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Popularity
700 000 copies of South African
crime fiction novels sold locally every
year (2009)
most popular type of literature
behind general literary fiction
developing its own flavour
international growth in popularity

Why Crime Fiction?
Stephen Knight believes that “[l]iterary criticism has
shied away from commercial success as a ground for treating a
book seriously. Literary critical skills have not been used to study
the interests and needs of mass society” (1980:2). He goes on to
comment that “[a] good literary critic should be able to say
why a best-seller works, and how it works. The dismissive
certainties of most comments on popular culture do not satisfy
those requirements”

Aims of the thesis
In this thesis, I want to consider how South African crime fiction, which draws on
a long international literary history, engages with the conventions and
boundaries of the genre, and how it has adapted to the very specific
geographical, social, political and historical settings of South Africa.
A key aspect of this research is the work’s temporal setting. I will focus on local
crime fiction which is set in contemporary South Africa as this enables me to
engage with current perceptions of South Africa, depicted by contemporary
local writers. My concern is to explore how contemporary South African crime
fiction narrates post-apartheid South Africa.

Why do South Africans love
crime fiction?
South Africa has some of the highest murder, rape and robbery
statistics in the world. What is it about the genre’s treatment of
crime and violence that keeps South African readers coming
back for more?
“What interests me is the soul of the crime novel – what it tells us
about humanity, what it is capable of discussing. [...] We are all
inquisitive and curious animals – crime fiction touches this deep
need to both ask questions to get answers” - Ian Rankin
"Crime fiction “is a genre committed to an act of recovery,
moving forward to move back” - Dennis Porter

The return to the crime
John Scaggs picks up on this idea of the form and the
content of the crime narrative, the return to the crime and
the reader’s need to question in order to understand him or herself, and suggests that Porter’s quotation has a
twofold application:
"It can be applied to the narrative structure of the
whodunit, in which the narrative moves forward towards
its conclusion and resolution as the detective moves back
into the past in an attempt to uncover what occurred
there. Porter’s observation, however, can also be applied to
the ideological motivation to recover, or return to, a
previous period characterized by stability and order." John Scaggs

The return to the crime
"The influence of apartheid on South African writing can be
compared to the influence that Hitler and the Nazi regime
had on Germany. This had the same lasting repercussions
on the culture and society it affected, and the way that
everybody involved ended up perceiving themselves. The
same thing is happening here in South Africa. Some crime
fiction villains have their roots buried in the rotting carcass
of apartheid, and some of today’s books are still set in
that era." - Jassy Mackenzie
Crime fiction is one way in which South Africans are trying
to understand their collective past to shed light on the
present and how or whether they may be a part of this
present.

What exactly is crime fiction?
“Critics generally agree that detective fiction deals with the process of
solving a crime, working backwards from its visible effects to its
hidden causes and the concealed identity of the culprit”

whodunit
hardboiled
crime fiction
detective fiction
police procedural

horror / ghost stories
spy novel
thriller
action /adventure
romance

“The idea of fair play is grounded in the notion that the reader should, at least in
theory, be able to solve the crime at the heart of the story of detection, and for
this reason should have access to the same information as the fictional
detective” - John Scaggs

History of the genre
BRITAIN

Ghost stories
Detective (Conan-Doyle)
Golden age (Christie)

“Christie’s central audience was leisured, relatively unskilled but also competitive and selfconscious – the classic anxious bourgeois class. For them she fashioned a form that ratified
conservatism, the duty others owe the self” - Stephen Knight

USA

WWII - aftermath and pulp fiction
Hardboiled (Hammett)

Despite his tough exterior, the hardboiled protagonist is on an unexpectedly earnest quest, alone,
attempting to restore some kind of order to society and search for a sense of meaning for himself.
Police Procedural

South Africa
The Steam Pig
1971
James McClure
Police Procedural mode with an inter-racial
("rainbow"detective duo: Afrikaner Lieutenant Tromp Kramer
and Zulu Detective Sergeant Mickey Zondi.

Permission to write
“our writers finally felt free again to write about subjects
other than race” and “without having to turn our books into
struggle literature” - Mike Nichol

Daddy’s Girl
Margie Orford
2009
The third novel in a crime series featuring criminal
profiler, Clare Hart.
This chapter examines Orford’s representations of
female characters, with particular focus on the
figures of the female detective and the female
victim in the context of South African gang crime.
I consider how Orford questions stereotypes and
experiments with the genre’s conventions in doing
so.

Mixed Blood
Roger Smith
2009
This wire-taut thriller takes the genre’s
conventions to the extreme, providing the reader
with an exhilarating experience.
Set in the contrasting areas of affluent Camps Bay
and the desperate Cape Flats, the novel confronts
South African contemporary society head-on
through the stories of a corrupt cop, an American
couple fleeing the law, and a security guard
determined to leave his gang life behind.
I discuss the novel in the light of its thriller form
and how this affects characterisation and the
narrative’s capacity to engage with social issues.

Ancient Rites
Diale Tlholwe
2008

Devil’s Peak
Deon Meyer
2007

The author takes ‘city slicker’, private
investigator Thabang Maje, out of Johannesburg
and into the heart of ‘traditional’ values and
spirituality in the rural village of Marakong-aBadimo.

The novel is a complex crime thriller which
focuses on a vigilante killer, a struggling alcoholic
police detective and a sex worker who would do
anything to protect her child.

In this chapter, I examine the author’s creation of
a unique intersection between the conventions
of the originally urban, American form of the
hardboiled detective story and the exploration of
African traditions in a narrative set in a rural
South African village.

Meyer draws into question the notions of justice
and redemption in the context of political
transition in South Africa.
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