Matatu
Journal for African Culture and Society

TN

EDITORIAL BOARD

Gordon Collier Christine Matzke Frank Schulze-Engler
Geoffrey V. Davis Aderemi Raji—Oyelade tEzenwa—Ohaeto

TECHNICAL AND CARIBBEAN EDITOR
Gordon Collier

RHDe

BOARD OF ADVISORS

Anne V. Adams (IthacaNY)  Johan U, Jacobs (Durban, South Africa)
Eckhard Breitinger (Bayreuth)  Jurgen Jansen (Aachen, Germany)

Margaret J. Daymond (Durban, South Africa) ~ Jurgen Martini (Magdeburg, Germany)

Anne Fuchs (Nice, France) ~ Henning Melber (Windhoek, Namibia)
James Gibbs (Bristol, England) ~ Amadou Booker Sadji (Dakar, Senegal)

John A. Stotesbury (Joensuu, Finland) ~ Peter O. Stummer (Munich, Germany)

Ahmed Yerima (Lagos, Nigeria)
— Founding Editor: Holger G. Ehling —

<2~ Matatu is a journal on African and African diaspora literatures and societies
dedicated to interdisciplinary dialogue between literary and cultural studies, historiography,
the social sciences and cultural anthropology.

=<~ Maiam is animated by a lively interest in African culture and literature (including the
Afro-Caribbean) that moves beyond worn-out clichés of “cultural authenticity’ and ‘national
liberation” towards critical exploration of Afiican modernities. The East African public
transport vehicle from which Mataru takes its name is both a component and a symbol of
these modernities: based on ‘Western’ (these days usually Japanese) technology, it is a
vigorously African institution; it is usually regarded with some anxiety by those travelling in
it, but is often enough the only means of transport available; it creates temporary communi-
cative communities and provides a transient site for the exchange of news, storytelling, and
political debate.

=@ Matatu is firmly committed to supporting democratic change in Africa, to providing
a forum for interchanges between African and European critical debates, to overcoming
notions of absolute cultural, ethnic or religious alterity, and to promoting transnational dis-
cussion on the future of African societies in a wider world.
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MASOOD ASHRAF RAJA

Ousmane Sembene’s God'’s Bits of Wood
The Anatomy of a Strike and the Ideologeme of Solidarity

ABSTRACT

Using Fredric Jameson’s instructive term “ideologeme’ as a theoretical instrument, this
essay discusses the philosophical and pedagogical implicationts of Ousmane Sembéne’s
God’s Bits of Wood for current scholars and students of world literature. The author sug-
gests that if we read solidarity as the defining ideologeme of the novel, then current read-
ings of it can be instructive for learning modes of resistance against the dominant order
in the current phase of neoliberal capitalism. The author thus builds on earlier critical en-
gagements with the novel but attempts to open it up to a more nuanced theoretical dis-
cussion and a praxis-oriented re-reading.

The ideologeme is an amphibious formation, whose structural characteristics
may be described as its possibility to manifest either as a pseudoidea — a
conceptual or belief system. An abstract value, an opinion or prejudice — or as
a protonarrative, a kind of ultimate class fantasy about the “collective char-
acters” which are the classes in opposition.'

UBLISHED IN FRENCH in 1960, Qusmane Sembéne’s Les bouts

de bois de Dieu [God’s Bits of Wood| serves a two-pronged purpose

of representing a narrativized, particularistic account of a strike while
also offering certain universal aspects of class struggle. This dual focus on the
local and the global makes the novel a perfect didactic instrument for teaching
resistance in the current state of neoliberal capital. Using Fredric Jameson’s
concept of the ‘ideologeme’, this essay discusses the novel’s attempt to re-
present the 1948 Dakar strike as a clue to learning the absolutely necessary
preconditions for successful resistance in the neoliberal regime of high
capital.

! Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act
(IthacaNY: Comell UP, 1981): 87)

© Spheres Public and Private: Western Genres in Afvican Literature, ed. Gordon Collier
(Matatu 39; Amsterdam & New York: Editions Rodopi, 2011).
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While theorizing the term ‘ideologeme’, Jameson asserts that it can be
either “the finished appearance of a philosophical system on the one hand, or
that of a cultural text on the other.”? Under such circumstances, the critic’s
b role is “that of the identification of the ideologeme, and in many cases, of its
] initial naming in the instances where for whatever reason it had not yet been
registered as such” Hence, reading Sembéne’s novel as a realistic represen-
tation of a real-life event —the strike — and the affective value of this reading
first begs the question of its protonarrative, its ideologeme. I suggest that soli-

darity is the overarching ideologeme of the novel. The novel as a finished

product, using the raw materials from a real-life event, teaches the reader that

no resistance movement can be su
legitimacy in praxis in the shape 0
their oppressors. In a way,
of such solidarity in its setting but also p
tive for learning the importance of solidarity in a

1l other aspects of clas

struggle.
Much has been written about the novel from various important and insi

ful perspectives, and my intention is to build on this rich critical receptio

the novel to re-articulate the importance of the novel’s ideologeme for 0
times. With regard to the didactic role of the novel for its immediate audienc
_ the Senegalese workers — Victor O. Aire suggest that the “theme of
tion, didacticism one might call it, runs all through the novel. It is a quest
of educating the masses, from the children to the most reactionary

teaching them to take their destiny in their own hands.”** Emph
» in the classical Marxian

elders,
the all-important role of “demystification :
also suggests that the novel attempts to teach the masses to “expect
cour from the politicians and to question the sincerity of their spiritual

This reconfiguration of the popular view of the temporal and spiritu

structures, for Aire, is the minor didactic function of the novel. In
the most important function of the novel is to “re-educate” the
critical of “the mentality that perpetuates [...] ancient modes and |

2 Jameson, The Political Unconscious. 87.
3 The Political Unconscious, 87-88.

4 Victor O. Aire, “Didactic Realism in Ousmane Se
Diew,” Canadian Journal of African Studies 11.2 (1977): 287 .
5 Aire, “Didactic Realism in Ousmane Sembéne’s Les Bouls de BoIS
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n asserts that it can be the dictatorship of the gerontocracy and the subjugation of women.”® This
tem on the one hand, or | claim about the novel.as a Foo] for ‘re-education’ certainly makes sense only if
reumstances, the critic’s . the novel’s prim‘aty d'legesrs — re-education — in itself becomes a clue within a
ind in many cases, of its hermeneutical didactics that must go beyond the novel itself, for the charac-
ason it had not yet been ters of the novel reach this consciousness as historical fictional characters and
!l as a realistic represen- cannot necessarily be read as the recipients of this re-education, Thus, it is

ive value of this reading
zeme. | suggest that soli-
The novel as a finished
it, teaches the reader that
chieves a high degree of
of the oppressed against
- creation and sustenance
with a sort of metanarra-
Il other aspects of class

safe to suggest that the novel’s primary diege

ters should be read and taught from the point of view of their use-value for the
readers of today and the future. Such a didactics, | suggest, will have to com-
bine the “pragmatics of narrative knowledge” and the “pragmatics of scienti-
fic knowledge” as discussed by Jean—Francois Lyotard in a slightly different
context.’
Narration, for Lyotard, “is the quintessential form of customary knowl-
edge, in more ways than one” (19), He further suggests that “the narratives
‘allow” their host soc iety

“to define its criteria of competence™ and enable it to
“evaluate according to th
ithin it” (20). In the pragmatics of narrative, however, the n
da justification for or val;

3
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most reactionary Gk . a StaFement of truth, but the listener must validate that statement Thus,
vn hands.”* Emphas c discourse requires “the collective approval of a group of persons
sical Marxian senseé © €ompetent on an equal basis” (24). According to Lyotard, “didactics
\asses {0 “exnach it ensures that this reproduction takes place” (24). Thus, in scientific
of their spiritual 1 j{a‘e the researcher or teacher, whi

le making his knowledge available to
n transforming his/her students into
nt enough to validate or challenge the

yoral and spiritual
the novel. In Al
ducate” the ma:
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Students, js also instrumental i
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7y

aCUC Realism ip Ousmane Sembene’s Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu,” 289,
OIS Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, tr,
on & B

tian Massumi, foreword by Fredric Jameson (La Condition

ur le savoiy, 1979; Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1984): 18-
ferences are i the main text,
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Keeping in mind this brief discussion of Lyotard’s insightful discussion of the Hence, according to Sacks, what start
didactics involved in scientific education, one could attempt to merge the being the material cause fo; reconfigu
pragmatics of narrative knowledge and that of scientific knowledge in order women’s actions, considered auxﬂ%a
to transform discussion of Gods Bits of Wood into a dynamic or, as per Paulo cause of the eventual success of the s:
Freire, a dialogic experience. The novel comes to us as a statement: within the . march of women from Thigs to Dakar
context of its characters, it requires no validation, as their shared experience railroad workers against the French in
needs no elaboration. Also, the author’s auctoritas as a speaker of truth is al- women against colonialists.”!’ Both S
ready couched in his own placement within the host culture, so that he can tell novel as a point of arrival, a site where

novel gains a new consciousness throu
stances forced upon them due to the si
ted at the start of this essay, can also |
study the very anatomy of a labour st
tance of class solidarity in challenging :

his story without any need for immediate legitimation from the ‘listener’. But
we as the readers who are not part of the author’s referent must first master
the required cultural competency to tender any responsible view of the novel.
This competency, | suggest, can be traced in the didactic function of the novel
itself, which can be clearly facilitated if we could, somehow, define the novel’s ]
ideologeme. As stated above, the particular ideologeme of the novel can be
read as solidarity. I use solidarity here in the specific way in which Paulo’
Freire explains it in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed. For Freire, social trans-
formation occurs when people “perceive their state not as fated and unalter=
able, but merely as limiting.”® Freire also asserts: “The pursuit of full human=
ity, however, cannot be carried out in isolation or individualism, but onl}
fellowship and solidarity.™ It is this important lesson about the need fo
lective action and solidarity that, as the novel’s leading ideologeme, make
into a highly relevant didactic instrument in our own times. In the dieg
totality of the novel, all facets of society must come together, at least in
opposition to their French masters, in order for the lived conditions ot
community to change. The novel, I suggest, stages this convergence OF '
ous strands of the native urban society in its primary diegesis.
The novel has also been quite popular with feminist critics. In an @
feminist, materialistic reading of the novel, Karen Sacks observes:

1%

The workers of the Dakar—Thigs strike

ariat, but they have reached a certai
duction where their very existence
nce is not just a matter of their terms
qur but also what the trains bring to 1
nce. The strike, therefore, is also al
sub-proletariat proper to an accej
‘accomplished without broader

consolidation that can be read

5L, a brief overview of the histor
N strikes as symptoms of the
derick Cooper suggests the fol

!.:)I.1tinued strikes in Aftica were bo
embarrassment to the ideologic
‘ I the “powerless” making the *
Fatus of government [...]. Fren
QD_IOf capital, planning, and tect
g African societies to evo
Proletarianization, That was n

Just as the railroad pulled African male workers together against the
the strike pulled women together, first with the men, then ameng them:
and finally against the French.'® ]

$ paulo Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, tr. Myra Bergman Ramos,.
rk: Contintt!

Macedo (Pedagogia do oprimido, 1968; tr. 1970; New Yo
9 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 85.
10 K aren Sacks, “Women and Class Struggle in Sem
Signs 4.2 (1978): 364.

R d
béne’s GOASE n and Class Struggle in S|

Per. “The Dialectics of
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d’s insightful discussion of the He-nce, accordil?g to Sacks, what starte.d as a male-dominated strike ends up
: could attempt to merge the : being the maferial cauS(? for reconf.iigurmg gender ro.les to such an extent that
‘scientific knowledge in order ; women’s actions, considered auxﬂra::;f In the beginning, become the core
nto a dynamic or, as per Paulo ‘ cause of the eventual SuccE?ss of the strike. According to Sacks, it is the final
to us as a statement: within the march of women from Thigs to D

akar that changes «
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Both Sacks and Aire, as is obvious, read the . |
novel as a point of arrival, a site where the urban sub-proletariat of Sembeéne’s ' |
novel gains a new consciousness through the Imperati ial ci I
stances forced upon them due to the strike. The nov
ted at the start of this essay,

study the very anatomy of a
tance of class solidarity in cha

el, however, as | sugges-
can also be read beyond its immediate scope to

labour strike and to theorize the central impor-
llenging an existing mode of production.

S|

The workers of the Dakar-

Thiés strike are not necessarily a fully realized pro- :
riat, but they have rea

ched a certain threshold in the capitalistic mode of
ery existence depends on the railroad. This depen-

! history of the strike itself Seeing the series
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1 embarrassmeng to the ideological one. They represented a telling in-
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in particular, thought that
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sw York: Continuuf
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Thus, for Cooper, the African strikes challenged the very ideology — indus-
trialization without proletarianization — upon which the edifice of colonial
rule was structured. While the workers asked for equal rights and equal pay,
sformed themselves from the condition of a

they also, in the process, tran
voiceless sub-proletariat to the proletariat proper, with the mobilizing power
ing, the Railway Strike of

to challenge the status quo. In such an historical setti
1948 was even more ‘nstructive. Cooper provides the following details:

The Dakar strike was followed by the massive railway strike in all of French
West Africa from October 1947 to march 1948. This strike of some twenty
thousand workers revealed that the combination of union organizing and the
networks among railway workers could bring about collective action over @

vast space.”

Needless to say, these “petworks
structure — the railways — that the masters had built to transport their goo

across their African colonial holdings. Thus, in a nutshell, it could be said th
the collective action of the workers depended on the infrastructural realiti
and that the work-force structure itself became a major mobilizing impetu
the success of the strike. Sembeéne’s novel captures this particular aspect
the strike and posits solidarity as the ultimate ideologeme of a st ess!
strike. The narrative becomes a didactic tool for learning from the co
past about the present and future of popular mass movements against 0pPE
sors of all kinds. At this juncture, a brief discussion of the novel’s pre
through the experiences of its main characters and the mobilization of

resources should prove fruitful.

Within the diegetic topography of the novel, three places cOMEE
trike: Bamako, Thiés, and &

the most important nodal points of the s

These spatial markers are important enough for the diegetic WO
novel for them to be used as the main titles of the various sections.
the novel relies on the particular Jocation of characters in these thr
which are spatially connected by the railway tracks, hence bee@

major nodal points for the ideological and material structuring

» in Tensions of Empire: Colo

Movements in Postwar French Africa, :
& Ann Laura Stoler (Berkele:

Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick Cooper

U of California P, 1997): 412.
13 Cooper, “The Dialectics of Decolonization,” 414-

» were made possible through the very inffa=
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he very ideology — indus-
ch the edifice of colonial
«qual rights and equal pay,
; from the condition of a
with the mobilizing power
ting, the Railway Strike of
he following details:

itself. The novel starts in Bamako, in the Bakayoko household, and in the very
first chapter the reader becomes privy to the thoughts and perceptions of two
characters: Grandma Niakoro and Ad’jibid’ji, her granddaughter. Niakoro’s
reflections come to us as memories of a harsh colonial past and the changed
circumstances of the present. We find her reflecting about the nature of gene-
rational relationships and about the news of an ensuing strike:

In her time the young people undertook nothing without the advice of their
elders, but now, alone, they were deciding on a strike. Did they even now what
would happen? She, Niakoro, knew; she had seen one. A fterrible strike, a
savage memory for those who had lived through it; just one season of raing
before the war. It had taken a husband and a son from her, but now no one

even came to seek her advice. Were the ways of the old time gone forever?
Ibrahim Bakayoko, her own son, had told her nothing!'*

vay strike in all of French
his strike of some twenty
union organizing and the
1t collective action over a

sible through the very infra-
1ilt to transport their good
wtshell, it could be sai
the infrastructural realities
najor mobilizing impetu
res this particular aspect
ideologeme of a succ
- learning from the €0
movements against
sion of the novel’s Pr
1 the mobilization of

n

~ There is a twofold richness to Niakoro’s thoughts — the loss of the old ways,

both pointing to changed material condi-

has already undergone transition from a traditional society with its own nor-
ative structures to that of an amorphous state where the people have lost
'u‘-' traditions but have not yet formulated the normative class customs of an
ban proletariat. We can also discern from her musings that, unlike the ideo-
ly driven youth, her memory is already haunted by the tragedies caused
other strike, one that was put down so brutally that people of her genera-
100 could not eyen imagine living through the same circumstances. Strike to
1 personal memory, the 1938 Dakar—Niger line strike which resulted in
f_i_d and thirty wounded”;" two of the dead, we learn, were Niakor’s
@_and son. Thus, couched in the musings of Niakoro are the traces of
Of tradition and 3 feqr of reprisals from the French in the event of a strike;
CL, as the normative structures that would have made her an agent in the
g aking process of the strike no longer exist, she is thus, it seem s, re-
e role of an aged bystander., Her granddaughter, Ad’jibid’ji, by
Presents the future of thejr particular subculture. Not understanding

three places come

#[Sembén& God’s Bits of Wood, tr. Francis Price (Les bouts de bois de
¢ T" Yall, 1960; London: Heinemann, 1970): 4. Further page references
in text.

f Empire: CO.I{? 4
Stoler (Berkele

PWAST, West Afvica Under Colonial Rule (Evanston 11 : Northwestern

/
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much of what is happening, she is still a constant witness to the proceedings ] The speech is instructive on
| marks that the memory of the

of the worker’s meeting as they decide on strike tactics. Also introduced in .
the first chapter is the character of Ibrahim Bakayoko, a person in the van- 1 the ensuing strike, in their ey
e story until towards 1 On the other hand, there is a

guard of the workers® union, but mostly absent from th
the end. Thus we learn that while the strike must have a visionary leadership, workers are aware of the che
the day-to-day activities of the community do not necessarily depend on the of the railway workers is not
constant oversight of this particular vanguard: the strike is mostly a popular cities, at different nodal poin
ion based in the material conditions and ensuing solidarity of the people, in in creating this lateral solidar
lay important, interconnected parts. forces the people to base the
dent that the workers are up against the tion and not just blind passiol
Historically, it is quite ev

might of the imperial administration, and as they are detached from what

could be termed a rural and to some extent self-sufficient mode of life, the de- ordinated. Frederick Cooper

cision to strike is likely to cause great suffering. Also evident is the fact that walks of life:

the French would try all possible repressive and ideological means t0 break
the strike. Under such circumstances, the strike can only succeed if the people
develop an all-encompassing sense of solidarity. This solidarity, the mai -
ideologeme of the novel, is not mandated by the local leaders, though they d
play a role in it; instead, within the novel’s primary diegesis it is the maftert
conditions themselves that are instrumental in creating this sense of solida
Thus, while the individuals and sub-groups mount their own particular fot
of resistance, the ultimate end-result of these local resistances is a cumulat
force-field that impacts on the colonial power-structures. It is this aspec
the strike that ] will now discuss briefly. trike is st

The decision to go on s _
as a public meeting, partly shared with the reader through Ad’jibid’ji's ¢
sciousness, and it is in this public meet

ing that one learns, through the |
discussion of the strike, the grievance

s, the possible consequences; &
ultimate strike-breaking strategies that might ensue after the decision
Here is how Mamadou Keit 1

act
which all, including the leaders, p
From the very start, it becomes Vi

The security services gradus
affiliation within the comr
suggested that merchants i
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[...]1 In November, the uni
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0 starve? Because we §
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a explains the situation:
‘s outburst is clear]

e black workers.
ssential in mobi
0 John Rapley,:
risis if they n
In contrast_;

is made.

us what it should. 7_

we have our trade, but it does not bring
y differ

5o low that there is nO longer an
ls. Years ago the me

It is true that
being robbed. Our wages are
between ourselves and anima
strike, and that was only settled by deaths, by death:
begins again. At this very moment meetings like this

Koulikoro to Dakar. Men have to come to this same pl

other men will follow. Are you ready to call a strike —

do, you must think. (8)

atform before
yes of no? B

ooper, OuﬁJ
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to the proceedings The speech is instructive on multiple levels: one learns through Keita’s re-
Also introduced in marks that the memory of the 1938 strike is still alive for his generation, and
person in the van- the ensuing strike, in their eyes, is likely to have the same negative outcome,
story until towards - On the other hand, there is a clear grievance against their employers, and the
isionary leadership, workers are aware of the cheapening of their labour. This particular meeting

arily depend on the of the railway workers is not an isolated event but is coordinated in different

is mostly a popular cities, at different nodal points; hence the basis of the strike is clearly posited
ity of the people, in in creating this lateral solidarity. The Jast sentence is in itself instructive, for it
cted parts. forces the people to base their praxis, in the ideal Freirejan sense, on reflec-
s are up against the tion and not just blind passion,

etached from what Historically, it is quite evident that the railway strike was fairly well co-
node of life, the de- ordinated. Frederick Cooper offers man

y instances of lateral solidarity in all
walks of life:

dent is the fact that
ical means to break
ucceed if the people
solidarity, the main
lers, though they do
sis it is the material
; sense of solidarity. .
wn particular forms

aces is a cumulative

. It is this aspect of
0 on strike is stag

th Ad’jibid’ji's co “We are the ones who do the work,” he roared, “the same work the white men
i through the pu lic - do. Why then should they be paid more? Because they are white? And when
”sequel‘lCCS aniile ~ they are sick, why should the

i} 3

y be taken care of while we and our families are
left to starye? Because we are black? [...]In what way is a white worker better
‘ ision to St 1 : 4 . y
he decisIOLUCE - than a black worker? (8)
nmn:

The security services gradually leamed that railwaymen had a complex web of
affiliation within the communities in which they lived. [...] Other reports
suggested that merchants in Senegal played a particularly important role in
providing assistance, in the form of money, food and trucks to transport foods.
[..]In November, the union wasg providing 300 francs to any striker who
asked for it. 200, 000 francs had been paid out in Abidjan, 100,000 each at
Port-Bouet, Grand-Bassam, Agboville and Dimbokro.'¢

The grievances about the condition

of the workers are laid out clearly by
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interrupts Mamadou Keita to say:

Moko’s outburst i clearly expressed in terms of the relative inequality suf-
°d by the black workers. This knowledge of the unequal distribution of re-
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_Eri-ck _COOPCI‘, ““Our Strike™: Equality, Anticolonial Politics and the 194748
trike in French West Aftica,” Journal of African History 37.1 (1996): 94-95.
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failure of a distribution regime can bring the whole regime down.”'” Thus, the
workers at this particular meeting are aware of their own exploitation, but are
also aware of the relative exploitation of their labour in comparison to their
French white co-workers. The issue of the strike is, then, more nuanced, as it
aims to erase this inequality. Thus, at the end of the meeting “A vote was
taken, and the strike was called unanimously, for the next morning at dawn”
(10). In terms of its didactic value, then, the novel, through its primary diege-
sis, already comes to us as a loaded text that we must read as what Edward
Said calls the “heroic first readings,” which involve, besides other things, “al-
lowing oneself to experience the work with something of its primary drive
and informing power.”"*

Thus, from the very start of the novel, strike is its central theme: what fol-
lows is the consequences of the decision to strike, and the varied experiences
of the novel’s different characters teach us the material consequences of a
decision of such significance and also impart to us the knowledge of the ab-
solute necessity of building resilient popular solidarity, to be mobilized
against the oppressive power of the colonial regime.

Not surprisingly, the strikers are immediately faced with various kinds of
swift, severe, and reactionary colonialist responses. The material reality of
these responses and their effects on the people in themselves become grounds
for the creation of solidarity amongst the strikers, their families, and their
sympathizers. As the events of the strike unfold, Sembéne represents the very
construction of this solidarity-in-the-making in all of his three chosen sites:

Bamako, Thi¢s, and Dakar. In Theis, the mood at the beginning of the strike is

reflective; Sembeéne presents it as follows:

And s0 the strike came to Thigs. An unlimited strike, which, for many. along
the whole length of the railroad, was a time for suffering, but for many was
also a time for thought. When the smoke from the trains no longer drifted
above the savanna, they realized that an age had ended — an age their elders
had told them about, when all of Africa was just a garden for food, Now the
machines ruled over their lands, and when they forced every machine within
thousand miles to halt they became conscious of their strength, but cONscious

17 John Rapley, Globalization and Inequality: Neoliberalism's Downwari
(Boulder CO: Lynne Rienner, 2004): 31.
8 Edward W. Said, Humanism and Democratic Criticism (New York: P

2004): 67, 68.
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sle regime down.”"” Thus, the also of their dependence, They began to understand that the machine was
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rzlr OW,E i)(()pm([_));fison’ fo thels they who belonged to it. When it stopped, it taught them that lesson. (32) ;
abour i i S
: is, then, more nuanced, as it The material existence of the railway system certainly has a two-pronged
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S Symbolic of resistance is clearly rooted in an idea of total and unflinch-
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Thus, as the strike unfolds, all aspects of a colonized life become subject to
the demands of a new socio-political order structured specifically by the strike
itself. The early involvement of women in the strike is staged through their
actions and trials inside the household — the realm of native culture — and ex-
tending to their experiences outside in the public sphere of colonial power,
The material cause of the mobilization of women, Sembéne, suggests, was
“born beside a cold fireplace, in an empty kitchen” (74). Thus, the strike and
suffering caused by the French blockade, instead of quelling resistance, be-
come the causative factors in creating and sustaining revolutionary conscious-

ness. It is with this new-found strength that Ramatoulaye and other women
face the policemen:

‘Go away now,’” she said in French. *This is a house for us, not a house for
white men. [...].

On all sides of her the other women began brandishing bottles filled with
sand, flatirons, and clubs of all sizes. In a few minutes the group of policemen
was completely encircled. (74)

Thus, as the colonial machinery unleashes its repressive power through direct
and indirect expressions of absolute power, the community, on all levels of
the class and gender divide, comes together, for it is in the very nature of the
material conditions of the strike for everyone to learn that the only chance
they will ever have is in standing together in solidarity. Thus, without a van-
guardist attempt to create and enforce collective action the material existence
of the strike in itself becomes an enabling condition for wide-scale solidarity.
Just as the women take on the increasingly important role of providing for
their families, even the children join the strike by enacting their own rebellion.
Their actions include “raiding the chicken coops of the white men” (156) and
stealing rice from Aziz, the Syrian shopkeeper, and they eventually culminate
in a campaign of harassment in which “everything that shone in the night [in
the white quarter] was target, from windows to a lamp posts” (159).

It would be safe to say that, owing to the material conditions of the strike, a
new native narrative — the narrative of solidarity in a strike — emerges, and
eventually all the inhabitants of the urban slums come to learn this narrative in
the classic sense as explained by Lyotard — a sort of narrative that does not
need to legitimize itself, as its place as a valid narrative in a community of

equally competent participants is already predetermined through an agreed
tradition.
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The strike and its representation are not just a pure native fantasy. For the
characters of the novel, the strike also becomes an enabling condition in the
process of learning strike strategy and the consequent raising of conscious-
ness. Just as the strike leadership is happy to receive the meagre but important
financial support from the French unions, in the day-to-day policing of the
strike the enforcers have no qualms about learning a new, European mode of
justice and policing. This aspect of the strike is highlighted through the ac-
tions of Tiemoko, who forces the strike leaders to move from a mode of popu-
lar justice to a more formalized system of justice against the strike-breakers.
His attempt to learn the mode of justice from a French book and then from the
trial itself is a good example of developing a hybrid mode of dealing with the
questions of native justice, as the trial combines a formal trial setting with the
native concept of shame.

Tiemoko is assigned the task of the enforcer from the very beginning of the
strike. It was under his leadership that

The first two strike-breakers were trapped in the Place Maginot. [...] There
was a brief scuffle, and then the men of Tiemoko’s commando group had

taken them to their own homes and administered their rough form of justice.
(81)

Similarly, the punishment of the other two strike-breakers was made into a
“public example” (81). But obviously Tiemoko is not satisfied with this rough
form of popular justice; he seeks to formalize the process, to give it more
legitimacy. The thought-process starts after Tiemko recalls a phrase that he
had read somewhere: “It is not necessary to be right to argue, but to win it is
necessary both to be right and never to falter” (84). When he keeps reciting
this line to his cohorts, one of them even asks: “Are you reciting the Koran?”
(84) — traditionally, this could have been the ideological source in a purist
archaeology of native agency, but, as we learn later, the phrase actually comes
from a French book, La Condition Humaine.™ Thus, it seems that within the
enabling conditions created by the material realities of the strike, the most
passionate and action-oriented participant has no qualms about seeking guid-
ance from the works of a French socialist and his account of another revolu-

** Translated into English as Man’s Fate, André Malraux’s novel La Condition
Humaine (1933), an account of the failed communist revolution in Shanghai, captures
the day-to-day anxieties and struggles of the participants.
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tion, in China. The reason Tiemoko searches out this book is to learn a better
mode of dealing with the strike-breakers. This attempt to learn from the mas-
ters the art of dealing with native problems suggests that the strikers® ap-
proach to the problem is more of a bricolage, in which using all necessary
means for the good of the strike and the people is sanctioned. Hence, when Fa

Keita objects that the “book was written by the toubabs” (87), Tiemoko
replies:

And the machines were built by the foubabs! The book belongs to Ibrahim
Bakayoko, and right here, in front of you, I have heard him say that neither the
laws nor the machines belong to any one race! (87)

What is staged in this brief encounter over the procedural aspects of an
emerging transition from popular justice to a more systemized form of justice
is the very crux of a new reality created by the strike itself. The strike occurs
because the train system had created an urban sub-proletariat that depended
on what the trains brought but also on the means of livelihood that the rail
system provided. Hence, the creation of the railway system is the necessary
precondition, in the Marxian sense of the term, without which solidarity
among the strikers will be impossible. Just as the strikers are a product of the
system that shaped them into an urban sub-proletariat, certain other systems
of thought from the foubabs can also easily be appropriated for the success of
the strike and for the good of the community. The trial of Diara, besides being
an attempt at formulating a system of justice, is also an example of combining
the urban elements of the strikers’ material existence with the aspects of their
deep, and mostly diminished, native cultural memory, for what Timoko de-
sires is to “move forward to a point where it will no longer be necessary to
punish men” (89) arbitrarily in the streets. The formalized structure of the
trial is, therefore, absolutely necessary to give credence and legitimacy to the
system of power established during the strike.
Diara, a ticket collector, is not just a strike-breaker, he is also on trial for
what could be construed as treason against the community. The charges brought
against him suggest the dual nature of his offence:

Diara is a worker, like all the rest of us, and like all the rest of us he voted for
the strike. [...] but he has not kept his word. He got help from the union,
enough to live on, as we all did, and he has used it, but he has not repaid any of
it since he went back to work. But more than this, he has informed on the
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women who are supporting us se valiantly, and he has forced them to get off
trains whenever they have tried to use them. (91)

It is this dual offence, going back to work and turning in the strike-supporting
women, that has made Diara into the defendant in this formal trial. It is during
the sentencing phase of the trial that the urban sub-proletariat returns to its
cultural memory to come up with the ideal punishment for Diara, and it is in
this staging of the trial that a combination of two forms of knowledge — the
narrative and the scientific, as explained by Lyotard — come into play. While
the formalistic aspects of the trial are normalized through pedagogical prin-
ciples and their application during the trial, the elements of normative cultural
narrative become obvious during the sentencing phase of the trial, as ex-
plained by Fa Keita:

A long time ago [...] before any of you were born, everything that happened
happened with in a framework, an order that was our own, and the existence of
that order was of great importance in our lives, Today, no such framework
exists. There are no castes among people.[...] There are no weavers, no arti-
sans in metal, no makers of fine shoes. (94)

Interestingly enough, this is not a lament for a precapitalist past; it is, in fact, a
preamble to what Fa Keita sees unfolding right in front of him. This changing
order, as he mentions, “is happening” (94) right before them in the shape of
the trial, or the “tribunal” (94). It is the question of punishing the offender that
concerns Fa Kieta, for he has no problem in emulating the procedural aspects
of the trial, but it is in the sentencing that he must remind the people that “If
you imitate the hirelings of your masters, you will become like them, hirelings
and barbarians™ (95). Thus it is crucial at this stage of the strike to recuperate
the lost cultural memory to conclude the trial. Needless to say, Fa Keita speaks
from a place that does not, according to Lyotard, need legitimation, for his
authority to speak comes from a largely forgotten but still existent narrative of
social norms. In the end, the jury leaves without passing a verdict, but an un-
spoken sentence has already taken its course, and this latter verdict derives
directly from the native narrative of honour and shame. Thus, while everyone
is leaving, Saido, Diara’s son, as he helps his father up, understands the con-
sequences of the trial:

He was conscious that, from this day forward, his father could be reviled and
insulted by anyone, perhaps even beaten, and he would have no defense. And
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he knew that wherever he himself went, people would look at him and say,
*Your father is a traitor.” (96)

Diara’s fall and its attendant circumstance can only be understood in terms of
the native narrative of shame, but its manifestation is inextricably connected
with the sense of solidarity — which he had defied through his actions — crea-
ted by the strike. Thus, it is through the trial that one perceives the merging of
two forms of knowledge: the pragmatics of scientific knowledge; and narra-
tive knowledge.

Thus, by the time we as readers reach the final climactic moment of the
novel, the ground has already been laid for the strike to succeed. Even though,
from the very start, we are provided in the character of [brahim Bakayoko
with a sort of foreshadowing of the vanguardist approach to revolution, he
never really plays any active role in the day-to-day affairs of the strike. Al-
though he does possess the symbolic power to mobilize the people, the mobil-
ization itself does not require his immediate presence but, rather, merely the
inspiration of his existence. It is in the final stages of the novel, after all the
sacrifices have been made, that Ibrahim Bakayoko takes centre-stage, but
even at that moment his success must come from below; in the last instance, it
is the base that must determine the future of the revolutionary strike. Thus,
when Ibrahim Bakayoko speaks at the rally he can do so only because he is
sure that the people, those affected by the strike, will rise up with him in
solidarity.

Quite a lot has transpired by the time one reaches the final climactic moment
of the novel: a boy has been killed by a French officer, and Penda and Samba
N’Doulougou are killed during the culminating phase of the women’s march.
Thus, by the time Ibrahim Bakayoko gets up on the stage to talk to the people,
his speech is not meant to create solidarity but, rather, to articulate the soli-
darity already created through the material experiences of the participants in
the strike. This becomes evident at the meeting where the Imam, the gover-
nor, and another speaker address the people while excluding anyone from the
train-workers” union. It is at this point that Ibrahim creates a space for his
voice to be heard through the power of the people. As Ibrahim Bakayoko
barges uninvited onto the stage, it is the crowd that, by insisting “let him
speak, let him speak” (216), allows Ibrahim the power to express his views on
behalf of the people. Ibrahim Bakayoko’s entire speech derives its legitimacy
from popular solidarity and is sanctioned by the people. Thus, when Ibrahim
Bakayoko starts speaking, his every question and assertion is legitimated by
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the people, as his speech is less of a speech and more of a conversation with
those assembled. He says:

It seems that this strike is the work of a little group of black sheep. Led by
foreigners. If this is so, there must be a lot of black sheep in this country;
and you, who know us all, look at me and tell me who are the foreigners. It
seems also that we are incapable of creating anything by ourselves, but we
must be of some use because, since we stopped working, the trains have
stopped running. (217)

The speech, therefore, is a semiotic expression of material solidarity. And al-
though Ibrahim Bakayoko is the leader, the ‘enunciating subject’ of these
words, he can only speak because the popular solidarity constructed by the
very materiality of the strike has given him this voice to speak with the peo-
ple. Thus, it is no wonder that Ibrahim Bakayoko, though posited as the main
character of the novel and the master-mind of the strike, is mostly absent from
the narrative and is mentioned only in the third person for most of the book.
One way of looking at his role is to see that his moment of possibility to speak
to the people is centred in the recognition granted by the people; he is a leader
because the people have accepted him as such and not because he has brought
the people together through his visionary leadership. Thus, in staging the final
speech of Ibrahim Bakayoko, the speech that finally challenges French hege-
mony, Sembéne also teaches the reader that true leadership is made possible
only through the collective will, a will articulated in solidarity and not teth-
ered to the vision of a single mind or leader.

Thus, on the whole, it is safe to suggest that Sembéne’s novel cannot, and
should not, be read just as an exercise in reading and teaching the form, an
exercise that directs the reader to the inner dynamics of the diegetic world of
the novel itself. The novel should be read and taught in terms of its didactic
and affective value for the reader. Read with an eye on what the narrative
mobilizes as its most important trope — solidarity — the novel can become a
tool in teaching and shaping the need and the mode of articulation of lateral
solidarities in our struggles against the current global regime of neoliberal
truth,

T
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