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Abstract 

This article explores the use of comedic strategies in Ousmane Sembene’s early cinema as a 

form of heterodox Marxist resistance to authoritarian and neocolonial power. Focusing on the 

relatively understudied Borom Sarret (1963) and Niaye (1964), alongside Mandabi (1968), we 

draw on concepts such as Bakhtin’s “grotesque realism” (1984)—understood as a 

“physiological” mode of comedy grounded in the disruption and inversion of symbolic order, 

power, and gender hierarchies—to offer the first systematic analysis of Sembene’s early films 

within the framework of humour studies. We argue that Sembene’s first comic strategies echo 

three traditions: Soviet dialectical montage, Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt (distancing effect), 

and the satirical mode of African theatre (Koteba). Through a plurality of benign, derisive, 

and dark humour strategies, Sembene functions as a gadfly, mobilising laughter as both an 

affective and cognitive force that exposes incongruity, conflict, and injustice while affirming 

popular vitality. His cinematic “grotesque realism”—directed at elites but also rooted in the 

comic-dramatic tensions and open contradictions of people’s everyday life—reveals the 

transformative and decolonial potential of humour as a comedic praxis, one that is irreducible 

to pre-established ideological certainties such as the dichotomies of good people versus evil 

elites, tradition versus progress, or entertainment cinema versus serious revolutionary cinema. 
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1. Introduction 

Yes, it (i.e. my cinema) makes people laugh, but it also makes them think. For us, 

laughter is a social phenomenon: people like to talk and laugh. At the cinema, they 

remember what has made them laugh better than what has made them cry. And there is 

a lot of discussion when people leave the cinema (Sembene, in Pfaff 1984, p. 74) 

 

Humour is a feeling of distance (Brecht, 2003, p. 27) 

 

In the context of the global rise of populist authoritarianism backed by humorous and 

entertainment strategies,1 we argue for the renewed relevance of Ousmane Sembene’s 

cinematic art as a praxis of popular, yet also taboo-breaking interventions that resist and 

overturn authoritarian socio-political dynamics. Widely regarded as the father of African 

cinema, Ousmane Sembene (1923–2007) used film as a call to action (Petty, 1996) that 

addresses colonialism, social injustice, gender, religion, and the paradoxes of everyday life. 

Sembene’s cinema achieves this by appealing to, and critically engaging people through 

comedy, entertainment, and humour. 

In his vision, comedy and laughter—inseparable from drama—articulate a heterodox 

Marxist humanism in post-independence Senegal, serving a dual purpose that is both critical 

and transformative of neocolonial society (Diawara, 1992; Armes, 2006; Fofana, 2012). This 

article situates Sembene within humour studies to demonstrate how his comedic praxis 

operates both as an aesthetic device and as a socio-political form of resistance—one 

characterised by ambivalence and irony rather than by self-assured progressivist certainties or 

ideological Manichaeism, such as good people versus evil elites, tradition versus progress, or 

religion versus emancipation. 

From its inception, Sembene’s cinema emerges as taboo-breaking and iconoclastic: 

Sembene is, we argue, a gadfly challenging common sense and intellectual orthodoxy through 

dark humour and grotesque realism (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 19; Ungureanu, 2024)—a 

“physiological” comedy grounded in the disruption and inversion of symbolic order, power, 

and gender hierarchies.2 His heterodox Marxism eschews teleological notions of class triumph 

and instead embraces a lived dialectic between drama, comedy, and hope. Contrary to Pfaff’s 

(1984, p. 73) view that Sembene merely holds an “ironic view of the world”, we contend that a 

plurality of comedic strategies is central to his practice. These strategies synthesise diverse 

influences and echoes—Soviet dialectical montage (Eisenstein, 1994; Murphy, 2001), African 

Koteba and “satirical comedy” (Brink, 1978, p. 382; Sawadogo, 2019; Hammett et al., 2023; 

Filani, 2018), and the Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt (Brecht, 1988; 2003; Petty, 1996; 

Murphy, 2002; Silberman, 2012)—into a singular, decolonial cinematic language. 

To our knowledge, this is the first study to systematically examine Sembene’s early films 

through the lens of humour research,3 thereby filling a significant gap in both African cinema 

and humour studies. The study explores the varieties and functions of humour—benign, 

derisive, and dark—and the comedic strategies employed in Sembene’s cinematic staging of 

the people (Rancière, 2019): their struggles and entanglements with traditional and modern 

forms of authoritarian domination. 

Building on existing scholarship that touches on comedy in Sembene’s work (Pfaff, 1984; 

1993; Tcheuyap, 2010; 2011; Murphy, 2000; 2000a; Landy, 1984; Sawadogo, 2019), we focus 

 
1 The intersection of entertainment (including humour) and politics is often described as “politainment” 

(North, 2025; Diehl & Bargetz, 2024; see also Ungureanu, 2024; 2026). 
2 Here we draw freely on Bakhtin’s interest in “grotesque realism” (Bakhtin, 1984) in relation to a form of 

comedic inversion of power and normative hierarchies with an emancipatory function (Ungureanu, 2024). 
3 We refer specifically to Borom Sarret and Niaye. 
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on his earliest and least-examined films of the 1960s—Borom Sarret (1963), Niaye (1964), 

and Mandabi (1968) (Weaver, 2004; Fofana, 2012)—to reassess how humour structures his 

evolving cinematic ethos. We argue that these “imperfect” short films (Diawara, 1992, p. 29) 

already encode the aesthetic and political DNA of his later work, deploying satire, parody, 

irony, and other comedic forms as narrative and ideological instruments.4  

Sembene’s emancipatory cinema foregrounds ordinary people, exposing their comic-

dramatic contradictions within the everyday realities of Dakar’s streets and African villages. In 

his heterodox staging of the people, figures such as the street worker, prostitute, wife, beggar, 

patriarch, domestic worker, and griot appear in all their diversity,5 failings, and tragicomic 

entanglements with neocolonial injustice and capitalism. Laughter and humour in Sembene’s 

films, therefore, are neither trivial nor merely cathartic. They possess affective and cognitive 

functions that unveil conflict, incongruity, and injustice while exerting a performative impact 

on popular audiences (Sembene in Pfaff, 1984, p. 84). In his vision of cinema as action, 

comedy becomes a transformative social force—capable of redeeming both the people and, at 

times, the elite—as exemplified in Xala (1974; Murphy, 2000). 

In the following analysis, we examine the variety and role of comedic strategies in 

Sembene’s cinema of the 1960s, drawing on humour studies (Ngangura, 1996; Ndiaye, 2010; 

O’Neill, 2010; Mpofu, 2021; Hammett et al., 2023; Hoefel et al., 2024; Carbajal-Carrera, 

2025). We analytically distinguish between types of visual and verbal humour: benign 

humour, which is non-threatening, light-hearted, inclusive, and intended to entertain and foster 

commonality without causing harm or offence; derisive humour, which is aggressive or malign 

and involves ridiculing, mocking, or insulting others; and dark humour, which often 

juxtaposes the macabre, tragic, or grim with a comedic twist, providing a means to address 

difficult or uncomfortable topics such as death and suffering. These types of humour are 

interconnected with different comedic forms—such as satire, parody, and farce—and the 

modes—such as the grotesque, irony, sarcasm, and absurdity—that constitute them (O’Neill, 

2010, pp. 80–103; Morreall, 1983).6  

In practice, these categories often intermingle, and the boundaries between them are 

porous, as we will observe in our analysis of Sembene’s first filmic productions. Furthermore, 

comedic elements do not necessarily produce laughter; dark satire, for instance, can be more 

closely associated with pain and suffering than with amusement (Henninger, 1966; O’Neill, 

2010; Gamper, 2024), as is the case in Borom Sarret (I). Conversely, laughter is not always 

triggered by comedic means; it can arise in various situations, such as a reaction to tickling or 

embarrassment (Gamper, 2024), or as an affirmation of one’s vitality and freedom, as seen in 

Sembene’s Black Girl (1966) and Moolaadé (2003). 

Methodologically, this article situates Sembene’s early films at the intersection of critical 

theory, decolonial studies, and humour studies, highlighting how cinema functions as a 

medium for both critique and transformation. Sembene’s comedic strategies and use of 

grotesque realism not only challenge social hierarchies, gender relations, and neocolonial 

structures, but also contribute to the creation of new social identifications and experiences of 

 
4 Critics have often prioritised the ideological stance of African filmmakers and focused on the political and 

social dimensions of their films (Boughédir, 1992; Ukadike, 1994; Haffner, 1978), neglecting the role of 

humour and the comedic, including their function in articulating a political stance.  
5 Tcheuyap (2011, pp. 42–73) uses the term “archetypes” but, given Sembene’s contextual approach, we 

prefer to speak of concrete roles. The valences of these roles are varied and shift depending on the filmic 

production. 
6 The primary distinction between comedic forms and modes lies in the nature and purpose of each 

category: comedic forms are structured types or genres of comedy that follow specific conventions and 

techniques. Forms concern the “how” of comedy—the techniques, structures, and conventions used to create 

humour. Modes concern the “tone” and “attitude” of comedy—the thematic and emotional undercurrents that 

shape how the humour is perceived and what it aims to communicate (O’Neill, 2010, pp. 90–92). 
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emancipation. By integrating these methodological and theoretical perspectives, the study 

emphasises the political, aesthetic, and emancipatory dimensions of Sembene’s work, 

demonstrating how his films engage audiences in critical and heterodox ways. It should be 

noted, however, that given the inherent limits of an article, this is not a comprehensive 

analysis of the contexts of production and reception. 

The analysis proceeds in three parts. First, we interpret the various comedic strategies in 

Borom Sarret (1963) and the human comedy of the streets of the neocolonial Dakar. Second, 

we examine Niaye (1964), showing how these comedic strategies satirise post-independence 

Senegal’s emerging neocolonial condition, with particular attention to rural spaces. Third, we 

turn to Mandabi (1968) as the culmination of this early comic vision, focusing on the tensions 

between the periphery and the centre of Dakar. The conclusion suggests that Sembène’s 

enduring appeal lies in his decolonial humanist ethos: an art that sustains an open dialectic 

between drama, comedy, and the transformative hope animating popular struggles.  

2. Beginnings: Borom Sarret and Dakar’s urban street comedy 

Borom Sarret (cart driver or cartman in Wolof) (1963) is a 19-minute black-and-white short 

film that has not been systematically analysed from the perspective of its comedic elements. 

While some critics have occasionally noted their presence (Pfaff, 1984), others have dismissed 

them (Murphy, 2002, p. 118). Yet, along with Niaye, Borom Sarret is foundational to 

Sembène’s cinematic project and its comic-satirical dimension. We suggest that it employs a 

dialectical approach to montage that resonates with—yet also transforms—Eisenstein’s 

method, and that it contains key satirical and ironic elements that recur throughout his later 

filmography, from Xala (1974) and Guelwaar (1992) to his final film, Moolaadé (2003). 

In a documentary-like style, Borom Sarret tracks one working day of a cartman 

(Abdoulaye Ly) and young father in Dakar shortly after Senegal’s independence (1960). 

Living in sheer poverty with his wife and small child, he epitomises the common people. The 

cartman is hard-pressed for cash, performs a few simple services during the day, yet not only 

fails to make money but also recklessly loses the little he has. In a dramatic comedy of 

misfortunes, he spirals into utter dispossession: in the end, he loses his cart after breaking a 

law left over from colonialism and is fined. 

Through the artifice of the cartman, Sembene creates a satirical fresco of the human 

comedy of neocolonial Dakar. Life in Dakar after Senegal’s independence is portrayed 

through a series of encounters between the cartman and various street characters and human 

types who remain, like him, unnamed—the beggar, the policeman, the young mother, the 

griot, the Europeanised bourgeois—highlighting the alienated and conflictive relationships 

among common people and between common people and the elite or public authorities. While 

equally inspired by the Marxist tradition, Borom Sarret is a dramatic and bitter comedy of 

misfortunes, contrasting both with the ideological and idealised portrayal of city life and the 

working class in Soviet cinema, such as Dziga Vertov’s masterpiece The Man with a Movie 

Camera (1929), and with Senghor’s socialist populism idealising the African people (Saul, 

1966; Oruka, 1990; Hallen, 2009).7 

From the beginning, the cartman takes his usual customers, some common people from 

the outskirts of Dakar to the market. A few bystanders “break the fourth wall,” entering the 

frame and laughing at the camera while we hear the cartman complain that his customers have 

 
7 It is noteworthy that Souleymane Bachir Diagne challenges the dominant interpretation of Senghor’s 

essentialist and idealizing philosophy of Negritude (Murphy, 2001; Hallen, 2009; Oruka, 1990), arguing that his 

view was, under Henri Bergson’s influence, open and processual (Diagne, 2023). All the same, Sembene’s 

conception of the people is dynamic rather than essentialist and idealising. 



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
249 

not paid him: “What am I going to do to feed my family and my horse?” Echoing one of 

Brecht’s techniques for enhancing distancing and reflexive engagement with the audience—

namely, “breaking the fourth wall” (Brecht, 1988; Silberman, 2012; Petty, 1996)—Sembene 

fuses casual comedic playfulness with a dramatic tone. 8 

The poor cartman parks on the pavement and waits for other potential clients. The scenes 

mix bitter satire, irony, and sarcasm. The protagonist is at times callous and unsympathetic. He 

derisively mutters about a severely crippled beggar who approaches him for alms: “They are 

so many, like flies.” Sembene’s portrayal of the cartman and the social relationships between 

him and the people he encounters is anything but sentimentalised. He simultaneously exposes 

his own precarious situation when he adds, “I have nothing to offer him (i.e. the beggar).” 

Facing the beggar, the cartman remains still on his cart, his face covered by his hat, pretending 

to sleep to ignore him (Figure 1). The surprising images, juxtaposing satirically incongruous 

and opposing elements and taken from the subjective perspectives of the beggar and the 

cartman (Figure 2 and 3), generate a dialectic of identification and unsettling tension, 

signalling the social distance and alienation among the “wretched of the earth” (Fanon, 2004) 

in the streets of Dakar. 

  

 
 

Figure 1. The cart driver and the crippled beggar, Borom Sarret (1963). Screenshot from 

Borom Sarret; reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene. 
 

 

 

 
8 Sembene’s films echo Eisenstein’s dialectical approach to cinema, frequently portraying the opposition 

between the people and a caricatured high class. However, the African director does not romanticise the 

oppressed masses. Moreover, in a humanist fashion, he also allows for the possibility of transformation and 

redemption among the elites. 
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Figures 2 and 3. The startling succession of point-of-view and reverse shots establishes the 

incongruous and distorted relationship between the cartman and the beggar. The dialectical 

conception of montage based on opposites echoes Eisenstein’s cinema (screenshots from 

Borom Sarret; reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

The dialectical conception of montage based on opposites resonates with Eisenstein. 

However, while Eisenstein’s approach in films such as Strike (1925) and Battleship Potemkin 

(1925), for all its brilliance, is grounded in orthodox-Marxist certitudes and, ultimately, an 

abstract view of dialectics that stereotypically opposes the revolutionary collective protagonist 

against the exploitative elite (Eisenstein, 1994), Sembene opts for a real-life portrayal of a 

nuanced lived dialectic, encompassing both the subjective life of the protagonist and the 

difficult relationships among common people. 

In another scene, a well-nourished man, dressed in a fine traditional boubou,9 approaches 

the cartman. He is a griot singing the glorious adventures of the cartman’s ancestors to flatter 

him and the surrounding audience. Sembene’s cinematic construction mixes satire with parody 

of the traditionally respected griot figure: whereas the griot is usually the people’s narrative 

voice, transmitting moral insights and truths, here he is parodied as a dodgy flatterer 

concerned with emptying the pockets of the poorest. Moved, naïve, and ultimately 

irresponsible—especially given the vital needs of his wife and child—the cartman gives the 

griot his last dimes. Interestingly, in Sembene’s complex portrayal of the protagonist, he is not 

merely a victim of oppressive social circumstances; while these are undoubtedly precarious 

and hostile, he retains his agency and responsibility.10 

In a subsequent scene, a man asks the cartman to take him to the cemetery to bury his 

deceased child. At the cemetery’s entrance, the guard demands an additional document from 

the grieving father—an excuse to extort money. The father, being penniless, cannot bury his 

child. Realising the client’s inability to pay, the cartman lays the child’s body down in the 

street dust. Sembene’s portrayal of the alienated social relationships among common people in 

neocolonial Dakar articulates a form of grotesque realism11 as a key comedic strategy: 

strikingly, after laying down the child’s body wrapped in an immaculate white cloth, he 

abruptly steps aside to urinate in a nearby corner, muttering to himself, “Let me relieve 

 
9 Traditional garment and a marker of social status, elegance, or cultural identity, depending on the context. 
10 In Vittorio de Sica’s classic The Bicycle Thief, for instance, the protagonist is a helpless victim of sheer 

poverty. The mirror image of this representation is Eisenstein’s heroisation of the people as the revolutionary 

agent. 
11 For Bakhtin (1984, p. 19), “(t)he material bodily principle in grotesque realism is offered in its all-

popular festive and utopian aspect. The cosmic, social, and bodily elements are given here as an indivisible 

whole. And this whole is gay and gracious.” Here, we use the phrase by analogy, in a different context, to refer 

to Sembene’s strategies of disruption and inversion of the symbolic order through low physiological acts 

(spitting in Xala; urinating in Borom Sarret or Guelwaar). On the interplay between visual and verbal comedy 

in African cinema, see also Tcheuyap (2011, pp. 57–64). 
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myself.” The cartman’s insensitive response to a tragic event creates a moment of 

physiological dark irony and sarcasm, generated by an unsettling dialectic between the 

solemnity of the child’s death and the “low” physiological act. 

This scene carries a satirical yet humourless connotation: associating the immaculate 

image of a dead child with this physiological act is grotesquely satirical and symbolises the 

radical alienation of common people from their essential solidarity and humanity. The motif of 

urinating incongruently associated with death resurfaces in a satirical form in other films, such 

as Guelwaar (Sembene, 1992). Once again, Sembene’s portrayal of the common people is 

anti-populist, as it does not stage them through a stereotypical dialectic into the good, pure, 

innocent people versus the evil system. 

Sembene’s grim mood in Borom Sarret is further reinforced when a well-to-do man, 

dressed in Western clothes and representing the new bourgeoisie, asks the cart driver to take 

him to the Plateau. Initially, the driver refuses: “Plateau? Never; it is forbidden to Borom 

Sarret.” The non-verbal communication between the cart driver and his customer conveys a 

sarcastic tone. Sembene employs visual irony to emphasise the vulnerability of the poor when 

confronted with wealth. Ultimately, the cart driver agrees to take the ride, despite the risks, 

believing that Allah and his gris-gris (i.e., a talisman or amulet believed to protect the wearer 

from evil or bring luck, commonly used in West Africa) will protect him.12 

However, when stopped by the police, the bourgeois takes a taxi and cheats the poor 

cartman by leaving without paying. During the policeman’s interrogation, the cartman’s war 

hero medal accidentally falls to the ground. As he bends to pick it up, the policeman’s boots 

suddenly trample on it. The cartman’s clenched fist hovers above the policeman’s boots as he 

watches his customer flee. Here, echoing Eisenstein’s intellectual montage,13 the juxtaposition 

of high- and low-angle shots and close-ups intensifies the conflict between the impoverished 

and the “guardians” of an exploitative social structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
12 Sembene satirises popular and religious superstition.  
13 Intellectual montage, a concept developed by Eisenstein, refers to a type of film editing in which new 

ideas emerge from the juxtaposition of independent shots. Rather than merely conveying a narrative or sequence 

of events, intellectual montage seeks to evoke an abstract concept or intellectual response in the viewer. This 

technique involves the collision of images to produce a metaphor or idea not explicitly contained in the images 

themselves (Eisenstein, 1994). In Borom Sarret, the close-up of the boots or the semaphore (see below) 

exemplifies the use of symbolic or metaphorical imagery. The use of music further illustrates intellectual 

montage, as music and sound (noise) function as auditory symbols (Cooke & Ford, 2016). 
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Figure 4 (left). In Borom Sarret, Sembene 

employs intellectual montage: this image is a 

close-up of the policeman’s impeccably polished 

boot (a symbol of power and oppression) 

contrasted with the cartman’s bare, calloused feet 

and clenched fist (screenshot from Borom Sarret; 

reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

Figure 5 (right). In Eisenstein’s Battleship 

Potemkin (1925), a close-up of the soldiers’ 

boots serves as a symbol of authoritarian power and oppression (screenshot from Battleship 

Potemkin; public domain). 

 

Sembene further employs a blend of music and sound effects to enrich the bitterly satirical 

dimension of his film. Based on a dialectical approach to montage, scenes featuring the poor 

cartman juxtapose contrasting views of the city’s opulent areas with non-diegetic European 

classical music—Joseph Haydn’s Symphony No. 94 in G major, famously known as the 

“Surprise Symphony”—creating a sense of estrangement and ironic dissonance. Additionally, 

the recurring squeak of one of the cart’s wheels serves as diegetic sound, contrasting with the 

“purity” of Haydn’s music to heighten the inner dialectical tension of social reality. Sembene’s 

ironic fusion of diegetic and non-diegetic elements, and of “purity” and “impurity,” 

symbolises his use of dialectical and intellectual montage, giving voice to the fractured and 

conflicted social reality of neocolonialism. 

Echoing Eisenstein’s constructivist theory of montage, symbols are utilised to engage the 

audience in a hermeneutic process and provoke moral and political reflection. After losing his 

cart, the protagonist halts at a traffic light, gazing intently at the changing signals, and reflects 

unconsolably: “Stop, go, sleep. This is modern life. It’s like a prison.” The conclusion of this 

tale of “misfortunes” is bleak: returning home penniless, cartless, and burdened with a fine, his 

wife silently takes the initiative and leaves to find an alternative solution.14  

Sembene’s incisive satire dismantles the stereotype of the male figure: while the cartman 

elicits sympathy and compassion as a victim, his actions are also indifferent and reckless. In 

Sembene’s nuanced portrayal of his anti-hero, he does not dissolve individual responsibility 

into an otherwise harsh critique of neocolonial urban realities. In Sembene’s deconstruction of 

male figures in Borom Sarret (Bayo, 2023), the cartman’s behaviour results in a gender role 

inversion, where the wife, rather than the husband, becomes the potential provider for their 

child. In the final scene, this inversion is humorously illustrated by the man’s surprised 

expression as he stands outside with their child, observing his wife’s initiative. With a silly 

look, he asks, “Where is she going at this time?” 

In summary, Sembene employs satirical and parodic elements, as well as various modes (e.g., 

grotesque, irony, sarcasm), to generate a complex vision composed of benign-sympathetic, 

derisive, and dark tonalities of neocolonial daily life in the streets of Dakar. He uses 
intellectual montage  whereby new ideas emerge from the juxtaposition of independent 
shots. Rather than merely conveying a narrative or sequence of events, intellectual montage 

seeks to evoke an abstract concept or intellectual response in the viewer. This technique 

involves the collision of images to produce a metaphor or idea not explicitly contained in the 

 
14 According to a hypothesis supported by Pfaff (1984) and Murphy (2001), she goes out to prostitute 

herself. Bayo (2023), however, argues that this interpretation ignores the structures of social solidarity and the 

forms of silent female leadership in Senegalese society. 
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images themselves (Eisenstein, 1994). In Borom Sarret, the close-up of the boots or the 

semaphore (see below) exemplifies the use of symbolic or metaphorical imagery. 

The use of music also illustrates intellectual montage: music and sound (noise) function as 

auditory symbols (Cooke & Ford, 2016) that Sembene employs in his portrayal of the human 

comedy on the streets of Dakar through a dialectical approach to montage. This approach 

echoes, but also contrasts with, Eisenstein’s cinema satire, which is based on a Manichean 

view and propagandistic idealisation of the common people as a messianic collective actor.15 

Indeed, in Sembene’s narrative, the characterisation of the new elite and their guardians is 

depicted negatively and schematically: they are caricatures rather than real-life figures. 

However, in contrast to Eisenstein’s revolutionary and propagandistic satire, Sembene’s 

portrayal of the people of Dakar is non-idealising, anti-heroic, and nuanced.16 In addition, 

through his portrayal of the protagonist and the male figures he encounters, Sembene 

inaugurates his critical satire of different forms of masculinity, revealing gendered 

relationships and the responsibilities that underpin women’s marginalisation and 

exploitation.17 

3. Niaye: tradition and modernity under cinematic scrutiny 

The tragic tale of Niaye contains comedic elements that contribute to Sembene’s critique of 

both tradition and modernity, focusing this time on rural Senegal. Adapted from his novella 

Véhi-Ciosane/Blanche Genèse (The White Genesis), published alongside Le Mandat (The 

Money Order) in 1965, the narrative of this 35-minute short film unfolds with heart-rending 

events: Khar Madiaga Diobe, a young girl, becomes pregnant by her father, Djibril Guedj 

Diobe, the village chief. Ngone War Thiandoum (Mame Dia), Khar Madiaga’s mother, driven 

by shame, tragically takes her own life. Medoune Diobe, the uncle, manipulates Ngone War’s 

mentally ill son, Tanor (Modo Sène), into committing patricide against Djibril Guedj. On the 

day of the patricide, Medoune seizes power, inheriting the “throne” in the village square, 

Djibril Guedj’s parasol, and the rosary—symbolising his power and religious authority. The 

village elders do not oppose the chief’s injustice; moreover, they aggravate the situation by 

banishing the young mother and her newborn, and further conspire to kill Tanor, the mentally 

unstable ex-soldier. Outraged by the injustice and cowardice, the griot Déthyè Law (Sow)—

Sembene’s alter ego and a symbol of moral integrity—decides to leave the village. 

Niaye is distinguished by Sembene’s exploration of a familiar theme from Koteba theatre: 

the village fool as Tanor (Brink, 1978; Sawadogo, 2019; Hammett et al,, 2023).18 Furthermore, 

 
15 In films such as Strike and Battleship Potemkin, Sergei Eisenstein’s satirical spirit echoes that of the 

caricaturist Honoré Daumier (Ackerman, 2013) but armed with Marxist ideological conviction and absolute 

certainty. The satirical dimension of these films is premised on a process of idealising the Russian Revolution 

and its aftermath, a process that stages and mobilizes violence. 
16 For critics who mistakenly conflate Eisenstein’s and Sembene’s approach, see Cummings (2012).  
17 The literary concern with gender predates Sembene’s first filmic productions (Murphy, 2001). Within the 

limits of this article, we do not address the relationship between literature and cinema in Sembene. 
18 Originally, Koteba is a “traditional Malian form of theatrical expression with a socialising function” 

(Bagayoko, 1996, p. 19). It was practised by peasants who gathered to present significant events from their daily 

lives to the village. Moreover, Koteba is a masquerade performance tradition that employs satire and parody to 

comment on and confront civic injustices within Bamana society (Brink, 1978; Haffner, 1978; Bagayoko, 1996; 

Puren, 2009). The word Koteba translates as “big snail” in the Bamana language, symbolising how it carries the 

ideologies and cosmologies of the Bamana people. Traces of this masquerade and theatrical tradition can also be 

found in the Caribbean and the United States, in events such as Carnival and Mardi Gras. For our interpretive 

purposes, we reason by analogy, as it is difficult to establish direct influences of Koteba and African folktales on 

Sembene’s cinema, given the absence of explicit testimony and his occasional rejection of such influences. 
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Niaye unmistakably resonates with Koteba’s satire of power dynamics and the significance of 

the public square (Sawadogo, 2019). In Sembene’s rendition, Tanor becomes a dual sacrificial 

victim, emblematic of both modern colonial warfare and traditional gendered power dynamics 

within the village. Tanor personifies the toll and “spirit” of war, returning home “mad” after 

eight years of French colonial conflict.  

Sembene employs satirical and parodic elements to portray Tanor simultaneously as a 

comic and tragic fool. Through visual humour, Tanor is seen dancing an imaginary tango and 

running in circles in the public square—an echo of Koteba “snail” dances—mocking military 

conduct as he absurdly pretends to blow an imaginary trumpet while solemnly dressed in 

military attire (Figure 6). Tanor entertains village children with unwittingly parodic military 

marches, carrying a French flag and singing “Auprès de ma blonde, il fait bon, fait bon, fait 

bon…” (“At my blond lady’s side, it feels good, it feels good…”). In recurring scenes, Tanor, 

described by elders as simple d’esprit (simpleton), battles an unseen foe: employing slapstick, 

absurdism, and physical comedy, Sembene has the village idiot abruptly enter the frame, 

breaking the “fourth wall” and disrupting village activities. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 shows Tanor, the deranged soldier and “holy fool”, unwittingly parodying a war 

scene, evoking a mix of benign amusement, absurdity, and derision (screenshot from Niaye; 

reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

Tanor’s actions, such as destroying the checkerboard sand game and engaging in 

“childish” stone-throwing with the griot, indicate his mental breakdown and alienation. While 

Tanor evokes a mixture of benign amusement, derision, and sympathy from the villagers, the 

deeper truth embodied in the “madman” is bitter. Instead of enjoying a prosperous life with a 

“blonde” (a sarcastic image of the colonial ideal), Tanor’s life has been squandered. The mad 

ex-soldier may elicit sympathy and compassion, yet his absurd behaviour possesses an 

affective-cognitive dimension: in a characteristic Sembenian inversion, the fool unwittingly 

underscores the harsh truths of war and colonialism. 

Tanor’s behaviour prompts benign laughter, derision, and introspection. In contrast, the 

portrayal of his father, village chief Djibril Guedji, borders on the grotesque. His status as a 

nobleman and village chief is accentuated by his lavish attire, modern parasol, and prominent 

seat in the village square. Similar to Borom Sarret, echoes of Eisenstein’s intellectual montage 

and symbolic use engage the viewer: the juxtaposition of a modern parasol flaunted by a 

traditional village chief serves as a satirical and absurd element, creating a critical 

Verfremdungseffekt (“distancing effect”) between the audience and those in power. Employing 
 

However, critics have identified plausible analogies and connections between Sembene’s cinema and Koteba 

(Fofana, 2012; Sawadogo, 2019), as well as African folktales (Landy, 1984; Pfaff, 1984; Murphy, 2002). 
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hyperbole and caricature, both Sembene and Eisenstein exaggerate their negative characters, 

depicting them with extreme and caricature-like traits. The close-up on the rosary, a religious 

symbol, adds another layer of irony: through montage, Sembene heightens the incongruity 

between the village chief’s ostentatious displays and the reality of moral corruption. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 portrays Tanor and the French flag contrasted with his father’s throne in the village 

square (screenshot from Niaye; reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

Figure 8 portrays Djibril Guedji, characterised by his distinctive modern parasol and 

sumptuous traditional attire—an element of visual humour—welcoming his mad son in the 

village square (screenshot from Niaye; courtesy of Alain Sembene, Niaye, 1964). 

 

Similarly, upon assuming power, Medoune replicates the patriarchal authority, depicted 

by Sembene with a biting satirical edge: he is shown seated in Guedji’s chair, wielding the 

parasol and rosary. In Sembene’s grim portrayal, it is evident that nothing has changed in the 

authoritarian and gendered exercise of power. 

In short, in Niaye Sembene develops his socio-political critique by mixing drama and 

vitriolic satire with parodic and farcical elements, echoing not only a dialectical approach to 

cinema but also Koteba theatre in a novel cinematic synthesis. In his tragic story, ironic, 

sarcastic, and absurd modes generate a complex vision composed of different benign-

sympathetic, derisive, and dark tonalities, reflecting life in a village plagued by overlapping 

traditional and modern forms of (male) authoritarian power and violence. 

4. Mandabi (1968): A Dramatic Comedy of Errors 

Sembene’s social critique continues in Mandabi (1968), where comedy becomes central to his 

portrayal of the neocolonial condition (Pfaff, 1984; Murphy, 2001). Mandabi, Sembene’s first 

film in Wolof and shot in colour, can be interpreted as a dramedy.19 It presents a nuanced 

portrayal of the common people and their interaction with the emerging elite in a neocolonial 

capitalist society, where social relationships and desires are generated in connection to the key 

fetish or master-signifier—money, the new God (Žižek, 2006, pp. 144–146). 

The narrative unfolds around a mundane money transfer from Paris, triggering a sequence of 

both dramatic and comedic scenarios. At the centre is Ibrahima Dieng (Makhourédia Gueye), a 

fifty-year-old resident of the Dakar suburb Medina, who receives funds from his nephew 

Abdou, a migrant worker in France. Dieng epitomises a traditional figure of the common folk, 
 

19 Mandabi is rightly regarded as one of Sembene’s seminal films, marking a pivotal shift in his artistic 

development (Haffner, 1978; Pfaff, 1984; Diawara, 1992; Fofana, 2012). 
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living in modest circumstances on the outskirts of Dakar as a polygamous patriarch with two 

wives (Méty: Ynousse Ndiaye and Arame: Isseu Niang) and eight children. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. A close-up of Ibrahima Dieng receiving a grooming treatment in an outdoor 

barbershop (screenshot from Mandabi; reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

Mandabi commences with a humorous scene set in an outdoor barbershop beneath a 

baobab tree. After receiving a shave, Ibrahima Dieng admires himself in the mirror, 

establishing the comedic tone of the film. Following a lengthy and eventful morning searching 

for employment, Dieng returns home to find his first wife, Mety, treating him with the 

reverence due to royalty—tucking him into bed and washing his feet. Using long shots and 

close-ups, Sembene satirises Dieng as the quintessential self-satisfied and indolent patriarch: 

his exaggerated delight in this ordinary ritual elicits laughter, while the hierarchical gendered 

dynamics are subtly ridiculed through visual humour. 

Similarly, in the subsequent scene, Dieng is depicted relishing his meal, comically removing a 

fishbone from his teeth and savouring a cola nut with exaggerated pleasure. Again, employing 

long takes and close-ups, Sembene creates situational visual humour and “physiological 

comedy” to question traditional male authority. These images evoke a sense of “grotesque 

realism” (Bakhtin, 1984): the sweat, food remnants, teeth-picking, feet-washing, scratching, 

and his lazy self-indulgence provoke both benign amusement and a faint sense of repulsion, 

due to the viewer's proximity to the details of basic physiological functions. 

Dieng stretches his belly while his second wife massages his legs and hips; when she 

presses on his back, he politely requests her to stop. An extreme close-up of Dieng’s half-

naked body highlights his protruding belly adorned with gris-gris beads, symbols of his faith. 

This scene is followed by another incongruity blending benign and derisive humour with 

critique: Dieng falls into a deep sleep and misses prayer time. Upon waking, he reprimands his 

wives. 

These scenes weave together tender yet comic moments that provoke laughter alongside a 

subtle critique of physical and moral decadence. Sembene’s humour, unlike Eisenstein’s 

aggressive satire, resides between benign and derisive, emphasising the widening gap between 

the patriarch’s self-perception and reality. The protagonist remains oblivious to his impending 

downfall and symbolic death as a respected patriarch and head of the family. 
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Figure 10. Ibrahima Dieng enjoying his meal with the assistance of his first wife, Mety 

(screenshot from Mandabi; reprinted by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

As Dieng prepares to depart from the house, his first wife informs him about the money order. 

Dieng quickly scans the surroundings to ensure privacy, cautioning, “Let’s go inside; we don’t 

discuss money in the street.” This reaction heightens the comedic effect, as Dieng’s paranoid 

attempt to keep the news confidential proves futile. His effort to maintain secrecy fails 

spectacularly, as his wives have already leveraged the news to obtain food on credit from a 

street vendor, much to his chagrin. Here, a sudden farcical gesture and the movement of 

Dieng’s finely crafted yet oversized boubou contribute to a recurring slapstick effect of 

physical comedy during his actions (Murphy, 2000).20 His declaration of “I am the man in this 

house” ironically underscores the contrary—a poignant reflection of his irreversible loss of 

power and authority. 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Sembene’s dialectical montage echoing Eisenstein: the strikingly ironic image of a 

blue-eyed, white doll amid its contrasting environment (screenshot from Mandabi; reprinted 

by permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

Clad in his boubou, Dieng proceeds to the post office to cash his money order. While 

waiting in line, he asks the public clerk (played by Sembene himself) to read his nephew’s 

letter. He is informed that he requires a national identity card to collect the money, a document 

 
20 As Murphy observes, in Mandabi, “the colour is servant to the drama—emphasising the comically 

oversized sky-blue boubou of Ibrahima Dieng, for instance, the central character: a man dwarfed by his own 

vanity, the sleeves of his magnificent robe obstruct his hands” (Murphy, 2002, p. 219; see also Murphy, 2001, 

for a comprehensive analysis of Mandabi).  
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he does not possess. This unforeseen requirement, arising from the incongruity between 

traditional life and modern bureaucracy, complicates Dieng’s situation. Attempting to leave, 

Dieng is detained by the clerk, who demands fifty francs for reading the letter. The moment is 

both amusing and disconcerting: reminiscent of a comedy of errors, Dieng is portrayed as 
struggling to resolve one issue only to stumble into another.21 Following a confrontation 

with the photographer, who defrauds him (accepting payment without delivering the necessary 

ID photos), Dieng’s clothes are stained with blood. In both instances, Dieng’s wives intervene 

to aid their husband. The juxtaposition of serious events with humorous depictions evokes an 

ambivalent sense of dremedy. 

Unable to obtain his ID, Dieng reluctantly entrusts Mbaye, a dubious real estate agent, 

with withdrawing the money from the post office. However, Mbaye later claims to have been 

robbed by pickpockets after receiving the funds. Mbaye drives Dieng home and leaves him 

stranded in the street with a sack of rice, quickly claimed by neighbours. Dieng’s wives come 

to his rescue and assist him in bringing the remainder of the rice home. The protagonist is 

compelled to acknowledge his defeat and expresses despair: “I too will wear the skin of a 

hyena, I will steal, I will lie, I will cheat,” he tearfully confesses to his wives. The unwavering 

support of Dieng’s wives, juxtaposed with his physical and psychological exhaustion, provides 

a poignant yet slightly comedic resolution. Dieng’s final admission of defeat, expressed 

through his dramatic desire to become a hyena, evokes a powerful blend of drama and dark 

satire reminiscent of African storytelling and Koteba masquerade theatre. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 12. Dieng arrives at Mbaye’s house to collect the money. The caricature-like portrayal 

of the “happy” new elite echoes Eisenstein’s satire (screenshot from Mandabi; reprinted by 

permission from Alain Sembene). 

 

The ambivalent character of Ibrahima Dieng evokes both derision and compassion, 

echoing the nuanced approach seen in Borom Sarret. Similar to the earlier film, Sembene 

constructs Dieng as a complex protagonist who embodies the struggles of the “people” 

confronting the emergent bourgeoisie. Through cinematic narrative, Sembene avoids a 

 
21 David Murphy makes an interesting analogy with an African trickster story: “The series of obstacles that 

Dieng now confronts recalls the list of impossible tasks the trickster must perform, to escape from deadly 

danger” (Murphy, 2002, p. 220). However, the comparison seems forced. Dieng is far from being a 

transgressive trickster. As Murphy himself acknowledges, “But while Leuk the Hare will succeed in duping the 

leopard of his skin or the elephant of his tusks, Dieng’s attempts end in repeated failure” (Murphy, 2002, p. 

220).  
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dialectic between distancing the audience and fostering identification, with the overarching 

aim of catalysing social transformation.22 

Dieng, akin to the protagonist in Borom Sarret, confronts formidable challenges imposed 

by severe social conditions. He emerges as a figure victimised by the new realities of 

postcolonial exploitation and domination. However, Sembene’s use of humour also reveals 

Dieng’s personal agency and responsibility within his narrative. Similarly, Sembene employs 

comedic elements to depict the common people’s allure to consumerist pleasures, seeking to 

instil a sense of accountability among them for their involvement in neocolonial dynamics. 

Sembene satirises the transversal fascination with money and new consumerist products. 

For instance, the images ridiculing women’s fascination with colourful brass demonstrate how 

comedy produces a distancing effect from consumerism. In Mandabi, money is revealed as a 

master-signifier, playing a crucial role in organising and maintaining the symbolic order of 

capitalist society. It acts as a central organising principle that influences social interactions and 

individual identities. In so doing, Sembene accurately unveils capitalism not simply as an 

economic system, but as a totalising system and form of society. Money-centred capitalism is 

a “desiring-machine” that shapes the desires, behaviours, and human relations of the common 

people as well (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983).23 

In summary, in Mandabi, Sembene employs various comedic strategies to dismantle 

traditions and critique the pathologies of neocolonial capitalism, centred on the “master-

signifier” of money, generating both comic and dramatic situations (Žižek, 2006). He 

primarily adopts a satirical approach, utilising various modes such as irony, absurdity, and the 

grotesque, along with a blend of humorous tonalities (benign, derisive, dark) to depict the 

protagonist’s plight against the backdrop of distorted human relationships in a neocolonial 

capitalist society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 shows Dieng and his two wives. Rama offers her jewellery as his sister pressures 

him for her share of Abdou’s money (screenshot from Mandabi; reprinted by permission from 

Alain Sembene). 

 
22 Petty argues that Sembene’s Mandabi can be considered Brechtian in its deliberate use of distancing 

effects to prompt the audience to question and reflect on the socio-political conditions it portrays. Sembene 

himself has articulated this influence, noting how the film employs techniques reminiscent of Brecht's theater to 

engage viewers in a dialogue about societal change. (Petty, 1996, p. 67). However, while Sembene explicitly 

acknowledged Brecht’s influence on Mandabi, distancing techniques—whether dramatic or comedic—pervade 

his entire cinema. By analogy, it is plausible to interpret them as echoes of Brechtian revolutionary aesthetics. 
23 See also Murphy’s (2010) excellent analysis of Mandabi, which draws appropriately on Marx’s 

understanding of commodity fetishism. 
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Similar to his approach in Borom Sarret, while some characters are portrayed 

schematically, Sembene’s humanistic depiction of Dieng, together with the resilience and 

solidarity of his wives, offers an instructive dialectical blend of comedy and drama, 

highlighting both flaws and the potential for change. This nuanced cinematic portrayal is 

intended to engage the audience and to stimulate critical reflection and self-transformation. 

5. Conclusion: Sembene as Gadfly and the decolonial ethos 

Sembene’s cinematic philosophy is grounded in a democratic vision shaped by Marxism, yet 

distinct in its rejection of dogmatic ideologies and its sensitivity to the dynamic contradictions 

within society. His filmic and comic praxis expresses a decolonial ethos that navigates 

between contextless Marxism and the pitfalls of African ethnophilosophy’s essentialism 

(Oruka, 1990; Hallen, 2009; Murphy, 2000). Rather than offering ready-made solutions, 

Sembene’s decolonial cinema and humour engages openly with tensions, incongruities, 

disruptions, and dialectical dynamics in concrete social practices, often characterised by comic 

and dramatic twists. 

In this sense, Sembene is a gadfly, employing a variety of comedic-critical and 

transformative strategies to challenge elites and the general populace, negotiate between 

traditional and modern perspectives, and confront both religious and secular norms. According 

to Pfaff, Sembene offers an “ironic view of the world” (Pfaff, 1984, p. 73); however, irony is 

merely one of the modes in the Sembenian repertoire. In contrast, we suggest that his “sense of 

the world” and decolonial ethos are embodied in the open dialectic between dramatic and 

comedic situations, contradictions, and the interplay between disenchantment and a non-
idealising and life-affirming hope. 
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