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Abstract

South African Crime Fiction and the Narration of the Post-apartheid.
Elizabeth Fletcher

Master’s Thesis, Department of English Studies, University of the Western Cape.

In this dissertation, | 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 specific geographical, social, political
and historical settings of South Africa. A key aspect of this research is the work’s
temporal setting. | 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.
Discussing Margie Orford’s Daddy’s Girl and the possibilities of South African
feminist crime fiction, my argument shoes how Orford narrates post-apartheid
through the lens of the oppression and abuse of women. The next chapter looks
at Roger Smith’s thriller Mixed Blood. Smith presents the bleakest outlook for
South Africa and | show how, even though much of his approach may appear to
be ‘radical’, the nihilism in his novel shows a deep conservatism. The third South
African crime novel | examine is Diale Thlolwe’s Ancient Rites and | discuss it in the
light of his use of the conventions of ‘hardboiled’ crime fiction as well as
rural/urban collocations. In this case, the author’s representation of post-
apartheid South Africa appears to reveal more about the author’s personal views
than the country he attempts to describe. The fourth and final novel | discuss is
Devil’s Peak by Deon Meyer. My discussion here focuses on the notion of justice
in post-apartheid South Africa and Meyer’s ambiguous treatment of the subject.
This discussion of contemporary South African crime fiction reveals what the
genre might offer readers in the way they understand post-apartheid South
Africa, and how it might be seen as more than simple ‘entertainment’.



Declaration

| declare that “South African Crime Fiction and the Narration of the Post-
apartheid” is my own work, that is has not been submitted for any degree or
examination in any other university, and that all sources | have used or quoted
have been indicated and acknowledged by complete references.

Name: Elizabeth Alice Fletcher
Student number: 3008611

Signed:

Date:



Acknowledgements

For unfailing patience, gentle guidance and wise supervision,
thank you to Professor Duncan Brown.

For a supportive community and open ears, my thanks go to
the University of the Western Cape Department of English
Studies.

For financial support, | thank the Mellon Foundation.

Thank you to my family for the constant support and all the
laughs.



Contents

L] 4 o Te [0 Tt 4 1o o VUSSP U RPN 1
Background tO StUAY......uuiiiiiiei e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eaes 1
Research QUESTIONS @Nd AIMS....uuuiiiiiieieeeeieeeeeeeeeeetirr e se e e e eeeeeeseeereeeraaeeeeeeaeaaaaeens 21
1YL= d g Fo o =4 APPSR 25
LITEratUIE REBVIBW...ue et e e ettt re e e e e sttt ae e e e e e ettaaeeeee e eeesessnnnnaaaaes 30
(00T Y o] =1 gl = - | 1SR 32

Chapter One

Margie Orford’s Daddy’s Girl and the Possibilities of Feminist Crime Fiction.......................... 34
(0 Y = = F= 1 PP 37
Y =Ye KV = A I - 14 | SR 42
STATUS QUO ittt rrsee e s e e e e e e e e e e eeeeee e e b e b e s bbb a e s e e e e e eaeeeas 46
LI A3 2T T L 2P PRRPPURPN 51
Y=Y 0] [V} 4o o SRR 54
(000 o] LU 1Y o] TR 56

Chapter Two

Roger Smith's Mixed Blood, the Radical and the Thriller..............ccccoviiiiiiiiiiii e, 61

The Possibilities of the Thriller Form in Mixed BIOOd............ccouueeeeeeieeieecccciirieeeeeeeeeeeee e e e 63
0] 0 0 TS 65
(0 g = = [0 €< 41571 [0 TSR 68
1L o 1 =S 72
Structure: Status Quo, Disruption, ReSOIULION.........ccoiciiiiiiirireeeee e 74

Limitations of the Thriller Genre in Mixed BlOOG.........cccccocoeieiiieiieieeeiiiiiiieieieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeveeeeeens 80
Y=L 1 =S OO PP PP 81
(0 g [ = (o1 £ T 4 =1 4 [0 1 RO SO TPPRPRPPPIN 82
VA To] 1=Y Tl <J TP TP U PPPRPRPRROUPUPOR 87
V11 1111 1 DO O OO U PSP PRUURRRRRN 89

Chapter Three

Diale Tlholwe's Ancient Rites: The 'Hardboiled' Genre and Rural/Urban Collocations........... 93
A Challenge t0 CONVENTIONS......cuuiiiiiieeei e r e e e e e e e e s s esanes 99
A ConNNECtioN 1O The Past......cooviviiiiiiccccc e 102
From Suspicion and Alienation to Understanding and Connection...........cccccceeveeeeennnn. 105
A Reflection on Responses to KNOWIEAEZE........cuueeieeieiiiiii it 108
Structure: Status Quo, Disruption and Resolution............cccveeeeeeeieee e, 112
Limitations of TINOIWE'S NarratiVe...ccccceieeeiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeccce e 116

Chapter Four
Deon Meyer’s Devil’s Peak and the Notion of Justice in Post-Apartheid South Africa.......... 124
INSEIEULIONGA] JUSTICE.cciiiiii it e e e e e e e e eeeeeeaeeeeeeas 128



Failed Justice

Vigi

Conclusion

BiblIOBIapRY......coiiiie e e e e s e e e e s e anraes

JANTE JUSTICE. .ot e e e e e e e e s
V7= =] TP P PP PPPPPTPPRRP
Pre-empPlive JUSTICE...ciii i e e e e e e e e e e e e e
Structure: Status Quo, Disruption and Resolution

Griessel and Mpayipheli: Fathers, Killers, Heroes



Introduction

Background to Study

South African crime fiction has soared in popularity, both locally and abroad, in the last two decades.
Currently, about 700 000 copies of South African crime fiction novels are sold locally every year — the
most popular type of literature after general literary fiction — and our particular flavour of the genre is
gaining popularity abroad.” While there has historically been a tendency in academia to undertake
studies of ‘high-brow’ or canonical literature rather than popular work, the fact that this genre is being
read so widely demands academic attention and, to my knowledge, until now, there has been no formal
academic study of this work in South Africa. One of the most respected literary critics in the field of
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” (1980:2). While these comments were published in
1980 and academic interest has certainly broadened over the last thirty years, | believe that the
sentiment holds true today and that popular fiction is deserving of wider critical attention.

In this dissertation, | 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 specific geographical, social, political and historical settings of South Africa. A key aspect
of this research is the work’s temporal setting. | 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.

'] am indebted to Fred van Wyk at SAPnet for this information.



The fact that South Africans are drawn to read and write crime fiction is intriguing in the light of
the fact that this society is already saturated with crime in reality: South Africa has some of the highest
murder, rape and robbery statistics in the world. In an article titled “South Africa’s Crime Wave —in
Bookstores” in Time magazine online, Karen Rutter suggests that “writers trying to make sense of that
violent social landscape are turning increasingly to the crime genre” (Rutter, 2008: para 2). When this
violence dominates our shared fears, why would so many people choose to read about these subjects in
their spare time? This relationship between a country obsessed with and traumatised by crime and
some of its most popular literature is worth examining. What is it about the genre’s treatment of crime
and violence that keeps South African readers coming back for more?

lan Rankin, an award-winning Scottish crime fiction writer, suggests, in an article entitled “Why
Crime Fiction is Good for You”, that for many people the attraction of crime fiction is its capacity to
allow readers to conduct their own investigations into themselves: “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”
(Rankin, 1999: 9). This deep human need to question within the reader can be related to the structure of
the crime novel. Crime fiction critic, Dennis Porter, suggests that crime fiction “is a genre committed to
an act of recovery, moving forward to move back” (1981: 29). Fellow crime fiction expert, 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. (Scaggs, 1980: 47)



While this dissertation will not focus specifically on ‘whodunits’, all crime novels engage with the puzzle
in investigating a crime, and this has both epistemological and ontological consequences. The use of the
word ‘recovery’, in Porter’s phrase, as Scaggs points out, relates to both the return to the crime for clues
to understand what happened, and to the return to the way life was before the disruption of the crime.
This need to understand the past and the desire to return to some resemblance of it are succinctly
coupled in Knight's remark that order is “the overt method and covert purpose of the analysis” (1980:
110). In other words, ordering facts and clues is the apparent way that the crime is investigated, while
the drive behind this need to investigate is the desire to return to a time when life was seemingly in
order before the disruption in the form of a crime.

The need to question and to better understand ourselves as well as the wish to return to ‘the
way life was before’ after a disruption are possibly universal desires; however, | would like to focus
specifically on the South African experience and our historical context as, perhaps, a way to understand
the sudden popularity of this genre. Local crime writer, Jassy Mackenzie, believes that the apartheid
regime has had a major impact on contemporary South African fiction. She argues that:

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.

(2010: 14)

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 makes this
investigation particularly interesting is that it occurs in popular fiction, which is easily accessible and is
often regarded as ‘superficial’ literature, the purpose of which is merely to entertain. This question will

be examined further in this dissertation. But first it is necessary to clarify the terms of discussion and to

outline the history of international and local forms of the genre.



The task of defining the boundaries of any genre is a complex one, and the case of crime fiction
is especially difficult because of its long and varied literary history. One could offer as a starting point the
following definition: crime fiction or detective stories are fictional narratives in which there is a crime.
P.D. James, the iconic British crime writer, describes the breadth of this perspective:

When we talk of the crime novel we can be discussing a literary spectrum which is extraordinarily
wide and diverse, extending as it does from the modern novels of fast action and espionage,
through to Wilkie Collins, Anthony Trollope and Graham Greene and the genius of Charles Dickens
and Dostoyevsky, embracing some of the greatest achievements of the human spirit. (1993: 2)
This perspective is clearly too broad for my purposes here, yet | have been employing the term ‘crime
fiction’ up to this point. Why is it that | choose this term over other generic terms such as ‘detective
fiction’, ‘police procedural’, ‘thriller’ and ‘whodunit’? In this case | would have to agree with critic John
Scaggs and his reasons for utilising the term in the title of his book, Crime Fiction (2005): “it is the
centrality of crime to a genre that otherwise, in its sheer diversity, defies any simple classification that
has led me to adopt the title ‘Crime Fiction’ for this volume” (2005: 1). However, for my study, this lack
of specific details is not useful either. Heta Pyrhénen, whose book Murder from an Academic Angle
(1994) outlines the history of the criticism of crime fiction, suggests that “[c]ritics 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” (1994: 9). Here, Pyrhonen uses the term
‘detective fiction” which is exclusive in its focus on a particular protagonist, whereas | prefer the term
‘crime fiction’ which allows for a broader range of characters. However, aside from terminology, this
comment, with a focus on the process of solving a crime, reflects the shift in crime fiction over the last
two centuries. What began as reporting crime from the incident to its investigation to eventual
punishment, such as the Newgate Calendar which was popular in eighteenth-century England, has
become a very specific narrative form which depicts the explanation of a crime and the circumstances

surrounding the event, including the culprit and his or her motives, as well as the process of the

investigation which we read in the present. This emphasis is echoed by P.D James in her comment,



“[t]he interest is [currently] less in mystery than in motive, less in surprise than in the psychology of the
murderer and in the effect of the crime both on the killer and society” (1993:2). However James's
perspective on the form of the puzzle and the identity of the culprit contradicts that of Pyrhénen. Rather
than the exposing of the culprit being at the heart of the crime story, James believes that “[t]he crime
novel is, of course, primarily concerned with crime, usually murder, but there is frequently no detective,
amateur or professional, and no clues since we may know from the beginning of the book who is or will
be responsible for the crime and why” (1993: 2). Having taken these perspectives into account and
having to define the genre for myself in this discussion, my view is that the term ‘crime fiction’ may be
used to refer to a narrative in which a fictional world is disrupted by a crime. The narrative then follows
the investigation of this crime and offers some kind of resolution. The spectrum of emphasis in this
definition can stretch from the crime to the detective, and | see ‘crime fiction’ as a broad term under
which sub-genres with more specific emphases such as espionage stories, historical crime fiction, and
thrillers can be housed.

It is necessary to be mindful of the organic boundaries of genre, and in a genre that is growing
as quickly as crime fiction, one must be wary of steadfast rules. Even the definition | am going to employ
could be challenged by the above comments from James and Pyrhonen. These contested boundaries are
the result of a genre growing and developing for over two hundred years. In order to understand how
contemporary South African crime fiction differs from other crime fiction, it is crucial to have an
understanding of the history of the genre internationally.

In terms of literary lineage, almost all critics agree that the crime fiction genre grew out of
Gothic and adventure story roots. It is not the purpose of this dissertation to detail these origins in the
development of the genre, but it is worth giving a short description of their influence which shapes the
fundamental structures of the crime novel. The influence of both the adventure story and the Gothic is

clear in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s early work “The Sign of Four” (1890). The story employs a split



structure alternating between Holmes’ investigations which disrupt the present with the unsettling
details of the past (an element of the Gothic), while an adventure story set in Utah which provides the
background to his investigations. The influence of the adventure story grew to be reflected in a heroic
protagonist, racy plot and dramatic action which differentiate crime fiction from the Gothic novel. The
title of one of the early collections of the genre, Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery, and Horror
(1928) by Dorothy L. Sayers, highlights the close link between crime fiction and the Gothic. Scaggs
describes this influence in crime fiction:
The Gothic novel is characterized by the disruptive return of the past into the present,
particularly in the form of hidden family secrets and ghosts, and the narrative tension between
the past and the present [...] There is also a clear parallel here with the ‘hauntings’ of later crime
narratives, in which some crime in the past threatens the social order in the present, which the
detective attempts to maintain and preserve. (2005: 15)
The ideas of ‘social order’ and ‘attempts to maintain’ it have been touched on already and will be
discussed further in a consideration of my methodology. They are strongly related to broader concerns
such as crime and transgression, investigation and punishment, which are fundamental parts of human
nature and play a major role in our social interactions. As societies have developed discourses, beliefs
and ways of engaging with these concepts, so the genre has matured to reflect these developments. For
example, crime fiction reflects the evolution of police services, prisons, criminal psychology, forensic
analysis, social views on crime and the changes in the types of crimes evident in society. While formal
criminal investigation was developing in reality, the emergence of the first detective stories reflected
these developments, as Scaggs suggests: “[d]uring the same period that science was first being pressed
into the service of crime-solving, the first detective stories, in which the analytical and rational deductive

ability of a single, isolated individual provides the solution to an apparently inexplicable crime, were

being published” (2005: 19).

This relationship between literature and social responses to crime is truly fascinating and offers a wealth

of opportunity for research which is somewhat beyond my purpose here. | wish, now, to give a very



brief overview of the genre internationally through four major sub-genres, namely mystery stories,
‘whodunits’, ‘hardboiled’ detective fiction and police procedurals, to enable us better to engage with
the question of the flourishing of South African crime fiction today.

It is generally accepted that the first generic formulations of crime fiction in English are Edgar
Alan Poe’s short story “Murder in the Rue Morgue” (1841) and, later, Wilkie Collins’ novel Moonstone
(1868) (Scaggs, 2005; Pyrhonen, 1994; Knight, 1980; Porter,1981). It is also worth mentioning the work
of French writer, Emile Gaboriau, published in 1866. His loosely linked novels featuring the amateur
detective, Tabaret, and the police detective, Lecoq, heavily influenced the shaping of Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle’s iconic detective Sherlock Holmes and his associate, Watson. Thus the genre of detective fiction,
in its recognisable form, was emerging simultaneously across Europe and America during this time.

What makes Poe’s work identifiable as the first detective story? Dennis Porter believes that it is
the structure of the work, “the order and causality of the events narrated” (1981: 24), that distinguishes
Poe’s as the first generic formulation of crime fiction. He suggests that crime fiction “prefigures at the
outset the form of its dénouement by virtue of the highly visible question mark hung over its opening”
(1981: 86). Poe’s own description of his method supports Porter’s comments and illustrates how he
attunes the reader to the final unravelling of the mystery:

It is only with the dénouement constantly in view that we can give a plot the indispensable air of
consequence, or causation, by making the incidents, and especially the tone at all points, tend to
the developments of the intention. (Quoted in Porter, 1981: 26)

At this early stage, there is little ideological complexity to the crime story and the resolution offers few
ideological implications for the reader and little comfort about society. Knight asserts that, in Poe’s early
work, “[n]o presentation or analysis of the social causes of disorder is offered, it is merely suggested
that strange and terrible things can happen and a clever man will be able to explain them” (1980: 34).
This ‘analysis of the social causes of disorder’ is, today, a key aspect of the reader’s expectation of a

crime novel, and some form of resolution is the answer to our state of questioning through the novel.



In 1887, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle published A Study in Scarlet, and the sheer popularity of his
work hereafter secured crime fiction’s future as a growing and enduring genre. It is at this point that the
genre clearly began to reflect ideological imperatives. Scaggs suggests that the genre was beginning to
protect the ideology of its readership: “Doyle endorsed conservative, middle-class attitudes” (2005: 25).
Beyond this, however, Doyle’s protagonist, Holmes, espouses reason to explain events and crimes which
strongly appealed to his reading public:

The succession of incidents in explained and necessary relationship to each other expresses the
ideas of material causation and linear history so important to the Victorian world-view. The
perception of these patterns by the heroic individual manages to balance those essentially
deterministic attitudes with the basically contradictory idea of the individual as noble and free,
untrammelled by the laws of material causation. (Knight, 1980: 74)

This intriguing balance gave comfort to the Victorian reader with the belief that all mysteries could,
through concentrated mental exertion and the use of science and reason by a gifted hero, be
illuminated and explained. The power to understand these mysteries may have rested with the
extraordinary mind of the detective, but it was possible. This belief in rationality had significant
epistemological implications. Knight asserts that “[t]he importance of science — more exactly, of the aura
of science — in Holmes’s methods is well-known; it mobilises for the audience’s fictional protection the
contemporary idea that dispassionate science was steadily comprehending and so controlling the world”
(1980: 79). Doyle’s stories also brought crimes and their disruptions into the local and familiar realm of
the reader. Knight describes this immediacy which readers had never before encountered: “[d]isturbing
events are not now caused by past and foreign-based immorality, but represent dangers present in

contemporary London and so are both credible and fearful” (1980: 87).

However, as Knight goes on to describe, these readers also felt a sense of security in this imagined

proximity; they lived in a world where Holmes and Watson had been shown to operate through the



stories they were so familiar with: “[t]he consolations were great, and the wit and verve of Doyle’s
writing give those comforts the illusory vitality of a living system” (Knight, 1980: 103).

While Doyle’s work became monumental in the crime fiction genre, it did not relate to or satisfy
a large proportion of the reading public, particularly women (Knight, 1980: 108), and so the genre
advanced into what is referred to as ‘The Golden Age’ which was led by female writers, and offered new
ways of approaching the narration of stories about crime, prioritising the ‘puzzle’ of solving a mystery.

British crime writer, Agatha Christie, dubbed the ‘Queen of Crime’, and other female writers
including Dorothy L. Sayers, Margery Allingham, and Ngaio Marsh, dominated the ‘Golden Age’, which is
considered to have run roughly from 1920, when Christie published her first novel, The Mysterious Affair
at Styles, through to the wake of the Second World War. The country-house murder mystery and the
‘whodunit’ are icons of this literary era. Another defining aspect was the development of the rules of
‘fair play’ which set the boundaries of how writers were to engage with their readers in the ‘game’ or
‘puzzle’ of the detective story. Scaggs suggests that “[t]he 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” (2005: 27).
This emphasis on the ‘puzzle’ of the detective story characterised crime fiction in the Golden Age and
this basis, whether adhered to or defied, remains fundamental to all crime fiction.

Christie’s stories moved the genre into a new era of ideological concerns. Her work is
dramatically different from Doyle’s patriarchal word-view, however space dictates that | can only briefly
comment on the hero/heroine, the readership and the resolution. The first feature of her work that
strikes the reader is that “Christie neither finds nor offers comfort in an active, heroic, male stereotype”
(Knight 1980: 109). Her detectives, Monsieur Poirot, a pedantic foreigner, and Miss Marple, a wily
spinster, although marginal figures, are protagonists more easy for a general readership to relate to than

the mysterious and volatile Sherlock Holmes. Indeed, the setting of Christie’s work is mostly domestic,



moving the reader from the grimy, dangerous streets of London to the sophisticated country home. This
relocation in setting reflects the shift in readership and, as Knight outlines, a shift in the way the reader
saw him- or herself: “Christie’s central audience was leisured, relatively unskilled but also competitive
and self-conscious — the classic anxious bourgeois class. For them she fashioned a form that ratified
conservatism, the duty others owe the self” (1980: 133). In addition to moving away from a familiarly
masculine detective, Christie’s work moves away from one individualised hero altogether. Knight
believes that Christie gave this bourgeois class a form that ultimately sanctioned the “ability of very
ordinary powers to cope with the disorder people faced, in the world and in themselves” (1980: 133).
Through the empowerment of the ordinary individual in solving the puzzles of her stories, Christie
affirms the whole modern community. Instead of one mysterious hero detective, we find a growing
sense of awareness within a social grouping, and it is often a joint effort of individuals within the
domestic space pooling small clues that solves the crime with the guidance of the detective. This change
in the method of detection has epistemological and ontological implications. Knight suggests that:

[Christie’s] urge to generalise detection presumably arose from her class’s sense that it was in
control, with no need for heroes; partly from her feminine distrust of masculine narcissism and
its associated individualistic heroics. Her attitude meshes extraordinarily well with the overall
clue-puzzle structure, suggesting that the individual reader may equal the enquiring agent;
Christie shapes an imitable method, not a comforting élite personality. (1980: 109)

This communal or generalised detection supports not only the idea of a stable and dominant bourgeois
class, but also a capable and self-sufficient individual reader. The resolution is almost always satisfying,
returning the conservative society to the apparent harmony of its world before the disruption of the
crime through its own, protective detection. Knight shows how, while this relationship bore no
resemblance to reality, it was an important way for the readership to imagine themselves:

The wished for resolution requires only patient and minimally testing thinking in the agent and,
potentially, in the reader. The illusion of effective self-help and self-sufficiency is a crucial part of
the story’s meaning, and the exclusion of detailed police-like activity is a major step in shaping
the ideology. (1908: 111)

10



Soon, however, with the disillusionment of the Second World War, the ‘whodunit’, with its emphasis on
puzzle and lack of complexity in its characters, was seen to be irrelevant, insubstantial and inappropriate
in the wake of the human devastation of the period. Hardboiled crime novels, made popular in America
and characterised by gritty realism and masculine swagger, appealed to a shattered society and came to
the fore internationally after the war.

The subgenre initially emerged in the Black Mask magazine under the editorship of Joseph T.
Shaw in the 1930s. Two greats of the school, Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler, published
hardboiled crime stories in the magazine during this era before going on to write novels in the genre
(Scaggs, 2005: 29). Similarly to the way crime fiction grew from Doyle’s mystery stories into the
‘whodunit’, the shift from ‘cosy’ crime stories to the hardboiled mode was equally dramatic. The
modern reader demanded a deeper engagement with an urban setting, a hero and the attempt to make
sense of post-war society. From the stories of the ‘Golden Age’, written mostly by British females, the
genre moved to being predominantly written by American men with an entirely different approach.
Scaggs points out that “hard-boiled fiction placed the laconic, self-reliant hero of the Western genre into
this urban world to create something entirely new” (2005: 29). This new literary base of the Western
changed the focus of this subgenre from one seeking to solve a puzzle to one exploring the inner
dynamics of the detective, now referred to as a ‘Private Eye’, an individual, almost without exception a
tough man, faced with the almost overwhelming task of making sense of the corrupt, incomprehensible
and threatening urban world around him. Scaggs suggests that:

[ilt was Hammett, more than any other author, who set the foundation for a type of fiction that
was characterised, among other things, by the ‘hard-boiled’ and ‘pig headed’ figure of the
private investigator around which the subgenre developed, a threatening and alien urban
setting, frequent violence, and fast-paced dialogue that attempted to capture the language of
‘the streets’. (2005: 55)

These novels had enormous appeal and made a major impact internationally because their characters

were cool, edgy and dangerous. In addition to this, people were reading and buying literature in a new
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way with the development of ‘pulp fiction’ in the publishing industry. Inexpensive fiction books and
magazines published on cheap paper made the genre inexpensive and easily available to a mass public.

The ideological implications of the hardboiled mode are more unsettling than the crime fiction
genre had ever offered before. Resolutions offer small triumphs in a fundamentally hostile world. Scaggs
identifies the isolation and alienation of the Private Eye as the centre of the subgenre: “[i]t is the figure
of the tough loner on a crusade against social corruption, above all else, that characterises the hard-
boiled mode” (2005: 64). Ralph Willet acknowledges the sense of futility in the genre as he sees the
Private Eye’s quest as having to “temporarily check the enfolding chaos” (1992: 5). Ernst Mandel takes
this notion of futility further in suggesting that “[t]here is a certain naivety in the idea of a tough ‘hard
boiled’ individual fighting single-handedly against gangsterism, organised crime, and political and police
corruption” (1984: 36). 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. Scaggs suggests that the protagonist’s incorruptibility in a setting of urban decay
features strongly in the hardboiled crime story:

The image of the modern city as a polluted wasteland emphasises the notion of a more general
corruption in modern society that threatens to poison and corrupt even the private eye, and
such a threat explains Chandler’s insistence, in ‘The Simple Art of Murder’, that down these
streets a man must go ‘who is not himself mean’. (2005: 70)

In terms of the subgenre’s resolutions and ideological consequences, it is this noble quest of the
individual in a culture of fundamental uncertainty and corruption that holds weight and offers the
reader some meaning.

In an ironic twist, John Scaggs suggests that the hardboiled form, “of all the sub-generic modes
[...] is the most often, and easily, appropriated” for other purposes (2005: 4). He goes on to describe

how “the most truculently misogynistic and often racist sub-genre of crime fiction is the one that has
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been most frequently and successfully appropriated for ethnic, cultural, feminist, and gay and lesbian
reformulations” (2005: 4).

This is clearly visible in the work of Sara Paretsky and Sue Grafton who both began publishing
feminist revisions of the hardboiled mode in 1982, as well as Walter Mosley’s work emerging in the
1990s which interrogates race in the genre. These novels consciously use the form in new ways to
question its ideological implications. Focussing on a black or a female Pl offers very different possibilities
from those of the traditional white male. The conscious reformation of subgenres is not exclusively an
American phenomenon: Diale Tlolwe’s Ancient Rites (2008), a contemporary South African crime novel,
employs the conventions of the hardboiled mode and will be examined in this dissertation. In terms of
the development of the crime novel, however, the genre moved on from focussing on the rogue
individual Pl in the hardboiled subgenre to the teamwork of the social institution of the police force in
the Police Procedural.

The first recognisable version of this subgenre was published in America in the 1950s and 1960s
in Ed McBain’s 87th Street Precinct series. The author begins each novel with the following disclaimer:
"The city in these pages is imaginary. The people, the places are all fictitious. Only the police routine is
based on established investigatory technique". As the series name and this repeated disclaimer suggest,
the genre shifted to focus on realistic procedures of the police force. Knight argues that “[t]he detective
has become a policeman, acting with institutional support, conducting more or less accurately reported
police business” (1980: 168). Scaggs points out that, while the Private Eye represents “questionable
vigilante justice [which is] often self-serving, personal, small scale” (2005: 88), the police detective can
be seen as “part of the police force who safeguards society through vigilant and unceasing surveillance”
(2005: 88). This subgenre depends on the assumption that “[t]he reader can trust the police to be
credible operatives against crime” (Scaggs, 2005: 97). This fundamental trust in the law enforcement

establishment contradicts the profound cynicism and distrust of the hardboiled mode. However, at this
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point in its development, even as it might seem to move into the greater conservatism of institutional
policing, crime fiction is becoming less prescriptive in its ideological implications and more interrogative.
While the genre does present certain assumptions such as the police force being a united, vigilant and
protective presence, the form’s realism offers the space to reflect on society and prompt questions.
Scaggs describes how “[c]rime happens to ordinary people, and although plots are often based on
personal crises, it is the inherent realism of the subgenre of which this is a part that makes it the ideal
vehicle for interrogating both the social order and the structures that support it” (2005: 97). In terms of
the subgenre’s resolutions, the reader is comforted by the protection of the fictional police force.
Deviant criminals and what is believed to be an honourable police force are represented as opposing
forces. Good nearly always triumphs over evil: “[t]he expulsion of the threat returns society to the status
quo courtesy of the police force” (Scaggs, 2005: 99).

From this point in crime fiction’s development, authors started working with the major
subgenres in new ways. Further subgenres developed such as thrillers and historical crime fiction as well
as particular national flavours of crime fiction. Australia, Scotland, Sweden and South Africa are
examples of countries that produce internationally acclaimed crime fiction. At this point, having outlined
the development of international crime fiction, | wish to move to a discussion of South African crime
fiction and its growth.

One of the first clearly-identifiable South African crime stories appeared in the May edition of
Drum magazine in 1953 and was penned by a young journalist called Arthur Maimane. The story, written
under the pseudonym Arthur Mogale, features an investigator, ‘the Chief’, who emulates the Private Eye
of early American hardboiled crime fiction. Barbara Erasmus, a local crime writer, describes ‘the Chief’ in
her article, “Who’s who in South African Crime Fiction: Arthur Maimane” as “the epitome of the
hardboiled private dick, part Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe, part Peter Cheyney’s fast-talking Slim

Callaghan” (2007: para.3). Four years later, June Drummond published the first South African crime
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novel called The Black Unicorn (1957) which featured an amateur sleuth. Also at this time, Afrikaans
crime fiction, which is now a major part of South African crime fiction, began to emerge. Local Afrikaans
crime writer and journalist, Dirk Jordaan, asserts that early Afrikaans crime writing lacked complexity
and sophistication: “[i]nitially, during the middle part of the previous century, cheaply printed novels
featured steak-loving, hat-wearing detectives [...] investigating single murders in small towns. But they
were more pulp fiction than noir” (2008: para.2). These early South African detective stories, in both
English and Afrikaans, drew elements directly from American hardboiled crime fiction; indeed, it would
be a long time before local crime fiction dealt more directly with South Africa itself and developed its
own recognisably South African character. Local crime writer, blogger and critic, Mike Nicol suggests
that, for writers like Maimane and Drummond, engaging with crime in So