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Dances with Wolofs
A conversation with Boubacar Boris Diop

Charles J. Sugnet (bio)

It ’s May 1968, and t he revolut ion will be in French: rockers and hippies join

Dances with Wolofs: A Conversation with

Boubacar Boris Diop.
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communist  cells, marches give way t o riot s, workers dance wit h st udent s,
t he cit y is paralyzed. Everyone st ays up all night  t alking, arguing, put t ing
every convent ion t o t he t est : anarchist s vie wit h St alinist s, Maoist s, and
Trot skyist s for t he soul of  t he movement . The government  has lost
cont rol. The president , t he liberat or of  his nat ion, is nearly forced t o
resign. Finally, t he f lamboyant  leader consult s wit h his generals and
defuses t he crisis—just  barely—wit h a cynical mix of  concession and
repression. “May ’68” becomes a legend, a t alismanic symbol of  yout h
and change, t ear gas and t runcheons, t he high-wat er mark of  sixt ies
radicalism.

It ’s s t wice-t old t ale, a media myt h: t he siege of  Paris, May 1968. But
t his isn’t  Paris. It ’s Dakar, Senegal, and t he president  is not  Charles de
Gaulle but  Léopold Sédar Senghor, t he poet -polit ician who led Senegal
t o independence. Dakar has exist ed in a st at e of  perpet ual nervousness
ever since. The workers and st udent s event ually dispersed, but
opposit ion t o Senghor and his Socialist  Part y remained illegal unt il 1976,
when he creat ed a bogus mult ipart y syst em where Senghor himself
chose names and ideologies for t he opposit ion part ies. Last  spring, t he
vet erans of  May ’68 helped t o push t he ruling socialist s out  of  o ice,
ending a regime t hat  grew more corrupt  and more repressive
t hroughout  it s fort y years in o ice, and promising a new dawn for
democracy.

Boubacar Boris Diop is polit ely skept ical. A former book-t ot ing, jean-
wearing radical, he survived manhandling by Senghor’s police t o become
one of Senegal’s leading writ ers, a public int ellect ual and gadfly who is
also, in his way, one of  t he most  widely respect ed people in t he count ry.
A cofounder of  Sud, Senegal’s f irst  independent  newspaper, he has
spent  t he last  t wo decades report ing and edit ing at  several papers and
magazines; indeed, he helped t o creat e t he vibrant  alt ernat ive press
whose daring [End Page 138] st ories helped bring down t he Socialist s.
But  Boris Diop is best  known as a writ er. Since 1981, he has published
several award-winning novels, as well as elect rifying plays such as Grand
Dakar Factory—a Becket t -like parable about  a government  bus t hat



never arrives. Alt hough he support s Abdoulaye Wade, t he new president ,
Diop is t oo well informed t o be wholly sanguine about  Senegal’s
prospect s. His writ ings have never t oed a part y line.

Consider Les tambours de la mémoire [The drums of memory], t he
1990 novel from which Diop’s st ory “Dakar Noir” is adapt ed. Drums t ells
t he st ory of  Fadel Sarr, t he unruly scion of  a powerful Senegalese family,
who t urns up dead one a ernoon a er a seven-year sojourn in t he
beaut iful, archaic Kingdom of Wissombo. Sarr had been in Wissombo in
hopes of  f inding a myst ical heroine named Queen Johanna Siment ho—a
shadowy figure who bears a st riking resemblance t o Aliin Sit ooye Diat t a,
a real-life hero from t he 1920s. Diat t a was a kind of  Senegalese Joan of
Arc, exiled at  t he age of  t went y-five for her ant i-colonial act ivism against
t he French.

Wissombo, as it  happens, is a t hinly f ict ionalized st and-in for
Casamance, a breat ht akingly lush t errit ory along t he sout hern limit  of
Senegal. Casamance was a favorit e spot  for French t ourist s unt il 1982,
when Senegalese t roops violat ed a forest  sacred t o t he region’s Diola
people. Thousands of  Diola marched t he following Sunday, armed wit h
machet es, poison arrows, and old hunt ing musket s—and t he
government  responded wit h machine guns. Some t hree hundred Diola
were killed, mart yrs t o t he newfound cause of  Casamance
independence, and Senegal has been at  war ever since. Aliin Sit ooye
Diat t a, t he Senegalese dissent er, has become t he mat ron saint  of
Casamance independence.

No one in Senegal want s t o t alk about  Casamance. It ’s dangerous, for
one t hing—unt il recent ly, open crit icism of t he government ’s war e ort
somet imes landed people in jail. But  it ’s also complicat ed. Most
Senegalese in t he nort h, even t he peace act ivist s, want  t he Diola t o quit
f ight ing; t he Diola t hemselves want  t o quit  t he...
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