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by Alexander McCall Smith

About the Book
For some time, Precious Ramotswe has had the private investigation field to herself. She's had not just the No. 1 Ladies'
Detective Agency but the onlyprivate detective agency in Gaborone, Botswana. But competition arrives when Mr.
Cephas Buthelezi—an ex-policeman with big city experience in Johannesburg and New York—opens the Satisfaction
Guaranteed Detective Agency. Mr. Buthelezi presents himself as a tough guy who has solved murder cases and jewel
thefts, and he warns potential clients not to take any chances: "Entrust your enquiries to a MAN!" Naturally, Mma
Ramotswe and her able assistant Mma Makutsi are offended by this typical male assertion of superiority. In their view,
women are better suited to detective work not because of toughness or training, but unlike men, they notice things, pay
attention, listen, and have a keen understanding of human psychology. Now they'll have to test their talents against a
man who threatens to take their clients away. With money in short supply, losing clients would be devastating, especially
to Mma Makutsi, who needs greater income not only for herself but for her family. Since necessity is the mother of
invention, she comes up with the idea to open a typing school for men. Men are bad typists, she reasons, and they hate to
be shown up by women, so a typing school for men might be just the thing to solve her money issues. Little does she
know that it might also bring romance into her life. As for Mma Ramotswe, even as she worries over the behavior of her
adopted children and the competing agency across town, she must help one client make amends for his past misdeeds
and another discover if her husband is being unfaithful. Through it all, the warmth, natural intelligence, and unfailing
compassion of Precious Ramotswe shine through, making The Kalahari Typing School for Men as enjoyable as it is
instructive.

Discussion Guide
1. Mma Ramotswe observes, "The trouble with men, of course, was that they went about with their eyes half closed for
much of the time. Sometimes Mma Ramotswe wondered whether men actually wanted to see anything, or whether they
decided that they would notice only the things that interested them" [p. 17]. What other statements about the differences

between men and women occur in The Kalahari Typing School for Men? What perception about male psychology
allows Mma Makutsi to open the typing school?
2. What prompts Mr. Molefelo to seek out Mma Ramotswe's help? How is his request different from what most people
would ask of a private detective?
3. In considering the changing morality of modern times, Mma Ramotswe suggests that people are now "far too ready to
abandon their husbands and wives because they had tired of them. . . . And friends, too. They could become very
demanding, but all you had to do was to walk out. Where had all this come from, she wondered. It was not African, she
thought, and it certainly had nothing to do with the old Botswana morality. So it must have come from somewhere else"
[pp. 109–110]. Where might such changes in attitude have come from? What are the consequences of this weakened
sense of loyalty, both in the novel particularly, and in society more generally?
4. How does Mma Ramotswe respond to Motholeli's unhappiness? Why is she able to sympathize with the orphan girl's
pain so strongly? What important message does Mma Ramotswe give her?
5. Discussing the relationship between education and experience, Mma Potokwani says, "You don't have to read a book
to understand how the world works. . . . You just have to keep your eyes open." Mma Ramotswe agrees but feels a "great
respect for books. . . . One could never read enough. Never" [p. 133]. How does Mma Ramotswe embody a balance
between knowledge gained from life experience and knowledge gained from books?
6. Why does Mr. Cephas Buthelezi, the arrogant detective who tries to usurp Mma Ramotswe, decide to quit? Why do
all his experience, training, and travels fail to serve him in Botswana? What does he lack that Mma Ramotswe has?
7. As Mma Ramotswe confronts Mr. Selepeng about his behavior toward Mma Makutsi, she refrains from lecturing him.
"I could never be a judge, she thought; I could not sit there and punish people after they have begun to feel sorry for
what they have done" [p. 183]. Where else in the novel does she exhibit this ability to listen without judging? How does
this ethos differ from the typical ways of dealing with the guilty in American detective fiction and American life in
general? Why is Mma Ramotswe able to feel such compassion even for those who have clearly hurt others?
8. Near the end of The Kalahari Typing School for Men, as the novel's various problems are being resolved, Mma
Ramotswe observes, "It was astonishing how life had a way of working out, even when everything looked so
complicated and unpromising" [p. 188]. Does the novel resolve its problems too easily? Or do these resolutions
faithfully reflect the degree to which Mma Ramotswe, Mma Makutsi, Mr J.L.B. Maketoni, Mma Potokwani, and other
characters live in harmony with their world?
9. Mr. Buthelezi trumpets his "toughness" and police-force experience in dealing with serious criminals, along with his
knowledge of how detective work is carried out in New York and other big cities. Through the character of Mr.
Buthelezi, is Alexander McCall Smith making a statement about the kind of detective who appears in more conventional
mystery novels? Why is Mr. Buthelezi so ill suited to the needs of the people of Botswana?
10. What is so appealing about the world in which Mma Ramotswe lives? In what ways is it different from contemporary
American society? Are the values and attitudes of Mma Ramotswe translatable into American life?

11. If you have read any of the other novels in the series, what are the recurring themes and situations? In what ways are
the books similar? How does Alexander McCall Smith keep the stories fresh?
12. In place of violence and revenge, the novels in the No. 1 Ladies' Detective series substitute understanding and
forgiveness. How is Alexander McCall Smith able to make this reversal of values so satisfying, in both the literary and
moral senses?
SUGGESTED READING
Janet Evanovich, One for the Money; Alexandra Fuller, Don't Let's Go to the Dogs Tonight: An African Childhood;
Peter Godwin, Mukiwa: A White Boy in Africa; Nadine Gordimer, Six Feet of the Country; Tony Hillerman, The
Wailing Wind; J. Nozipo Maraire, Zenzele: A Letter for My Daughter; James Patterson, 2nd Chance; Wole Soyinka,
The Burden of Memory, the Muse of Forgiveness

Author Bio
Alexander McCall Smith is the author of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency novels and a number of other series and
stand-alone books. His works have been translated into more than 40 languages and have been bestsellers throughout the
world. He lives in Scotland.

The Kalahari Typing School for Men

Publication Date: April 29, 2003

by Alexander McCall Smith

Hardcover: 192 pages
Publisher: Pantheon
ISBN-10: 037542217X
ISBN-13: 9780375422171

