
1) Title: Women Writing Crime 

 

2) Description: Five women writing crime fiction discuss how they’re pushing boundaries 

and challenging assumptions, addressing the following questions: How does crime 

function as an element of narrative? How does gender interact with race, sexuality, 

gender identity, and disability within this genre? How does our work examine the 

explosion of interest in true crime? How do we think about women and violence in a 

society that denies women personhood? Most importantly, what is crime fiction and why 

do we love it? 

 

3) Category: Fiction Craft and Criticism 

 

4) Organizer and moderator: Polly Stewart 

 

5) Moderator’s opening remarks 

 

I learned about women and crime from my mother, and I mean this in several different ways. 

She was and is a reader of mysteries, and for many years, she was a professor of criminal 

justice who wrote extensively about women and the death penalty. Finally, she was a victim 

of domestic violence, harassment, and stalking at the hands of my father. With this early 

experience of crime as narrative, academic study, and a visceral part of my daily life, it’s 

probably no surprise that I grew up to write crime fiction. 

 

I don’t want to speak for any of the women on the panel or in the audience, but I believe that 

a lot of women writers are drawn to this genre for similar reasons. From a craft perspective, 

you can’t get around the fact that bad things happening to good (or not so good) people keeps 

the pages turning. Women writers understand this, even while they also understand 

themselves in the larger landscape of a society where they are five times more likely to be 

victims of intimate partner violence and more than two times more likely to be victims of 

stalking. Women of color and trans women are victimized at far greater rates, with Black 

women twice as likely to be killed by a spouse compared to white women, and trans women 

four times as likely as cisgender women to experience violent victimization. On the other 

side of the coin, the last forty years has seen a a significant increase in the proportion of 

women arrested for both violent and non-violent crimes, and women are now more likely 

than men to be convicted of theft, fraud, and larceny.  

 

What do these statistics mean for women writers of crime fiction? I’m not going to try to 

answer that question, but I will suggest that women writers have an important role to play in 

confronting this social reality. As the great crime writer Laura Lippman said when I 

interviewed her last year, “The bottom line is that being an adolescent female is to a certain 

extent being cast in a noir story. Women move through the world with an awareness of their 

predators, and it shapes your worldview when you can’t take your safety for granted.” 

 

6) Participants’ Biographies  

 



Kirstin Chen is the New York Times bestselling author of three novels. Her 

latest, Counterfeit, is a Reese’s Book Club pick, a Roxane Gay book club pick, and a New 

York Times Editors’ Choice. Her previous two novels are Bury What We Cannot Take 

and Soy Sauce for Beginners. 

 

Katie Gutierrez's writing has appeared in the Washington Post, Harper's Bazaar, Texas 

Monthly, and more. Her debut novel, More Than You'll Ever Know, was published by 

William Morrow in 2022. 

 

Danya Kukafka is the author of the nationally bestselling novels Notes on an Execution 

and Girl in Snow. She works as a literary agent with Trellis Literary Management.  

 

T Kira Mahealani Madden is a lesbian, APIA author of New York Times Editors' Choice 

memoir Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls, and founding editor in chief of No Tokens. 

Winner of the 2021 LAMBDA Judith A. Markowitz Award, she is an assistant professor at 

Mount Holyoke College. 

 

Polly Stewart is the author of the novel The Good Ones, forthcoming in June 2023. Her short 

fiction has appeared in Best New American Voices and Best American Mystery Stories, and 

her nonfiction has appeared in The New York Times and Poets & Writers, among other 

publications. She grew up in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, where she still lives. 

7) Moderator questions 

 

1. Can you each talk about what drew you to writing about crime? (In some cases, this 

subject matter central to your work, but for others of you, you might not really think 

of yourselves as crime writers. In that case, what do you to writing about crime in the 

context of a specific project?) 

 

2. Can you speak in broader terms about the connection between women and crime 

fiction—either historically, in terms of craft, or in terms of personal experience? 

 

3. Who are some of the women writers you go back to and why? 

 

4. How do experiences of intersectionality affect the way women writers think and write 

about crime? 

 

5. Several of you have written, directly or indirectly, about true crime and its increasing 

prominence in media and entertainment. How do writers of fiction reckon with this 

explosion of interest in true stories of women as both victims and perpetrators of 

violence? 

 

6. I wrote the proposal for this event in the immediate aftermath of the overturning of 

Roe v Wade. Has that decision and other recent political events changed the way you 

think or write about women and women’s bodies? 


