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Who is David Diop? 
Born to a French mother and a 

Senegalese father, David Diop has won 
the prestigious annual International 
Booker prize for translated fiction. He 
shares the prize with his translator, 
Anna Moschovakis for the novel, At 
Night All Blood is Black. The book tells 
the story of a Senegalese soldier who 
descends into madness while fighting 
for France in the World War I. It has 
been a bestseller in France and won 
several major literary awards. Literature 
scholar Caroline D. Laurent, a specialist 
in Francophone post-colonial studies 
and how history is depicted in art, told 
us why the novel matters. 

Diop is a Franco-Senegalese writer 
and academic born in Paris in 1966. He 
was raised in Dakar, Senegal. His father 
is Senegalese, his mother French and 
this dual cultural heritage is apparent 
in his literary works. He studied in 
France, where he now teaches 18th- 
century literature. 

At Night All Blood is Black is Diop’s 
second novel: his first – 1889, l’Attraction 
universelle (2012) – is about a Senegalese 
delegation at the 1889 universal 
exhibition in Paris. His next book, 
about a European traveller to Africa, is 
set to come out this summer. 

 
What is at night all blood is 
black about? 

Its tells the story of Alfa Ndiaye, a 
Senegalese tirailleur (infantryman) and 
the main narrator of the novel (he uses 

 
the first-person pronoun ‘I’ in most 
of the text). He is fighting on France’s 
side – and on French soil – during 
World War I. 

The novel starts with the narration 
of a traumatic event that the African 
soldier has witnessed: the long and 
painful death of his best friend, 
Mademba Diop. The traumatic event 
directs Alfa’s vengeance, that could 
also be perceived as self-punishment. 
He kills German soldiers in a similar 
way, reproducing and repeating the 
traumatic scene. He then cuts one of 
their hands off and keeps it with him. 

This results in Alfa being sent to 
a psychiatric hospital where doctors 
attempt to cure him. It deals with the 
concepts of war neurosis and shell 
shock that appeared then (what we 
now refer to as post-traumatic stress 
disorder). 

The form of the novel associates 
elements of an inner monologue as 
well as a testimony. This allows the 
reader to see, through the perspective 
of a colonial subject, the horrors of war. 

In this sense, Diop writes a 
nuanced text: he describes the violence 
perpetrated and experienced by all 
sides. Alfa Ndiaye becomes a symbol 
of the ambivalence of war and its 
destructive power. 

Why does the book matter? 
It’s important because it addresses 

what I would refer to as a silenced 
history: that of France’s colonial troops. 

 
Though the colonial troops, and 
especially the Senegalese tirailleurs, a 
corps of colonial infantry in the French 
Army, were established at the end of 
the 1800s, they became ‘visible’ during 
World War 1 as they took part in combat 
on European soil. 

Despite this, the involvement 
of African soldiers during the two 
World Wars is rarely taught in French 
schools or discussed in the public 
sphere. The violence exercised during 
recruitment in French West Africa, their 
marginalisation from other troops 
and the French population notably 
through a specific language (the français 
tirailleur) – created to prevent any real 
communication – and their treatment 
after the wars go against a specifically 
French narrative that emphasises the 
positive aspects of France’s colonialism 
and its civilising mission. 

The lack of visibility of the 
history of Senegalese tirailleurs is also 
connected to the ongoing dispute 
about specific events. One in particular 
is the massacre of Thiaroye. In 
December 1944, between 70 and 300 
hundred (the numbers are disputed) 
Senegalese tirailleurs were killed at a 
demobilisation camp in Thiaroye, after 
having asked to be paid what they were 
owed for their military service. 

Diop also manages to shatter 
stereotypes associated with 
Senegalese tirailleurs. In French 
historical and literary representations, 
they are seen as both naïve children in 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/caroline-d-laurent-1238524
https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Diop
https://thebookerprizes.com/international-booker/news/2021-international-booker-prize-winner-announcement
https://thebookerprizes.com/international-booker/2021
https://thebookerprizes.com/international-booker/2021
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/anna-moschovakis
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374266974
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374266974
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/jun/02/david-diop-wins-international-booker-for-frightening-at-night-all-blood-is-black
https://alter.univ-pau.fr/fr/organisation/membres/cv_-ddiop-fr.html
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/42409032-1889-l-attraction-universelle
https://theconversation.com/the-time-has-come-for-france-to-own-up-to-the-massacre-of-its-own-troops-in-senegal-35131
https://theconversation.com/the-time-has-come-for-france-to-own-up-to-the-massacre-of-its-own-troops-in-senegal-35131
https://theconversation.com/from-shell-shock-to-ptsd-a-century-of-invisible-war-trauma-74911
https://theconversation.com/from-shell-shock-to-ptsd-a-century-of-invisible-war-trauma-74911
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/
https://www.historynet.com/senegalese-tirailleurs-the-forgotten-infantrymen-of-world-war-2.htm
https://benjamins.com/catalog/le.18009.par
https://benjamins.com/catalog/le.18009.par
https://theconversation.com/the-time-has-come-for-france-to-own-up-to-the-massacre-of-its-own-troops-in-senegal-35131


Book reviews 

Issue 84 - New Agenda 

 

 

 
 
 
 

need of guidance and barbaric warriors. 
Senegalese tirailleurs partook, against 
their will, in war propaganda: this 
representation was to create fear on the 
French side as well as on the German 
side (Die Schwarze Schande – the Black 
Shame – presented African soldiers as 
rapists and beasts). 

Diop appropriates this in order to 
complicate it: while Alfa’s violence in 
killing his enemies follows this logic, 
one realises that this causes – and was 
caused by – great distress. Moreover, 
Diop also inverts this vision as he 
questions who is human and inhuman: 
Alfa asserts that his Captain, Armand, 
is more barbaric than he is. 

Diop thus manages to question 

 
representations of black soldiers 
dictated by colonial stereotypes – in 
order to dismantle them. 

 
Why does this Booker win 
matter? 

Diop receiving the International 
Booker prize is of great importance 
because At Night All Blood is 
Black exposes a specifically French 
history that is connected to France’s 
colonial endeavours. And even though 
the novel focuses on France, it connects 
to other histories as it indirectly points 
to the fact that other European colonial 
powers also resorted to using colonial 
troops during wars and erased their 
role in subsequent commemorations. 

 
The novel also shows the 

importance and power of translation 
as Anna Moschovakis has managed to 
translate all of the beauty and horror of 
Diop’s prose. In the same way that Diop 
manages to combine his dual heritage 
in his text, Moschovakis has allowed 
English readers to be exposed to a 
history that is specific to France, and 
yet similar to other histories. 

 
This review was first published in 

The Conversation and is available under 
a Creative Commons licence. New Agenda 
thanks The Conversation for making its 
content freely available in this way as an 
expression of its commitment to the free flow 
of information. 

 
 

Self-regulation 
A contradiction for press and politicians alike 
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Review by Martin Nicol 
 

Between 2011 and 2016, The Sunday 
Times, the most influential voice of 

journalism in South Africa, used 
its right to media freedom to publish three 
major stories which have since been 
shown to be total lies, planted by state 
capturists, organised crime and ANC 
factions. These were about a Cato Manor 
death squad, the illegal renditions of 
Zimbabweans by police and the rogue 
unit at the South African Revenue 
Service. The journalists involved were 
honoured at the time with the most 
prestigious awards from their colleagues 
for investigative journalism (Harber, 2020). 
Judge Kathy Satchwell said that her 

“big takeaway” from the inquiry she led 
into the scandal was: “The media’s role 
in a democracy and the importance of 
self-regulation” (Daniels, 2021). 

Lizette Rabe is professor of 
journalism at Stellenbosch University. 
She has written a no-nonsense 
narrative history of the media in 
South Africa, from the earliest days of 
colonialism – when “Western modes of 
communication” first made landfall – up 
to the first wave of the coronavirus. 

This is the first ever attempt at 
a comprehensive – and inclusive – 
account of the history of media freedom 
in South Africa. She finds media 
freedom long before the media began to 
play a role in democracy. 

“There can be no democracy without 
media freedom,” writes Rabe. True! we 
respond – but it seems there can be 
media freedom without democracy, 
and media freedom can also undermine 
democracy. Media freedom can, in fact, 
destroy citizens’ trust in government 
and even in democracy itself. 

Rabe relies a great deal – in fact 
pretty much exclusively up to 2009 – 
on secondary sources, all of which are 
carefully footnoted. But her unique 
contribution is to string them all 
together. The periodisation is pedestrian 
and not particularly helpful in bringing 
sense to the narrative. However several 
themes are usefully deployed – such as 
how the press came to be segmented 
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into English, Afrikaans and “black” elements and how these “trichotomous characteristics” defined 
the press for two centuries; how the black press developed in five phases (ending with “the black 
empowerment phase”); and how the alternative/resistance press flamed in and out. 

That beacon of press excellence, Fairlady, somehow gets an index entry here but there is no 
mention of my favorite ever alternative publication – the often-banned Learn and Teach, with Mogorosi 
Motshumi’s Sloppy cartoon and the big readable font. 

Rabe comes down hard on colonial and apartheid governments for their harsh actions against the 
press. Her theme – across the centuries – is how politicians and governments absolutely hate the 
media, and yet rely on the media for pursuing their own ends. 
Then she expresses surprise when the ANC government reacts negatively to both tongue lashings 
and inaccurate reporting from the press. She goes to the extent of repeating, at some length, the views 
of a long-time communications professor at UNISA, P.J. Fourie, who penned an article in 2009 
entitled “A return to the Repression of Freedom 
of Speech: Similarities between the Apartheid Government and the ANC’s actions against the media”. 

This is all fair comment, and is supported by detailed quotations, but it is a bridge too far as 
a credible argument. Even Fourie, writing five years later and comparing local press freedoms 
with those in our BRICS 
compatriots, entitled his contribution: “South Africa: A free media still in the making” (Milton and 
Fourie, 2015). 

Never having read much of the Afrikaans press – ever – I found the explanations of its history, 
personalities and directions over the years interesting and diverting. Ton Vosloo, card-carrying verligte 
and sometime Naspers mogul, writes a gushing foreword, suggesting a subtitle for the book: 
“Bloodied, but unbowed”. 

Some of Rabe’s assertions I found astonishing: “To the Afrikaans press’s credit it must be said 
that, during the 1960s … the Afrikaans press progressed to become the most powerfully organized 
force of opposition.” Elsewhere she writes, “In the mid-80’s the apartheid bastion started to crumble 
… Afrikaners progressively realised how an inhumane policy humiliated the majority of fellow South 
Africans.” Also, “It was widely accepted that the Afrikaans papers Die Beeld (1965-70) and Beeld (1974 - 
) in particular and also other Naspers papers played a more important role in changing apartheid 
than the Afrikaans establishment press have generally been credited for.” James McClurg, ombud for 
the Argus Group, is quoted as saying that when historians turn their eye on this era (before 1990) 
[they should] “reserve a chapter for the contribution of the verligte Afrikaans press towards change in 
South Africa”. 

None of this squares with my historical prejudices on how democracy was achieved – but Rabe has 
footnotes galore and by 1990 the National Party was indeed in favour of the total freedom of the 
press, a great change indeed! 

Rabe has comments on the problem of “instrumentalism” in the press, as when Ranjeni 
Munusamy “brought ‘broad disgrace to the profession’,” by acting as cats-paw for Zuma supporters 
in an attack on the prosecuting authority in 2003. Earlier she quotes a visiting British journalist, 
aghast at the political journalism of the Rand Daily Mail, who said “You aren’t journalists, you’re 
political activists” and that if he were chair of the board he would fire the lot of them. This bias 
towards political involvement seems to be a common characteristic of all South 
African journalists over all time. It even provides an excuse for the book’s title, A luta continua. 
“Self-regulation” is not part of this territory – for journalists, or for government! 

Then we get to Chapter 9 – “the period from 2009 onward”. The events it describes are 
earth-shattering for journalism and media freedom as we used to understand it. State 
capture, ANC and EFF attacks on journalists, the implosion of the SABC and the complete 
re-arrangement of the media universe – and then Covid-19. Rabe’s methodology – explained 
at the start as “a narrative history” – is completely unequal to the task of marshalling 
sense or substance from the last decade. The chapter is a grab-bag of odds and ends, and no 
longer a coherent story like the bulk of the book. 

Rabe’s book is a thought provoking guide to our media history – and it provides a 
context for reading We have a Game Changer, the (forgiveably!) self- congratulatory account of 
the first decade of the Daily Maverick. In fact, when you reach Rabe’s Chapter 9, skip it and 
read the DM book instead. 
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