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Abstract This paper examines the novel Brother of Soul by David
Diop, through the analytical lens of Slavoj Zizek, and its focus is the

structure of trauma and its impact on the protagonist, Alpha Ndiaye, %
a Senegalese soldier in World War I. Using Zizek's key concepts, S
such as “the Real”, “the Symbolic”, and “Object petite a”, the text Z 0 <
analyzes how the characters deal with the trauma of war and its i 229
impact on identity. It also demonstrates how the trauma of war, as a S5 ‘Z@
“Real Event” disrupts the “Symbolic Order”, and leads to alienation & §§; S
and psychological breakdown, highlighting the role of the “Other” in % S §§'
shaping the experience of trauma and the transformation of the main S g >
character's identity. Ultimately, this paper provides a deeper SE33
understanding of the impact of trauma on the individual and society g S50
within the context of war and colonialism, offering new perspectives 2
on postcolonial literary studies and psychoanalysis. %
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1. Introduction
iterature is filled with concepts and themes portraying social events and

L individual narratives. The effect caused by Trauma on individuals and

societies is self-evident and telling of the transformations within the
fabric of social realities. David Diop’s Brother of Soul, also known as At
Night All Blood is Black, is a searing, poetic plunge into the abyss of war’s
psychological wreckage, taking place amid the mud-soaked trenches of
World War 1. The novel starts with the death of Alpha’s friend Mademba
Diop, a moment that unravels his psyche and sets him on a path of alienation
and violence, as he will be wrestling with guilt, grief, and the dehumanizing
machinery of war and colonialism onward. This paper analyzes the structure
of trauma in Diop’s haunting narrative using Slavoj Zizek’s bold concepts as
its analytical tool. Zizek’s works, such as Descarts and the Post-Traumatic
Subject (2009) and The Sublime Object of Ideology (2019), frame trauma as
a collision with “the Real”, an unassimilable event that shatters “the Symbolic
Order” and reconfigures the subject’s relation to the subject’s relation to the
“Other”. Diop’s fragmented writing amplifies and highlights this, revealing
the personal and collective wounds and sufferings of colonialism and war.
Other sources for this paper, such as Esterhuyse’s (2023) thesis on war and
memory and Lin’s (2023) article on trauma narratives, enrich this exploration,
grounding the analysis in both text and context. This analysis reveals how
Diop’s fragmented prose and Zizek’s insights converge to illuminate the scars
of war and colonial violence, not just through Alpha’s fractured mind but the
more extensive postcolonial echoes of his pain.

2. Method

To get to the depths of trauma in Brother of Soul, this paper uses a content
analysis approach, paired with descriptive-analytical methodology that leans
heavily on Zizek’s theoretical framework, in order to uncover the themes of
trauma, identity, and dehumanization. Content analysis throughout the paper
works as a magnifying glass, and by that, key passages, like “I know, I
understand”, which is Alpha’s haunting refrain as he relives Mademba’s
agony and death (Diop, 2020, p.8) are examined to expose trauma’s imprint
through the story. Zizek’s concepts from The Sublime Object of Ideology
(2019), “the Real” (the traumatic kernel that defies meaning), “the Symbolic”
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(the societal structures trauma ruptures), and “Object Petit a” (the
unattainable and elusive object of desire that haunts human action), guide the
interpretation in tracing the threads of trauma. The textual nuggets are seen
through the lens of Zizek’s ideas, showing how war’s brutality becomes a
“Real Event” that shatters the Symbolic Order, which Alpha once inhabited
as a duty-oriented soldier. The methodology also draws on secondary
analyses: Esterhuyse (2023) contextualizes the colonial “Other”, while Lin
(2023) highlights the novel’s narrative fragmentation as a trauma mirror. This
analysis maps how Alpha’s breakdown reflects both personal loss and
systemic violence, offering a robust framework to navigate Diop’s harrowing
tale.

3. Results

The analysis reveals trauma as a cataclysmic “Real Event” that dismantles
Alpha’s Symbolic order, thrusting him into a void of alienation and
psychological collapse. Mademba’s pleas for a swift death and a mercy-Kkill,
is the epicenter, a moment Zizek could call “the Real”, defying
comprehension (Zizek, 2019), and Alpha’s refusal to kill his dying friend
fractures his identity as a loyal soldier, a rupture in the Symbolic Order
detailed in Descartes and the Post-Traumatic Subject (Zizek, 2009) His
refusal to mercy-kill his friend, rooted in a fading moral code, marks the first
crack in his Symbolic Order, the shared reality of duty, honor, and humanity
that once defined him. What follows is a shocking and inevitable
transformation. Guilt and violence drive Alpha to ritualistic violence; he
stalks enemy soldiers, cuts off their hands, and collects them as grim trophies.
For this isn’t mere savagery, it’s a desperate attempt to impose meaning on
the meaningless, to stitch together a new identity from ruins.

The “Other” shapes this descent. He labels himself a Dem, a Wolof spirit
devourer, while French officers see a savage warrior (Diop, 2020), a colonial
stereotype Esterhuyse (2023) links to the dehumanization of African soldiers.
These perceptions alienate Alpha, recasting him as both victim and monster.
The results expose a psyche in freefall, as if a battlefield where personal loss
and colonial oppression collide, leaving behind a fractured, post-traumatic
subject.
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

Zizek’s theories illuminate Alpha’s unraveling with unmatched clarity.
Mademba’s death, identified as a Real Event in the story, shatters the
Symbolic Order, leaving Alpha as a post-traumatic subject (Zizek, 2009).
Diop’s splintered narrative, leaping from memory to madness, echoes this
disruption, a technique Lin (2023) argues mirrors trauma’s chaos, which
cracks open the novel’s core, that trauma as a force doesn’t just wound, but
rewrites. “The Other” is an active agent in this undoing; the colonial powers
cast Alpha as an expendable or, rather, a disposable tool, a “brave savage”
whose worth lies in his ferocity (Diop, 2020, p. 15). His internalization of this
role, seen in his pride at being stronger and more terrifying than others, shows
how trauma and oppression intertwine, turning victims into unwitting
perpetuators of their own destruction. And it simply doesn’t stop at Alpha’s
personal hell and expands outward. The grotesque act of hand collecting,
which can be the “Object petit a” for Alpha, embodies his futile quest and
unreachable desire to reclaim Mademba, to undo the loss that shattered him,
a desire that Zizek (2019) warns only deepens despair.

This personal collapse reflects a collective wound. Brother of Soul indicts
colonialism’s psychic toll, a theme Esterhuyse (2023) ties to erased war
memories. Alpha’s transformation from a soldier to an outcast parallels the
colonized subject’s struggle for identity amid the domination. The novel’s
brilliance lies in this duality, which is a personal tragedy and a postcolonial
critique, showing how war and colonialism not just break people, but they
dismantle entire ways of being. Diop’s tale, through Zizek’s lens, becomes a
call to confront these enduring echoes, urging us to see trauma not just as an
anomaly but as a structural legacy of history’s brutalities, a fusion Lin (2023)
calls a hallmark of postcolonial storytelling.

Zizek’s application of Lacan’s psychoanalytical framework, particularly
the notions of the Real, the Symbolic, and the object petit a, illuminates the
profound ways in which trauma fractures Alpha’s psyche and his place within
the social order. The Real, as the traumatic core that eludes symbolization,
manifests in Mademba’s death, a moment that Alpha cannot integrate into his
Symbolic Order. This disruption leads to his alienation and the compulsive
pursuit of the object petit a, embodied in severed hands, as a desperate attempt



The Structure of Trauma in David Diop's Novel... 77

to reclaim what is forever lost (Zizek, 2019). Through this lens, Diop’s novel
not only captures the personal devastation of war but also critiques the
colonial structures that exacerbate such trauma, echoing Lacan’s insights into
the interplay between individual psyche and societal norms. And the
advantage of such scope is the duality that lies with it; a portrait of one man’s
ruin and a critique of colonialism’s enduring scars. Zizek’s (2019) The
Sublime Object of Ideology elevates this, framing Alpha’s tale as a window
into trauma’s role in identity and memory.
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