the proletariat,
through strikebreaking and spying: his job was by definition anti—-working class.
As a private detective, the Op is an auxiliary to the capitalist state, i.e., he helps
increase the repression of workers by capitalists and maintains the system of
exploitation inherent in capitalism. In a Marxist sense, he forms part of what
Lenin’s State and Revolution (1917) refers to as “special bodies of armed men
placed above society and alienating themselves from it” to protect capitalist
property interests.'%

Both Hammett’s writing and European fascists stressed the irrationality
of modern industrial capitalism while emphasizing its corruption. Edward
Tannenbaum observes that “from 1919 until 1925, the majority of the Black Shirts
[in Italy] were alienated young men, a self-styled ‘lost generation,” determined
to overthrow the liberal establishment by violent means and restore a ‘sick
society’ to health.”'” The Op combines redemptive violence with sexist, racist
and xenophobic views. He dislikes large-scale capitalism, but does not have a
socialist vision. What distinguishes Hammett’s vision from both Communism and
fascism is that he seems not to have any vision of a purified society. The stories
hark back to the pre-industrial Wild West; hard-boiled detective novels can be
read as twentieth-century cowboy stories.!®® (The essential connection between
these definitions can be seen in the appropriation of the themes of Hammett’s
Red Harvest to be depicted in the American west by Sergio Leone.)'” Hammett’s
machismo—Freedman and Kendrick label him as a “paradigm of American
macho” while Breu analyzes “hard-boiled masculinity”—also shares much with
a right-wing misanthropy at the core of fascism.!° As a former cadre in a violent
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strike-breaking army, as a veteran of the First World War, Hammett would have
appeared more likely to have joined an American version of the Nazis than the
Communist Party. This is not to say that Hammett was a proto-fascist; Hammett
did not become a fascist; in fact, his dedication to Communism was due to his
aversion to Hitler and Franco. The reasons for this, however, are historical, not
literary. Judged by his writings in the 1920s alone, Hammett’s politics were
very ambiguous and should not be seen as leading inevitably to Communism.
Hammett’s own political ambiguity is also reflected in that of the genre he created.
Hammett firmly established the detective story as a form of social criticism, yet
he also ensured that the genre could assume different political profiles.

Hammett the Communist

In the 1930s, Hammett became a Communist. Yet there is nothing in
his writings that suggests, much less predicts, this. If Hammett had died of
tuberculosis in the early 1930s, his work would not have been classified as
Marxist. As Cynthia Hamilton puts it, Hammett’s leftist activism “shed little
light backward on his fiction.”!!! Hammett’s political evolution in the 1930s
reflected the radicalization of a large portion of the intelligentsia in reaction to
the Depression, militant labor struggles, the rise of Fascism and the popularity of
the Soviet Union. When capitalism seemed doomed to either collapse or fascism,
Communism gained supporters among American intellectuals and workers.

The extent and depth of Hammett’s Communist convictions warrant further
study. To Wolfe, “his communism remains a puzzle.”!'> However, there is no
reason to doubt that his support to the Communist Party was genuine. Like many
other writers and artists, he became radicalized during the Depression. But he
was not a fair-weather friend and maintained his loyalty to the Party through
the McCarthy period, including spending several months in prison and being
bankrupted by the IRS because he refused to cooperate with anti-Communist
prosecutions. Five years after Hammett’s death, Hellman wrote that Hammett
“was often witty and biting sharp about the American Communist Party, but
he was, in the end, loyal to them.”'"® Maurice Rapf, another Communist in
Hollywood, recalled, “Hammett was the best-educated of us about Marx and
Marxism.”!

An analysis of Hammett’s leftist politics would not be a literary analysis,
however. Hammett’s writing did not drive him towards Communism since he did
not publish anything important after The Thin Man (1934). Even though Hammett
is often seen as having supported Hellman’s socially engaged writing,'* his
own work never directly deals with political themes so openly from a left-wing
perspective. Hammett’s importance to the left in the 1930s was not as a writer,
even if, as Alan Wald put it, “he is present on the left scene in the 1930s as a
personality, and . . . also did quite a bit of teaching at Party-led schools.”"¢ It is
impossible to draw a political thread from Hammett’s early writing to his final
days around the Communist Party.
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