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When Saint Louis was the first city of 
Senegal, the second strategically most 
important city was on the island of Goree, 
which is but a mile off the coast, directly 
opposite Cape Verde headland where 
Dakar was founded towards the end of the 
last century. 

The island of Goree, tiny and tapering, 
has a huge, elevated fortress at each of its 
two ends Between these, winding paths 
lined by buildings in rose, amaranth and 
ochre, which occasionally open out to form 
gathering places. The buildings, done in 
plastered brick, are two storeys high at 
most and are soundly constructed, with 
neat fa<;ades and more informal backs 
which give into small, luxuriant gardens 

The city is not inhabited entirely by 
Senegalese who, without altering the 
overall environment, have modified the 
architectural forms from within, adjusting 
them to their own way of life. Up to fifty 
years ago, the city had been reserved for 
white traders and to the military garrisons 
- Portuguese, Dutch, English and then, 
permanently, French - which had in turn 
dominated the western Sahel region. Their 
task had been to protect the trade of goods 
plundered from Africa, and the busiest and 
most lucrative trade was the traffic in 
slaves which were transported to Goree 
and there sorted out for shipping to the 
plantations of North and South America. 

From the early sixteenth century to April 
1848, in front of its dainty houses and 
across its graceful open places, Goree 
witnessed the passing of some six million 
slaves, of which at least two million died on 
the spot and were thrown to the sharks 

It would seem odd if architecture were 
unsullied by the perverse goals it happened 
to accommodate and, in fact, it is not. 
Below the elegant outler layers of Goree's 
architectural fabric, one can discern dis
tortions in form which betray a profound 
uneasiness lurking in its joints This occurs 
in most of the religious buildings, in the 
small trading offices and, above all, in the 
most notorious of the Slave Houses, where 
the apparent composure of the Palladian 
design is upset by the inconsistency bet-
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ween the oppressiveness of the ground 
floor, which served as a gaol for the blacks, 
and the lightness of the first floor, which 
housed the whites who traded them. 

Dakar was founded in 1857 because, as the 
city guides say, Goree lacked space in 
which to develop. But the real reason is 
that colonization had entered a second 
phase: moving from plunder to the 
systematic exploitation of the native popu
lation. Slavery had supposedly been 
abolished, the territory had apparently 
been pacified and trade had penetrated 
deep into the interior, so the need was felt 
for a stable port on the mainland, equi
distant between the two rivers which 
bound the region, the Senegal and the 
Gambia 

The settlement pattern of the city prior to 
the plague of 1915 reflected the coexis
tence of various communities, Senegalese, 
French and others. Segregation of the 
native population from the colonial inha
bitants of the Plateau took place after the 
plague with the creation of the Medina 
district reserved for Blacks. The agencies, 
offices, and living quarters for Whites were 
located at the end of the headland and 
surrounded on three sides by the sea, while 
further west in the Medina, the Senegalese 
crowded into quarters that in fact proved 
to be only a temporary 'privilege' for them 
As land was needed for government build
ings, diplomatic legations, administrative 
and military installations, the Blacks were 
gradually pushed further and further out of 
the city A religious center was created 
around an existing mosque, which was 
given prominence because the Marabu 
were considered decidedly more trustwor
thy interlocutors and mediators with the 
natives than were the Missionaries On the 
neck of the headland, between the new city 
and the villages inhabited by Blacks em
ployed as servants or in menial labour, a 
large area was left free, traversed only by 
paths leading to the military outposts and 
the markets located inland 

Since independence won in 1960, the social 
composition of Dakar has changed pro
foundly, while its original layout has 

merely become confused and congested. 
The living-quarters in the Plateau have 
been taken over by the nouveaux-riches 
and prominent bureaucrats of the new 
regime; black officials and soldiers have 
taken the places of their white pre
decessors in the Medina administration 
buildings and barracks; in the areas once 
occupied by the restrained colonial 
agencies have sprung up the presumptuous 
offices of the neo-colonial economic 
powers; into the areas which had been left 
free, has poured an enormous mass of 
emigrants from the villages, in search of an 
illusory well-being 

This has happened in Dakar, but also in 
the other Senegalese villages which existed 
before the French colonization - St. 
Louis, Kaolack, Djourbee, Ziguinchor
and the phenomenon is not basically 
different from that occurring in the same 
period in many cities of the First and 
Second Worlds Except that Senegal is in 
the Third World and the rupture between 
the present and the past has caused a loss 
of identity so serious as to overshadow the 
future 

The Senegalese politicians and architects 
are aware of the danger and discuss it a 
great deal, from opposite points of view. 
On the one hand there are those who stress 
the need to speed up development along 
Western lines and to increase imports of 
methods, know-how, materials, instru
ments of planning, architectural languages. 
On the other hand there are those who 
advocate a return to the model pIOvided by 
the cities in Black Africa which developed 
under the effects of Islam and the Arabs 
before the colonial era. 

That the first are wrong is clear both from 
the immoderate wealth they have accu
mulated for themselves through the literal 
application of the principles they uphold, 
and by the hideous buildings they are 
producing in association with fortune
seeking Western entrepreneurs But the 
second group, too, seem to be in the 
wrong. one can not overlook the fact that 
the Islamic model provided a base on 
which was superimposed the colonial one 



which, in turn, is now being subjected to 
the corrosive uniformity brought about by 
the neo-colonial one. In order to plan an 
alternative, one must, above all, seek a 
critical understanding of all the layers, 
while accepting the fact that each is irre
versible. After all, the marks left on the 
physical environment never obliterate 
those which have preceded them, nor can 
they be cancelled by those which follow 
them. 

In the free space which the colonizers left 
in the neck of the headland, there has 
developed a satellite city of about 400,000 
inhabitants, called Pikine. 

The first nucleus, the so-called Old Pikine, 
was formed in 1952 after it had been 
decided to raze to the ground the hovels 
which proliferated around the European 
city and to allocate 8,000 plots of land to 
those so dispossessed, so that they might 
rebuild their shacks farther away In the 
Sixties, under pressure of immigration, the 
Senegalese government was obliged to 
assign three thousand more plots in the 
same area, and, in the Seventies, a further 
three thousand were made available. So 
developed another settlement which came 
to be known as Pikine Extension. But since 
1964 when nationalization of all unregis
tered land took place, the government 
offers have failed to meet the huge demand 
and a third squatter settlement has grown 
up, now comprising 4,000 plots, which 
goes by the name of Irregular Pikine. 

Pikine is the focus for the concerns of the 
more democlatic politicians, of the more 
responsible architects and the foreign 
helpers who have come to Africa to offer 
their technical skills or to right the wrongs 
of their ancestors. This concern has given 
rise to a flourishing of studies, of proposals 
for reform, of detailed plans and projects 
for schools, clinics and house-types, which 
are sometimes realized with prefabricated 
systems offered by the developed coun
tries, with atrocious results. 

In fact, when you arrive in Pikine, you are 
immediately struck by the irrepressible 
vitality of the place: the streets overflow 
with activity - men and women dressed in 
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dazzling colours move with astonishing 
elegance along the paths which trace their 
erratic ways in the sand. The appropriation 
of space takes place freely and with 
minimal conflict because each individual, 
every social group, may cut out an area 
appropriate to the requirements and the 
duration of the action being pursued. 
Public facilities seem not to exist because 
they are never concentrated in one place, 
being instead fragmented and scattered 
everywhere. The various parts of the urban 
fabric are not specialized because, and 
indeed consequently, human life is not 
compartmentalized: work, play, eating, 
sleeping, making a show, feeding children, 
begging, buying, selling, dragging boats 
ashore, pouring out the fish upon the 
beach and joining together in exultant 
contemplation of their twitching ... are 
events of equal importance when it comes 
to choosing the time and place of everyday 
life 

As for the houses, they are simple in 
conception (two rooms divided by a loggia) 
and become complex with use because the 
configuration of the compound is con
stantly changing by the addition or re
moval of tiny volumes, according to the 
changing need of the inhabitants or the 
different seasons, or the gradual growth of 
the single tree which spreads its shadow 
over an ever wider area In each of the 
three Pikines, every dwelling, with its 
compound, covers an area of 150 square 
metres. But in Irregular Pikine, where the 
squatters have scrupulously respected the 
quantitative norms established by the 
government for the two authorized 
settlements, various qualitative infractions 
have occurred: the main one of these has 
been failing to distribute the plots accord
ing to the orthogonal gl id which was to 
ensure a certain orderliness for the houses 
and streets The result is that the spaces 
are varied, that the casual arrangement of 
the compounds renders the places more 
welcoming and provides some unexpected 
views and that, in the same spirit, patterns 
derived from native traditions, from 
colonial decorations and heaven knows 
where else, have been set in the sun-dried 
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brick walls. 

After seeing the new villages, with their 
false domes, which have been built thanks 
to the well-meaning programmes of inter
national solidarity, and the new shreds of 
suburban development produced through 
the interference of foreign capital, we 
suspect that it is perhaps Irregular Pikine 
that can suggest a true alternative 
approach. 
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