
family keepsakes to forge a narrative. The only section of the book in which the Old
Man’s direct experience comes through vividly is in a non-civil service aside of some
seventy pages on Gerald’s wartime exploits from 1940–45. Here, Duncan profitably
draws on thirty-three letters penned by his father (28).

Some of the most compelling insights emerge from the generic picture that
Duncan paints of the ‘Old Man’s’ career trajectory and the entrenchment of white
Rhodesian society in the aftermath of World War II. Duncan provides a compelling
sketch of the personal growth of a Rhodesian bureaucrat. In a relatively short period
following the war, the ‘Old Man’married, bought a house, and purchased a retirement
plot near the Mozambique border (142–3). The treatment of Gerald Clarke’s post-
cabinet life (1970–81) constitutes an unexpectedly illuminating component of the
book. Duncan notes that the escalating civil conflict forced his parents to abandon
their idyllic rural retirement and he recounts the ‘Old Man’s’ struggles to obtain an
Irish passport following the conclusion of his government service (218–20).

The author is a third-generation Rhodesian of Irish origin. His paternal
grandfather, F. J. (‘FJ’) Clarke, settled in the territory in 1897. FJ was also a civil
servant, albeit a less silent one who documented his professional life in a diary (265).
Predictably, this book reflects a strong Rhodesian allegiance. In The Silent Rhodesian
there are no black ‘freedom fighters’. The parlance of white Rhodesian society in the
1970s, ‘terrorist’, is routinely deployed (190, 208, 216ff.). No black Africans receive
substantive attention, although there is some passing reference to domestic
servants (217).

Duncan’s failure to draw upon the meeting minutes of the Rhodesian cabinet,
accessible at the National Archives of Zimbabwe and the Cory Library at Rhodes
University, his alma mater, is a significant shortcoming. In lieu of this material, he
relies heavily on the meticulous work of J. R. T. Wood, an Edinburgh-trained historian
who played a significant role in the production of Ian Smith’s autobiography.2 These
minutes would have provided the author with a considerable level of insight
concerning the some 700-plus cabinet meetings he estimates his father attended
(207). Despite struggles to recover dramatic behind-the-scenes material, The Silent
Rhodesian provides a constructive overview of the experience of a senior civil servant
in the administrative machinery of the Rhodesian government.
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Matthew J. Christensen, Anglophone African Detective Fiction. Woodbridge: James
Currey, (hb £75 – 9781847013873), 2024, xi� 231 pp.

From the earliest experiments in the 1940s and 1950s, the story of Anglophone
African detective fiction has been : : : a narrative of writers establishing and

2 Smith, I. (2008) Bitter Harvest: Zimbabwe and the aftermath of its independence. London: John Blake.
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extending the boundaries of the detective story to make it serve African
realities : : : . African writers have been, and remain, endlessly innovative
in domesticating the detective story for local, regional, and Africa-wide
audiences : : : . African writers have, wittingly or not, turned the detective
story into a highly productive mode of social and political critique. (185–6)

So Matthew Christensen summarizes his argument. A professor in the Department of
Literature and Culture at the University of Texas, he obviously enjoyed his research,
stating in his acknowledgements:

Writing this book has been a work of detection as much as it has felt at many
times like piecing together the history of Anglophone detective fiction has
involved no small effort of ferreting clues, identifying suspects and witnesses,
weighing evidence and motivations and fitting together the pieces of a
puzzle : : : . In the continued pleasure the writing has given me I have never felt
anything less than that I was getting away with something. (ix)

This is an academic work with no shortage of jargon and specialist language of literary
theory and socio-economics, but it also has much to interest those who, like this
reviewer, enjoy a good whodunit for more relaxing reading. Christensen uses his
survey of the genre to open up new ways of thinking about African societies, politics,
economics and religion (including Pentecostal megachurches, prosperity gospels and
Islamic extremism), showing that ‘seemingly escapist entertainments are performing
critical cultural work in the transformation of African communities’ (184).

The introductory chapter gives a chronological starting point – the Ghanaian R. E.
Obeng with a collection of stories about an African detective in 1942. Christiansen
sketches out his main themes, defines his terms and explains his methodology and
comparative approach. The classic English whodunit holds the implicit promise of
legal justice. This just doesn’t apply in African contexts. African detective fiction
opens up questions about law and the courts, notions of criminality, justice and the
state, accountability of the rich and powerful. Christiansen asks whether African
detective fiction is derivative or authentically African. He explores antecedents and
influences: Conan Doyle, Edgar Allan Poe, Agatha Christie and the English Golden Age,
Raymond Chandler, Hadley Chase and American pulp fiction.

The first chapter, ‘Dispossession, realism and the sovereign self in the colonial era
detective story’, studies the writing of Cyprian Ekwensi (Nigeria) and Arthur Maimane
(a South African writing in Drum) and their focus on labour, property and alienation,
concluding ‘that their Africanization of an imported genre directly defied colonial
legislation of racial and cultural purity – most fully realized in South Africa under
apartheid governmentality – their detective fiction is much more radical than it has
been given credit for’ (7). Not much more Black detective fiction was published in
South Africa as the grip of the apartheid state tightened. Elsewhere in Africa, with
independence came ‘a slow trickle of detective stories, novellas and newspaper
serials in the 1960s’ (58). Then came a minor flood in the 1970s and 1980s with
celebratory texts featuring ‘trustworthy honourable police [who] preserve the peace
of fundamentally just societies or in which secret agents defend independent nation-
states from neo-colonial conspirators’ (58).
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Later chapters follow the genre through from the 1960s to the mid-1980s when
police procedural and espionage thrillers predominate. Christiansen coins the term
‘neoliberal noir’ arguing that

given its historical engagement with the crises of liberalism and global
capitalism, detective fiction offers an especially rich critical apparatus for
investigating the morphing values of sociability, criminality and political
legitimacy under these conditions of intensified social and epistemological
recalibration : : : . The explosive growth of the crime mystery is partially a
function of neoliberal publishing economics. But many writers embraced the
detective story for its capacity to dissect the profound crises of selfhood,
sovereignty and collective obligation wrought by political and economic
neoliberalization. (117)

A chapter entitled ‘Seriality, stasis and the neo-liberal state’ showcases the influence of
franchised novel series from2000 onwards, with particular attention to the series of Kwei
Quartey(Ghana)andParkerBilal (thepennameofBritish/Sudanesewriter JamalMahjoub,
who set his stories in Cairo). This chapter also considers ideas of time and temporality,
economicsofpublishingandglobalmarketingandhasan intriguingcomparisonofAfrican
crime fiction and Scandinaviannoir.A final chapter, ‘Managed risk and the deadly allure of
transparency’, focusesonRozinaUmelo (Nigeria) andAngelaMakholwa (SouthAfrica) and
has somepertinent commentson theSouthAfricanTruthandReconciliationCommission,
disclosure, transparency and the ‘neoliberal technology of the self’.

I would have appreciated more on African detective literature in French,
Portuguese, Swahili and other African languages. Christiansen notes that there are
‘hundreds’ of novels in languages other than English although studies of them are
unfortunately sparse. I would also have liked more on gender. Golden-age English
detective fiction was dominated by female writers (Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers,
Margery Allingham and others). There is treatment of Unity Dow, Adaora Lily Ulasi
and a few others but the great majority of African writers in this genre are male.

The book includes an excellent ‘Anglophone African detective fiction bibliography,
1940–2023’. Modestly described as ‘partial’ and ‘work in progress’, it includes
children’s stories, school readers and relevant serial publications (192–200). It is a gift
to scholars and genre aficionados alike. I certainly made notes of titles and authors to
pursue further. There is also a separate bibliography of critical work and a good index.
Production values are high – I found no typos and appreciated footnotes not endnotes
(a rare treat in scholarly publishing these days).
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