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The remarks offered here have emerged 
from observation of a cooperative settle
ment of "Castors" ("beavers" , or people 
who build their own houses) in Dakar. I 
have been greatly interested by the com
munity experiment achieved through this 
group of 90 hOJ.lses built between 1956 and 
1958 in the peripheral district of Derkle, 
following the French system of Castors 
cooperatives. It was a question of execu
ting the construction of individual houses 
for the benefit of each of the members of 
the cooperative, without involving con
struction firms, the work being performed 
by the members themselves. The cost of 
the houses was thus considerably reduced, 
coming down to the purchase of materials 
and tools. Hence this operation repre
sented an attempt, an original one for the 
time, aimed at promoting the integration 
into- the modern city of a relatively dis
advantaged population. Most had already 
entered the urban economy, as wage
earners. Moreover, the persons involved 
were asked to apply the self-help construc
tion idea in order to manage for them
selves their access to the modern forms of 
urbanization, symbolized by living sur
roundings conforming to the image -
accepted as universal- of the contem
porary city. 

My objective here is to show that the forms 
of organizing space, especially when they 
are borrowed from another culture, do not 
have the effect of mechanically operating 
on the social practices of that space
quite to the contrary. 

Another objective will consist in speaking 
against the currently accepted idea to the 
effect that urbanization means individua
lization of social relationships, the corol
lary of this stereotype being the appear
ance of the conjugal family, in Africa as 
elsewhere. 

The Characteristics of the 
Operation 

The experiment was conceived jointly by 
some Senegalese labor union members, of 
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a French engineer who was then dir~ctor of 
Public Works in Dakar, and of the official, 
also French, responsible for the profes
sional training of adults. In the proposed 
solution namely the transposition to Dakar 
of the Castors cooperative system, which 
was in vogue in France after World War II, 
they saw the possibility of finding a better 
solution to the problem of housing the 
disadvantaged classes and of eliminating in 
part, the under-employment found in the 
city. 

Thus the idea emerged of applying a 
self-help construction system, which 
seemed particularly well adapted to the 
social and economic circumstances of 
Africa. The fact is that the initiators often 
stressed the fact that self-help construction 
was a system which was traditionally used 
in the villages, where it gave rise to an 
expression of group solidarity through a 
system of mutual services. Moreover, 
when the self-help construction idea was 
transposed to the urban environment, it 
made it possible to use a mass of under
employed workers in a sector in which one 
could provide accelerated professional 
training that could be reutilized later. 

With the passage of time, it has been 
determined that one of the essential factors 
in the material success of the project lay in 
the care exercised while formulating the 
project, whether during the preliminary 
phase of development and design of the 
project, or during the phase of execution. 

The preparatory phase took place in 1954 
and 1955. It was marked by several care
fully conceived stages: 
• a period of informing the potential 

candidates summoned through announ
cements in the press, to get them to 
reflect on the purposes and the means 
involved in the operation, on the occa
sion of bi-weekly meetings that made it 
possible to select 150 candidates from the 
original 570 - particularly as a function 
of their diligence. This procedure also 
allowed an ideological mobilization of the 
participants; 

• an initiation phase, during which the 
candidates took some evening courses at 

the accelerated training center. This 
phase, intended to give them some mini
mum skills, also made it possible to refine 
the selection process by keeping the ones 
who, in addition to technical qualities and 
guarantees of solvency, also displayed a 
cooperative spirit, a "Castor" spirit; 

• a demonstration phase, during which a 
pilot house was built in five months. It 
was intended to test the plan that had 
been devised, to put the knowledge 
acquired into practice, and to demon
strate the valid nature of the project to 
the persons concerned and to the govern
ment. 

At the end of this long preparation, 90 
candidates were finally selected to carry 
out the operation, the main characteristics 
of which were as follows: 

The housing units consisted of double 
houses, each of which had three main 
rooms and a built surface of 62 square 
meters on a plot of 200 square meters. 

The cost of construction of the homes, 
initially estimated at 230,000 CF A francs, 
was raised to 280,000 francs, including the 
electrical system, the enclosure, and the 
inside woodwork. The same dwelling, built 
by a contractor, would have cost 550,000 
francs. Hence the saving made represented 
the contribution in labor power of the 
future owners. The land, with roads and 
public services installed, was given to the 
cooperative society. 

A ten-year loan was granted, at 3 percent 
interest. For repayment of the loan, 
modalities were drawn up in the following 
way for each member: an initial contribu
tion of 10,000 francs paid at the time of 
formation of the society; at the time of 
start-up of the construction site, a monthly 
fee of 500 francs; and at the time of 
occupancy of dwelling, the fee was in
creased to 2,740 francs a month until the 
end of the repayment period. We should 
indicate that the average monthly income 
of a "Castor" at that time was 20,000 
francs. 

On a comparative basis, it can be said that 
at the same time, a three-room dwelling of 
the same type in a conventional operation 
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Fig 1 Typical plan of a Castor house 

Source Cahiers d'Etudes africaines, Vol. XXI, 
1-3,81-83, Paris, 1981, p. 181 

cost 7,000 francs a month In 1967, toward 
the end of the period of repayment of the 
loan, a room without facilities in a wooden 
building of la Medina represented a 
monthly rent of2,500 francs. The construc
tion itself was carried out from August 
1955 to November 1957, in accordance 
with the work schedule. 

Typology of Space and the Lived-in 
Result 

On might say, without running a great risk 
of error, that an ideology, visible in the 
initial plan itself, presided over the project 
as a whole: through the possession of an 
individual house, it was a question of 

Fig 2. The construction site 

Photo A Osmont 

Fig 2a A finished castor dwelling 

Photo: A. Osmont. 

allowing a poorer class to become inte
grated into urban society - but to do so in 
accordance with an individualistic model, 
the model of the restricted family, pre
ferably monogamous, close to the Euro
pean suburban model. 

But this model, probably inspired by the 
French initiators of the operation and 
resolutely adopted by the candidates, did 
not function as such. 

At this initial level of the reading, we can 
note numerous discrepancies between the 
way the organization of space was designed 
and the practices observed: 
• The courtyard rapidly became the main 

focus of daily life, full of various types of 
activities, whether it be the preparation 
of the meals, doing the laundry, sewing, 
entertaining visitors, children's games, 

meals enjoyed together. The house, 
empty during most of the day, fills up 
only at night as people go there to sleep . 

• The constructed spaces have been re
modeled, and even partially demolished 
in many cases in order to be rebuilt. The 
rooms have undergone numerous 
changes in use, or else it is the designa
tion of this or that person to this or that 
part of the house that may have changed. 
So there is a constant impression of a 
great fluidity in the codifications of space, 
and of considerable mobility of people 
within the house. Thus the livingroom 
can serve as a place for welcoming 
visitors, but also as a bedroom, especially 
for children, or as a place for evening 
prayer. Certain spaces, such as the inside 
kitchen, are sometimes completely 
changed in use, or are used very little. 
The concept of personal appropriation of 
space appears to enter little into indivi
dual concerns, unless it is strongly com
promised by a high occupation density. 

• In a general way, one observes a marked 
tendency for increasing the built surface 
area, which is most often obtained by 
closing off the front veranda, doing away 
with the small front garden, the addition 
of extra rooms at the back of the plot, or 
the construction of full or partial upper 
floors. In this way, people manage to at 
least triple the number of available 
rooms. One winds up with a high occu
pation density, frequently reaching 
twenty to thirty people per household. 
There seems, in fact, to be an endless 
race between the increase in the number 
of rooms and the rise in the number of 
people who are housed. 

How should we interpret these perpetual 
changes, these movements of people, this 
impression of an incomplete project? 

Actually, we note that the family trans
formations have occurred as we had 
imagined, and there are two sets of essen
tial reasons for this fact: 

1) The very conditions of urbanization in 
Senegal, which maintain a growing pro
portion of the urban population in a 
precarious economic situation: unemploy-
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Fig 3 The courtyard, as living space 
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Fig 4 Plans of two stages in the transformation of one house, in 1969 and in 1980 
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ment is a constant threat, and under
employment is characteristic of a majority 
of the work force, especially among the 
young people. In a city like Dakar, the 
proportion of people active in the informal 
sector of the economy is estimated at 56 
percent. A marked rural exodus reinforces 
this precariousness. 

In the absence of institutions making it 
possible to take charge of these social 
problems, it is the family which constitutes 
the special reception spot for the migrants, 
as well as the inevitable recourse for the 
people who, momentarily or definitively, 
have no other possibility of survival except 
to be taken in by the network of solidarity 
represented by the family group, which 
necessarily takes over from the deficient 
society. Actually, integration into the city 
presupposes the maintenance or the recon
stitution of the most traditional social 
networks, and in particular here the 
extended family, which becomes the social 
security fund, the apprenticeship center, 
and the retirement fund. Paradoxically, 
the possession of an individual house in the 
city, thereby conferring a secure tenancy 
on its owner, also saddles him immediately 
with the obligation of taking in a growing 
number of relatives and allies. However, 
the resources remain very limited, forcing 
the family group to preserve an African 
consumption pattern, which is more 
economical in the observed situations, 
even when the family head has resources 
that would theoretically enable him to 
move up to a better way of life 

The persistence of polygamy contributes to 
strengthening an evolution that, in any 
case, shows up in marked densification of 
the built-up areas to the detriment of free 
spaces, especially the courtyard, and leads 
to attributing rooms the priority function 
of bedroom 

Finally, when the opportunity presents 
itself, the house also serves as the base of 
economic activities, artisanal or commer
cial. A portion of the plot is often occupied 
by renters All of these aspects quite 
obviously contribute to reinforcing the 
densification process 

2) In a more profound way, we are led to a 
consideration of the cultural models, in 
order to try to take into account the 
discrepancies noted between the design 
presiding over the operation and the 
practices that are observed. Without 
making a thorough approach to this issue 
of cultural models, which would require 
some thorough-going research, let us con
tent ourselves with noting the following 
finding of a historical and geopolitical 
nature: in the Senegalese society, as in the 
other African countries that underwent 
colonization and in which Islam has widely 
supplanted Animism, it is impossible to 
identify unitary cultural models governing 
the ways of life and the uses of space in 
housing. 

The fact is that, on one hand, the external 
influences are themselves heterogeneous 
and too recent (in Senegal, the generalized 
spread of Islam dates back to the second 
half of the 19th century and came at the 
same time as the French colonial conquest) 
for unity to have been able to come about 
between the animist religion and ancestor 
worship, between the market economy and 
the domestic economy, between society 
with a State and segmentary society. When 
these external influences were dominant, 
they produced alienation, which makes it 
difficult to find a needed dialectical evolu
tion between models offered such as those 
of civilization and progress and those of an 
earlier inheritance that have been thrust 
back into the recesses of collective 
memory. 

At present, in a city like Dakar, a dual 
leference to endogenous and exogenous 
models is frequently found. It appears in 
whatever the social groups may be, with 
various modalities and stresses. It appears 
in practices and uses of space that often 
seem contradictory to the observer. This is 
true among the Castors in one and the 
same house, it is possible to find the prayer 
corner, but there are also - well hidden
the protective fetishes The retired old 
man who comes to recite the Koran once a 
week in a house for the benefit of all is 
often shut up in a European-style kitchen 

that is unused as such. A meal will often be 
consumed in the courtyard on a mat 
around the lal ge basin containing the 
traditional fish rice, beside a living room 
that has been made virtually useless 
because of the accumulation of furniture, 
of objects and of equipment that may be 
expensive, such as a television set, record 
player, refrigerator, etc. 

In this situation of cultural dualism, the 
balance between the various components is 
precarious, and constantly subject to 
attack for economic and ideological 
reasons - a fact that shows up in the uses 
of the living space, especially by over
investment or the removal from the 
intended use of certain spaces (the living 
room, the kitchen, the bathroom, the 
courtyard), depending on the moments in 
the life of the family group. It may also 
come about that the entire organization of 
the house is modified, which is necessary 
when a head of family, for example, shifts 
from monogamy to polygamy. 

Moreover, if one refers to the social struc
tures prior to Islamization and to the 
European colonization, which are called 
traditional for easy reference, it seems 
difficult to pick out unitary forms or social 
structures susceptible of being interiorized 
in stable and transmittable cultural 
models Thus, to take the example of the 
family structure, it is difficult to find a 
unitary form, even if polygamy and the 
extended family have been and remain the 
most common form, even in the city. The 
fact is that the family relationships, the 
status of women, of the husband, the 
children and the other relatives differs 
depending on whether the family system is 
patrilineal, matrilineal or bilateral. But all 
three cases have existed and still exist in 
Senegal. 

This uncertainty about the family structure 
also has repercussions on the way of life in 
the house In particular, there is visible 
competition between the sons and the 
nephews, which shows up in substantial 
residential mobility as a function of the 
ratio of strength between the two groups, 
or the changes in the distribution of the 
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ones and the others in the dwelling. 

Similarly, due to polygamy, the parent
children, husband-wife (or wives) pole 
constantly shifts in time and in space, again 
causing forms of competition having space 
as the stake. 

For the individuals, all this creates great 
uncertainty as to the appropriation of the 
available spaces in the house, and hence 
habits of internal mobility. 

Thus among the "Castors" , the imagined 
transformation, which was to lead to the 
limited conjugal family that has entered 
urban modernity expressed in the proto
type house - the very one that was built 
- failed to recognize the necessary 
existence of a long process of social trans
formation. This process saw the appear
ance of all of the modifications made in the 
organization of space, which are the 
sometimes Baroque witnesses to an 
incomplete evolution. 

Individualistic Ideology and 
Community Practice 

Observation of the lines of sociological 
evolution of the group probably offers 
lessons that are still very instructive. In 
fact, everything happened as though the 
contractual solidarity initially instituted for 
a limited purpose (working together on 
building houses, and acting as a group to 
repay the expenses and the loans) had 
enabled the group to establish some rules 
of the game in different realms of social 
practices, rapidly making it appear to be a 
veritable territorial community. 

The essential point in this evolution as the 
formation of teams of ten "Castors", 
formed on the basis of the ranking at the 
end of the selection phase, the first ten 
constituting the first team, etc. - each 
team having the task of building ten 
houses. Here we find the key to the 

a) Closing off of the veranda. 

system: the fact is that in the absence of a c) Construction of all extrafloOl 

b) Construction of two floors over the ground floor 

status granted by family links, as are found 
in the traditional communities, it was the Fig 5. Transformations of the constructed space of Castor housing 

status within the team, and the status of Photo A. Osmont 
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the teams with respect to each other, that 
wove the fabric ofthe relationships within 
the group, and which constituted the basis 
for the integration of the individual into 
the community. In the settlement, each 
member is known by his original status in 
the team, before being known by his 
profession or his character traits. One 
remembers the cement carrier before 
remembering that he is a government 
clerk. And this status is acquired perma
nently. 

Thus the framework that was offered lent 
itself well to an immediate, spontaneous 
transposition of traditional social models. 
And it was indeed on the basis of this 
transposition that the group was able to go 
beyond the contractual solidarity of the 
beginning to become a community charac
terized by solidarity, not only materially 
speaking, but also from the viewpoint of 
values. 

In an initial phase, this way of constituting 
the group enabled it to express its identity 
strongly with respect to other systems of 
solidarity, for example, those based on the 
family relationships of each of the Castors. 
It was one of the occasions on which the 
community was able to make a concrete 
affirmation of its existence and its origina
lity. Thus on several occasions, a "council 
of wise men" was held when heads of 
families died, to retain the use of the house 
for the widow and the children by sug
gesting a system for compensating the 
other family heirs (often a brother of the 
dead man) On several occasions, an 
original settlement method was proposed: 
the widow and her children went to live in 
a working class district in a hut rented by 
the Castors, while they also arranged for 
renting the house The money that came in 
served to compensate those with claims 
and to help the widow Once the debt was 
paid, the house was returned to the widow 

The most remarkable thing here is the fact 
that the discussions were on a group-to
group basis. Similarly, I was able to 
observe a certain form of competition with 
family relationships on the occasion of 
such ceremonies as baptisms, which most 

often wound up with a division of tasks 
between the family and the Castors, both 
for the preparations and during the cere
mony itself. Here, again, we note that the 
relationships are established on a group
to-group basis. 

Thus in this situation, which is an urban 
one all the same - in which the range of 
obligations necessarily has a tendency to 
be limited because of the geographical 
dispersion of the family - a grouping like 
that of the Castors, strongly constituted on 
a local basis, has become a privileged 
means of integration in the very mind of its 
members. It alone seemed to them to be 
able, in fact, to integrate the values of the 
traditional system into a new content, and 
hence to ensure the transition between the 
traditional and the modern forms of social 
organization. Each form of solidarity and 
of grouping having established its own 
legitimacy, one understands why the 
family of the extended and polygamous 
type maintained itself or came into being 
without there being a threat to the 
cohesion of the group, which has conti
nued to date to manifest itself in its 
different institutions. In the same way, it 
would be impossible to explain, by the 
simple affective remembrance of the con
tractual solidarity of the beginning, the 
zeal with which the community has 
attempted not only to preserve its cohe
sion, but also to construct and constantly 
strengthen its local power in the entire 
district. 

Let us point out, in this conjunction, that 
the mode of constitution of the community 
did not, all the same, freeze the group in a 
position of sociological conservativism. To 
be sure, through institutions proper to the 
group, a strong social control was able to 
maintain the internal cohesion for a very 
long time. This is the role played by the 
"tea tour" Saturday evening, which brings 
the family heads together every week at 
the home of one of them, in rotation, for 
discussion of the affairs of the settlement. 
But in addition, this cohesion has enabled 
the group - and its leaders, to be more 
exact - to conquer, step by step, the 

different elements of local power for the 
entire district, composed of seventeen 
settlements. 

The women have organized themselves 
into a mutual aid association for sewing, 
hygiene and even literacy, the leaders 
being unpaid volunteers. Then they 
created a Moslem religious association, 
particularly entrusted with organizing a 
religious chant every year. This association 
acted as a basis for a grouping for all of the 
settlements, the presidency being given to 
a woman from the Castors' settlement. 

The young people led a group of youth 
from the Socialist Party, a theater group, 
and a football (soccer) team, and thus their 
influence spreads out step by step over the 
whole district. 

The adult men also very quickly grouped 
themselves into a Moslem friendship asso
ciation, designating one ofthe Castors as 
the imam of a jerry-built mosque made of a 
few street hoardings. After several years, 
they took the initiative of mobilizing the 
whole district to get the religious authori
ties and the public authorities to grant a 
subsidy and a plot for the construction of a 
Mosque for high prayer. Since the initia
tive came from the Castors, they were 
entrusted with the responsibility of execu
tion of the project Very naturally, the 
imam of the Castors became the imam of 
the district Mosque. 

The men very quickly set up a Koranic 
school for the children and, as soon as the 
construction of the settlement was 
finished, they began building premises for 
an initial primary class, so as to speed up 
the administrative decision to establish the 
primary school now found in the district. 
Next to the school, they installed some
thing that passed for a football (soccer) 
field. 

Finally, the men of the settlement won 
substantial representation in the local 
political system. 

The participants passed through all of the 
stages in about ten years. 

Placed in a modern urban context, the 
members of the community immediately 
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Fig 6 The Mosque in the Castor neighborhood 

Photo A Osmont. 

Fig 7 A Primm y school ill the neighborhood 

Photo A. Osmont 

opted for highly diversified activities, some 
of them being of the imported type, 
whether in the domain of everyday life in 
big city, leisure-time activities, or the 
spiritual life. However, the primacy given 
to the group against the individual and the 
conjugal family and the high value content 
given to the internal solidarity of the group 
favored, in fact, access to organizations 
that were then rather considered as the 
result of a diversification of the functions 
necessarily assumed by the community. 
Since the group as such decided to orga
nize all of these activities, participation 
was a foregone conclusion, and recruiting 
problems hardly came up. Not only was it 
possible to bring about integration into the 
group under conditions easily accepted by 
the individual, since it guaranteed him 
immediate material, moral and psycholo
gical security, in accordance with a model 
that he had always known, but also it was 
this type of integration that enabled the 
members of the group to win access to a 
wider urban entity One might imagine a 
closed system, but in fact it turned out to 
be open. 

Thus the local group fully played its inte
grating role, for its members, and secon
darily for the inhabitants of the district. To 
be sure, this role was eminently ambi
guous, due to the double reference to 
tradition and to modernity in a process that 
closely associates egalitarianism and social 
differentiation. Thus, for instance, a small 
elite more or less monopolized the bulk of 
the powers, even sometimes creating client 
relationships in the settlement, modern 
leading figures representing a well-esta
blished tradition Above and beyond these 
findings, one is therefore led to question 
the concept of local community as a stable 
organizational system corresponding to a 
territorial unity. Of course, we are here in 
the presence of a local community based 
on law, but also one that is de facto , which, 
fashioned by its own means, has found an 
identity that has allowed its integration 
into the city It has forged a living space for 
itself of acknowledged legitimacy. But this 
micro-society is neither frozen, nor in 
transition. Its characteristics, its evolution 
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are the result of a mixing that is still in 
operation, which continues to manifest 
itself in the second generation. 

Hence, rather than the local group, one 
should consider the process of social 
change, during which the locally-based 
grouping has a temporary privileged 
status, since it then makes it possible to 
seek solutions to the contradictions linked 
with urbanization The local community 
then becomes a possible response, both 
ideological and practical, to the problems 
presented by integration into the urban 
society in a context of underdevelopment. 
But if we admit that we are dealing with a 
process of social change, we must also 
acknowledge that this has consequences, 
including consequences in the organization 
of space, that of the city as well as that of 
the housing areas One ought to encourage 
a very realistic assessment of this evolutive 
aspect of the social substratum of urban 
projects, whether they are planned at 
government initiative or are self-managed. 
That implies as flexible a vision as possible 
of the developed spaces 

Finally, in the example studied here, we 
have noted that the transformations made 
in the inhabited spaces represent so many 
compromises conditioned by the objective 
circumstances of urbanization and by the 
existence of cultural models and of com
posite and diversified models of sociability. 
It appears that integration into the city can 
occur only through a mixing or cross
breeding process, one of the expressions of 
which is found in the uncertain and 
momentary nature of the forms taken on 
by the habitat But that also means that if 
the habitat can be an instrument, a support 
base for integration, it cannot determine it 
in any way. The process observed here is 
above all a social, economic and cultUlal 
one. 
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