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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, I 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. 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. 

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 I 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 I examine is Diale Thlolwe’s Ancient Rites and I 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 I 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’. 
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geographical, cultural and racial specifics without describing or exploring those specifics. The author 

asserts the identity of his Marakong-a-Badimo characters as the universal experience among rural 

people in South Africa. 

 The repeated generalisations in Tlholwe’s use of the term ‘rural folk’ reveal the assumption that 

the culture associated with this identity is static. This can clearly be seen in the narrator’s description of 

his class of learners: 

Nothing was uniform about them, and, as in many rural schools, I expected to find a seven-year-

old happily sharing a desk with a fourteen-year-old. This is against all progressive notions of 

education, yet it happens every day away from the beady eyes of the officials. The rural folk 

have a charming way of breaking the rules with such a disarming lack of consciousness of any 

wrongdoing that it is often very difficult to challenge them. (Tlholwe, 2008: 41) 

The narrator assumes a universal identity for all of the villagers in Marakong-a-Badimo as well as all 

other rural people, along with the assumptions that these people are always unconscious of rule-

breaking and are always charming. These assumptions feed into an essentialism with which the narrator 

describes the villagers: “[r]ural folk have good eyes. Even in the dark they will notice minor irregularities 

in a landscape they know as well as they know themselves […] But they also go to bed conveniently early 

unlike their decadent city cousins” (Tlholwe, 2008: 108). Here, the narrator presents the assumption 

that all people who live in rural areas have good eyesight and that they all have frugal living habits 

including going to bed early which are clearly not universally true. In fact, much of Maje’s interaction 

with the villagers takes place at night. 

  This perspective of the narrator, his assumptions and generalisations, is never rendered ironic or 

misguided and thus seems to be the author’s position. This is a disappointing and incongruous point as, 

of all the authors I have chosen to discuss in this dissertation, Tlholwe seems to be the author most 

avidly seeking to explore black identity in post-apartheid South Africa. His journey is described in a 

biography about him on his publisher’s website: “[i]n reading literature, he identified a lack of black 

people who were not represented as stereotypes, and he became concerned that these stereotypes 
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[are] perpetuated in other media too. Where were the dramas and confusions of real black people in 

books?” (Kwêla Books: para 2). The condescending treatment of and vast generalisations made about 

rural South Africans make Tlholwe’s treatment of black identity and rural culture a problematic aspect of 

Ancient Rites. Another area that weakens the novel’s treatment of these characters is its depiction of 

spirituality and religion. 

While the rites and rituals in the novel take centre stage in the title of the novel as well as during 

the climactic scene in the valley, spirituality and religion in Ancient Rites are largely indistinct and 

gestured at, rather than narrated or explained. Aside from ‘traditional’, even stereotypical,  African 

imagery in the prologue of the novel such as drums, stamping feet, loincloth, sacred pool, throne, wild 

animal hides, and the mention that, because of its proximity to Botswana and the Kalagadi, there are 

several Batswana and Khoesan characters, little or no specific spiritual or cultural identity is given to the 

story. Rather, the author offers a generalised African rural spirituality, and relies on assumptions made 

by the reader to evoke the details. Tlholwe gives no exploration of these specifics of what spirituality 

means to the residents of Marakong-a-Badimo. Rather than exploring specifically who and what the 

villagers commune with in their rites, the author simplifies and generalises African spiritual identity and 

uses the term ‘ancient’ which has connotations of timelessness and stasis to cover himself.  

 Another significantly problematic aspect of Tlholwe’s treatment of black identity is his 

treatment of Khoesan culture. Jan-Jan Mothibi, a young Khoesan boy in Maje’s class, is described as a 

ghost, evoking the rapid disintegration of his race and culture. Maje’s first remarks about the boy depict 

more of an absence than the presence of a person:  “[a] tiny shadow of a boy – and apparently able to 

move just as silently as a shadow – he had the delicate features of the Khoesan” (Tlholwe, 2008: 38). 

The protagonists’s understanding of the boy’s culture and its position in South African culture is also 

revealed through metaphor: 

As I watched him float away and join his friends in a scuffle about a ragged football, it came to 

me that he was possessed of that terrible fragility of a people staring into the abyss, with cold 
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shadows gathering around their kind as their numbers diminished with every turning of the 

earth. I have seen that haunted, far-away look before […] The look of a people who sense that 

when humanity finally gathered around the last fire, they may be absent, their tongues long 

stilled and their last prayer unheard. (Tlholwe, 2008: 38-9) 

The problem with this treatment of Khoesan culture is that the narrator is describing this cultural 

identity as something closer to the extinction of a species than the changes in a complex, dynamic 

culture.  

The final problematic aspect of Tlholwe’s treatment of black identity and rural context that I 

wish to discuss is the ideological implication of the village within the narrative. The author comments 

that: “[l]ike many urban people who are rootless the rural areas are attractive and tempting [sic].Many 

urban people have this yearning for them and look at them maybe too romantically as places that may 

renew them” (Nicol, 2009(e): para. 3). Marakong-a-Badimo is, at first, something of an enigma to Maje. 

However, as he comes to understand the history of the village and its inhabitants, it becomes a 

significant touchstone of social values for him and, later, also Lesego. The wisdom and maternal care of 

MaMolefe, the earnestness and modesty of Molefe, and the memory of Mamorena’s moral fortitude 

are celebrated values within the novel.  The implications of Thabang and Lesego’s promise to return and 

take care of Pono locate the wholesomeness of the village as a refuge from the chaos of their urban 

lives. Combined with the generalisations and assumptions that the author makes about rural people 

discussed above, Tlholwe locates all rural villages, not just Marakong-a-Badimo, as originators and 

protectors of wholesome social values. The author’s comments on the dynamic between the urban and 

the rural highlight his problematic perspective, which gives rise to these difficulties in the novel: 

The way most people have one foot in one culture and another foot in a different culture I think 

leads to interesting possibilities in writing crime fiction. I thought Thabang fitted this picture 

perfectly of the typical urbanized person who is however not sure of the truth of these matters. 

While he often ridicules them he does not dismiss them altogether. The setting is also 

unchanging while the city-bred Thabang is a product of the ever changing city. The patience of 

the rural folk is also indicative of the ancient landscape that has remained almost unchanged 
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over a very long time. On the other hand Thabang is filled with the city impatience to get things 

done. (Nicol, 2009(e): para. 5) 

What is a ‘typical urbanized person’? How can a place be unchanging? Do all of the rural characters 

show patience? Increasingly, it has become obvious to me that the author’s collapsing of identities and 

reliance upon assumption is the root of the novel’s problematic treatment of black identity and rural 

context. This last quotation from the author in which he describes the contrast between Maje, as a city 

slicker, and the rural village highlights the fundamental lack of subtlety and complexity in the author’s 

treatment of different people and settings:  

I wanted this contrast because it brings out clearly the contrast between the old and the 

modern. It also challenges Thabang’s own preconceptions and prejudices about this illogical 

world. He slowly appreciates that he has got to look at this illogical world according to its own 

terms instead of imposing his own points of reference on it. The rural folk have also got to 

realize that they also have to face the outside world eventually. The question is how to 

harmonize the two worlds or even if this is possible and desirable. The arguments are still 

raging on these things. (Nicol, 2009e: para. 11)(Emphasis added) 

In these comments Tlholwe assumes that urban and rural cultures are fixed within themselves and that 

the people who identify with these cultures stay in their locations and embody that fixed identity. He 

also asserts that the rural village’s way of perceiving the world is old and illogical. These problematic 

aspects of the work give Ancient Rites a sterile, outsider’s perspective that relies on troubling, 

essentialised assumptions.  

Of the novels I have examined in this dissertation, Ancient Rites comes to mind as the least 

successfully integrated whole. However it is an award-winning crime novel and needs to be considered 

alongside the best in the genre. Tlholwe has succeeded in several important areas such as establishing a 

likeable and reliable protagonist and crafting a sense of mystery and intrigue in his story. He has 

stretched the genre in very interesting ways by challenging many conventions and setting his crime story 

in a traditional rural village. This particularly South African context is made richer with a deep awareness 

of the area’s local and political history. The novel also successfully explores the complexities and 
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subtleties of different ways of understanding the world around us, introducing myth and mysticism as 

valuable tools for grappling with an often bewildering world. The novel’s strongest ideological current, 

however, is the journey from alienation and isolation to understanding and connection: a positive 

navigation of post-apartheid South Africa. 

 Having said this, there are fundamental problems in the novel which inhibit these aspects from 

working successfully in an integrated fashion. One of these is Tlholwe’s fractured and jarring 

characterisation of his narrator and detective, Maje. Another is a sense that the novel is not anchored in 

contemporary South Africa but is plagued by outdated attitudes and a feeling of sterility. I feel that the 

country we live in is so much more complex and shifting than Tlholwe’s depiction. As a whole, the 

project is troubled and puzzling; the hardboiled frame that the author has chosen has not been 

successfully integrated with the complex ideological issues he has attempted to explore. There is such 

scope and possibility in Maje’s narration which is not accessed because of the author’s problematic 

assumptions and generalisations.  

To conclude, Tlholwe has attempted to write a story relevant to South Africa’s growth as a 

country. He has tried to evoke a touching story of connection and light a way to navigate often 

bewildering circumstances. The author understands how fundamental connection is to our society: 

“[w]hether it’s an old lady sitting in her front room or a prisoner holding on to the bars of a high, narrow 

window, people want to see other people” (Tlholwe, 2008: 46). And this is a useful story in a genre 

through which many people read to try and understand their surroundings. Compared to Roger Smith’s 

nihilism, discussed in the previous chapter, which is static and closed, this ideological position offers 

hope and allows for complexity as part of moving forward. Whether these successful aspects can 

outweigh the author’s problematic assumptions and their manifestations in the novel is something the 

individual reader must judge. For this reader they unfortunately do not. 
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Chapter Four 

Deon Meyer’s Devil’s Peak and the Notion of Justice in Post-apartheid South 

Africa 

Deon Meyer is probably South Africa’s best-known crime writer and one of our one of our most popular 

writing exports. He has published seven novels in English which have been translated into 25 languages 

and distributed around the world. Meyer writes in Afrikaans and his work is translated into English by his 

trusted translator, K.L. Seegers. His work has won numerous international awards, the most prestigious 

of which is perhaps the Barry Award at Bouchercon for Thirteen Hours (2010). The author is equally 

highly regarded at home, in South Africa, and has won several local awards including the Boeke Prize 

Fanatics’ Choice Award for 2011 which recognises Afrikaans fiction. Devil’s Peak (2004), the subject of 

this chapter, won South Africa’s ATKV prose prize in 2004, as well as the Martin Beck Award from the 

Swedish Academy of Crime Writers in 2010 and the Readers’ Award from the French site 

CritiquesLibres.com for Best Crime Novel or Thriller in 2010. Known for his modesty, sense of humour 

and love of motorbikes, Meyer has become a firm favourite for many South African and international 

readers. His narration of post-apartheid South Africa travels well internationally and this popularity has 

led to a trilogy movie deal of Devil’s Peak, 13 Hours and 7 Days (2012) starring Hollywood actor Shaun 

Bean. The trilogy features Benny Griessel as a recurring protagonist, and it is in Devil’s Peak that the 

detective first takes a leading role in Meyer’s narration. 

Devil’s Peak is difficult to categorise in terms of genre because, while it follows an investigation 

characteristic of a crime novel, it develops increasingly into a thriller the conventions of which have 

been discussed in detail in the previous chapter on Roger Smith’s Mixed Blood. These two novels differ 

in their use of the thriller genre’s conventions but they do have a common aspect which Martin 

Priestman argues is a fundamental element of the genre. He asserts that the thriller “emphasizes 

present danger rather than reflecting on, or investigating, past action. [...]To create this danger in the 
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present the protagonist of the crime thriller must be threatened, by powerful external forces of some 

form or another” (Priestman, 1990: 43). Like Smith, Meyer works with a drive to give the reader an 

extreme experience.  These novels share an aspect of form which David Glover believes defines the 

genre. He argues that the thriller is “marked by the way in which it persistently seeks to raise the stakes 

of the narrative, heightening or exaggerating the experience of events by transforming them into a rising 

curve of danger, violence or shock” (Glover, 2003: 137). 

What sets Devil’s Peak apart from Smith’s work, however, is Meyer’s approach of balancing 

detailed and insightful background and characterisation with a taut thriller form. This book is noticeably 

longer in word count than the others I have discussed, which gives the author the space to explore his 

characters’ psychologies and choices deeply as well as social and cultural backgrounds in the South 

African context. He achieves this is all without sacrificing the drive and tension of the thriller form. This 

background gives greater satisfaction to the thrilling plot, and engages with some of the complexities of 

post-apartheid South Africa. Meyer’s writing style is clear even in the quotations used to substantiate 

my argument in this chapter: they are longer than any of the quotations of the previous chapters of this 

dissertation because of the way Meyer layers detailed information and builds up his narration of 

characters, setting and action.  

 In Devil’s Peak, Meyer explores the fine line between the perpetration of a crime and seeing 

justice done. Through three main characters who each consciously act outside the law in different ways, 

Meyer explores the notion of justice in post-apartheid South Africa. In the Collins English Dictionary, the 

term ‘justice’ is defined as “the quality or fact of being just” (2003: 882). Already, we can see the term’s 

subjective foundations are evident. Who decides what is ‘just’? In the context of ethics, one is provided 

with two more relevant definitions of the word ‘justice’: 

b) a particular distribution of benefits and burdens fairly in accordance with a particular 
conception of what are to count as like cases. 
c) the principle that punishment should be proportionate to the offence. (Collins English 
Dictionary , 2003:882) 
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And finally, in terms of the justice system, ‘just’ is defined as “the administration of law according to 

prescribed and accepted principles”. These definitions show a fissure between the notions of justice as 

the execution of the law and justice as a subjective dealing out of consequences for actions. This fissure 

is highlighted in Devil’s Peak through different types of justice, such as institutional justice, personal 

justice and vigilante justice. Before exploring these particular conceptions of the ‘just’, however, I want 

to make some brief comments on the history of justice within the South African context. 

The very idea of South Africa as a nation stems from a deep and painful history of injustice 

running from slavery and colonial rule through to apartheid and its institution of deep-seated inequality. 

South Africa did not have a national democratic government until 1994, and our turbulent national 

history has been plagued by injustice and conflict along racial, cultural, political, economic and gender 

lines.  South African is still getting to grips with this history of injustice while, today, the face of injustice 

has changed from that of an identifiable political regime to problems more difficult to tackle: desperate 

economic inequality, debilitating corruption and one of the highest crime rates in the world. As a nation, 

we are unfortunately all too familiar with injustice. Conversations about crime often turn to discussions 

of justice, vengeance and the lengths one will go to in order to protect one’s kin in a society of violent 

crime when the law enforcement establishment fails. By writing a narrative exploring these themes, 

Meyer taps into a common state of anxiety and frustration shared by many of his readers.  

Devil’s Peak is divided into four sections of varying length. Their titles – Christine, Thobela, 

Benny, Carla, each the name of a prominent character – reflect the emphasis of each book. The story is 

narrated in three threads which eventually weave into each other as the novel comes to a climax from 

chapter 31. First, Christine, a young prostitute, tells her life story to a minister over the course of an 

afternoon. As the events of the story become more recent, they shed light onto the contents of a 

mysterious box that she has placed on the minister’s desk. From the beginning part of the novel, this 

scene in narrated in the third person with reported speech, however from chapter 18, roughly a quarter 
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of the way through the novel, the narrative includes Christine’s focalisation without direct speech to the 

minister. The second thread concerns the bereft ex-uMkhonto weSizwe and KGB-trained assassin, 

Thobela Mpayipheli, whose adopted son, Pakamile, is shot and killed when the pair unwittingly stumbles 

upon an armed robbery at a service station. This thread is narrated in the third person and focalised 

through Mpayipheli who, after his son’s killers’ escape from jail, turns to vigilante justice and murders 

child abusers he learns of in the news with a traditional Zulu spear. The third thread is focalised through 

Benny Griessel, a once-great detective whose wife has finally left him after his years of alcohol abuse. As 

he battles to remain sober and regain a grip on his life, he must work on several gruelling cases, 

including the assegai killer nicknamed ‘Artemis’. 

 There is a shift from equal emphasis on these three threads in the earlier stages of the novel, all 

of which contain segues of background information on each of the main characters, to the thriller form 

where Griessel investigates the cases of Christine and Mpayipheli under significant time constraints and 

personal pressures. The intrigue shifts from psychology to the playing out of the narrative tension of a 

thriller. Meyer works with generic conventions of the thriller genre by using a narrative strategy in which 

the main characters consciously choose to exceed the law, in achieving what they perceive to be a sense 

of justice.   

Firstly, and most obviously, Mpayipheli becomes a vigilante killer, targeting child abusers in an 

attempt to discourage future perpetrators and protect children. Second, Christine frames client and 

drug lord, Carlos Sangrenegra, for the kidnapping of her three-year old daughter after he sees Sonia by 

chance one day and Christine fears her safety. Carlos is killed by Mpayipheli in a set-up by the police in 

an attempt to catch the widely-publicised ‘Artemis’ or ‘assegai killer’. The third act taken outside the law 

is by César Sangrenegra, Carlos’s brother, who demands ‘justicia’, or revenge, for the death of this 

brother. César kidnaps Griessel’s eighteen-year old daughter, Carla, and to get his daughter back, 

Griessel must commit the fourth, capturing Mpayipheli and not turning him over to the police, but 

 

 

 

 



128 
 

rather holding him hostage and taking him to César Sangrenegra. In the fifth and final act outside the 

law, Griessel is complicit in faking Mpayipheli’s death and aiding his escape after he helps Griessel 

rescue his daughter. The author employs the highly effective generic conventions of the thriller to 

explore several manifestations of the notion of justice. 

Institutional justice 

The first of these is institutional justice which, in this case, refers to the institutions upholding justice in a 

society. In Devil’s Peak, institutional justice is represented by the law enforcement establishment, 

including detective Benny Griessel, his fellow policemen and superiors, and the court of law. This type of 

justice, which regulates society, is common to both Meyer’s fictional world and the reader’s reality, and 

is therefore one of the author’s key tools to comment on justice within the context of post-apartheid 

South Africa. Some of the chief ideas Meyer picks up on are: the transformation of the Police Service 

since 1994; corruption and in-fighting within the Police Service; and the detrimental effects of the 

pressures of police work. 

 The primary figure of institutional justice is the novel’s protagonist, Benny Griessel, who drives 

the investigation of those who have disregarded the law in the novel. The first mention of the detective 

is in Christine’s narrative, and points to Griessel’s honourable and perceptive nature: “Griessel. He had 

tousled hair. And soft eyes, but they looked right through you” (Meyer, 2007: 22). In the very next 

chapter, Griessel’s focalisation commences as he wakes up, hung-over and bewildered, about to be 

asked to leave their home by his wife. He utters his protestations after he sees the bruises he has left on 

her body, “Anna, I … it was the drink, you know I didn’t mean it. Please, Anna, you know that’s not me’ 

(Meyer, 2007: 25) (emphasis in the text). From the very beginning, Griessel battles with conflicting parts 

of himself: the great cop and the floundering alcoholic. 

The lost detective’s close friend and colleague, Matt Joubert, attempts to intervene in Griessel’s 

lifestyle after he hears about Anna kicking him out: 
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Just Booze, Benny, that’s all you think about. And yourself. What the fuck is going on inside your 
head? What has happened to your brains?’ 
 
For an instant he wanted to respond, to scream: ‘I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t want to be 
like this, I don’t know how I got here, leave me alone!’ (Meyer, 2007: 42-3) 
 

Angry and scared in his personal life, Griessel also no longer recognises the police service which has 

been like a family to him for his whole adult life:  

Even though he and the other dinosaurs like Matt Joubert talked about the Force, it was the 
Service now. The politically correct, criminal-procedures-regulated, emasculated and 
disempowered Service, where an alcoholic could not be the leader of a task team. Don’t even 
talk about the fucking constitutional protection of criminals’ rights. (Meyer, 2007: 291) 
 

Griessel has been deeply affected by his work, and his disillusionment and frustration come to the fore 

when he lashes out at Joubert, reflecting on the man he was when he started his career as a policeman: 

He thought he could make a difference. He believed that if he worked long enough and hard 
enough, we would win, some time or other, to hell with rank and to hell with promotion; justice 
would triumph and that is all that mattered because we are the white hats. The guy from Parow 
is dead, Matt. Dead as a doornail. And why? What happened? What’s happening now? We are 
outnumbered. We aren’t winning; we are losing. There are more and more of them and there 
are less of us. What’s the use? What help is all the overtime and the hardship? Are we 
rewarded? Are we thanked? The harder we work, the more we get shat upon. Look here. This is 
a white skin. What does it mean? Twenty-six years in the Force and it means fuck-all. It’s not the 
booze – I’m not stuck in the rank of inspector because of the booze. You know that. It’s 
affirmative action. Gave my whole fucking life, took all that shit and along came affirmative 
action. (Meyer, 2007: 45-6) 
 

In his anger, Griessel displaces the cause of his hardships from his alcoholism to the rising crime rate and 

the police service’s inability to combat crime effectively, as well as the political issue of affirmative 

action, a system introduced after 1994 actively to address the (predominantly) racial imbalances in the 

demographics of South Africa’s institutions. Whether these factors really have the impact Griessel claims 

they do or not, we see clearly how Meyer has based his protagonist on the ‘hardboiled’ detective, the 

loner who doggedly believes he can eliminate crime and who is often associated with the gallant knight.  

What differentiates Griessel from the other characters in the novel is that, while fighting a battle 

against crime, he must also fight a battle within himself. This tension, which the reader is given access to 

through his narrative, is common in ‘hardboiled’ heroes. Between these two conflicts, the reader gets to 

 

 

 

 



130 
 

know the protagonist intimately as Griessel rediscovers himself as a detective and as a man through his 

sobriety. Griessel’s focalisation is particularly self-reflexive, which helps Meyer to create sympathy for a 

protagonist who, on the surface of things (an alcoholic who beats his wife), initially seems almost 

unredeemable. He is clearly aware of his weaknesses and this passage shows his reflections on how he 

has changed as a person:  

What he was and the way he thought, wasn’t how it had been in the beginning. In the beginning 
he had operated in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’, two opposites, two separate groups on either side 
of the law, sure in his belief that there was a definite difference, a dividing line. For whatever 
reason. Genetic, perhaps, or psychological, but that was how it was; some people were criminals 
and some were not and it was his job to purify society of the former group. Not an impossible 
task, just a huge one. But straightforward mostly. Identify, arrest and remove.  
 Now, on this end of the alcohol tunnel, in his rediscovered sobriety, he realised he no 
longer believed in that. He now knew everyone had it in them. Crime lay quiescent in everyone, 
a hibernating serpent in the subconscious. In the heat of avarice, jealousy, hatred, revenge, fear, 
it reared up and struck. (Meyer, 2007: 203-4) 
 

Griessel later becomes painfully aware that he, too, is vulnerable to the forces that make people commit 

crimes: 

He was a good policeman because he understood others through self-knowledge. He could 
understand his own weaknesses, his own fears and instincts, because he knew them. He could 
magnify them like turning up an imaginary volume control to the level where they made other 
people commit murder or rape, lie or steal. As he sat there he realised it was one of the things 
that made him start drinking. The slow realisation that he was like them and they were like him, 
that he was not a better man. (Meyer, 2007: 308) 

 
This proximity to the criminal and victim, the constant work with the intimate psychology behind killing 

and death, takes a toll on the detective. Whenever Griessel sees a corpse at a crime scene, he feels a 

scream emanating from the victim, imagining his/her last cry as he or she clings to life: 

Griessel knew he would hear the sound. […] [He] saw Davids fall backwards, mouth stretched 
wide, the filling in his teeth rusty brown. The scream, at first thick as molasses, a tongue slowly 
sticking out, and the scream growing thin, thinner than blood. (Meyer, 2007: 75) 

 
From the hardboiled detective inspired by the figure of the gallant knight, purifying society on his own, 

Griessel develops through his journey of alcoholism and sobriety to more complex psychological 

realisation that everyone is capable of crime, even himself. His honour is evinced in his commitment to 
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the case even through his profound personal challenges, and they only enrich his insights as a detective 

where his strengths lie in listening acutely to people, having insight into behaviour and relying on his 

instincts. 

Outside pressures deepen our interest in Griessel through time constraints placed on him. 

Initially, in chapter five, Griessel’s wife gives him an ultimatum on their marriage:  

You have six months, Benny – that is what we are giving you. Six months to choose between us 
and the booze. If you can stay dry you can come back, but this is your last chance. You can see 
the children on Sundays, if you want. You can knock on the door and if you smell of drink I will 
slam it in your face. If you are drunk you needn’t bother coming back. (Meyer, 2007: 26) 

 
Later, Griessel is under pressure to solve the case of the assegai murderer to save his job. While 

examining a crime scene, the narrator utters: “He had better make it work, because it was all he had” 

(Meyer, 2007: 240). Deeper in the investigation, he pleads for time to use Carlos Sangrenegra, believed 

to have kidnapped Christine’s daughter, as bait for the assegai killer before he considers fleeing the 

country.  Griessel is given four days to capture the killer in this way, but he is given a warning by Joubert 

which places significant pressure on him: 

‘Jesus, Benny, I don’t like it. The risks are too high. If it goes bad... If you want to get the assegai 
man you will have to use the media. Organised crime is highly pissed. The child is still missing. 
There’s just too much –’ 
‘Matt, I will make it work.’ 
They looked each other in the eyes. 
‘I will make it work.’ (Meyer, 2007: 283)   

 
The impetus of institutional justice is thus embodied by detective Benny Griessel who, while battling his 

own psychological and emotional challenges, fundamentally believes that society needs the order and 

protection of institutional justice. 

Failed Justice 

The frustration and anger at the failure of justice are depicted in Devil’s Peak through the murder of 

Thobela Mpayipheli’s adopted son, Pakamile, during a robbery at a petrol station, then through the 

verbal attack on Mpayipheli’s moral fibre during the trial of the murderers and, finally, through the 
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escape of the murderers from police custody and the seeming apathy and helplessness of the law 

enforcement establishment to recapture them. 

 We are introduced to Mpayipheli and Pakamile on their drive home from an off-road motorbike 

course. As they pull up at the petrol station, Mpayipheli offers his son a drink and the boy’s modest and 

kind nature shows in his response: “No thanks,’ said the boy and lifted up the 500-ml Coca Cola bottle 

that had been lying at his feet. It was not yet empty” (Meyer, 2007: 6). In this moment, Mpayipheli 

reflects on the child’s blossoming, even after his mother’s death: “He had seen the boy’s self-confidence 

grow with every hour, the enthusiasm that glowed in him like an ember with every ‘Look, Thobela, 

watch me!’“ (Meyer, 2007: 6). Pakamile’s strength in coping bravely with the loss of his mother garners 

the character great sympathy from the reader. We too feel Mpayipheli’s concern and tenderness 

towards the bright little boy: 

Occasionally he would try to talk about it, but carefully, because he did not want to open the old 

wound. So he would ask: ‘How are things with you, Pakamile?’, ‘Is something worrying you?’ or 

‘Are you happy?’ And the boy would answer with his natural cheerfulness that things were 

good, he was so very happy, because he had him, Thobela, and the farm and the cattle and 

everything. But there was always the suspicion that that was not the whole truth, that the child 

kept a secret place in his head where he would visit his loss alone. (Meyer, 2007: 30) 

As a child, Pakamile represents the future, what South Africa could be like, and his gentle, innocent, 

earnest nature paints a bright picture. His senseless murder, a common feature of the violent crime 

which plagues South Africa, sharply counterpoints this hopeful picture.  

 The failure of justice to protect the innocent and punish the guilty begins during the trial of 

Pakamile’s murderers. Mpayipheli’s past as a KGB-trained assassin, traded by uMkhonto weSizwe to the 

East Germans for several missions, is revealed by the defendants’ lawyer. His return to South Africa after 

1994 and his subsequent work as a bodyguard are turned against him to insinuate that he attacked the 

men first and that they shot at him in self-defence. This attack reshapes the image of Mpayipheli from a 

caring father into a dangerous and volatile force: 
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‘The war was over ten years ago. I was not there to fight, I was there to fill up…’ 
‘The war was not over for you ten years ago, Mr Mpayipheli. You took the war to the Cape Flats 
with your training in death and injury.’ (Meyer, 2007: 17) 

 
Here, the failure of justice lies in the justice system: the defence attacks Mpayipheli rather than seeing 

the guilty punished. 

 This failure, however, is only the beginning as we discover with Mpayipheli that the accused 

murderers have escaped from police custody. His reaction of anger is contrasted with his lawyer’s 

helplessness and apathy: 

The rage inside him took on another face that he did not wish her to see. ‘Where would they 
go?’ 
She shrugged once more, as if she was beyond caring. ‘Who knows?’ (Meyer, 2007: 21) 

 
This response is a reflection of the desperate state of the South African justice system and police service 

which are stretched beyond their means. When Mpayipheli meets the case detective to find out how 

they will recapture the culprits, he discovers that escapes are so frequent that there is an entire 

database for escapees. In this conversation the urgency and immediacy of his case are put into the 

context of a broader status quo. When Mpayipheli asks what action will be taken, he is again met with 

the overwhelming helplessness of a system unable to cope: 

‘Someone will go and ask, My Mpayipheli, if [their families have] heard anything from him.’ 
‘And they say “no” and then nothing happens?’ 
Another sigh, deeper this time. ‘ There are realities you and I cannot change.’ 
‘That is what black people used to say about Apartheid.’ (Meyer, 2007: 27) 

 
It is at this point that Mpayipheli takes the first step towards the vigilante justice he comes to embody in 

the novel by consciously contravening the law and bribing the detective for a copy of the case file. With 

this act, Mpayipheli takes justice into his own hands. 

 What makes this thread in the novel so powerful is that Pakamile’s death is directly associated 

with violent crime and a deep frustration with the judicial system: two major concerns for many South 

Africans in reality. Meyer goes on to explore vigilante justice as a response to these concerns through 

the character of Mpayipheli. 
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Vigilante Justice 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines ‘vigilante’ as, “a self-appointed doer of justice” (Merriam-

Webster, 2011 ) and goes on to explain that vigilante justice is taken up “when the processes of law are 

viewed as inadequate” (Merriam-Webster, 2011). Mpayipheli’s killing of five alleged child abusers 

clearly matches this definition. While the crime genre depends on a sense of right and wrong to 

celebrate heroes and punish wrong-doers, these divisions are not necessarily made along the same lines 

as the law. Barbara Stanners explains how, often, in the context of the failure of justice, the reader’s 

sympathy can shift to a character who consciously acts outside the law: 

Typically, we endorse the work of the investigation for they represent law and order and moral 
authority. Increasingly, however, as with the Horror genre, there seems to be a growing 
identification and empathy with the criminal antagonist. As social outlooks become more cynical 
in the face of what is perceived as growing fragility of judicial control, our sympathy with the 
perceived scoundrel grows. (Stanners, 2007: 8) 

 
Meyer creates a context where this shift can happen, but not without questioning this form of justice. 

By depicting this scenario, by allowing the playing out of vigilante justice in a narrative, Meyer explores 

its possibilities and limitations. 

From the very beginning, the loss of Pakamile has been associated with violence for Mpayipheli. 

On the day that Pakamile is buried, Mpayipheli consoles himself by cleaning his guns, preparing them for 

use when he awakens to his desire for revenge: 

Later he unlocked the safe and placed the document carefully on the topmost shelf. Then he 

reached for his firearms, three of them: Pakamile’s airgun, the .22 and the hunting rifle. He took 

the longest one and walked to the kitchen. 

As he cleaned it with methodical concentration he slowly became aware that guilt and loss were 

not all that lay within him. (Meyer, 2007: 9) 

Before examining Mpayipheli’s attacks in the novel, it is imperative to understand his past and how it 

informs his understanding of justice and his sense of belonging. Ten years of Mpayipheli’s early adult life 

were spent serving the struggle against Apartheid as an assassin. His vocation was founded on the basis 
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that acting outside the law was condoned and that he was fighting for all those oppressed by the 

injustices of South Africa’s apartheid government. The difficulty of marrying this past with the present in 

post-apartheid South Africa is clear as the narrator depicts a key moment in Mpayipheli’s development 

as a character: 

How did you describe to a child the strange, lost world you lived in – explained about Apartheid 
and oppression and revolution and unrest? About East and West, walls and strange alliances? 

He sat down with his back to a rock and he tried. At the end he said you must only take 
up a weapon against injustice; you must only point it at people as a very last resort. When all 
other forms of defence and persuasion were exhausted. 

As now.  
That is what he would like to tell Pakamile now. The end justifies the means. He could not allow 
the injustice of his murder to go unpunished; he could not meekly accept it. In a country where 
the System had failed them, it was now the last resort, even if this world was just as hard to 
explain, just as complicated to understand. Somebody had to take a stand. Somebody had to 
say, ‘This far, and no further.’ (Meyer, 2007: 54) 

 
Increasingly, as Mpayipheli’s old soldier instincts revive, vigilante killings and righteousness blend 

together for him. Hours after killing his first victim, Mpayipheli walks along a beach and ponders his task: 

It was like twenty years ago when he could feel the absolute rightness of the Struggle – that his 
origins, his instincts, his very nature had been honed for that moment, the total recognition of 
his vocation. 
Someone had to say, ‘This far.’ […] He was a warrior and there was still a war in this land. 
(Meyer, 2007: 80) 

 
Even his lifestyle begins to imitate that of his years as an assassin: 

 
It was déjà vu, all this, this existence. A hotel room somewhere with his suitcase half unpacked, 

long days to struggle through, time to wait out before the next assignment. […] Here he was 

again. Back in the harness. (Meyer, 2007: 110) 

The difference between his work as an assassin and his vigilante killings of alleged child abusers lies in 

his personal conviction. This time the motivation is personal, burning clean of politics: 

His seventeen targets for the KGB…mostly he was detached, mechanical, even reluctant if it was 
some pallid pen-pusher with stooping shoulders and colourless eyes. But not this time. This time 
was different. When the assegai pierced the man’s heart, he had a feeling of euphoria. Of 
absolute rightness. Perhaps he had, at last, found his true vocation. (Meyer, 2007: 126) 
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The narrator uses the term ‘vocation’ here because what Mpayipheli hopes to achieve is not simply 

revenge. He aims to be a deterrent force and thereby protect all children, not just to seek revenge for 

the loss of his son: 

How could he achieve it? How would he be able to protect the children by his action? How 
would people know: you cannot lay a finger on a child. There must be no doubt – the sentence 
of death had been reinstated. (Meyer, 2007: 137-8) 
 

 Through Mpayipheli’s investigations, Meyer presents meticulous research on child abuse 

statistics in contemporary South Africa (2007: 96-8). Reading newspapers and news websites, 

Mpayipheli discovers “[o]ne report after another, a never-ending stream of crime against children. 

Murder, rape, maltreatment, harassment, assault, abuse” (Meyer, 2007: 97). The shocking figures of 

child abuse and murder will come as a surprise to many readers who might then perhaps begin to 

sympathise with Mpayipheli’s cause. This conclusion of one article concisely articulates a situation 

common to the novel’s setting and contemporary South Africa: 

The facts and figures clearly indicate that society is already failing our children. And now the 

machinery of the state is proving inadequate to bring the perpetrators of these heinous crimes to 

justice. If the children can’t depend on the justice system to protect them, to whom can they 

turn? (Meyer, 2007: 80) 

This research makes a compelling case for Mpayipheli’s actions. In addition to this, it is a cause to which  

all readers will  be as sympathetic as child abuse is considered one of the most heinous crimes and is 

universally condemned across race, culture and class. The suggestion that “even after an extended 

prison sentence, there is no guarantee that they won’t commit the same crime again” (Meyer, 2007: 

110) can be seen to justify the murder of the guilty. Describing the profound disappointment and 

frustration with an overstretched justice system, shocking statistics of child abuse and the suggestion 

that perpetrators cannot be rehabilitated, Meyer seems to court the reader into siding with 

Mpayipheli’s actions. The topic is discussed in depth during the novel and echoes the conversations 

many South African readers would have held with friends, family and colleagues.  
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Mpayipheli’s vigilante killings are first mentioned in the narrative by Christine. She articulates 

the power of taking action in a society where citizens often feel paralysed by fear: 

‘I think he believed he could make things right. […] That is the thing that I admired most. That 

somebody stood up and did something that the rest of us were too afraid to do, even if we 

wanted to. I never had the guts. I was too scared to fight back. And then I read about him in the 

papers and I began to wonder: maybe I could also…’ (Meyer, 2007: 19) 

Detective Bushy Bezuidenhout, Griessel’s colleague, also supports Mpayipheli’s vigilante killings, 

describing the profound anger of those affected by child abuse: 

Benny says he’s like a serial killer. I don’t see it like that. This guy is doing what we should have 

done a long time ago. And that is to take these evil fuckers who do things to children and hang 

them by the neck. Christ, Sup, I worked on the original Davids case. Lester Mtetwa and I stood 

and cried over that baby’s body. When we arrested Davids, I had to hold Lester back, because he 

wanted to blow that fucking animal’s head away, he was that upset. (Meyer, 2007: 232) 

Griessel and Professor Pagel, a state pathologist who has fondly given Griessel the nickname ‘Nikita’ in 

honour of his Slavic features, discuss the killings in depth. Pagel acknowledges the deterrent power of 

the vigilante killings:  

Much as I believe in the justice system, it is not perfect, Nikita. And he fills an interesting gap. Or 

gaps. Don’t you think there are a few people out there who will think twice before they hurt 

their children? (Meyer, 2007: 201) 

Griessel counters with the danger of letting individuals decide the fate of suspects and the necessity of a 

justice system, no matter how flawed in may seem: 

Prof, child abusers are lower than lobster shit. And every one I ever arrested I felt like killing 

with a blunt instrument. But that’s not the point. The point is, where do you draw the line? Do 

you kill everyone that can’t be rehabilitated? Psychopaths? Drug addicts who steal cell phones? 

A Seven-Eleven owner who grabs his forty-four Magnum because a manic-depressive 

kleptomaniac steals a tin of sardines? Does his cause have merit too? Shit, Prof, not even the 

psychiatrists can agree on who can be rehabilitated or not; every one has a different story in 

court. And now we want every Tom, Dick and Harry with an assegai to make that call? [...] 

Chaos, Prof. If we allow bush justice. It’s just the first step to chaos. (Meyer, 2007: 201-2) 
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Through these characters, Meyer depicts various arguments around the idea of taking justice into one’s 

own hands. By letting the situation play out, the author reflects on the complexities of the debates 

around the notion of vigilante justice.  

While hearing outsiders’ perspectives, the reader also has access to Mpayipheli’s narration of the 

killings and his emotional reactions to them. Mpayipheli’s first vigilante killing comes upon him 

unexpectedly. While he is looking for Khoza, one of Pakamile’s murderers, he gets talking to the bar 

owner and man about town, Madikiza. A drunken man falls off the table behind them and the bar owner 

explains who he is: 

Enver Davids. Yesterday he walked away from a baby rape charge. On a technicality. Fucking police 

misplaced his file, can you believe it – a genuine administrative fuck-up; you don’t buy your way out 

of that one. He’s more bad news than the Financial Mail. General of the Twenty-Sevens. He got Aids 

in jail from a wyfie11. More cell time than Vodacom, and they parole him and he goes and rapes a 

baby, supposed to cure his Aids… Now he comes and drinks here because his own people will string 

him up, the fucking filthy shit. (Meyer, 2007: 69) 

Seeing this guilty rapist in the flesh and knowing the justice system has failed to punish him because of a 

simple blunder triggers Mpayipheli’s impulse to take action. Looking at Davids, he thinks, “Something 

was beginning to make sense. He could see a way forward” (Meyer, 2007: 69). 

Mpayipheli’s second victim is discovered through his research into child abuse in the Western Cape. 

He learns of an abused boy who “revealed the molestation over a period of three months by Pretorius, 

owner of a crèche” (Meyer, 2007: 119). This time, Mpayipheli exacts his vigilante justice the night before 

the court is due to deliver its verdict and the victim’s reaction is very different to that of the drunk and 

bewildered Davids: 

He fell. Thobela was on him, knee to chest and assegai to his throat. 
‘I am here for the children,’ he said loudly over the racket of the alarm, calm now. 
Eyes blinked at the assegai. There was no fear. Something else. Expectation. A certain fatalism. 
‘Yes,’ said Pretorius. 
He jammed the long blade through the man’s breastbone. (Meyer, 2007: 124) 
 

                                                           
11

 A male sexual partner in prison, usually effeminate and part of a gang hierarchy. 
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Unlike the Davids murder, in this case Mpayipheli is able to announce his vocation, and Meyer’s 

depiction of the victim, acknowledging his guilt and accepting his punishment, appears to condone the 

act. 

Mpayipheli’s certainty wavers when he is faced with a female child abuser as his third victim. 

Despite the fact that Bernadette Laurens has confessed to killing her partner, Elise Bothma’s, child by 

hitting him on the head with a billiard cue (Meyer, 2007: 186), Mpayipheli has doubts about his 

commitment to killing a woman: 

His war was against men, always had been. In the name of the Struggle, seventeen times. Sixteen in 
the cities of Europe, one in Chicago: men, traitors, assassins, enemies, condemned to death in the 
committee rooms of the Cold War, and he was the one sent to carry out the sentence. Now two in 
the name of the New War. Animals. But male. 
 Was there honour in the execution of a woman? (Meyer, 2007: 216) 

 
He does, however, go through with it and his doubt and guilt are manifested in a deep restlessness 

when Mpayipheli reflects on the previous night’s killing “[h]e was doing the right thing, but he wanted 

to get away. He was feeling claustrophobic here. Why? He hadn’t made a mistake yet. He knew that. But 

something was wrong. The place was too small” (Meyer, 2007: 216). The ‘assegai killer’ learns of his 

fourth target, the Scholtzes, through his reading, and discovers that “their two-year-old son had died in 

hospital in Oudtshoorn two weeks ago from a brain haemorrhage” (Meyer, 2007: 276). The report 

shows evidence that the couple inflicted long-term, sustained abuse on their child: “[t]he district 

surgeon had found lesions on the tiny organs and thin fragile ribs and ulna, cheekbones and skull. From 

them he had reconstructed a jigsaw of abuse. ‘The worst I have seen in fifteen years as a coroner,’ the 

Sunday paper had quoted his testimony” (Meyer, 2007: 276). Despite the fact that both Mr and Mrs 

Scholtz are vulnerable when he breaks into their home Mpayipheli shies away from killing the woman 

and rather locks her up in a bedroom while he attacks and kills her husband: “[h]e didn’t want to 

execute the woman [...] A war against women was not a war. Not his war, not a Struggle he wanted to 

be involved in. He knew that now, after Laurens. Let the courts, imperfect as they were, take 
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responsibility for the women” (Meyer, 2007: 276-7). This reluctance shows a deep inconsistency in 

Mpayipheli’s resolve regarding his vigilante killings and highlights some of the problems in his moral 

schema. 

Mpayipheli’s fifth and final victim is Carlos Sangrenegra, a Columbian drug lord and client of 

prostitute, Christine. She fakes the kidnapping of her daughter, Sonia, to get Sangrenegra arrested and 

hopefully detained on drug charges in order to protect her daughter and herself after she feels 

threatened by him. While the police (led by Griessel) are investigating the kidnapping, they decide to 

use Sangrenegra, the main suspect, as bait to lure and catch the ‘assegai killer’. The plan works as 

Mpayipheli hears about the kidnapping on the radio and hunts down Sangrenegra, but the police fail to 

catch him before he kills the drug lord and departs. This incident unsettles Mpayipheli because of the 

unexpected reaction from his victim: “he kept coming back to the possibility that Carlos was innocent. 

His protestations. His face. The big difference between Carlos and the rest, who welcomed the blade as 

an escape. Or justice. Lord. If the Columbian was innocent, Thobela Mpayipheli was a murderer rather 

than an executioner” (Meyer, 2007: 355). As it turns out, this is indeed the case. Mpayipheli kills two 

innocent people. First, Bernadette Laurens, who confessed to protect her guilty partner, Elise Bothma, 

and second, Sangrenegra, who, although a leader in organised crime, was innocent of the abduction of 

Sonia which is the crime that Mpayipheli attacked him for. When Griessel reveals this mistake to 

Mpayipheli the shock is plain and Griessel’s belief in the justice system seems to trump the vigilante 

killer’s actions: “The unexpectedness of it left Thobela dumb. ‘That’s why we have a justice system. A 

process. That is why we can’t take the law into our own hands,’ said Griessel” (Meyer, 2007: 364). 

Meyer examines vigilante justice by allowing it to play out, and through revealing the faults in the moral 

schema, most obviously the problematic nature of letting an individual decide the fate of another, draws 

this type of justice into question. Mpayipheli’s faltering attitude towards killing women is a major 

inconsistency in his stance and further highlights the problems associated with this notion of the ‘just’. 
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Revenge 

Another variation of justice depicted in Devil’s Peak is that of revenge. The term ‘revenge’ is defined in 

the Collins English Dictionary as: “the act of retaliating for wrongs or injury received; vengeance”, and 

“to inflict equivalent injury or damage for (injury received)” (2003: 1384). Revenge is also founded in a 

vigilante stance since an individual or group takes justice into their own hands, however, in this case, 

action is taken on guilty parties in direct response to a personal wrong-doing already perpetrated. 

 The idea of revenge is first introduced by DEA agent, Chris Lombardi, who has been working 

with the Organised Crime Unit for several months to capture Sangrenegra. He describes ‘justicia’, or 

revenge, as part of the moral code of the Columbian drug cartel, known as the Guarjira, of which Carlos 

Sangrenegra and his brother, César, are a part. Lombardi explains to Griessel the consequences of his 

involvement in Sangrenegra’s death: 

‘You see, there is a simple code in the Guajira,’ said Lombardi. ‘When someone takes from you – 
money, possessions, or whatever – it is said that he walks with culebras on his back. It means 
“snakes”. He walks with a snake on his back, a poisonous thing that can strike at any time, which 
keeps him looking over his shoulder in fear. The guajiro unconditionally believe in justicia. Justice. 
Revenge. ‘ 
‘So what are you saying?’ asked Griessel. 
‘I am saying that you, Inspector Griessel, will be held responsible for Carlos’s death. You, the 
spearman and the prostitute. You are all walking with culebras on your backs.’ (Meyer, 2007: 343) 

 
Carlos Sangrenegra’s brother, César, kidnaps Griessel’s daughter, Carla, to force the detective to bring 

him his brother’s killer. When Griessel manages to track down Mpayipheli and bring him to Sangrenegra, 

the two South Africans, detective and murder suspect, end up working together to kill Sangrenegra and 

his Columbian henchmen and to protect themselves. It is at this point that the one act of revenge in the 

story takes place. 

 In the meeting where Griessel is due to hand over Mpayipheli,  the sexual abuse of Carla 

Griessel is suggested by one of César Sangrenegra’s henchmen (Meyer, 2007:383) and once Griessel and 
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Mpayipheli gain the upper hand and the Columbians are left without weapons, Griessel confirms which 

henchmen raped his daughter and shoots them, execution style: 

Griessel stood there, with the Z88, and his daughter, hand in hand. 
 They all looked at Griessel. He shuffled up to the first henchman. 
‘Did he?’ he asked his daughter. 
She nodded. Griessel raised the pistol and fired. The man flew over backwards. 
Father and daughter approached the next one. ‘And he?’ 
She nodded. He aimed at the man’s head and pulled the trigger. (Meyer, 2007: 394) 

 
These men are killed for the sexual abuse they have inflicted on Carla, and Griessel takes justice into his 

own hands by shooting them. One could argue that, since his daughter identified the rapists, Griessel’s 

actions hold more weight than those of Mpayipheli’s vigilante killings. However, the author is presenting 

an ambiguous stance toward these types of justice which exceed the law by seemingly undercutting 

Mpayipheli’s vigilante justice with his killing of innocent people and seemingly condoning Griessel’s 

revenge where he kills his daughter’s rapists. 

Pre-emptive Justice 

The third form of justice operating outside the law is that of the prostitute, Christine, framing Carlos 

Sangrenegra for the kidnapping of her daughter, Sonia. While this is not a retributive form of justice and 

more a pre-emptive attack, Christine acts outside the law to protect her interests, in a way similar to 

that of Griessel taking revenge for his the rape of his daughter and Mpayipheli’s vigilante killings in 

response to the death of his son. 

 Christine’s narration is the primary story in Devil’s Peak into which Mpayipheli’s and Griessel’s 

stories eventually feed. She sits in a church minister’s office and tells him the story of how she came to 

be in possession of a box which holds much mystery for the reader: “[i]n the moment before he lifted 

the flaps, she tried to see herself as he saw her – evaluate the impression she was trying to create[…] 

Nothing to betray her. Apart from her eyes and her voice” (Meyer, 2007:3). This narration clearly alludes 
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to the impression Christine is trying to make, hinting to the reader that she might, perhaps, be an 

unreliable narrator. The minister also picks up on this performance: 

He observed her mannerisms, the hair she used with such expertise, the fingers that punctuated her 

words with tiny movements and the limbs that spoke in an unbroken and sometimes deliberate 

body language. He placed it alongside the words and the content, the hurt and the sincerity and the 

obvious intelligence, and he learned something about her: she was enjoying this. (Meyer, 2007:51) 

Later in the story, however, the narration switches from reported speech, uttered by Christine in the 

presence of the minister, to internal monologue, focalised by her character. 

 The anger and frustration Christine feels when Carlos beats up one of her clients are almost 

palpable: 

She wanted to get in her car and drive to his house. She wanted to hit him, smash his skull with 
a pick handle. He didn’t have the right. He couldn’t do this. She wanted to go to the police, she 
wanted to blow him off the earth. Rage consumed her. She looked for her telephone book and 
got the number of the police.  

  No. Too many complications. 
  She wept, but from frustration. Hate. (Meyer, 2007: 174) 
 

Her profession and her history with Sangrenegra prevent Christine from using official channels like the 

police to protect herself. She feels she needs to take the protection of herself and her daughter into her 

own hands and she frames Sangrenegra through reporting her daughter missing, drugging the gang 

leader, enticing him to beat her and planting Sonia’s blood and personal items in his house and car. 

 This situation begs the question, is what Christine did, which led to Sangrenegra’s death at the 

hands of Mpayipheli, acceptable because he is a dangerous criminal?  Sangrenegra is killed for 

kidnapping Sonia, a crime that he did not commit. In fact nobody kidnapped Sonia; Christine placed her 

in the care of a friend. Before analysing the ideological implications of these forms of justice, it is 

important to examine Meyer’s narration of post-apartheid South Africa in terms of Devil’s Peak’s 

structure, namely: the status quo, disruption and resolution.  
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Structure: Status Quo, Disruption and Resolution 

In terms of the world of the story, or its status quo, Devil’s Peak is the richest and most complex of the 

novels I have examined in this dissertation. Meyer works with characters from a broad range of racial, 

cultural, and economic backgrounds, and what makes his work so satisfying for the reader is how he 

accurately captures the modes of speech and attitudes of his characters. This meticulous verisimilitude 

paints recognisable and believable South African characters, but does not alienate foreign readers from 

the novel. This is, perhaps, what makes Meyer’s writing so appealing and successful. Beyond the notion 

of a young democracy coming to terms with itself, the destruction of a thriving drug trade, and child 

abuse rising to epidemic proportions described directly in the story, Meyer subtly shows how all of these 

problems stem from the vast economic inequality which has come to characterise post-apartheid South 

Africa. When driving through the country, Mpayipheli considers this divide in an historical context: 

He saw the mountains and the forests and wondered, as always, how it had looked a thousand 
years ago, when there were only Khoi and San and the elephants trumpeted in the dense bush. 
Beyond George the houses of the wealthy sat like fat ticks against the dunes, silently competing 
for a better sea view. Big houses, empty all year, to be filled perhaps for a month in December. 
He thought of Mrs Ramphele’s corrugated iron shack on the sunburnt flats outside Umtata, five 
people in two room, and he knew the contrasts in this country were too great. (Meyer, 2007: 
39) 

 
Later in the novel Griessel sees this divide on a very practical level, “[t]he dramatic difference between 

the crime scene at Bishop Lavis and Camps Bay was immediately apparent. In the wealthy 

neighbourhood there were practically no onlookers, but at least twice as many police vehicles” (Meyer, 

2007: 262). Mpayipheli’s planning and precautions during his vigilante killing spree reveal assumptions 

and ways of life in different areas. While tracking down Colin Pretorius in a part of Parow with mostly 

white residents, Mpaylipheli thinks: 

He would have to park somewhere else and walk in, but it was still risky. Every second house 
had a private security company’s sign on the wall. There would be patrol vehicles, there would 
be wary eyes ready to call an emergency number. ‘There’s a black man in our street.’ 
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Chances were better by day – he might be a gardener on his way to work – but at night the risks 
multiplied. (Meyer, 2007: 119) 

 
Later, when Mpayipheli visits Uniondale to exact punishment on the Scholtzes, he feels the suspicion of 

the Coloured residents: 

Thobela knew he had only one chance to find the house. He wouldn’t be able able to look 
around; he wouldn’t be able to drive up and down. Because here everyone knew about the 
Scholtz scandal and they would remember a black man driving a pick-up – a strange black man 
in a place where everyone knew everybody. (Meyer, 2007: 259) 

 
Because of the form of the novel which follows the stories of three main characters, Christine, 

Griessel and Mpayipheli, the disruptions occur in the story of each of the main characters to develop 

their individual threads.  These threads ultimately weave together in the climax of the novel. 

 For Mpayipheli, the major disruption in his life and the trigger which begins his thread in this 

story is the death of his adopted son, Pakamile, and the escape of Khoza and Ramphele, the men who 

killed the boy. Background factors such as already having lost his wife and his training as an assassin also 

need to be considered as he reverts to his training in his vigilante killing to cope with his profound loss. 

 Griessel’s life is at a cross-road. His disruptions range from the personal to the professional. The 

first major disruption is that Griessel’s wife kicks him out of their house and excludes him from his family 

when he is given an ultimatum of six months to stop drinking. He must also prove himself to his police 

department with the ‘assegai murderer’ case after the blundered ambush of a suspect has resulted in a 

colleague being seriously injured. These factors have a clear impact on Griessel as a character, but what 

triggers action is the disruption of César Sangrenegra kidnapping his daughter, Carla, and Sangrenegra 

giving Griessel three days to capture Mpayipheli (Meyer, 2007: 347). 

 Like the way she takes action outside the law, Christine’s disruptions are not as direct as those 

of Griessel and Mpayipheli. It is clear that she suffers from deep emotional disturbances. The moment 

that makes Christine take action is when her client, Carlos Sangrenegra, sees her daughter, Sonia, and 

becomes increasingly possessive and threatening.  This is what makes her frame the Columbian drug 
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lord. Another disruption is that of Organised Crime detective, Boef Beukes, insinuating that he knows 

that Christine framed Carlos. This disruption leads her to escape the safe house where she is being 

protected from the drug cartel. She then takes Sonia and moves to a new town where her narration 

begins, confessing her story to the local minister. 

The resolutions to each character’s thread in the story are a crucial aspect of the novel because 

they shed some light on the ideological implications of the lead characters exceeding the law. The 

resolutions go some way to answering the question, “was it worth it?”. In addition to this, they give 

some perspective on the author’s position and the question that, I believe, the novel begs, ‘is justice 

achievable in post-apartheid South Africa?’, or perhaps ‘what kind of justice is appropriate in such a 

context?’. 

 Mpayipheli’s resolutions are bitter-sweet: he cannot get his wife and son back, and his killings in 

the name of vigilante justice are undermined by the fact that, out of five victims, two were innocent. He 

does, however, go some way in redeeming himself to the reader, and perhaps to himself, when he helps 

Griessel rescue his daughter. He sacrifices himself at several points during the encounter which will be 

explored below. The last we hear of Mpayipheli is that, despite being seriously wounded in the knife 

fight with César Sangrenegra, he survives and goes free to start a new life. He returns to the place where 

he grew up and the implication is that he will find some peace there.  

Griessel’s resolutions are more uniformly positive: he saves his daughter; he is on a positive path 

in battling his alcoholism; and he enjoys a much improved relationship with his children and improved 

standing in his police department. Some questions remain, however, the most glaring of them being 

that of his killing of his daughter’s rapists and his not turning in Mpayipheli when he first captured him. 

The question of whether he will be charged with murder or manage to make it look like self defence is 

left unanswered, along with Griessel’s unresolved relationship with his wife, until the next novel, 

Thirteen Hours. 
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Christine appears to get away with her actions outside the law. Her daughter is safe, she seems 

to have bought a house with the money she stole from Sangrenegra, and she appears to have enough 

money left over to provide for herself and her daughter. The reader’s relationship with her character is, 

however, undercut by the revelation that the life-story she shares with the minister is full of lies, a fact 

that Griessel and Carla reveal when they go to find out the truth about Christine from an old school 

teacher, Mr Losper, when they visit her home town (Meyer, 2007: 402).  

These resolutions offer some complex ideological implications. Despite lying about her life, 

framing a man and stealing his money, Christine comes out on top. It appears that Mpayipheli’s vigilante 

killings are found unacceptable, while Griessel’s exacting of immediate revenge for his daughter’s rape is 

celebrated as a father’s love and protection. The relationship between Griessel and Mpayipheli requires 

further examination as it raises some complex questions. 

Griessel and Mpayipheli: Fathers, Killers, Heroes 

These two characters meet in chapter 42, while they are both taking action outside the law: Mpayipheli 

on a vigilante killing spree and Griessel working to capture him and deliver him to César Sangrenegra to 

rescue his kidnapped daughter. The pair comes to share a mutual respect on their drive from 

Mpayipheli’s farm to where they meet the Columbians near the Breede River. We quickly realise that 

this police detective and this trained assassin are not so very different after all – both having done things 

for the love of their children. 

Both characters have different sides to their personalities which they attempt to balance 

through the novel. Griessel is, on the one hand, a violent alcoholic and, on the other, a caring father and 

an exceptional policeman. Mpayipheli is, on the one hand, a cold-blooded killer, previously a part of the 

Flats gang scene and a trained assassin and, on the other, a caring father and sensitive soul.  
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These two men of vastly different backgrounds and circumstances share parts of themselves on 

their journey to meet the Columbians. Mpayipheli tells Griessel the story of Nxele, a Xhosa chief who led 

a battle against the British in Grahamstown with just 10 000 Xhosa warriors. He shares his perspective, a 

story unfamiliar to Griessel, and comments, “White people didn’t know this history” (Meyer, 2007:368). 

Mpayipheli goes on to explain what the story means to him: 

All my life I wanted to be a part of them. I wanted to be there at the front. I wanted to throw my 
spears and keep the short assegai for last. I wanted to smell the gunpowder and the blood. They 
said the stream in town ran red with blood that day. I wanted to look an English man in the eyes 
and he must lift his bayonet and we must oppose each other as soldiers, each fighting for his 
cause. I wanted to make war with honour. If his blade was faster than mine, if his strength was 
greater, then so be it. Then I would die like a man. Like a warrior. (Meyer, 2007: 370) 
 

In turn, Griessel shares the beauty of police work and how it resonates with him: 
 

You have to pay your dues, you have to learn, make your own mistakes. But one day you sit with 
a case file that makes no sense to any other fucker, and you read the statement and the notes 
and the reports and it all comes together. And you feel this thing inside. You hear the music of it, 
you pick up its rhythm deep inside you and you know this is what you were made for.’  
Thobela heard the white man sigh. He wanted to tell him he understood. (Meyer, 2007: 373) 

 
After Mpayipheli discovers that Griessel is not a corrupt cop and that he is taking him to the Columbians 

to rescue his kidnapped daughter, he sympathises with Griessel as a father and commits to helping him: 

“[h]e realised the white man had hope, and he knew he would have, too, if he were in the same 

position. Because here was nothing else you could do. ‘I will help you,’ he said (Meyer, 2007: 376). 

Mpayipheli’s willingness to partner with Griessel earns the policeman’s trust: 

 
‘They have your daughter because I killed Sangrenegra. It’s my responsibility to fix it.’ [...]  
Seventy kilometres on, on the long sweeping curves the N2 makes between George and Mossel 
Bay, something dropped onto the front seat beside Thobela. When he looked down, the assegai 
lay there. (Meyer, 2007: 379) 

 
Griessel goes on to commit himself to seeing justice done in the case of Pakamile’s killers: 
 
 ‘I want you to know we got Khoza and Ramphele,’ said Griessel. 
 ‘Where?’ 
 ‘They were arrested yesterday evening in Midrand.’ 
 ‘Why are you telling me this?’ 
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‘Because no matter what happens tonight, I will make sure they don’t get away again.’ (Meyer, 
2007: 391) 

 
During the encounter with César Sangrenegra and his Columbian henchmen, Mphayipeli tries to 

sacrifice himself for Griessel and Carla: 

 ‘You can have me. Let the girl and the policeman go.’ 
‘No. We will have justicia.’ (Meyer, 2007: 387) 

 
Directly after this, Mpayipheli attacks Sangrenegra but is at a great disadvantage in trying to protect 

Carla:  

Thobela knew he was in trouble; the big man with the long hair was skilled. Faster than him. 
Lighter, younger. And he had another great advantage – he could kill, Thobela could not. Carla 
Griessel’s life depended on him not killing César. (Meyer, 2007: 390) 

 
The friendship between Griessel and Mpayipheli is confirmed after a darkly humorous close to the novel 

where it becomes clear that Griessel has let Mpayipheli go free and helped him fake his death to avoid 

punishment.  A phone call from a baffled Inspector Johnson Mtetwa in Alice to Griessel reveals that 

Mpayipheli survived and returned to the valley where he grew up: 

‘He said he saw a man walking, from the Kat River hills to near the manse. He went out to see 
who it might be. When he came close, the man turned away. But he could swear it was 
Mpayipheli, because he knew him. In the old days. You see, Mpayipheli’s father was also a 
missionary. (Meyer, 2007: 405) 
 

Griessel feigns ignorance and thereby protects Mpayipheli and closes the novel on a heart-warming 

note. 

Devil’s Peak explores forms of personal justice rather than social justice. In terms of Meyer’s 

depiction of post-apartheid South Africa, the status quo depicted in the story remains after the novel’s 

resolution; there is no shift in society and, similarly to Orford and Smith’s work, this is one of the most 

powerful aspects of story. Although the transformation of South Africa is discussed in depth and 

Mpayipheli played a role in the struggle against apartheid, justice in this form is located in the individual. 

I would suggest that Meyer’s exploration of justice is somewhat ambiguous. After the novel has shown 

the terrifying folly of vigilante justice, it celebrates the revenge that Griessel takes on his daughters’ 
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rapists and condones Mpayipheli’s spree through Griessel faking his death and allowing him to return to 

his homeland. While the mutual regard Griessel and Mpayipheli find in each other is heart-warming, 

these two characters come out apparently unscathed by their killings. Griessel and Mpayipheli, both 

killers, become examples of failed justice as they are not investigated and do not stand trial for their 

crimes during the story. In fact, they kill more people than those who are perceived as wrong-doers and 

who inspired them to act beyond the law. Institutional justice in the form of the law enforcement 

establishment is undermined by its ineffectiveness and the corruption that touches Griessel. Only his 

skills as a detective are celebrated, whereas the police service is fractured into unreliable and corrupt 

‘old-timers’ and a system desperately ineffective to manage South Africa’s crime. 
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Conclusion 

Having discussed these four South African crime novels in depth, I will conclude this analysis by 

addressing the broader questions that I posed as my research aims. Firstly, what has local crime fiction 

drawn from international work in the genre? The fundamental Gothic origins of the crime genre 

resonate in local work. Aspects of this can be seen in the novels I have discussed here in a return to the 

past, occasional sympathy for the villain, and a sense of horror which feeds particularly into the thriller 

subgenre. South African authors draw on conventions of the international crime genre from across its 

historical development. The whodunit bears influence through its essence, the puzzle, which takes the 

shape of the investigation in a crime novel. We can see an emphasis on the investigation in the novels of 

Orford, Meyer, and Tlholwe as opposed Smith’s novel which places more emphasis on the thriller form. 

The ‘hardboiled’ hero can be clearly identified in Meyer’s flawed police detective, Benny Griessel, and in 

Clare Hart’s partner, Riedwaan Faizal, created by Orford. More broadly, Tlholwe’s work embodies key 

aspects of the hardboiled subgenre’s conventions by focussing on a Private Eye protagonist as opposed 

to a police detective, narrating in the first person, and the fact that the case becomes a personal journey 

for Maje. Local authors also draw strongly from the thriller subgenre which we can clearly see in Smith’s 

harrowing work and, with a stronger element of investigation, in Meyer’s novel. Because crime fiction 

only really became popular relatively recently, South African authors have the luxury of picking and 

choosing generic elements from its long and varied history. However, it is the very specific socio-political 

context which gives local crime fiction its particular flavour. South Africa’s turbulent history of a whole 

range of wrongs from political oppression to violent crime makes the genre an ideal form to examine 

the society. Currently, crime is at the front of readers’ minds; it is a highly topical issue and many 

relevant issues and concerns are able to be explored through the lens of fiction. 

Though highly popular, the crime fiction genre is still maturing and there are elements in these 

novels which have not been entirely successful and need to be considered. The aspect that struck me as 
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the weakest in the novels I have examined was the depiction of black characters. While crime writers 

are moving away from the traditional white, male voice, I have found that incorporating a black 

perspective is not always successful. Generally, the white, middle-class characters are evoked far more 

convincingly than black characters who tend to be poor and marginalised. I have discussed this 

problematic aspect in relation to Orford’s Daddy’s Girl but I would argue that it is a concern to be held 

up against all of these novels. Even Thlolwe, as a black writer, fails to evoke his black characters 

convincingly, as discussed in chapter three. The problem here, as I show, is that the author appears to 

be limited by his somewhat archaic personal views and stiff writing style. While Smith’s Coloured 

characters can be seen as perhaps more vividly depicted, the form of his novel, which aims to evoke 

thrill after thrill, compromises any complexity or depth in his treatment of character. Though the genre 

is highly entertaining, it is limited in its engagement with character or motive. In terms of convincingly 

describing a full range of contemporary South African characters, I would suggest that Meyer offers the 

most successful work. Through deeper characterisation, the author gives a broad range of perspectives 

and the occasional light touch of humour. 

 The second major question for me to respond to is what does local crime fiction contribute to 

discourse about South Africa? Much of our South African crime fiction has garnered the respect of those 

who might previously have seen crime fiction, because of its more ‘popular’ origins, as less worthy of 

serious consideration than more canonical fiction. In an article entitled, “Roger Smith and the ‘Genre 

Snob’ Debate” Leon de Kock suggests that “the dividing line between “crime fiction” and “serious” so-

called SA Lit is becoming increasingly blurry” (De Kock, 2012: para.11). The idea that local crime fiction 

has the capacity to offer meaning beyond the expectations of providing a pleasurable and frivolous read 

is significant. De Kock goes on to assert that: 

Yes, it is “genre” [...] but it’s also more. It’s the “more” that we should perhaps be interested in, 
and how that margin of “more” is performing some of what one might call the “uses” of 
literature in reading bewilderingly changed political out-theres. (De Kock ,2012: para.12) 
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I believe that the central focus of this dissertation, that of post-apartheid South Africa and how it is 

narrated, goes some way to uncovering the “more” that De Kock refers to above.  

In terms of content, contemporary South Africa is depicted differently by each author: Orford 

presents a country whose women and children are the most vulnerable and abused in our society; Smith 

depicts a country ignoring the conditions of its townships that are described as warzones; Thlolwe 

describes a society strongly divided along urban and rural lines; while Meyer highlights a country 

struggling to find a sense of justice in a context of rampant crime. These are all very different 

perspectives and they are presented with varying intensity. For instance, Smith’s violent and desperate 

world is an intense and constant atmosphere in a relatively short novel, whereas Meyer’s approach, in a 

longer novel, explores the points of view of several characters in depth to offer diverse, and often 

contradictory, perspectives. The vastly different ways in which the authors describe post-apartheid 

South Africa are useful because the reader is required to compare them to the reality s/he experiences 

and find, for him/herself, which parts are realistic and which parts are not. In other words, the reader is 

invited to compare the status quo in the novel he or she is reading to his/her reality and thereby 

perhaps see and interrogate his/her reality more clearly. For example, a reader might not find Smith’s 

status quo, arguably the most extreme version of contemporary South Africa that I have discussed in 

this dissertation, an accurate description of their reality. But, equally, the happy endings of Orford and 

Tlholwe’s novels can also be seen as a fanciful depiction of the post-apartheid.  

As I have pointed out in each chapter, the author’s choices in describing the status quo of the story 

are highly significant because, as constituting the world of the novel, they remain beyond the resolution 

of the story’s individual crime. There are several aspects of the description of post-apartheid South 

Africa which recur in all of the crime novels I have examined in this dissertation which are worth 

mentioning. The first is that contemporary South Africa is still very much connected to and influenced by 

the structures of its history. The second recurring feature, which is perhaps a result of the first, is that of 
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gross economic inequality which provides a social context to much of the crime these novels depict. A 

police and judicial system that are overwhelmed and under-supported is another frequently described 

factor in these novels. Three of the four novels which I have examined feature a police detective 

protagonist and in each of these three novels, the stories involve corruption within the law enforcement 

establishment. Such recurring features clearly point to the key choices and assumptions these 

contemporary crime writers make in describing post-apartheid South Africa. 

From the specific details of content, I would like to move on to some broader questions related to 

form and the crime genre. The first question that needs to be addressed is whether or not crime fiction 

can be regarded as an appropriate form to engage with post-apartheid South Africa. Small publishing 

figures and an internationally-dominated readership show that local crime fiction was clearly not 

popular locally during the apartheid era. Apart from the exceptions I outlined in the introduction, the 

socio-political was simply too close, too confusing and too complex to decipher with the crime genre. 

However, this dissertation has shown, in its broad range of representations, that the crime genre can 

effectively capture the atmosphere of this time and the concerns of many South Africans. Crime 

transfixes onlookers and speaks to every aspect of our identity: race, class, gender. By talking about 

crime, we talk about these aspects of our individual, group and national identity. Referring to Sir Philip 

Sidney’s assertions about the ‘uses’ of fiction being “to delight and instruct”, De Kock argues that: 

“[w]e’ve got the delight part working pretty damn well here, but what about the brief to ‘instruct’? I 

would argue that literature, in any form, is engaged in shaping the sensemaking capacities of particular 

cultures and people at particular times. And that, seriously, is what it’s about” (De Kock 2012: para.12). 

Through its focus on cause and effect and its weighing of crime and justice, the crime genre highlights 

the connections between the past and the present and enables the reader to engage with and interpret 

the collective injustices of the apartheid era as well as those of our new democracy. In this way, the 

 

 

 

 



155 
 

crime genre can be seen as an effective form to work through much of our shared history as well as 

expose what is going on right now.  

Crime fiction tunes into the frequency that South Africa is running at by talking about the day-to-day 

consequences of the state of the nation. This is evinced in the novels I have examined by their 

exploration of the law enforcement and education establishments and their depictions of corruption 

and organised crime. The crime genre speaks to our society’s fears and frustrations while also giving a 

sense of closure. By implementing a fictional form of justice, the genre enables a cathartic experience 

for the reader.  

 One position that has emerged about our crime fiction is that the genre is ‘South Africa’s new 

political novel’. I first encountered this idea in Linda Gilfillan’s article, “Orford’s Challenge to the Genre 

Snobs”, which looks at Margie Orford’s latest novel, Gallows Hill (2012). In the article, Gilfillan (Orford’s 

current editor) claims that “many critics perceive crime fiction as the new ‘political novel’” (Gilfillan, 

2011:para 10). The ensuing debate in the comments responding to this post on Slipnet, the online 

journal on which the article first appeared, suggest that South African crime fiction is being taken 

seriously as an effective way of talking about our nation, whether one agrees with Gilfillan’s assertion or 

not. De Kock sees Gilfillan’s point from the opposite perspective, that of the traditional South African 

political novel. He asserts that: 

As far as “political fiction” goes, “crime thrillers” are about the most operative and readable kinds 
we have going right now. I won’t mention any names here, but one could cite a few examples of 
political novels written by heavyweight writers in the “old” style, in recent years, which have proved 
mesmerisingly unreadable. Something had to give in the older style – the documentary manner, the 
serious overlay, the earnest, almost sanctimonious posturing, the high ground, the mythologisation 
of struggle-hero types, the relentlessly tedious social realism (give us some “genre”!), and the 
utterly predictable outcomes, despite layerings of ambiguity and Fanonesque warnings about neo-
colonial corruption. (De Kock, 2012: para.15) 

These comments from Gilfillan and De Kock, and the debate that still rages around the idea of South 

African crime fiction and the ‘value’ of genre fiction, show how effectively the genre can engage with 

South African society. Questions still remain, however, about how the genre ‘operates’ (to use de Kock’s 
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term from his comment above) in our post-apartheid society. These questions centre on the socio-

economic context of crime fiction, and literature in general in our society.  

While the genre clearly has the capacity to engage effectively with post-apartheid society and its 

influencing factors, one must wonder what proportion of the nation is actually reading crime fiction or 

reading books at all. Also one question that needs to be considered is, is the genre simply affirming 

middle class conservatism in its structural resolutions? These reservations might be serious limitations 

to the reach and capacity of the crime genre in South African, but one must bear in mind that most of 

the work in the genre is not written with social goals in mind, and perhaps that is why it is so popular. To 

look at it from another perspective, one could argue that the gripping form reaches more people than a 

‘serious’ or ‘earnest’ one (as De Kock describes traditional political fiction above) and that what I have 

shown in this dissertation is how the crime fiction genre can embody a vast range of challenging 

concepts and social issues; more than one might expect from ‘genre fiction’. While a crime novel may 

not set out to be a political work or a social study, often, as in any genre, the very well written novels 

achieve these interrogations. These are the ‘mores’ that De Kock refers to above.  

The third and final question to answer is what are the ideological implications of South African crime 

fiction? While each novel is unique in its ideological impact and the implications of these novels have 

been discussed, there are some general remarks that can be made about these authors’ treatment of 

ideology. As I have emphasised in each chapter, the element of the narrative which most clearly 

highlights this is the novel’s status quo: how the author depicts the world of the novel which, in these 

cases, is post-apartheid South Africa. This representation of society is so important because the 

conditions of this world remain despite the relatively minor resolutions of the investigation’s narrative. 

In all four of the novels I have examined, there are two major features which stand out. Firstly, the 

narrative’s world is one of disillusionment with the dream of a ‘Rainbow Nation’; post-apartheid South 

Africa has not fulfilled the hopes that so many people had for the country. Secondly, violence is often a 
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major part of the norm rather than the disruption. For example, in Orford’s Daddy’s Girl, the disruption 

is the kidnapping of Faizal’s daughter which leads him to ask Hart for help. The multiple cases of abuse 

and murder of girls and women in the novel are part of norms of the novel.  

 The impact of these ideological implications is closely related to the form of the crime novel. 

Narrative devices such as verisimilitude, a sense of authenticity, and characterisation play a major role in 

how effectively the themes and ideological implications of the novel are communicated. While crime 

novels have particular generic conventions which remove them, to a certain extent, from what we could 

call novels of canonical realism, I would argue that a sense of realism within the generic conventions is 

crucial for the effective communication of ideological implications. When a sense of realism is created 

successfully, the content of the novel is associated with this believability which creates a feeling of 

authenticity and urgency as well as a sense of collusion on the part of the reader. In this way, realism is a 

crucial narrative tool in linking the status quo of the novel and its ideological implications.  

 In the novels I have examined in this dissertation, this approach has been used in different ways. 

Smith employs verisimilitude masterfully, however, there is a certain lack of believability in that the 

novel’s action is constantly spectacular. There is nothing of ordinary life in the narrative and so it does 

not feel realistic. Authenticity and urgency are manifested in other ways, such as a plot which escalates 

in threat and thrill. One could argue that with the extreme experience of Smith’s thriller, the reader has 

a diminished sense of collusion because the world is spectacular, not realistic and recognisable. Orford 

balances verisimilitude and believability more successfully, so that the violence and abuse in the novel 

make an impact on the reader because they remain in a world very much like our own after the 

resolution of the narrative. These problems, while fictional, highlight a reality that is often marginalised 

and is not adequately addressed elsewhere. The realism of Tlholwe’s depiction of post-apartheid South 

Africa is adversely affected by the author’s assumptions, as I have argued. His use of the hardboiled 

subgenre is not the flaw in creating this sense of believability; rather the problem lies with his depiction 
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of rural identity and the generalisations the author makes about different types of people. Rather than 

convincing realism, one could argue that the author communicates the narrative’s major themes 

through the juxtaposition of rural and urban spaces. Meyer’s work echoes Orford’s successful use of 

realism, but he works more deeply with characterisation and characters’ backgrounds. Instead of 

foregrounding violence and abuse, Meyer foregrounds the question of justice in post-apartheid South 

Africa. 

The draw of the genre is often the anticipation of escape, however, as the popular success of Meyer 

and Orford shows, the satisfaction of a crime novel often actually comes from the way the genre can 

offer complex social commentary within the entertaining form. The key to effectively communicating 

this commentary to the reader is the use of realism in a crime novel.  

A crucial part of a discussion about the ideological implications of these South African crime novels 

is the question of whether the genre is conservatively reductive or permanently contested. I would 

argue that the conventionally ‘safe’ or ‘pleasing’ resolutions of these crime novels may suggest that the 

genre is conservative, however, this form allows for a catharsis; it allows the reader to experience 

challenging and unsettling ideas and then returns the reader to an ideological equilibrium. This return is 

central to the genre’s conventions, and to discard it could stretch a narrative beyond its generic 

boundaries. One of the aspects of the crime novel that challenges and unsettles the reader is the status 

quo of the narrative which, as I have argued, makes the most important ideological impact because it is 

the representation of a recognisable world that remains beyond the resolution of the novel. The norms 

of these narratives, the diverse representations of post-apartheid South Africa, are an important area 

where popular culture is constantly contested. 

Looking ahead to the future of crime fiction, it appears that the genre is going to maintain its 

popularity and will hopefully grow in its range of voices. I look forward to witnessing the ways in which 

the conventions are challenged and adapted to suit the many stories of our society. I have no doubt that 
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the genre will continue to morph because South African crime fiction is relatively young in relation to 

the genre’s long history and our writers have all the genre’s tools to play with and little of the reverence 

that more established nations’ crime fiction authors might have.  

In terms of future research that needs  to be conducted in the field of South African crime fiction, I 

would suggest that, while there is a healthy debate about the genre as a whole, and how it ‘operates’, 

there is a dearth of criticism that focuses on the novels themselves and provides detailed analysis. To 

build a strong body of academic writing about South African crime fiction, this detailed criticism is 

essential. In addition to this, I believe that an examination of apartheid-era crime fiction, especially that 

of James McClure, which has equally suffered a lack of critical attention, would be highly illuminating. 
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