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First one sees the westward face of Dakar, 
a cliff of basalt, addressed to all the oceans 
and winds of the world. Immediately there 
springs to mind one of the essential inter
pretations of the city by a poet: "Dakar 
without shores. ," an abridged reference, 
of course, but justified by the history of the 
city as well as its ambiance But the 
agglomeration is marked by other traits as 
well: its importance within West Africa l

; 

its relentless population growth, at an 
annual rate of 6 or 7 per cent since 
independence, which in some crowded 
areas translates to 10 to 14 per cent'; an 
increasingly rapid expansion of the urban 
fabric, fed by a seemingly inexhaustible 
reservoir of immigrants, an expansion 
which seems to lack geographic limits, as if 
the city were absolutely bent on over
coming the constraint of being a near
island Dakar without bounds This is a 
city full of paradoxes, attractive without a 
doubt, and yet, at the same time, dis
tressing, with its relatively stagnant 
economy, its crowding, its underemploy
ment daily worsening, its anguished youth 
which finds no place in the schools or in the 
work force One could expand on this 
paradox, but it is equally important, I 
think, to resolve not to attempt to fully 
document Dakar, but rather to take the 
risk simply of decoding, or reading the 
city. 

Where to start? From one's own position, 
with what one sees, which is hardly objec-

tive, and also with the ways that the people 
of Dakar perceive their city But imme
diately we feel the weakness of our 
approach, for we hardly know what the 
people of Dakar feel, except through a few 
remarks and children's drawings (Kane, 
1974). We have no idea how different 
generations experience Dakar; how the 
young, who constitute half the population, 
perceive the trials and opportunities of 
Dakar, or whether the women feel at ease 
in their city. We have only assumptions 
about the ways different socio-professional 
sectors view the city, although certainly 
some groups simply see it as an opportu
nity for professional success Finally, we 
hardly know how the different cultures 
comprising the urban tissue are accom
modated within it, or how a given quarter 
perceives the life of other neighborhoods, 
or even of the city center. 

For the moment, we will rely on what 
knowledge we have. First, it is important 
to identify the urban forms, which entails 
an interpretation of the various environ
ments comprising Dakar, as representing 
different conceptions of the city which are 
expressed in their architecture, in their 
urbanistic character and in their relation
ship to the organization of the city as a 
whole. Here it is also necessary to outline 
the economic interests at play. Second, we 
will attempt, however briefly, a reading of 

the city through its conflicts 



How to Interpret the Urban 
Forms? 

The Environmental Approach 

Let us characterize environment' A', the 
plateau and the cliff, as mimetic This is the 
three-star area, so to speak; one might give 
two stars to the SICAp3 to part of the 
Allees du Centenaire-avenue de Gaulle, 
and to most of the HLM. Environment 'A' 
is in sharp contrast to the area one might 
call infra-llIban, because its access to the 
city is at a lower level Hann-Pecheur, 
Fass Paillotte, Thiaroye Extension and 
Taiba Grand Dakar Between environ
ments 'A' and 'C' lies an easily identifiable 
intermediate region 'B', illustrated by 
Grand Dakar and Pi kine 

One can characterize these environments 
by numerous criteria; we will start with the 
material texture itself The mimetic 
environment is built up of tons of concrete 
and asphalt, usually disposed at right 
angles By contrast, environment 'B' has 
little cement, but abounds in wood, sheet
iron and sand, and displays considerable 
variety in the grouping of its dwellings and 
its neighborhoods In terms of property, 
the land comprising environment 'A' is, of 
course, expensive and held by legal title 
The infra-urban population has an often 
precarious hold on its land, but at p~ices 
accessible to the relatively poor. The areas 
also differ in flora and fauna, for the rats 
and mosquitoes of the infra-urban 
environment have of course been largely 
eliminated from the mimetic environment 
Different relationships between buildings 
and vegetation yield very different land
scapes, the one dominated by buildings of 
international chaIacter, edged by trees and 
street lamps; the other, the seeming 
jumble of an African village, preserving a 
human texture despite the grid plan 
installed by the city administration. 

The different landscapes also receive 
different levels of public services Muni
cipal and national expenditures per capita 
may vary in the proportion of 1 to 50 
between the two areas. The level of 
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services enjoyed on the plateau 
approaches that of the large cities of 
industrialized countries. Inhabitants of 
environment 'B' must fight for their right 
to gain a street fountain, and once they 
have one, to have it minimally maintained 
so that they need not stand in stagnant, 
polluted water to fill their buckets 

The availability of water itself varies 
greatly. In environment 'A', per capita 
consumption of 1000 litres per day is not 
unusual - on the cliff, for example, it is 
even higher - while in the infra-urban 
area, one may have to make do with a total 
of 8litres, for drinking, cooking, washing, 
doing the laundry' Here one must take 
into account the qualitative as well as the 
quantitative aspect: the long line at the 
fountain, at certain times of day, and the 
obligation to occasionally deal with the 
authority administering the fountain, who 
arbitrates for example between the hartini 
(water carriers); this obligation weighs 
heavily still in some neighborhoods and the 
housewives decide who will fill their 
receptacles one after another. 

As for life and death, in the mimetic 
neighborhoods it comes European-style, 
with heart disorders and even childhood 
diseases caused by dietary excess. In the 
infra-urban area one finds far higher rates 
of malaria and tuberculosis, leading to 
higher death rates, and especially, higher 
infant mortality. People are not equal 
before death, in Dakar. Not only does one 
eat different quantities in different sections 
of the city, but one eats different foods 
Though rice and fish are universal, 
European foodstuffs, especially meat and 
imported drinks. are making progress on 
the plateau. In the infIa-urban environ
ment, rice dominates the diet, but is 
supplemented by many dishes from the 
rural areas The odors of the workers' 
quarters differ from those of the refined 
neighborhoods. So does family size and 
composition. In environment 'A', small 
families, though not the norm, are far 
more common. In environment 'C', the 
young are more numerous, and a disequi
librium between the sexes is especially 
noticeable, to the advantage of the men 
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Birth rate also varies between the environ
ments. partly reflecting different marriage 
customs. 

Levels of education and the opportunity to 
pursue one's studies form another area of 
difference There are also marked cultural 
differences. The wealthy keep up with the 
films that are popular with the Parisians 
and in the French press At parties, the 
young, wearing rasta hairstyles, play 
Caribbean or Black American music and 
drink imported beverages. In poorer 
neighborhoods, people flock to Hindu 
films which evoke, a little abusively, in the 
people's opinion, a certain Islamic culture, 
or else they go to see traditional wrestling 
or to hear tam-tam 

However diverse, these environmental 
indices share a quantifiable variable: the 
socio-professional levels and the income 
they entail. The mimetic environment 
houses businessmen and civil servants, 
while the infra-urban areas contain the 
unemployed and those working part-time 
or temporarily. The former is home to 
some Europeans and to well-to-do Euro
peanized Africans, with overseas contacts; 
the latter houses a poorer population, with 
ties to the Sahel and to rural life. Percep
tions of the city divide themselves along 
environmental and socio-economic lines, 

A dibit, 0/ hroeilette-l'ellciOl 

Sowee ENDA p/lOloglllph 
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for the city looks very different depending 
on whether it is viewed from the top or the 
bottom of the social system, It is not 
enough to state the differences, To under
stand their sources, we must attempt an 
ideological reading of the city 

Some Continuous Urbanistic 
Approaches 

The Colonial Reading 

The earliest ideological approach defining 
Dakar was the colonial one, the urban 
planning by officers of the Navy and the 
Corps of Engineers, On the Plateau as it is 
called, which is a healthy location domi
nating the city, they installed services and 
housing for the Europeans, laid out on a 
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grid plan of the Roman camp type, in the 
tradition of De bello Gallico With colonial 
urbanism certain functions developed that 
the city itself as a whole would later 
assume: commanding military and security 
operations, from several important mili
tary installations, and siphoning off the 
area of several of its products, in return for 
cheap trinkets. The first houses were built 
in the style of Goree or Saint-Louis; then, 
side by side, arose barracks-like structures, 
surrounded by gardens - of which many 
examples survive - and colonial villas 
with hispano or mediterranean details. 
Those villas are interesting not only archi
tecturally, but also for the ease of living 
they afford and for their natural adaptation 
to the climate, an aspect which Dakar 
architects have since tended to forget. 

The "indigenous" population, as it was 
known at the time, gradually began to 
collect around the young city, and a clear 
separation of quarters according to func
tion began to emerge' the administrative 
center, the business district, and the port, 
with the potential labor pool dispersed to 
the periphery. As the "natives" increased 
in number, the jumble of temporary instal
lations was frowned upon. In its place, 
villages were built, based on local cultures 
and resources, but laid out upon the 
colonial grid plan The Medina is the first 
example of a systematic indigenous settle
ment. 

The grid plan is an aspect of a moral order 
The colonizer imposes his order on the 
population, compartmentalizes it, frag
ments the existing relationships, the 
political units and family ties Moreover 
the grid plan is a means of government 
secmity: a director of Public Works in 
AOF used to like to recall that a single 
armored car placed at an intersection could 
control the entire length of two streets 
That is one possible colonial interpretation 
of Dakar 

There was a second colonial reading 
which, though not in conflict with the first, 
is still distinct, and perhaps reflects the 
influence of the Colonial Exposition of 
1930. The same functions characterized 
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The SICAP, the major publicly-initiated construction effOlt since independence. This mea houses the 
largest p/ opo/ tion of civil servants in the city 

Source. J Bugnicourt 
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sectors: administration; the port, linked 
with the business district as before, but 
with a new element, the railroad, which 
increased the export of raw materials. 
Dakar's increasing commercial importance 
fostered a desire to give the city a certain 
distinction, leading perhaps to the exoti
cism of the 1930's. The arcades stretching 
the length of the avenues, a dispensary 
built across from the Medina post office, 
and a school at the entrance to the Allees 
du Centenaire represent this first attempt 
at Sahelo-Sudanese style. 

Still later , perhaps, the truest reflection of 
the spirit of the Colonial Exposition 
emerged: the idea that African dwellings 
(now one rarely spoke of "indigenous 
population," at least officially) should 
have a cellular character. There ensued the 
interesting experiment of the "tit-cities" 
erected by inflating a rubber structure, 
over which concrete was poured. 
Apparently they were pleasant enough to 
live in, but unpleasant to look at, espe
cially for the Africans, who rejected any 
sort of cell and insisted on entering the 
20th century on an equal footing with the 
Whites, with a house "like anyone else's." 

One might say that a third colonial reading 
appeared with the urbanism of FIDES. 
The postwar need to reaffirm the hold on 
Dakar and to make better use of African 
products in general reconstruction led to 
the development of plans for investment in 
the colonies. Certain industries had been 
developed during the war, and the trend 
continued in subsequent years. Though it 
was termed "industrialization," it in fact 
involved only partial industries: trans
forming and selling a product, chiefly 
peanut oil, or importing certain raw 
materials or partially fabricated products 
to effect a single stage of production. 

But the postwar period is marked less by 
the construction of a few factories than by 
architectural and urbanistic efforts, 
particularly the grand monuments which 
still mark the city. To this period Dakar 
owes the administrative building, from 
which the governor-general exercised a 
power extending to the borders of Tchad. 



Subsequently a building was added to 
house a semblance of a representative 
national body, the Grand Conseil of the 
AOF, (Afrique Occidentale Franc;aise) 
which later became the Assemblee 
Nationale Senegalaise. The Law Courts, 
severe and cold, complete the triumvirate 
of governmental headquarters. Together 
with the broad arcades on tall square piers 
lining the avenue Roume and the place de 
l'Independance, they display the archi
tectural splendor commensurate with the 
original colonial intentions. Despite the 
occasional hint of exoticism, the Dakar of 
this period owes far more to ideas from the 
outside world than to inland traditions. An 
extension of Bordeaux, the Havre, and 
Paris, with a Promenade des Anglais along 
the cliff, Dakar is truly a city without 
bounds. 

Urbanism after Independance 

The next approach emerged in the 1960s, 
as a new class of African officials took 
power. While still surrounded by technical 
assistants who only gradually surrendered 
their authority, these officials boldly 
proposed such new initiatives as the 
SICAP. Transposed from the modern 
suburbs of Scandinavia, this new quarter 
decisively broke with the colonial grid 
plan, but introduced new problems of 
scale. For example the famous little 
squares, where nordic architects intended 
the inhabitants to mingle, were multiplied 
to such an extent that in some areas of the 
SICAP there is a little square for every 8 
houses. Tar was applied in excess, covering 
up to a third of the area, with roads 
engulfing spaces meant as playgrounds. 
Trees were multiplied, certainly an asset, 
but cultural centers were forgotten. And 
since the concept of the SICAP came 
secondhand through French architects, 
and since the Senegalese adopted it 
because it had been the nee plus ultra of 
urbanism in advanced countries a decade 
or two earlier, they also forgot to include 
the mosques. They even forgot to allow for 
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Shanty town kitchens resemble those of the Villages. 

Source- ENDA photograph 

In the shanty town, cars disturb the childl ell at play 

Source ENDA photograph 
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little markets. Consequently small traders, 
Moors or Foulahs, are forced to infiltrate 
daily, like guerrillas, to supply consumers 
with tea, tomato paste, matches and the 
like. Even the houses themselves break 
with local lifestyle. Their walls isolate the 
inhabitants from the neighbors and from 
the courtyards where women and children 
of related or friendly families normally 
gather. The relatively small rooms, 
designed for fairly small families, dis
courage visits from country relatives and 
friends. 

In twenty years, over 100,000 people, 
roughly two-thirds of whom are dependant 
on government salaries, have moved into 

this central neighborhood. In short, urban 
development after independance began 
with the installation of civil servants and 
their families in the heart of the capital; 
despite a certain africanization of the 
rooms and courtyards, it relied on Euro
pean traditions, oriented towards the 
individual. One might say that SICAP is a 
physical mould for a new social class. 
Moreover, the early period after indepen
dance can claim the completion of the 
place de l'Independance, on the former 
Champs-Elysees-the allees du Cen
tenaire-for large parades, and the instal
lation of the obelisk of Colobane. A vast 
Swedish-style quarter and Parisian 
vistas- isn't this still again Dakar without 
bounds? 

The gravest problem is perhaps not the 
insertion of imported models into Dakar 
but how this process influences public 
attitudes. It suggests that the European 
concepts are not merely the methods 
imposed by a particular civilization, but 
that they are constructions and ways of 
creating order which constitute the city, the 
only possible image, and thus help to 
influence national behavior and aspira
tions. The effect can be seen on the 
humblest citizens of Dakar and on the 
inland villages, which began to request 
planned new settlements (lotissements). It 
is as though the geometric plans for lots 
and the lines of street lamps and trees 
constituted a guarantee of permanence and 



a promise of modernization Together with 
multi-storey construction, they symbolize 
another world of power and money which 
many hope to share, however rural their 
life-style remains. 

A Popular Reading 

The official urban development, with 
master plans imposed from above, does 
not preclude a popular reading of Dakar. 
One must not underestimate the fact that 
most of Dakar lives in housing that it has 
conceived and partly built itself, without 
help from architects or officialss• These 
people settle without a title to the land, or 
after buying a paper title from someone 
who often has no right to sell it. They 
gather around notables and members of a 
common family, regional or ethnic group, 
sometimes forging an explicit solidarity. At 
Rebeuss, for example, artisans including 
mattress-makers and metal smiths, built a 
wall against the tides and winds, on which 
they painted images of the mosque and 
Arabic inscriptions calling on the great 
marabout of the Mourides to ward off the 
forces of modern urbanism which would 
expel them from central Dakar. This 
population tries to settle, to organize, and 
to be recognized anywhere it finds a gap in 
the urban fabric of Dakar. 

There is of course a definite logic to this 
popular strategy. Groups of people come 
together, often from the same village, 
same zone, or same religious brotherhood 
and increase in number little by little; 
alliances are formed often, as people try to 
obtain juridical and political status. These 
new city-dwellers rely on the debris of the 
city for building material Often they 
demonstrate an extraordinary ingenuity, 
an imagination fortified by the persistance 
of ants, finding a rope one day, some 
cement blocks the next, and some boards 
the third, and basing the first modules of a 
dwelling on the dimensions of crates from 
Bordeaux and Marseille. At the same time 
these people conserve many traditions of 
rural culture The local "square" is 
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modelled on the traditional compound, 
often with a doorstep, and arranged with 
the dwelling at the rear, one or more 
bedrooms along the sides, a place for the 
kitchen (or kitchens, if several households 
are involved) and a place for prayer. The 
children play safely among the mothers -
for each mother takes responsibility for all 
the children. Sometimes one finds cala
bashes in these popular areas, under which 
a deum or a djinn has been imprisoned". 
Here, without a doubt, is a popular 
dwelling which transposes forms from rural 
West Africa, above all the meeting place in 
the shade of the baobab trees, if any 
survive, or next to the place for prayers. 
The people themselves refer to their neigh
borhood as the "village." In this sense one 
can read Dakar as the extension of what 
lies beyond it in the Sahel and the Western 
Sudan. Again, Dakar "without bounds". 

An Islamic Reading 

Islam is an indispensable element in any 
reading of the city. In Korite and 
Tabaski,. when the muezzin make their 
calls, files of white-clad faithful converge 
on the different mosques, thereby 
revealing religious affiliations and tracing 
otherwise invisible organizational traits of 
the city. As a result of the Muslim brother
hoods, of certain imams, the white-clad 
processions express both a time factor and 
one of order Islam is thus a basic reality, a 
persistent backdrop, in the life of Dakar. 
Each compound includes a place for 
prayer; nearby is the diaka, and for Friday 
prayer there is the djouma. The backdrop 
is aural as well as physical: C1:llls to prayer 
set the rhythm of daily life, and religious 
song lulls the city in the evening. Here 
families still group themselves according to 
loyalty to the same confraternity, imam, or 
master at a Koranic school. The Mourides, 
for example, are organized in several 
dahira (associations), according to pro
fession and neighborhood; the dahira of 
the SENELEC, for example, acts both as a 
charitable body giving social aid and as a 
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In 1980, the food and textile industries employed half the labor force working in industry 

Source J Bugnicolllt. 

SECTEUR 
PARA-PUBLIC 

SECTEUR 
MODERNE 

SECTEUR PRIVE 

3 

An Economic Reading of Dakar 1n1980, one quarter of the city's stable jobs lay in the public sector, 
two fifths in the 'informal' sector 

Dakar's economic influence on the former A 0 F is declining (despite the swollen commercial sector, 
which is a symptom of dependency) and indust/ y is stagnating The decline in small- and medium-scale 
businesses, the withdtawal of foreign concerns, divestment, and the decay of equipment have not been 
offset by the newly-founded semi-public industries 

Source J Bugnicolll t. 

local pressure group Such religious groups 
have considerable influence on daily life. 
In the framework of Dakar, one can 
distinguish influences from Tivaouane as 
opposed to Touba, or indeed influences 
from more distant sources, Morocco in the 
case of the central mosque, or the Persian 
Gulf countries, which are contributing a 
new mosque style, or the distant Islamic 
"center" of Imam Khomeini. Yet despite 
the diversity, one feels the force of the 
common denominator, the sense of 
belonging to the Rumma and the universal 
reference to the sacred sites of Medina, 
Mecca, Missira. 

We have identified some physical realities 
of Dakar by relating them to certain 
ideologies and concepts. But the environ
mental factors, as well as the meaningful 
options they represent for the organization 
of the city, lead us to another kind of 
approach, an economic interpretation of 
Dakal 

An Economic Reading 

Of the various approaches one could take, 
the most obvious is to examine the division 
of economic activity in the Senegalese city 
Presumably modern industry plays, or 
could play, a critical role in stimulating the 
economy. The largest employers are the 
food industries, especially oil and fish, 
closely followed by the textile factories. 
But Dakar's industrial air is chiefly due to 
the investments that it draws and the 
modernist image it fosters In fact the 
industries are fragmented, and succeed in 
employing less than half the 61,750 persons 
in the modem private sector By com
parison, the government holds out more 
hope, employing 25,700 civil servants, and 
another 18,160 persons in the para-public 
sector, who together support, directly or 
indirectly, perhaps a third of the popula
tion of Dakar. An estimated 74,000 
additional, relatively stable jobs are 
provided by the transitional or informal 
sector. 



Rather than solely examining the daily 
pulse of activity in Dakar, one could also 
consider how the framework of buildings, 
offices and factories was erected, in order 
to reveal the process, the entire economy, 
by which the city was produced The 
mechanism is not always obvious, espe
cially in the case of the speculation in land 
and buildings which fuels the continuous 
growth. Foreign speculation is obvious, 
especially that of European banks like the 
Credit Foncier, of a few individuals, and 
of the Lebanese, active in Sandaga and on 
the Plateau. In addition, Dakar has grown 
up with a "Lebou speculation", of which 
the most recent avatar is an "association of 
Dakar landowners" founded in 1981. Since 
the 1970s, a new kind of speculation has 
developed, based on the cooperation of 
civil servants and businessmen. It has been 
fed by generous bank loans awarded as 
part of the Finance Ministry's program to 
stimulate the economy, modeled on the 
example of the Ivory Coast. 

Profits from speculation in land and 
buildings vary considerably depending on 
the location in the city. Official figures give 
the mean price per square meter in 1980 as 
15~000 to 30,000 French francs on the 
Plateau, 3,000 to 6,000 in the Medina 
1,000 to 1,500 at Pikine, and 100 to 250 
francs in the "irregular" quarters in the 
second conscription. The subsidies paid by 
the State for contracted housing for tech
nical consultants and high-ranking offi
cials, as well as the rents authorized for 
embassy personnel or members of inter
national organizations, have stimulated 
this speculation, which consequently has 
provided the major impetus for a Neo
Sahelian architectural style. The Africa
nized facades of expensive houses filled 
with imported luxuries well reflect the 
professed nationalism of a social elite 
which otherwise increasingly isolates itself 
from the people 

Recently two or three multi-millionaire 
concerns, particularly the one led by Mr. 
Kebe, have begun large-scale specula
tion in hotels and commercial chains as 
well as in land Simultaneously, at th~ 
bottom of the social scale, there continues 

Dakar Without Bounds 

The POIt of Dakm 
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a long-standing general type of mini
speculation based on the cession of lands 
to which the vendor has only a hypothe
tical or imaginary claim and the resale of 
improved plots of land 

Clearly, speculation has strongly affected 
land prices, construction costs, and rental 
rates, and therefore the rate of urban 
growth itself Moreover, the profits from 
speculation are shared among building 
professionals and public officials 
Influence-peddling seems commonplace, 
especially to obtain a building or occu
pancy permit, or a place in the SICAP or 
HLM, in the Improved Parcels', or a public 
contract". Illicit dealings equally charac
terize investment in housing' and public 
transit. The city's growth has helped to 
consolidate the dominant socio-profes
sional groups, indeed the city could be 
interpreted as a means of support for the 
upper and middle ranks of civil servants. 
Demand by public officials for land and 
housing, either for themselves or for 
speculation, has engendered a "hijacking" 
or diversion of programs for social housing 
from their supposed purpose. Most of the 
SICAP and HLM housing built with loans 
from the Banque de I'Habitat or built on 
improved land has benefited the upper or 
middle class, especially civil servants and 
agents of the para-public sector. Their 
monopoly over urban space and housing 

stock has been one factor in driving the 
shanty towns out from the center of town 
towards outlaying areas. 
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In contrast to the revenues which used to 
be sent back home by European investors, 
local speculators do seem to benefit Dakar 
somewhat. But only a part of the profits 
have been locally invested; the rest have 
been placed in Switzerland, France, or 
elsewhere. In the hands of some profes
sionals and officials in the city, money also 
knows no bounds ... 

A Reading in Terms of Power 

Power makes an immediate impression 
The President's house, the Administration 
Building, the National Assembly, the Law 
Courts dominate through architectural 
grandeur. In daily life, the sirens of official 
escorts, the many cars marked "S 0.," and 
the uniforms are constant reminders that 
Dakar is the seat of national government, 
where official decisions are made There 
are more discrete sources of power, such as 
the Muslim leaders, or the Chamber of 
Commerce, though its influence is 
declining. The banks still proclaim their 
importance, on the avenue Roume and the 
Place de l'Independance. Are the citizens 
of Dakar aware that their fate is largely 
decided in only a dozen buildings? 

In fact, the people are conscious of more 
diffused sources of power Administrative 
centralization, however vigorously 
affirmed, is rather less effective than it 
seems As events in one of the popular 
quarters have recently shown, it is not 
enough to send a bulldozer to eliminate a 
group of houses from Dakar"'. On the one 
hand, the chains of command are always in 
operation, but the lines of visitors making 
their way to the offices on the Plateau or 
who wait in the courtyards of notables' 
ensure a flow of information and an 
exchange of viewpoint between those 
exercising power at various levels and 
those who experience the effects of it On 
the other hand, popular initiatives occur 
Sometimes they are relatively modest, as 
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in the case of the self-built quarter of the 
Castors, which Annik Osmont has 
analyzed; sometimes they are broader, as 
in the case of Grand-Yoff, where local 
committees addressed some of the pro
blems of health and schooling, and the 
inhabitants were able to discuss the future 
program for the area with the administra
tion, over the course of 8 months (Grand
YoffTeam, 1978 and 1979). Currently in 
Dakar, the possibility of dividing the work 
of construction and day-to-day mainte
nance between public authorities and the 
local population is under discussion. 
However the general tendency of the 
populace is to expect public authorities to 
provide the essentials, rather than to 
mobilize themselves in order to resolve 
some of the problems independentli'. 

On the whole, it seems that a reading of 
the city in terms of its urban forms yields 
complex and partial results. Through 
successive readings, frequently overlap
ping or interrelated, one risks losing the 
total picture of life in Dakar, and a sense of 
the common factors unifying a city which, 

after all, functions fairly well. But it would 
require a different perspective to develop 
that argument, though it is as true and 
valuable as those we have discussed. Even 
a summary reflection on urban forms as 
they express power leads to an under
standing of urban space in terms of the 
conflicts which affect it at different levels. 

Can the City Be Read in Terms of 
Urban Conflicts? 

Any city, surely, harbors contradictions 
and oppositions, and each city has its own 
way of expressing and combining them. 
The peaceful appearance of Dakar and the 
pleasant atmosphere it provides for many 
inhabitants do not preclude a filigree of 
conflicts, diverse in character, scope, and 
persistence, and very often tied to outside 
influences, whether from East or West. 

The Administrative BlIilding All Image of Power 

SOllree J BlIgniwwt 

A Confrontation between Civilizations 

Without obvious clashes, the city daily 
experiences a confrontation between civi
lizations which goes beyond the silent 
conflict between lay and religious tenden
cies, or the juxtaposition of symbols 
Young Talibes sit on the sidewalk holding 
boards on which they learn to write the 
sur as ; nearby a group of girls in short skirts 
are prepared to climb into sputtering cars. 
A hundred people gather under cloth tents 
in the evening to hear religious songs, 
meanwhile a class of children studies 
English and a class of adolescents work 
with a computer. A neighborhood 
mara bout waits patiently in a crowded 
courtyard, serving at once as healer and 
intercessor, while at noon and around 6 
o'clock in the evening, hundreds of 
impatient motorists jam the streets. The 
morning call from the mosques has nothing 
to do with administrative schedules; the 
sentry disregards the visitors arriving at 
prayer time; flocks of sheep cross the street 
at will, while awaiting sacrifice at the next 
festival. 
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At the risk of oversimplification, one could 
say that in Dakar, two ways of life some
times blend, sometimes contrast: the one 
based on human relationships, the other 
on "modern" lifestyles and consumption 
There is no distinct split between them, 
and many people combine the two". In all 
cases, one finds, in the appropriate degree, 
a certain dynamism and efficiency. 

Nevertheless, expression and behavior and 
frames of reference differ. In its physical 
structure, daily life, and even its seasonal 
moods, the city reflects this variety. At 
Maouloud, the people of the Medina 
invade the Plateau, where they celebrate 
the entire night During the evenings of the 
rainy season, the young from popular 
quarters flock to the Place de l'Indepen
dance. For a few months, hundreds of 
students and unemployed transform the 
aural landscape of certain poorer neigh
borhoods: the rhythms of Black America 
and the Antilles displace those of the kora, 
traditional epics and religious songs. 
Depending on the quarter, one can dis
tinguish the roles of the various civiliza
tions, and classify the impact of their 
messages and the degree to which they are 
separate or integrated Is this a Euro
African city or a Black Islamic one? Which 
shore is the more attractive? 
The people of Dakar are sometimes 
implicated in this competition of influences 
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without realizing it. However politico
cultural forces are at work with more or 
less· explicit goals. Many countries main
tain active cultural centers on the avenues, 
advertised by pennants, which are usually 
in French, but sometimes in Arabic, and 
very occasionally in English. 

A million minds to win over: Here is an 
economic, but also an ideological chal
lenge for the media. Analysis of the 
increasingly popular radio and television 
programs reveals that the French still 
dominate, but the American campaign is 
growing, while Arab and Islamic pro
gramming has increased perhaps tenfold 
during the past 5 years 

The gradual shift on the airwaves is but an 
aspect of the tacit confrontation among the 
major powers in Dakar. Dakar continues 
to hold real strategic significance for the 
French and the Americans. On the other 
side, the Russians have not forgotten 
Lenin's saying that the shortest path for 
world revolution between Paris and 
Moscow passes through Peking, Delhi and 
Dakar. In addition, Senegal, as the leader 
of the francophone countries of the Sahel, 
and an unparalleled model of liberal 
democracy in Africa, finds itself the focus 
of campaigns to spread new sources of 
influence in the Sahel Thus Dakar 
receives Libyan and Iranian messages as 
well, at once of religious and political 
significance 

A Young City 

Certain cultural messages or political ideas 
find their most sympathetic audience in a 
particular milieu or among a particular 
generation. With half its population under 
21 years of age, Dakar is a young city 
Everywhere one sees young mothers with 
babies on their backs, bands of school
children, and crowds of bootblacks and car 
attendants. Here is a field favorable to new 
styles of clothing, sports, and music, and 
new attitudes towards interaction 
between the sexes or towards drug use 
Whether it relays 01 creates them, Dakar 
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remains the capital of new fashions, which 
form the next generation that will 
influence West Africa as a whole This is 
not always to the taste of the older genera
tions; the young, in turn, accuse their 
elders of reticence and lack of under
standing. It is as though there exists, side 
by side, a culture of the young and a 
culture of adults, each with distinct 
rhythms, lifestyle and values 

The Struggle for Employment 

In a sense the competition between the 
generations is an aspect of the struggle to 
find work. Unemployment is a permanent 
feature of life in Dakar, as one sees more 
or less throughout the city: among the 
hundreds of potential dockers near the 
port; the people going door to door end
lessly trying their luck; the young lining the 
streets, playing checkers or smoking or just 
passing the time 

The general aspiration is of course to have 
a "real job," a career in what is called the 
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modern sector of the economy, culmi
nating, if possible, with a post in the 
administration. Many however must con
tent themselves with a job in the transi
tional sector, which usually means only 
partial employment, varying from month 
to month, or else with the only alternative: 
dependency on a relative or family which 
has some resources and has maintained 
traditions of hospitality and sharing. In 
1980 an estimated one-quarter of the 
potential workers in each household of 
Dakar consisted of "visitors," and that 
proportion rises to a third when one 
analyzes the poorer neighborhoods alone. 

Outside the modern sector there are only 
"second-rate" jobs. Only administration, 
industry and commerce can provide 
relative security; only the modern sector 
can obtain backing from banks, govern
ment, or foreign sources. Moreover the 
modern sector itself poses a constant threat 
to the transitional economy. While under
paying for the services it provides, it takes 
over those activities as soon as they prove 
sufficiently profitable (Bugnicourt, 1976) 
Shop owners ask that the itinerant vendors 
be cleared out; a group of merchants 
lobbies for the expulsion of the metal
smiths from Rebeuss, because they recycle 
aluminum to make cooking pots that 
undersell the modern market 

The Competition for the Land 

There are many similarities between the 
struggles for land and for jobs. There exists 
the same duality: an official, secure kind of 
land ownership for the relatively well-to
do, while in the infra-urban environment, 
at Guediawaye, 68 per cent of the "land
owners" are legally questionable. The 
influence over the land exercised by 
different social groups leads to various 
conflicts, which the government is sup
posed to arbitrate. One kind of struggle 
occurs on the Plateau, where old families 
with modest incomes and newcomers 
working in the small trades crowd into 
decrepit, often one-storey dwellings. On 
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those sites, those who have the means 
would erect multi-story buildings. Another 
kind of conflict has marked larged areas in 
the heart of Cape Verde, which once were 
filled with rickety housing occupied mainly 
by workers employed in the industrial zone 
or on the Plateau. Now, this location is 
thought perfectly suitable for civil servants 
especially those with jobs on the Plateau. 
Invoking the value of farsighted urban 
renewal and the need for hygienic 
improvements as justification, officials 
have booted out the local population in a 
series of operations, scattering the dis
mountable huts and their inhabitants a 
distance of 10 kilometers, clear to the 
other side of Pikine. 

In addition to the previously-described 
competition among different kinds of 
speculation, there is the more direct 
approach. Certain social sectors succeed in 
chasing others off the land they occupy, 
while the latter, in subtle counter-offen
sives, seek to insinuate themselves anew 
into the urban fabric, wherever the 
chances of obtaining some tiny amenities 
from the city seem the best. 

Areas of Confrontation 

Life in Dakar embraces various types of 
confrontation. First, there is the constantly 
renewed impact of the new city-dwellers, 
those who have not yet found their place in 
the city. In addition, many families main
tain relatively strong contacts with the 
bush, and take in children who come to go 
to school, sick people who come for 
treatment, young people who come for 
work. Often families with some income 
share quarters with those without, redis
tributing their resources to members of the 
family, friends, and anyone else who 
happens to be present This is still the case, 
despite the fact that urbanism, housing and 
attitudinal trends are developing in 
another direction. 

Rather than risk joining a union or a 
political party, the most impoverished tend 
to seek help in other ways, for instance, by 
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taking a place in various queues. In that 
situation, it is necessary to know the 
workman who is a friend of the guard who 
knows the woman whose sister is friendly 
with a chauffeur who drives the car of the 
head of the cabinet of one of the mini
stries, or the director of a business ... He 
tries to find a niche in a group of young 
people or on a sports team, to integrate 
himself into groups of relatives or friends. 
Across the city one sees "friends," in the 
largest sense of the term, converging on 
the scene of a marriage, a baptism, a 
funeral... 

The queues, the network of relations, 
merge and fragment. Sometimes the 
process is traced out on the land, as at 
Maka, where three sub-neighborhoods 
each follow a different leader. Perhaps a 
third of the population of Dakar is divided 
into neo-ligneages following important 
figures. This partial transposition of a rural 
structure plays a very useful role in 
acclimatizing immigrants, in providing 
some social security, and in helping 
members to obtain jobs or particular 
favors. A sort of Brownian motion 
animates this society, for the members of 
different neo-ligneages constantly rein
force and support one another. 

Holders of Power 

Many political and economic leaders, 
religious authorities, and leaders of 
interest groups find that they at once share 
power and contest each other for it. There 
are perhaps a hundred people whose 
decisions matter in Dakar, and most of 
them know each other well. For example, 
those who occupy high administrative 
posts practice a sort of tontine. As each 
official capitalizes on his situation or 
favorable circumstances, he remembers to 
extend similar opportunities to his 
colleagues when their turns come. 
Although conflicts of interest do arise, 
there seems to be no serious struggle over 
how to govern the city and make it 
function. 
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,Family ties, a place in a neo-lineage, 
religious ties, luck, political connections 
determine the real power of a given 
individual much more than hypothetical 
diagrams of relationships. This is as true of 
urban administrators as it is of the city at 
large. Often their projects and official 
directives are misapplied or ignored. Like 
many Third World cities, Dakar is a 
cemetery of unexecuted programs, aborted 
projects, interrupted enterprises Only 
some special grace keeps the city livable 
and pleasant, when it could become a 
monster. 

Consideration of the city's conflicts tends 
to complicate one's initial impressions. 
Many aspects of the conflicts have impli
cations extending far beyond the physical 
limits of the city itself; the implicit or 
explicit ideologies of the protagonists often 
have outside sources, whether abroad, or 
in the distant countryside. In contrast to 
the situation in most cities, the funda
mental problems of Dakar do not have a 
local secular basis Rather than in urban 
management, it is in the economic, social 
and cultural dynamism of Dakar that one 
finds the originality of the transformation 
in progress. 

Conclusion 

Have we analyzed and interpreted the 
transformation of the city sufficiently? 
Have we defined its orientation and chief 
modes of operationi3? Here is another 
important approach, which must be pur
sued elsewhere 

How can one conclude, having chosen, 
from the outset, to touch on only some of 
the problems and to follow-only some of 
the possible lines of attack? Was this 
approach reasonable, now that it proves so 
difficult to embrace in one view all the 
forms and conflicts that characterize 
Dakar? How to conclude when one cannot 
possibly predict the future impact of the 
international context, or the outcome of 
the external and internal contradictions of 
Dakar itself? 

Our only definite conclusion concerns the 
nature of what is, for the authorities of 
Dakar, the fundamental issue: to what 
extent can one make a city in which 
dependence, mimicry, disparities will 
decrease? A Dakar whose quality of being 
"without bounds" will diminish? 

Dakar tends to serve as a display-city, a 
relay station for external influence in 
economics, urbanism, and culture, rather 

than as the capital of a section of Africa 
and a number of its peoples. This Dakar 
without bounds-so agreeable to foreign 
advisers and the privileged social class
could it soon assume a role opposite to its 
historical function? COUld it eventually 
cease to serve as a tool for extraversion, to 
become a tool for self-development? 
Without isolating itself, can Dakar look 
less to the world at large and more towards 
its own area of influence? Is there a chance 
that in the near future Dakar will expe
rience a planned development of its 
physical structure and its activities, 
directed towards the public welfare and 
popular participation in urban production, 
construction and management? Can 
Dakar, in the coming decades, become less 
open to the winds of the world and a little 
more the capital of the Sahel, the capital 
that a group of West African countries 
require for their development? 

Reference Notes 

I Its impO! tance is also large in relation to the 
Senegalese economy In 1980, the legion of Cape
Verde, or greater Dakar, accounted for 51 per cent of 
the gross national product and 87 per cent of the jobs in 
the modern sector 

2 The population of Cape-Verde was 1,100,000 in 
1980 

3 The area planned and built by the Societe 
Immobiliere du Cap-Vert, a semi-public agency 

4 Statistics for 1980-81, covering the entire city, 
shows that 36,620 households equipped with tap water 
consumed an average of 113 liters per person per day, 
while 108,726 households, using street fountains, 
received only 15 liters per person per day 

5 Ten per cent of Dakar housing is entirely built by its 
occupants; 56 per cent is built by jobbers 

6 Evil spirits 

7 A United Nations consultant established that in 
Dakar in 1980 "about 30 per cent of the applications for 
building permits were approved without any serious 
examination because the applicants were 'well-intro
duced,' 'well-known' 01 'well-recommended' to the 
administration in question" (A Sow, 1980, P 23) "63 
per cent of those questioned in a sample of HLM 
tenants in Nimzat admitted that without 'contacts' they 
would never have had their homes" (id , P 16) As fO! 
urban lenewalland, nearly a third of the current 
owners should have been excluded by their high 



income level (id , P 25) According to one of the 
project authorities, 45 per cent of the Improved 
Parcels, theoretically non-transferable, have already 
entered the market 

, "An endemic corruption pervades all levels of 
every contracted project It seems that small as well as 
large businesses can only obtain government contracts 
through 'recommendations' and 'contacts' that are 
rewarded or purchased" (Sow, 1980, p 46) 

9 "The total volume of individual loans increased 
considerably between 1975 and 1980, but to the 
advantage of a minority, a social elite which built 
extremely luxurious villas" (id , P 14) 

10 In this case, the bulldozer demolished only one 
house The population assembled and the neighbor
hood committee organized a protest Finally - as is the 
IUle in Senegal- the two sides began to debate the 
issue, and good sense prevailed 

11 In Dakar, public expenditures per capita are only a 
tenth of the level in the capitals of industrialized 
countries 

12 Women hold an extremely important place in 
Dakar; they have a stake in the city's tacit confronta
tions 

13 In the preliminary plans for the next urban project, 
3 phases have been outlined - initiation, ft1aintenance, 
and withdrawal- and the projected number of 
inhabitants has been bracketed between 4,300,000 and 
2,000,000 (Livre Blanc. 1982) 
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