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ABSTRACT 

Modern African states need to be analyzed from a 

perspective which complements, corrects, or specifies 

dependency/world-system and structural marxist explanations of 

peripheral political dynamics. This dissertation offers such 

a perspective as it seeks to explain variations in state -

society exchange among four comparably dependent modern 

nations of the Sahelian African region (Senegal, Mauritania, 

Chad, Sudan). The model accounts for the political 

ramifications -- state's mode of rule, level and type of 

opposition mobilization -- of each country's ethno-religious 

configuration. It assumes that trans-national economic (and/or 

geopolitical) dynamics do not necessarily weigh more heavily 

on the dynamics of state - society relations than local 

political processes. 
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4. Introduction 
(On National Political Systems in Modern Sahelian Africa) 

While Sahelian African countries display significant 

economic and cultural corrunonalities, politically the region is 

quite heterogenous. Indeed, it is puzzling that the area 

should encompass the full range of state - society political 

exchange. Nations repeatedly torn by civil war (Chad and Sudan 

are illustrative) coexist alongside those characterized by 

seemingly stable state society relations (Senegal and 

Mauritania). In Senegal, where efforts of a democratically 

constituted opposition to challenge the legitimacy of the 

state seldom meet with mass support from Senegalese audiences, 

the state appears to rule with hegemony. In sharp contrast, in 

Chad or Sudan, stronger oppositional mobilization, composed of 

groups of actors readied to take up arms against the state, 

threatens basic national sovereignty and leads to lasting 

and/or recurring cycles of civil war. There are also nations 

in Sahel ian Africa which fall somewhere in between the two 

poles of political stability and chaos. Hence, though 

Mauritania has so far escaped the horrors of full-blown civil 

war, oppositional mobilization within civil society, more 

significant than in Senegal, pushes the state toward ever-

greater coercion. Can there be a corrunon explanation for these 
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striking regional variations? 

An important distinguishing trait among national 

poli tical systems is their corresponding degree of state 

hegemony. Degrees of state hegemony are commonly associated 

with related variations in other significant spheres of 

political exchange. Hence, (1) stronger state hegemony is 

paired with low oppositional mobilization, civil order, and 

relative political freedom of expression. Accordingly, (2) the 

weaker the state hegemony, the greater the likelihood of 

significant oppositional mobilization, civil disorder and/or 

threats to the stability of the state and, subsequently, state 

recourse to coercion. 

variations in political exchange between a state and its 

political and civil society express the dynamism of a crucial 

polit'ical rapport which ties the elite actors (state, 

clienteles, opposition) to the subordinate, anonymous, and 

potentially mobilizable masses of civil society. Though every 

historical occurence remains unique, there is much to 

understand about national political dynamics by comparing 

clusters of outcomes; most of all, it is possible to gauge the 

relative weight of political, socio-economic, and cultural 

variables in promoting given empirical ranges of state -

society relations. In the effort to deduce the specific 

articulation of variables explaining a set of such outcomes, 

the Weberian logic of comparative analysis proves to be most 
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fruitful. 

Sahel ian Africa1 constitutes a superb terrain for 

comparative analysis. The region is relatively homogenous on 

more than one level. It encompasses a cluster of quite 

comparably underdeveloped and outwardly dependent nations. 

Senegal, Mauritania, Chad, Sudan, along with the other nations 

in the region, all submit to at least one severe "recovery" or 

"adjustment" plan issued by the World Bank and/or the IMF as 

the most immediate way to secure badly needed external 

economic aid. All are handicapped by disarticulated national 

economies, largely inherited through colonization but also 

mismanaged after independence. Thus Senegal remains dependent 

on foreign purchases of groundnut, Mauritania on demand for 

iron ore and now, fish, and Chad on cotton exports. Even 

Sudan, despite a clearer potential for self-sufficiency, has 

failed to harmonize its agricultural sector and promote its 

industry. 

Taken as a whole, this portion of Africa also forms a 

culturally distinct area, that of a transition zone between 

arabo-berber northern Africa and negro-african subsaharan 

Africa. More exactly, each country in the area divides itself, 

in one proportion or other, along the lines of two dominant 

The countries forming Sahel ian 
Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, 
Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Somalia. 

Africa 
Nigeria, 

are Senegal, 
Chad, Sudan, 
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cultural cleavages: (1) that which distinguishes negro

africans from arabo-berbersi and (2) that which distinguishes 

muslims from non muslims. The pervasiveness of this cultural 

configuration (Sahelian countries ethno-re1igious 

configuration), historically a basic determinant of "national 

identity", is such that its effect on national political 

dynamics is considerable. To be fully appreciated, the cases 

at hand have been categorized from most homogenous ethno

religiously (Senegal), to most divisive ethno-religiously 

(Sudan), with others (Mauritania, Chad) falling between. 

If a cross-national causality is indeed at work, it has 

to depart from traditional arguments on the determinants of 

state society relations. Neither liberal nor neo-marxist 

approaches, at least in their classical renderings, seem able 

to account for the full range of outcomes observed. One may 

wish to argue with the first school of thought that form of 

state society exchange (and its immediate corollary, relative 

state hegemony) is essentially dependent upon regime type. 

Here, the leading assumption is that formal (preferably 

western-type) democratic networks of political participation 

necessarily promote harmonious state society exchange. 

Senegal seems at first sight a prize-illustration for this 

approach: its (Western-type) democratic structures are among 

the oldest in Africa and the country distinguishes itself by 

relatively stable state society exchange. Yet further 
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investigation reveals that the secret for the Senegalese 

state's longevity lies in its sustained effort to secure 

networks of political representation that stretch beyond the 

official limits of democratic dialogue. Indeed, no unbiased 

appraisal of the Senegalese political system can ignore the 

central (and yet nowhere inscribed in any constitutional text) 

role played by the leaders of muslim brotherhoods, whose 

support has been actively sought by state and opposition alike 

throughout the political history of the country. At the very 

least, and even in the case of movements driven by a secular 

discourse (particularly, Senegal leftist "groupuscules"), 

actors of the official political arena are limited in their 

defiance of the indisputable symbolic/political ascendency of 

these religious leaders in the Senegalese society. 

Further, if there was solid ground for the argument that 

state - society relations are dependent upon regime type, 

democratization in other Sahelian nations would have been 

gradually associated with more harmonious 

relations: more state legitimacy, power 

democratically sought, less frustration and 

state society 

being now 

mobilization 

within the opposition, and more civil order, all requiring 

ever-decreasing recourse to state coercion. In Mauritania, 

however, the recent advent of formal democratic structures has 

not significantly altered the older map of national political 

competition. On the contrary, basic political cleavages have 
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remained surprisingly stable, despite the formal 

transformation of the political system. Similarly, democratic 

episodes in Sudan has not been accompanied by significant 

progress in bridging the gap between north and south, thus by 

a radical eradication of the seeds of civil war. 

The other, complementary argument commonly pushed by 

liberal analysts is that form of state - society exchange 

derives ultimately from the economic mode of functioning of 

the state. It is hereby assumed that liberal economic systems 

"naturally" tend to promote democratic political dialogue 

between the rulers and the ruled, leading in turn to civil 

order and state stability. This argument cannot be sustained. 

First, examples abound in Africa where open-market economies, 

have long coexisted with the rule by tyrants. Second, the so

called "natural" political effects of the ongoing wave of 

economic "libe!:"alisation" in Africa (a corollary of the new 

world order of the 1990s) do not withstand close scrutiny. It 

should become clear, through the analysis of political 

processes in Senegal (an old African democracy) and Mauritania 

(a new age one), that "democracy" is a relative and fragile 

reality, and one which remains bound to historical and 

cultural factors specific to the national political systems in 

which it operates. 

Though the perspective they draw is radically different, 

neo-marxist approaches, too, emphasize the impact of economic 
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variables on national political dynamics. These variables may 

relate to a country's position in the world economy, or to the 

nature of class struggle within the limits of its national 

political boundaries. Can either world-system/dependency2 or 

structural marxist analysis be of help for the problem at 

hand? 

The first of these two arguments must be rejected as the 

main line of explanation for variations in state - society 

exchange among Sahelian nations. It simply does not fit the 

data, as these countries are quite comparably dependent 

economically, yet did manage somehow to produce a wide array 

of political outcomes. 

The second branch of marxist arguments, too, remains 

inadequate in explaining those variations, yet it deserves 

more thorough scrutiny. First, structural (or orthodox) 

marxists have the great merit of conceptualizing national 

arenas in terms of their specific internal characteristics. 

Second, the approach requires that important questions, which 

no serious effort to understand the nature of political 

exchange between state and society in Sahel ian nations should 

leave aside, be treated. One such question is: why the 

2 I have chosen not to draw the distinction between dependency 
and world-system theories. This procedure may be perceived by 
purists as lacking analytic rigor, yet it is justified in that my 
primary goal is to depart from the logic of external economic 
determinism shared by these two popular neomarxist paradigms of the 
sociology of development. 
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noticeable absence of significant class demands (as measured 

by an overall low mobilizational power of secular opposition 

discourse based on class) despite the blunt socio-economic 

inequality in these countries? This leads to the next 

question: if, as is the case for overwhelming segments of the 

lower economic strata in the countries examined, why are 

political actors' objective class interests not reflected in 

national patterns of political mobilization? What is the 

"blinding factor" that will make one state more legitimate, in 

the eyes of the subordinate groups of society, than another, 

when the unequal character of the class system under their 

respective rule is comparably extreme? The problem with 

orthodox marxist analysis as applied to Africa lies in the 

rigidity of its answers. There has been, overall, too little 

effort to take into account the historicity of African 

political arenas, and to stretch the analysis beyond 

reductionist frameworks of class instrumentalism. The (very 

general) idea that a smooth reproduction of inequalities 

within society rests on the relative success of a national 

bourgeoisie to mask the exploitative character of the 

country's political economy could prove useful, but needs 

elaboration and specification before it can be fruitfully 

applied to the countries of Sahel ian Africa. Such is one of 

the major goals of this analysis. 

My explanation for observed variations in state society 
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relations among the nations of contemporary Sahelian Africa 

integrates some of the tools of structuralist marxist, 

Gramscian (or humanist marxist), and culturalist approaches. 

From the structural marxist school, I do retain the concept of 

false consciousness. In my account, however, the concept is 

not void of analytic content, that is, it is not merely (and 

all too vaguely) used to explain away whatever a rigid class

based argument might fail to account for. False consciousness, 

more specifically the false consciousness of subordinate 

groups within Sahelian national political systems, 

much specified. It is analytically inseparable 

is very 

from the 

criteria of "good" or "bad", "acceptable" or "not acceptable" 

state representation that prevail in the region under 

scrutiny. In modern Sahelian countries, common sense as 

defined by Gramsci still largely dictates that class 

inequality be overshadowed by demands for cultural 

representation. Specifically, nations' ethno-religious 

configuration proves an extremely potent variable, dictating 

much of the dynamics of state - society exchange. 

In the following chapter (2. Literature Review and 

Critique) marxist framings of African politics are reviewed 

and appraised. The leading thread of the literature review is 

that marxist analysis of African political systems, in order 

to gain full analytic potency, must necessarily integrate the 

historical and cultural traits of single national political 
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systems. A model of the link between ethno-religious 

configuration, political mobilization and state rule is 

developed in chapter 3 (3. Model of State - Society Exchange 

in Sahelian Africa). In chapter 4 (4. Methodological Approach 

and Data Collection), I briefly review the advantages of 

Weberian ideal-type methodology; this chapter also provides 

the reader with an idea of the type of data collected and its 

sources. The empirical analysis is contained in the next three 

chapters. Data on the cases' cultural configuration, as well 

as historical background on the evolution of ethno-religious 

divisions is presented in chapter 5 (5. Histories of Cases' 

Ethno-Religious 

illustration of 

Configuration). A first 

the "configuration effect" 

comparative 

of cultural 

variables on political outcomes is developed in chapter 6 (6. 

~slam, Economic Concentration, and Political Legitimacy: The 

"Configuration Effect" in Senegal and in Mauritania). While 

this first pair of cases is characterized by stable (or 

relatively stable) patterns of state - society exchange, the 

second pair of cases compared serves to demonstrate how 

unstable political exchange between a state and its society, 

too, is best accounted for in terms of the internal historical 

and cultural factors layed out in the model (7. The Grounds 

for Civil War in Chad and Sudan). The detailed analysis of 

modern political processes in Senegal and Mauritania is not 

reproduced for the Chadian and Sudanese cases; chapter 7 
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stands as an analytic contribution to the overall 

demonstration (rather than an empirical one), whereby the 

reader is only provided enough information to grasp the 

dominant logic of national political competition. Finally, I 

draw a set of conclusions from the foregoing analysis, in the 

form of recommandations and predictions as to the future 

evolution of state - society exchange in the region, as well 

as its link to the necessary effort of economic development 

(8. What Routes for the Future?) . 
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"Disenchantment with African 
studies is not only the result 
of despair in the face of human 
suffering but also of our 
inability to account, 
historically and conceptually, 
for what is happening." 1 

5. Literature Review & Critique 
(Neo-Marxist Models of African Politics) 

In this chapter, I review some of the literature relevant 

to the analysis of African politics. Since my purpose is to 

develop a model of state - society relations in Sahel ian 

Africa that answers some of the key questions generated by the 

structural marxist approach of political dynamics, I have 

restricted the presentation of extant literature to neo-

marxist accounts. Though certain useful aspects of other 

schools of thought may appear during the presentation, they 

will not be the object of a separate treatment. The three neo-

marxist paradigms presented are respectively those of world-

system/dependency theory, of structural marxist theory, and of 

Gramscian marxist theory (also referred to as 'humanist' 

marxism) . 

There is ample empirical justification for an adapted 

neo-marxist framing of African political economies. The 

1 Chabal (ed), 1986:3. 
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the 

industrialized world, the ever widening scope of economic 

inequality within their respective realm, after more than 

thirty years of independent existence, makes liberal 

approaches obsolete. In addition to making dependency and/or 

inequality their primary object of reflection, neo-marxist 

analyses generate challenging questions pertaining to the 

political and ideological ramifications of these traits of 

African economic reality. The purpose of this chapter is to 

review and compare the answers respectively proposed by world

system/dependency, structural (or orthodox) marxist, and 

humanist (or Gramscian) marxist analyses of modern African 

political economies. I will argue successively: (1) that 

world-system/dependency theory is unable to expand its 

analytic scope beyond explanations for economic maladjustment 

in African nations, and to account for political variations 

among these countries, because of its exclusive focus on 

exogenous variables; (2) that while structural marxist 

scholars' efforts to specify African political contexts are 

always valuable, they remain overly handicapped by a formal 

attachment to 'class' as the necessary centerpiece of their 

analytic constructions (in particular, the fuzziness of their 

accounts of the 'dialectics of class and consciousness' is a 

significant indication that classical class models of social 

power and conflict are analytically maladapted to the study 
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African political contexts); and finally (3) that, though 

specification of the 'cultural' dimension of the model is 

needed, a Gramscian approach of African politics is best 

adapted to explain observed variations in state - society 

exchange among countries of Sahelian Africa. 

5.1 World-System/Dependency Theory's Definition of Peripheral 
Politics (Limits of Global Economic Determinism) 

There are solid empirical grounds to validate basic 

world-system/dependency propositions regarding the negative 

effects, for peripheral economies, of most world trade and 

accumulated foreign investment. To summarize, these two 

mechanisms contribute to, and exacerbate, the periphery's slow 

rate of economic growth, its increasing levels of socio-

economic inequality, and the distorted structure of its labor 

force2
• The problem, however, is that these results have also 

often biased analyses of the dynamics of peripheral politics. 

2 Empirical studies of peripheral economies have thus shown, 
among other results: that there is such a phenomena as a 
structural, accumulative advantage of location in the core over 
that in the periphery (Snyder & Kick, 1979); that foreign 
investment and aid both have a negative effect on economic growth 
(Bornschier, Chase-Dunn & Rubinson, 1979); that dependency enhances 
income inequality (Chase-Dunn, 1975; Rubinson, 1976); that this 
latter effect is due to the distortion of the labor force induced 
by foreign capital dependency (Evans & Timberlake, 1980; Fiala, 
1983); that TNCs increase inequality and, over the long run, reduce 
growth (Borschier & Chase-Dunn, 1985); and that investment 
dependency generates increasing levels of overurbanisation, through 
its combined effect of stimulating growth in the tertiary and 
informal sectors and inhibiting growth in the industrial labor 
sector (Kentor, 1981; Bradshaw, 1985). 
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For the most part, researchers have merely extended the logic 

of findings about the impact of world-economic structures on 

peripheral economies to their analysis of peripheral political 

systems. In particular, few questions are raised about 

variation of political forms and/or processes among comparably 

dependent peripheral nations. Much too hastily, then, 

peripheral political dynamics are posited as being 

subordinated to and conditioned by the dynamics of 

transnational capital. Too little analytic space is allotted 

to the exploration of regional specificities within the 

periphery, since the periphery is conceived as a compact, 

unified bloc. Its dynamics are seen as solely determined by 

the larger movements of the global world-system3
• 

The world-system, as defined by Wallerstein (1974, 1979), 

is (1) a capitalist world-system composed of (2) competing 

nation-states. Yet, Wallerstein's actual analysis remains 

obscure on the degree of independence of these two defining 

traits in molding the nature and direction of world-system 

3 A procedure which seems all the more questionable given that 
, anomalies' concerning economic dependent variables have, at times, 
pushed scholars to speculate on the weight of peripheral politics. 
Hence, testing dependency theory on tropical Africa, McGowan and 
Smith (1978) do not find the expected negative effect of economic 
dependency on economic performance (growth and development). They 
conclude: 

"We have yet to examine how power and market dependency relate 
to within-nation differences, particularly inequality 
measures, and to political variables such as instability, 
authoritarianism, and violence." (1978:233) 
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dynamics. According to him, there is simply no place in world

system theory for a division between political and economic 

analysis; understanding and specifying the articulation of 

these two dimensions is not as important as having a grasp of 

the global dynamics generated by their coexistence in the 

capitalist world-system. Hence in Wallerstein's formulation, 

the interstate system and the world-economy are but two facets 

of a single, unitary system (driven by the dynamics of 

international capitalism), and they must be considered 

together in analyzing the system. Trying to make the two 

analyses separate, he says, is mere "semantic juggling" 

(1983:307). 

The same rationale is defended by other world-

system/dependency 'hardliners I • Chase-Dunn (1981) , for 

instance, contends that capitalism and the interstate system 

are interdependent and reinforcing characteristics of the 

world-system4 , thus implying, like Wallerstein, that there is 

little analytic relevance in trying to isolate the two 

4 Because of the existence of the interstate system, no single 
state can control the economic activities of all capitalists, which 
in turn leads each state to adopt policies most favorable to 
(national and international) investment and private· profit. In 
other words, capitalism (or at least one of its central traits, the 
relative freedom to invest for profit) is reinforced by the 
interstate system. At the same time, the existence of the 
interstate system is dependent on the existence of a capitalist 
world-economy, for the capitalist system of economic competition 
constitutes the mechanism preventing the creation of a single 
world-empire controlled by a single state. 
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components. 

World-system theory also produces specific assumptions 

pertaining to the nature of single states. It is assumed in 

Wallerstein's model of the interstate system that the 

functional needs of core states are mechanically produced by 

the international system itself. In particular, state 

structures in peripheral zones of the world-system are, at 

once, (1) not strong enough to interfere with the flows of 

commodities, capital, and labor between this zone and the rest 

of the world-market, but (2) strong enough to facilitate these 

same flows. After the colonial period, the new or restructured 

state structures in the periphery "remained subordinate to the 

core and controlled by collaborationist elements" 

(Wallerstein, 1984:80). Discussing this idea that core states 

are strong while peripheral states are weak, Chase-Dunn (1989) 

distinguishes between internal and external strength. Core 

states, he says, are indisputably stronger externally. More 

importantly, he adds that although there remains controversy 

about the issue of internal strength, there is enough 

empirical evidence to support the idea that core states are 

stronger internally toos. 

As important as the concept of 'state strength' is, there 

appears to be no full consensus among world-system/dependency 

S The author does not, however, go so far as to argue that 
peripheral states are, of necessity, internally weak. 
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analysts as to what might be the most efficient way to measure 

it. For hardliners such Wallerstein or Chase-Dunn, of course, 

the answer seems clear: strength is estimated essentially by 

the ability of any given state to control world flows of 

capital and goods. The answer becomes much less obvious when 

scholars attempt to measure state strength in strict political 

terms (whether through level of democracy, stability, 

conflict, repression, national cohesion, or any combination of 

such variables), and only then relate it to exogenous economic 

factors. Here, a clear-cut structural dichotomy of ('strong') 

core and ('weak') peripheral states is less obvious. 

For instance, in a cross-national study of the effects of 

world-system position and dependency on countries' level of 

democracy, Bollen (1983) tests the hypothesis that both 

peripheral position in the world-economy and lower levels of 

economic development are associated with lower levels of 

democracy. He concludes: 

"Keeping in mind that the analyses reported need to be 
replicated, [ ... ] the results support the belief that 
different positions in the world-system are associated 
with different levels of political democracy even after 
controlling economic development. The analysis reveals 
that both peripheral and semi-peripheral countries are 
less democratic than core nations." (1983:477) 

Bollen's hypothesis, however, is only weakly supported in 

Timberlake and William's (1984) findings on the covariation 

among foreign capital dependence (one of the most agreed upon 

measures of dependency), political exclusion, and government 
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repression6
• In face of the contradiction between their 

results and Bollen's, they offer the hypothesis that Bollen's 

results may reflect the generative effects of 

peripheralization in the world-economy, while their own would 

indicate that, once generated, patterns of repression and 

political exclusion become subject to the dynamics of class 

relations and politics operating more exclusively at the local 

level. Following this, in their study aimed at measuring the 

relationship among structured inequality, conflict, and 

repression, Williams and Timberlake (1984) find (1) that there 

is no evidence of an independent effect of income inequality 

on government sanctions (or vice versa, they add, though the 

thought of repression causing inequality seems highly 

eccentric), and (2) that politically exclusive governments 

tend to impose sanctions more frequ<ently , relative to the 

6 Timberlake and William's (1984) results, based on data from 
the 60s and 7 Os, express only weak support for a direct link 
between foreign capital penetration and government repression. 
Although they do find stronger support for a positive effect of 
foreign capital dependency on the level of political exclusion, 
they express their reluctance to conclude on the existence of an 
indirect effect of investment dependence on government repression 
for two reasons: (1) the possible indirect effect of investment 
dependence on government repression hinges on a weak and barely 
significant effect of political exclusion (the mediating variable) 
on government repression; (2) the authors are aware that questions 
can be raised about the stability of the estimated effect of 
foreign capital penetration on political exclusion. In the same 
vein, Timberlake and Williams find in a more recent paper that the 
hypothesis of an indirect effect of income inequality (a variable 
which has been demonstrated to be positively affected by economic 
dependency) on government repression is only weakly supported. 
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level of opposition, than more "democratic" (they use the 

quotation marks) governments. Despite this evidence, Williams 

and Timberlake do not entertain the possibility that conflict 

and repression within states may be internally determined (nor 

do they consider that this internal determinism could be, to 

a large extent, of a non-economic nature) . Rather, the authors 

conclude with yet another world-system/dependency type of 

hypothesis: the possibility that economic inequality (which, 

in their view, is essentially a product of peripheralization 

in the world-economy) may indirectly influence acts of 

government repression through its exacerbating effect on 

political exclusion. 

It seems fair to say, then, that the evidence supporting 

a direct and significant link between exogenous economic 

variables and internal political ones are inconclusive. As a 

result, there is little room within the world

system/dependency paradigm to study the variation of given 

political outcomes within the periphery. The perspective 

provides little guidance to account for differences in the 

evolution of peripheral states' legitimacy in their own 

political arenas. Still, shifts in peripheral states' hegemony 

are observed, and have direct repercussions on their ability 

to II collaborate" efficiently with outside powers. World

system/dependency scholars' relative neglect of this question 

thus seems all the more puzzling. 
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The argument that political processes in the periphery 

cannot be accounted for until they are conceptualized in their 

own right, not primarily as the outcome of some external 

forces (no matter how powerful), is strongly suggested in view 

of the empirical variations in state - society relations among 

nations of Sahelian Africa. What is there in Bollen's 

framework to account for the fact that the state in Senegal 

has managed to secure its hegemony and afford a certain degree 

of 'democracy', despite its having to face the same economic 

hardships (debt and dependency, drought, etc.) as Mauritania, 

Chad or Sudan? How might Timberlake and Williams explain that 

comparable levels of income inequality in Sahelian Africa are 

associated with such wide array of types of state - society 

relations (democracy and relative state hegemony in Senegal, 

long-term military rule and chronic recourse to state coercion 

in Mauritania, full-blown civil war in Chad and in Sudan)? 

Classical Critiques of the World-System/Dependency 
Paradigm 

Skocpol's (1977) critique of Wallerstein constitutes an 

attempt to fill in such analytic gaps in the world-

system/dependency framework. It is aimed at the "two-step 

reduction" on which, according to her, Wallerstein's implied 

model of individual states is based: 

"First, a reduction of 
determination by world 

socio-economic structure to 
market opportunities and 
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technological production possibilities7
; and second, a 

reduction of state structures and policies to 
determination by dominant class interests." (1977: 1078-9) 

Further, Skocpol questions the way in which Wallerstein 

explains degrees of state strength and kinds of state 

policies. 

"To explain state strength, Wallerstein relies upon 
arguments about economic conditions and world market 
interests, largely ignoring other potentially important 
variables such as historically preexisting institutional 
patterns, threats of rebellion from bellow, and 
geopolitical pressures and constraints." (1977:1080) 

The logic behind Skocpol's propositions to amplify 

Wallerstein's model is directly relevant to the task of 

formulating an approach of African political dynamics which 

takes African specificity seriously. The way she sees it, 

"Instead of exclusively pursuing Wallerstein's world
system approach, we should investigate the world
historical emergence and development of capitalism in 
terms of hypotheses about variations in both (1) 
institutionalized class relations of production and 
exchange, and (2) patterns of state structures and 
interstate relationships, without simply reducing the 
latter to the former. [ ... J The alternative picture of 
world capitalism that is likely to emerge from historical 
analyses pursued along these lines will probably pertain 
to intersecting structures (e.g., class structures, trade 
networks, state structures, and geopolitical systems) 
involving varying and autonomous logics and different, 
though overlapping, historical times, rather than a 
single, all-encompassing system [ ... J." (1977:1087-8) 
[emphasis added] 

The set of variables seen by Skocpol as potentially important 

7 "The crux of the differences [among the three zones of the 
world-system] is the 'mode of labor control' 'adopted' in each zone 
by the dominant classes oriented to the world-market" (Skocpol, 
1977:1079) . 
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need not be exhaustive. The usefulness of her critique lies in 

the proposed logic of a set 'intersecting structures', rather 

than in her exact list of cross-cutting axes of analysis. 

Critiques of classical world-system/dependency 

conceptualizations of the interstate system are also provided 

by Hall (1986), Rapkin (1983), Ray (1983), and Gourevitch 

(1978). Their logic of argumentation parallels that of 

Skocpol, as they insist on one additional dimension or 

another, interacting with the effect of world-market forces. 

For Ray, who insists particularly on the weight of 

geopolitical factors, it is clear that 

"while one obvious path to the resolution of this type of 
controversy points in the direction of reciprocal or 
dialectical relationships, what is needed now is a 
synthesis of traditional scholarship concerning the 
global political system and Wallerstein's analysis of the 
world-system which will specify on which occasions and 
under which circumstances economic or poli tical processes 
are more fundamental." (1983:30) 

Skocpol's defense of a non-Marxist structural and 

organizational approach of the state justifies her particular 

selection of 'potentially important variables', competing with 

the impact world-market dynamics. Structural Marxist 

researchers, by contrast, tend to remain strongly committed to 

a view of strict material determinism. (Ultimately, their 

critique of world-system/dependency views of the dynamics of 

single nation-states amounts merely to replacing world-

system/dependency scholars' reliance on the impact of trans-
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national markets forces by attempts to explain regional 

political outcomes in terms of local class dynamics.) All the 

same, they do propose a form of 'intersecting structures 

approach', as they insist on the necessity of specifying the 

articulation of given states (as systems of production in and 

of themselves) to the global structures of the world-economy. 

In his critique of A. G. Frank and Wallerstein's 'neo-

Smithian Marxism', Brenner (1977) thus insists that, in 

addition to transnational exchange variables, scholars must 

also consider national class dynamics. His main point is that 

"the method of an entire line of writers in the Marxist 
tradition has led them to displace class relations from 
the center of their analyses of economic development and 
underdevelopment. [ ... ] As a result, they fail to take 
into account either the way in which class structures, 
once established, will in fact determine the course of 
economic development or underdevelopment over an entire 
epoch, or the way in which these class structures 
themselves emerge: as the outcome of class struggles 
whose results are incomprehensible in terms merely of 
market forces." (1977:27) 

And then, on Wallerstein's contention that position/status in 

the world-economy determines the relative strength of the 

state (core states being strong, while peripheral states are 

weak) : 

"Wallerstein cannot have it both ways: a labour control 
system as a class structure of exploitation which 
determines the character of the state, and a labour 
control system as reflecting the mO'st suitable 
'productive' technique for a given region in the world
economy. His attempting to do so leads him to explicitly 
contradict his central contention that the state 
structure of a region is determined by that region's 
place in the world division of labour. Thus at one point 
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Wallerstein explains Japan's and Russia's unusual 
economic success, their ability to enter the world
economy in semi-peripheral rather than peripheral status, 
as a result of their strong state structures. Yet if so, 
does not the state determine the region's economic role, 
rather than vice-versa?" (1977:64) 

Brenner's critique echoes structural Marxist scholars' 

increasing questioning, during the 1970s, of instrumentalist 

views of the state's functioning in capitalist systems 8 

(instrumentalist conceptions of which world-system/dependency 

scholars' implied model of the interstate system and of the 

dynamics of single states is but one illustration9 ). It is in 

8 See for example: Wolfe (1974) i Gold et al. (1975); Bloch 
(1977) . According to structural Marxist scholars, not only is it an 
error to conceptualize state dynamics as a mere refraction of 
bourgeois interests but, as capital itself is a composite of 
fragmented interests, the bourgeoisie is constituted of competing 
fractions (and the state, in social formations engaged in 
capitalist forms of exchange, becomes one of the arenas of the 
struggle among competing fragments of the bourgeoisie) . 

9 Again, according to world-system/dependency theory, the 
state functions to assist the capitalist class 1n capital 
accumulation. Quite straightforwardly, "states are organizations 
[ ... ] which are utilized by the classes that control them to 
expropriate shares of the world surplus product" (Chase-Dunn, 
1980: 506). Furthermore, the notion of state cooperation in the 
process of capital accumulation is conceived of as a shared feature 
of both core, semi-peripheral and peripheral areas of the world
system: core elites and peripheral states form a mutually 
beneficial alliance (Rubinson, 1976 & 1977; Delacroix and Ragin, 
1978 & 1981), where core-based institutions provide capital that is 
utilized by peripheral states and economic elites and where, in 
exchange, peripheral governments function "as a local watchdog for 
core interests" (Delacroix, 1980: 3). As these arguments where 
displayed, no study had yet tested for an alliance between foreign 
capital and peripheral governments. This indicates the extend to 
which progress in the understanding of some aspects of the world
economy's structural impact on peripheral economies has conditioned 
world-system/dependency researchers' approach of peripheral 
political systems. 
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order to make up for world-system/dependency theory's 

simplistic conceptualization of single state dynamics that 

Brenner calls for a return to the study of given units of the 

world-economy as systems of production in and of themselves, 

as class systems articulated, each in their specific way, to 

the broader dynamics of world exchange. 

There are two common preliminary lessons to be drawn from 

Skocpol and Brenner's critique of the overdetermined statuses 

of politics and of state dynamics in world-system/dependency 

theory. First, there is much to gain analytically by 

rephrasing world-system/dependency propositions so as to 

integrate specific factors associated with a given process, a 

given region, etc, even if this means the construction of less 

ambitious models (e.g., less room for 'universal' laws). 

Second, one of the key guidelines to construct these more 

modest (but, then again, empirically more accurate) models 

will be to pay greater attention to the dynamics of given 

nation-states as systems of production in and of themselves. 

This simple, yet far reaching idea should allow researchers to 

produce stronger accounts of the many, localized, 'dialectics 

of logics' in which the global capitalist system is anchored. 

5.2 Class Analysis and African Historicity 
Marxist Approach of Dependent African 
Economies) 

(Structural 
Political 

As Swingewood (1984) neatly summarizes, classical or 
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structural marxism is 

"the first sociological theory which identified 
scientific analysis with the interests of a specific 
social class, the industrial proletariat; a theory of 
historical change grounded in the struggle between social 
classes and the priority of economic factors in the 
shaping of social and political structures." (1984:61) 

Marx's fundamental proposition is set out by Engels, in his 

preface to the Communist Manifesto, as follows: 

.. [ ... ] in every historical epoch, the prevailing mode of 
economic production and exchange, and the social 
organization necessarily following from it, form the 
basis upon which is built up, and from which alone can be 
explained, the political and intellectual history of that 
epoch; [ ... ] consequently the whole history of mankind 
(since the dissolution of primitive tribal society, 
holding land in common ownership) has been a history of 
class struggles, contests between exploiting and 
exploited, ruling and oppressed classes; [ ... ] the 
history of these class struggles form a series of 
evolutions in which, nowadays, a stage has been reached 
where the exploited and oppressed class - the proletariat 
- cannot attain its emancipation from the sway of the 
exploiting and ruling class - the bourgeoisie - without 
at the same time, and once and for all, emancipating 
society at large from all exploitation, oppression, class 
distinctions, and class struggles." (1987 edition:6) 

And, regarding the state structures associated with modern 

capitalist social formations: 

.. Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was 
accompanied by a corresponding political advance of that 
class. [ ... ] - the bourgeoisie has at last, since the 
establishment of modern industry and of the world market, 
conquered for itself, in the modern representative state, 
exclusive political sway. The executive of the modern 
state is but a committee for managing the common affairs 
of the whole bourgeoisie." (op.cit.:10-11) 

As noted earlier, many marxist scholars (including world-

system/dependency hardliners) interpreted this latter 
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proposition as Marx's benediction for their instrumentalist 

arguments about the capitalist state. Again, there emerged 

from the controversy on the relative autonomy of the state new 

norms of explanation where state dynamics, though still 

ultimately determined by economic factors, were not restricted 

analytically to being a reflection of bourgeois interests. 

In their study of African social formations, structural 

marxist scholars do not do away altogether with the impact of 

transnational economic forces. They do, nonetheless, pay 

significantly greater attention to national systems of 

production, viewed as specific economic niches more or less 

successfully integrated to the world-system10
• This new 

emphasis replaces world-system/dependency scholars' quasi-

10 This is best exemplified in the work of Poulantzas (1975, 
1976, [1978] 1980) who, in his later writings, "comes to argue that 
the state's autonomy is not only couched in the class struggle in 
the civil society - it not only tries to represent the interest of 
the dominant classes by mediating the contradictions of that 
struggle in the civil society [ ... ] - but ultimately, in playing 
that role, incorporates into its heart the class struggle itself" 
(Carnoy, 1984:107). As for the dependent state, Poulantzas' view is 
that "those coordinate of the imperialist chain that are 'external' 
to a country [ ... ] only act on the country in question by way of 
their internalization, i. e. by their articulation to its own 
specific contradictions" (1976:22). Specifically, "we can certainly 
speak at a general and rather abstract level of a dependent type of 
state, for the dependent societies of the present time: a state 
that exhibits certain common features in all the societies in which 
it occurs, in so far as it corresponds to the general modifications 
that imperialism inflicts on them [ ... ]. But it is none the less 
clear that the concrete forms that this state assumes - fascism, 
military dictatorship, 'democratic' republic, etc. -depend on 
internal [socio-political] factors within these societies II 
(1976:21). 
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exclusive focus on the causal impact of international economic 

exchange. These authors seek to analyze the (political 

economic) processes underlying the articulation of a country's 

system of production (which includes material structures but 

also a political/ideological arena, in which the state 

evolves) to the larger dynamics of international market 

exchange ll
. This has permitted a more thorough focus on 

issues of nation-specific class structure, conflict, and 

consciousness (which constitutes a definite advantage of the 

structural marxist approach over the world-system/dependency 

paradigm). However, the applicability of structural marxist 

analyses to African politics remains unclear. 

Schatzberg's (1980) account of the political dynamics of 

class formation in Zaire provides a good illustration of the 

troubles inherent in applying a structural marxist approach to 

African politics. (His work is all the more interesting that 

he directly addresses the question of political consciousness 

formation.) The author begins with an explicit warning about 

the problems of analyzing political consciousness formation 

among African social actors from a structural marxist 

11 For instance: Schwartzman (1989) on economic processes 
underlying political instability in Portugal 1910-1926 i Arrighi and 
Drangel's (1986) exploration of the semi-periphery. Even Chase
Dunn's formulations seem affected by this analytic trend. While 
maintaining that the international capitalist system is dominated 
by a world bourgeoisie, he contends (1980) that state bureaucracies 
remain relatively autonomous from capitalist class control, and 
thus mediate between class factions with contradictory interests. 
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perspective: 

"[ ... ] Cases of political actors who refuse to adhere to 
the theoretical dictates of their position in the class 
structure are quite common and could be cited for 
virtually every African country. [ ... ] Certain analysts 
of a doctrinaire Marxist persuasion have chosen to ignore 
the paradox. This often results in an excessive reliance 
on ownership of the means of production as an explanatory 
crutch. The famous Marxian variable is thought to explain 
everything, and deviation from the master's predictions 
are simply attributed to false consciousness. All this is 
done at the cost of violence to the facts" (1980:13). 

In opposition to the rigid class models' unsatisfying accounts 

of the 'remarkable fluidity' of Zairian class politics, 

Schatzberg proposes a 'processual' (or contextual) approach of 

the relationship between class position and class 

consciousness. In his model, 

" (1) Social classes 12 are constantly changing in 
response to differing sociopolitical contexts. (2) The 
individual actor can, and does, belong to differing class 
alliances at the same time. (3) The degree of class 
identity will vary depending upon the geographical, 
social, political, and economic junctures of the moment 
in question." (1980:31) 

By then, unfortunately, the author's analysis falls right back 

into the same troubles that characterize structural marxist 

accounts, making use of the promising concept of 'context' 

merely to emphasize the high degree of (' class' -) status 

insecurity and material scarcity within the Zairian polity, 

12 In Schatzberg's model, "social class will be defined as the 
manifestations of a process by which allied actors obtain or lose, 
open up or close off, become increasingly or decreasingly conscious 
of access to life and mobility chances" (1980:27-8). 
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thereby reducing the process of political consciousness 

formation to a logic of strict material determinism: 

"Insecurity plays an important role in the political 
dynamics of class formation, as it dialectically 
interacts with the overwhelming condition of economic 
scarcity. Because people are insecure and know that 
economic resources are extremely limited, they come to 
believe that it would be best to accumulate whatever they 
can, as fast as they can. The almost inevitable tendency, 
therefore, is to extract whatever possible from those in 
contextually inferior positions in the hierarchy. This 
results in exploitation and oppression at every level of 
the class system and contributes directly to the 
contextual ambiguities of social self-placement in the 
class hierarchy." (1980:184) 

There is a great paradox in Schatzberg's analysis: while 

highlighting repeatedly the political/ideological role of 

cultural variables, he persists in defending a model of class 

consciousness that leaves no room for the cultural dimension 

of African politics. In several places in his presentation, 

the author does seem willing to adopt a form of 'intersecting 

structures model', stressing particularly how cultural 

divisions may interact in significant ways with other social 

cleavages to determine political outcomes. Regarding the 

relative weight of ethnicity and class, he holds (at times) 

such a middle-range position, arguing: 

"Ethnicity is a widespread phenomenon in Africa [ ... ], 
and it is an important variable in its own right. [Yet] 
Recognition that 'cultural channels' are of great 
importance should not rule out the possibility that other 
factors, class among them, may be significant in the 
analysis of post independence politics." (1980:23) 

Overall, however, this formal position gets overshadowed by 
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the overdetermination of the link between insecurity/scarcity 

and class consciousness, a tendency which seems hardly 

justified in view of the author's own observation of the 

tension between ethnic and class consciousness. (And , indeed, 

isn' t it quite telling that even in a context of economic 

chaos such as Zaire's13, ethnic identity continues to compete 

significantly, in the political realm, with class position?) 

His presentation also contains examples suggesting that the 

dialectics of ethnic solidarity, class consciousness and 

insecurity/scarcity are more complex than he contends. On 

ethnicity and employment, for instance, he cites cases where 

"those who were discharged or forced out generally believed 

themselves to be victims of ethnic discrimination", yet when 

the employer dismissing them was a member of the same ethnic 

group this motif was more muted (1980:145). He thus concludes 

too rapidly: 

"The success of [President Mobutu' s] patrimonial politics 
coupled with the failure of resources to trickle down to 
the villages actually tends to increase class 
consciousness. Although ethnicity cannot and should not 
be removed from the analysis of Zairian politics, in the 
current context the explanatory power of social class is 
potentially greater." (1980:183) 

In recent writings, Schatzberg seems more clearly 

convinced that class and ethnicity coexist and interact. In 

his words, "which phenomenon may be most salient to political 

13 See for instance the blunt account of the Zairian economy 
provided by Susan George (1988). 
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actors at any given time probably depends on the context" 

(1988:9). He argues that 

lithe aim of most strategies of access and dominance is, 
first, to insure the politico-commercial bourgeoisie's 
continued dominance of the state and its considerable 
economic rewards through the maintenance of political 
quiescence; second, to prevent the emergence of unified, 
cohesive, and organized social classes at the bottom of 
the sociopolitical hierarchy; and third, to preclude the 
mobilization of ethnic challenges either to the integrity 
of the state or to the power of its rulers" (1988:28). 

Nevertheless, when this triple helix of state, class, and 

ethnicity is viewed against the background conditions of 

insecurity and scarcity (which, the author notes now, 

characterizes not only Zaire but also much of Africa), classes 

and state repressive power become once more emphasized at the 

expense of a full-blown conceptualization of the ethnic 

dimension of African political dynamics. 

Cooper (1981), too, belongs to the structural marxist 

school, as he seeks to approach single African nations as 

'total systems of production'. His main concern is to 

understand the articulation of various African systems of 

production to the world economy. He immediately acknowledges 

how 

II the thorniest problem of all is how to go from the 
systemic and self-reinforcing nature of a mode of 
production to an understanding of how they transform 
themselves, how they are transformed from the outside, or 
how they are preserved in the face of outside pressure. II 

(1981:14) 

In face of this challenge, he emphasizes, Marxists scholars 
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should 

"make the forces and relations of production the starting 
point, but many Marxists treat capitalism as an 
implacable entity redefining social structures through 
its own requirements. They fail to penetrate very far 
into the encounter of capitalism with Africans." (1981: 2) 

The author's effort stands as a clean application, to Africa, 

of Brenner's (1977) prescriptions. Specifically, it is not 

enough to focus one's attention on what capitalism did (the 

strategy of orthodox world-system/dependency currents); one 

must at the same time pay attention to what capitalism 

encountered (1981: 11). It means that researchers must now deal 

with the dialectic of internal and external change in Africa. 

Cooper's call to take African history seriously is indeed 

quite welcome. It is especially pleasing to read the 

importance he accords to such questions as: 

"Did the systems of production in Africa generate their 
own dynamics, their own internal conflicts, and their own 
blockages to further development? Did the dynamics of 
these systems affect the way they were transformed in the 
process of capitalist expansion?", 

or to read his proposition that 

"it may well be that the contrary directions generated 
within Africa prove as significant as overall patterns of 
development or exploitation." (1981:2) 

The author also refers, quite explicitly (albeit in the very 

last pages of a fairly long article), to the specificity of 

African political processes and to their impact on state 

strength and state stability: 

"How particular ruling classes fared had much to do with 
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the historical processes that got them there: with the 
groups that supported them, with the regional, cultural, 
and religious divisions of the country and the degree to 
which such divisions represented rival power bases, with 
the ability of other individuals to develop clienteles, 
with the adequacy of resources to distribute, and with 
challenges from workers or peasants. Why a state [ ... ] 
loses its capacity to act effectively, [ ... ] or remains 
stable [ ... ] can only be explained in a multicausal and 
historical fashion." (Cooper, 1981: 50-1) [emphasis added] 

Wi th all that, Cooper still doesn' t push far enough his 

analysis of the "intervening role" of African history (rather 

histories). His overall account of the key , dialectic of 

internal and external change' remains framed all too 

exclusively in terms of economic class. While following 

Brenner's prescription on the need to focus on national 

'production systems' as units of analysis in and of 

themsel ves, the author maintains the primacy of economic 

factors (diversity of African forms of class power, of 

accumulation, of labor control, etc. 14) over non-economic 

(historical, cultural, 'ideological') ones in the definition 

of African forms of political power15. 

Cooper, like most structural marxist africanists, is 

biased and misguided (actually handicapped) by a strong 

reluctance to step away from the orthodox view of class 

conflict as the necessary centerpiece of all analytic 

endeavor. Exposure to empirical data pushes such scholars (at 

14 Cooper (1981:50). 

15 Op.cit. :54. 
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least those most dedicated to analytic integrity) to 

accommodate the evasive notion of acti vel 'conscious' class 

competition to the historical and cultural dimensions of 

African polities, yet the rigidity of their overall framework 

makes for accounts that do not do analytic justice to the 

nature of political processes in African arenas. 

I do not mean to imply that class is not a relevant 

concept for the study of African political economies. Indeed 

it is 16
• Yet orthodox neo-marxist scholars ( structural 

marxists and world-system/dependency researchers alike) are 

ill-equipped to relate the historical/cultural dimension of 

African societies to the nature of the competitive process 

within modern African polities, therefore to produce adequate 

conceptualizations of the political role of cultural 

variables. Even as they acknowledge the need to make analytic 

room for regional particulars (e.g., structural marxist 

approach over world-system/dependency approach) , class 

continues to be conceived as the determinant axis for the 

conceptualization of political power/domination within African 

polities. The result: even if it is addressed, the question of 

16 Both world-system/dependency and structural Marxists 
analysts of Africa have thoroughly illustrated the existence of a 
dominant politico-commercial national "bourgeoisie" (states and 
their clienteles). Irrational management of national resources by 
this strata, in turn, necessarily exacerbates African countries' 
dependency vis-a-vis the economically developed world, deepens 
national economic crises and contributes to the pauperization of 
lower socioeconomic strata. 
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actors' political consciousness (which is directly related to 

that of actors political identification and mobilization, 

therefore to shifts in the legitimacy basis of ruling groups) 

is poorly accounted for. How could the explanatory power of 

social class become "potentially greater" (Schatzberg, 1980) 

than that of ethnicity, if class consciousness continues to be 

significantly blurred by actors' ethnic identification? More 

generally, what do findings on the 'ambiguous consciousness' 

of African workers17 reflect? Why is it that social 

formations emerging from mercantile networks outside the state 

(parallel or underground economy) remain, in the orthodox 

marxist sense of the term, 1 apolitical .18 (that is, they do 

not defend their class interests in any articulated, cohesive 

way) ? Inspired by Gramsci/s 'historicist/culturalist' 

conceptualization of state - civil society exchange, a segment 

of neo-marxist scholars seeks to address such analytic 

puzzles. Some of their propositions are reviewed in the 

following section. 

5.3 Gramsci I s Legacy (Historicity and CUltural Specificity of 
African Political Competition) 

Frustrated with the inadequacy of orthodox class models 

17 For instance: Luke (1985), Goldenberg (1982), Schatzberg 
(1980), Cohen (1980), Saul (1979). 

18 See for example: Young (1984) [in Jewsiewicki, ed], Bianga 
(1982), Vwakyanazazi (1982). 
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of African politics, scholars have used Gramsci's approach of 

state - civil society relations in order to formalize the 

specificity of African political contexts. These authors 

remain focused on the dialectics of power/domination and 

inequality in African political economies. Yet, by contrast to 

both world-system/dependency and structural Marxist scholars, 

they distinguish themselves by their efforts to integrate 

conceptually cultural/historical and economic (trans-national 

and/or local) dimensions. Following an overview of Gramsci's 

framework, I briefly present the work of two distinguished 

'Gramscian africanists', J.-F. Bayart and B. Jewsiewicki. 

Gramsci offers a very useful model of the dialectics of 

culture/history and power in society. Carnoy (1984) neatly 

summarizes: 

"Antonio Gramsci's major contribution to Marxism is that 
he systematized, from what is implicit in Marx, a Marxist 
science of political action. But Gramsci did more than 
simply recognize that politics is an autonomous activity, 
within the context of historically developing material 
forces. [ ... ] He developed an alternative Marxist view of 
the state "the entire complex of practical and 
theoretical activities with which the ruling class not 
only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages 
to win the active consent of those over whom it rules" 
(Gramsci 1971, 244) - and a Marxist theory of politics -
an alternative strategy for overthrowing the bourgeois 
state and for building socialism." (1984:65) 

Gramsci's Marxism is in fact so profoundly 'humanist' that, 
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ultimately, it becomes but a form of 'historicism,19 (e.g., 

his 'philosophy of praxis,20). Still, his conceptual tools 

can be used quite fruitfully for the sociological analysis of 

political power/domination in modern society. Gramsci 

considers that actors (as 'moral participants ,21) play an 

active and determinant role in the historical process. He then 

expands the model of political action extracted from this 

basic premise into a theory of political domination (state 

rule) in capitalist societies, whereby the dialectics of class 

position and class consciousness are largely molded by the 

history of 'culture/ethics' in society. 

"His argument [is] that the system's real strength does 

19 Hence Swingewood (1984) argues: "For Gramsci, Marxism 
constituted a form of 'absolute historicism'. All forms of thought 
and action express a global historical process. Thus philosophy and 
science are true in the sense that they express the 'real' 
development of history. [ ... ] Marxism, or as Gramsci phrases it in 
the Prison Notebooks, the philosophy of praxis, constitutes the 
expression of the collective will of the subordinate working class 
striving to educate and liberate themselves from exploitation and 
class domination. The historical process is characterized, not 
simply by economic forces, but by human will, organized into 
collective forms and becoming 'the driving force of the economy', 
molding 'objective reality' (Gramsci, 1977, p.35)." (1984:208-9) 
[Emphasis in original.] 

20 For useful, including critical assessments of Gramsci' s 
writings, see in particular: Lears (1985), Bogg (1984), Anderson 
(1977), Femia (1975), Macciocchi (1974), Buci-Glucksmann (1974), 
and Williams (1960). 

21 "Each man is a philosopher, [ ... ], he participates in a 
particular conception of the world, has a conscious line of moral 
conduct, and therefore contributes to sustain a conception of the 
world or to modify it, that is, to bring into being new modes of 
thought." (Gramsci, [1971]: 9) 
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not lie in the violence of the ruling class or the 
coercive power of its state apparatus, but in the 
acceptance by the ruled of a 'conception of the world' 
which belongs to the rulers." (Carnoy, 1984:68) 

This emphasis on the importance of 'culture' (values, ethics, 

popular beliefs, 'common sense') for political analysis gets 

clearly reflected in Gramsci's key concepts, namely those of 

'hegemony' and of 'historical bloc'. 

Civil society, the starting point of Gramsci's analysis, 

is posited as belonging to the superstructural level22 : 

"What we can do, [ ... ] , is to fix two major 
superstructural 'levels': the one that can be called 
'civil society', that is the ensemble of organisms 
commonly called 'private', and that of 'political 
society' or 'the State'." (1971:12) 

Further, 

.. These two levels correspond on the one hand to the 
function of 'hegemony' which the dominant group exercises 
throughout society and on the other hand to that of 
'direct domination' or command exercised through the 
State and 'juridical' government ... (1971:12) 

'Hegemony' (or 'political leadership,23) has essentially two 

meanings. (1) It can refer to a process in civil society 

whereby a portion of the dominant class exercises control 

through its ideological (moral, cultural, intellectual) 

leadership over allied fractions of the dominant class. (2) It 

also describes a relationship between the dominant and 

22 The base is narrowed down to include only the material and 
technical instruments of production. 

23 Gramsci, 1971: 2 67 . 
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subordinate classes, whereby the dominant group successfully 

manages to "use its political, moral and intellectual 

leadership to establish its view of the world as all-inclusive 

and universal, and to shape the interests and needs of 

subordinate groups" (Carnoy, 1984:70). 

'Hegemony' and 'historical bloc' are inseparable concepts 

since it is within the historical bloc that a given hegemony 

is realized. On the concept of 'historical bloc', Gramsci 

states: 

Also: 

"It is worth recalling the frequent affirmation made by 
Marx on 'the solidity of popular beliefs', etc. Another 
proposition of Marx is that a popular conviction often 
has the same energy as a material force or something of 
the kind, which is extremely significant. The analysis of 
these propositions tends, I think, to reinforce the 
conception of historical bloc in which precisely material 
forces are the content and ideologies are the form, 
though this distinction between form and content has 
purely didactic value, since the material forces would be 
inconceivable historically without form and the 
ideologies would be individual fancies without the 
material forces." (Gramsci, 1971:377) 

"Structures and superstructures form an 'historical 
bloc'. That is to say the complex, contradictory and 
discordant ensemble of the superstructures is the 
reflection of the ensemble of the social relations of 
production." (1971:366) 

The dialectical relation between base and superstructure, 

which leads to the formation of a historical bloc, gets fully 

articulated in Gramsci's analysis of the link between the 

action and consciousness of dominated economic classes (e.g., 

his formalization of subordinates groups' 'contradictory 
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consciousness ,24) • At the heart of this perspective lies the 

idea that 

"Structure ceases to be an external force which crushes 
man, assimilates him to itself and makes him passive; and 
is transformed into a means of freedom, an instrument to 
create a new ethico-political form and a source of new 
initiatives." (1971:367) 

In the end, then, Gramsci 

"not only allowed for a more complex superstructure but 
also reconsidered its relation to the base. For Gramsci 
mental life is more than a pale reflection of more basic 
developments in material life. The link between the two 
realms is not linear causality but circular interaction 
within an organic whole." (Lears, 1985:570) 

Students of African politics have began to realize the 

usefulness of Gramsci's approach of political 

power/domination. They are taking over where structural 

Marxist analyses of African polities fell short. Bayart (1979, 

1981, 1983) is perhaps the most immediate of Gramsci's 

intellectual offsprings. His is a direct application, to the 

modern national contexts in Africa, of Gramsci's view of the 

state as a dynamic "compromise" between civil and political 

society. Others (for instance Jewsiewicki, 1984; Jewsiewicki 

and Triaud, 1985) are going even further, as they attempt to 

specify, for the African cultural/historical context, under-

theorized dimensions of Gramsci's theory of cultural hegemony 

(for instance, attempts to specify processes of cultural 

change) . 

24 See Gramsci (1971:333) for the famous quote ... 

--- -----------
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One of the main goals of Bayart' s (197 9) monograph on the 

state in Cameroon is to measure historical continuity, from 

pre-colonial African societies to contemporary poli tical forms 

(1979: 18). Bayart does not ignore the effects of African 

societies' incorporation into the capitalist world-system. 

Yet, he believes it is a mistake to consider that the basis 

for the constitution of contemporary African systems of 

inequali ty and domination stems from the workings of the 

world-system25 • In his view, 

"La mise en rapport in~gaux des soci~t~s europ~ennes et 
des societ~s africaines s'est [ ... J greff~e sur la 
dynamique historique de ces dernieres, dont elle a 
modifi~ plus ou moins amplement, selon les cas 
consid~r~s, les structures d'in~galit~ et de domination 
et les relations r~ciproques. II s'en est suivi ce que 
j'appellerai une 'crise organique' ou 'hegemonique' 
empruntant ces termes a Gramsci pour indiquer que cette 
crise est global et porte indissolublement sur tous les 
aspects de la vie sociale."26 (1979:18) 

Regarding the state in Cameroon, Bayart advances the following 

25 " Historiquement, on peut consid~rer que la colonisation a 
constitu~ un processus d'extension du mode de production 
capitaliste et que l'~tape de la d~colonisation pacifique releve 
d' un processus de reproduction induite de celui-ci. A I' heure 
actuelle, la for.mation sociale camerounaise participe tres 
clairement de la dynamique du systeme capitaliste mondiale. 
N~anmoins, il serait insuffisant de s' en tenir a ce constat. II 

(1979:13) 

26 'The development of unequal exchange between European and 
African societies was [ ... ] articulated to the latters' historical 
dynamics, of which it more or less significantly modified, 
according to the cases considered, the structures of inequality and 
domination and reciprocal relations. There followed what I would 
call an 'organic' or 'hegemonic crisis' - borrowing these ter.ms 
from Gramsci to indicate that such crisis is global and has 
ramifications in all aspects of social life.' 
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hypothesis: 

"La recherche hegemonique, au Cameroun, parait reposer 
sur un processus d'assimilation reciproque et de fusion 
des groupes dominants anciens et des nouvelles elites 
nees de la colonisation et de la decolonisation. Les 
lignes contemporaines d'inegalite et de dominatIOn 
semblent ainsi s' inscrire dans le prolongement direct des 
structures sociales precoloniales, les domines d'hier 
constituer la masse des domines d' aujourd 'hui. 1127 

(1979:19) [emphasis added] 

As for the axes along which the state's search for hegemony is 

undertaken (which also constitute the axes of his analysis), 

he argues: 

"Une telle 'recherche hegemonique' vise a la creation et 
a la cristallisation d'un rapport de forces relativement 
stable entre les differents groupes dominants, anciens et 
nouveaux, et entre les segments regionaux ou ethniques de 
ceux-ci, dans Ie cadre national fixe par Ie colonisateur; 
a I' amenagement des rapports entre cette classe dominante 
en voie de formation et la masse de la population; a 
I' agencement des rapports entre cette classe do.minante et 
Ie pole de pouvoir politique et economique occidental; a 
1 'elaboration d'une ethique ou d'un sens cornmun qui donne 
sa coherence a I' ensemble et qui cimente Ie nouveau 
systeme d'inegalite et de domination, tout en Ie 
camouflant. ,,28 (1979:19) 

27 'The quest for hegemony, in Cameroon, seems to be based in 
a process of reciprocal assimilation and fusion between precolonial 
dominant groups and the new elites which emerged from colonisation 
and decolonisation. The contemporary lines of inequality and 
domination thus seem to develop in the direct continuity of 
precolonial social structures, yesterday's dominated groups forming 
the bulk of the dominated groups of today.' 

28 'Such ' hegemonic search' is aimed at the creation and 
crystallization, within the national bounds set by the colonial 
power, of a relatively stable balance of forces among the various 
dominant groups, old and new, and among their regional or ethnic 
segments; at the normalization of relations between this dominant 
class in the forming and the mass of the population; at the 
integration of exchange between this dominant class and the 
Occidental pole of political and economic power; at the creation of 
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Bayart (1979) outlines an appealing framework for the 

study of the 'dialectic of internal and external change' (cf. 

Cooper, op.cit.). His treatment of political power/domination 

integrates the stratification and historical/cultural 

dimensions of the Carneroonese polity in a convincing, non-

mechanistic manner29. Drawing again explicitly from Gramsci, 

he has expanded his approach into a general model of the sub-

Saharan African state (Bayart, 1989). His goal is to construct 

a logic of analysis (liconstruire un mode de raisonnement et 

d'analyse", 1989:317), rather than to establish a typology of 

African states. Focusing on political actors and their 

strategies (his II sociologie historique de I' action II), he seeks 

to formalize the layers of complexity attached to the function 

of hegemony in African political contexts30
, and their 

intricate yet intelligible (so long as African 

cultural/historical contexts are taken into account) 

interaction within modern political arenas. 

an ethic or commun sense which provides coherence to these 
processes and, all the while masking it, consolidates the new 
system of inequality and domination.' 

29 This contrasts with Crawford Young's (1976) work on 
'cultural pluralism'. While Young has the merit of attempting to 
specify the mechanisms of cultural mobilization (a dimension which 
is poorly covered in the Gramscian perspective), he does not draw 
a systematic connection between culture and political domination in 
plural societies. 

30 As measured through the analysis of political factions and 
networks, of popular modes of political action and their 
repercussions on the state, etc. 
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"Repetons-le: sitot que l'on adopte une definition 
rigoureuse des societes de classes, on renonce a y 
apparenter les societes africaines. Car, au sud du 
Sahara, les rapports de classes ne sont nullement la 
source premiere des conflicts, malgre l'acuite de 
l'inegalite sociale31 • II a par exemple ete observe au 
Ghana que les luttes factionelles ou locales l'avaient 
emporte dans les decennies posterieures a la proclamation 
de l'independance sur la "politique de classes" (class 
politics)32. La remargue merite d'etre systematisee a. 
l'echelle du continent. ,,33 (1989 :261) [emphasis added] 

Indeed, 

11[ ••• ] La lutte de classes n'est pas seulement une lutte 
entre les classes, mais aussi une lutte aut our de la 
structure de classes. [ ... ] Les efforts considerables 
longtemps consentis par les auteurs 
'developpementalistes' et 'structuro-fonctionalistes' 
pour discriminer les differents types de regime selon 
leurs orientations ideologiques ou leurs institutions 
l'ont ete en pure perte. De confession 'socialiste' ou 
'capitaliste', dominees par un parti ou par l'armee, 
pluralistes ou monolithiques, toutes ces formules 
constitutionelles - dont les attributs respectifs sont du 
reste incertains et changeants reposent une 
denominateur commun: en leur sein, les acteurs 
s'organisent en factions pour conguerir ou conserver le 
pouvoir aux divers echelons de la pyramide sociale, et 

31 Bayart cites A. Giddens, 1973, The Class Structure of the 
Advanced Societies., London: Hutchinson University Library, p.132. 

32 The author cites D. Austin, 1975, II Introduction" in: D. 
Austin, R. Luckham (eds) , Politicians and Soldiers in Ghana, 1966-
1972., London: Frank Cass, pp.7-12. 

33 'Let's insist: to adopt a rigid definition of class 
societies is equivalent to renouncing to apply the concept to 
African societies. Despite the acuteness of social inequality, 
class relationships aren't at all the main source of conflict in 
sub-Saharan Africa. It has noted about postcolonial Ghana, for 
example, that factional or local struggles had overriden 'class 
politics' [in English in the text]. The observation deserves to be 
generalized to the entire continent.' 
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cette competition est 1e se1 de 1a vie po1itique. ,,34 

(1989:261)35 [emphasis added] 

Bayart's main contribution is to demonstrate, through his 

analysis of the 'fusion of elites' (and formation of new 

dominant classes), and of their strategies (and varying 

success) to establishing themselves nationally as hegemonic 

historical blocs, that the modern sub-Saharan state does not 

(actually, could not) operate in isolation from the dynamic 

34 '[ ••• ] Class struggle is not merely a struggle between the 
classes, it is also a struggle around the class structure. [ ... ] 
The considerable efforts made for a long time by 'developmentalist' 
and 'structuro-functionalist' authors to distinguish among regimes 
through their ideological orientation or their institutions proved 
useless. Of 'socialist' or 'capitalist' confessions, led by a party 
or by the army, pluralists or monolithics, all these constitutional 
formulas whose respective attributes, by the way, remain 
incertain and fluid - share a common base: within their context, 
actors organize themselves in factions in order to conquer or 
conserve power at the various levels of social hierarChy, and this 
competition is the heart of political 1ife.'_ 

35 This view is indirectly supported by Crawford Young's (1982) 
analysis of the link between 'ideology' and development in Africa. 
The author uses the self-ascription of a regime's leadership to 
distinguish between Afro-Marxism, populist-socialism, and African 
capitalism. He then defines 6 criteria of 'performance' ('growth', 
'equality of distribution', 'autonomy and self-reliance', 'human 
dignity', 'participation', and 'the expansion of state capacity'), 
and attempts to measure the correspondance between the 'ideology' 
of a regime and its performance. The fact that he does not find 
significant differences in performances among the three types of 
regimes suggests that such typology of 'ideology' is largely 
irrelevant to the African political context. True, such finding 
could feed world-system/dependency arguments (e.g., performance is 
conditioned by external economic forces). At the same time, it is 
significant that his criteria of 'participation' (mainly through 
elections) was particularly unsuccessful in discriminating among 
the three regime types (1982: 319-20). It makes room for the 
argument that the "motor" of political perception and political 
choice lies outside the realm of "official ideology". 
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forces (both traditional/cultural and 'modern') of civil 

society. 

Jewsiewicki's historiography, too, clearly follows a 

Gramscian logic of analysis. The author's work is guided by 

"[ ... ] la volonte de retrouver les acteurs historiques 
dans la multitude des gestes quotidiens qui font Ie passe 
autant que Ie present, celIe de mettre Ie processus en 
rapport dialectique avec la structure (sans nier son 
importance comme cadre intellectuel de questionnement) et 
la recherche du lien dynamique reciproque entre Ie passe 
et Ie present [ ... ] . ,,36 (Jewsiewicki & Triaud, 
1985:265)37 

Jewsiewicki has paid particular attention to the social 

processes coined by Bayart as 'popular modes of political 

action' ("savoirs et modes populairs d'action politique"). 

Presenting a volume of articles on Zaire, he vehemently 

attacks 

36, [ ... ] the will to join historical actors in the multitude 
of day-to-day actions that makes the past as much as the present, 
to place the process in dialectical relationship with the structure 
(without understating the latter's importance as an intellectual 
frame of questioning) and the search for the dynamic and reciprocal 
link between the past and the present [ ... ].' 

37 Jewsiewicki's approach is not so distant from the method of 
'immediate history' developed by Benoit Verhaegen: "l'histoire 
immediate est fondee sur la participation creatrice du suj et 
historique, qui prend conscience de son devenir, tend a situer 
l'effort de connaissance dans une praxis, dans une perspective de 
transformation de la societe ... Elle associe a sa demarche Ie sujet 
qu' elle interroge et se propose comme obj ectif limite de faire 
participer totalement Ie sujet historique, rendu conscient de sa 
situation et de son avenir, a la connaissance de sa propre histoire 
afin de la maitriser." (Verhaegen, 1969, Rebellions au Congo., tome 
2, Bruxelles, pp.25-6; see also: Verhaegen, 1986, ""The Method of 
"Histoire Immediate. Its Application to Africa.", in: Jewsiewicki 
and Newbury, eds, pp.236-48) 
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"La crainte de quitter Ie terrain imaginaire d' un elegant 
modele super rationnel (Vansina, 1983) qu'il soit 
fonctionaliste, structuraliste, ou marxiste [ ... ]. ,,38 

(1984:9) 

In his introduction to a stimulating series of articles on 

religious leaders in West Africa (Jewsiewicki & Triaud, 1985), 

he states one of his (and the other contributors') main 

purpose: to insist on a dynamic, therefore diachronic, 

approach, in order to show the presence of the past in the 

construction of the present, and to draw attention to the ways 

in which contemporary social forces use and reconstruct that 

past (op.cit.:263). The focus on West African Islamic agents 

as 'cultural intermediaries ,39 (or 'privileged actors,40) and 

38 'The fear to surpass the imaginary terrain of an elegant, 
super-rational model (Vansina, 1983), whether functionalist, 
structuralist, or marxist [ ... ].' 

39 "II s'agit ici d'un groupe aux contours vagues et pourtant 
tres important pour saisir Ie processus de transition. [ ... J Au 
sein de ce groupe se sont principalement recrutes les intellectuels 
des societes industrielles issues de la colonisation ainsi qu'une 
partie importante de leurs petites bourgeoisies. Dans la zone 
saharienne qui nous interesse ici, ils sont aut and les propagateurs 
que les reformateurs de l'Islam. lIs y sont aussi tres souvent des 
collaborateurs de cette 'modernite' que proposait et qu'imposait Ie 
systeme colonial meme s' ils furent au debut de la penetration 
coloniale ses adversaires politiques et ideologiques acharnes. Les 
contributions qui suivent mont rent bien I' enracinement de ces 
acteurs dans les cultures, et donc dans Ie passe local alors que 
l'Islam qu'ils propagent et actualisent est en principe porteur de 
culture transnational." (op.cit., 1985:263) 
['This group, whose contours are vaguely defined, is nevertheless 
very important in order to grasp the process of transition. [ ... ] 
Within this group essentially were recruited the intellectuals of 
the industrial societies born out of colonisation, as well as their 
petty-bourgeoisies. In the Saharian we focus upon, they are as much 
the disseminators as the reformers of Islam. In this region also, 
they are often collaborators to this 'modernity' proposed and 
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their reception by local groups serves as a means to approach 

the collective imaginary and collective memory, and to show 

how Islam has evolved into yet another source for the 

actualization of local identities and solidarities. 

This type of framing of historical studies only, 

Jewsiewicki insists, can help us fully understand modern 

African systems of domination and inequality 41. Jewsiewicki's 

insistence on specifying the process of cultural change, 

however, is not widely enough applied by Gramscian 

africanists. They do fully agree in principle that there is a 

need to develop a body of research explicitely aimed at 

defining the mechanisms and determinants of cultural 

identification and mobilization as they affect national 

political dynamics, yet empirical studies remain strikingly 

scarce. (This is perhaps due to the fact that Gramsci himself 

covered this dimension of his model mainly in theoretical 

terms, offering concepts ('common sense', 'contradictory 

consciousness') more than empirical illustrations.) In the 

absence of a significant body of comparative research, 

imposed by the colonial system (even if they were, at the beginning 
of the colonial penetration, its eager political and ideological 
adversaries). The following papers demonstrate that, although the 
Islam they propagate and actualize is in principle bearer of 
transnational culture, these actors are rooted in local cultures, 
therefore in the local past.'] 

40 Jewsiewicki borrows the term from Bayart (1985). 

41 See in particular Jewsiewicki (1985a, 1987). 
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Gramscian researchers have not answered an important 

theoretical question: could there be regional clusters of 

African states obeying the same historical/cultural 

determinism? 

5.4 Conclusion 

Without any references to a specific alternative analytic 

framework, Chabal (1986) writes: 

"The extremes of economic and political deliquescence 
have exposed the rudimentary nature of the conceptual 
apparatus used in our analysis of African politics. [ ... ] 
The history of colonial and pre-colonial Africa, .2. 
history as complex and intricate as that of any other 
part of the world, has revealed the vacuousness of 
ahistorical political analysis. The added depth of 
historical perspective now makes it possible to see 
present-day African politics within its proper context. 
Unsurprisingly, the history of Africa reveals the lines 
of continuity from pre-colonial to post-colonial times as 
stronger, more numerous and more consequential than had 
been assumed by many political scientists." (1986: 3) 
[Emphasis added.] 

Realizing the weight of history on modern African politics, 

Africanists have no choice but to turn away from unicausal 

logics of analysis and embrace 'intersecting structures 

models' (cf. Skocpol, op.cit.), that is, models conceived for 

the sake of clarifying the dynamic intersections of 

historical, cultural and economic dimensions in modern African 

polities. 

A Gramscian perspective, as illustrated most notably 

through the works of Bayart and Jewsiewicki, is particularly 

useful for the study of political domination and socio-
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economic inequality in contemporary Africa. By specifying the 

role of local 'culture(s), (therefore history) as a 

significant source for the actualization of identities, 

political allegiances and mobilization, and as a cement or 

"justification II for the new dominant alliances emerging from 

the integration of African economies into the world-system, 

the conceptual shortcomings of orthodox marxists' accounts 

from both world-system/dependency and structural marxist 

schools are finally transcended. This is often accomplished at 

the cost of a certain type of theoretical "elegance", for this 

mode of analysis does not produce universal laws42
; it does, 

however, allow analysts to deduct logics, empirical 

generalizations and clear associations. It defines key axes of 

analysis, leading to the production of general propositions, 

or 'rudimentary scenarios' of the cross-cutting of economic 

and cultural/historical dimensions. These scenarios are 

invested differently by the reality of each modern nation 

according to its unique historical legacy (i.e., all that 

comes along with the integration of African colonies into the 

world-market) . 

This later type of approach is indeed best suited to 

solve the analytic puzzle at hand. Why should the political 

processes at work in comparably dependent and underdeveloped 

42 Not until we have, at least, a convincing theory of cultural 
change. 



62 

nations produce a wide array of political outcomes, such as 

those observed in the Sahelian region of Africa? What could be 

the most significant historical/cultural factor of 

differentiation among Sahelian national political systems? And 

how does the political weight of history/culture operate in 

these countries? These are the key questions answered in the 

following chapter, in which I propose a model of Sahelian 

political processes based on the predominant weight of nation

specific ethno-religious divisions. 
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"L'activite symbolique est 
culturellement connotee, et 
I' activite politique est une 
activite eminemment 
symbolique. 111 

6. Model of State Society Exchange in Sahelian Africa 
(CUltural Representation, Political Mobilization, & State 
Rule) 

At the national level, the history of political 

competition follows the shifts in mobilizational power of the 

elite in their ongoing efforts to extend their respective 

basis of support and political strength. The elite's political 

proposals get expressed in the form of state policies, party 

programs, as well as through more direct means of targeted 

state repression, acts of terrorism by radical opposition, 

game of alliances, symbolic gestures. In order for a political 

discourse to gain ascendency over others, it must capture 

(appeal to) and infiltrate the "common sense" of the largest 

portion of actors of civil society. These actors are then 

likely to adhere to it (at least tolerate it), so long as the 

political messages communicated down to them continue to "make 

1 Bayart, 1989:317. 
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sense" . 

In political discourse is the historical articulation and 

interiorization of the existing divisions (cultural, economic, 

or both) of civil society. These reflect a set of perceptions 

and evaluations of the other groups, a common langage which 

the mobilizers of political society must take into account 

(more so as the group of civil society aimed at gets larger) . 

Despite the state's advantageous position in the game, it is 

likely to aim for hegemonic rule in order to leave the fewest 

numbers to be captured by competing political actors. 

Why are some Sahelian states engaged in more positive 

(more hegemonic, less coercive) political exchange with their 

society than others? Why are opposition movements' attempts to 

mobilize significant chunks of civil society in support of 

their critique of comparably predatory states more successful 

in some Sahelian national political systems than in others? 

And why are certain types of oppositional discourse seemingly 

unable to sustain significant victories against national 

states in the region? In particular why is it, in the face of 

blunt mismanagement and misdistribution of national wealth by 

these states, that the most "secular" political discourses, 

especially those which advocate more universal social justice 

are so unsuccessful at national mobilization? Why, for 

instance, has the philosophy of orthodox marxism fallen on 

deaf ears? 
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As argued in the previous chapter, a major drawback of 

dependency/world-system analyses of African politics is that 

they largely ignore these questions (without answers to which 

any claim to explain variations among national political 

dynamics seems quite vain), rather conceptualizing the African 

state as an "internal political vacuum" solely bound by 

external economic and/or geopolitical factors. Though 

structuralist marxist analysts have fully acknowledged the 

need to address the issue of the fluidity of class 

consciousness (thus of class mobilization) among African 

political actors, their attempts to solve the puzzle remain 

inconclusive. In critique of both these schools, Gramscian 

africanists insist that the question of actors' political 

identification and mobilization, and its effects on the 

state's ability to reproduce its rule, cannot be answered 

unless models of political dynamics fully acknowledge each 

African country's historical and cultural specificity. 

Although the approach advocated by the Gramscian school is 

analytically more potent than either world-system/dependency 

or structural marxist frames, it remains theoretically 

handicapped by a tendency to overlook the question of the 

generalisability of conclusions pertaining to single cases. In 

particular, the analytic status of the key concepts of culture 

and history, which modify the effect of (external and 

national) economic factors on political outcomes, remains 
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evasive: are there cross-national (regional) patterns of the 

effect of historical and cultural factors on national 

political dynamics in Africa, or 

single-case operationalisations 

variables? 

is there only room for 

of these explanatory 

I answer with a model of state society exchange in 

Sahelian Africa which formalizes the political ramifications 

of nations' ethno-religious configurations. As these specific 

cultural configurations distinguish the area from the rest of 

Africa, a comparative demonstration of the mechanisms of their 

impact on national political processes goes to show that cases 

are not necessarily isolated. 

To understand why (sub-humane and) large-scale inequality 

is not contested by a massive and united political front, I 

simply ask: what other types of political discourses are at 

work which so fill subordinate groups' symbolic repertoire 

that any significant reaction to socio-economic injustice is 

muted? I contend that in this region, a geographical area 

where Arabo-Berber and Negro-African cultural influences meet 

and interact, a country's ethno-religious configuration is a 

particularly potent variable for political analysis. In 

Senegal, Mauritania, Chad, and Sudan, it is possible to trace 

the origins of each state's ethno-religious patterns of 
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political representation2 , and of access to national economic 

resources3 to the history of the nation's ethno-religious 

configuration. This history is captured in the traditional 

social stratification within precolonial states and the 

patterns of competition and exchange among them. From the 

colonial legacy has evolved basic normative canvases by which 

to evaluate the acceptability of the state, as well as the 

political relevance of its competitors. In general, the more 

the ruling group's composition reflects the nation's ethno-

religious configuration, the more subordinate groups tend to 

perceive the state as legitimate, and the less opposition 

propaganda is successful in mobilizing audiences. As state 

ethnic or religious, or ethno-religious exclusiveness 

increases, oppositional mobilization grows and the state is 

increasingly forced to use coercion to preserve its rule. 

The model is presented in four sections. The first 

section is devoted to each of the three components of the 

model, covering successively: (1) Sahelian nations' ethno-

religious configuration (section 3.1); (2) the notion of state 

(cultural) inclusiveness versus state (cultural) exclusiveness 

(section 3.2); and (3) the political outcomes derived from the 

2 As measured by the implicit norms of access to the state, 
and by the orientation of culture-related state policies. 

3 As measured mainly by the ethno-religious composition of 
state clienteles. 



68 

interaction of these two factors, namely the pat terns and 

scope of oppositional mobilization, and the mode of state rule 

(section 3.3). The last section of the chapter contains a set 

of theoretical propositions to be illustrated in the empirical 

analysis, as well as a brief outline of the four Sahelian 

cases compared (section 3.4). 

6.1 Sahe1ian countries' Ethno-Religious Configuration 

The variable ethno-religious configuration is a cross

section of ethnicity and religion. It provides a measure of 

cultural cleavage within modern Sahelian nations. Ethnicity, 

as applied to Sahelian african countries, is divided into two 

broad categories: Negro-African and Arabo-Berber. Ethnicity 

can stand as a broad unifying factor, as in Senegal and 

(albeit to a lesser extent) in Chad, or it can be a dividing 

factor within the country, as is the case in both Mauritania 

and Sudan. As for secondary divisions within each of the two 

broad groups (tribes and factions for the Arabo-Berber ethnic 

group, lineages for the Negro-African ethnic group), I will 

argue that, though they deserve attention, their impact on 

state society relations gets superseded by that of the primary 

'Arab-African' ethnic cleavage. 

Ethnicity alone has been argued to measure a great 

cultural fault-line (Wallerstein, 1979:170). Ethnic cleavage 

in Sahelian Africa, however, is significantly modulated by 
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religious cleavage. It is the ethno-religious configuration of 

Sahelian countries, not their ethnic configuration alone, that 

makes them areas of transition Arabo-Berber and Negro-African 

cultural systems. Religion, in the model, serves essentially 

as a measure of the relative implantation of Islam within 

national territories. Islam can either be shared throughout 

the national territory (Mauritania, and Senegal to a slightly 

lesser extent), or it can be divisive within the country 
" 

(Chad, Sudan). 

Table 1 : Ideal-Types of Ethno-Religious Configuration 

ETHNIC 
CLEAVAGE 

NO 

YES 

RELIGIOUS CLEAVAGE 

NO YES 

Ethno- Religious 
Religious Division 
Homogeneity 

I (SENEGAL) (CHAD) 4 

Ethnic Ethno-
Division Religious 

Division 
(MAURITANIA) (SUDAN) 

4 Chad is fitted into this type of ethno-religious as a proxy 
(there is less ethnic differentiation than in Sudan, and as strong 
religious differentiation). The Arab population in the North is 
much smaller in Chad than in Sudan; Northern Chadians are mainly 
formed of non-Arab ethnic groups who have sought, after they were 
Islamized, to mold themselves to the Arabo-Islamic world, insisting 
on distinguishing themselves, as 'Arabs', from non-muslim southern 
groups. 
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Taken together, the dimensions of ethnicity and religion 

produce four types of ethno-religious configuration (Table 1) , 

one of which comes closest to fit each of the four cases 

selected for the comparative analysis : (1) both religion and 

ethnicity are shared (Senegal); (2) religion is shared, but 

not ethnicity (Mauritania); (3) ethnicity is shared, but not 

religion (Chad); (4) neither religion nor ethnicity are shared 

(Sudan) . 

This formalization of cultural cleavage in Sahelian 

Africa calls for several qualifications. First, I am not 

trying to mask that differentiation among ethnic groups in 

Sahel ian Africa is far more complex than operationalized for 

the purpose of this analysis. My goal, nevertheless, is 

restricted to demonstrating the significant political saliency 

of the cultural cleavage between Negro-African and Arabo-

Berber groupsS, and how this cleavage is modulated either by 

a shared, or divisive, commitment to Islam within society. My 

view is that, in the context of national political 

competition, this basic ethnic division overshadows secondary 

divisions within either of the two broad groups (e.g., 

conflict and competition among tribes, factions, segments). 

Among the most interesting indicators of the political 

5 In Senegal, where the national population is not divided 
along the African-Arab cleavage, it will be interesting to analyze 
Senegalese actors' response to political attacks from the state of 
a country where it is, namely Mauritania. 
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importance of the African-Arab ethnic cleavage is the 

political behavior of Negro-African slaves, or freed slaves, 

who have gradually incorporated Arabo-Berber cultures6
• The 

particular violence which the members of this "in-between 

group" spontaneously (and somewhat eagerly) display against 

Negro-African actors in times of political unrest (including, 

as is often the case, when this unrest is triggered by 

economic causes), is observed in Mauritania and in Sudan (this 

is illustrated in chapter 6 for Mauritania, and in chapter 7 

for Sudan). It is evidence of the strength of ethnic division 

as I have defined it. 

Second is the question of the mutability of identity. I 

am aware of the literature (first emerged during the sixties 

as one of the maj or dynamic components of modernization 

theory. and later adapted to neo-marxist frames of analysis) 

on the dynamic aspect of identity formation in modern African 

nations. This literature emphasizes "the importance of change 

and incorporative processes which [ ... ] created substantially 

new entities" (Young, 1976:19). Young actually goes so far as 

to argue: 

"Because identities are interlocking, overlapping, and 
multiple, we have observed in the last two decades 

6 For reasons which I will not try to account for here, and 
which are nevertheless of much relevance to the general problem of 
the role of culture in national political dynamics, there are no 
"Africanized Arab group" of any noticeable size and/or political 
significance in Sahel ian African countries. 
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startling shifts in the identities which achieve social 
visibility and the saliency of ethnicity generally as a 
political determinant. Ethnicity in this sense becomes 
the dependent variable in the political equation, with 
the independent variables deriving from changing contexts 
of political process and conflict." (1976:215) 

The author is certainly right to stress that the saliency of 

ethnic identity as a basis for political mobilization (in 

support of or against the rule of the state) varies with the 

political context. Yet, to insist too exclusively on the 

fluidity of ethnic identity leads to a crude misperception of 

enduring cultural cleavages. In this sense, Young comes close 

to the conception of the dynamics of ethnic identification 

which so misguides structural marxists in their formalizations 

of African political processes. As pointed to earlier, 

authors' reluctance to conceive of ethnicity (or, for that 

matter, of any other cultural ground for political 

identification and mobilization) as an explanatory variable in 

its own right (albeit in possible conjonction with other 

factors) leads to the somewhat overblown influence of economic 

variables (class, scarcity) on political processes. 

The most politically significant "new entity" (Young, 

1976:19) that has emerged during the post-independence period 

is a national, dominant and predatory class, which feeds 

(quite literally) on the persistance of subordinate actors' 

ethnic identification. These "new actors" are found in and 

around the state, forming various fractions of the opposition 
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eli te. The manifestations of (class) "instrumentalism", in 

this case, are not necessarily coupled to any overt reference 

to cultural segmentation, however members of this dominant 

class may also use cultural claims to defend their interests. 

The reference by elite actors to cultural divisions in society 

may express genuine frustration with state patterns of 

cultural representation, however it is more commonly observed 

as a strategy to rally the support of targeted subordinate 

groups' and thus gain political strength. This predatory 

instrumentalism is most visible in the dynamics of alliances 

among political groups. More often than not, progressive 

(e.g., cross-cultural) and potentially massive union of 

opposition movements in Sahelian national arenas are formed on 

the basis of an accumulation (addition) of segmented 

(cultural) audiences, each brought into play by a given 

fraction of the movements' leadership. The predatory nature of 

the elite's strategy (reliance on fragmented audiences for the 

sole purpose of accumulating numerical strength) is revealed 

in the difficulty for these movements to propose a radically 

new (e.g., a-cultural) political discourse. For all this, I 

propose an approach of state society relations in Sahel ian 

African countries which explicitly addresses the stability of 

the African-Arab ethnic cleavage (as modulated by Islam). 

Third, regarding the formalization of religious cleavage 

my contention is that, in the context of national politics, 
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Islam has a greater potential to mobilize identities than do 

local, particularistic religions. In this, I share Young's 

(1976) broad assumption that 

"Religion as an element in cultural pluralism is limited 
to the great world religions - Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Judaism, and Christianity. The other folk religions, 
although aspects of them are incorporated in the 
universal religions which have supplanted them in most 
parts of the world, lack the minimum requirements for 
becoming meaningful cultural segments in modern politics. 
[ ... ] Because they are inseparably linked to the hearth, 
they are not [as] readily translated into more 
generalized identity systems conceived in a scale which 
can be meaningful in contemporary social and political 
arenas. ,,7 (Young, 1976:52) [emphasis added] 

There may exist, in Sahel ian African parts, forms of religious 

syncretisms between Islam and Animist religious practices, 

just as several Islams may coexist in a given portion of the 

region. Understanding these variations in the nature of 

Islam(s) practiced within the boundaries of Sahelian countries 

can prove useful, at times even important for the analysis of 

the impact of the dialectics of ethnicity and religion on 

national political processes. This is particularly true if 

they make way to competition (latent or overt) among rather 

7 I do, however, reject the logic of "industrialism", or 
"modernization", attached to Young's conception of the role of 
religion, as well as to his conception of the other "cultural 
differentiators" , ethnic, race, caste, and region (1976:52). His 
emphasis on rural areas as "an undistinguishable part of the 
unmobilized little community" overly simplifies the nature of 
cultural identity's weight on political processes. (Young's 
argument being that urban areas alone can produce, mainly through 
education, the "cultural entrepreneurs" capable of channeling 
cultural identities into the realm of "national politics".) 
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orthodox and rather syncretic Islamic movements as in Senegal, 

or among traditional and progressive islamic branches, as in 

Sudan. 

The main idea to be stressed regarding the political role 

of Islam in national politics, however, is of a more general 

order (the complexity that underlies it can only be suggested 

in the comparison): beyond the competition among 'Islamic 

fractions', it is the general identity system provided by 

Islam (e.g., the philosophical and political ideal of the 

'Umma', or community of believers) as such, and as opposed to 

that of other religions (Christianity, Animism), which plays 

a powerful role in the countries surveyed. Its role is to 

modulate the conflictual dimension of ethnic cleavage. 

The only case where Islamic divisions can be argued to 

alone dominate the faith of the national political game, is 

Senegal (as will be discussed in chapter 6). Significantly 

enough, it is the case of a country where not only does there 

exist no Arab-African divide and where nine tenths of the 

population is muslim, but also where Islam has played, ever 

since the early days of French colonial administration, a 

significant role in economic production. In the national race 

for power, this has made it a nearly incontestable player. 

The political character of Islam is widely recognized. 

Islam, it is said, is "a political religion par excellence" 
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(Young, 1976:54)8: 

"It has periodically contributed to state formation, 
[ ••• J. [ ••• J As a religion of revelation, Islam readily 
becomes an expansive missionary faith - and by that fact 
may often be interpreted by other religious communities 
as a threat, thus contributing toward a dialectic of 
communal conflict. [ ... ] Islam was an important basis for 
nationalist response to colonial rule in Asia and the 
Arab world." (Young, op.cit.:54) 

Young's argument echoes Weber's presentation of Islam. On the 

islamic 'Jihad' and the political essence of this religion, 

Weber states: 

"The religious conunandments of the holy war were not 
directed in the first instance to the purpose of 
conversion. Rather, the primary purpose was war "until 
they (the followers of alien religions of the book) will 
humbly pay the tribute (j izyah) ," i. e. , until Islam 
should rise to the top of this world's social scale, by 
exacting tribute from other religions. [ ... ] An 
essentially political character marked all the chief 
ordinances of Isl~: the elimination of private feuds in 
the interest of increasing the group's striking power 
against external foes; the proscription of illegitimate 
forms of sexual behavior and the regulation of legi timate 
sexual relations along strongly patriarchal lines 
(actually creating sexual privileges only for the 
wealthy, in view of the facility of divorce and the 
maintenance of concubinage with female slaves); the 
prohibition of usury; the prescription of taxes for war; 
and the injunction to support the poor. Equally political 
in character is the distinctive religious obligation in 
Islam, its only required dogma: the recognition of Allah 
as the one god and of Muharmnad as his prophet." (1978 
edition, pp.624-25) [emphasis added) 

Badie's (1986) analysis of the (19th and 20th century) 

"diffusion" and "integration" of Occidental political 

8 Other useful references include: Ozay (1990), Coulon (1983), 
Moreau (1982), Nicolas (1981), Cuoq (1975), and Kritzech & Lewis 
(1969) . 



77 

modernity into Islamic national political arenas is aimed at 

"[ ... ] etablir comment Ie sens et les pratiques qui sont 
associes a la modernite politique ont ete diffuses et 
captes a des moments differents du temps par des acteurs 
repondant a des strategies et des interets definis. ,,9 

(1986:12) 

To understand the distinct political orders which political 

modernity has respectively developed on Occidental and Muslim 

terrains, one must grasp the historical context, shared stakes 

and, most of all, the common culture (1986:13) which, in each 

case, dictates actors political vision and practice. Hence, in 

order to explain the invention of political modernity in the 

Occident, one must 

" [ ... ] rechercher quel sens les acteurs sociaux ont 
confere a la transformation des relations politiques 
qu I ils ont effectue a la fin du moyen age occidental, 
lorsqu'ils construisirent un ordre politique differencie 
et centralise, rompant avec la dispersion des fonctions 
politiques qui dominait jusque lao Le sens qu'ils ont 
donne a cette rupture et qui s'exprime en bonne partie 
dans la notion de via moderna, elaboree alors, permet 
d'interpreter les pratiques deployees par la suite sur 
plusieurs siecles et dont l'ensemble definit encore 
actuellement Ie concept de modernite politique. ,,10 

9, [ ••• ] establishing how the meaning and practices associated 
with political modernity were diffused and accaparated captured at 
different moments in time by actors driven by specific strategies 
and interests.' 

10 '[ ••• ] search for the meaning attributed by social actors 
to the transformation of political relations effected by them at 
the end of the Occidental middle age, as they constructed a 
differentiated and centralized political order which replaced the 
previously dominant dispersion of political functions. The meaning 
attributed by actors to this change, largely expressed in the 
notion of via moderna, then elaborated, allows for the 
interpretation of the practices developed during the following 
centuries, the ensemble of which still defines today the concept of 
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(Badie, 1986:12) 

As for the general impact of Islam in the development of 

centralized power in muslim states, Badie notes: 

"II serait aise de montrer comment I' ordre politique 
s'est construit, en Islam, sur des bases non seulement 
differentes, mais a l'inverse de celles qui marquent 
l'histoire occidentale. La modernite s'est confondue, en 
Europe, avec un lent processus d'emancipation de l'ordre 
imperial, alors que Ie politique s'est progressivement 
defini, en monde musulman, en fonction de 1 'obligation de 
creer un empire, lie a la definition d'une nouvelle foi 
et aux conditions de son universalisation."ll (1986:13) 

Islam, in modern Sahelian societies, is easily 

"politicized". It is commonly called into play by elite actors 

seeking to gather or strengthen a basis of support. 

Islam is also politicized in society at large every time one 

or other of the religion's principles is called upon at the 

national level (application or prohibition of the Chariaa in 

Mauritania and in Sudan, debate over the freedom of cult in 

Chad or in Sudan, reference to Islam against "moral disorder 

or depravity" in Mauritania and in Senegal, status of religion 

in education system in any of the cases compared, etc.). Most 

of all Islam, as a strong source of cultural identification, 

political modernity.' 

11 'It would be easy to show how political order, in Islam, 
emrged on bases which were not only different, but opposed to those 
associated with Occidental history. Modernity, in Europe, is 
undissociable from the slow emancipation process of the emperial 
order, whereas in the muslim world it was gradually defined around 
the necessity to build an empire linked to a new faith and to the 
conditions of its universalization.' 
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"competes" with the other dominant cultural identity system, 

ethnicity. In the evolution of state society exchange in 

contemporary Sahelian Africa, Islam has (albeit in conjunction 

with other, namely economic, factors of division) proven able 

to "buffer" problematic configurations of ethnic cohabitation 

(Mauritania); to push ethnically proximate (or contiguou.s) 

groups to divide politically (and gather audiences) for and 

against an "Arabized" islam (Chad); to sustain states which 

have overtly blocked interethnic dialogue despite the urgency 

of coexistence problems (Sudan); and, in the most culturally 

favorable (non divisive) cases, to develop (in or around the 

constitutional, formal structures of political competition) 

into the main "ideological" referent of the national political 

game (Senegal). 

Ethno-Religious Configurations as Products of 
Specific Histories 

Obviously, the measure of a Sahelian country's ethno-

religious configuration, as a variable for political analysis, 

is not captured fully in the statistical table summarizing the 

ethno-religious structure of national population at a given 

point in time. Equally important is actors' subjective ethno-

religious identity, which is largely an outcome of the 

(precolonial and colonial) history of the neighboring cultural 

groups encompassed by each modern nation state (this is 

synthesized in chapter 5.) . Of particular importance here, are 
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(1) the nature of competition and exchange among precolonial 

states (which generally emerged as ethno-religiously distinct 

centers of power), and (2) the social stratification within 

them. The importance of the first of these historical factors 

is obvious. Its impact for the analysis of national political 

competition emanates from the distinct position of each 

country on a continuum from regional political integration 

(Senegal), to the early crystallization of ethnic and/or 

religious divisions (Chad, Sudan), to cases of generalized 

cross-ethnic and/or cross-religion political competition 

(Mauritania) . 

The second historical factor's ramifications for modern 

national political arenas is expressed, for the most part, in 

terms largely compatible with Hechter's (1975, 1976) model of 

"internal colonialism". In his view of the dialectics of 

economic inequality, status solidarity, and national political 

integration, 

"[ ••• J it is possible to make three propositions 
concerning the prospects for the political integration of 
peripheral collectivities into the society as a whole: 1 
The greater the economic inequalities between 
collectivities, the greater the probability that the less 
advantaged collectivity will be status solidary, and 
hence, will resist political integration. 2 The greater 
the frequency of intra-collectivity communication, the 
greater the status solidarity of the peripheral 
collectivity. 3 The greater the intergroup differences of 
culture, particularly in so far as identifiability is 
concerned, the greater the probability that the 
culturally distinct peripheral collectivity will be 
status solidary. Identifiable cultural differences 
include: langage (accent), distinctive religious 
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practices, and life-style. [ ••• ] when objective cultural 
differences are superimposed upon economic inequalities, 
forming a cultural division of labor, and when adequate 
communications exist as a facilitating factor, the 
chances for successful political integration of the 
peripheral community are minimized. The internal 
colonialism model predicts, and to some extent explains, 
the emergence of just such a cultural division in labor. " 
(1975:43) [emphasis added] 

Hechter's model seems at first a privileged tool for the 

treatment of the "masking", via ethnic and/or religious group 

solidarity, of class consciousness. A problem with Hechter's 

approach, however, is that (not unlike neo-marxist approaches, 

from which the author nevertheless stands apart12 ) it tends 

to emphasize economic inequality (albeit as superimposed upon 

cultural cleavages, to form the cultural division of labor) 

more than (symbolic/cultural) political misrepresentation, 

and/or over the weight of divisions among cultural groups in 

society upon actors' choices of political alignment. In other 

words, Hechter is right to say that the more culturally 

distinct an economically peripheral group is, the more likely 

it is to fight the state, but he should also mention that, so 

12 Hechter's intermediary position between (culturalist, yet 
optimistic as to class competition) modernization theory and 
dependency (a-culturalist) theory is clearly expressed: 

"Far from maintaining that increased core-periphery contact 
results in social structural convergence, the internal 
colonial model posits an altogether different relationship 
between these regions. The core is seen to dominate the 
periphery politically and to exploit it materially. The 
internal colonial model does not predict national development 
following industrialization, except under exceptional 
circumstances." (1975:9) 



82 

long as the state is agile enough to distil "moderating" 

cultural references (in the form of direct representation of 

the peripheral cultural group in government or through 

clientelist networks, in the form of culture-related policies, 

in the form of symbolic gestures, etcf.), it will most likely 

manage to contain the anger of the periphery (or at least 

silence it, much in the logic of Gramsci's notion of 

subordinate groups' "contradictory consciousness" , and 

subsequent political passivity). 

It is important not to forget that modern Sahel ian states 

have, up to the colonial disruption, encompassed distinct 

social formations which, independently of the nature and 

degree of their interaction, have each developed their own 

political power, their own stratification system, and, most of 

all, their own cultural system. These are available for 

dominant stratas to reinforce their position. It is a 

significant and quite important trait of modern Sahelian 

national societies that the "cultural markers of social order" 

of those coexisting cultural communities that form the 

national population have not died out with the emergence of 

the nation-state. Within each cultural collectivity of modern 

society, then, perceptions and practices of status and caste 

have remained very much active, competing with any new attempt 

at class formation. 

In addition, it is the case in most African nations that, 
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during the colonial transition, some cultural groups were 

given privileged access to the state (therefore to political 

and economic power), leaving others with the frustration of 

not being adequately represented by the new state. Two 

patterns emerge from precolonial stratification and 

differential access of groups to the modern state. The first 

is that where national ethno-religious configuration is 

divisive and the state culturally exclusive, excluded cultural 

collectivities may be refrained from reacting to their 

subordinate position in the national cultural division of 

labor. Such is the case, for example, of the Haratines of 

Mauritania who, though they compose the clearest "proletarian 

cultural group" in modern Mauritania, "act out" the 

frustration due to their disadvantaged position on yet another 

economically and politically dominated cultural group, that 

made up of negro-African minorities, rather than attribute it 

to any state responsability. 

The second is that where national ethno-religious 

configuration is rather homogenous and the state attentive to 

diffuse expectations of "cultural recognition", significant 

portions of society's lower economic strata continue to bear 

the burden of inequality in the name of ethnic and/or 

religious identification. One example is to be found among the 

senegalese peasantry, where there is dedication to, and 

exploitation by Muslim marabouts, as fostered by the "work 
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ethic" developed in Mouride Islam). 

To sum up, Sahel ian nations' ethno-religious 

configuration carries a significant political impact because 

the variable captures, in social life, the intersection of two 

powerful sources of cultural meaning, forming cross-cutting 

axes around which social practices are justified and 

reproduced from one generation to another. Divisions between 

Arabs and Africans and between Muslims and non-Muslims have 

historically developed into central pillars for the formation 

and consolidation of political actors' identity and group 

solidarity13. Expressed in everyday social life (patterns of 

intermarriage, stereotypes, poetry, jokes, etc.), inevitably 

this gets translated into the realm of politics. Specifically, 

social actors' sense of belonging to a given cultural entity 

will weigh significantly on their political consciousness and 

preferences, as measured in particular through their appraisal 

13 The ideal comparative analysis would make it possible to 
estimate the relative weight of other, coexisting categories of 
cultural differentiation on the political outcomes analyzed. It 
should, for instance, be possible to test the proposition that the 
Arabo-Berber/Negro-African ethnic cleavage consistently overrides, 
in national political arenas, internal divisions within each of the 
two groups (tribes, factions, etc.): where ethnic division is 
activated, inter-tribal conflict is muted, inter-tribal solidarity 
increases; and where ethnic division is absent, tribal competition 
takes over (for instance central and tropical Africa). The same 
logic should be observed of Islam over other other religions: in 
the face of threats from non-muslim groups, conflict within the 
islamic conununity (for instance among brotherhoods) should be 
muted. 
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of state patterns of cultural representation, and through 

their response to different types of opposition discourse. 

Martin (1991) talks in similar terms about (nation specific) 

"political cultures" that emerged from the modern development 

of African societies, stating: 

"L'histoire et l'anthropologie ont enseigne que la 
violence et la coercition ne peuvent, a elles seules, 
permettre a un systeme politique de durer. Dans des 
situations de domination (politique et economique) , les 
detenteurs du pouvoir doi vent aussi obtenir Ie 
consentement (c'est-a-dire au moins la neutralite, 
l'apathie) des sujets a leur propre sujetion. Pour ce 
faire, les dirigeants doivent justifier leur puissance et 
leurs privileges, non seulement dans l'abstraction du 
droit, mais surtout en eveillant des emotions, des 
passions politiques qui sous-tendent l'acceptation par 
les citoyens du pouvoir, de la maniere dont il est exerce 
et de ceux qui l'exercent.,,14 (1991:158-59) 

The purpose of the next section is to present the 

mechanisms through which the predatory Sahelian state may 

(or may not) succeed in gathering the "voluntary 

subordination" of those groups under its rule. 

6.2 State Representation: CUltural Inclusiveness versus 
CUltural Exclusiveness 

It should be obvious by now that the dimension of 

14 , History and anthropology have taught that violence and 
coercion cannot, in themselves, make a political systemperdure. In 
situations of (political and economic) domination, the holders of 
power must also obtain the consent (that is, at least the 
neutrality, the apathy) of the subject to their own subordination. 
To do so, rulers must justify their power, not merely through 
abstract law, but most of all by triggering emotions, political 
passions that underly citizens' acceptance of power, of the way it 
is exercised and of those who exercise it.' 
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cultural representation constitutes the motor of the model. 

State representation comprises measures of access to the state 

and/or to its material resources, and measures of the 

orientation of the culture-related state policies (symbolic 

gestures used by state actors to address subordinate groups 

can also be counted as proxies for state representation). 

State representation varies empirically (from case to case, as 

well as in time for each given case) on a continuum stretching 

from cultural inclusiveness to cultural exclusiveness. Where 

the state is culturally inclusive, it is rare that subordinate 

groups' frustration in the face of economic inequality finds 

its way into the political realm to become a significant 

factor in state society exchange. If, however, the state is 

bluntly exclusive culturally, those excluded collectivities 

are likely to respond positively to opposition discourses 

emphasizing the need for fairer cultural representation, or 

those discourses aimed at sensitizing audiences on the issue 

of economic inequality (e.g., one type of "secular" 

discourse). Furthermore, there are cases of culturally 

exclusive states where the lower (and clearly exploited) 

strata of the cultural group in power will seem unable to 

transcend cultural identification and mobilize politically in 

defense of secular social rights. 

6.2.1 Ethno-Religious Networks of Political and 
Economic Access to the State: 
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The notion of political and economic access to the state 

serves as a measure of state clientelism. Clientelist networks 

are the networks of vertical solidarities on the basis of 

which redistribution of social, political, and economic goods 

is effected. Clientelist networks take a variety of forms, 

including paternalism, nepotism, corruption, favoritism, the 

individual and cultural "personalization" of social and 

political conflicts, etc. As resources are limited, these 

networks tend to become the locus of eager factional struggles 

among groups competing for access. The existence of 

clientelist dynamics may, of course, be said to be a universal 

characteristic of politics. Thus Medard (1991:283) rightfully 

observes that, though a neglected dimension of political 

analysis, clientelism remains an enduring and significant 

reality of politics in "developed" and/or "non-traditional" 

countries (such as France1S
). Similarily, Constantin (1991) 

draws a view of core-periphery dynamics of exchange as a 

process of "international clientelism", whereby the ancien 

rnetropol plays the role of patron and African countries that 

of clients: 

"Ce systeme clienteliste implique un echange personnalise 
entre deux acteurs inegaux, chacun etant utile a l'autre. 
Pour Paris ou Londres, les Etats africains constituent un 

lS The author refers in particular to: J. -F. Medard, 1981, 
"Political Clientelism in France: The Center-Periphery Relations 
Reexamined. II

, pp.12S-172 in S. N. Eisenstadt, R. Lernarchand (eds) , 
Political Clientelism, Patronage, and Development., London: Sage. 
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reservoir de soutien diplomatique, de matieres premieres, 
de marches qu'il faut eviter de voir se derober. Pour 
Dakar, Lome, Nairobi ou Lusaka, la grande puissance est 
source de soutien politique, militaire, economique, 
monetaire, financier, technologique; elles peut fournir 
des armes, des credits, des expert s . Et, en general, 
l'ancienne metropole constitue Ie meilleur partenaire, 
car c'est celui qu'on connait Ie mieux (commune 
socialisation) ."16 (1991:241) 

And yet, I am not alone in believing that clientelism within 

contemporary African states distinguishes itself by two 

features: (1) its scope, and (2) the overwhelmingly cultural 

nature of clientelist networks. 

The scope of factional competition for access to 

clientelist networks in African political systems has been 

widely documented (among others: Marchesin 1989; Amselle 1987 

& 1985; Morice 1987; Jobert 1983; Leca & Schemeil 1983; Faure 

& Medard 1982; Medard 1982 & 1976; Bonte 1980b). As Otayek 

(1991) puts it: 

"Loin d' etre une survivance anachronique du passe ou 
l'expression d'on ne sait quelle pathologie africaine du 
pouvoir, les faction sont Ie reflet des lignes de 
fracture des societes africaines. Leur foisonnement et 
les rapports qui s'etablissent entre elles renvoient a 
des mecanismes sociaux complexes; en ce sens, elles 
constituent un site d'observation privilegie pour la 
sociologie politique africaniste. Les factions doivent 

16 'Such clientelist system implies a personalized exchange 
between two unequal actors, each being useful to the other. To 
Paris or London, African states supply diplomatic support, raw 
material, or markets that one should be careful not to lose. To 
Dakar, Lome, Nairobi or Lusaka, the foreign power is a source of 
political, military, economic, monetary, financial, and 
technological support; it can provide weapons, credit, or experts. 
And, in general, the ex-metropol being most familiar, it tends to 
constitute the best partner (common socialization).' 
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done etre considerees comme un rouage essentiel pour le 
fonctionnement des societes politiques africaines. 
Investies par la logique clienteliste, el1es sont 1e 
canal a travers leque1 s'effectue 1a communication entre 
les gouvernants et les gouvernes, le centre et la 
peripherie, le haut et le bas. Elles mediatisent les 
rapports entre societe po1itique et societe civile et, 
ainsi, exercent une precieuse fonction integratrice. ,,17 

(1991:187) [emphasis added] 

Though my concern is essentially with the networks of access 

to the highest spheres of state (political and economic) power 

(government seats, top private entrepreneurs), and to 

society's response to existing patterns of such 

"representation", it is obvious to any africanist that 

clientelist dynamics are observable and measurable in most 

other spheres of social life. Hence Bayart (1991) notes, 

"[ ... ] L'intensite des luttes d'influence n'est pas 
l'apanage des institutions politiques. Elle se retrouve 
aussi bien a l'interieur des autres structures ou des 
autres forces sociales, telles que les administrations, 
les collectivites locales, les chefferies, les syndicats, 
les organisations patronales et meme les eglises 
chretiennes, les confreries islamiques, les mouvements 

17 'Far from being a mere remnant of the past, or the 
expression of some African pathology of power, factions reflect the 
internal cleavages of African societies. Their multiplicity and the 
relationships they maintain among one another relate to complex 
social processes; in this sense, they form a privileged terrain for 
africanist political sociology. Factions must then be approached as 
an essential feature of African political societies. Invested by 
the logic of clientelism, factions become the channel of 
communication between rulers and ruled, center and periphery, top 
and bottom. They mediate the exchange between political and civil 
society and, therefore, exercise a valuable fonction of 
integration. ' 
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religieux dits «independants» ou les sectes. 1118 

(1991:215) 

The scope of clientelism in the African political system stems 

mainly from the specific context of emergence of the modern 

state. During the early days of independence, and in an 

international context of developmentalist views spread by the 

Western core, it was widely agreed that, in order to maximize 

benefits, all efforts and resources of development should be 

concentrated at the level of the state. This did promote the 

emergence of a centralized state, locus par excellence of 

accumulation, and the private sector grew parasiticaly in 

relation to it, rather than as the outcome of independent 

entreprises: 

"Le developpement d'un monde des affaires africain est 
determine par les modes de gestion des res sources 
publiques, par les strategies des fonctionnaires et des 
politiciens. [ ... J La competition entre Ie prive et Ie 
public est assez rare: au contraire, c'est Ie 
«chevauchement» (pour traduire l'expression anglaise 
straddling appliquee d'abord au cas kenyan) entre les 
deux secteurs qui predomine." 19 (Copans, 1991:150) 

18 , The intensity of factional struggle is not specific to 
political institutions. It also characterizes the other social 
structures or forces, such as administrations, local 
collectivities, traditional notabilities, unions, employers' 
confederations, and even Christian churches, Muslim brotherhoods, 
so-called «independent» religious movements, or sectes.' 

19 'The development of an African private sector is determined 
by the modes of management of public resources, by the strategies 
of the bureaucrats and politicians. [ ... J Competition between the 
private and public sectors is rather rare: on the contrary, is the 
«chevauchement» (to translate the English expression first 
applied to the Kenyan case) between the two sectors that 
predominates.' 
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of power was indeed successful, the 

sacrificed the ideals of national 

development (minimum material security for all, access to 

health care and education, etc.) to its predatory nature. 

Recourse to state clientelism as the most efficient means to 

secure a sufficient basis of legitimacy, combined with the 

(much related) absence of beneficial (e.g., truly national) 

social policies, is a key factor in explaining the striking 

range of inequality observed today in most African societies. 

African clientelist networks are also culturally 

connotated. As will be seen in chapter 6, participation, at 

one level or another, in a clientelist network may be 

determined by tribal, religious, ethnic, or regional identi ty ; 

in any case, these networks express the persistence of 

cultural divisions as a determinant dimension of the political 

process. In Mauritania, where the state is dominated by the 

Maur (Arabo-Berber) ethnic group, state clienteles get formed 

largely on the same basis of extended family and tribe that 

prevailed in pre-colonial times (Marchesin 1992, QuId Cheick 

1985). In Senegal, a country which is sometimes presented as 

II THE II model of African democracy, the criteria for 

participation in the networks of redistribution of power is 

religion: there, the political weight of the two dominant 

muslim brotherhoods (the Mouridyya and the Tidjanyya) lies in 

the fact that marabous (religious leaders) can dictate their 
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disciples' electoral choices (Diop 1981) and/or responses to 

economic policies of the state. The state, as can be expected, 

reacts by actively seeking these popular leaders' political 

support (for instance, Cruise O'Brien & Coulon 1988, Coulon 

1983, Cruise O'Brien 1971, Behrman 1970). 

The successful reproduction of the predatory clientelist 

state can only partially be attributed to the fact that, while 

only a minority of elite bureaucrats and entrepreneurs truly 

benefits from the systematic pillage of state resources, 

larger numbers may benefit from the extended process of 

redistribution (Amselle, 1985:265). It is crucial to take into 

account that the class system in which modern state 

clientelism is operated results in a "dual" class system where 

old and new stratas coexist under the rule of the state. 

Copans (1978:108; my translation), in his analysis of unequal 

national development in contemporary Senegal, thus 

distinguishes among: 

(1) national dominant classes: 

- the various fractions of the bureaucratic state; 
- the brokers of economic imperialism; 

the groups interested in developing the internal 
market; 

(2) regional dominant classes: 

- old dominant classes disadvantaged by colonization and 
at times used by the state; 

new regional dominant classes associated with a 
specific space or to a specific instance (the author 
cites the case of the Mouride leadership as an exemple of 
this category); 
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- local representatives of the national dominant classes; 

(3) dominated classes by subordination of their productive 
space: 

old dominated stratas locally integrated to the 
exploitation process (slaves, craftsmen, free peasants); 
- old dominant stratas (sometimes of foreign origin) also 
submitted to this process which is at the same time one 
of divestment; 

(4) dominated classes by (social and geographic) separation 
from their space of production: 

classes associated with the various branches and 
fractions that emerged from the development of productive 
capitalism; 
- classes linked to the process of unequal development: 
rural-rural, rural-urban, national-international (workers 
who migrated to foreign countries remaining part of the 
Senegalese working class) ; 
- classes associated with the process of marginalization. 

The character, both unequal and dual (coexistence and 

interaction of old and new social stratas), of stratification 

provides the key to account for the fact that, in too many 

cases, the unequal redistribution of power and goods through 

clientelist networks goes largely uncontested. Indeed, 

political passivity among left-out groups is best explained by 

assuming that the real strength of state clientelism lies, not 

merely in its structural function of economic redistribution, 

but rather in the perception of clientelism by subordinate 

groups as an ideologically legitimate social process. Even 

Copans, entranched as he is in the structural marxist argument 

of the primacy of modes of production over ideological 

superstructures in determining political outcomes, is forced 
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to recognize: 

II Le clientE§lisme [ ... ] exprime it la fois Ie decalage et 
la solution it ce decal age entre les lois purement 
economiques du developpement capitaliste et les moyens 
ideologiques, politiques et sociaux it la disposition de 
ceux qui impulsent et dominent ce developpement pour 
organiser des rapports politiques qui puissent permettre 
la reproduction autonome de ces mecanismes. Mais dans la 
mesure ou les formes de la reproduction ne sont pas 
homogenes au plan national et un produit organique des 
nouvelles formes de production, il faut qu'intervienne un 
rapport de mediation qui releve de l'ensemble des 
systemes existants (et non seulement de deux comme dans 
la version dualiste ou combinatoire marxiste). Le 
clientelisme remplit cette fonction parfaitement 
puisqu'il est it la fois une relation sociale qui utilise 
l'ideologie et la forme des rapports entre parents, entre 
ordres ou castes, entre aines et cadets, et un instrument 
d' equi valence marchande des services rendus. [ ... ] II 
peut s' integrer it un processus de genese de classes 
sociales mais peut en etre aussi un obstacle important. 
Le rapport de clientele permet de doubler donc 
I' efficacite encore limitee des nouveaux rapports de 
domination et d'exploitation. II condense dans une forme 
politique la force cachee de rapports sociaux sans 
efficacite directe dans la determination des nouveaux 
rapports de production (langue, age, sexe, "paroisse", 
religion, parente, etc.) ."20 (1978:111) 

20 'Clientelism [ ... ] expresses at once the gap and the 
solution to fill the gap between the purely economic laws of 
capitalist development, and the ideological, political and social 
means at the disposal of those who drive and dominate this 
development in order for them to organize political relations 
compatible with the autonomous reproduction of these mecanisms. 
However, since the forms of reproduction are not homogenous at the 
national level and an organic product of the new forms of 
production, there is a necessity for a mediating process which ties 
all the existing systems (and not only two as in the dualist or 
combinatory marxist version). Clientelism fullfils such function 
perfectly since it is at the same time a social relation utilizing 
the ideology and a form of relation among kin, orders or castes, 
between seniors and juniors, and an instrument to insure equity 
among services traded. [ ... ] It can be integrated to a process of 
class formation but can also be an important obstacle to that 
process. The clientelist relation thus doubles the efficacy, still 
limited, of the new relations of domination and exploitation. It 
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Illustrations of the "ideological function" of the 

clientelist process in African political arenas abound. 

Marchesin (1992) cites the case of a high member of 

Mauritanian state bureaucracy (a member of government) who, as 

a result of his integrity (e. g . , refusal to give in to 

clientelist practices), was perceived by his group as a 

traitor (he indirectly favored rival tribes), and socially 

isolated (the worst punishment for a member of the tribal 

community). Bonte (1980a) has gone so far as to argue that the 

massive migration movements toward the Mauritanian capital are 

linked to the fact that it is in the capital that clientelist 

networks are most active (1980a:230). On the clientelist 

redistribution process in Mali, Amselle (1987) notes: 

" [ ... ] Lorsqu' un conunercant redistribue des millions de 
francs CFA a des griots, ou lorsque Ie President accorde 
une license d'importation de 20 000 tonnes de sucre a un 
marabout pour que celui-ci acheve la construction de sa 
mosquee, il est difficile d'imputer ces operations au 
sous-developpement ou a la dependance. [ ... ] Pour 
apprecier pleinement l'environnement social et culturel 
de I' economie malienne, il est necessaire de restituer Ie 
comportement de ces hommes d'affaires dans Ie cadre qui 
est Ie leur, a savoir l'histoire de leur pays. C'est par 
rapport au passe, ou plus exactement par rapport a la 
maniere dont ce passe est constamment reconstruit et 
reinterprete, que se modele Ie comportement de ces 
entrepreneurs. [ ... ] Les hommes d' affaires, comme Ie 
reste des Maliens, sont contraints de convertir une 
partie de leur fortune en prestige social ou religieux. 
Proceder autrement susciterait l'incomprehension de la 

condenses in a political form the hidden force of social relations 
without direct effect in the determination of the new relations of 
production (langage, age, gender, "parish", religion, kinship, 
etc. ) . ' 
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grande masse de la population. ,,21 (1987 :71-2) [emphasis 
added] 

It is precisely this type of argument that my model of 

Sahelian African political processes is set to test. The 

particular development of the state into the main locus of 

accumulation, coupled with the persistence of traditional 

cleavages within and among distinct cultural communities, has 

allowed for the crystallization of state clientelism as one of 

the most important (and "normal") regulatory process of 

Sahelian state society relations. State representation in 

Sahelian nations is considered culturally inclusive where the 

ethno-religious map of government offices and top private 

entrepreneurs reflects the country's ethno-religious 

configuration. Where an entire ethnic and/or religious segment 

of the population is deprived of access to the state's 

clientelist networks, state representation is defined as 

culturally exclusive. Obviously, it is assumed that the more 

21 '[ ••• ] When a businessman redistributes millions of CFA 
francs to 'griots', or when the president grants a license to 
import 20,000 tons of sugar to a marabout so that the latter can 
finish the construction of his mosque, it is hard to attribute 
these operations to either underdevelopment or dependency. [ ... ] In 
order to fully appreciate the social and cultural context of the 
Malian economy, one must replace these actors' behavior in their 
proper frame, namely the history of their country. It is in 
relation to the past, more precisely in relation to the way this 
past is perpetually reconstructed and reinterpreted, that these 
businessmen's behavior is modeled [ ... ] Businessmen, like all other 
Malians, are forced to convert a portion of their wealth into 
social or religious prestige. To do otherwise would not be 
understood by the population at large.' 
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that representation is culturally inclusive, the more likely 

the state will be to hold a secure basis of legitimacy. A 

culturally exclusive state, however, has ways of muting 

subordinate groups' frustration (and limit the extent of their 

mobilization by opposition groups). One efficient strategy is 

to distill more favorable culture-related policies. 

6.2.2 Orientation of CUlture-Related State 
Policies: 

Analysis of the orientation of culture-related national 

policies serves as a means of refining the measures of state 

representation through direct political and economic access. 

The state's culture-related policies may (1) further 

exacerbate the (perceived) illegitimate character of 

clienteles' composition, (2) counterbalance and/or buffer the 

existence of a culturally non-representative dominant group, 

or (3) further strengthen the hegemony of the state. These 

policies can be of great importance in measuring the state's 

strategy of dealing with cultural divisions within the 

country, as well as their means of limiting the effects of 

culturally exclusive access to state power. 

Given the dominant cultural cleavages in Sahelian Africa 

(arab/african and muslim/non-muslim divisions),· there are 

three domains of culture-related policy-making which deserve 

particular attention. The first concerns the state's 

linguistic policy: which is (are) the official language(s)? 
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Which has acquired the (less important) status of national 

language(s)? Which language(s) is (are) taught in the 

educational system, and how (what status)? In particular, the 

status given to Arabic, as compared to indigenous langages, 

will be covered in the comparative analysis. 

The second concerns the 'politics of census': What is the 

state's official discourse with regard to the cultural 

composition of the national population? Does the state conduct 

regular censuses, and if so how is the census questionnaire 

constructed? Does it include explicit categories to record 

citizens' religion, tribe, ethnicity, etc.? How widely are the 

results publicized? 

The third important cultural domain to be regulated by 

the state is that of religion. In particular, what is status 

of Islam in the legal system? Has Islamic law (Chariaa) ever 

been enforced? In what political context? If other religions 

are practiced in the country, are their followers penalized in 

any way by the state? 

Depending on the country's ethno-religious configuration, 

any of these three policy issues can become invested with 

great political meaning. One example is the Senegalese state's 

insistance on Wolof as the language of all in Senegal, or its 

promises to provide more room for the teaching of Arabic in 

schools when it is threatened politically by reformist muslim 

movements. Other examples include the link between linguistic 
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policy and Negro-African student unrest in Mauritania, the use 

of Islamic law to buffer economic discontent in northern 

Sudan, and ethnic discontent in Mauritania. The timing of 

state recourse to these culture-related policies, as well as 

the observed responses of society to them, strongly supports 

the claim of a significant weight of culture (subordinate 

and/or dominant actors' cultural identification, elite actors' 

manipulation of existing cultural cleavages) on the dynamic 

process of national political competition. 

One last indicator of the state's strategy to deal with 

society's ethno-religious divisions is provided by the actual 

behavior of prominent state representatives. It would indeed 

be a mistake to underestimate the political meaning (and 

effect) of symbolic gestures, such as the visit by Senegalese 

President to reknowned muslim leaders on the eve of general 

elections. {Obviously, symbolic gestures can also come from 

opposition actors; also they can hold a II negative II meaning and 

effect, that is, their result can be to alienate their maker 

from given segment of society. 

Together, all three measures of state representation -

access to political and economic resources via clientelist 

networks, orientation of culture-related policies, symbolic 

gestures -- will allow estimation of the relative fit between 

a country's ethno-religious configuration and the licultural 

status" of its dominant group (government and clienteles). As 
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this fit increases, that is, as the state becomes more 

inclusive culturally, the state tends to be more hegemonic, 

independently of the range of economic inequality. As it 

deteriorates, that is, as the state becomes more exclusive 

culturally, unrest within civil society tends to increase, 

forcing the state to use more coercion in order to maintain 

its domination. In the latter case, close attention must be 

paid to opposition's mobilizational capacity: in particular, 

it is important to know which type of opposition discourse 

(cultural or secular) is most successful in gathering 

audiences among subordinate groups. Further, where 

oppositional mobilization is high, what segment of the 

population is more prone to respond favorably to its rallying 

discourse? 

Table 2 OUtcomes of CUltural Representation 

ETHNO
RELIGIOUS 

CONFIGURATION 

DIVISIVE 

HOMOGENOUS 

CULTURAL REPRESENTATION 

INCLUSIVE EXCLUSIVE 

civil Disorder 
(&/or) 

Stability High 
Oppositional 
Mobilization 

Stability 
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Finally, in the same way that the "full meaning" of the 

variable ethno-religious configuration is not merely contained 

in the statistical composition of national population, but 

rather includes actors' subjective identification as dictated 

by regional socio-economic and political history, a full 

measure of state cultural representation requires that 

information regarding pre-colonial regional balance (s) of 

power be incorporated into the analysis. Once again, these 

pre-colonial political equilibria22 were more or less 

disrupted during colonization, and the contemporary patterns 

of political representation first crystallized, rupturing to 

one degree or another existing clientelist political 

processes. Access to the administrative apparatus of the 

modern state was essentially determined by the perception of 

colonial agents of the optimal (e.g., least costly) strategy 

to maintain order. Hence, in Mauritania, the French colonial 

administration sought the alliance of the Maur religious 

tribes, at the expense of both Maur warrior tribes and Negro-

22 I am not drawing an idealistic picture of pre-colonial 
times. Exchanges among communities included conflict and wars as 
well as alliances and peaceful exchanges. The point, rather, is 
that these inter-group relations took place among distinct 
political states. This ideas is also akin to Zolberg's (1966) 
argument that "the consideration of traditions in Africa is 
complicated by the fact that to anyone contemporary territory, 
there usually correspond several traditional societies; hence one 
must consider not only the tradition of each but also the interplay 
between them." (1966:154) 
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African ethnic communities. In Sudan, the British consciously 

neglected the southern part of the country. The same goes for 

the French's exclusive attention to southern Chad, which they 

bluntly named "the useful Chad" (le Tchad utile). To what 

degree was the pre-colonial regional ( "spontaneous II , 

II natural " ) balance of power impaired by the colonial 

administration? Did the new state "repair" the political 

damage thus made? Which ethnic and/or religious groups got 

privileged access to the new state structures? Which of these 

groups were most handicapped? Only a full analysis of these 

questions reveal the behavior of the modern state, and 

society's response to it. 

6.3 Political OUtcomes: Oppositional Mobilization and 
Mode of State Rule 

Whatever the outcome, state - society exchange expresses 

the dynamics of a "balanced" national political system. That 

is, neither the actions of the state nor those of the various 

political forces of society are random. Rather, they both 

share a political language, which in Sahel ian nations has much 

to do with the politicization of ethno-religious divisions 

within society. 



Table 3 

OPPOSITION'S 
MOBILIZATION 
CAPACITY 

6.3.1 
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Ideal-Types of State Society Exchange 

STATE RULE 

HEGEMONY COERCION 

LOW Stability Arbitrary 
(Senegal) Tyranny 

Relative Disorder &/or 
HIGH Stability Civil War 

(Mauritania) (Chad, Sudan) 

Patterns and Scope of Oppositional 
Mobilization: 

Mobilization capacity of the opposition varies from high 

to low. In any given case, the nature of opposition discourse 

is of great significance for the analysis. Specifically, is 

opposition's rallying discourse cultural, that is, does it in 

any way denounce the state's poor cultural representation? Or, 

by contrast, is opposition's discourse secular, denouncing any 

form of cultural politics as practiced by the state, or 

restricting its claims exclusively to demands for economic 

justice and/or political democracy? By contrasting the degree 

of cultural inclusiveness (or exclusiveness) of state 

representation with the pattern and scope of· opposition 

(secular/low, cultural/low, secular/high, cultural/high), I 

plan to demonstrate the weight of ethno-religious cleavages on 

Sahelian national political dynamics. 
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Though the construction of the variable "patterns and 

scope of oppositional mobilization" is straightforward, it 

calls for several clarifications. First, it should be clear 

that one cannot conclude from low mobilizational power of 

organized opposition that society is politically apathetic. 

Lack of any significant response, especially in view of 

"extreme" state actions (such as the harsh and quite visible 

repression of recognizable segments of the population), is 

quite meaningful for one who seeks to understand political 

processes. Popular apathy in such circumstances can teach much 

about the "common sense" that drives society, and how it gets 

articulated to the dynamics of an essentially predatory state. 

Second, the fact that opposition movements (whether based on 

a secular or a cultural discourse) fail to gather active 

popular support does not necessarily mean that there are no 

significant currents of discontent in society. To conclude so, 

one must first contrast existing opposition languages with any 

claims expressed through unorganized (unchanneled) forms of 

protest. Third, it will at times be necessary to go beyond the 

official discourse of organized opposition movements to fully 

grasp the nature of their mobilizational power. Hence there 

are instance of massive and officially secular movements 

which, in truth, have gained numerical force merely by forming 

a coalition of culturally distinct fractions, each associated 

with specific audiences. This is hard to perceive in view of 
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the great rallies where these movements manage to assemble 

multi-cultural masses of tens of thousands of supporters. 

In all cases, of course, the key analysis of national 

patterns of (organized or spontaneous) oppositional 

mobilization will be the composition of protesting groups. My 

efforts will be geared to discriminate, as precisely as 

possible (that is, as carefully as the data available allows 

it), between protesting groups' ethno-religious and socio-

economic background. As it is the main thrust of this model of 

state society relations that ethno-religious cleavages 

continue to play a determinant political role, economic 

stratification should be controlled for at all levels of the 

analysis. The idea to be tested in the comparative analysis is 

that subordinate groups' perception of socio-economic 

inequality is consistently overridden by the claim to cultural 

representation. 

6.3.2 Mode of State 
Repression) : 

rule {Patterns of 

Mode of state rule varies on a continuum from state 

hegemony, or rule by consent to rule by coercion. It is less 

costly for the clientelist state to gather consent through 

political compromise and cultural manipulation, than to have 

to rely on physical coercion. There may be several reasons for 

this. Obviously, a coercive state indirectly provides strength 

to opposition forces, which can gather popular support merely 
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by denouncing repression. Also, the state in Sahelian Africa 

(like all dependent states) remains largely dependent on 

outside states for resources, including the tools of coercion. 

As the stream of these resources is not directly controlled by 

the state,. one can assume that the latter will use them "with 

some caution", and only where there are tangible signs (1) 

that it can use coercion "safely" (that is, whithout it 

leading to escalating unrest, and the need for ever more 

immediate force), or (2) that there are no other way to stop 

currents of unrest within society without having to alter the 

dominant political and economic status quo. 

Real state power, in this analysis, is defined as 

hegemony. The search for legitimacy becomes a particularly 

important process in national arenas where the state has 

entered in competition with other political movements (as is 

increasingly becoming the case in African national political 

arenas). By isolating dominant patterns of state repression, 

and by revealing the ways in which the state seeks to contain 

or elude social wrath, one gains analytic insight into the 

distinct "shape" of legitimacy associated with the evolution 

of each national arena. In particular it appears from the 

comparison of Sahel ian cases how conflicting definitions of 

political legitimacy follow the ethno-religious lines dividing 

society. 

Finally, in the case of rule by coercion, a distinction 
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is made between police-type repression (Mauritania, Senegal), 

and the force used in the case of open civil war (Chad, 

Sudan). In the former case, the lesser degree of force needed 

by the state in order to maintain political stability 

expresses weaker radical oppositional mobilization within 

civil society. 

6.4 Theoretical Propositions and Outline of Cases 

The political process of state society exchange in 

Sahel ian African arenas follows a common, regional 

determinism. In Senegal as in Mauritania, or Chad, or Sudan, 

distinct national balances of power (among the state and its 

opposing forces) have nevertheless all crystallized around the 

countries' respective ethno-religious configurations. This is 

demonstrated with propositions for post-independence national 

political competition. 

First, the analysis illustrates the general argument that 

observed patterns of state society relations (a dynamic 

process embodied in the related variations in oppositional 

mobilization and patterns of state rule) are largely explained 

as a function of the adequacy of state ethno-religious 

representation. Despite cross-ethnic and/or cross-religious 

objective socio-economic disparities, the emergence of 

significant currents of protest vis-a-vis the state can, in 

most cases, be traced back to the ever- persistent political 
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volatility of ethnic and/or religious divisions in the entire 

region. 

Second, under the rule of a given Sahelian state, the 

outcome of competition among secular and cultural opposition 

discourses is predictable in a model that gives primacy to 

symbolic/cultural causes, specifically, to the weight of 

ethno-religious identity on subordinate actors' political 

affiliation and behavior. In these propositions, cultural 

forces take precedence over material ones. One way to assess 

their importance is to measure variations in responses to 

secular opposition movements. My model suggests that: 

1. Where the state is more inclusive culturally, subordinate 
actors tends to remain apathetic and unresponsive to secular 
opposition claims; 

2. Where the state is more exclusive culturally, the ideals of 
social justice and freedom carried by secular political 
discourses can appeal to the culturally excluded segments of 
society; 

2a. Even in the latter case, however, sustained mobilization 
in the name of secular political and economic claims is best 
managed where other, culturally connotated discourses are 
silenced by the state. 

Third, it is not assumed that subordinate actors of 

Sahelian political systems are in any way lost in terms of 

their political consciousness. Obviously, the changes imposed 

by modernity have some effect on traditional chains of 

solidarity, thus opening the way to new frames of 

consciousness. The argument advanced in this analysis, 

however, is that, wherever the signs of such new political 
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mobilization of subordinate actors (for instance, class 

mobilization) are present, one also detects the political 

weight of cultural factors which serve to impede their 

development. By recognizing and understanding this lasting 

process of II consciousness articulation 1123, one might come to 

understand what would be necessary to neutralize or redirect 

the negative political effect of popular ethno-religious 

identification, lest the predatory state (and a significant 

portion of its opposing elite) continues to feed voraciously 

upon it. 

Of the cases compared, Senegal exhibits the most 

II harmonious " state society exchange. No doubt, this outcome is 

in part attributable to the fact that the country was 

"blessed" with one of the most homogenous ethno-religious 

configuration of Sahelian Africa (if not of Africa in 

general), a quasi-spontaneous "wolofisation" of society, 

together with the predominance of Islam (religion of just 

about nine tenths of the population) . Also, in conducting its 

political economy, the state since independence has, for the 

large part, settled on an alliance with leadership branches of 

the country's muslim brotherhoods, who continue to oversee 

peanut production, the mainstay of Senegal's monocrop export 

23 Which, it seems to me, it is vain to associate with any 
"predictable" evolution toward some universal and II moral II prototype 
of citizenship. 
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economy. This is a seemingly efficient strategy, directly 

inherited from French colonial administration. Nevertheless, 

the state's poorly executed development and diversification 

policies are now threatening to undermine completely this 

long-lived political-economic balance. What is interesting 

with this case, then, is to anticipate the effects of the 

growing structural crisis of the Senegalese national economy, 

together with the ever growing scarcity of resources, for 

national political competition. Which fraction of the 

political elite, old or new, seems most likely to benefit from 

the inevitable fracture of the old balance? That is, which 

will be most likely to appeal to the largest popular audience? 

How will this affect state legitimacy and state rule? 

Mauritania's pattern of state society exchange is at once 

more conflictual and more complex than Senegal's. Islam, the 

religion of all Mauritanians, has served throughout the 

country's modern history as a powerful factor of political 

unity (powerful enough to delay radical ethnic confrontation 

and full-blown civil war). Islam has served the elite state 

and opposition actors alike. Yet this has not prevented the 

escalation of ethnic cleavage and violence between Maurs 

(Arabo-Berbers) and Negro-African collectivities Access to 

state power and resources is dominated unequivocably by the 

Maur cultural component (officially four fifths of the 

national population, an overblown estimate in the view of 
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many). This has spurred repeated Negro-African protests over 

one form or another of cultural "under-representation". Some 

of the most serious socio-political crises have resulted. In 

1966, the Negro-African Mauritanian students' protest of the 

decision to make Arabic a mandatory item was openly supported 

by high ranking civil servants from the same ethnic groups. In 

1979, similar unrest was associated with additional laws 

promoting the status of Arabic in the educational system, as 

well as with the distribution of the 1986 "Manifeste du Negro-

Mauritanien Opprime" (signed by the FLAM, Front de Loberation 

des Africains de Mauritanie). In 1987, the military, which was 

instrumental in the "resolution" of past crises, attempted a 

coup led by a group of young Negro-African (many say mainly 

Halpulaaren) officers of the Mauritanian army. 

Mauritanian Haratine24 , s behavior in such contexts of 

open inter-ethnic hostility is quite revealing. The Haratine, 

and this is significant, form the "purest" segment of a 

national cultural division of labor diagram; they remain, in 

overwhelming proportions, at the lowest stratas of modern 

society, whether they are the victims of de facto slavery 

(more or less total economic dependency, and no rigorously 

administered law to protect their rights) vis-a.-vis their Maur 

master (or ex-master, slavery having been officially banned, 

24 See appendix 1 for a list for a succint glossary of the 
political actors cited. 
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for the third time, in the early 1980s), or by filling the 

largest segments of unskilled labor in the modern economy. 

With all this, Haratines exhibit the most disciplined 

dedication to the political party formed in their name, EI Hor 

("The Pur", in reference to the freed slave), a movement which 

remains strictly cultural in composition, as well as in its 

great reluctance to secure an alliance with Negro-African 

political movements making comparable claims for social 

(economic, educational, etc.) equity. Haratines thus form a 

great exemple to analyze the competition, at the political 

level, between actors' class and ethno-religious identity. 

Although most of the ingredients seem present to foster 

an escalation of internal civil strife and violence in 

Mauritania, the case must imperatively be distinguished from 

Chad and Sudan, which display the most extreme type of 

conflictual state society exchange. The two countries have 

already entered lasting and recurrent cycles of civil war, 

opposing Northern "Arabized" and Muslim fractions to Negro

African and essentially non-Muslim Southern communities. Quite 

significantly, ethno-religious cleavages (which were 

crystallized early on during the precolonial period) got, in 

both cases, most unequivocably superimposed upon the unequal 

regional patterns of econOlllic development inherited from 

colonization, which the modern state was not able (or willing) 

to balance. 
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While ethno-religious divisions, as formalized in this 

study, unequivocally form the core cultural root of civil 

strife in Chad and in Sudan, symbolized in the great gap 

between the countries' Northern and Southern regions, one also 

observes 'intra-regional' divisions (such as the acute 

factionalism of Northern Chad, and the inter-ethnic conflicts 

of Southern Chad and Southern Sudan). However, the political 

expression of these "secondary" cleavages is muted in the face 

of the basic North-South divide. This is particularly true of 

the politicization of ethnic cleavages in either of the two 

countries' Southern regions. As for Northern (armed) 

factionalism in Northern Chad, it can be attributed to the 

conjunction of a poorer institutionalization of party politics 

than in Sudan (where parties inspired by Muslim brotherhoods 

dominate the political arena), with a more sustained 

involvement of foreign actors providing the various factions 

with the means to sustain armed competition. 

At the national level, however, the same logic by which 

dominant ethno-religious divisions monopolize the political 

realm prevails in either of the two cases. 

Such is the analytic frame of this thesis. Before 

discussing the empirical cases, I turn to a brief exposition 

of Weber's ideal-type methodology and its usefulness in 

testing the argument on state society exchange developed 

above, as well as of data collection procedures. 
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"The real meat of history would 
usually fall in between such 
extreme types; hence Weber 
would approximate the 
multiplicity of specific 
historical situations by 
bringing various type concepts 
to bear upon the specific case 
under his fOCUS."1 

7. Methodologigal Approach and Data Collection 

I use Weber's ideal type methodology to compare state 

society exchange in modern Sahelian African countries2
• 

Weber's method of comparative history allows for a richness of 

analysis unmet through other approaches. 

Aron (1967) notes that Weber thinks "against" ("contre"), 

leaving us most of all with a notion of what the type is not. 

It is not a hypothesis, since it is a proposition which 

corresponds to a concrete reality; it is not a description of 

reality, since he retains only certain aspects of it; and it 

is not a mean, since what significance it holds is not of a 

1 Gerth & Wright Mills, 1946:60. 

2 Were I keen on the use of statistical models to account for 
social dynamics (which, it should be known, is not the case), the 
scarcity and/or fragmented nature of quantitative data on Sahel ian 
political processes would soon have discouraged me from attempting 
any sort of "systematic" statistical approach. 
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quantitative nature. The ideal type, like the concept, does 

not express the totality of reality, but only its significant 

aspect. Unlike the concept (as understood in transcendental 

philosophy), however, it does not necessarily retain reality's 

most general or common characteristics. The qualification 

"ideal" implies that an original aspect is retained from the 

phenomenon described, that the type delimits what is unique, 

rather than what is average. Moreover, for Weber the ideal 

type is different from the concept in that it doesn't merely 

select from reality, but also adds something to it; in his 

view, the role of the scholar stretches beyond the 

presentation of what he perceives as "significant", to the 

extension of certain qualities, to the accentuation of certain 

aspects. Weber's intention in the use ideal types is 

summarized by Gerth and Mills (1946) in the following way: 

"The much-discussed 'ideal-type,' a key term in Weber's 
methodological discussion, refers to the construction of 
certain elements of reality into a logically precise 
conception. [ ... J By using this term, Weber did not mean 
to introduce a new conceptual tool. He merely intended to 
bring to full awareness what social scientists and 
historians had been doing when they used words like 'the 
economic man,' 'feudalism,' 'Gothic versus Romanesque 
architecture,' or 'Kingship.' He felt that social 
scientists had the choice of using logically controlled 
and unambiguous conceptions, which are thus more removed 
from historical reality, or of using less precise 
concepts, which are more closely geared to the empirical 
world. Weber's interest in world-wide comparisons led him 
to consider extreme and 'pure cases.' These cases became 
'crucial instances' and controlled the level of 
abstraction that he used in connection with any 
particular problem." (1958:59-60) 
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Thus, ideal-type methodology is flexible enough to leave room 

to acknowledge the full complexity of historical material 

given cases may fall anywhere in between types and still be 

logically articulated to them all the while maintaining a 

rigorous analytic framework. The analysis derives from the 

hypothesized relation among a battery of type-scales used to 

compare a given set of historical cases. In Ricoeur's (1986) 

words: 

"The methodological import of ideal types is that they 
allow us to grasp the complexity of singular cases by a 
combinatory system based on a limited set of fundamental 
types. By proceeding on the basis of combinatory types, 
sociology can cope with the manifoldness of reality . The 
ideal types are intermediary structures which are neither 
a priori nor merely inductive but in between. They are 
not a priori since they have to be supported by 
experience, but in another sense they also precede 
reality since they provide a leading thread that orients 
us. (1986:186-87) (emphasis added) 

By "approximating" the distinct positions of Senegal, 

Mauritania, Chad, and Sudan on the three type-scales defined 

in the last chapter (ethno-religious configuration, state 

representation, state society exchange), I can demonstrate the 

stability, accross the four cases, of the hypothesized 

relationship among these three variables, namely that observed 

national patterns of state society exchange are largely a 

function of the fit between a country's ethno-religious 

configuration and its state's patterns of cultural 

representation. I have defined "types of ethno-religious 

configuration" as ranging from homogenous to divisive, "types 
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of state representation" as ranging from culturally inclusive 

to culturally exclusive, and "types of state society exchange" 

as ranging from stable (peaceful) to unstable (violent); I 

should briefly comment on ~ choice for the distribution, on 

each of these three scales, of the cases compared. 

The population of every Sahelian country distributes 

itself into "Arab" (Arabo-Berber) and Negro-African ethnic 

groups, and into Muslim and non-Muslim groups. When I say that 

Senegal presents the most homogenous ethno-religious 

configuration of the sample compared, it does not mean that 

there is no ethnic differenciation at all within Senegalese 

society. What it means is that Senegal, with no Arab/African 

divide, and only a small minority of non-Muslims, is 

diametrically opposed to, say, Sudan, where a sharp 

disjuncture between southern Negro-African groups and northern 

"Arabs" coincides almost perfectly with the existing religious 

cleavage between non-Muslims and Muslims. The two other cases 

fall somewhere in between, Mauritania being (only) ethnically 

divisive, and Chad being (mainly) religiously divisive. 

In the same way, to claim that state representation in 

Mauritania (or in Senegal) is more culturally inclusive than 

in Chad or Sudan is not to imply that cultural representation 

in the Mauritanian (or Senegalese for that matter) state is 

not problematic, even openly conflictual at times. The 

differentiating factor is the degree to which the state moves 
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toward culturally inclusive representation: more so in Senegal 

and in Mauritania, and less so in Chad and Sudan. 

Finally, if outcomes of state society exchange (nature 

and scope of oppositional mobilization, and mode of state 

rule) are clearly distinct in Chad and Sudan where open civil 

war has long been part of the political landscape, serious 

political crises do occur also in the two other countries. The 

analysis of these crises (the political and economic context 

of their eruption, the mode of their resolution), however, 

serve to demonstrate the greater stability (or the lesser 

volatility) of state society relations in Senegal and 

Mauritania, as compared with the other two. 

Weberian logic of comparative analysis is all the more 

appropriate for the purpose of this analysis in that the 

political processes described are highly dynamic ones. 

Therefore, as much as a case will, overall, fit more tightly 

one category than another, it can always fall, at one period 

or another, in between types (this applies to the two 

political variables, state representation and state society 

exchange). It is my task, then, to "make sense" of these 

changes within the general analytic framework proposed~ 

An important precaution in order to insure the soundness 

of the demonstration is to control for other, potentially 

significant causal factors. The first, and most important 
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dimension to be controlled for, as already mentioned, is the 

economic dimension. This is done at two distinct levels of the 

analysis. First, structural position in the world-system of 

economic exchange is automatically controlled for: while 

hosting widely differing patterns of state society relations, 

the four Sahelian countries analyzed are comparably dependent 

economically vis-a-vis the core (Sahelian economies are widely 

recognized and classified among the poorest and most 

disarticulated in the world) . 

A second, more complex economic control has to do with 

internal stratification. Unlike the world-system position, the 

control for this dimension is to be carefully woven into the 

analysis of national political processes. I have already 

mentioned how, in the analysis of oppositional mobilization, 

it will be crucial to discriminate carefully between 

subordinate groups' claims for more social justice and their 

claims for better cultural (ethnic and/or religious) 

representation. By knowing which segments of the population 

challenge the state (and its networks of clienteles), and for 

what reason, it becomes possible to estimate the relative 

political weights of cultural and class identities. The other 

analytic strategy to control for internal class structure is 

to use conjunctures of acute economic crisis as key moments to 

estimate the differential mobilizational power of culture and 

class, and its effect on state behavior (state strategy of 
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rule). This is done most thouroughly in the comparison of 

Senegal and Mauritania (particularly in sections 6.1.2,6.2.2, 

and 6.3) . 

There are two additional controls. The first of these 

additional controls is formal regime type3
• This control is 

exogenous to the model, but it will be useful to know whether 

the hypotheses hold accross the full range of institutional 

regime types in Africa: (1) 'democracy' (Senegal since 1976; 

post-1991 Mauritania; Sudan periodically); (2) one-party 

civilian regime (Mauritania before 1978; Senegal prior to 

1976); (3) military regime (1978-1991 Mauritania; Sudan under 

Abboud, Nimeiri and again since 1989 under al-Bashir). 

The other control is for geo-political factors. Taking 

into account the geo-political interests triggered by a 

country's latitude on the map can be important: indeed, if 

these interests do translate into a flow of external resources 

(including police or military resources, as shown by the aid 

and/or interventions of Iraq in Mauritania, of France and 

Libya in Chad, of Libya, Egypt and the U.S. in Sudan, etc.), 

they may play a certain role in explaining the viability of 

3 This control concerns only 
regime. Hence on its basis alone, 
regarding the impact of a regime's 
'ideology' (capitalist, socialist, 
outcomes. 

the formal structure of the 
no conclusion can be drawn 
(official, or self-ascribed) 
Afro-marxist) on political 
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non-hegemonic states4
• 

Finally, I should say a few words on the data collection 

process. Political data on African countries is a scarce 

commodity. However, through the support of a research grant 

from the African-American Institute, I was able to travel 

(from late January to late March 1992) to Nouakchott and 

Dakar, where I collected first hand data. In both cities, I 

interviewed leading members of the significant political 

formations. Thus in Nouakchott I questioned (among others) 

Messoud ould Boulkheir (General Secretary of the UFD/ENs and 

one of the original leaders of EI Hor) , Ahmed ould Daddah 

(official head of the same formation and presidential 

candidate in 1992), Boubacar ould Messoud {EI Hor) , Ba 

Alassane (PLEJ), Diop Mamadou (AMN), Beshir ould el-Hassen and 

Abdallahi ould Kebd (MDI) , Boulla ould Mogueya (PRDS), Mohamed 

Mahmoud ould Mah (UPSD and also a presidential candidate in 

1992), etc. In Dakar, I was able to interview Landing Savane 

(head of AND-Jeff, the largest leftist organization in Senegal 

4 The effect of the intervention of foreign powers on national 
political dynamics is indisputable. Americans were able in a few 
days to accomplish what national political actors had been unable 
to do in years, namely put a stop to the armed confrontation among 
competing political factions. However, there is doubt as to whether 
this forced peace will outlast the presence of thousands of 
American marines ... 

S See appendix 1 for a glossary of the political formations 
mentioned in the study. 
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and presidential candidate in 1988 and 1993), Abdoulaye 

Batchily (LD/MPT, presidential candidate in 1993), Serigne 

Diop (PDS/Renovation), Bara Diouf (PS), El-Hadji Cheikh 

Ousmane Diagne (head of the 'Superior Kbaddirya Council for 

west Africa ... and successful businessman), Semou Pathe Gueye 

(PIT), etc. In both cases also, I met with numerous university 

professors and journalists, and in Senegal I made a (quite 

laborious) tour of the ministries in order to gather the data 

on the ethno-religious and cast background of occupants of 

government seats since independence. 

Prior to that trip I went (also with a grant from the 

african-African Institute) to Washington D. C. where I was able 

to find valuable written sources (governmental documents from 

the countries presented, scholarly works, press articles), 

especially at the Library of Congress' African Section and at 

Moorland-Spingarn Research Center's library at Howard 

University. Additional secondary sources of information were 

gathered at the University Cheikh Anta Diop of Dakar, at the 

University of Nouakchott, and through the dedication of the 

Inter-loan Library Office of the University of Arizona. 

All this said, it is now time to turn to the empirical 

analysis. I begin, in the following chapter, with the 

presentation of the countries' ethno-religious configuration. 
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"As historians have pushed the 
frontier of our knowledge back 
in time, it has become evident 
that our understanding of the 
post colonial period inevitably 
largely depends on our 
understanding of Africa before 
independence. "1 

8. History of Cases' Ethno-Religious Configuration (Patterns 
of Exchange among Pre-Colonial States & Political Meaning 
of Modern Ethno-Religious Cleavages) 

Once again, it is not enough to present the statistical 

distribution of "Arabs" and Negro-Africans, and of Muslims and 

non-Muslims in the countries compared. In order to fully grasp 

the (national) political meaning of these key cultural 

cleavages, one must make an historical detour and formalize 

both the precolonial patterns of power among cultural 

collectivities (precolonial states had distinct ethno-

religious identities), as well as certain significant traits 

of their internal socio-poli tical organization. These two 

dimensions of the history of precolonial states have played a 

significant part in shaping contemporary political actors' 

repertoire. 

The respective ethno-religious configuration are 

1 Chabal, 1986:3. 
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presented in the next section. They are of two types: (1) 

those that are marked by cross-ethnic and/or cross-religious 

bridges (Senegal, Mauritania to a lesser extent), or (2) those 

that are characterized by distinction among the ethno

religious groups (Chad and Sudan) . 

8.1 The Modern Ethno-Religious Configuration 

EX-3ct numbers on the demography of cultural (tribal, 

ethnic, religious) divisions among African national 

populations are often hard to come by. There are two basic 

reasons, of unequal importance, for this. The less important 

reason is that censuses are scarce, due to the limited 

resources of states (in order to conduct them, governments 

often rely heavily on external aid). The more important reason 

is political, and has to do with the fact that many of these 

states, in one way or another, rely on some mythical national 

cultural composition as a substitute for political 

representation. Quite understandably, these states are not 

eager to see more exact enumerations, for these might alter 

the tacit acceptance of existing arrangements. Despite my best 

efforts, the numbers I present may not always be totally 

reliable. Whenever they are suspect, I shall report any 

controversies surrounding the statistics at hand. 

8.1.1 Senegal 

-- - ----- ----



125 

Senegal's total population is around 7 million 

inhabitants. Its ethno-re1igious configuration is 

exceptionally homogenous, with shared ethnicity, as I have 

defined it. All of the country's ethnic groups are negro-

african, and there is a very strong predominance of Islam over 

other religions. Yet in the usual conception of ethnicity, 

Senegal is as ethnically diverse as most African nations. Six 

major ethnic groups encompass 90% of the population: Wolof, 

Serer, Peul, Toucouleur, Oiola and Manding. The approximate 

percentage distribution of Senegal's ethnic groups is as 

follows 2 
: 

- Wolof 
- Serer 
- Toucouleur 
- Mandingo (& related groups) 
- Peul 
- Oiola 
- Lebou 
- Other 
- Mixed & Foreigner (Maur,Lebanese, French) 

36.5 % 
19 % 
13 % 

8.5 % 
8 % 
7 % 
2 % 
4 % 
4 % 

This apparent ethnic diversity, however, must be immediately 

qualified. Two sets of factors have contributed to softening 

the already malleable ethnic boundaries: first, the 

2 The published results of 1988 census show little variation; 
further, they are less useful since they clusters certain ethnic 
groups (such as the Toucouleur and the Peulh, joined as the 
Pulaar), and do not provide the proportions of the less important 
ethnic groups. Its numbers are the following: Wolof (43.7%), Pulaar 
(23.2%), Serer (14.8%), Oiola (5.5%), and Mandingue (4.6%). Source: 
National Bureau of Census, 1989 (September), 'Principaux resultats 
provisoires du recensement general de la population et de l'habitat 
au Senegal (Avril-Mai 1988) .", cited in: Oiop (ed), 1992:281-282. 
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"spontaneous" development of the Wolof langage into a quasi-

national lingua franca, and, second, the existence of cultural 

practices that serve to minimize inter-ethnic tensions. 

All Senegalese dialects are part of the Niger-Congo 

family, and the majority belongs to the western branch of the 

West Atlantic subfamily. This linguistic proximity, coupled 

with large-scale migratory movements to predominantly Wolof-

speaking urban areas, accounts for the fact that more than 80% 

of the population speaks Wolof3 (this percentage continues to 

grow yearly) 4. While French remains the country's official 

language, Wolof has almost acquired the status of a national 

language. It is the rare example of an African dialect 

assuming dimension. As Cruise O'Brien (1978) notes: 

"[ ... ] those non-Wolof ethnies which are in the process 
of abandoning their ethnic language (Serer, Fulbe, 
Mandinka, Diola, etc.), a process especially affecting 
those tribesmen who migrate to any of Senegal's larger 
towns, are also effectively in the process of discarding 
a potential vehicle for minority 'tribalist' political 
consciousness in favor of a (sometimes admittedly 
grudging) adhesion to a state-wide socio-linguistic 
community." (1978:183) [emphasis in text] 

The issue of langage has never become problematic. According 
to Cruise O'Brien (1978): 

"It is perhaps precisely because the process of 
Wolofization has been so spontaneous, so little 
organized, that it has provoked virtually no organized 

3 AID, 1979:6. See also the famous survey on the expansion of 
Wolof in Senegal by F. Wioland and M. Calvet, 1967. 

4 Fall (1989) offers an interesting discussion of the history 
of the process of "Wolofization" in Senegal. 
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popular resistance. Those who speak other Senegalese 
languages may on occasion be subject to a certain 
derision (especially among urbanite), as lakakat 
(speakers of the strange and incomprehensible), but among 

Wolof speakers the lakakat are as much pitied as truly 
scorned. After all, nothing prevents them from learning 
Wolof language, and thereby abdicating lakakat status. 
Within the Wolof-speaking cultural group, there is a 
striking absence of fastidiousness where tribal ' origins' 
are concerned. The variant of Wolof currently being 
diffused accross Senegal is itself a hybrid, 'Dakar 
wolof' with its very extensively borrowed French 
terminologys, and for adepts of this urban-generated 
medium the country purists of the wolof zone itself 
(Kayor, Baol, Saloum, etc.) are themselves subject to a 
certain pity for their failure to keep linguistically up 
to date." (1978:184) [emphasis added] 

In addition to language commonality, there are cultural 

practices that contain inter-ethnic tensions in a non-hostile 

frame. Such is the case of the "relation a plaisanterie" 

( "j oking relationship") among certain ethnic groups. On the 

basis of this relationship, there exist a cross-ethnic duty to 

assist one another; a certain degree of trust prevails among 

ethnic groups joined in a joking relationship, and the actors 

concerned may, in specified circumstances, joke about the 

other groups without it leading to conflict. The Lebou are 

related in this way to the Toucouleur, the Serer to the Diola, 

and the Toucouleur to the Peulh. Joking relationships are an 

integral part of Senegalese social life, and it is even said 

that they hold some influence on the political game. 

This is not to say that feelings of ethnic 

5 Author's source: F. Dumont, 1973, Les Emprunts du Wolof au 
Fran~ais, Dakar: CLAD. 
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differentiation do not exist at all in Senegal. Quite the 

contrary. Each community remains attached to its particular 

cultural legacy (including in its perception of other ethnic 

groups6). In addition, there remains a certain degree of 

inter-ethnic tension, as non-Wolof groups may feel frustrated 

at the overwhelming dominance of the Wolof in the economic and 

political scene. The Wolof are concentrated in those regions 

were the most important political and economic activities of 

the country take place (the urban centers and the peanut 

basin), many among them are affiliated to the influential 

Mouride brotherhood, and their language has come to dominate 

over Senegal's other indigenous tongues. As a result, non-

Wolof ethnic groups can often judge them as arrogant, a 

judgement that is probably due in part to non-Wolof actors' 

fear of loosing their cultural identity. The ethnic groups 

that express the strongest degree of frustration are the 

Toucouleur (historically concentrated in the north of the 

country, in the region of the Senegal river), the Mandingo 

(eastern region of the Senegal Oriental), and the Diola 

(Casamance). What makes the Senegalese case unique, however, 

is that, by and large, ethnic cleavages and their inevitable 

6 For a survey of each Senegalese ethnic group's 
characterization of the other groups, see: Diarra, Fatoumata-Agnes 
and Pierre Fougeyrollas, 1974, "Ethnic Group Relations in 
Senegal.", in: UNESCO, Two Studies on Ethnic Group Relations in 
Africa. (Senegal. The United Republic of Tanzania.), Paris, 
especially pp.17-28. 



129 

tensions are channeled in benign ways (including through the 

state's mechanisms of cooptation). 

The only ethnic particularism that has taken a 

significant political dimension comes from lower Casamance7
• 

Interestingly enough, the Diola of lower Casamance are the 

most remote from Senegal's politically and economically 

dominant (Wolof and Muslim) cultures. Darbon (1988) thus 

observes: 

"La basse-Casamance a toujours constitue une region en 
marge du Senegal. L'origine et les traditions culturelles 
des diola sont tres proches de celles des groupes 
anetatiques, sinon anti-etatiques, de Guinee-Bissau 
(papel, diola, mancagne, mandjack) et valorisent 
l'individualisme, Ie xenophobisme, I' esprit de groupe, et 
la mefiance. Autant de valeurs qui se trouvent 
aujourd'hui confrontees a l'islam et l'administration" 
(1988:187)9. 

Commonality of religion further buffers the potential for 

7 As will be seen in section 6.1.3, the claims of the 
Mouvement des Forces Democratiques de Casamance (MFDC) express the 
feeling by its sympathisers (essentially the Diola people of lower 
Casamance) that the state has neglected economic development in the 
region, and offers poor political representation of the Diola 
ethnic group. 

S For a complete analysis of the Diola cultural system, 
particularly of Diola morality and ethics, see: L.-V. Thomas, 1959, 
Les Diolas. Essai d'analyse fonctionnelle sur une population de 
basse-Casamance., Dakar, IFAN (Institut Fondamental d'Afrique 
Noire), especially pp.523-790. 

9 'Lower Casamance has always constituted a marginal region of 
Senegal. The origin and cultural traditions of the Diola are very 
close to those of the stateless, even anti-statist groups of 
Guinee-Bissau (papel, diola, mancagne, mandjack). They uphold 
individualism, xenophobia, group solidarity, and lack of trust of 
the outsider. All these values are today confronted to Islam and 
the administration.' 
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conflictual ethnic differentiation in Senegal. More than 80% 

of the Senegalese population is Muslim10
• Senegalese Islam is 

divided into brotherhoods (principally the Mouridiya, the 

Tijaniya, and the Qadiriya)11, to which no less than 95% of 

Senegal's muslims are affiliated12
• It was estimated in the 

early 1970s that the two largest brotherh0ods, Tijaniya and 

Mouridiya (a locally based order that century broke away from 

the Qadiriya during the 19th century) , represented 

respectively, 57% and 26% of the total membership13. Both 

10 About 10% of Senegalese are Christians, mostly Roman 
Catholic, and the rest Animist. (AID, 1979, op.cit.:7.) According 
to the published results of the 1988 census, 94% of the Senegalese 
population is Muslim, 4.9% is Christian, and 1% adheres to "other" 
faiths. 

11 The Qadiriya is hte oldest brotherhood, having been founded 
in the 13th century. The Tidjaniya was founded at the end of the 
18th century, and spread to Senegal in hte 19th century. 

12 "Senegal is the sole African country where Islam is 
completely organized in terms of brotherhoods" (Hesseling, 
1985: 90). And Linares (1992) observes that brotherhoods "are 
modelled along the lines of traditional Wolof and Manding social 
structures, a fact that, according to Coulon (1981), explains the 
pronounced hierarchical nature of the Senegalese brotherhoods; 
especially when compared with those of North Africa or other 
Islamic states" (1992: 97) . 

13 Creevey (1985) write: "In the 1960s, this [meaning the 
Mouridiya] brotherhood was reported to be approximately half the 
size of the Tijaniyya [ ... J. In 1985, however, observers suggest 
that the two orders have about hte same number of followers, 
indicating that the Muridiyya has spread beyond its original Wolof 
base" (op.cit. :716). It is indeed probable that the number of 
adherents to the Mouridiya has increased in Senegal, the allegation 
of it being now of the same size (in terms of following) than hte 
Tidj aniya is not backed up by any sources, and should be used 
cautiously. 
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orders are characterized by a syncretism between the teachings 

of orthodox Islam and the religious practices (magic, 

divination, etc.) first associated with previously dominant 

local religions14 (the Tidjanes, however, claim their Islam 

to be purer than the Mourides') 15. The Tijaniya may 

predominate in the larger urban areas (60% of the Dakar and 

Thies populations, as against less than 20% Mouride16
). In 

rural Senegal, by contrast, the Tidjaniya accounts for only 

44% of the Wolof population17
• 

Brotherhood affiliation coincides only in part with 

ethnic identity, which provides further ground for a global 

minimization of cultural particularisms. Reporting on 1953-55 

ethnic breakdown by principal religious brotherhood in two 

cities (Dakar, the capital, and Thies), Cruise O'Brien (1971) 

writes: 

"While it appears to be true that the great majority of 

14 Data on pre-Islamic religious practices in the region are 
scarce. Chambonneau's 1675 descriptions of religion in the Walo 
kingdom, however, attest of the animist nature of local religious 
practices. He describes the people's strong belief in evil spirits, 
as well as the existing tradition of associating each family with 
a totem, represented by an animal (see for instance: Barry, 
1972: 91; Monteil, 1964: 49-103; Cuoq, 1975: 123-143 i Moreau, 
1982:209-238; Gilliland, 1986). 

15 In contrast (particularly to the Mouridiya), the Qadiriya, 
to which 16 to 17% of Senegalese adhere (Hesseling, 1985:93), calls 
for simple, calm, and non-ecstatic rituals. 

16 Cruise O'Brien, 1977:101 (footnote 16). 

17 Cruise 0' Brien, op. cit. 
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the Mourides are Wo1of, the converse of course does not 
hold. A breakdown of each ethnic group by religious 
affiliation indicated that rather less than one-third of 
the Wolof were Mourides, while over 60% were Tijani 
[ ... ]. The Mouride proportion of other ethnic groups was 
in most cases insignificant, although substantial 
percentages were achieved by the Serer (19% in Dakar, 12% 
in Thies) and by the Fulani in Thies (10%). The 
brotherhood was thus obviously in overall terms a 
minority element in both towns, of just over one-fifth of 
the total population in Thies, and about one-seventh in 
Dakar. The Mourides were second of the brotherhoods in 
total numbers, slightly larger than the Qadiriyya but 
completely overshadowed by the Tijaniyya, which accounted 
for well over half the total Muslim population of both 
towns." (1971:243-44) 

Even the Diola (particularly in upper Casamance) have been 

gradually islamized, first at a slow rate and then at a higher 

pace at the turn of the century, at the time groundnut farming 

was introduced in the region (Linares, 1992:94-98)18. In 

lower Casamance, the two Muslim brotherhoods which predominate 

are the Qadiriya (to which the overwhelming majority of Diola 

Muslims adhere) and the Tijaniya (the Diola dislike the 

authoritarian aspects of Mouride leadership, as well as the 

abject condition of the talibes or disciples, which are ill-

adapted to their tradition of egalitarianism and sense of 

individualism). Diola Islam, however, remains a culturally 

specific Islam: 

18 Another, related reason for the spread of Islam among the 
Diola of Casamance is that the religion was associated with power 
and acquired social prestige: from the late 19th century on, local 
French authorities seemed often to reserve all their favors and 
honors for Muslims, as they did in the rest of the country, using 
Manding marabous as intermediaries (Linares, 1992:96). 
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"Among the northern Diola, [ ... ] Islam has resulted in 
modification rather than destruction and loss of 
important social and religious rituals. [ ... ] The basic 
structure of the bukut [initiation], including the 
liminal period in the sacred forest, has experienced very 
little change, and that only from the minority who 
follows the Tij aniyya tariqa. [ ... ] While Islam has 
caused a drastic reduction in the number of shrines and 
the frequency of sacrifices to them, it has not 
obliterated the most important communal ritual, the 
village rain ceremony [buluf]" (Mark, 1985:125). 

Overall, then, Senegal's ethno-religious configuration is 

highly favorable (exceptionally homogenous in comparison to 

the other Sahelian cases presented). The only significant 

exception is Casamance, particularly lower Casamance. Here, 

the "cultural isolation" of the Diola (in both ethnic and 

religious terms) leads them to accept less easily the central 

administration's neglect of their interests. For this reason, 

the political claims to better representation emanating from 

this region are far more radical and persistent than in 

similarly neglected regions of the north or east, the history 

of which has led to a much deeper "wolofisation" and 

islamization than in the south of the country. 

8.1.2 Mauritania 

Mauritania's population is estimated to be a little more 

than 2 million inhabitants (officially 2,118,858 in 1989, and 

2,180,941 in 1990, that is, after the expulsion of 

Mauritanians from Senegal). The country's ethno-religious 

configuration contrasts significantly with Senegal's. Though 
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Islam is even more widespread than in Senegal (it is the only 

religion practiced in the country, and it is practiced by 

all), ethnic differentiation remains sharp. 

The population is composed of five major ethnic groups, 

one "arabo-berber" (composed of "whites Maurs", or Beidan, and 

"black Maurs" , or Haratine) 19, and four negro-african 

(Toucouleur, Soninke, Wolof, and Bambara2o
). Data on 

Mauritania ethnic composition is scarcer and harder to access 

than in Senegal (this is no big surprise given its politically 

problematic and volatile character). In addition, the latest 

estimates (1977 and 1988) from the state are of dubious 

accuracy. A 1964-65 demographic survey (not a full census) 

reports21 
: 

- Maurs 
Beidan 
Haratine 

- Toucouleur 
- Soninke 
- Wolof 
- other (Bambara, ... ) 

54 % 
26 % 

80.1% 

14.6% 
3.4% 
0.9% 
0.1% 

19 Maurs are further divided into tribes (in turn associated 
to regions), the identification to which has acquired much 
political importance (section 6.2.1) . 

20 The Bambara form such a slight share of Mauritania's Negro
African population that it is often not counted as· a distinct 
entity. 

21 Source: World Bank, June 1989, Comete Engineering, 
"Mauritanian Country Assessement Paper - Etude l'evaluation de la 
pauvrete en Mauritanie.", pp. 66-67. (Report established by Rahdi 
Meddeb, Projet Director, Gerard Kebaodjian, economist, and Melika 
zamiti, sociologist.) 



135 

The first results published from the 1977 national census did 

not include the population's ethnic characteristics. Not until 

1983 did the government publish a (confidential and quite hard 

to find) report on 1977's ethnic composition22 • According to 

the report, the same proportions that were estimated in 1964-

65 prevailed again in 1977 (1983: 3). Finally, the small 

pamphlet summarizing the results of the 1988 census does not, 

once again, contain data on ethnic proportions. The only 

source available from the latest census is a two-page document 

(writen by hand), from the ministry of planification and found 

at a foreign embassy's documentation center. It provides the 

following numbers: 

- Maur 
Beidan 
Haratine 

- Toucouleur/Peul 
- Soninke/Wolof 

40 % 
40 % 

80 % 

16 % 
4 % 

Unlike in Senegal, the statistics on the populations's 

ethnic structure are contested, especially by Negro-Africans 

(it seems with good reason). Indeed, if one takes into account 

that Maur individuals are generally monogamous, and have a 

much lower reproduction rate than Negro-Africans23 , it is 

22 RIM, Ministere du Plan et de l'Amenagement du Territoire, 
"Recencement general de la population - 1977 - Caracteristiques 
ethniques.", Nouakchott, aout 1983. 

23 According to a 1958 survey by the socio-economic mission of 
the Senegal valley (Mission socio-economique de la vallee du 
Senegal, Misoes), the annual growth rate was estimated to be 7% for 
white Maurs (Beidan), 11% for black Maurs (Haratine), and 24% for 
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unlikely that national ethnic composition would have remained 

so constant since the early 1960s. It is possible that 

Mauri tania's Negro-African groups' higher reproduction rate is 

linked to their sedentary organization, and that Maur groups' 

abandonment of nomadism (especially after the series of severe 

droughts of the 1970s) was accompanied by an increase in 

demographic dynamism (Marchesin, 1992: 343). Still, it is 

unlikely that such increase was so strong as to maintain the 

same ethnic composition for more than two decades. In the 

meantime, there continues to be no national consensus on the 

official numbers. Hence, when asked to estimate the current 

proportion of Mauritanian Negro-Africans, responses may vary 

from 15% (a Maur's answer) to 50% (a Negro-African's reply). 

While ethnicity in Mauritania remains strongly divisive, 

religion is an important factor of cultural rapprochement. 

Islam is the religion of all Mauritanians. Like in Senegal 

(however to a significantly lesser extent), many Mauritanian 

Muslims are attached to a brotherhood. Maur shuyukhs 

(brotherhood leaders and sometimes founders) divide themselves 

sedentary Negro-Africans. The 1964-65 SEDES survey suggested a 
smaller, but still significant difference between Maur and Negro
African rates: 15% for the Maurs, and 19% for Negro-Africans. (In: 
Francis de Chassey, Contribution a ube sociologie du sous
developpement. L'exemple de la Mauritanie., Dissertation (These 
d'Etat) in sociology, Service de reproduction des theses de Lille, 
1972, pp.74-75. 
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into three turuqs (ways, paths) 24: the Shadiliya25
, the 

Qadiriya, and the Tijaniya. On the distribution of Maurs in 

these three brotherhoods, QuId Cheikh (1985) argues: 

"II va de soi, qu' au-dela des preoccupation indi viduelles 
de salut, l'adhesion aux confreries, la propagation des 
mouvements confreriques obeissait a une interaction 
complexe de facteurs geographiques, economiques, 
politiques ou la solidarite tribale semble avoir joue un 
r61e non negligeable: les differentes "obediences" 
confreriques se sont identifiees historiquement a des 
tribus (les Idawaali sont "tijaniyyin", les Kunta sont 
"qadiriyyin", etc ... ) et l'influence de ces dernieres 
dependait de leur poids demographique, de leur degre 
d' implication dans Ie commerce caravanier, I' organisation 
des pelerinages a la Mecque, etc ... ,,26 (1985:396). 

Halpularen (Toucouleur) are mainly Tijane, sometime Qadir. 

Wolof are mainly Mouride or Tijanes. 

If brotherhoods, in Mauritania, do not come close to the 

national-level political scope they hold in Senegal, it is 

probably because they have no function in regulating social 

activities (including exchange among tribes and/or ethnic 

24 On the history of brotherhoods' implantation in Mauritania, 
one may consult: Gellner (1969), Jenkins (1979), Arbaumond (1938), 
Beyries (1935), Leriche (1949), Miske (1970), Traore (1979). 

25 A variant of the Nasiriya, inaugurated by the Morrocan 
Muhamad ben Nasir at the end of the 17th century. 

26 'It seems evident that, beyond individual preoccupations 
with salvation, the patterns of adherence to brotherhoods was 
conditioned by a complex interaction of geographical, economic and 
political factors, where tribal solidarity seems to have played a 
significant role: the different brotherhoods have been historically 
associated with given tribes (the Idawaali are Tidjane, the Kunta 
are Quadyr, etc.), and their influence varied with their 
demographical weight, their degree of involvement in the Saharan 
trade, the organization of pilgrimages to Mecca, etc.' 
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groups) either prior to the colonial era, or in relation to 

the French political and/or economic administration during 

colonization27 • During the latter period, rather, it is 

either social divisions among the Maurs (in particular the 

division between marabous and warriors, around which political 

order within the Maur emirats was arranged), or the ethnic 

division between Maurs and Negro-Africans that were identified 

and used by the French as best suited to serve their large-

scale goals of control and/or extraction at the least cost, 

and gradually incorporated into the strategies of modern state 

governance. 

The nature of Mauritanian Islam (all inclusive and non-

political) provides the state with the possibility of using 

the ideal of the Umma (the community of believers) as a 

discursive/symbolic means of legitimation, especially in order 

to buffer discontent stemming from poor ethnic representation. 

Though often successful, ethnicity has continued to surface at 

the forefront of the national political battlefield (cf. 

sections 6.2 and 6.3.2). 

8.1.3 Chad & Sudan 

Chad and Sudan represent cases of extreme ethno-religious 

27 Although Senegal's brotherhoods do not display the same 
degree of syncretism between Islamic teachings and local animist 
practices and beliefs, one may also speculate that soufism was less 
successful among the Maurs because their animist/fetichist roots 
are more remote historically than among Senegal's ethnic groups. 

--- - --------
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heterogeneity. In these two cases, both ethnicity and 

religious are divisive. Though racial distance among the 

ethnic groups of Chad is less acute than in Sudan (or 

Mauritania for that matter)28, there are northern groups who 

perceive themselves culturally as 'Arabs' and as Muslims. 

These are the bases of their claims to state representation. 

As in Mauritania, it is difficult to obtain reliable data 

on Chad's ethnic structure. Chapelle (1980) reports how 

"Depuis l'independance, Ie Gouvernement tchadien a 
proclame sa condamnation de toute distinction ethnique et 
la Constitution precise que «toute manifestation ou 
propagande de caractere ethnique est punie par la loi». 
II a ete interdit de mentionner les ethnies dans les 
enquetes demographiques et il a ete prescrit aux auteurs 
de l'Atlas Pratique du Tchad de ne pas etablir de carte 
ethnique. Ceci dans le but de promouvoir «l'Unite»,,29 

28 "Sur le plan «racial», [ ... ] l' opposition entre Ie Nord 
et le Sud est moins nette qu'on le dit parfois. Une erreur a eviter 
est de parler de «Noirs» et de «Blancs». A l'encontre d'autres 
pays saheliens, comme Ie Niger, Ie Mali et la Mauritanie, ou l'on 
trouve des populations nomades blanches, Ie Tchad ne contiend 
pratiquement pas de groupes humains de race blanche. Meme les 
Toubous des regions sahariennes sont des «nomades noirs», selon 
l'expression de Jean Chapelle (Buijtenhuijs, 1987:16-17). ('In 
«racial» terms, [ ... ] the opposition between North and South is 
not as clear as is sometimes implied. A mistake to avoid is to talk 
about «Blacks» and «Whites». Unlike other Sahelian countries, 
such as Niger, Mali and Mauritania, where one finds white nomadic 
populations, Chad contains almost no white human groups. Even the 
Toubous of the Saharan regions are «black nomads», as Jean 
Chapelle put it.') 

29 'Since independence the Chadian Government has proclamed its 
condemnation of any ethnic distinction and the Constitution says 
that «any ethnic manifestation or propaganda is punished by the 
law». It was prohibited to mention ethnic groups in demographic 
surveys and the authors of the Practical Atlas of Chad were told 
not to draw an ethnic map of the population. This was aimed to 
promote «Unity».' 
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(1982:165) . 

There was never a proper population census, and the last 

reliable demographic survey was in 1964, when the population 

was 3.3 million. It is estimated today at around 5 million30
• 

This population is very unequaly distributed, with less than 

6% of total population in the northern Borkou-Ennedi-Tibesti 

(BET) area (well over one third of the total territory), while 

the five prefectures of the far south31 (roughly one tenth of 

the total territory, containing much of the fertile 

agricultural land) comprises 46% of total population. 

According to Bouquet's (1982) estimates32
, Northern ethnic 

groups account for 51% of total population, and Southern 

ethnic groups for 48.79% of total33
• Among Chad's Northern 

ethnic group, there is an important group that is usually 

classified as Arab, and may be as much as 25% to 30% of the 

total population34
• 

30 Minority Rights Group, "Chad.", Report No. 80, p. 5. 

31 Logone Occidentale, Logone Orientale, Moyen-Chari, Tandjile, 
and Mayo-Kebbi. The people from these prefectures are often 
addressed collectively if inaccurately as Sara because of hte 
predominance of Sara language and culture in the area. 

32 See Bouquet (1982:170-172) for a complete breakdown of 
Northern and Southern ethnic groups. Also, Bouquet (1971). 

33 The largest Southern ethnic group is formed by the Sara, 
22.98% of total population. 

34 "Some are nomads or semi-nomads, others are in settlements 
as in the Salamat area in the south-east, or settled and 
assimilated as an elite in most of the central prefectures" 
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Just over 50% of Chadians are Muslims, the rest being 

about equally divided between Christians (the majority of whom 

are Catholics) and animists35 . Significantly, all but 0.6% of 

the Christians and all but 3.5% of the animists are 

concentrated in the far south, mainly from the Sara ethnic 

group. The religious divide is clearer than the ethnic one in 

Chad. 

"Au Nord, [ ... ] regne l'islam, qui, d'apres un texte du 
Frolinat36 , «a fini par etre a la base de toute 
I' organisation politico-sociale, par regir la pensee 
philosophique, par devenir the support et Ie vehicule des 
valeurs morales et intellectuelles auxquelles Ie Tchadien 
du nord demeure attache»,,37 (Buijtenhuij s, 1987: 17) . 

'Arabs' are largely absent from the far North, which is 

populated mainly by two groups, the Teda and the Daza peoples 

(who inhabit the Northern and Southern sides of the Tibesti 

mountains respectively, and are supposed to be descended from 

the original inhabitants of the Sahara). All these Northern 

(Minority Rights Groups, 1988:5). 

3S 50.5% Muslims, 15.5% Catholics, 7.6% Protestants, and 23.8% 
animists (Bouquet, 1982:175). Comparable proportions are reported 
by Chapelle (1980:148). 

36 National Liberation Front, one of the major actor in Chad 
turbulent post-independence political evolution (cf chapter 7) . 

37 'In the North, [ ... ] regns Islam which, according to a text 
by the Frolinat, «has end up forming the basis of the entire 
socio-political organization, dominating the philosophical thought, 
and becoming the support and vehicle for the moral and intellectual 
values to which the Northern Chadian is attached».' (Frolinat 
quote cited from: "Pour comprendre la situation politique du 
Tchad.", s.l.n.d., p.1.) 
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groups have in common their affiliation to Islam, which can 

become a powerful factor of common identification, especially 

when faced with Southern Christianity. This is reinforced by 

the fact that, by contrast to the dynamism of brotherhoods in 

West Africa, and to the dynamism of the Mahdist state of 

Oriental Soudan, popular Chadian Islam has remained conformist 

and still. Most Chadian Muslims adhere to the Tidjaniya, to 

which all the SuI tans were affiliated, but to which the people 

had but a vague and non-significant tie (Chapelle, 1980:152). 

The Senoussiya, which was introduced only at the end of the 

19th century, only touches the Arabs of Libyan origin who 

descended to Chad during the 19th century, and a portion of 

Toubou of the east of Tibesti (op.cit.:153). 

Sudan's ethno-religious configuration is parallel to 

Chad's, but cultural divisiveness is even more pronounced. 

While Northern and Southern populations are composed, as in 

Chad, by a conglomerate of 'ethnic groups' (in the strict 

sense of the term, and not in terms of the broad Arab/African 

division I have defined as ethnic division), the 

'Arab/African' divide overlaps more completely with the 

Muslim/non-Muslim divide, making Sudan the most extreme case 

of cultural heterogeneity in this analysis. 

The Sudanese population was estimated in the 1983 census 

at a little more than 20 million (20,564,364 inhabitants; 

15,293,068 for the total population of Northern Sudan, and 
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5,271,296 for the total population of Southern Sudan) 38. The 

1955-56 census presented Sudan's population as composed of39: 

- Arab 
- Southern 
- Western40 
- Beja and Nuba 
- Nubian 
- Foreigners (& miscellaneous) 

39% 
30% 
13% 
12% 

3% 
3% 

Neither the Northern population (Arab, Western, Beja and 

Nuba, Nubian) nor the Southern population is totally cohesive 

and homogeneous culturally41 (there are over 100 different 

langages spoken as mother tongues in Sudan42 ). In the North 

most Sudanese 'Arabs' are of mixed origin: Arab, Nubian and 

'African' . Yet Northern tribes43 insist on fictional 

genealogies linking their patrilineal ancestors to Arab 

38 Delmet, op.cit., 1989:86. 

39 For a more complete breakdown of the this data (by region 
and ethnic and/or tribal group), see Delmet (1989:84-85). 

40 Within which the Fur account for 2%. 

41 For a complete breakdown of Northern and Southern Sudanese 
populations, see Wai (1981), p.21 (Table II.: "The Arab Ethnic 
Groups of Northern Sudan"), p. 22 ("Table III.: liThe Non-Arab Ethnic 
Groups of Northern Sudan"), and p .17 (Table I.: II Ethnic Groups of 
the African Negroid Peoples of the Southern Sudan"). 

42 The number varies among researchers, from 111 to 177 
(Miller, 1989:89). The largest portion of these languages (about 
100) are spoken in Southern Sudan. 

43 Tribal organization and identification remains strong in 
Northern Sudan. Each rural territory remains associated to a tribe, 
a section or a lineage which has left a mark on the history of that 
land, which still forms the majority of its population (if not its 
totality), and which dominates its politics and economy (Delmet, 
1989: 58-82) . 
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lineages. Further, the spread of the Arabic language (which 

accompanied the implantation of Islam) has served to unite, or 

at least integrate the various segments of the Northern 

population. Hence the non-Arab Northern groups (Fur, Zawagua 

and other groups in Dar Fur; Nubian in the extreme North; Beja 

and Beni Amer in the East; , Ingessana ' and others on the 

Ethiopian frontier; Sudanese of West African extraction 

virtually allover), a vast majority of whom are islamized, 

have become fluent in one or other Arabic dialect spoken in 

the North44. Only the Nuba (concentrated in West in the Nuba 

mountains of Kordofan, and comprising about 5% of the total 

population), who have no single religious identification, have 

kept a distinct language. Significantly, they are the only 

Northern actors who, as a distinct cultural group, have 

44 One may attribute non-Arab Northerners' initial adoption of 
Arabic to social and economic pressures. "The non-Arabic speaker 
[ ... ] must learn Arabic to retain his job, or perhaps to be 
employed in the first place. He might also need to learn Arabic to 
purchase commodities in the shops and markets, read legal notices 
that affect him, and so on. Social pressures are equally strong and 
take many forms, such as being scorned for use of popor Arabic, for 
inability to converse about events and people, or to read 
newspapers or communicate with neighbours. ~f the language barrier 

. is combined with other factors that denote lower status, such as 
very dark complexion, heavier facial features, non-observance of 
Muslim dress or customs, ... working at menial wage labor, and so 
on, then there is a nexus of interrelated pressures to confor.m, and 
learning Arabic is perhaps the fastest and easiest start on the 
road to social and economic acceptance" (McLaughlin, 1964: 54, 
emphasis added). Yet, subsequent political behavior expresses a 
more profound sense of "Arab solidarity" (or "Arab superiority"), 
especially in the face of Southern claims to a specific ethno
religious identity and/or to political autonomy. 
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demanded political autonomy, and have for.med alliances with 

Southern rebel forces (these alliances, however, remained 

extremely fragile). 

Islam is the other main factor of unification among 

Sudan's Northern population. It is the religion of the 

overwhelming majority of Northerners: more than 70% of total 

Sudanese population is Muslim4s , and among them, 15 million 

are Northerners. Sudanese Islam is virtually exclusively 

Sunni, with the dominance of two brotherhoods, the Ansar and 

the Khatmiya, whose prevalence has grown so strong in the 

region's political history that each has come to form the 

basis for a political party (respectively the Urnma Party and 

the Democratic Unionist Party). These two parties continue to 

play one of the leading roles in national political 

competition (Chapter 7.). 

There are, in a sense, fewer "cultural" factors of 

unification among the Southern components of the population. 

In the Southern third of Sudan, while the majority adhere to 

traditional beliefs46
, no one ethnic group predominates. The 

Dinka are the largest group (estimated 40% of the Southerners, 

4S G. Nicolas, 1981:10. 

46 "[ ••• ] As many as 20% identify themselves as Christian. The 
number of Muslims in the south is generally said to be only 5%, 
largely traders and bureaucrats who have moved there temporarily 
from the north. Some, however, claim that as many as 18% of hte 
southerners are now Muslim, largely as a result of conversion" 
(Lesch, 1989:266). 
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and 10% of total population47 ). They are an important force 

in Upper Nile and Bahr al-Ghazal, two of the three Southern 

provinces. Other related groups in this zone are the Nuer 

(nearly 5% of total population) and the Shilluk (1% of total 

population). It is from these three related groups (the Nilo

Hamites) that the strongest demands for separation have 

arisen). In Equatoria, the third Southern province, 

"the population is fragmented into myriad tribes that 
differ in language, custom, and religion. Moreover, the 
tribes spill across the borders into the neighbouring 
states of Uganda, Zaire, and Kenya" (Lesch, 1989:266). 

Beyond this objective fragmentation, and the competition among 

cultural factions which is associated with it48 , Southerners 

as a whole have developed a significant sense of "commonality" 

(or solidarity of faith) against the cultural and political 

dominance and penetration of the North, to which they are 

(indiscriminately) opposed as , non-Arabs' , and 'non-

Muslims,49. Hence every time the South is politically 

47 Lesch, 1987: 265. 

48 The Nuer and the Shilluk share similar languages and customs 
with the Dinka, yet compete with them for influence; the Dinka are 
themselves are fragmented into numerous groups which compete over 
local territorial and trade issues; etc. (Lesch, 1989:266) 

49 Obviously, there is likely to be a liminal fringe between 
these two broad groups. Hence according to the data from the 1955-
56 census, at which time the Southern population was estimated to 
be approximately 4 million, there was 12,000 to 23,000 Southern 
Muslims (at that time there were even more Northern Muslim in the 
region, 16,500 to 17,000 according to the census). This portion of 
Islamized Southerners, however, amounted to little by comparison to 
the vast bulk of more than 3.5 million animists {25,000 to 30,000 

- ---.--- ----
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attacked by the Northern-dominated state, intra-south conflict 

(which can be violent) is muted, only to be resumed when a 

lull is attained in the battle with Northern actors). As a 

Sudanese scholar summarizes, 

"Completely isolated from the North until little more 
than a century ago, embittered by decades of subsequent 
hostility, and administered separately until the 
threshhold of independence, the Southerner feels himself 
to be an African, while the ruling Northerner is proud of 
his Arab consciousness" (Rafia Hassan Ahmed, 1975:27). 

This remains to this day the sharpest line of cultural 

division of Sudan. 

To sum up: There are four ideal-types of ethno-religious 

configuration, each of which is associated with one of the 

modern Sahelian ethno-religious configurations described 

above. Senegal comes closest to the ideal-type of cultural 

homogeneity, for the only notable exception to the national 

dominance of Islam and of the Wolof culture is the Southern 

Diola pocket. Mauritania falls into the category of ethnic 

divisiveness. While all Mauritanians are Muslims, the 

population is composed of an Arabo-Berber segment and of 

several Negro-African ethnic communities. These two basic 

groups remain culturally distinct: they do not share the same 

language, the same cultural practices, and, for the most part, 

they do not intermarry. Finally, the divisiveness of Chad and 

Protestants and 180,000 to 200,000 Catholics). 
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Sudan's ethno-religious configuration is more extreme than 

Mauritania's. Though in an absolute sense it might seem that 

Chad falls into the category of religious divisiveness, the 

subjective ethnic identifications of Northern Chadians (they 

perceive themselves as 'Arabs') suggests that both Chad and 

Sudan are best characterized according to the ideal-type of 

maximum ethno-religious divisiveness. This cultural 

categorization results from distinct evolutions of the history 

of contact and exchange among the cultural groups present in 

each country. 

8.2 Historical Patterns of Political Exchange among Pre
Colonial States & Impact of Colonization 

This is certainly not the place for an exhaustive history 

of precolonial political formations in the regions encompassed 

by the four states (this literature is available elsewhere and 

I will direct the reader to it as I go along). What I do, 

rather, is to provide (1) a brief classification of the 

dynamics of power exchange among precolonial states in the 

countries compared (and the effect of colonial intrusion upon 

these forms of political exchange) and, only where it seems 

pertinent for the analysis of modern state society balances, 

(2) traits of the stratification systems associated with 

precolonial collectivities. 

8.2.1 Senegal: Progressive Integration 
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The history of exchange among Senegalese precolonial 

social formations has favored a relatively homogenous 

integration of the diverse cultural groups that form the 

present-day national population (the only notable exception 

being the Diola of Casamance) . Despite actors' strong sense of 

identification with their respective ethno-religious groups, 

the gradual acceptance of Wolofization and Islamization as the 

two dominant cultural processes within the territory 

ultimately prevailed. 

Most of precolonial Senegal was occupied by centralized 

states patterned on the Sudanic state model50 , which spread 

in West Africa during the ascendency of the powerful Ghana, 

Mali and Songhai empires (in which most Senegalese states were 

absorbed, at one time or another of their development)51. The 

most important of these states were the kingdoms of Tekrur 

(under the rule of Toucouleur), Siin and Saloum (under Serer 

rule, then forced into Wolof rule), and the Jolof empire 

(under which the other wolof-dominated states, of Walo, 

50 On the Sudanic state model see for instance Trimingham 
(1962:34-37) and Gellar (1982:2). 

51 The empire of Ghana emerged during the 10th century; the 
empire of Mali was formed in the mid-14th century by former 
Mandingo subjects who broke awy from the Ghana empire (by the 15th 
century the Mali empire controled an area twice as big the Ghana 
empire; finally the Songhai empire appeared during the early 16th 
century. As the last of these empires crumbled (by the 19th 
century), the local lesser states sought to assert their 
independence or to reaffirm positions they already held (Nelson, 
1974:12-15) . 
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Kajoor, and Bawol were united toward the end of the 13th 

century) 52. Although one ethnic group was typically in the 

majority, all of these states were multi-ethnic. Early inter-

ethnic contact, coupled with the long political and military 

superiority of the Jolof, may explain the ease with which 

Wolof culture gradually impregnated most of the present-day 

territory of Senegal. 

The state of Tekrur (situated in Fuuta Tooro, in the 

middle Senegal river valley, and therefore one of the first 

states to corne in contact with Northern Muslim traders and 

clerics) was particularly instrumental in the process of 

Islamization of Senegal. 

"During the 11th century, Tekrur's Tukulor ruler, War 
Jabi, carne under the influence of Muslim traders and 
missionaries from North Africa and converted to Islam. 
The great majority of the Tukulor people soon followed 
War Jabi's example, and the Tukulor people became one of 
the first major Senegalese ethnic group to embrace Islam 
en masse. [ ... J Over the years, Tekrur became a training 
ground for Muslim clerics and missionaries operating 
throughout the area of modern Senegal and West Africa" 
(Gellar, 1982:2). 

From Tekrur, Islam spread to other areas of Senegambia. 

"Only Siin lacked an assertive Moslem minority, though 
even there, the Buur maintained a marabout, who served as 
scribe and chaplain. The Moslems tended to be more 
industrious, bigger slaveholders, and more involved in 
trade and in production for market." (Klein, 1979:67) 

It is also from Tekrur that arose, in 1673 and 1776, two 

52 For a more complete survey and description of these states, 
see among others Barry (1988:25-45), or Johnson (1971:7-17). 
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revolutionary movements carried in the name of Islam, against 

the ruling aristocracies of the Toucouleur and Wolof 

states53 . Though both of these movements ultimately failed (a 

religious state, or Almamiya, was nevertheless formed in 

Tekrur), they contributed to impose Islam in the eyes of 

subordinate groups, and served at times as models to create 

smaller states throughout the Northern and Central parts of 

the country54. 

The social patterns associated with these early states 

were quite similar. Above all they formed highly stratified 

societies (the Serer, perhaps, to a lesser degree than the 

Wolof and Toucoulor) based primarily on blood relationships. 

Society was divided into three main social categories, namely 

freemen (divided into royalty, nobility, and commoners), 

servile artisan castes, and slaves. Gellar (1982) reports that 

perhaps as much as one-half to two-thirds of the population of 

precolonial Senegal were slaves, and less than 10% 

artisans 55 . Political access was rigidly determined by 

class/cast identity: 

"Members of the royal lineages were at the top of the 

53 See Robinson (1975), Kane (1987), Boulegue (1987). 

54 'In Gunguru, in Bundu, in Fuuta Jallon, between 1680 and 
1725' (Kane, 1987:130, my translation). 

55 Gellar cites Curtin (1975:36) and Diop (1972:27-31). See 
also: Klein (1977), Diop (1981), Gosselin (1974), Moitt (1989), 
Searing (1988). 
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social hierarchy of freemen. Only men with royal blood 
could aspire to the succession. (Blood lines tended to be 
traced from the mother's side.) The nobility consisted of 
those families related to the royal lineages by birth, 
marriage, and tradition; to local chiefs; and to 
prominent military commanders. The commoners were freemen 
who had no royal or noble blood and most were peasant" 
(Gellar, 1982:4). 

It is ironic that Islam, which in the 17th and 18th centuries 

would be the vehicle of revolt (in particular against 

slavery56) for economically disadvantaged stratas, would be 

used, under French colonial rule, by brotherhood leaders to 

justify their use of the peasant-disciples as quasi-servile 

labor power from the increasingly lucrative groundnut 

production57 . Gosselin (1974) remarks: 

"De meme qu'a l'unification politique ancienne du pays 
s' est substituee une unification religieuse du pays, 
l'Islam tente de recuperer a son profit les pratiques 
politiques anciennes. C'est ainsi que les marabouts, 
surtout la ou se developpe le mouridisme, pretendent 
heriter des prestations jadis dues aux Bur locaux: le 
champ collectif que chaque village cultivait pour le roi 
devient le champ du marabout,,58 (1974:141). [emphasis 

56 For instance Kane (1987:132-33). 

57 On Mouride hierarchy, organization and ideology, see among 
others: P. Pelissier (1966); J. Copans (1973); F. Dumont (1975); 
D.B. Cruise O'Brien (1969); Ph. Couty (1968); Ph. Couty (1969); J. 
Copans, Ph. Couty, J. Roch & G. Rocheteau (1972), Maintenance 
sociale et changement economique au Senegal. I. Doctrine economique 
et pratique du travail chez les Mourides., Travaux et Documents de 
l'ORSTOM No.15, Paris, ORSTOM. 

58 'Just like a religious unification was substituted to the 
ancient political unification of the country, Islam attempts to 
profit from the ancient political practices. Thus the marabous, 
particularly where Mouridism develops, claim a right to the 
privileges previously attributed to local burs: the collective land 
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added] 

Wane (1971) also emphasizes this substitution: 

"e'est ainsi que se perpetuent de veritables feodalites 
maraboutiques, qui semblent avoir pris Ie relais des 
feodalites politiques traditionnelles,,59 (1971:56). 
[emphasis in text] 

The French colonial administrators realized at what 

little cost they could mobilize the rural labor force (their 

interests in Senegal lay in the production of groundnut for 

export 60 ), so long as they relied on the symbolic ascendency 

of muslim religious leaders (marabous) 61. As Behrman (1970) 

has shown in her analysis of Muslim brotherhoods and politics 

in Senegal, 

"The foundations of political power of the Senegalese 
marabus were established by the end of the 19th century, 
when the French were consolidating their authority over 
Senegal. [ ... ] Through the direct relations between 
colonial officials and brotherhood leaders in the early 
20th century the present pattern of political authority 
of the marabus developed and was accepted. [ ... ] From 
their 19th century experience in North and West Africa 
the French recognized the importance of Islam in policy 

which each village used to cultivate for the king becomes the land 
of the marabou.' 

59 'In this way real maraboutic feodalities, which seem to have 
replaced the traditional political feodalities, get perpetuated.' 

60 See for instance: M. A. Klein (1968, 1972, & 1979), G. E. 
Brooks (1975). 

61 The French reluctant at first, as they had come to associate 
the brotherhoods with the holy wars that made conquest so 
difficult. As they realized the readiness of marabous to cooperate 
to their economic goals, their attitude towards them would 
gradually change, growing into a deliberate and systematic strategy 
of alliance. 
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considerations. They attached an officer to the Political 
Bureau of the West African Federation (the AOF 
established in 1904) whose sole job was to deal with 
Muslim problems" (1970:35). 

As the following 'circulaire' shows, French reliance on the 

symbolic ascendency of religious leaders over the peasantry 

was largely economically motivated. Addressing Senegal's 

important religious leaders in 1947, the Governor said: 

"The economic conference of Saint Louis has defined the 
goals of the agricultural campaign of 1947-8, to wit: to 
develop cultivation and to intensify groundnut production 
to the maximum .... I am aware how precious your 
authority, personal influence and connections can be in 
this regard, and how effective your action. I would 
therefore be grateful if you would propagandize actively 
in favour of the agricultural campaign which is just 
opening, and approach the cultivators directly, stressing 
the interest for themselves and for the country in 
production, and encourage them to produce more. ,,62 

[emphasis added] 

In 1933, the Governor observed that 

"the most effective propaganda to bring the Senegalese 
peasants to use improved agricultural methods has been 
accomplished through the principal religious leaders, and 
through them we can also swiftly implement a rational 
plan for the improvement and development of 
cultivation ,,63 

This strategy proved so fruitful that the independent state 

would, to a large extent and in defiance of built-in economic 

62 J. Suret-Canale, 1964, L'Afrique noire 
coloniale., Paris, Editions Sociales, pp.297-8. 
Cruise O'Brien, 1971:218-9.) 

( tome 2). L' ere 
(Cited by D. B. 

63 He notes in particular how marabus "are capable of bringing 
large numbers of natives back to the land from the towns and 
trading posts, those who in past times considered agricultural 
labor dishonorable." (Cited in Cruise O'Brien, 1971, op.cit.:218.) 
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blocages, concentrate much of its resources and efforts in 

order to perpetuate it. 

While most of present-day Senegal's territory was marked 

by common historical factors such as Islamization and 

Wolofization, rigid hierarchical social stratification, large-

scale integration into the world market through (largely 

Mouride-controlled) groundnut production and export, there was 

one exception. The southernmost portion of the country, and 

within it one particular ethnic group (the Diola) followed a 

significantly different path64
• Islam did penetrate the 

region (albeit much later than in the North), mainly through 

the Mandinga but also with the arrival of migrating 

populations (Serer, Wolof, Maur). However, even those Diola 

who became Muslims65 continued to base their social 

organization along the axes of individualism, economic 

egalitarianism66 and political decentralization67
• Moore 

64 For elements of a history of Casamance, see for instance 
Roche (1985), Mark (1985), Linares (1992), and Barry (1988:45-57). 

65 Which did not occur before the mid-19th century, and then 
again only in the larger urban trading areas. See for example Leary 
(1971) . 

66 Thus, though they did in the past sell slaves (mainly war 
prisoners), essentially to the Manding, the Diola society thus 
distinguished itself from neighbouring Peul or Malinke societies by 
the quasi-absence of domestic slaves. Lasnet (1900) reported that 
the Diola had few slaves and that these 'were bought at an early 
age and become domestic captives, are treated as members of the 
family, rapidly share the same privileges, can marry free women, 
are only sold in cases of absolute necessity' (1900:170, cited in 
Mark, 1985:27; my translation from French). 
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(1738) portrayed the Diola-Fogny as 

" [ ... ] in a manner wild. They border close the Mundingoes 
and are bitter enemies to each other. Their country is of 
a vast extent, but they have no king among them, each of 
their towns being fortified with sticks drove all around, 
and filled up with clay. They are independent of each 
other, and under the government of no one chief, 
notwithstanding which, they unite so fir.mly that all the 
force of the Mandingoes cannot get the better of them" 
(1738:36) . 

Diola fortifications also served to protect them against slave 

raids, which did not stop with colonization (and the official 

abolition of the slave trade). As Mark (1985) reports: 

"In the Gambia River basin and along the Middle 
Casamance, the fifty years beginning about 1830 saw the 
rapid expansion of groundnut cultivation as a cash-crop. 
Although no significant quantity of peanuts was grown 
during this period in Lower Casamance, this agricultural 
development had profound implications there, too. Much of 
the labor force used to grow the groundnuts consisted of 
domestic slaves. There was, therefore, an increased 
demand for captives. Far from quaIling the Casamance 
slave trade, abolition and the rise of "legitimate 
commerce" caused an increase in slave raids and trade" 
(1985:55) . 

In addition to being "culturally isolated" (or at least more 

culturally specific than any other group in Senegal), the 

Diola of Casamance would suffer from the neglect of the French 

colonial administration. While the northern regions were being 

endowed with significant elements of economic infrastructure 

(railways, roads, schools, hospitals, etc.), Casamance was 

largely left untouched, a trend which the state after 

67 Some Diola groups had kings, but their functions were 
essentially religious. See in particular Roche (1985:32-46). 
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independence would fail to correct adequately (section 6.1.3) . 

8.2.2 Mauritania: Indiscriminate Warfare 

Islamization certainly did take place in Mauritania also, 

and even more thoroughly than in Senegal. At the same time, 

before (and, for a time, during) colonization, the pattern of 

exchange among 'Arab' and 'African' states was not 

systematically antagonistic. Rather, alliances regularly 

emerged which cut accross ethnic states, expressing an 

(overall) ethnically non-polarized regional poli tical balance. 

With colonization, however, this equilibrium would be 

irremediably broken (thus announcing the political volatility 

of ethnicity in the modern state), as one ethnic group after 

the other would be systematically provided privileged access 

to the new administrative structures, at the expense of the 

other. 

Both Maurs and Negro-Africans populations were subject to 

the administration by more or less centralized states. By the 

end of the 17th century, from east to west along the Senegal 

river, the groups were arrayed in a contrapuntal pattern: 

emirat of Tagant (Maur) / kingdom of N'Galam (Soninke); emirat 

of Brakna (Maur) / kingdom of Fuuta Tooro (Halpulaar); emirat 

of Trarza (Maur) / kingdom of Walo (Wolof) 68. The emirats 

68 A fourth Maur emirat, the emirat of Adrar, was situated 
further to the north and had fewer contacts with the Negro-African 
precolonial states. 
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emerged out of divisions within the Arab tribal confederation 

of oulad Hassan69
, and the Negro-African kingdoms were (as 

Northern Senegalese states) for a long time part of the great 

Sudanic empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai70
• All of these 

states were involved in trans-Saharan and/or Atlantic trade 

(including the slave trade), which led them to compete harshly 

for dominance over the commercial routes71 • 

Another common trait among the Negro-African and Maur 

socio-political formations was their strongly hierarchical 

stratification systems. Maur society was dominated by two 

stratas: the warriors ('Arabs', or 'Hassan'), who had the 

monopoly of politico-military functions (they were the rulers 

of the emirats), and the marabous ('Zwaya', or 'Tolba'), who 

were in charge of the ideological/spiritual direction of 

society, and had a quasi-monopoly over economic riches 

(animals, agriculture, commerce). Dominated stratas were the 

69 The history of contact among the tribes that form the Maur 
population is one of chronic (violent) competition and shifting 
alliances. For an excellent account, see above all QuId Cheick 
(1985) . 

70 For a thorough history of the emergence of the Maur emirats, 
see in particular: QuId Cheikh, Abdel Wedoud (1985). For a survey 
of the Negro-African precolonial states along the Senegal river 
valley, see for instance: Barry, Boubacar (1988), particularly 
pp.25-45, and Barry, Boubacar (1972). 

71 For an overview of the economic dynamism of the Negro
African kingdoms, one may consult Barry (1988), Curtin (1975) and 
Meillassoux (1971); QuId Cheikh (1985) provides a thorough account 
of Maur economic activity from the 11th to the 19th century. 
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tributaries (' Lahma', or ' Aznaga'), craftsmen ('Maalemin'), 

bards (' Iguawen' ), and the freed-slaves (' Haratines') and 

slaves ( , Abid' ) who were at the bottom of Maur 

stratification72
• 

Negro-African societies were no less stratified, and 

perhaps even more so since, unlike in Maur society, 

"La hierarchie des ordres ne s'appuie pas uniquement sur 
l'ideologie ou la domination politique. Elle correspond 
egalement a la distribution de la puissance 
economique,,73 (Marchesin, 1992:60). 

Toucouleur, Soninke and wolof societies shared the same 

stratification model, based on a division between free men, 

craftsmen and slaves74 • Even after the "Islamic Revolution" 

(which opposed, among other factors, the slave trade) and 

attempts to form Almarnyas (Islamic states) took place in 16th 

and 17th century Fouta Toro, stratification remained rigid and 

essentially non-egalitarian. In Maur society as in its Negro-

African counterpart, there always was some degree of mobility 

among social stratas. However, not only was this largely a 

downward mobility (especially among the Maurs), but it didn't 

72 See for instance Marchesin (1992:34-41). 

73 'The hierarchy among orders is not solely based on ideology 
ou political dominance. It also corresponds to the distribution of 
economic power.' 

74 For instance, Marchesin (1992:59-65). The author provides 
a detailed table of sub-orders, functional or professional 
categories, fonctions and specific honorific titles in Toucouleur 
society (1992:61). 
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preclude the survival of traditional stratification (in 

practice and, more significantly, in actors' mentality) into 

present-day national society. 

The most significant trait of the dynamics of exchange 

among these states was the relative fluidity of the lines of 

alliance and warfare across cultural (in this case ethnic) 

divisions. Surely, like in Chad or Sudan, the history of 

slave-hunting raids, by "Arabs", of the Southern, "African" 

zones, played a certain role in the evolution of Negro-

Africans' perception of their northern compatriots7s
• Yet, as 

QuId Cheikh's (1985) meticulous research has revealed: 

" [ ... ] il y a du y avoir de nornbreux rapts isoles, et 
l'insecurite entretenue par la razzia maure chez les 
paysans noirs des regions limitrophes de leurs zones de 
parcours a laisse it cet egard des souvenirs encore 
vivants. Mais ce ne sont pas, sernble-t-il, ces 
communautes - les Wolofs, les Soninkes et les Toucouleurs 

qui ont fourni les contingents les plus nornbreux 
d' esclaves maurs. Le substrat de peuplement noir des 
regions aujourd'hui desertifiees76 [ ••• ], ainsi que Ie 
commerce transsaharien, ont ete les pourvoyeurs les plus 
importants des nomades maurs en esclaves. ,,77 

75 Stereotypes on Maurs' alleged massive enslavement of 
Mauritania's Southern ethnic groups would appear in the political 
pamphlets distributed by the FLAM (Front de Liberation des 
Africains de Mauritanie), an extremist Negro-African political 
movement, just as it would serve to feed mobs' anger in Senegal 
during the 1989 pogroms. 

76 The author refers to the Bafour, one of the oldest recorded 
population in the territory of Mauritania. 

77, [ ••• ] there must have been numerous isolated captures, and 
the insecurity attributed by the Maur rezzou among black peasant 
from the regions around their zones of mobility has left in this 
regard memories that are still alive. However, it seems that these 
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(op.cit. :418)78 

More significantly, it is not the Maurs alone who 

participated in the slave trade, but the Negro-African 

states79 as well (especially before the Torobe Revolution). 

Once again, what was most salient regarding political exchange 

among all these states was the recurrence of alliances among 

Maur Emirats or competing emiral fractions, and Negro-African 

political entities. During the second half of the 18th 

century, it was not unusual to find the emirat of Brakna 

allied with the Toucouleur (with whom some Emirs had tight 

relations) against the Trarzaw. 

During the 19th century, examples of these alliances 

abound. The Emir of Trarza (Aamar Ould al-Mukhtar) managed to 

convince the Brakna and the Toucouleur of the Fouta to form an 

alliance against the aggressive policy carried by Schmaltz81 , 

head of the French administration in Senegal until 1819. Then, 

during succession rivalries among competing factions of the 

communities - the Wolof, the Soninke and the Toucouleurs - did not 
provide the largest portions of Maur slaves. Most of these came 
from the black populations of the regions today desertified [ ... ], 
as well as from the trans-Saharan trade.' 

78 See also Ould Cheikh (1985:427-29). 

79 Whose rulers did not hesitate to sell their own subjects 
(see for example Ould Cheikh, 1985:877 and Kane, 1987:132-33). 

80 Ould Cheikh (1985), pp. 274 and 306. 

81 Op.cit. :583. 
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emirat of Trarza, one faction was militarily supported by the 

people of the Walo (Trarza benefited from chronic internal 

dissension within the kingdom of Walo) 82. In 1833, the Emir 

of Trarza (Mohamed Lehbib) married the ' linger' Ndyombot 

(heiress of the throne of Walo and mother of the future Emir 

Ali Ould Mohamed Lehbib83 ), a consequence both of the role of 

arbi traror which Trarza was playing more and more in the 

political life of the Kingdom of Walo, and of the Wolof's 

desire to gather allies against the French's project of 

occupying their terri tory84 . 

The effect of colonization85 on the relations and 

perceptions among Mauritania's ethnic groups was in a sense 

"dual" (or "ambiguous"). On the one hand, French rule 

ultimately destroyed the shifting (and, by and large, "non-

problematic") ethnic balance that prevailed for most of the 

19th century, systematically providing for one ethnic group at 

the expense of the other. During the first phase of the 

development of modern administrative structures, the vast 

majority of local administrative personnel were recruited from 

n op.cit., pp.592 & 594. 

83 The latter would, in 1878, marry the daughter of Lat Dior, 
prestigious Darnel (king) of Cayor, another Wolof kingdom. 

84 Op.cit., pp. 283 and 595. 

85 For an account of the colonial transition in Mauritania, see 
among others Marchesin (1992:71-82) and de Chassey (1978:35-166). 
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among Negro-Africans (who, being sedentary, had had more 

access to Western education). After the Northern portion of 

the country was pacified, however, the French gradually turned 

to the Maurs (and, within the Maur ethnic community, 

particularly to the maraboutic tribes86
), who by independence 

occupied more than two thirds of the administrative positions 

(including government seats), a factor which Negro-African 

political formations would soon contest vehemently. But on the 

other hand, if one compares Mauritania to, say, Chad or Sudan, 

one finds an interesting case where both Negro-African and 

Maurs were (at different periods, but then again in a 

relatively short amount of time) granted privileged access. As 

a result, there would exist at independence a minimal "ethnic 

melting pot" within the structures of the modern state, 

something that would prove missing in both Chad and Sudan. 

8.2.3 Chad and Sudan: Early Politica1 Crystallization of 
Ethno-Re1igious C1eavages 

Both Chad and Sudan's precolonial political history is 

characterized by a sharp disjuncture between "Arab" and 

"African" collectivities. For a long time in both cases, 

contact between the two "cultural areas" was precluded by 

ecological and geographical factors (forests and the tse-tse 

fly in Chad, swamps in Sudan). In both cases too, once passage 

86 See for instance Traore (1979:160-166). 
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was available between the north and south, northern 

( "Arabized" through Islam) states treated the south 

essentially as an opportune "meat-market" for the slave trade 

(their economic basis laid on control of trans-Saharan trade 

routes). Finally, the French administration in Chad and the 

British administration in Sudan further exacerbated the 

division between North and South by concentrating (politica:lly 

and economically) quasi-exclusively on one part of the country 

(the South in Chad, the North in Sudan) at the expense of the 

other. 

To retrace the precolonial history of Chad amounts, as 

Bouquet (1982) puts it, to divide the country in two 

(op.cit.:34). To the North, Center and East, are found the 

islamized groups who experienced administrative centralization 

in the form of the great Kingdoms (Kanem-Borno, Baguirmi, 

Ouddai) 87. 

87 Many states rose and fell, those cited were the most 
important and durable. Kanem-Borno originated in the 9th century 
A.D. to the northeast of Lac Chad. Formed from the confederation of 
nomadic people who spoke languages of the Teda-Daza (Toubou) group, 
it was largely Islamized by the mid-13th century. Bagirmi emerged 
to the southeast of Kanem-Borno in the 16th century, and was quasi
immediately islamized, becoming a sultanate under the rule of 
Abdullah IV (1568-98). It is threatened militarily in the early 
19th century by the nearby kingdom of Wadai, which emerged also in 
the 16th century as an offshoot of the state of Dar Fur (in 
present-day Sudan). Wadai first emerged as a non-Muslim kingdom, 
but was islamized in the early 19th century, under the rule of 
Muhammad Sharif. See for instance: Collier (1990:5-10), Al-Umari 
(1924), El Tounsi (1851), Urvoy (1949), Vivien (1966), Zeltner 
(1970), Zeltner (1980), Tubiana (1960). 
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Second, to the Southwest are concentrated non-Muslim 

societies (most notably Sara, but also Massa, Toupouri, 

Moundang, Kabalai, Lele, etc.) which functionned politically 

in comparatively decentralized ways88. The Sara did not 

organize politically beyond the village unit, and none of the 

most powerful Sara chiefs established a truly centralized 

political system. The highest authority emanated from the 

ngorge of Ngakedje, and never spread beyond the limits of the 

'canton' (Bouquet, 1982:48). The other groups' political 

organization had their specificities, yet they shared with the 

Sara's the limited geographical (several villages at the most) 

and demographic size of organized political units (no more 

than 20 or 30,000 people). 

In the same vein, one may (without simplifying too much) 

distinguish between the predatory societies, those which aimed 

at extending the territory under their control, and the 

defensive societies found in the country's refuge-zones, or 

more generally West of the Chari river (Bouquet, op.cit.:35). 

The offensive states of the North were militaristic, and in 

88 There were, also, pockets of Northern people which did not 
experience political centralization (Bouquet, 1982:45-49), such as 
the Hadjerai of the Guera, and Arabs disseminated throughout the 
territory (most notably the Shuwa and, to a lesser extent, the Teda 
of Tibesti). These groups, however, were marginal in the North, 
whereas political decentralization was a dominant trait of Southern 
organization. 
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chronic competition with one another89
• They were all 

involved, to one extent or another, into Southern razzias90
, 

as an organized means to participate in the trans-Saharan 

trade91 , including the slave trade92
• 

89 The Cambridge History of Africa offers a comprehensive 
survey of this period. See also Decalo (1987) and Curtin and al 
(1978) . 

90 True, the Northern States were not equally ruthless in their 
quest for slaves. The Kanembou, for instance, never had the 
reputation of being barbaric slave-drivers, even among raided 
populations. Baguirimian raids, on the other hand, were described 
by witnesses for the cruelty of the methods used (see the 
desccription by the explorator Nachtigal 1881 who 
participated in a 1871 Baguirmian raid against Southern Pagans, in 
Bouquet, 1982:41-42; and that of Cheick Mohamed el Tounsi -- 1851 -
- in Chapelle, 1980:208). Those savage expeditions (which became 
especially murderous in the mid-19th century, with the beginning of 
the use of fire arms), which pushed far into Sara country 
(Ouddaians pushed their expeditions up to the Iro lac and into 
Chari, Baguirmians extended their hunts into Sara country up to 
Mandoul; in Chapelle, 1980: 208-9), lasted well into the first 
stages of French colonization. 

91 The trans-Saharan trade formed the basis of these states' 
economies (Chad was one of the most convenient trans-Saharan 
routes). Collier (1990) reports on the Kanem-Borno state: "Between 
Lake Chad and Fezzan lay a sequence of well-spaced wells and oases, 
and from Fezzan there were easy connections to North Africa and the 
Meditarranean sea. Many products were sent north, including natron 
(sodium carbonate), cotton, kola, nuts, ivory, ostrich feathers, 
perfume, wax, and hides, but the most important of all were slaves. 
Imports included salt, horses, silks, glass, muskets, and copper" 
(1990:9). During the peak of the empire, its ruler (Mai Idriss 
Aluma, 1571-1603), who took great interest in trade, cleared the 
roads, designed better boats for Lake Chad, introduced standard 
units of measure for grain, and improved the ease and security of 
transit through the empire (so that it would be so safe that "a 
lone woman clad in gold might walk with none to fear but God"). 

92 For instance, there is ample data suggesting that slave 
raids provided the largest share of Ouaddai's resourses (they were 
sent to Fezzan, along with gum from Kordofan and ivory), and all of 
the Northern states began to decay economically after the French 
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Obviously, there were II complicating factors II to this 

somewhat simplified picture of north-south precolonial 

exchange. After all, slavery was found also among Southern 

groups (slaves at the service of Moundang chiefs, maids 

attending Sara women, etc.), and there were always Southern 

chiefs to cooperate with Northern raiders, either by selling 

their own subjects, or by helping Northerners catch 

individuals from other groups93. Thus Gentil (1971) notes: 

IIL'esclavage au profit des Arabes et Arabis~s [ ... J a 
laisse une lepre parmi les populations animistes du sud 
du Tchad. Non seulement les musulmans blancs du nord 
meprisent les Noirs, pourtant musulmans, des alentours du 
13e parallele, et ceux-ci meprisent les Kirdi, paiens, 
animistes, nigritiques du sud, mais encore entre 
certaines tribus animistes s'exerce un mepris du nord au 
sud: si les Sara Madj ingaye de Koumra meprisent les Mbaye 
de M01ssala, c'est que les Madjingaye, plus ou moins 
colonises par les Bagui~iens, ont captures les Mbaye et 
les ont, autrefois, livres aux chasseurs d'esclaves 
venant de Massenia et d'Abeche ll94 (1971:23). [emphasis 
added] 

Nevertheless, two factors must be highlighted regarding the 

put a stop to the slave trade. 

93 In Nachtigal's account, these II cooperators II were even more 
brutal than the Baguirmians (Bouquet, 1982:42). 

94 'Slavery to the profit of the Arabs and Arabized [ ... J has 
left a leprosis among the animist populations of the South of Chad. 
Not only do the white Northern Muslims despise the (nevertheless 
Muslims) Blacks concentrated around the 13th parallel, and do those 
despise the Pagan, Animist, nigritic Kirdi of the South, but one 
observes also a North-South scale of despise among certain animist 
tribes: if the Madjingaye Sara of Koumra despise the Mbaye of 
M01ssala, it is because the Madjingaye, more or less colonized by 
the Bagui~ians, have captured the Mbaye and delivered them to the 
slave hunters from Massenia and Abeche.' 
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impact of slavery in Chad: (1) slavery in the North was 

practiced on a much larger scale (systematically used for both 

domestic and external trade purposes) than anywhere in the 

South; (2) even where slavery was practiced among Southern 

populations, there were never any Southern raids aimed at 

Northern populations. Overall, then, the "common sense" that 

characterized precolonial contacts between north and south was 

mainly one of distanciation and distrust between the two parts 

of the country. This was expressed in Muslim Northerners' 

contempt for "African Paganism", and later Christianity, as 

well as military domination of the South; and Southerners kept 

a lasting resentment and suspicion towards Northern actors. As 

a result, French colonizers were at first widely perceived by 

Southerners as the force capable of putting a stop to slave 

raids and establishing a durable peace around villages. In 

turn, this explains why they, unlike Northerners, hardly 

expressed any armed resistence to the French9s • 

Following the considerable effort put forth during the 

conquest of Chad, French colonization proved both halfhearted 

and uneven. The far North (the huge Borkou-Ennedi-Tibesti 

Prefecture) was hardly administered. 

9S Southerners' welcome did not last long. Forced porterage 
(which claimed thousands of lives), village relocation, mandatory 
quotas for the production of cotton (which France purchased at 
artificially low prices), and high taxes were soon to convinced 
many Southerners that the French presence was not such a panacea. 
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" [ ... ] the handful of French military administrators soon 
reached a tacit agreement with the inhabitants of the 
desert; as long as caravan trails remained relatively 
secure and minimal levels of law and order were met, the 
military administration (headquartered in Faya Largeau) 
usually left the people alone [ ... ]" (Collier, 1990:12). 

Colonial government was only slightly more substantive in the 

central part (zone of the Sultanates) of the country. 

"[ .. ] endemic resistance continued [ ... ]. Old fashioned 
razzias continued in the 1920s, and it was reported in 
1923 that a group of Senegalese Muslims on their way to 
Mecca had been seized and sold into slavery. Unwilling to 
expend the resources required for effective 
administration, the French government responded with 
sporadic coercion and a growing reliance on indirect rule 
through the Sultanates" (op.cit.:12) 

Only in Southern Chad did France develop a system of direct 

administration (the system was set up among the Sara and their 

neighbors). Only in this region did colonization lead to a 

modest level of economic development (albei t at an 

exceptionally slow rate of modernization, comparable to that 

which prevailed in Mauritania) , mainly through the 

introduction in 1929 of large-scale cotton production. Other 

than as a source of raw cotton and of untrained labor to be 

used in the more productive colonies to the south96 (both 

functions being filled by the Southern population), Chad did 

not seem worth the trouble. Subsequently, no policies were 

ever designed to bridge the gap between North (or Norths) and 

96 Chad was part of French Equatorial Africa (administered from 
Brazaville until 1920, at which time Chad received separate colony 
status), with the Southern colonies of Ubangi-Chari, Moyen-Congo 
(present-day Congo), and Gabon. 
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South, or to prepare the area for the advent of the modern 

nation-state. 

Sudan's precolonial history of ethno-religious cleavages 

follows, in large parts, the same highly divisive pattern as 

Chad's. Here too, early "cultural homogeneization" of the 

North (Arabization and Islamization under the rule of 

centralized states) contrasted with a politically more 

disorganized South. The Southern region was largely left alone 

(except for Northern military incursions, mainly in search of 

ivory and slaves). Unlike Chad, however, the colonial 

administration did not open new paths for Southern economic 

and/or political emancipation. 

Sudan developed geographically from the valley of the 

Nile, between the 7th and 16th century. Though scattered 

contacts existed much prior to the the 15th century, it is at 

that time that Arabs really began to spread into the interior 

of Northern Sudan (which was in the process of being 

islamized), particularly around the Funj sultanate of Dar Fur, 

which was ruled by sultans who claimed Arab descent but looked 

more negroid than Arab97
, and which was to make the central 

and Northern regions of Sudan the political, economic and 

97 Delmet, C. (1981) ; MacMichael, H. A. ; Hasan Yusuf Fadl 
(1967). 



171 

cuI tural core of the country98. At that time already, the 

symbiosis between migrant Arabs and the local Northern 

populations was apparent: 

"The Sudanese saw in the marriage of their daughters to 
Arabs an assimilation of a people who carried many 
advantages. On their part the Arabs saw in the Sudanese 
an acquisition of status for which they were soon to be 
prototypes in the Sudan" (Deng, 1973:15) 

By the 19th century, it had already formed a cultural entity 

molded by the Arabo-Islamic influence although it did not yet 

constitute a nation under the authority of a single 

centralized power. It was then that Sudan was forced into the 

Ottoman empire, via the vice-kingdom of Egypt (1820). The 

Turko-Egyptians, first colonizers of Sudan, created the first 

centralized state in Sudan, and soon opened a route to the 

South through the White Nile. This established military and 

commercial bases in the South, an economy based essentially on 

the slave trade. During the 19th century, 

"the Southern provinces of Equatoria and Upper Nile were 
subject to the most ruthless exploitation, particularly 
for slaves and ivory99. This was a major area for slave 
raids; names like Zubeir Pasha are associated with Arab 

98 See for instance: Holt, P. M. and M. W. Daly (1979); 
O'Fahey, R. S. (1980). 

99 This type of "exchange" with the South was considered so 
legitimate (or natural) that when, in the mid-19th century, the 
authorities in Cairo decided to ban the slave trade, the Muslim 
population in Sudan was shocked. Not only were they greatly 
handicapped economically by this shift in colonial policy, but also 
they "couldn't understand" it. It is probably one of the core 
reasons for which they massively joined the Mahdist movement 
between 1881 and 1885 (see for instance Hill, 1959). 
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rule by Africans, who often refer to the Northerners as 
'the sons of Zubeir Pasha' ; in return the Northern 
peasants frequently use the word abaid for the 
Southerner, meanl.ng 'slave'. The attitude of revolt 
against the imperialism of the North carried through into 
the Mahdist period10o

• Although Southern tribesmen 
fought with the Mahdi against Egyptian rule101

, they 
fought for their own independence and not for the idea of 
a united nation. Thus, under the period of the Mahdist 
state, they were in a continuous state of rebellion" 
(Shepherd, 1966:197). [emphasis added] 

Slavery left cultural marks in both regions. Southerners' 

intolerance for Northern attempts to impose a "national" Arab 

identity prevailed on one side. On the other, the "ex-slaves" 

or descendents of slaves developed an the "Arab complex" much 

like to that among Mauritanian Haratines. As in Mauritania, 

when slaves were freed in the North, they tended to maintain 

close ties with the slaveowner families. Abd al-Ghaffar wrote 

on the slaves liberated by the Rufa'a aI-Hoi in 1929: 

"Lorsqu'en 1929 Ie gouvernement leur demanda de liberer 
leurs esclaves, ils repondirent favorablement et en 
presenterent 532, dont 147 avaient passe moins de dix ans 
avec leurs maitres, et parmi lesquesls il y avait 80 
j eunes enfants. Les esclaves eurent le choix entre 
demeurer avec leur maitre, avec promesse de ce dernier de 
les traiter dorenavant en hommes libres, ou retourner 
chez eux, s'i1s savaient d'ou ils venaient bien entendu 
[ ... ]. La plupart s'installerent dans les villages de la 

100 The Mahdist period lasted from 1885, when the Turko
Egyptian was defeated, to 1898, date of the Anglo-Egyptian conquest 
and the begining of Sudan's second colonization (1898-1956). See 
for instance: David (1988), Kurita (1988), Dekmejian & Wyszomirski 
(1972) . 

101 By that time, Southerners had began to indiscriminately 
identify all invadors from the North as 'Turks'. 
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region" 102 (1974:57-58). [emphasis added] 

And Cunnison (1966) observes: 

"II est exact que les descendants d'anciens esclaves se 
reconnaissent a leur status et que la plupart partagent 
la meme pauvrete, mais ils ne s'unissent pas; au 
contraire, chaque famille voit sa securite dans 
l'attachement soumis a l'ancien maitre ,,103 (1966:180). 
[emphasis added] 

Also as Mauritania, descendants of slaves suffer from a kind 

of identity confusion that translates into these actors' a 

propensity to express violence against the "real Africans" of 

the South. Even when these acts are triggered by the 

competition for economic resources, they are nevertheless 

justified in cultural terms. 

When the British colonial empire stepped into this 

context of endemic violence between ' Arabs' and ' Africans', it 

showed no inclination to try to modify it104. Once the 

102 'When in 1929 the government demanded that they free their 
slaves, their responded farourably and presented 532 slaves 
(including 80 young children), of which 147 had spent less than ten 
years with their masters. The slaves could chose between staying 
with their master, with the latter's promise to treat them as free 
men, or returning to where they came from, that is, if they knew 
where that was [ ..• J. Most settled in the region's villages'. 

103 , It is true that the descendents of ex-slaves recognize 
themselves through their status and that most of them share the 
same poverty, yet they do not unite; on the contrary, each family 
sees its security in the submissive attachment to the old master'. 

104 There is an abundant literature on the British condominurn 
in Sudan, and particularly on the "Southern Policy". On British 
administration in the North, see Bleuchot (1989: 171-223), Daly 
(1979). Specifically on British administration of Southern Sudan, 
see, among others: Wai (1980), Johnson (1981), Khawas (1979-1980), 
Rahim (1968), Shibeika (1952), Grey (1961), Collins & Herzog 
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British insured control over Northern Sudan, they merely 

sealed the south off from it. 

"According to the Closed Districts Order of 1922, no 
Sudanese who lived outside the south could travel to or 
live in the south without obtaining a special permit from 
the British authorities. Moreover, the Permits to Trade 
Order of 1925 excluded northern tradesmen from traveling 
in the south. Northern officials were removed, Arab-style 
dress was banned, and English rather than Arabic was 
taught in southern schools. The British stated that this 
policy would end northern pressure on and dominance of 
the south. It would stop Arab tribes from seizing 
slaves10S

, cattle, and grain from the south, and end 
pressure to convert to Islam" (Lesch, 1987: 2 68) [emphasis 
added] 

While the official intention was to allow a separate 

development of the South, as well as to protect its culture, 

there is indisputable evidence that the South was economically 

abandoned. The three Southern provinces were left to be 

administered by lower quality administrative personnel. (These 

special administrators, which were at the far lowest rank in 

the British official hierarchy of prestige, were called the 

"bog lords. ") Were the British to have attempted 

reconciliation, though, they might well have failed. 

(1961) . 

"if the British had attempted to press integration, it is 
possible that they, rather than the new Sudanese nation, 
would have faced the problem of revolt in the South" 106 

105 At the same time, however, slavery was not entirely wiped 
out under their rule (Spaulding, 1988). 

106 "There is strong evidence that suggests that the decision 
to link the South with the North had very little support in the 
South, as a close reading of the Juba conference report of 1947 
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(Shepherd, 1966:198) 

While there were mUltiple reasons for British policy in 

the Sudan, the consequences proved disastrous for national 

integration. Perpetuating the isolation of the two regions 

from each other, failing to pursue opportunities for bridging 

the gap, and introducing strikingly unequal patterns of 

economic development, contributed to further crystallize the 

great divide between North and South. 

The history of Sahelian African countries' ethno

religious configuration is a sort of "raw terrain" from which 

countries' modern ethno-religious configurations have emerged. 

Senegal, on the one hand, figures as a relatively lucky state 

(especially by African standards), as it is exceptionally 

homogenous culturally (except for the Diola pocket of 

Casamance) . In Mauritania, by contrast, colonization 

exacerbated the cleavage between Arabo-Berber and Negro

African ethnic groups, which common faith and a precolonial 

"tradition" of ethnically indiscriminate warfare did not make 

inevitable. Finally, in Chad and Sudan, by contrast, "natural" 

or local lines of cultural division were institutionalized by 

the colonial strategy of separate administration (de jure as 

in Sudan, or de facto as in Chad), unequal regional economic 

reveals" (Shepherd, op.cit.:197). 
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development, and culturally exclusive access (Southern

oriented in Chad, Northern-oriented in Sudan) to the 

structures of the new state. This latter configuration proves 

least favorable to peaceful national integration. 

Modern state-society exchange can be understood107 on 

the basis of this cultural/historical terrain. In each of 

these cases, what history has done to the contemporary groups 

of actors engaged in national political competition is, quite 

simply, to define the criteria of representation. As will be 

seen in the next two chapters, these are rules which no one 

state could afford politically to ignore. Indeed, a modern 

state's degree of hegemony will be directly conditioned by the 

extent to which those implicit rules of cultural 

representation are respected, as will the extent to which the 

state is forced to rely on coercion in order to maintain 

power. 

107 This role of history as a "basic terrain II can reasonably be 
posited as absolute (in other African zones as elsewhere in the 
world). In this sense the only specificity of Sahel ian Africa is 
that of the dominant historical divisions (importance of a 
country's ethno-religious configuration.as I have defined it) which 
would come to play a determinent role in the evolution of modern 
national politics. 
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"For although the imposition of 
an overdeveloped state derived 
from Europe has denied African 
societies a truly autonomous 
development, it has not 
prevented them from evolving 
increasingly balanced relations 
with the state - an indication 
of the historical maturity of 
these political systems. "I 

9. Islam, Economic Concentration, and Political Legitimacy: 
The "Configuration Effect" in Senegal and Mauritania 

What is striking in this ongoing process of the 

reallocation of power is how, in both Senegal and Mauritania, 

the underlying rules continue to reflect dominant cultural 

cleavages, thereby undermining any other significant basis of 

socio-political division. Two revealing characteristics of the 

political balance thus obtained deserve to be carefully laid 

out. First, these cleavages are as apparent in times of 

stability as in times of crisis. Second, Opposition movements 

are no less likely than the state to abide by the unspoken 

norms of the political game. Opposition leaders are careful 

not to depart from the (nation-specific) discursive norms of 

"cultural politics." The few leading political actors who have 

tried to mobilize strictly on the basis of "secular" political 

issues (such as inequality, or the absence of democratic 

1 Bayart, 1986:117 (in P. Chabal, ed). 
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freedom) have failed to gain any significant popularity. 

The notion of balance simply reminds us that national 

arenas produce specific "political languages" which, in 

Sahel ian nations, are still largely carved on the regional 

histories of power and exchange among coexisting ethno

religious segments. The "cultural balance" expressed ~n 

Senegal's and Mauritania's patterns of state society exchange 

is a key factor to explain why, in such economically 

unbalanced societies, there has been no significant (in its 

impact) inter-cultural fronts seeking a state of more equality 

and more freedom for all citizens. Although a kind of 

equilibrium results, it is not a peaceful one. On the 

contrary. One of the goals of this chapter is to show that 

violence -- whether "managed" by political elites after it 

exploded within civil society, or actually orchestrated by 

them is one of the integral parts of the game. The 

Senegalese and Mauritanian states manage the violence: they do 

continue to reproduce a rule which is not, for its most part, 

dictated by coercion. 

Each entangled embedded in its specific historical 

parameters, Senegal and Mauritania present distinct national 

political "equilibriums". Senegal owes its present situation 

to (1) the unique history of Islam's "infiltration" of both 

Senegal's society and political economy; (2) the relatively 

peaceful character of past (up to the early to mid-1980s) 
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political exchange between the state and society; and (3) the 

patterns of political crises and their "resolutions". Only now 

does one observes signs of a new and potentially formidable 

threat to the stability of the state. 

In Mauritania, where a parallel process of cultural 

political cleavages is at work, it is ethnicity which has 

developed into the most volatile dimension. At the same time, 

Islam, also significant politically, continues at the national 

level to play its role as the main moderator of a problematic 

interethnic cohabitation. 

The 1989 political crisis between Mauritania and Senegal 

illustrated important differences in their internal 

ramifications and mode of resolution in the two nations. These 

differences confirmed the nation-specific configuration effect 

of equally potent ethnic and religious cleavages on 

subordinate groups' mobilization. Further, this crisis 

demonstrated that the state does not abuse its power 

indiscriminantly. And the crisis made it clear that both the 

opposition and the state behave as if they are constrained by 

the historically bound "common sense" that prevails in their 

society. The opposition did not, for example, offer absolute, 

unbridled critiques of state government. 

In the end, then, what is reflected is the "omnipotence" 

of civil society. I am not trying to argue that ethnicity and 

religion (particularly Islam) are the only lines of division 
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through which civil society's weight on national political 

dynamics gets channeled in Senegal or Mauritania. Still, they 

do constitute key axes of the conduct of political hegemony. 

9.1 The Political Economy of Brotherhoods in Senegal (Past, 
Present, & Trends for the Future) 

No matter what current production and export trends may 

indicate regarding future evolution, the mainstay of Senegal's 

political economy still clearly evolves around the stakes of 

peanut production. This is no surprise in light of the role it 

consistently played from colonization on (including during the 

post-colonial period) as a (relatively) smooth method of both 

accumulation and control. First, I will present the modalities 

of Muslim brotherhoods' involvement in the national political 

economy (section 6.1.1). Their participation will be reviewed 

against a periodization of the Senegalese economy, which has 

evolved from an initial period of "smoothness" (roughly from 

independence until the early 1970s), to one of "rising 

questions" (throughout most of the 1970s and into the early 

1980s), and has been since then set in a final period of 

"full-blown crisis" (especially since the mid-1980s). Then, I 

will review the patterns of oppositional mobilization and the 

corresponding stages in state maneuvers which have dominated 

Senegal's national political arena (section 6.1.2). It will 

appear how state behavior, characterized by attentive 
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strategies of compromise on the national "Islamic front", 

contrasts sharply with the striking "laisser-faire" that has 

continued to prevail, within the senegalese political system 

at large (that is, at all three levels of the state, 

opposition, and civil society), toward the "Casamance Problem" 

(section 6.1. 3) . 

9.1.1 OUtline of Senegal's Political Economy 

Senegal's economy, essentially a monocrop economy, is now 

faced with a bottleneck resulting from the government's 

overall failure to attain its stated goals of diversification 

of economic production. Continuing dependence on groundnut 

production and export as the mainstay of the national economy, 

at a time where both internal ecological factors (drought, 

depletion of soils) and external trade factors (end of 

"favored exchange" with France2
, drop in world-market prices) , 

now openly hinders the country's economic balance. 

Periodization of Senegal's Economic Perfor.mance 

In his periodization of the economic history of Senegal, 

Youm (1991:21-22) distinguishes four stages: 1960-1967, 1968-

1973, 1974-1978, 1979-1986. The first period (1960-1967) is 

described as one of "relative calm", characterized by "a 

stable and less uncertain international environment engendered 

2 The termination of the peanut price support by France 
occured in 1968. 
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by the preference system of France (which guaranteed stable 

prices for peanuts), favorable weather conditions, and the 

absence of social unrest" (op.cit.:23). The period 1968-1973 

saw the emergence of the first obstacles to economic balance, 

wi th the elimination of peanut export price supports by France 

and the recurrence of severe droughts (in 1968, 1970, 1972 and 

1973). At this stage, the negative effects of the state's 

failure (unwillingness?) to diversify economic production 

during the preceding (and favorable) period began to emerge 

clearly. The third stage defined by Youm, 1974-1978, was a 

prosperous one, especially with regard to the country's 

exports. In 1974, "steep growth in phosphate and and peanut 

prices more than compensated for the effects of the first oil 

shock" (op.cit. :22), and during most of this period "the high 

growth of agriculture and mining industries combined with a 

return to high levels of consumption resulted in an annual GDP 

growth rate of 4.5%,,3 (op.cit. :26). In 1978, however, a new 

(and spectacular) drop in world-market prices of the main 

export commodities, combined with a resurgence of the drought, 

had devastating effects on the national economy, demonstrating 

the latter's great fragility: 

3 During that year prices of phosphate increased 274%, and raw 
peanut oil prices increased 132%. In 1975 peanut prices further 
increased, and in 1976 peanut production reached a record level, 
remaining high while the following year, 1977, prices increased 
again 42%. (Source: Youm, 1991, op.cit.:25-26) 
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"Trade deficit became a permanent feature of the economy. 
Salary adjustment in the government, maintenance of a 
level of employment and hiring without relation to the 
underlying efficiency level of the public sector 
manufacturing, and recurrent expenditures arising from 
the expansion of the public service sector constituted 
the main causes of imbalances in the economy; these could 
only be eliminated at a high political and social cost 
for the overall society." (Youm, op.cit.:26) 

Finally, the fourth period (1979-1986) covered by Youm's 

periodisation is that of the implementation of the first 

adjustment plan, initiated in 1979 and supported by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) , and of the structural 

adjustment plan launched in 1984 (both presented as the most 

rational strategies to manage the country's deep economic 

imbalances) 4. While Youm seems to share the optimism of World 

Bank and IMF agents regarding the efficiency of these economic 

4 "The adjustment and simplification of the organization of 
the economy was to be translated into wage and price policies 
leading to the gradual institution of free market prices. Subsidies 
of certain commodities were to be gradually phased out to eliminate 
the differences between the price of a good and its social cost. At 
the same time, it was agreed that periodic minimum wage public 
sector salary revisions were to take into account prices increases 
and productivity gains as revealed in per capita GDP growth. At the 
central government level, a stricter budget management was 
initiated to reduce government expenditures and increase revenues. 
[ ••• J Revenues thus generated were to be used to stimulate exports 
of certain products that had potential overseas demand and for 
which there were a slack domestic production capacity. A 
restrictive monetary and credit policy was necessitated by the 
loose monetary policy that had preceded it. These measures had to 
be selective as well, to reorient the private sector toward the 
most productive sectors." (Youm, op.cit.:27-28) 
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planss , his views are contested by many economists and 

specialists of Senegal. In Boye's (1988) view: 

" [ ... ] La question qui se pose est de savoir si les 
performances actuelles de notre economie resultent 
exclusivement des politiques d' ajustement que Ie 
gouvernement a adopte depuis l'instauration du PREF6 en 
1979. Les developpements ci-dessus repondent par la 
negative: 1 'expansion de l'agriculture tient a une suite 
d'hivernages pluvieux depuis 1984 et a la NPA7 dont Ie 
caractere recent n'a pas encore donne naissance dans les 
campagnes a une rationalite nouvelle fondee sur 
l'accumulation de capital physique et humain; la baisse 
du taux d'inflation - il est en 1987 cinq fois inferieur 
au taux d'inflation moyen entre entre 1981 et 1986 - ne 
denote ni une competitivite accrue de l'industrie 
nationale, ni une compression de l' ecart entre la demande 
et l'offre interieure; la baisse du deficit du compte 
courant ne prouve ni une substitution plus grande de 
l'offre interieure aux importations ni une tendance a la 
baisse de l'encours de la dette, mais une baisse des prix 
a 1 'importation et la largesse de nos bailleurs de fonds. 
Cette suite d' arguments ne prejuge pas de l'impact 
ulterieur des nouvelles politiques; elle ne fait que 
constater leur incapacite a remodeler l'economie 
senegalaise apres moins d'une decennie d'application,,8 

5 He too, however, is forced to recognize: "In spite of all 
these efforts and the progress achieved, the economy is still 
vulnerable and highly dependent on the support of the international 
community. Inflation pressures remain strong, and the internal and 
external financial imbalances are unbearable" (Youm, op.cit.:30). 

6 Plan de Redressement Economique et Financier (Economic and 
Financial Recovery Plan) 

7 Nouvelle Politique Agricole (New Agricultural Policy) 

8 'It remains to be seen whether current performances of our 
economy are attributable exclusively to the adjustment policies 
adopted by the government since the launching of the Economic and 
Financial Recovery Plan in 1979. The arguments presented above 
would not support such a claim: the expansion of agriculture is due 
to a series of rainy seasons since 1984, not to the recent New 
Agricultural Policy which has not yet triggered in the rural zones 
a new rationality based on the accumulation of physical and human 
capital; the lower inflation rate - it is in 1987 five times lower 
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(1988:33) . 

While Youm's (1991) periodisation is perhaps more 

"economically correct", I choose for the purpose of my 

analysis a different categorization of the country's post

independence economic history that includes a social as well 

as an economic dimension. 

I distinguish three basic stages. First, there is a 

period of "smoothness II in the state's management of the 

national economy, from independence to the late 1960s. Second, 

particularly after 1968, there is a period of "rising 

questions ", triggered by the realisation of the depth of 

Senegal's dependence on a few exportable commodities, and of 

the urgency of diversifying the economy. This stage stretches 

up to the late 1970s, culminating with the 1978 crisis, and 

into the early 1980s. Finally, a third period, one of "full 

blown structural crisis ", starts around the mid-1980s, and 

stretches up to the 19908, where (despite some fourteen years 

of IMF/WB "horse remedies") none of the structural obstacles 

to economic recovery have been significantly overcome. 

than its average from 1981 to 1986 - expresses neither a hightened 
competitiveness of national industry, nor a narrowing of the gap 
between demand and offer at the internal level; the decrease in the 
current account deficit proves neither a larger substitution of 
imports by the interior offer nor the decrease of the outstanding 
debt, but rather lower import prices and the generosity of our 
external donors. These arguments presume nothing of the new 
policies' future impact, they simply emphasize their failure to 
remodel the senegalese economy after less than a decade of 
application. ' 
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This "simplified" periodisation is useful for at least 

two reasons. First,i It can be used as a temporal canvas to 

show that, even if variations in the economic context (from 

relative prosperity, to rising doubts, and to open crisis) 

undeniably have some bearing on the level of unrest within 

society (and thus on the propensity for the opposition to 

gather audiences), the same strategies of legitimation and 

mobilization can be successfully used throughout the three 

periods by the groups in power to reproduce their political 

dominance. Second, it has the merit of emphasizing the 

increasing scarcity of state ressources, a key point in 

addressing the dynamics of state society exchange. For 

instance, given the clientelist state's past patterns of 

legitimation, one may predict with some assurance what new 

forces will constitute its strongest threat. 

To describe Senegal's periods of prosperity and crises, 

however, does not answer the basic puzzle of its political 

economy, namely: Why does the state seem so remarkably 

reluctant to take the necessary steps towards economic 

recovery (at least towards a lesser dependency on world trade 

and/or ecological factors), that is, to diversify its economy? 

Indeed, despite a long history of official government 

discourse on the necessity of diversifying agricultural 

production, in particular through the substitution of 

groundnut by other crops, Senegal has not been able to break 
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its dependence on this crop. To the contrary, the policies 

designed to promote commercialization of agricultural products 

(most rural cooperatives have been centered around peanut 

production) ·and to stimulate the supply of production factors 

(such as tools, seeds, loans), have benefited groundnut 

production, and have reaffirmed its position over that of 

other crops9. Most of this production is concentrated in the 

central and western parts of the country, in the groundnut 

basin (regions of Sine-Saloum, Thies, Diourbel, and Louga10
), 

which is the domain par excellence of Mouride Islam. 

State, Peanut Production and Charisma in Mouride 
Country 

Beyond technical considerations which certainly have some 

impact on the government's effort to diversify the country's 

9 During the first decade of independence it already occupied 
more than half of national cultivated area. Youm (1991) reports: 
"During this period, the value of peanut exports represented on 
average CFAF 25 billion a year, or 78% of all export revenues. 
Sales from the oil mills represented 40% of all industrial activity 
(the latter being approximately CFAF 40 billion per annum) during 
this period. Thus, peanuts - and products derived from them -
stimulated the production of the primary sector and of the 
industry, which contributed 25% and 20% of the GDP respectively." 
(1991:23) 

10 According to Waterbury (1987): "The groundnut basin has been 
a testing ground for public agricultural policy since the 1920s, 
rivaled only by the delta of the Senegal river. The Delta, however, 
has never remotely approached the groundnut basin in agricultural 
or social importance. [ ... ] The groundnut basin has been the center 
of gravity of the entire senegalese economy and polity [ ... ]" 
(1987:188) . 
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agriculture (yet encouraging experimental results were 

obtained in the diversification of crops, suggesting the 

technical feasability of a larger-scale replacement of 

groundnut by other crops such as millet, or rice), it is in 

the political realm that one should seek the the explanation 

for the state's (quasi-exclusive) reliance on the groundnut as 

the mainstay of the political economy. Hence a Senegalese 

social scientist ll remarks with much realism, 

" Pour certains, il semble que Ie mal absol u serai t 
inherent aI' adoption d' une culture commerciale cornrne 
l' arachide. Dans la ligne des idees de Dumont et de 
beaucoup d 'hornrnes de gauche, il faudrai t trouver une 
alternative a la graine, sinon meme l'abandonner. Les 
medias s'en font quelquefois les echos, surtout lorsque 
la crise devient tres aigue. Cependant, cela est 
completement irrealiste et revele une meconnaissance 
(simple myopie ideologique?) de la realite du pays. La 
population est rurale a 61%, dont plus de la moitie vit 
dans le Bassin arachidier [ ... ]. Cette population est 
constituee par la clientele des grands marabouts qui sont 
parmi les plus importants soutiens du regime. Or, les 
marabouts et la plupart des notables du parti dominant 
ont construit leur pouvoir economique et leur prestige 
social sur la culture arachidiere. Nous ne voyons pas 
pourquoi Ie regime se suiciderait, les paysans et leurs 
patrons avec, pour echanger l'arachide contre des 
produits qui souvent demandent autant, sinon plus de 
travail, sont tout aussi sensibles a la pluviometrie et 
sont aussi peu prises sur Ie marche exterieur." 12 

11 Diop, M. C. (ed), 1992, Senegal - Trajectoires d'un Etat., 
CODESRIA (Conseil pour Ie developpement de la recherche economique 
et social en Afrique, Dakar), Diffusion Karthala, Serie des Livres 
du CODESRIA. 

12 "For some, it seems that the innermost problem lies in the 
adoption of a commercial crop such as peanut. Following Dumont and 
many other leftist authors, the idea is that one should find an 
alternative to the grain, or even abandon it. The media at times 
echo such claim, especially when the crisis becomes very high. 
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(Mbodj, 1992:124) [emphasis added] 

Indeed, the Senegalese state (much like the other Sahel ian 

states described iri this study, and like most african states) , 

functions largely in a predatory mode. What this means, quite 

simply, is that the state is interested in its immediate 

survival, even at the (irrational) cost of undermining its own 

long-term reproduction (for example by looting and depleting 

the country's resources). In order to survive in an unequal 

system of redistribution of resources, the state relies on 

shifting and always carefully selected clientelist networks, 

whose members serve as intermediaries between the state and 

subordinate groups. This system, in order to be operative, 

means that important resources must be redistributed by the 

state to insure the political loyalty of its clienteles. As a 

reSUlt, and beyond the rationality of official state 

plans/strategies regarding national economic development, 

However, this is completely unrealistic and reveals a lack of 
familiarity (mere ideologial short-sightedness?) with the country's 
reality. The population is 61% rural, half of which lives in the 
peanut Basin [footnote 63: Presidence of the Republic (1989:4»). 
This population is formed by the clientele of the big marabous, who 
in turn are the most important supporters of the regime. And it so 
happens that those marabous, along with most of the notables from 
the dominant party, have built their economic power and social 
prestige around the peanut agriculture. We do not see why the 
regime would commit suicide, the peasants and their patrons with 
it, in order to exchange peanut for other products which often 
require as much labor, if not more, are just as sensitive to 
rainfall variations and are as little appreciated on the external 
market." 
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concrete administration is driven by two general goals: (1) to 

obtain the fastest (and if possible the largest) returns on 

"investments" (including clientelist investments), no matter 

what the long-term cost, and (2) to prevent unrest among the 

groups whose discontent would resonate most significantly 

within society at large. 

Thus after independence, the Senegalese state never 

dismantled the (smooth-running) system of rural administration 

inherited from colonization. The governmental strategy of 

alliance with rural religious and commercial intermediaries 

has been thouroughly documented and analyzed (among others: 

Cruise O'Brien, 1971, 1975, 1979, 1984; Copans, 1980; Coulon, 

1979, 1981; Barker, 1977, 1987; Schumacher, 1975; Mbodj 1992). 

Production in the groundnut basin continues to be largely 

controlled by a "rural aristocracy" (Cruise O'Brien, 1984:38) 

formed by religious chiefs (marabous), big land owners, and a 

commercial bourgeoisie (of which many marabous are members) . 

The dominant muslim organization, in terms of its economic 

role at the national level, is undeniably the Mouridyia, with 

its remarkably effective and (predominantly) rurally-based 

organization. Cruise O'Brien, one of the leading specialists 

of the Mouride organization, reports: 

"More than half (very possibly two-thirds) of peanut 
producers are affiliated to the Mouride brotherhood 
[ ... J. Recent demographic research among the Wolof and 
Sereer peoples, who between them account for virtually 
the totality of Senegal's peanut production, would 
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suggest that 55% of rural Wolof and 54% of rural Sereer 
are affiliated to the Mouride brotherhood13

• Given the 
brotherhood's long-established predilection for peanut 
cultivation (the Mouride proportion of Senegal's peanut 
crop may well exceed two-thirds of national total) 14 and 
given the brotherhood's effective and centralized 
organizational structure, the saintly leadership in 
counselling its disciples wields great economic power at 
the national level" (Cruise O'Brien, 1979:221). 

As mentioned in the last chapter, brotherhood leaders owe 

their privileged status vis-a-vis the state to their 

continuing control over the subordinate rural populations15
• 

13 The author refers to Bekker, 1975:259. 

14 "If the Wolof still produce two thirds, and the Serer one 
quarter, of the Senegalese peanut crop, this obviously means that 
the Mouride share of the crop would be of the order of one half -
and very possibly more [ ... J" (Cruise O'Brien, 1977:101, footnote 
16) . 

15 Against the cruder category of Marxists analysts, I feel it 
is crucial to understand that the power of a marabout over a small 
peasant is not explained solely in material terms. Surely, the 
peasant wil draw some "social security" from his marabout, 
especially in times of crisis (drought, unfavorable groundnut 
prices) but, at the same time and perhaps above all, he perceive 
his marabout as a holly person with extraordinary powers that reach 
beyond his material resources. As Coulon (1979:42) notes: "Dans les 
periodes difficiles, en particulier lorsqu'il ne pleut pas, alors 
que l'image de l'Etat se confond aux yeux des paysans avec celIe du 
percepteur d'impots, Ie marabout est celui qui attenue les maux, 
aide materiellement ses disciples, intervient en leur faveur aupres 
de l'Administration, et fait quelquefois jaillir des sources ll ('In 
difficult times, particularly when it doesn' t rain, while the 
peasant's image of the State becomes that of the tax collector, the 
marabout is the one who alleviates the sufferings, helps materially 
his disciples, intervenes on their behalf in the Administration, 
and sometimes makes springs miraculously appear. ') Examples: in the 
summer of 1977, holes of non-salted water appeared on the beach of 
Yoff, a miracle which the Layene attributed to the founder of their 
brotherhood Limanou Laye (in: Le Soleil, August 2 and August 11 
1977); a few days later, another such miraculous spring 
wasdsicovered in the home of the late E. H. Falilou Mbacke in Touba 
(in: LE Soleil, August 14, 1977). 
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They were used as intermediaries by the French colonial 

administration to displace peasants into the new colonies 

chosen for peanut cUltivation16
, and the Senegalese state has 

consistently relied (albeit with varying success) on their 

symbolic ascendency to try to modernise cultivation methods, 

to get peasants to pay back their loans l7
, and to convince 

the petit producers not to go back to subsistence cultures 

(e. g., other than peanut). Brotherhood leaders in general, and 

Mouride leaders in particular, gain much from the "services" 

rendered to the state. Government provides them with land, 

credit, and various forms of technical assistance (Cruise 

O'Brien, 1971:227 & 231, 1977:102; Casswell, 1984). As a 

resul t, "the incomes of the Mouride leaders are among the 

largest in the country" (Cruise O'Brien 1971:234), and 

although they have the formal obligation to share their 

material wealth with their disciples and dependents, and to 

make show of their power in occasional, conspicuous displays 

16 On economic doctrine and work practices among the Mouride 
see Copans, Couty, Roch and Rocheteau (1972). 

17 Cruise O'Brien (1977) says: "The government desires above 
all that the saints should publicly lend their spiritual authority 
to the official campaign for the recuperation of peasant debts, and 
this cooperation has to date consistenlty been refused" (1977:103, 
emphasis added). It is true that, up to the early 1980s, 
prestigious marabouts have shun taking overt political sides. Yet, 
at that time already, Mouride leaders did (albeit undirectly) 
support state interests, such as when Abdou Lahatte M'Backe 
(Khalife-General of the Mouride) enjoins his followers: 'Do not 
indebt yourselves. [ ... ] The Koran tells us that a man in debt is 
not free' (cited in Cruise O'Brien, 1977:101-102). 
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of wealth18
, their profits are substantial and they 

undeniably constitute a privileged social economic strata19
, 

eager above all to protect their status in Senegalese society. 

In this sense, Mouride leaders' responses to various 

state attempts to regulate rural communities in peanut 

producing areas to measure is quite telling. While they never 

opposed in any significant way government ventures aimed at 

improving technical aspects of production, they systematically 

reserved their determined opposition to any state attempt to 

modify any aspect of the social structure of rural Senegal. 

Thus, during the early 1960s, Mamadou Dia's theories of 

"socialist development" were badly received: indeed, not only 

did the sweeping rural reforms his government attempted to 

implement substantially nationalize the marketing of 

groundnuts (thereby depriving the shuyukh from their lucrative 

association with private groundnut traders, but the new 

institutions (an entire new network of government marketing 

and credit agencies, cooperatives and community development 

agencies) 

18 The mosque of Touba, the Mouride "capital", had cost its 
leaders over 1,000,000 pounds (Cruise O'Brien, 1971:235). 

19 Hence Cruise 0' Brien (1977) notes: "The Mouride saints had 
themselves of course made their sometimes subtantial fortunes in 
peanut farming, and their estates although reduced in size still 
exist to the present day. Abdou Lahatte himself in a good year had 
a gross personal income, almost all of it ultimately derived from 
peanut production, well in excess of fifty thousand pounds" 
( op . cit. : 104) . 
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" [ ... ] were designed also to bring a new democracy to the 
peasant villages which would end the domination of 
traditional elites" (Cruise O'Brien, 1971:228). 

Marabouts particularly disliked efforts of II rural animation", 

where the animators addressed the peasants by publicly 

denouncing their abuses (such as speculating with government 

seed stocks, which they would not hesitate to "lend" to their 

disciples at usurious rates), or to encourage peasants to work 

more for themselves or to earn money for community projects. 

The Mouride leaders' response was immediate. They were (at 

least partly) responsible for the fall of Dia' s government (in 

December 1962) and, significantly, "since that time animation 

has been moribond in the Mouride area" (Cruise 0' Brien, 

1971:229). The cooperative movement, on the other hand, was 

less resisted by the shuyukh because they found ways to turn 

it to their advantage (unlike rural animation programms, the 

new production structures introduced through the cooperatives 

did not overtly threaten to change peasants' consciousness, 

which they could continue to use to their material 

advantage2o ). In the end, the message to the state was clear, 

20 For illustrations of marabouts' direct exploitation of 
talibes-peasants within the cooperative system of production, see 
for example Cruise O'Brien, 1971:229-30. The marabouts (helped in 
this by other predatory actors, from the commercial bourgeoisie and 
the state bureaucracy) turned so "well" the cooperative 
organization to their advantage (and to the detriment of the 
peasants) that, by 1980, the mismanagement of the ONCAD (Office 
National de Cooperation et d'Assistance au Developpement) led to 
its dissolution (Caswell, 1984). As for the (rather poor) prospects 
for revitalizing the Senegalese cooperative movement in the 1980s 
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and it was understood: "no action can be attempted which might 

damage the authority or the privileges of the marabouts" 

(Mergan, 1965). 

It is a "balance" dictated in such terms that has, by and 

large, prevailed in rural Senegal. Indeed, the state's 

maintenance of privileged relations with Mouride leadership 

remains one of the privileged means of insuring culturally 

inclusive cultural representation, and one that would 

guarantee to the state a minimal basis of legitimacy. 

Contemporary Crisis of the Political Economy of 
Brotherhoods 

As peanut production and commercialization threatens to 

become less lucrative (droughts, unfavorable world-market 

prices), however, the "traditional" and mutually beneficial 

alliance between state bureaucrats and rural "aristocrats", 

grows uneasy. While Copans (1981) is too hasty to say that 

"les marabouts de l'arachide n'existent plUS,,21 (1981:121), 

it is true that the (economic) configuration of brotherhoods' 

rural supremacy is changing, forcing the latter to "adapt" in 

order to maintain their dominant position at the national 

level. As a result, brotherhoods' leadership (in particular 

Mouride) has, for the past few years, begun to step out of the 

and 1990s, see in particular Gellar (1987:156-157). 

21 'Peanut marabouts don't exist anymore.' 
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more discrete old terms of exchange with the state, bringing 

their significant bargaining power more overtly than ever to 

the political realm. True, during the late 1960s and early 

1970s already (begining of the era of "questions"), the 

Mouride brotherhood had been the voice of the peasants' 

discontent22
• After all, their inunediate interests were at 

stake. Peasants' tendency to turn back to subsistance crops 

(such as millet) as the returns from peanuts proved 

insufficient, obviously constituted a serious threat to the 

state. Mouride leaders' organizational edge and symbolic 

ascendency over the rural population meant that they had 

decisive power to either limit or encourage peasants' 

rebellion against the terms of groundnut production. As a 

result, it sufficed that the Khalife suggests such threat23 

(during the 1973 Magal of Touba, the great yearly Mouride 

pilgrimage) for the state to double the peanut producers' 

price in 1974 (before that, also, Mouride pressure had led the 

22 Still, Cruise O'Brien (1979:226) goes a bit too far when he 
talks of the Mouride brotherhood as "Africa's first autonomous 
peasant trade union"! 

23 In his indirect rhetoric this gave such sentences as: 
"Spiritual authority and temporal authority are the two wings of a 
bird. If one is damaged, the bird cannot fly"; or "Spiritual 
authority is a leg on the chair of power. Should the leg be 
damaged, the chair itself is broken." And this is the kind of 
phrase that finally convinced the state to cancel all outstanding 
peasant debt in 1971: "Like a knot made of wood fiber, it [the 
agrarian crisis] cannot be untied [resolved] by force. The dry wood 
will crack. For the knot to be untied, the wood must first be 
soaked in water." (In Cruise O'Brien, 1977:103 &104). 
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government to cancel farmers' debts, in 1971 and 1973) 24. 

During the 1980s, however, the Mouride aristocracy began to 

intervene more directly in political matters, such as in 

elections. It is estimated that they control over 500,000 

votes, which, given the low rate of participation, is a 

significant share of the electorate. This intervention brought 

about considerable changes in the rapport de force with the 

state (cf. section 6.1.2). 

Nevertheless there are two reasons why Mouride leaders' 

more or less open threats to the state can only go so far. (1) 

First, the surplus on which they feed stems essentially from 

the state administration. Were they to redirect the peasantry 

away from peanut production, they would diminish their own 

resource base. (2) Second, and more interestingly, they are 

now facing changes in their old grip on rural population. 

Indeed, the scope of rural exodus is a key factor of change in 

the organizational dimension of their leadership. will they be 

able to adapt to and mobilize in urban areas (they are 

24 'We Mourides live in an enclosure, our lives governed by the 
teachings of Amadu Bamba, by work and by prayer. Beyond the fences 
of our enclosure, we see Satan and all his works'. In these terms, 
Abdou Lahatte Mbacke addressed hundreds of thousands of Mouride 
pilgrims at the 1973 Magal. liThe reference here is scarcely veiled, 
and certainly did not elude his audience: it is the national 
government which is cast in the diabolic role. Stagnating producer 
prices, steeply rising import prices, and of course the manifold 
hardships of the prolonged Sahelian drought, had driven the Mouride 
leadership (and its peasant following) close to exasperation II 
(Cruise O'Brien, 1977:99). See also Cruise O'Brien 1977:91 & 100-
104; Cruise O'Brien 1979:222. 
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certainly trying), or will the new urban dwellers be more 

attracted to other forms of political discourse, for instance, 

to a more egalitarian societal arrangement? If so, will this 

discourse be a secular class discourse, or will it take the 

form of a new urban Muslim reformism, a possibility that has 

been intriguing researchers since the mid-1980s? In the 

meantime, as will be seen in the following section, the 

Mouride brotherhood in particular, and Islam in general, 

continues to represent a serious political force at the 

national level, a fact that is accepted as evident by all the 

other actors in the national political game, state and 

opposition alike. 

9.1.2 Patterns of Oppositional Mobilization & the 
Stages in State Maneuvers 

It is no great surprise that the system described above 

continues, despite serious, and growing, economic handicaps 

which undermine its viability in the long run to show signs of 

good vitality: the state's expected political returns on 

patronage investments continue in large part to be met and, 

what is more, with no unmanageable reaction within national 

society at large. llfter all, it is the entire Senegalese 

"national culture" (or overwhelming portions of it) which is 

submitted to the symbolic rule of Islam (and a predominantly 

stratified Islam at that), which has invaded all the networks 
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of redistribution of power, and not merely the rural zones 

(where a direct hold on economic production makes its invasion 

of the political sphere inevitable). This is supported in a 

combined analysis of: 

(1) The patterns of access to state power (power can be 
distributed in the form of actual decisional power, of 
material resources, or even in terms of symbolic 
"prestige"): (l.a) the ethno-religious structure of 
government seats; (l.b) the presentation of those groups 
to which the state is most favourable in its 
redistribution of resources and/or prestige (mainly 
brotherhood leaders, and their" satellite-businessmen" ) . 

(2) The strategies (including discursive modes) used by 
competing elite actors in the national political arena, 
which include: (2.a) state ideological campains 
structured around cultural themes (such as Senghor's 
'Negritude' or Diouf's 'Sursaut National'); (2.b) 
competing actors' electoral tactiques. 

(3) Elite actors' comparative success in gathering the 
largest audience. National patterns of mobilization are 
drawn mainly from: (3.a) the evolution of electoral 
outcomes (particular attention being given those taking 
place in a partially or globally "pluralist democratic" 
context, i.e., in 1978, 1983, 1988 and 1993); (3.b) a 
survey of the acts of political mobilization addressed 
against the state (obviously, illustrations of acts of 
mobilization in support of the state could have been just 
as instructive), such as actions of the MFDC, urban riots 
and/or strikes, etc. 

The same stronghold of Islam emanates from all three levels. 

Because this observation has remained valid across the three 

stages of Senegal's economic evolution described above 

(section 6.1.1), I can venture to make predictions as to the 

future of state society exchange in Senegal: from my 

perspective a new path (even if not yet fully realized) that 
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would make Islam a leading mobilizational force in Senegalese 

politics. 

Ethno-religious Distribution of Government Seats 
(1960-1992) 

A survey of occupants of government seats25 from 

independence to the early 1992 reveals the following ethnic 

distribution: 

Wolof ............................ 27.4 % 
Toucouleur ....................... 19.8 % 
Serer ............................ 15.74% 
Lebou ............................ 8.63% 
Diola. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 7.61% 
French ........................... 6.09% 
Mandingue (& related groups) ..... 5.59% 
Bambara .......................... 5.08% 
Peulh. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 2.54% 
Soninke. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 1.52 % 

( To tal) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (10 0 % ) 

And the following religious distribution: 

Overall Muslim ................... 75.25% 
Tidjane ............. [63.18%] 
Mouride ............. [ 7.07%] 
Quadir26 

•••••••••••• [ 3.50%] 
Catholic ......................... 21.21% 
Animist. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 0.00% 

25 Source: Government Archives and interviews of ministry 
employees, Dakar 1992. 

26 I am counting the Layene with the Quadir. Of recent origin 
(founded around 1890), the Layene brotherhood derives from the 
Quadiriya, and (much like the Quadiriya) never spread like the 
Mouridiya and the Tidjaniya. Its influence remains limited to a few 
thousands Lebou Muslims of the Cap Vert region (Camberene, Yoff, 
N'Gor, Yumbeul, Rufisque, etc.). 
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( To tal) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (10 0 % ) 

Regarding ethnic representation, it appears at first sight 

that Wolof, Serer, Mandingue and Peulh are under-represented, 

while Toucouleur and Lebou are over-represented (cf Senegal's 

estimated ethnic composition, section 5.1.1). In addition, 

there is an "over-representation" of French in the government 

(the presence of French in the government can only be 

explained in terms of the extent of the country's economic 

dependence on France). Only the Diola ethnic group is 

proportionaly represented in terms of the allocation of 

government seats. Several remarks need to be made in order to 

understand this first estimation of ethnic representation at 

the highest levels of the Senegalese state. 

First, the proximity of certain ethnic groups, in a 

sense, compensates for under-representation in the strict 

sense of the term. Hence, given the proximity between Wolof 

and Lebou, the latter's over-representation balances the 

former's under-representation27
• Similarly, given the ethnic 

proximity between the Toucouleur and Peulh, over-

representation of the Toucouleur may compensate for under-

representation of the Peulh. The same logic applies to a third 

pair, the Mandingue and the Bambara (both these groups are 

also ethnically related to the Soninke). 

27 Further, the Wolof dominate all the other levels of public 
administration. 
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Second, representation in terms of the allocation of 

gove;r-nment seats also varies in response to the degree of 

political aggressiveness of an ethnic group. Hence we observe 

an overall over-representation of the Toucouleur and of the 

Lebou within the Senegalese government. 

It is perhaps more interesting to measure the variations 

in ethnic distribution of government seats accross the three 

periods of Senegal's economic evolution as described above 

("smootheness": 1960-72; "questions": 1972-1981; "crisis": 

1981-1992) . 

Ethnic group 1960-72 1972-81 1981-92 

Wolof 30.93 16.64 31. 48 
Toucouleur 14.43 27.27 25.93 
Serer 11.34 29.55 11.11 
Lebou 9.28 9.09 7.41 
Diola 7.22 4.55 14.81 
French 9.28 2.27 1. 85 
Mandingue/related 6.18 0.00 7.40 
Bambara 7.22 4.55 0.00 
Peulh 2.06 6.82 0.00 
Soninke 2.06 2.26 0.00 

(100% ) (100%) (100%) 

From this table one learns that: 

(1) The most politically "aggressive" groups (Diola, 

Toucouleur) become better represented within the government 

when they express their frustration and discontent. Hence the 
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Diola are ignored during the period of "questions ,,28 (1972-

81), when their allotted number of government seats actually 

decreases, but after 1981 (that is, with the launching of MFDC 

activism) their number is more than tripled (the scale of this 

increase might also have to do with the fact that MFDC 

terrorism began during the period of heightening economic 

crisis at the national level). Variations in Mandingue 

representation within the government is also to be related to 

Diola variations; they disappeared from the government during 

the second period (when it was urgent to make some room for 

more threatening groups), but only to be returned to their 

initial level of representation during the third period (after 

all they constitute a portion of the MFDC' s audience in 

Casamance). If the Toucouleur have seen their share of 

government seats increased long before the Diola, it might be 

because their frustration, though expressed in less violent 

terms than that of the Diola, resonates more strongly within 

the Senegalese society at large, thus creating more of a 

(potential) threat to state legitimacy. 

(2) The least politically active or aggressive groups are the 

least favored in terms of the allocation of government seats; 

these seats go instead to members of politically significant 

28 The best symbol for this period was the "malaise paysan" and 
the (largely self-serving) decision of brotherhood leaders to speak 
as the voice of the rural world. The Diola were largely 
"irrelevant" to this problem in Senegal's political economy. 
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ethnic groups. This is true of certain ethnic groups per se, 

and also it is true of given ethnic groups accross time. Hence 

the Bambara and the Soninke gradually lost all representation 

within the government. The Peulh too ended up in the third 

period (1981-1992) with no government seat, however their 

representation was increased during the period of rising 

questions (1972-1981), in concert with the increase in 

Toucouleur membership (the two groups are closely related 

ethnically) . Finally, the Serer constitute little overt threat 

to the state and so their representation within the 

government, which was increased during the second period (in 

about the same scale as the increase in Toucouleur 

representation), was brought back again to its initial level 

during the third period. 

(3) variations in Wolof representation, on the other hand, 

deserve a distinct explanation. It has been seen earlier that 

Wolof culture dominates Senegalese society (making its members 

least likely to mobilize as a "neglected minority"). In 

addition, the Wolof are already predominant within all the 

lower echelons of state administration29 , which makes the 

decrease in their alloted goverment seats seem less of a loss 

29 See for instance G. Blanchet (1978, 1983), F. Sow (1972). 
Sow's survey revealed a proportion of 43% of Wolof within the 
Senegalese central administration. In addition, the Wolof are more 
numerous than members of the other ethnic groups in administrative 
posts of command (1972:70). 
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in terms of their presence within the state. What seems to 

have happened accross the three periods is that their share of 

government seats was first decreased (a loss of almost half of 

their initial share) when it was urgent to integrate other 

ethnic groups, and returned to slightly more than the initial 

30% once it was clear which groups could be safely excluded 

from representation within the government (a large chunk of 

the Serer, the Bambara, the Peulh, and the Soninke) . 

(4) Finally, the evolution of French presence within the 

Senegalese deserves cormnent. Their overall share of government 

seats (6.09% during the entire period 1960-1992) does not 

reflect the steep decline in population and influence of this 

group across the three periods defined. However, as their 

number decreases, they continue to hold key political 

posts 30 • 

Ethnic representation within the government should also 

be analyzed in terms of the importance, significance and 

prestige of the seats alloted to each group. I have just 

mentionned the case of the French within Senegalese government 

(they are found, for instance, heading the ministry of 

Interior31 , or of Justice32
). Regarding Senegalese ethnic 

30 Hence Jean Collin was promoted, in early 1981, from minister 
of Interior to Secretary General of the Presidency, with the 
additional status of minister of state thus becoming one the most 
prominent couselor of the new head of the executif (Abdou Diouf). 

31 19.19% from 1960 to 1992. 
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groups per say, a "hierarchy of prestige" of sorts seems to 

underlie the distribution of government seats. This is 

accompanied by a concern about preserving a balance acceptable 

for all ethnic groups. For instance, in the period 1960-1992 

most ministers of the Interior and of the Armed Forces are 

Toucouleur33 , which can be read as a way of honoring the 

traditional prestige of their military states, and as a way of 

honoring their present-day belligerent nature as a group. The 

wolof dominate (at times with the Serer, depending on the 

latter's role in the sector concerned) most ministries that 

deal with the national economy (Rural Economy34, 

Infrastructure35 ), as well as the ministry of Justice36 . Less 

important and/or prestigious posts are either allotted in 

equal portion to the most important ethnic groups (such seems 

32 22.22% from 1960 to 1992. 

33 For the ministry of Interior, 27.29% of the ministers from 
1960 to 1992 are Toucouleur, against 19.19% of Wolof, 19.19% of 
Serer, 19.19% of French, 9.09% of Diola, and 9.09% of Bambara. For 
the ministry of Armed Forces, 66.67% of the ministers from 1960 to 
1992 are Toucouleur, against 33.33% of Wolof. 

34 From 1960 to 1992, 40% Wolof, 40% Serer, 10% Toucouleur, and 
10% Diola. 

35 40% Wolof, 20% Toucouleur, 20% Serer, and 20% Soninke. 

36 44.44% Wolof, 22.22% French, 22.22% Toucouleur, and 11.12% 
Lebou. 
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to be the case for the ministry of Trade and Industry37), or 

else to the least important ethnic group (such is the case of 

the ministry of Information38 ). 

Regarding religious distribution of governments seats for 

the total period (1960-1992), there is a slight under-

representation of the Muslim· group39, a surprising over-

representation of Catholics (remember, however, that the 

French are Catholics), and no representation at all of the 

animist portion of Senegal's population (cf Senegal's 

estimated religious composition, section 5.1.1). Within the 

Muslim group there is a slight over-representation of the 

Tidjane, a striking under-representation of the Mouride, as 

well as of the Quadir. 

Religious distribution40 of government seats also varies 

across the three periods defined above in the following way: 

37 
French, 
Lebou. 

19.19% Wolof, 
9.09% Bambara, 

19.19% Toucouleur, 19.19%, 9.10% Diola, 
9.09% Mandingue, 9.09% Serer, and 9.09% 

38 30% Bambara, 30% Toucouleur, 20% Wolof, 10% Lebou, and 10% 
Serer. 

39 Here again, however, the predominance of Muslims within 
Senegal's central administration (89% of Muslims according to Sow's 
1972 survey) may compensate for their under-representation at the 
governmental level (see Sow, 1972:70). 

40 Here again, the Layene are being counted with the Quadir. 
(From 1960 to 1972, 2.2% of government seats were occupied by 
Layene members and 1.1% by Quadir; there were no layene or Quadir 
in the government during the 1972-1981 period; and, from 1081 to 
1992, 1.59% of government seats were alloted to layene members, 
while there were no Quadir in the government.) 
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Religious group 1960-72 1972-81 1981-92 

Overall Muslim 79.12 92.30 81. 00 
Tidjane [64.84] [87.18] [76.19] 
Mouride [10.99] [ 5.12] [ 3.22] 
Quadir [ 3.30] [ 0.00] [ 1.59] 

Catholic 20.88 7.70 19.00 
Animist 0.00 0.00 0.00 

(100%) (100%) (100%) 

One observes from the table that: 

(1) The share of government seats alloted to Muslims is only 

slightly less than the portion of Muslims within Senegal's 

national population during the third period (1981-1992). What 

is more, during the period of malaise and rising questions 

(1972 -1981) , Muslims are over-represented within the 

government, which is not surprising given that the country's 

most pressing dilemma, that of the crisis of rural production, 

concerns an overwhelmingly Muslim peasantry. 

(2) Within Muslim members of government, the clear over-

representation of the Tidjane makes sense in that it is the 

brotherhood of most Toucouleur (whom the state is eager to 

please, as appears clearly during the second period), and also 

because, in the unofficial paths of cooperation between the 

state and the brotherhood, the Tidjanes are much less spoiled 

than the Mouride (in whose hands get concentrated most of the 

bribes, favors, etc., accorded by the state). 

(3) As seen in the case of the ethnic distribution of 

government seats, the least politically significant religious 
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groups are systematically displaced each time there is a need 

to make room for the more problematic religious groups. Thus 

the animist portion of Senegalese population was never 

represented within the government, the Quadir are much under

represented (disappearing completely from government during 

the second period, when it seemed urgent to make room for the 

Toucouleur/Tidjanes), and about two thirds of Catholic members 

of government are absent in the second period. 

(4) Finally, it might seem intriguing that the share of 

Catholic members of goverment rises again (almost to its 

initial level, when the largest number of French was included 

in the government) during the period of open crisis (1981-

1992). As I argue further down, the traditional balance of 

Senegal's political economy is now being eroded (cf stagnation 

and lack of diversification of the rural economy). This is the 

beginning of a new period, characterized by much indeterminacy 

regarding the balance between the state and traditionally 

powerful (in terms of their ability to mobilize subordinate 

groups) political actors. In particular, the state is trying 

(albeit in careful, even ambiguous ways) to remove itself from 

the hold of the dominant brotherhoods (Tidjaniya and 

Mouridiya). This, perhaps, explains both the resurgence of a 

significant proportion of Catholics, and the re-entry (albeit 

still in a small proportion) of Quadir within the government. 

Overall, then, ethno-religious representation at the 
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Senegalese governmental level appears to be largely in tune 

with the reality of cultural divisions in the country. In this 

sense Senegal falls into the ideal-type of culturally 

inclusive state representation. As for the puzzling low 

presence of Mouride representatives in government, it is 

explained by the fact that the cooptation of brotherhood 

leaders is accomplished mainly by providing them with 

privileged access to state resources (particularly to those 

which are most beneficial for enhancing the profits from 

groundnut cultivation and commercialization) . 

Specificity of Mouride Representation and Access to 
the State 

Indeed, the low portion of Mouride within Senegalese 

government should not surprise the reader. Mouride elite's 

privileged role in the political game gets expressed, much 

more clearly than in the case of the Tidjane, outside the 

realm of governmental representation41
• This is due to a 

conjunction of factors, the most important being (1) the 

accrued religious/symbolic prestige gained by avoiding too 

overt a participation in government, and (2) the visible and 

41 Mouride leaders themselves have (especially up until the 
early 1980s) made it a point of honor and prestige to shy away from 
any overt implication into "secular" matters, above all from direct 
political activity. (see for instance Cruise O'Brien 1977) . 
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strong preference of Mourides for the private sector42 . Once 

again, despite their limited presence in government, the 

Mourides' role in the Senegalese political system is 

nonetheless crucial. Indeed, they have been particularly 

intrumental, during the post-independence period, in 

preserving a fragile state hegemony43. Subsequently their 

intervention in important political events (as moderators of 

the peasant malaise44 , in electoral contexts4S , etc.) is at 

once eagerly sought and feared by both the state and its 

opponents. 

The state's response to the Mouridiya organization's 

ability to insure a (relative) state stability and to act as 

an instrument of massive electoral brokerage, is to reward the 

brotherhood's leadership. Bribes may take many forms, from the 

42 Which they may more easily II fit II into the Mouride philosophy 
of productive work. 

43 See for instance Creevey (1985) and Fatton (1987:97-107). 
Creevey thus agrees that marabouts (especially from the Mouridiya) 
"did not make policy, but [that) their support was essential for 
the stability, and even the viability of the government" 
(1985:718) . 

44 By encouraging their peasant-disciples not to turn away from 
peanut production, by requesting that their talibes repay 
governmental loans, or even by paying taxes on behalf of some of 
them (Cruise O'Brien:1971:231) . 

4S The Mouride Khalike-Gneral's II Ndiguel" (electoral 
[consigne?]) is particularly important (and sought by the official 
actors in the race) in that matter. 
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provision of infrastructure46 and/or credit in the groundnut 

producing regions under their control47
, to gifts in 

nature48 , to symbolic gestures of respect for their holy 

dimension49 , to official acts aimed at facilitating the 

46 Cruise O'Brien (1975:177) gives two examples among many to 
illustrate "the efficacy of saintly politics: in one case a saint, 
whose village bordered on Senegal's central desert, secured the 
installation of no less than four diesel-pumped deep wells there, 
at a total cost to the state of 100,000 pounds; in another case, a 
saint procured an eleven-mile extension of a tarred road 
terminating in his own village and at his front door" (see also 
Cruise O'Brien, 1971:231). Mbodj (1992 draft:15) notes that "almost 
all the headquarters of the marabouts are related to the major 
means of transport and communication". 

47 "Roads, deep wells, schools, dispensaries, land grants, are 
allocated above all to those areas where a powerful faction exists 
with good connections in governing circles in Dakar. Agricultural 
credit, and even the distribution of food (millet and rice) in the 
pre-harvest hun gry season are subject to the same politically 
selective principles. [ ... ) The saints of the Muslim brotherhoods 
in this context remain the principal actors: the leading saints are 
in a position to demand many favours, as they do in general remain 
the popularly recognized authorities in rural Senegal" (Cruise 
O'Brien, 1975:175-76). 

48 For instance the allocation of land (as much as two and a 
half thousand acres to add up to the private estate of the Khalifa
General; cf Cruise O'Brien 1977:102). 

49 These can be expressed in the form of gifts in nature, for 
example a gift of 500 tons of millet at the occasion of the annual 
Magal of Touba (Cruise 0' Brien, 1977: 102), or again in public 
speeches and/or appearances. Hence Behrman (1970) notes on the 
annual Magal of Touba that: "the government, too, celebrates the 
event, and the president of Senegal (accompanied by many ministers 
and officials) usually appears beside the Khalif and makes a 
congratulary speech in which the government's gratitude for the 
assistance of the Mourides in carrying out the [agricultural) 
governmental program is acknowledged" (1970:2). 
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saintly organization's commercial activities50 , including 

even the tolerance of smuggling activities in the religious 

capital of Touba, where merchants have long held a de facto 

status that resembles diplomatic immunity 51. Important 

marabouts are also provided the right to intervene in 

administrative matters, to the point that 

"they can promote or destroy the career of the civil 
officers who act against their will. It is common to see 
civil servants going to Touba52 [ ... ], asking for the 
intervention of the marabout to negate a punishment or to 
further a promotion" (Mbodj, 1992:16)53. 

Interestingly enough, one of the long run outcomes of the 

favored status of Mouride leadership is that, alongside 

50 Hence up until 1974, accorded the principal Mouride saints 
"the official status of 'large-scale producers' (gros producteurs) 
with a titular right to by-pass government cooperatives and sell 
directly to Dakar at a marginally higher price" (Cruise O'Brien, 
1977: 103) . 

51 For example, during the 1984/85 agricultural campaign, which 
yielded an estimated volume of 500,000 to 600,000 tons of 
groundnut, 200,000 tons simply disappeared, many believe on the 
hands of the Mouride, principal organizers of the parallel market 
of groundnut commercialization (M. Fall, 1985:85). See also Mbodj 
(1992:15) . 

52 Or to Tivouane (capital of the Tidjaniya), fro that matter. 

53 This, like the other powers and/or privileges of the Muslim 
chiefdom, has been part of Senegal's political landscape for a long 
time. An American journalist visiting Touba in 1970 thus already 
reports the words of a 28-year-old jobless civil servant in the 
crowd of faithful trying to reach the Khalife Abdou Lahat M'Backe: 
"I've been here two weaks trying to see the caliph. All I need is 
a word from him to the right people in the government and I can get 
my job back. But I don't know any of the people around him, and I 
don't have enough money to bribe them for an audience" (Hoagland, 
197 0) . 
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religious chiefs, Mouride businessmen too have benefited from 

their group's privileged status vis-a-vis the state. To the 

extent that Mouridism has actually come to be equated, in 

popular folklore and in the national economic hierarchy of 

prestige, with material wealth, it is not rare to see 

businessmen originally affiliated with other brotherhoods 

convert to Mouridisme: 

"II existe une sorte de lien entre mouridisme et richesse 
au Senegal. En effet, on note souvent des conversions 
confreriques de la part d'hommes parvenus a un certain 
niveau au plan des affaires. Pour exemple, nous citerons 
Ie cas de Labatt Fall, homme d'affaires Toucouleur 
(ethnie ou il n'y a pratiquement que des Tidianes,,54 
(Sy, 1983/84:41) 

This phenomena expresses, according to M.C.Diop's (1980 and 

1981) argument, the fact that Mouride businessmen have in time 

to take advantage from their marabouts' power and prestige: 

II Alors que I' etat senegalais a utilise la puissance 
politique des marabouts a des fins essentiellement 
politiques, les comrner~ants mourides ont utilise cette 
meme puissance a des fins economiques. Ainsi donc, on 
voit que, contrairement a ce qu'on pense, l'etat 
senegalais n' a pas Ie monopole de la recuperation du 
poids politique des elites maraboutiques. Les commerQants 
mourides, eux aussi, ont bel at bien utilise a des fins 
economiques la puissance des elites maraboutiques, 

54 'There exists in Senegal a sort of link between Mouridism 
and material wealth. Indeed, one often observes brotherhood 
conversions on the part of businessmen who have achieved a certain 
level of economic success. For example, such is the case of Labatt 
Fall, a Toucouleur businessman (an ethnic group composed 
essentially of Tidiane).' 
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1 'exemple du marche de contrebande de Touba55 est a. ce 
sujet assez revelateur"s6 (1980: 223) [emphasis added] 

Islam as the Instigator of National State 
Ideological Campains 

The state has developed various attempts to circumvent 

and/or manipulate the moral ascendency of the maraboutic 

political class. They are discernable, for instance, in the 

orientation of national ideological campaigns destined to 

"pacify" currents of discontent within Senegalese society at 

large. President Senghor's (1960-1981) discourse on 

"N~gritude" can be analyzed in this perspective, and so can 

President Diouf's (1981-) "Sursaut National", and later 

"Charte Culturelle". While they were addressed to different 

audiences (Senghor addressing more a certain political 

intelligentsia, as well as the outside world, Diouf far more 

strictly concerned with popular patterns of political 

S5 Touba is the Capital of the Mouride, horne of the Khalife 
G~n~ral and of the annual Magal pilgrimige, which draws massive 
numbers of disciples and attendants (some half a million already in 
1975, that is about one eighth of national population at the time; 
cf Cruise O'Brien 1977:105) from allover the country. It is also, 
as Diop suggests, a place of active (and not always legale) 
commercial activity. 

S6 'While the Senegalese state has used the political power of 
the marabouts essentially in the political realm, the Mourides 
businessmen have used that same power in the economic realm. Thus 
one finds that, contrary to what is generally thought, the 
Senegalese state does not hold the monopoly of the recuperation of 
the political weight of the maraboutic elites. Mouride businessmen, 
too, have decisively used, for econonic purposes, the power of the 
religious elites. In this perspective, the exemple of the smuggling 
market of Touba is rather revealing.' 
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mobilization), each of these attempts at imposing a national 

vision was a response to the political rapport de force that 

prevailed at the time. In both these there is reference to the 

weight of the brotherhoods in the national political 

systemS? . 

One of the political goals of the philosophical system of 

the "Negritude" in Senegal was to compensate ideologically for 

the heavy presence of French in the state, which stirred 

discontent within most factions of the national elite (the 

marabouts, but also the urban intellectuals, including the 

left-wingers58 ). At the same time, the theme of the 

Senegalese people's 'Africanity' was useful as a diversion 

from the stronghold of Islam in the political system. Let's 

not forget that Senghor, at the time, was not faced with the 

57 This is not the place to develop in detail a comparison of 
the two "ideologies". Only their political significance and their 
effect on state society relations at large is relevant. Let it just 
be said that they are of different philosophical scope: Senghor's 
"Negritude" formed a trully learned system of thought, whereas 
Diouf's "Sursaut National", in comparison, was a mere conceptual 
"bricolage". (For a discussion of the transition from the discourse 
of Negritude to that of the Sursaut National, see Diouf & Diop, 
1990a: 251-281.) 

58 Understandibly, however, the frustration of the marabouts 
was relative and rather ambiguous. Surely, they would disapprove of 
the negative cultural effects of a country turned too much toward 
French (and more generally Occidental) values, which might lead to 
an erosion of tradition values and thus conctitute a threat to 
their own moral leadership, yet at the same time the French, as the 
main clients of Senegal groundnut exports, are indispensable to the 
reproduction of their power. Leftists critique of Senghor's 
philosophy, in this sense, was more founded and determined. 
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bottlenecks of the rural economy faced today by his successor. 

He hoped to use his philosophy as a means to "demobilize" 

Islamic audiences, and perhaps instill a more balanced 

distribution of national political forces. 

The concept of "Negritude" was, at once, to reconcile the 

Occidental presence with Senegal's Black African identity, and 

to undermine the symbolic/political stronghold of Islam in 

Senegal. As Senghor (1977) put it: 

ilLes Negro-Africains, comme toutes les autres ethnies de 
la terre, ont un ensemble specifique de qualites, dont 
I 'esprit-culture, dans une situation donnee, a produit 
une civilisation originale, unique, irrempla9able. Sans 
doute, certaines de ces qualites ont-elles pu se 
rencontrer chez d'autres peuples, mais certainement pas 
toutes ensemble, certainement pas sous cet eclairage, 
dans cet equilibre et au merne degre. La Negritude est 
donc 1 'ensemble des valeurs de civilisation du monde 
noir, telles qu' elles s' expriment dans la vie et les 
oeuvres des Noirs" S9 (1977:90). 

Negritude thus idealizes 'Blackness', and in that sense is a 

weapon in the struggle against colonization and its aftermath 

("une arme de combat pour la decolonisation", op.cit.:91, 

emphasis in text). In this perspecti ve, timing was 

significant, as the ideology officially became a key dimension 

S9 'Negro-Africans, like any other ethnic group, hold a set of 
specific qualities, from which the culture-spirit, in a given 
situation, has produced an original, unique and irreplaceble 
civilization. Surely, some of these qualities can be traced in 
other peoples, but not all of them at once, and not in that exact 
perspective, nor in that particular balance, and to that particular 
degree. Negritude is therefore the ensemble of civilizational 
values specific to the Negro-African world, as expressed in the 
lives and the productions of Blacks.' 
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of state discourse in the aftermath of the 1962 political 

crisis, which led to the dismissal of Mamadou Dia's 

government. Indeed, Dia defended a more radical socialist and 

nationalist orientation than Senghor, and he (and his "clan") 

was less inclined to welcome a heavy involvement of the French 

in the country's internal (economic and political) affairs 60
• 

Its apology of "Africanity", though a broad and abstract 

one, was also a subtle attempt to address the invasion by 

religious forces of the national political arena. While the 

anticolonial tone was a positive factor in the eyes of the 

brotherhoods' leadership, the ideology also introduced a 

competing cultural theme to the sacrality of Islam in 

Senegalese society. (The average Senegalese, rural or urban, 

was likely to be Muslim, but he was sure to be African!) At 

the same time, however, Senghor's proposed ideological system 

was flawed with a major weakness: it did not speak directly to 

the roots of Senegalese tradition (especially the Wolof 

60 In Mamadou Dia' swords: "Le 18 decembre 1962 les adversaires 
du socialisme et de l'independance nationale feterent l'evenement 
[ ... J. [ ..• J Au projet collectif de la nation, ils substituerent 
leur propre projet, c'est-a-dire des plans de mise en coupe reglee 
de nos res sources et des plans de restructuration de notre espace 
economique selon leurs propres obj ectifs et leurs propres desseins" 
(1988:9) . 
['On December 18, 1962, the adversaries of socialism and national 
independence celebrated the event [ ... ]. [ ... ] To the collective 
project of the nation, they substituted their own project, that is, 
plans to accaparate our res sources and plans to restructure our 
economic space according to their own obj ecti ves and their one 
goals.'] 
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tradition) and, thereby, its reception was largely limited to 

an urban elite of intellectuals. 

President Diouf's "Sursaut National" stood as an overt 

retreat from Senghor' s Negri tude. The change is not surprising 

in view of the growingly unfavorable political economic 

context (in both rural and urban Senegal) inherited by the new 

President. The time to risk alienating Muslim forces was gone 

and, as soon as he became President61 (1981), Diouf sought to 

negociate a new balance with adversary political forces (the 

youth, the urban petite bourgeoisie, the peasantry and, of 

course, the marabouts and the new current of islamic 

reformism), President Abdou Diouf launched, along with the 

finalization of integral multipartism (a process which had 

been initiated by his predecessor in 1974 and 1976), a new 

vision, aimed to fit popular "common sense" and to 'reconcile 

Senegal with itself,62: the "Sursaut National ,,63 (something 

like 'National Awakening'). Though his own effort proved much 

less elaborate than his predecessor's philosophico-

61 Abdou Diouf, who had been Senghor's Prime Minister for a 
decade, inherited the Presidency after Senghor resigned in 1981. 
Only in 1983 was he voted in by the Senegalese people. 

62 "Reconciliant Ie Senegal avec lui-meme" (Le Soleil, April 
23, 1987, p.5). 

63 See Abdou Diouf (bibliography). Also Le Soleil, January 2, 
1981, p.1. 
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linguistico-moral system64 , the change in orientation was 

quite clear. It was no more an abstract and ideal identity 

that was put forth, but rather the real meat of Senegal's 

history and tradition, the immediate stuff of the Senegalese 

people's social memory. A telling illustration of Diouf' s 

strategy is perhaps a curious institutionalization of the 

traditional function of the bard ('griot') which was 

particularly important in precolonial Wolof society, through 

the creation of a "Comite National des Griots pour Ie Soutien 

a I' Action du President Abdou Diouf,,65! Other traits of the 

Sursaut National included: a (quite ambiguous) praise of "true 

Islam" as one of the main "national values" (perhaps at once 

an indirect blow aimed at the growing tyranny of the 

marabouts, and a safe way to hold a mid-way position between 

the traditional pole of the marabouts and that of growing 

"purist" muslim currents, whose grip on society at large is 

still hard for the state to appraise); the denunciation of 

fetichism as an "anti-value,,66; the "new school" where civic 

instruction is given greater importance, in order to teach 

patriotism ("Wolof-style", predominently) and the desired 

64 It can actually be said that it remains rather vague, 
ambiguous, and incomplete (Diop and Diouf, 1990a, op.cit.) 

65 Or CONAGRISAPAD, which translates into: 'Bards' National 
Comity for the Support of the Action of President Abdou Diouf' 
(Diouf and Diop, 1990:252 & 278) . 

66 Op.cit. :258. 
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ideology, that of the revealed religions (particularly Islam) ; 

the attribution of godfathers ('parrains') to these schools, 

whose cult is to be celebrated each year67 (these 'parrains' 

can be great historical figures, or contemporary actors, 

mainly marabouts, politicians, writers, journalistes, 

teachers 68
; some streets are renamed, and the statues that 

reminded of the colonial era displaced69
; etc70

• 

President Diouf's goal seems quite straightforward. All 

to conscious of the country's changing political map (crisis 

of the age-old peanut complex, rapid urbanization, etc.), and 

of the volatile situation this leads to in the context of an 

acute economic crisis for which all experts (Senegalese and 

Foreign!) agree that there is no immediate way out, he is 

eager to appeal to most Senegalese, thus short-cutting any new 

67 This celebration, Diouf and Diop (1990a) note, recalls the 
large ceremonies (xaware) held, in precolonial times, by applicants 
to the throne of the Wolof states (op.cit.:278). 

68 The "moral exemplarity" of the patron, when he is a 
contemporary actor, being measured essentially through his social 
or political importance, or to the size and power of his clientel 
( op . cit. : 278) ! 

69 Op.cit. :258. 

70 When President Diouf, after a workplace accident (the 
explosion of a tank containing amoniac gas at the SONACOS factory 
in Fann-Bel-Air caused 40 deaths and 300 wounded, mainly under
equiped workers), pleadingly calls the Senegalese people, from all 
faiths, to pray for the soul of the victims ... and for social peace 
(!), and decretes 3 consecutive days of national mourning (March 
25, 26 and 27, 1992), it is not the technocrat who is speaking, it 
is the ambiguous tactician of the "sursaut national", 
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revival of Senegalese Islam The strategy seemed relatively 

successful during the first stage of his presidency (1981-

1983); however, the contested elections of 1983 and the 

negative impact of drastic economic measures (as imposed by 

the World Bank and the IMF) under his government would rapidly 

undermine his initial success71. 

Nevertheless, the state would persist in its meager 

attempt at pacifying civil society through the return to 

"traditional" values as the framework for its new societal 

project. The "Projet de Charte Culturelle" follows on this 

line, as it aims, through the same malintegrated axes, to 

'insert the cultural factor in a global societal proj ect' 

("ins~rer Ie fait culturel dans un projet global de 

soci~t~") 72. While this discourse should appeal to, or at 

least speak (or make sense) to larger portions of the 

population than Senghor' s ideological proposal, it is unlikely 

to suffice in order to contain the radical changes undergone 

by a Senegalese society under pressure. Not only that, but it 

has marginal negative effects, such as the further alienation 

of the most neglected cultural groups, promoting regionally 

based effective or potential autonomist movements (Diola of 

Casamance for the former, Toucouleur of the Northern Senegal 

71 Diouf and Diop, 1990a:264. 

72 See Diagne (1992:279-298), in Diop (ed). 
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River valley, or Senegalese Fuuta, for the latter)73. 

Overall, however, these ideological campaigns (and 

particularly Diouf's Sursaut National) served their purpose 

well, that is, their content did speak to the majority of the 

Senegalese people. In this sense, their ideological content 

reinforced subordinate groups' sense of the legitimacy (e.g., 

of the cultural inclusiveness) of state representation. 

'Clan Politics I or the Poverty of Alternative 
Political Proposals 

If Abdou Diouf's sursaut national and subsequent charte 

culturelle lacks conceptual refinement (and even clarity), the 

same could be said of most alternative political discourses in 

contemporary Senegal (with the exception perhaps of the far 

left, which has imported ready-made discursive frames from the 

west) . There is, [somme toute?], little to differentiate among 

them. This state of affairs, however, should in no way be 

attributed to actors' .. intellectual limits"; rather, the 

political elite's "predatory drive u (a trait it shares with 

the other national political elites presented here), coupled 

with the history of Senegal's political system, has dictated 

that, overall, more significance (and impact on mobilization 

patterns) be gained by a particularly salient form of 

competition, .. clan politics" {Senegal's form of political 

73 Diouf and Diop, 1990a: 270. 
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clientelism) than on the actual programm of any political 

movement 74. 

liThe clan is not a political institution in any widely 
accepted sensei membership may change quite rapidly with 
political fortune, and the effective factional unit is 
defined by a situation of competition which depends on 
the availability of a prize H75

• 

Its particular saliency in Senegalese politics76 derives 

historically from the conjunction of the precolonial culture 

of the Muslim brotherhoods (which, as has been seen, has been 

actively promoted in the last phase of colonization) with the 

"rather liberal electoral patterns established by French 

74 See Coulon (1978) for an excellent discussion of elections, 
factions and ideologies in the Senegalese political system. The 
author has the merit of clarifying the analytic distinctions among 
clans, patronage, and clientelism (op.cit.:152-153), as well as of 
recognizing how, in Senegal in particular, these differences should 
not be overestimated as political clanship, patronage and 
clientelism overlap in an extraordinary web that is not always easy 
to disentangle ("le tout pouvant paraitre un extraordinaire 
echeveau qu' il n' est pas toujours aise a I' observateur de demeHer" , 
op.cit.:154-155). For an illustration of the entangled networks of 
"cultural" and "mercenary" political clans, see Diouf's (1989) 
analysis of ethnic identity and municipal political processes among 
the Lebou of Rufisque. One may also consult: Barker (1973 & 1987) . 

75 Cruise 0' Brien, 1975: 150-51. Zuccarelli (in Mulot, 1979: 86) 
defines the political clan as a II formation non statuaire regroupant 
un certain nombre de militants autour d'un responsable" ('non
official formation joining a certain number of militants around a 
leader'), and Foltz (1964) describes it as a "group of people 
united behind a single leader (or family) who expect to profit 
indirectly from any political success the leader may achieve. II 

76 On the logic of 'mercenary support' (" soutien mercenaire") 
that ties central and local powers in Senegal, one would benefit 
from a reading of Diop and Diouf (1990b, particularly pp.16-24) . 



225 

colonialism in the 18th century" 77 • Clan leaders come from 

such a diverse and eclectic class that politics in general 

"has become a cynical exchange of favors ,,78 • However, Muslim 

brotherhood leaders, as a result of of their massive 

mobilizational power (a trait that distinguishes them from 

from the clan chiefs who achieve their status, and a more 

limited following, merely because of their access to spoils), 

needed both to maintain the orientation of the economy and to 

win elections, have held the lion's share. 

Senegalese Elections: Strategies and OUtcomes 

Aware of this balance of force, all "secular" political 

actors are careful, in their appraisal of the political system 

and in their electoral strategies, not to dismiss religious 

forces. Thus when, in 1992, I interviewed representatives of 

77 Fatton, 1987: 92. For a chronique of the development of 
electoral competition in the "Four Communes" (Saint Louis, Goree, 
Dakar, and Rufisque), first beneficiaries of electoral rights, see 
Zuccarelli (1987), and Morgenthau (1964). 

78 Fatton, 1987: 95. This "cynicism" is expressed in the 
facility with which opposing actors and/or groups of actors may get 
coapted by the state. Hence the latter managed to "pacify" a large 
portion of the unions after the urban upheavals of the late 1960s, 
as well as most reformist movements even after they had expressed, 
during the mid- and late 1970s, their "determination" to oppose the 
traditional alliance of state and rural maraboutic aristocracy. In 
the same vein, it is striking that Abdoulaye Wade, charismatic head 
of Senegal's only mass opposition party (the PDS) , would integrate 
the government some time after his resounding opposition to the 
results of the 1983 and 1988 general elections (he accepted, in 
April of 1991, a seat of minister of state without any specific 
juridiction ... only to abandon his post a few months prior to the 
1993 elections!). 
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the dominant party (the Socialist Party, party of the state 

since independence) and of the most important (in terms of 

electoral weight) political formations opposing it79
, I was 

struck by the commonalities in their responses (the same 

proximity being also observed in the various groups' electoral 

tactics). Perhaps the most cynical of my interviewees was a PS 

Deputy 80, whom I met with in his office at the National 

Assembly. He was quick to acknowledge that the cleavages among 

the different factions of his party, just like the cleavages 

among the PS and the opposition parties, were divisions of 

persons and clans, more than ideological ones. As for 

everyone's goal, it was the same: access to state command (and 

its patronage resources) . Further, when asked about the weight 

of Muslim brotherhood leaders, he recognized that his party 

strongly relied on their powerful impact (powerful, he said, 

because it operates in the realm of the irrational) : 

"Grace a la religion, Ie petit peuple ne voit pas sa 
misere. Ainsi il existe des exemples d' explosions a cause 
de la mauvaise gestion du gouvernement, ou encore des 

79 There are, overall, sixteen legal parties in Senegal, many 
of which are relatively powereless in term of their rnobilizational 
power. For basic information regarding the political history of 
these parties, see among others Hesseling (1985:336-337) and 
Nzouankeu (1984). 

80 Barra Diouf, who had also been the Director of the national 
daily newspaper, Le Soleil. 



manques de moyensi mais pas de revolution. ,,81 

And, openly laughing at my naivete: 

"Pourquoi voulez-vous 
marabouts qui nous 
elections?! ,,82 

que l'on se 
permettent 

mette ados 
de gagner 
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les 
les 

Responses to questions of alliances with the Muslim 

brotherhoods stemming from the democratic center are quite 

similar. Abdoulaye Wade, chief of the Senegalese Democratic 

Party (PDS), the only mass party beside the ruling PS, 

vehemently critiques the state's use of its resources to buy 

the allegiance of the major brotherhood chiefs (he nicknamed 

Diouf "Monsieur Forage" during the 1988 campaign, for the 

latter spent much time in rural areas dedicating deep wells) 

yet he himself did not fail to make the required curtesy 

visits to the same leaders. The leader of the PDS/R83 

(PDS/Renovation, a fraction that seceded from the PDS in 1985, 

and was officially recognized in 1987) said that the majority 

of Senegalese's political consciousness remained so associated 

wi th religion that even the left (especially since 1983) 

humbled itself to its (electoral) power. In the end, he said, 

81 , Thanks to religion, the little people do not see their 
misery. Thus there are examples of explosions due to the 
government's ill-management, or to povertYi however there is no 
revolution. ' 

82 'Why would you expect us to alienate the marabouts who help 
us win elections?!' 

83 Serigne Diop, who is also a law professor at the University 
of Dakar. 
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"le pluralism senega1ais est un pluralism artificie1; 1es 
discours po1itiques des partis sont a peu de choses pres 
1es memes, et l'on observe quasiment 1es memes tactiques 
de coaptation d'un parti a un autre N84 . 

Finally, the leader of the PDS/Renovation praised his 

party's courage and strong language in its critique of the 

role of the marabouts. However, he recognized (1) that his 

party's following remained quite limited, and (2) that those 

"critiques" had to remain indirect85 , comparing the PDS/R's 

position in the Senegalese political arena to that of Salman 

Rushdi in Iran! 

Unsurprising1y, the groups that held the most distinct 

perspective (if not in their tactics, at least in their 

speech) are those of Senegal's far left: And-Jeff/MRDN' S86 

charismatic leader, Landing Savane (interestingly, he is a 

Muslim Diola from Casamance), and the leader of the LD-MPT87, 

Abdoulaye Batchi1y, both insisted that: (1) in their 

respective parties the leader was not a "clan leader", but 

84 'Senegalese pluralism is an surface pluralism; political 
parties' discourses are, by and large, similar, and one observes, 
accross parties, just about the same coaptation tactiques.' 

85 For example, PDS/R militants would critique the scanda1e of 
generous state loans to the marabouts (scandalous since they are 
seldomly reimbursed), or else they "would not hesitate to preach to 
brotherhood disciples to disobey their religious chief's 'Ndiguel'" 
(electoral instruction). 

86 AND-JEFF/Mouvement Revolutionnaire pour la Democratie 
Nouvelle. 

87 Ligue Democratique/Mouvement pour 1e Parti du Travail. 
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just another militant, and that therefore the debate was truly 

egalitarian; and (2) that they, unlike the other political 

organizations, did not play electoralist games with 

traditional Muslim chiefs. However, several of their remarks 

belied their powerlessness in the face of the weight of 

brotherhood Islam in the political system. Thus, Landing 

Savane observed that, outside the great urban centers, his 

audiences were concentrated in the (Toucouleur-dominated) 

northern region of the Senegal River88 (Savane is called Sy 

there, a Toucouleur name), the Casamance and the east, that 

is, outside the areas controlled by the great marabouts 

associated with the groundnut complex. In the same vein, 

Abdoulaye Batchily attributed the modest mobilizational power 

of his party (and of Senegal's left in general) not only to 

state repression, but also to the fact that the LD/MPT 

commands far less patronage resources than the leading parties 

(mainly the PS and the PDS). 

In both cases, finally, the critique of Muslim forces, 

judged archaic and retrograde, remains mitigated89
: Batchily 

88 Many of his party's leading militants, too, are Toucouleur. 

89 M.Fall (1986) also notes how "meme s'il arrive que certaines 
organisations se reclamant du marxisme denoncent les «feodalite 
maraboutiques» ou condament Ie soutien accorde a Abdou Diouf lors 
des elections de fevrier 1983, au nom de la separation du politique 
et du religieux, il reste que l'Islam est generalement menage II 
(1986:77). ('While it happens that, in the name of the separation 
of politics and religion, Marxist organisations denounce the 
«maraboutic feodalities» or condemn the support they gave Abdou 
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recognizes that Muslim forces are not attacked frontally, for 

his organization's audiences are also affiliated with 

brotherhoods. Savane had to insist that though his party is 

fighting for laicity, it did not stand a chance against the 

marabouts90 . (This ambiguity is a general characteristic of 

Senegal's "far-left"; Mahjmout Diop of the PAl, for example, 

does not hesitate to open and close his party's political 

rallies ... with the reading of Koranic verses!91) Batchilyand 

Savane do, nevertheless, disagree on the potential political 

weight of Muslim reformist currents. Batchily estimates that 

they already constitute an alternative to the left, and Savane 

believes that, given the Senegalese's non-fundamentalist 

mentality, reformism is not likely to take up a major role in 

politics. 

So, what is the electoral success of these parties, in a 

country where, as the electronic media (TV and radio are, 

Diouf during the elections of February 1983, Islam nonetheless is 
not attacked with force.') 

90 Further, his answers remained quite ambiguous as to the type 
of discourse he and his team carried into the rural areas: they 
would vary, he said, according to the "type of region concerned"; 
in Mouride country, for instance, they would indirectly use the 
Marabouts' symbolic ascendency (Savane refuted this 
interpretation), for instance by reminding disciples of state 
promesses to the marabouts which were not kept, and promising that 
they, on the other hand, wuold fulfill them. In this sense, the 
existing system of patronage, and above all the political role of 
the brotherhood's leadership, was not decisively attacked. 

91 M.Fall (1986:77). 
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unlike the press, entirely state-controlled) put it, the 

President gets elected 'by God's will' (llpar la grace de 

Dieu")? Unsurprisingly, the electorally dominant parties are 

those with the most resources for their campaigns, as well as 

those headed by prestigous Ilpolitical figures II (in terms of 

their charisma and/or of their longevity in the ongoing system 

of clan competition). It also helped the PS to have a very 

favorable electoral code, which would only be changed for the 

1993 elections (whether it was, at that date, transparently 

applied is another story) . The PS and the PDS, therefore, have 

consistently dominated the vote ever since the return92 to 

multipartism93
• In the end, as Coulon and Cruise O'Brien 

(1989) remark: 

"Multi-party politics in Senegal, with the openings 

92 From 1966 to 1976, all parties except the UPS (later called 
PS, ruling party since the independence) were banned. In 1976 
Senghor, in response to growing (urban) discontent with his regime, 
created a limited form of multipartism, specifically a three-party 
system based on II ideological orientations": there would be a 
"liberal democratic II party of the Right (the PDS of Abdoulaye 
Wade), a II social democratic II party of the center (Senghor' s ruling 
socialist party), and a "Marxist-Leninist" party of hte Left 
(Majhmoud Diop's PAl, or Parti Africain de l'Independance, 
Senegal's first formal communist party). These would be the 
competetitors during the 1978 general elections. In 1981, Diouf 
introduced a new constitutional reform lifting any limits on the 
number of political parties entering the competition (1983, 1988 
and 1993 general elections). 

93 On pre-1978 electoral processes (post-WWII/pre-independence 
elections, multipartite elections of 1960 and 1963, intra-PS 
elections of 1968 and 1973), see among others: Morgenthau (1964), 
Robinson (1960), and Zuccarelli (1987). 
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created by the Diouf regime in 1981, has thus not 
resulted in any dramatic realignment of the political 
forces. The governing party continues to hold its 
monopoly in the dispensation of patronage, continues to 
operate through a network of urban and rural 
influentials" (1989:148). 

At the 1978 general elections94
, the PAl presented a 

list in the parliamentary race in the hopes of winning one or 

two seats95
, and Abdoulaye Wade announced his candidacy for 

the presidency. At the municipal elections, the ruling PS held 

76% of the votes, while the PDS won only one county, that of 

Oussoye in Casamance. It also won two rural communes96
• In 

the race for the presidency, Senghor won with 83.68% of the 

votes97
• Finally, the parliamentary competition led the 

following results98
: 

- Registered 
- Voting 
- Blancs 
- Expressed 
- PS (L.S.Senghor) 
- PDS (A. Wade) 
- PAl (M.Diop) 

In the 1983 ballot, 

94 On February 26, 1978. 

1,555,250 
974,826 

7,340 
967,486 
770,799 
172,948 

3,734 

which followed a calm electoral 

95 There are 120 seats at the National Assembly. 

96 Taif (Gossas) and Taiba Ndiaye (Tivaouane). 

97 For this general election, the rate of electoral 
participation was 62.8% at the presidentials, and 62.6% at the 
parliamentary elections. 

98 All these results were taken from Zuccarelli (1988 :143-145) . 
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campaign99 , opposition parties had (unlike in 1978) some 

access to the electronic media (however with quite limited air 

time in comparison to the ruling PS) 100. Five presidential 

candidates (President Abdou Diouf, Abdoulaye Wade, Mamadou 

Dia, Mahjmout Diop and Oumar Wone for the Parti Populaire, one 

of the leftist 'groupuscules'), and a total of eight parties 

were competing in the race101
• The results102 do not express 

any significantly new patterns in Senegalese voting. Abdou 

Diouf obtained 83.5% of the expressed votes103
, while 

Abdoulaye Wade totaled 14.7% of the votes104
, only slightly 

less than his 17.8% during the 1978 presidential race). 

Together, the three other presidential candidates merely 

gathered 19,295 votes. 

In the parliamentary race, the PS received 79.9% of the 

99 It was held on February 27. 

100 The PS occupied about 50% of air time, while the rest of it 
had to be shared among the 16 opposition parties! 

101 In addition to the PS and the PDS, the parties competing 
are the Rassemblement National Democratique (Cheikh Anta Diop's 
RND) I the Mouvement Democratique et Populaire (MOP), the Ligue 
Democratique (LD) , the Parti de l' Independance et du Travail (PIT), 
the Parti Africain de l'Independance (PAl), and the Parti Populaire 
(PP) . 

102 Taken from Zuccarelli (1988: 163 -165) . 

103 Corresponding to 913,569 votes. 

104 Or 160,809 votes. 
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votes10s (gaining 111 seats at the National Assembly), while 

the PDS managed to gain only 8 seatsl06, and Cheikh Anta 

Diop's RND, 2.62% of the vote (gaining one seat). The score 

for the other competing parties varied between 1.15% (for the 

MOP) and 0.20% (for the PP), thus precluding them from any 

representation at the National Assernblyl07. 

In 1988, Diouf outran by far his closest opponent108 : 

826,301 votes109 , compared to Wade's 291,869 votes (Babacar 

Niang and Landing Savane, the two other presidential 

candidates, received respectively 8,449 and 2,849 votes). At 

the legislature, the PS received 71.34% of the votes 110 (for 

a total of 103 seats at the National Assembly), while the PDS, 

with 24.74% of the votes111 , won a mere 17 seats. The other 

105 869,107 votes. 

106 With 151,970 votes. It is, however, penalized by the new 
ballot mode; indeed, were representation strictly proportional, it 
could have gained 17 seats at the National Assembly. 

107 It is important to know that the abstention rate was high 
in 1983: with 1,888,444 registered on the electoral lists, 41.8% of 
the voters abstained at the presidentials and 42.2% at the 
parliamentary elections. 

108 All 1988 results taken from Zuccarelli (1988:175-178) i see 
also Young and Kante (1992:63-74). 

109 There were 1,932,269 registered on the electoral lists, for 
very high abstention rate (58.7% at the presidentials and 57.6% at 
the legislative elections). 

110 794,559 votes, for the rate of abstention, also quite high, 
was 57.6%. 

111 275,552 votes. 
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parties involved in the race accumulated a total of only 

43,633 votes: 15,664 for the Ligue Democratique, 13,186 for 

the Parti pout la Liberation du Peuple, 9,304 for the Parti de 

l' Idependance et du Travail, and 5,451 for the 

PDS/Renovation112
• 

In 1993, finally, the same leading roles were played 

again at the poles by Diouf and Wade. Yet, the state had 

promulgated a new electoral (adopted in February 1992) code 

which 

"De l'avis unanime des acteurs politiques et des 
universitaires du cru, [ ... ] est un «joyau», «un 
breviaire anti-fraudes». II devrait norrnalement eviter 
que ne se reproduisent les bourrages d'urnes, les votes 
multiples et les substitutions de proces-verbaux, 
nornbreux au cours des deux precedents scrutins. 
Entierement elabore pas les partis po1itiques, sans 
intervention du gouvernement, ce code rep rend a son 
compte l'essentie1 des revendicaitons de l'opposition, 
jugees naguere heretiques ,,113. [emphasis added] 

According to the earliest estimates, the average national 

participation rate was between 50 and 60% (yet only less than 

30% in Casamance, where MFDC terrorism killed at least 28 

112 A proportional scrutin would this time have amounted to 35 
seats of the opposition (still leaving a majority for the ruling 
PS, but with a more just representation of the weight of the 
opposition in the vote) . 

113 Jeune Afrique, 7-13 Janvier 1993, pp.22-26. ('Is 
unanimously viewed by political actors and intellectuals [ ... ] as 
a «jewel», «an anti-fraud bible». The new code should norrnaly 
avoid the usual illicit filling of the ballots, multiple votes and 
the substitutions of official count-sheets, which dominates the two 
previosu elections. Entirely conceived by the opposition parties, 
this code incorporates most of the opposition's claims, juged 
heretic in the past.') 
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people) 114. With the notable exception of Casamance, voting 

procedures were carried peacefully. While Diouf was announced 

to lead the ballot, opposition denounced irregularities in 

voting procedures and blocked the activities of the commission 

responsible for the counting of the votes. Though the 

situation remained incertain at the decision-taking level for 

more than a weak1l5
, Diouf was finally announced as the 

winner. This did not cause significant disturbance within 

civil society at large. 

Aside from the obvious (1) persistence of a clear 

dominance of candidates and/or parties endowed with the most 

resources and (2) stability of what clearly appears to be a 

serious handicap of the leftist political organizations vis-a

vis the Senegalese electorate116
, there are two significant 

facts regarding the evolution of electoral competition in 

Senegal. Abdoulaye Wade's attempts to stir urban discontent 

114 Source: Radio France International, February 26 1993. 

115 It is during this period that the losers expressed most the 
weakness of their status in the political arena. Thus Abdoulaye 
Batchily (LD/MPT presidential candidate), in an interview with the 
press, . proposed a "ronde table of the presidential candidates", 
insisting on how he remained 'open to any proposition' ("je suis 
ouvert a toute proposition")! 

116 One of the maj or causes for the low scores of Senegal's 
leftist 'groupuscules' is clearly the overly "secular" nature of 
their discourse. Hence the discuraged remark of a professor who 
mili tates in one such movements: II It is almost useless to try to 
critisize the Marabouts. They will call you a communist if you do, 
and say you don't believe in God. And that will cause you a lot of 
trouble in this country" (The Washington Post, August 23, 1970). 
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have become increasingly successful. Especially since 1983, 

this has been one of the most fruitful political tools in his 

hands, and one which he could, with enough skill, increasingly 

benefit from. This is combined with his party's by now well-

established tradition of disputing electoral results by 

denouncing the electoral fraud orchestrated by the state 

administration. There is indeed little doubt that such fraud 

took place during each of these elections; the only question 

is whether it occured at the scale announced by Wade1l7 • The 

deepening of the economic crisis makes these strategies more 

and more effective. Not surprisingly, some of his first, and 

best listeners, and participants in the post-electoral 

protests encouraged by his party, are essentially the urban 

youths, who are already paying high prices for the deep 

blockages in the education system and are, quite 

understandably, particularly sensitive to the bleak future 

suggested by the political immobility of the state. But these 

post-electoral urban bursts of anger were short and 

manageable. They did not produce significant shock waves 

outside the great urban centers. Wade keeps trying to export 

his style of anti-government propaganda in all the zones of 

frustration. In 1988, for instance, or rather 

U[ .•. ] des Ie mois de juin 1987, Ie President du P.D.S. 
fait de fracassantes declarations. S' il constate des 

117 For instance Zuccarelli (1988:145). 
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fraudes Ie jour du scrutin, il fera occuper les bureaux 
de vote, les locaux administratifs, Ie ministere de 
I' interieur. En Casamance, il precise que son parti 
pourrait proclamer ses propres resultats et constituer un 
gouvernement parallele. Ailleurs, il menace de 
transformer Ie P.D.S. en «mouvement de liberation 
nationale118»"119 (Zuccarelli, 1988:175). 

It is hard to say exactly which factor is leading in the 

electoral progress of the PDS. To be sure, however, the 

conjunction of his historical stature as a leading political 

clansman, of his resources, and of an acute socio-economic 

crisis at the national level explains the relative mobilizing 

success of his exuberant crusade against electoral fraud, and 

more generally, the dominance of his party over the rest of 

the opposition. It is the only mass-rallying political 

organization beside the ruling PS (at the same time, the 

restriction, so far, of his ability to stirr discontent to 

urban Senegal expresses the very limits of the appeal of his 

discourse) . 

An analysis of the outcomes of electoral competitions 

118 This menace would have had less impact in Casamance, where 
such national liberation movement already exists (the next step 
there, then, would indeed be to for.m a parallel government), than 
in Senegal's potentially particularist regions (such as the 
northern Fleuve region, or the eastern Senegal Oriental), where it 
was, accordingly, most loudly pronounced. 

119 '[ ••• J as early as June 1987, the P.D.S.'s president makes 
resounding declarations. If he observes fraudulent activities on 
the day of the elections, he will occupy the voting offices the 
administration buildings, the minist~ of interior. In Casamance, 
he specifies that his party might proclame its own results and 
constitute a parallel government. Elsewhere, he threatens to 
transform the P.D.S. into a «national liberation movement».' 
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thus shows clearly what it takes to gain support from below. 

Despite the worsening of economic conditions which tends to 

exacerbate subordinate groups' frustration with the state, the 

latter continues to dominate elections so long as they do not 

alienate Muslim political forces. This is such a persistent 

trait of national political competition that opposition actors 

also (even secular leftist formations, which by definition 

should refrain from efforts to appeal to subordinate actors' 

religious identity) play the Islamic card. Having access to 

fewer patronage resources than the state, however, their 

mobilizational power has not been able to outpace the state's. 

Evolution of Brotherhood Involvement in National 
Politics 

Finally, there would be much to say on the evolution of 

the involvement of the brotherhoods into the electoral 

process. I will only talk here of the political tradition of 

the Mouride Ndiguel (electoral order) of the brotherhood 

leader to his disciples), resorting once again to the 

periodisation of Senegal's economic evolution defined earlier. 

During the first period, that of "smoothness" (1960-1972), I 

have mentioned that the brotherhood leadership refrained from 

overt interventions into the political realm. During the phase 

of (urban) social unrest of the late 1960s, for example, the 

Khalife General of the Mouride (Abdou Lahat Mbacke) insisted 

that his particular veto power (he refused to support union 
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and student strikes, thus "killing" any chance of the movement 

to spread into the rural world) was incidental: 

"It arises because of our large numbers, not because we 
are actively involved in politics. If we do not join an 
action, naturally it is not going to succeed." 120 

True, this statement is highly political in that it asserts 

the group's weight on the national balance of power, however 

the tone remains one of detachment from open participation. 

Hence, though actively promoting the support of Senghor, in 

rural areas under their control, during intra-PS elections, 

there was little effort or will on marabouts' behalf to 

publicize the communications made to their disciples. The 

political economic machine was running relatively smoothly, 

and they gained prestige if, in addition to holding the goods 

to be shared with their followers, they remained above 

"secular affairs". The style of involvement of the Mouridiya 

changed gradually with the rising threats to leaders' material 

returns as a result of the crisis of the peanut economy121. 

120 The washington Post, August 23, 1970. 

121 On the Marabouts' side, many authors have shown (especially 
regarding the patterns of political mobilization in rural Senegal) 
that the symbolic ascendency of the marabouts over the subordinate 
mass of their disciples must not be attributed solely to religious 
zele. Rather there are, at the same time, substantial material 
advantages which the poor peasant derives from his allegiance to 
his religious chief, and which the chief, in turn, is bound to 
satisfy in order to maintain and/or enlarge his following. 

U[ ... J Any imputation of blind religious deference, such as 
Quesnot on the whole suggests, would be mistaken. Peasants do 
benefit from the political patronage which their holy men can 
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with the entry into the second period (that of "rising 

questions", 1972-1981), Mouride leadership became more openly 

the "voice of the peasantry" (groundnut prices, peasant debt, 

etc.), and most of all the tone became more often nothing 

short of threatening (section 6.1.1). Surely, Senghor 

continued to benefit from their support (including during the 

1978 general elections), but the alliance was ,clearly growing 

more and more problematic. With the deepening.of a full-blown 

national economic crisis during the third period (1981-1992), 

it became increasingly urgent for the leading marabouts to 

impose a more aggressive presence in the political game. This 

translated, among other factors, into increasingly publicized 

and politicized Ndiguels at the eve of elections, the most 

immediate resort for brotherhood leadership to (attempt to) 

reassert its traditional power in the Senegalese political 

system. Surely, the state remained the marabouts' primary 

patron throughout this period, and the alliance would not be 

procure, and saints with good political connections recruit 
new followers on this basis. The mechanism is thus self
reinforcing. Government leaders see that preferential access 
to administrative favours is given those saints who are deemed 
to have a large body of disciples, and the saints then use 
this patronage to recruit more disciples. The peasants who 
'leave politics to their marabouts' are thus in effect making 
a very rational decision, as long as the allocation of 
government expenditure in rural areas follows such a pattern 
of political influence" (Cruise O'Brien, 1975:176-77). 

One this dual function of the marabouts vis-a-vis the peasantry, 
one should also consult Cruise O'Brien (1975:186-201) and Fatton 
(1987: 91-122) . 
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brutally torn since neither of the two parties involved could 

afford it. Abdou Diouf thus benefitted from the Khalife-

General's "electoral benediction" in the 1983 and 1988 races, 

and in January 1986, Abdou Lahat Mbacke publicly condemned the 

Federation of Young Mourides for being too close to the PDS 

(Coulon and Cruise O'Brien, 1989:157). 

Tomorrow's Senegal: Secular Left or Islamic 
Reformism? 

At the same time, there are at least two signs which 

indicate significant (and perhaps radical) change in the 

ongoing system: (1) the response to the Ndiguel seems to be 

decreasing, translating disciples' political disarray. It was 

thus expected in 1983 that Mouride disciples would unanimously 

respond to the Ndiguel (which would have corresponded to a 

bloc of about 500,000 voters), yet (in addition to a high 

abstention rate) the results show that the PDS managed a 

relatively good vote in Mouride country (Diourbel region, 

depratments of Diourbel and of Mbacke notably). They mustered 

between 22 and 24% of the votes122 (although still largely 

lagging behind Diouf and the PS, this score was markedly 

122 See Cruise O'Brien (1983a and 1983b). Could it be of some 
significance that the leader of the PDS (Abdoulaye Wade), who 
campaign on the theme of "change" to which the peasantry must have 
been sensitive, is himself a Mouride (while President Diouf is a 
Tidjane)? 
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higher than the national average of 14% for that 

election) 123. (2) A major aftermath of the appearance of a 

fault-line in the traditional "moral-electoral" stronghold of 

Mouride marabouts over their disciples Jis that the Khalife-
~ 

General did not pronounce a Ndiguel at the 1993 elections124 . 

It is most likely that such a decision d~d not reflect as much 
1/ 

Mouride leadership's turning away from the PS, as much as the 

fear of making an even more noticeable P~liC show of its loss 
I 

M 

of electoral power than in the two previous general 

elections125 . 

Senegal is facing a period of critical political change, 

of which the outcome (though still uncertain) will generate a 

new balance of power among the political forces at hand. Some 

of the political benefits of a rising (for now limited to the 

great urban centers) "rioting culture,,126 has for now 

123 In 1988 too, the Ndiguel was not unanimously followed; 
however, Diouf once again dominated the race in the Diourbel, 
gathering 88% of the votes (Young & Kante, 1992:67). 

124 Francis Kpatinde, "Diouf lache par hes mourides" , Jeune 
Afrique no.1670 (January 7-13), pp.22-26. I 

125 It is interesting to see that this new element (even in 
association with the new electoral code) did-not benefit Wade and 
the PDS as much as he and his partisans might have expect. It 
remains nevertheless a powerful sign that Senegal global political 
configuration is undergoing profound change." 

126 The urban protest of 1968 and 1969, driven by unions and 
students, was the first major episod of this type (see Fall, 
1989:61-62; Zuccarelli, 1988:113-120; Guisse, 1989:223-226; Mulot, 
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essentially benefited Wade's PDS, but his urban threat is 

bound to increase with the conjunction of a continuing 

stagnation of the economy127 and the trend of rapid 

urbanization which prevails in the country128. Guisse (1989) 

goes so far as to claim that, just as it had been appropriate 

to speak of peasant malaise in the early to mid-1970s, it is 

1979:65-67}, and was relatively easily contained by the state, 
especially in the case of the unions, most of which being 
successfully coapted by the state (on the overall weakness of 
unionism in Senegal: M.C. Diop, 1992:431-478; Buuba, 1992:479-500; 
Diop and Diouf, 1990a:223-250; Fall, 1989; Diop, 1985; Mulot, 1979; 
Paye, 1989; Bloch, 1978). In later years, and though still failing 
to spread to the rural areas, these currents protest would gain in 
amplitude (the student discontent hardly disappeared in Dakar and 
other urban centers), gradually spreading to new social categories 
(on the 1987 police riot, see the analysis of Diop and Diouf, 
1990a:285-294; on the phase of urban violence that followed the 
1988 elections, see Diop and Diouf, 1990a:335-354). It is, I 
believe, quite significant that the only expression of social wrath 
which joined urban and rural protesters was directed against a 
cultural (and foreign) group, the Maurs living in Senegal, after 
the pogroms of Nouakchott in 1989 (section 6.3.3). 

127 See Somerville's (1991) interesting chapter on "How the 
Dakarois View the Crisis". 

128 According to Senegal's Ministry of Planification 
(Senegal/Ministere du Plan, 1989) "le taux de croissance de la 
population urbaine se rnaintient depuis pres de trente and a un 
niveau de I' ordre de 5% de progression annuelle. Cela devrait 
eonduire, vers la fin du sieele, a un equilibre des effeetifs entre 
populations rurales et populations urbaines; pour ces dernieres, 
les 3/5 des effectifs totaux resideraient aut our de la grande 
banlieu de Dakar dont les problernes de conservation de bonnes 
conditions d'hygiene et de salubrite seront arnplifiespar rapport 
a toutes les autres locali tes urbaines du pays ". ( , the urban 
population's growth rate was maintained for the past three decades 
at about 5% per year. This should lead, by the end of the century, 
to an equilibrium between rural and urban populations; 3/5 of the 
latter should reside around the great subburbs of Dakar, whose 
hygiene and salibrity conditions should further deteriorate in 
comparison to the country's other urban centers.') 
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now time to talk of the urban malaise129
• 

Meanwhile, the decline of the groundnut economy, basis of 

state power for more than thirty years, necessarily entails 

potentially threatening disruptions in the alliance with 

brotherhood aristocracies, some of the most important 

traditional guarantors of national stability. Will the PDS's 

altogether unoriginal discourse suffice to rally the massive 

"politicized" social mass in the near future? Or will some 

"radically new" (or "radically different") political proposal 

steal the scene? 

Contemporary conditions might seem like ideal ones for 

secular leftist movements to emerge and channel subordinate 

groups' discontent. It is even possible that integration with 

the forces of protest emerging from economically neglected and 

politically under-represented Casamance occurs. 

One of the great contradictions of the Senegalese 

political system, however, is that of a quasi-non-existent 

left (even if we add up the respective audiences of the 

various 'groupuscules'). What then? What future form could a 

movement take if triggered by a crisis which discriminates 

less and less among its victims? 

I am certainly not alone in believing in the potential 

for a new (and perhaps this time determinant) 

129 "En 1973, on parlait de 'malaise paysan' i on doit 
aujourd'hui parler de 'malaise urbain'''{op.cit.:223). 
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explosion/resurgence of militant Muslim reformism130 on the 

Senegalese national political scene (Cruise 0' Brien 1988; 

Magassouba 1985; Coulon 1983, 1984a, 1984b; Fall 1984, 

1986:51-77). The point of this literature is a prospective 

discussion of the role of the Islamic revival (which includes 

Muslim reformism), observed in the Senegalese society since 

the early 1980s, as a potential vehicle for the general 

frustration of subordinate groups with the state's incapacity 

to resolve the economic crisis, as well as the overall 

weakness of opposition's alternative proposals131
• 

From omnipresent in Senegal's modern history, the role of 

Islam in Senegalese political dynamics might be taking a new 

turn. Coulon (1984) is right to say: 

"L'islam se presente de plus en plus au Senegal comme une 
ideologie «attrape-tout» susceptible de combler Ie vide 
cree par les desillusions du developpement et Ie malaise 
economique, et aggrave par les difficultes du regime du 

130 The phenomena is certainly not new, for it was first dealt 
with by the colonial administration during the late 1920s and early 
1930s (for a brief historic survey see Coulon, 1983:121-126). Its 
limited scope and potential mobilizational power at the time was 
due to the strong (and growing, for this was the opening of their 
age d' or) presence of brotherhood marabouts. The contemporary 
situation is diametrically opposed, putting this time·most of the 
cards in the hands of reformist Islam. 

131 Marxist oriented scholars might insist on a discussion of 
the socio-political changes at work in terms of class competition 
and possible new class equilibriums, while more "liberal" 
approaches would rather emphasize the possibility for the emergence 
of an Islamique state in Senegal. 
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president Abdou Diouf a trouver son second souffle,,132 
(1984:49) . 

Surely, Islam as a tenet of the (great majority of) Senegalese 

people's "common sense" has always taken several forms, 

however the economic and socio-political success story of 

Brotherhood Islam has for more than three decades of 

independence overshadowed either fundamentalist or reformist 

rallying efforts in Senegalese society. The brotherhoods 

continue to hold the most mobilizational power, therefore the 

most political power and this has been, by and large, a self

reinforcing process so long as state spoils were available to 

grease the machine. To say that the brotherhoods's "hand" in 

the game is now weakened is not to say that they have lost all 

power133 . 

The trend of rapid urbanization that minimizes the 

importance of rural mobilization as managed by brotherhood 

leaders, did not leave the marabouts unarmed to fight the 

change: they naturally always made sure that their grip over 

132 'Islam presents itself more and more in Senegal as an all
encompassing ideology capable of filling the void created by the 
disillusions of development and the economic malaise, and 
aggravated by the difficulties of President Adbou Diouf's regime to 
catch its breath.' 

133 Some examples: in answer to Abdou Lahat Mbacke's call in 
1990, more than 3 thousand millions of CFA francs were gathered in 
a only a few weeks (these offerings from disciples were destined to 
enlarge and renovate the Touba' s great mosk); and, in 1991, a 
simple call from their spiritual guide (at the time, Serigne Saliou 
Mbacke) had thousands of disciples clear a 45,000 hectares forest 
in a few days. (Jeune Afrique, January 7-13 1993, p.24.) 



248 

followers forced to try their luck in the cities be kept 

palpable134 ; and, with the growing magnitude of rural exodus, 

they began their own effort to conquer the city 13s. Cruise 

O'Brien thus reports: 

"Amadu Bamba' s charisma, while thus predictably in course 
of routinization136

, is by no means exhausted; an urban 
pilgrimage (annual since 1980) and an urban miracle 
(1984) attest of his enduring extraordinary powers. The 
Mouride Khalifa-General, as the founder's modern heir, 
must now work to see that the challenges of urbanization 
can be worked out to the brotherhood's advantage" 
(1988:137) . 

Despite past years' progress in "urban adaptation", 

134 "Muslims who leave the farms for the cities are expected 
to, and usually so, make cash contributions from wages since they 
are no longer growing peanuts. To facilitate matters, many 
Marabouts visit the big cities like Dakar to see their followers, 
and some have even [already] established villas there." (Wahington 
Post, August 23, 1970) 

13S This is particularly true, of course, of the Mouridiya, 
which had, contrary to the Tidjaniya for instance, been an quasi
exlusively rurally-based brotherhood. Though data from the 19505 
early Mouride migrants (the first talibes to leave their rural 
localities moved in the early 1930s, but in far smaller numbers 
than from the late 1960s forward) to be less favored in terms of 
education and therefore employement (Cruise O'Brien, 1971 :240-247), 
their status as a whole has long evolved, and they have by now come 
(beyond the actual the persistance of internal socio-economic 
disparities) to be considered as a successful urban group. As for 
the evolution of the religious aspect per say of Mouride 
"urbanization", see: Cruise O'Brien (1971:237-261, 1977, 1988); 
Diop (1976, 1980a, 1980b, 1981, 1982); Ndiaye (1985?); Magassouba 
(1985:37-40) . 

136 This could not be avoided, despite the organization of 
mUltiplication of places of cult, the dahiras, where are held 
weekly sessions of Mouride religious singing (it is also during 
these gatherings that members' subscriptions, to be used for 
purposes of mutual assistance, but also to be used for the expenses 
of the brotherhood as a whole, are collected) . 
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however, brotherhood Islam seems to be gradually eroded in the 

cities, to the benefit of urban reformism137
• The battle 

takes place on several fronts simultaneously: 

First, as Cruise O'brien notes, traditional brotherhood 

religious practices and beliefs are inevitably eroded with 

disciples' experience of the urban way of life. Creevey 

(1980:720) before him reported how the "residents of Dakar in 

a 1976 survey indicated that they no longer saw marabouts as 

all-powerful leaders, but simply as men of religion, and as 

teachers and councellors." 

At the same time, reformists are actively operating with their 

own brand of sacred agitation and propaganda (Cruise O'Brien, 

1988:136), in defiance of the marabouts and in defense of a 

purer Islam, cleaned of "superstition" and of the idea that 

individuals (marabouts) can stand as intermediaries between 

137 See Vuarin (1990:610-615) for a review of the urban-based 
Muslim associations proliferating since the early 1980s, of which 
the" federation des associations islamiques du Senegal" has trouble 
keeping a acurate count, and controlling (Coulon, 1983: 137) . Vuarin 
(1990) also asked himeself whether the emergence of the most 
radical (e.g., anti-brotherhood and more or less fundamentalist, 
"purist" at any rate) among them (such as the Ibadou Rahman, the 
"Mouvement Al Fallah pour la Culture Islamique Authentique", the 
"Association des Etudiants musulmans de l'Universite de Dakar" or 
AEMUD, Djamra, the "Cercle d'Etudes et de Recherches Islam et 
Developpement", or the "Fonds Semegalais de Solidarite islamique or 
FSSI) should be (in some part at least) attributed to the deep wave 
submerging the entire Muslim world at the turning point of the XVth 
century of the Hegira (November 1979/Muharram 1400)" (op. cit. : 612) , 
which is somtimes referred to as the century of Islam. My argument 
by contrast is "local-based", as I believe that it is a conjuncture 
of properly Senegalese factors (economic, demographic, political) 
which base the success of this upsurge of reformist activism. 
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men and god138 • It is thus somewhat ironic that, in the urban 

context in which they "militate", the Mouride reformist 

intelligentsia finds its charisma and legitimacy in the 

persona of Amadou Bamba, founder of the brotherhood. In this, 

however, skillful reformists are playing with the fact that 

Mouridism is the only brotherhood founded by a Senegalese, a 

factor which has proved particularly attractive to a 

nationalist urban youth (frequently converting from the 

Tidjaniya), tired of the effects of foreign intervention in 

their society. This is a good example of the potential for 

urban reformism to integrate subordinate groups' attachment to 

Islam, the historical sacrality and prestige of the original 

brotherhood, a secular cry for economic independence, and at 

least the ideal of national development. 

However, the youth is not the only social group attracted 

by refor.mist ideological orientation. Cruise O'Brien (1988) 

insists on the role of a rising Mouride network of successful 

138 The Khalifa-General, obviously, does not trust these 
"tricky intellectuals". In a communique on the subj ect of the 
Association Nationale des Jeunes Mourides du Senegal (in Le Soleil, 
29 January 1986), "he warns the administration and the public 
against this association, which 'has moved away from the teaching 
of Serigne Touba' [name given Amadu Bamba by the Mourides] with its 
'prograrmne which would include the whole country, later perhaps all 
of Africa'. The association is here bluntly condemned for indulging 
in 'practices contrary to Mouride faith, to honesty, and to moral 
probity ... As representative of Serigne Touba, I must condemn these 
things which damage our brotherhood and undermine its greatness.' 
[ ... ] And it was the founder himself who warned that the disciple 
without a shaikh [another word for marabout] would find Satan for 
his guide" (Cruise O'Brien, 1988:155). 
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traders. Given the national economic conjuncture, these "hard-

faced men who can be vey much richer than the shaikhs" 

(1988:136), have become (1) less interested in the old system 

and (2) fed up with the preponderance of French companies in 

their country, and therefore more sensitive to the new wave of 

"modernist", "progressive" and "nationalist II Mouridism. Since 

this latter discourse is steadily gaining mobilizational power 

(which is synonymous of political strength) in urban Senegal, 

they have (in the middle and long term) all to gain from 

supporting it. What might become of such an alliance remains 

to be seen. The same goes for its weight on the implicit 

understanding that prevails so far between the urban reformist 

movement and the state. 

Tale of the Opportunistic State 

The state, for now, is increasingly playing the reformist 

card (albeit in an eminently ambiguous way, as if waiting for 

more definite signs as to which Islamique orientation will win 

in the ongoing power struggle139
) • 

139 "[ ••• ] I' Etat hesite, tergiverse. Sur certains points il 
donne des gages au militantisme islamique, en annonc;:ant, par 
exemple, un enseignement religieux dans les ecoles publiques; 
parfois, il donne l'impression d'etre soumis aux exigences des 
marabouts [ ... ]. En d'autres occasions, il a voulu faire preuve de 
fermete (arrestation de «I' ayatollah de Kaolack», fermeture debut 
1984 de l'ambassade d'Iran)" (Coulon, 1984:51). 
(' [ ... ]the state hesitates, procrastinates. On certain points it 
sides with Muslim militantism, for example by anouncing the 
introduction of religious teaching in public schools; at times, it 
seems to submit to the demands of the marabouts. In other 
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"L'interet relatif, mais croissant, que l'Etat manifeste 
pour l' enseignement arabe est a replacer dans ce context. 
II s'agit de controler des institutions de socialisation 
qui echappent en grande partie a l'Etat. Tout Ie debat 
sur vagabondage des taalibe-mendiants auquel l'Etat veut 
s' efforcer de mettre fin, avec l' aide des «arabisants», 
entre tout a fait dans ce souci de l'Etat de promouvoir 
un espace normalise, un espace d'ordre publique, une 
morale officielle qui se substituerait a d'autres formes 
peripheriques de controle social. On comprend alors la 
position strategique des reformistes dans cette 
perspective. Encore faudrait-il, pour en arriver la, que 
l' Etat puisse manipuler comme ill' entend un champ 
islamique qui connait actuellement des developpements 
nouveaux" (Coulon, 1983:136)140. [emphasis added] 

In the meantime, the populist dimension of Senegalese 

(reformist) Islam is gaining ground, a phenomena which the 

absence of solution to the country's economic stagnation is 

likely to continue to feed. So, to reiterate Magassouba' s 

(1985) question, "demain les Mollah"? The question might seem 

at first overstated: isn't Senegal the oldest, most 

"successfully Westernized" African democracy? Yet given the 

scope of social, political, and economic impasse it must 

occasions, it tried to make show of 
«ayatollah of Kaolack», closing of 
1984).') 

firmness (arrest of the 
the Iranian embassy in 

140 'The relative yet growing attention manifested by the 
state for Arabic education must be read in this context. The issue 
is to control socialization institutions qui largely escape the 
scrutiny of the state. The entire debate of the vagrancy of the 
talibe-beggers to which the state wants to put an end, with the of 
the «Arabic-speakers», reflects entirely the importance for the 
state to promote a controlled space, a space of public order, an 
official morale which would replace other, peripheral forms of 
social control. One understands then the strategic position of the 
reformists. However, before the state can relie on them, it has yet 
to know how to manipulate as it wishes an Zslamic dimension which 
is undergoing changes.' 
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remain on the research agenda of any social scientist 

interested in the Senegalese political system in general, and 

in the evolution of state - society exchange in the country in 

particular. 

9.1.3 liThe Problem with Casamance ll 

While elite actors concentrate their efforts and 

attention on finding ways of benefiting from the 

mobilizational power of Islam, the Casamance region is largely 

left out of the agendas of politicians, and from the political 

consciousness of the overwhelming majority of the Senegalese 

people. In this, a predatory elite relies on Senegal's 

'dominant political principles' , and the cultural 

particularism of the Diola of Lower-Casamance simply does not 

fit. 

At the end of 1982 and 1983, a secessionist movement 

called the Mouvement des Forces Democratiques de Casamance 

(Movement of Casamance's Democratic Forces, MFDC), composed of 

a majority of Diola people, organized riots at Zinguinchor 

(regional capital of lower Casamance) in defense of the idea 

(and the ideal) of "regional independence". While the cultural 

(both ethnic and religious) particularity of the Diola of 

lower Casamance is hard to dispute141
, it would nonetheless 

141 The PS deputy interviewed recognized that the state had 
made an important mistake in thinking it could administrate the 
Diola like it did northern Muslims. It was wrong, he said, to have 
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be a simplification to attribute the emergence of the MFDC and 

its activism solely to cultural factors. As Hesseling (1986) 

argues: 

"II [ ... ] parait peu realiste [ ... ] de reduire ces 
evenements a un simple probleme ethnique. Le sentiment 
que la Casamance a ete quelque peu negligee par «Dakar» 
dans Ie domaine du developpement economique et 
industriel, y j oue egalement un role important ,,142 

(1986:128) . 

While the explanation for Diola irredentism lies in the 

conjunction of cultural specificity and economic (and 

political) neglect by the state, the latter's reaction (harsh 

repression (cf section 6.3.1), coupled with the absence of any 

noticeable effort to better the region's integration into the 

national economy) says much about the Casamance problem's 

status in the national political arena. Not only is Casamance 

peripheral economically, but the weight of its political 

voices remain too negligible in comparison to the other forces 

(particularly the Muslim forces) which dictate, at the 

national level, so much of the state's (and of its 

opposition's) strategies of survival and reproduction. 

sent Muslim governors, prefects, circle commanders, and police 
inspectors, since it was bound to frustrate the Casamance people 
and exacerbate their cultural particularism (especially, he said, 
since "Islam is not tolerant"; one wonder what Islam he is refering 
to, probably the Islam of the marabouts with whom the state and his 
party is constantly negociating!). 

142 'It seems unreasonable to reduce these events to a mere 
ethnic problem. The sentiment that Casamance's economic and 
industrial development has been somewhat neglected by «Dakar» 
also plays an important role.' 

-- - .- -- ----
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It is indeed reasonable to speculate that, were the 

region more adequately integrated economically143 with the 

rest of the count~, cultural particularism might have been 

muted, or at least restricted (as in the Northern and Oriental 

regions of Senegal) to benign forms of protest 144. In the 

meantime, Casamance remains, despite its potential, one of the 

most poorly developed areas of Senegal: 

liLa Casamance est placee au niveau economique dans une 
situation paradoxale. Consideree comme «Ie grenier du 
Senegal», la region la plus prometteuse en matiere 
agricole, et ce depuis l'independance, elle reste 
cependant largement peripherique. Elle supporte a la fois 
la pression d'un centre national et d'un marche 
international qui lui imposent certaines activies et 
provoquent la desarticulation de ses structures ,,145 
(Darbon, 1988:199). 

The favorable climate (especially in comparison to the 

drought lands of the north) of Casamance makes it amenable to 

agriculture. The region is endowed with an arable area of 

143 Casamance's active population is estimated at 382,300 (the 
equivalent of 20% of the national active population), 86.2% of 
which is concentrated in the agricultural sector (Darbon, 
op . cit. : 20 0) . 

144 But then again, as cultural differenciation is more 
profound than in other economically "loosing" regions of the 
count~, it might also have taken more efforts from the state in 
order to reduce and channel discontent. 

145 'Economically speaking, Casamance is placed in a paradoxal 
situation. Considered, since independence, to be «Senegal's 
grana~», the most promising region in terms of agricultural 
production, it nevertheless remains largely peripheral. It bear at 
once the weight of a national center and that of an international 
market, which impose to the region certain activities causing the 
disarticulation of its structures.' 
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760,000 hectars (66% of which would require some degree of 

outside technological output); yet, in 1983, only 360,000 

hectars were cultivated, which is all the more striking since 

the state has (especially since the drought years of the 

1970s) repeatadly emphasized the urgency of diversifying 

agricultural production. What is more, those cultures consist 

mainly of cash-crop (essentially groundnut, but also some 

cotton) and cereals (rice, millet) destined to be marketed 

outside the region146
, at the expense of food-produc'ing 

crops, the effective commercialization of which would have 

benefited local populations. In the meantime, the food-

producing crops are essentially destined to self-

sufficiency147. The greatest handicap for products from 

Casamance is that Dakar's economic priorities lie elsewhere: 

II [ ••• J si les cultures industrielles (coton et arachide) 
disposent de structures efficaces de vente, les autres 
produits, et notamment les fruits et les legumes, n'ont 
que de faibles possibilites de commercialisation. II 
existe en effet une reelle insuffisance des 
infrastructures routieres, et notamment des pistes de 
production qui permettraient d'evacuer les productions 
locales" 148 (op.cit. :201). 

146 111,000 hectars of groundnut, 99, 000 of millet, 68, 000 
hectars of rice, and 17,000 hectars of cotton (op.cit.:199). 

147 Yet this sector holds true potentialities, and has 
experienced (especially in the three departments of Oussoye, 
Bignona and Ziguinchor) tremendous growth, passing from a 
production of 55 tons in 1972, to 6,600 in 1979. 

148, [ ••• J while industrial productions (cotton and groundnut) 
are provided with adequate commercialization structures, the other 
products (including fruits and vegetables) have only weak 
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Other grossly under-exploited resources of Casamance include 

fish, and wood. The end result of the Senegalese state's 

economic neglect of the region is that: 

"[ ••• J la Casamance a l'un des 
plus bas du Senegal, la faible 
la provenance des revenus 
agricoles,,149 (op.cit. :201). 

revenus par habitant les 
monetarisation reduisant 

aux seules acti vi tes 

Local populations resent the monopoly of non-Casamancian 

businessmen over corranercial networks 150 • 

In addition to being relegated to a peripheral position 

in the national economy, Casamance is inadequately 

administered. Local administration reinforces a negative 

perception of the state. One of the expressions of such 

maladadapted administration is the system of rotation of civil 

possibilities of corranercialization. Indeed there is a real 
insufficiency in terms of the road infrastructures which would 
allow the export of local productions.' 

149 '[ ••• J because poor corranercialization reduces the sources 
of income to agricultural activities, Casamance has one of 
Senegal's lowest income per capita.' 

150 This could be partially attributed to the Diola people's 
reluctance to get involved in comercial activities; however, the 
incentives accorded to "foreigners N seems a more determinent 
factor. Mar Fall (1986) reports that "les Diola ont Ie sentiment de 
subir une aggression, doublee d'un mepris de la part de ceux qu'ils 
appellent les «Nordistes» qui viennent «occuper» leur pays. Les 
Wolof et les Toucouleur, surtout des hauts fonctionnaires sont 
accuses d'accaparer les terres, de monopoliser Ie corranerce et la 
peche" (1986:81). 
('the Diola chare the feeling of being aggressed and despised by 
those whom they call the «Northerners» come to «occupy» their 
country. The Wolof and the Toucouleur, especially high-ranking 
civil servants, are accused of monopolizing land, corranerce and 
ficheries.') 
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servants (imposed by the state in order to "fight 

corruption" ) : 

II [ ••• ] la poli tique de rotation des fonctionnaires et 
notarnment des membres de l'administration prefectorale, 
instauree au Senegal pour limiter les pratiques de 
corruption, provoque des effets dysfonctionels en 
Casamance. En effet, elle met en contact des populations 
aux cultures anti-etatiques et des fontionnaires venus du 
Nord integres dans des systernes de valeurs structures et 
hierarchises qui n'arriveront pas, faute d'interet (ils 
ne feront pas carriere en Casamance) et faute de temps, 
a s'adapter a un tel environnement. Les tensions qui en 
resultent expliquent largement 1e sentiment de 
frustration des populations et notamment la denonciation 
du «colonia1isme senegalais»II 151 (Darbon, 1984:127-
128) . 

This absence of integration of local populations in the modern 

outreach programs generates l52
, particularly among the Diola, 

a tendency of auto-organization at the village level, through 

which educational, social and agricultural infrastructures are 

established. 

151 '[ •.. ] the policy of the rotation of civil servants, 
particularly that of the members of the prefectoral administration, 
which was instaured in Senegal in order to curb corruption 
practices, has dysfunctional effects in Casamance. Indeed, it puts 
in contact populations of anti-statist cultures with Northern civil 
servants integrated to structured and stratified value systems. 
Lacking both interest (they will not last in Casamance) and time, 
those civil administrators would not adapt to the new environment. 
Resulting tensions explain to a large extent the frustration of 
local population, including their denunciation of «Senegalese 
colonialism». ' 

152 The same absence of integration is observed in the realm of 
traditional Senegalese structures. Thus, though Islam is making is 
making progress in lower-Casamance, it has not led (unlike in the 
other regions of Senegal) to the emergence of prestigious 
marabouts; this, again, translate the cultural specificity of 
Casamance's local populations. 
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The reaction of the Diola people (concentrated in lower-

Casamance) is, unsurprisingly, one of discontent. This is 

attested to by the recurrence, especially since the early 

1980s, of spontaneous riots, as well as by successive upsurges 

of terrorist MFDC activism153 since 1982. What is most 

significant about patterns of protest in Casamance is that the 

form chosen by actors is openly cultural; the great religious 

symbol of the 'Sacred Forest', for instance, is spontaneously 

integrated by unorganized protesters, and of course also used 

by the elite of the MFDC which is conscious of the 

mobilizational power of such powerful cultural constructions. 

Between 1980 and 1984, the Diola populations of the 

departments of Oussoye, Ziguinchor and, to a lesser extent, 

153 "Historically, the movement to emphasize Casamance's 
culture and separate identity was begun by the Movement des Forces 
Democratiques de la Casamance (MFDC) , the Movement of Casamance's 
Democratic Forces, an organization formed in March 1947 by 
Casamance nationalists including Emile Badiane, Ibou Diallo and 
Victor Diatta. In 1948 this organization became part of the BLoc 
Democratique Senegalais (BDS) , the Senegalese Democratic Bloc, 
under the leadership of Leopold Sedar Senghor, Senegal's head of 
state from 1960 until 1980. After independence in 1960, the MFDC 
appeared to have disbanded; however, in 1982 a leaflet calling for 
the independence of Casamance and signed by the MFDC was 
distributed in Casamance and Dakar. Since then, disturbances in the 
region are believed by many to have been orchestrated by the MFDC 
and many of those arrested are suspected by the authorities of 
being members of the MFDC. Whilst some people have admitted being 
members of the MFDC, other villagers who have spent time in prison 
claim, however, to be members of no particular political 
organization and have challenged the government's claim that there 
is a clandestine organization of any sort directing the campaign 
for greater autonomy or independence II (Amnesty International, May 
1990, p.3). 
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Bignona, have violently manifested their discontent on at 

least four occasions154 . The two first times, it was after 

three teachers affiliated to the SUDES (the teachers' national 

union) were fired for having reported blunt inadequacies 

observed in the education system (specifically, at the 

Djignabo high school in Ziguinchor). A violent confrontation 

immediately took place between the high-school students, 

supported by the Dio1a women, who traditiona1y have 

significant autonomy and, most of all, have an important 

religious function in Dio1a society, and the security forces 

(this was in January of 1981). During the same period, and 

again for reasons related to failures in the education system, 

new troubles occured, this time in Ousseye. While peace was 

restored after the state resolved to satisfy the people's 

immediate grievances, a student had been killed in the 

confrontation. As Darbon argues: 

"Incontestablement ces premieres irruptions ont fait 
resurgir toutes les frustrations contenues depuis les 
annees 1970 et ont suscite Ie developpement de mouvements 
de fond contestataires et revendicatifs, concertes et 
globaux, a partir de 1982,,155 (1984:125). 

On December 26, 1982 (after the reapparition of the MFDC under 

154 The report of these protests in taken from Darbon 
(1984:125-126) . 

155 'Indeniably, these first irruptions have revived all the 
frustrations contained since the 1970s, and have motivated the 
development organized and concerted movements of protest since 
1982.' 
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the impulsion of Father Augustin Diamacoune Senghor), a 

demonstration composed mainly of Diola participants suddenly 

erupted in Ziguinchor. Starting from the sacred forest of 

Diabir (near Ziguinchor), and led in a ritual way by 

women156 , about 1,000 men (mainly peasants) armed with 

traditional weapons managed to take over the Governance and to 

replace the Senegalese flag (which was burned) with the emblem 

of Casamance. This time, the authorities had been told in 

advance, and because they had arrested the principal local 

leaders (about 100 persons) before the rally had even started, 

order was swiftly restored. 

Finally, on December 6, 1983, while the state security 

court was deliberating on the sentence of 41 independentist 

militants held for a year and accused of threatening the 

sovereingty of the state, a new violent conflict erupted. 

During an interventiQn of the security forces aimed at 

dispersing an illegal meeting of MFDC sympathisers in the 

sacred forest of Diabir, 3 members of the security forces were 

killed and 4 others wounded157 • Shortly thereafter (on 

December 14), the sentences of the 41 MFDC militants were 

156 In concordance with Diola religious tradition, protesters 
assemble in the sacred forest, where ritual serments are exchanged, 
women lead the march,' naked, followed by the men armed with bows 
and poisoned arrows and protected by amulets (Darbon, 1984:126). 

157 50 participants would be arrested, the other having 
dispersed in time, only to gather again, this time at the sacred 
forest of Bourofaye (south of Ziguinchor). 
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pronounced and, though relatively clement, a new upsurge of 

violence broke out (on December 18). It was: 

"les plus violentes emeutes qu' ait connu la region [ ... ] . 
Le 18 decembre, des groupes constitues en majorite de 
Diola et provenant du bois sacre de Bourofaye, se 
dirigeaient vers la gouvernance et les installations de 
I' ORTS158 

, ainsi que vers la gendarmerie. Les forces de 
securite, en alerte depuis quelques temps et recemment 
renforcees, parvenaient as' opposer avec succes aux 
emeutiers. L'insecurite devait cependant persister 
quelques j ours encore aux environs de Ziguinchor. Le 
bilan officiel deja lourd (24 morts, 80 blesses), semble 
cependant largement en-dessous de la verite; d' autant que 
des reglements de compte auraient eu lieu entre les 
differentes tendances des emeutiers au cours des 
rassemblements dans les bois sacres. La police devait 
operer cent trente-sept arrestations. A la suite de ces 
evenements, Ie poste de gendarmerie d' Oussoye fut la 
cible de coups de feu durant la nuit du 22 decembre. 
Depuis lors la tension semble s'etre a nouveau 
apaisee" 1g (Darbon, 1984:126). 

In large part due to significant use of state coercion in 

Casamance (section 6.3.1), mass expressions of Diola 

irredentism have become rare since the mid-1980s. No solution 

158 Office de la Radio et de la Television Senegalaise 
(Senegalese office of radio and television) . 

159 'the most violent riots experienced in the region [ ... ]. On 
December 18, groups formed in majority by Diola people, and coming 
from the sacred forest of Bourofaye, marched toward the Governance 
as well as toward the headquarters of the ORTS, and the 
Gendarmerie. Security forces, already in alert for some time, 
managed to contain the rioters. Insecuri ty would nevertheless 
persist for a few days around Ziguinchor. The official count, 
already heavy (24 dead, 80 wounded) , seems however an 
understatement; indeed, it has been reported that meetings in the 
sacred forest have been the scene of violent clashes among the 
various fractions of rioters. The police operated a hundred and 
thirty seven arrests. Following these events, Oussoye' s Gendarmerie 
was guned durant the night of December 22. Since then, tension 
seems to have once more apaised.' 
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to the crisis is in view, however, and the continuing absence 

of dialogue with Dakar, coupled with the heightening of the 

national economic crisis, has led (especially since 1990) to 

a yet another recurrence of MFDC dynamism, this time mainly in 

the for.m of isolated (yet recurring) acts of terrorism (aimed 

essentially at the security forces160
• 

The state, for its part, would rather maintain that the 

social basis of the MFDC is limited, making of it a mere 

'groupuscule' of dangerous and unstable intellectuals prone to 

terrorist activities. This claim, however, does not seem to 

reflect the reality of mobilization in Casamance; rather, the 

observation of popular violence even prior to the MFDC' s 

denunciation of "Senegalese provocations" suggest the latter's 

potential resonance and strength among the Diola, cutting more 

easily than elsewhere accross the rural-urban divide, as well 

as across social categories (the rioting involves students and 

urban dwellers as well as peasants, men and women, etc.). One 

could not say so much of northern attempts to rally urban and 

rural constituencies (except, perhaps, in the case of the 

early phase of the 1989 conflict with Mauritania; cf section 

6.3.3) . 

A major tactical error on behalf of the state was perhaps 

160 Again during the 1993 elections, prior to which the MFDC 
had officially vowed to keep the vote from taking place in 
Casamance, MFDC bombs killed several dozens and indeed kept many 
Senegalese in Casamance from making the trip to the voting offices. 
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to have relied on its coercive strength, in particular against 

peasants (cf section 6.3.1), at the expense of attempts at 

cooperation and dialogue, so early on after the protest of the 

early 1980s. In doing so, it has provoked a peasantry that was 

not necessarily ready to mobilize behind a modern political 

movement to sympathize with, or even adhere to the ranks of 

the MFDC (a development which is reinforced by the MFDC's own 

careful integration of Diola cultural symbolism). It is 

significant that the state would have made such a mistake, 

which would have been quite unlikely further north, where the 

impact of similar actions, via the wrath of rurally-based 

brotherhood, could have dangerously damaged state legitimacy. 

What takes place in culturally and politically remote 

Casamance, on the other hand, is unlikely for now to transmit 

any significant shock waves to the center. It remains up to 

the Casamance political elite to manage to link its ideals to 

that of other, more appealing ideals of the Senegalese society 

at large or to continue to bomb, here and there, the symbols 

and/or representatives of the state's coercive apparatus. 

In the end, then, the real problem with Casamance is that 

it is not perceived as enough of an important issue by the 

holders of power161 and, even more importantly, by the 

161 The sense of Casamance's remoteness from the " active" (or 
II significant") political scene is well symbolized by President 
Abdou Diouf's recent commentary at his return from a trip in the 
south: "Je viens d'un beau paysN ('I come back from a beautiful 
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Senegalese society at large. This is but another consequence 

of the functioning of the predatory state, which is content 

with the most limited legitimacy necessary to its survival, 

even if it means alienating a portion of the national society 

under its rule. 

country'). This commentary illustrates quite well the Casamance 
people's doubt as to their Senegalese nationality. 
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9.2 Islam and Ethnic Polarization in Mauritania 

While Mauritania presents quite a different picture than 

Senegal, its patterns of state society exchange can largely be 

explained in terms of the same two cultural political factors: 

the division between 'Arabs ,. and 'Africans', and the role of 

Islam. As in the case of Senegal, I will trace the political 

ramifications of the country's ethno-religious configuration. 

This is not hte only significant commonality between the 

two cases. Again, we observe an essentially predatory socio

political elite, anxious to extract immediate benefits at the 

expense of a broad-based legitimacy. As in Senegal, there is 

little genuine effort directed at national development from 

which all Mauritanians stand to benefit. In this sense 

Mauritania, like Senegal, is characterized by clan politics; 

only in this case the ethno-religious configuration in which 

national political competition is carried out is radically 

different. 

I will first present, as in the case of Senegal, the 

patterns of state representation and of oppositional 

mobilization which have dominated the political system since 

independence (section 6.2.1). This includes a presentation of 

the ethno-religious distribution of government seats, and of 

the configuration of political mobilization, as observed in 

electoral competition. Second, I will discuss the role played 

by two recurrent themes in Mauritanian national politics, 
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those of Islam and of language (section 6.2.2). Finally, I 

will discuss the political behavior of a most interesting 

section of Mauritanian civil society, the "arabized" freed 

slaves, or Haratines (section 6.2.3). Taken as a whole this 

group combines, aside from its political significance in terms 

of sheer numbers (more than 30%, perhaps as much as 40% of the 

national population), a class status and a cultural identity 

(as a Maur caste), making its political behavior particularly 

interesting, and the analysis of it enlightening for the 

purpose of my work. 

9.2.1 Access to Power and Patterns of Oppositional 
Mobilization 

There is a key difference between the Senegalese and 

Mauritanian national political economies. The unique history 

of Senegal's development has led to the concentration of 

exceptional political and economic leverage in the hands of 

brotherhood aristocracies (mainly through their mobilizational 

power of a large portion of the peasantry, as a labor force 

and as an electoral constituency). For the Mauritanian state, 

by contrast, maintaining the indispensable hold on the 

economy's claim to foreign currency does not require such 

careful preservation of a privileged alliance between the 

state and any specific segment of civil society. The best way 

to emphasize this important difference between the two cases 
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is to provide a brief outline of the major characteristics of 

the Mauritanian economy. 

Trends and Basic Periodization of the Mauritanian 
National Economy 

Mauritania's economy rests on a narrow basis162 . It is 

dominated by three sectors, two 'modern,163 (the mining and 

fishing industries164 ), and one traditional (herding and, to 

a lesser extent, agriculture) 165. 

II In the late 1980s, Mauritania's economy continued to 
rely heavily on the earnings derived from the export of 
iron ore and fish. The economy also remained seriously 
hampered by a structural inability to feed the country's 
population. Even in nondrought years, large amounts of 
food aid were needed to supplement domestic production 
and commercial food imports. Until the mid-1980s, iron 
ore mining was the motor of economic development in 

162 For more complete summaries of the Mauritanian national 
economy, see: Coats (1990); de Chassey (1978:230-235, 1979); 
Vergara (1979); RIM/ONS [Islamic Republic of Mauritania - National 
Office of Statistics] (1991a, 1991b, 1990, 1985); USAID/Mauritania 
(1986); World Bank (1989). 

163 In the sense of entailing a certain degree of industrial or 
semi-industrial activity. 

164 While crucial to the economy as the main foreign exchange 
earners, these two sectors employ only about 9% of the economically 
active population (Coats, 1990:80). 

165 Commerce too is an important economic sector in Mauritania 
(and has always been). In the fiscal year 1984, for example, it 
contributed a share of 14% of GDP (as compared to: 11% for mining; 
22% for fishing, agriculture, hunting and forestry; 9% for 
manufacturing, mainly electricity, gas and water; 9% for 
construction; 8% for transportation and communication; and 27% for 
services, which include government and other). (In: Coats, 
1990:80.) 



269 

Mauritania166
• [ ••• ] In the 1960s, ml.nl.ng directly 

provided almost one-third of the gross domestic product 
[ ... ] and contributed more than 80 percent of the 
country's export earnings167

• [ ••• ] By the mid-1980s, 
the mining sector had lost its predominance in the 
economy, accounting for between 10 and 11 percent of GDP 
in Fiscal year 1984, and by 1985 export earnings from 
mining had fallen to around 40 percent" (Coats, 1990: 79) . 

Mauritania is also endowed with some of the richest fishing 

grounds in the world168
; 

"Before 1979, [ ... ] the government exercised little 
control over foreign fishing operations, and Mauritanians 
took little part in fishing. Fishing and fish processing 
accounted for less than 5 percent of GDP in 1975, and 
virtually the only revenues obtained were in the form of 
royalties on fishing licenses paid by foreign fishing 
companies to the government. In 1979 Mauritania 
established its New Fisheries Policy and a 200-nautical
mile exclusive economic zone. The industry underwent 
rapid growth under the new policy169, which required 
foreign operators to form join ventures with Mauritanian 
companies and resulted in the development of a national 
fishing fleet. Although in 1984 fishing contributed less 
than 10 percent to GDP at current market prices, the 
volume of reported fish export rose rapidly. In 1983 

166 The MIFE~.A (Societe Anonyme des Mines de Fer de 
Mauritanie), a largely French owned company, began exploiting the 
minerals in 1952 (it would be nationalized in the mid-1970s, 
turning into the Societe Nationale Indsutrielle et Miniere, or 
SNIM). Copper was later discovered, to be mined by the foreign
owned SOMIMA (Societe Miniere de Mauritanie) starting in 1967. 

167 In 1973 Mauritania also mined copper deposits. Because of 
falling world prices, however, the mine closed in 1975. This world 
wide recession also affected foreign demand for iron. 

168 "The fishing grounds off Mauritania are exceptionally rich. 
An oceanic phenomenon known as "upwelling" produces an environment 
that is particularly favorable for marine life. Fish species 
include cod, cuttlefish, lobster, octopus, sardines, shrimp, and 
tuna" (Gibbs, 1984:80). 

169 On the evolution of the Mauritanian fishing industry, 
including the history of fishing policy, see Gibbs (1984). 
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fishing became the number one foreign exchange earner 
with some 54 percent of export revenues." (Coats, 
1990:79-80) . 

Natural endowment, however, did not preclude the young fishing 

industty from developing inherent handicaps. This occurred 

mainly because state elites used this sector at least as much 

for short-term personal benefits and/or clientelist purposes 

as for the purpose of rationally promoting its growth. The 

consequence has been to limit the sector's great potential to 

the point of making it not only under-productive, but an 

additional drain on the finances of the state170
• Finally, 

there is the traditional rural sector. However, as Coats 

reports: 

"Through the 1970s, agriculture, including herding, 
continued to deteriorate. Serious droughts combined with 
economic neglect to cause a severe decline in farm 
production. Both herding and agriculture were hard hit by 
the droughts; their combined contribution to GDP dropped 
from about 40 percent in the 1960s to about 25 percent in 
1986 " ( op . cit. : 80) . 

Decline of productivity of the rural sectorl71 remains 

one of the maj or reasons for Mauritania's economic stagnation. 

170 Al Bayane, no.61 (Februaty 13-16), p.? (llconunercialisation 
du poisson: d'un systeme a un autre") & p.8 ("La peche: une crise 
structurelle"); Mauritanie Nouvelles, no.43 (Januaty 31-February 
7), p. 24 (" SMCP: Vers de nouveaux defis II) • 

171 "In the 1960s, Ii vestock and crop production together 
provided 35 to 35 percent of GDP (at contant 1982 prices). From 
1970 to 1986, their contribution to GDP (at constant 1982 prices) 
averaged 28 percent, with herding accounting for about 20 percent 
of this figure and with crop production falling as low as 3 to 5 
percent in the worst drought years" (op.cit. :98). 
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Governmental neglect (it was more interested in developing the 

indus trial sector) and/or mismanagement, coupled with 

successive series of drought l72 caused its steady decline 

throughout the 1970s and 1980s. 

Despite its problems, this sector of the economy 

continues to employ a large share of the population. In the 

1960s some 90% of Mauritanians received their livelihood from 

the rural sector (most of whom were concentrated in the 

Southern one-third of the country). In the mid-1980s, it 

provides the livelihood for roughly two-thirds of the national 

population173
• At the, same time, however its stagnation has 

also led to the large-scale sedentarization of nomadic 

populations (mainly the traditional herders, most hard-hit by 

the succession of droughts), as well as the migration toward 

the urban areas174
, and particularly toward the capital, 

172 From 1968 through 1973, and again from 1983 through 1985 
(the country has also suffered from sporadic dry spells in other 

years) . 

173 World Bank, PREF (Programme de Redressement Economique et 
Financier), 1985-1988, p.47 (n.d.). By comparison, the secondary 
sector employs only 7.95% of the active population, and the 
tertiary sector 22.95% of the active population. This is a 1980 
World Bank estimate (in: World Bank, 1989 :47) which does not 
include employment in the informal sector, estimated to occupy at 
least 30.000 peoples in urban areas only, that is, at least 4.3% of 
active urban population (op.cit.:48) 

174 The countries two largest cities are the capital, Nouakchot 
(500,000 inhabitants in the mid-1980s), and Noudhibou (between 
50,000 and 70,000), considered the country's 'economic capital' 
since it is the center of both mining and fishing activities. 
Lesser populated cities include Zouerate (50,000), and the yet 
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Nouakchott. 

"By the mid-1980s, [ ... ] observers estimated that less 
than 25 percent of the population was still nomadic or 
seminomadic, whereas the urban population was about 30 
percent 175 and the remainder, sedentary farmers or small 
town dwellers,,176 (Coats, 1990:49) 

The level of poverty among those urban dwellers remains 

particularly alarming177. In the case of Nouakchott, for 

instance, only about one-tenth of the city's population had 

access to adequate housing and services178 . Further, 

"Water and housing shortages were especially severe. Many 
of the recent arrivals lived in the Kebes (shantytowns) 
that sprang up around the capital. In 1983 a French 
researcher calculated that 40 percent or more of 
Nouakchott's population lived in kebes; by 1987 that 
percentage had increased" (op.cit.:50). 

Mauritania's economic picture, then, is no brighter than 

Senegal's. Despite the various rehabilitation plans imposed by 

smaller cities of Atar, Kaedi, Rosso, and Nema, all of which 
nevertheless doubled or tripled in population size between 1970 and 
1985. 

175 More than 500,000 peoples. 

176 Coats adds that "counting both resident and temporary urban 
dwellers, some sources in the late 1980s placed Mauritania's urban 
population at or above 80 percent" (op.cit. :50). 

177 For a recent assessment of poverty in Mauritania, see World 
Bank (1989:36-117). 

178 The kebes of Nouakchott have been best studied by o. d' Hont 
(1985, 1989). See also: Ly (1983); ould Sidi Mohamed (1985); 
Laborie et al (1988); Dussauze-Ingrand (1974); Schissel (1984). The 
degradation of urban socio-economic conditions is associated with 
a steady rise in criminality and juvenile delinquency; see Aidara 
(1985); Sow (1984); Bader & Lefort (1990); Theuninck and Dia 
(1981) . 
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foreign donors (1985-88 PREP, 1989-91 PCR179
, etc. ) , it 

remains a poor180 and outwardly dependent country, with no 

obvious way out in vue. 

Given that the state remains, by and large, relatively 

successful with the "modes of pacification" so far used181
, 

hopes for change will remain an abstract ideal. Thus the 

dominant patterns of access to state resources, along with the 

patterns of oppositional mobilization thus generated, are key 

to understanding the nature of state - society relations. As 

in the case of Senegal, such an analysis is aided by a basic 

periodization of the country's general economic history. As in 

the presentation of Senegal, this periodization allows a 

minimal control for the effect of global economic conditions 

on the national political processes described. 

The periodization of Mauritania's economic evolution is 

179 Programme de Consolidation et de Relance (' Program for 
Consolidation and Growth'). 

180 In 1986, GDP per capita was estimated at US$410 (no higher 
in real terms than a decade earlier), "placing Mauritania at the 
lower end of low-to-middle-income developing countries. Real per 
capita income for the vast majority of the population.outside the 
small modern sector was much lower, estimated in the range of 
US$100 to US$150 per year" (Coats, 1990:81). 

181 Most notably, minimal ethnic representation, careful 
maintenance of tribal and/or regional clientelistic networks, and 
use of the legitimizing power of Islam, religion of all 
Mauritanians. 
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not very different from Senegal' S182. After all , given their 

geographic and world-market-status proximity, it is not 

surprising that these two countries share some of the 

determinant factors affecting economic performance. Geographic 

proximity explains the parallel effects of successive droughts 

on the two economies (sharp decline of the rural sector, 

massive rural exodus, etc.). Status proximity in the world-

system explains why both countries' economic output fluctuates 

with world-market prices (of groundnut in Senegal, and of 

iron, copper and fish in Mauritania), as well as the fact that 

neither country could escape the imposition of World Bank and 

IMF plans (including unpopular 'austerity measures' such as 

the supression of administrative posts, devaluation, etc.) for 

a 'better integration into international exchange 

dynamics' 183. By and large, the same "logic" which applied to 

182 In fact, the only significant difference with Senegal's 
economic periodization would be that the "questions" which emerged 
during the second period (stretching through the 1970s) was, in 
absolute economic terms, more acute in Mauritania (the effects of 
negati ve factors on national performance are more pronounced) . This 
difference, however, gets in a sense "balanced" by the fact that, 
given the specific configuration of Senegal's political economy, 
lesser economic decline would nevertheless hinder the crux of the 
state's basis of hegemony, its alliance with the rurally based 
brotherhoods, all-powerful (moral) overseers of the crucial 
groundnut economy. 

183 At the same time, of course, some factors remain specific 
to the Mauritania. Such is the case of the involvement of the 
country in the Spanish Saharan war, which occured during the 1970s 
and led to the massive use of state resources for military 
purposes. 
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Senegal -- that is, one of gradually increasing economic 

difficulty from independence to the early 1990 -- applies 

again to Mauritania: 

A first period, covering the 1960s, is one of exceptional 

growth and optimism. This growth was based almost exclusively 

on mining, the benefits of which would (or so Mauritanians 

hoped) eventually lead to the development of other sectors of 

the economy. Indeed, these mining operations had become highly 

profitable, and the economy more than doubled in size between 

1960 and 1966 (Amin, 1973:79). 

Unfortunately, several new factors emerged during the 1970s 

which brutally squashed the young elite's optimism. First, the 

spectacular growth of the mining sector didn't entail any real 

development: the growth of the economy was entirely confined 

to the mining sector and its requirements, especially rail 

transport (op. cit. : 553) . Second, a drop in world-market prices 

for iron ore (due to slow industrial growth in Europe and the 

United States) affected the revenues produced by the mining 

sector, resulting in a serious deficit by the late 1970s. 

Third, sustained agricultural drought drained the traditional 

rural sector184
• Fourth, the state's involvement in the 

184 II Since the overwhelming majority of Mauritanians were 
employed in subsistence farming and herding, the drought had a 
catastrophic impact on this population. Cattle herds decreased by 
half from 1969 to 1979, while crop output decreased by 40 percent 
[ •.. J. An exodus to the cities resulted in urban overcrowding and 
mass unemployment. Nouakchott, the capital city, grew from 135,000 
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Spanish Saharan War185 depleted what was left of the 

country's meager resources. As a result of this conjunction of 

factors, Mauritania was, by 1978, "as economically bankrupt as 

it is possible for a country to be,,186. 

Finally the period of the 1980s (and early 1990s) is one of 

the crystallization of economic difficulties. During this 

period, the optimism that arose as a result of the initially 

rapid growth of the fishing industry would be ultimately 

dashed, while the other dominant sectors continued to 

stagnate. Further, the austerity measures associated with 

foreign-imposed plans to "rationalize" the national economy 

only exacerbated the weight of the crisis on the livelihood of 

large segments of civil society. 

with this rudimentary classification of the stages of 

Mauritania's economic evolution, I now turn to the 

presentation of the patterns of state - society exchange 

observed in the country since independence, starting with 

in 1977 to 225,000 in 1978 [ ... ]" (Gibbs, 1984:83). 

185 This war was over newly-independent Western Sahara, which 
had previously been a Spanish colony. "In 1975, Mauritania claimed 
the southern portion of Western Sahara, while Morocco claimed the 
northern portion. The claims of both countries were opposed by 
POLISARIO (Frente Popular para la Liberacion de Sagula e1-Harnra y 
Rio de Oro), a Western Saharan political group that demanded 
complete independence. The Mauritanian and Moroccan armies 
attempted to suppress POLISARIO, and a general guerrilla war 
ensued. By 1976, the war had absorbed 33 percent of the Mauritanian 
government's budget [ ... ]" (Gibbs, 1984:83). [emphasis added] 

186 Legum, 1980: B699. 
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ethno-religious access to the state. 

Ethnic Distribution of Government Seats (1959-1986) 

Though there is, as yet, no national consensus as to the 

exact proportions of 'Arabs' and 'Africans' in Mauritania, 

access to the state is overwhelmingly dominated by the former 

segment of national population. In terms of the ethnic 

distribution of government seats, the state has continued 

since independence to function on the political "myth" of one 

third - two thirds187 (at times actually one quarter - three 

quarters). This patterns holds not only across economic 

periods, but also across the successive stages of Mauritania's 

political history188. Thus the following table, derived from 

the work of Marchesin (1992:286-87): 

187 One third of ' Africans', two thirds of ' Arabs' . 

188 In 1959 (March), the territorial assembly, having been 
transformed into a representative assembly, adopted the country's 
first constitution. This constitution, which allowed the formation 
of opposition parties, was modified in 1964, inaugurating the era 
of the one-party system. The first military coup (July 10, 1978) 
was accompanied by the replacement of the constitution by a 
'military chart' which put all powers in the hands of a ruling 
'military committee'. From 1978 to 1991, the country has been ruled 
by 5 successive military presidents, each of which gained power by 
force (1 in 1978,2 in 1979,1 in 1980, and 1 in 1984); the last in 
place, Maawiya ould Sid'Ahmed Taya (1984-), announced ·in April of 
1991 the return to multipartism and promulgated the country's third 
constitution. General elections were held in early 1992. For 
thorough presentations of the constitutional basis of Mauritania's 
successive regimes, see among others: Marchesin (1988a), Arnaud 
(1981), Balans (1980), Ba (1983), ould Sidia (1987), Gerteiny 
(1981), ould Bouboutt (1987), Lavroff (1978), Owona (1979), Moore 
(1965) . 



Maurs Negro-Afr. 

1959-64 78.8% 18.2% 
1965-73 69.5% 30.6% 
1975-78 72.25% 27.75% 
1978-80 72.4% 27.62% 
1980-84 70.65% 29.35% 
1984-86 69.9% 30.12% 

(% ) 71. 52% 28.1% 
(# ) (432) (171) 

And, for the distribution of 

African 

1959-64 
1965-73 
1975-78 
1978-80 
1980-84 
1984-86 

(% ) 
( #) 

groups: 

Pulaar 

100% 
52.8% 
79.2% 
72.4% 
59.3% 
76% 

69.6% 
(119) 

Soninke 

44.5% 
20.8% 
27.6% 
40.7% 
20% 

29.24% 
(50) 

Other 

3.03% 

0.2% 
(1) 

government 

Wolof 

2.8% 

4% 

1.17% 
(2 ) 

(%) 

(100 ) 
(100) 
(100) 
(100 ) 
(100) 
(100) 

(100) 

seats among 

(% ) 

(100 ) 
(100 ) 
(100) 
(100) 
(100) 
(100 ) 

(100 ) 
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(# ) 

( 33) 
(118) 
(173) 
(105) 
( 92) 
( 83) 

(604) 

Negro-

(# ) 

6) 
36) 
48) 
29) 
27) 
25 ) 

(171 ) 

In other words, among the governments seats assigned to Negro-

Africans throughout the period 1959-1986 (corresponding to 

28.1% of the total 604 seats occupied), 19.6% were alloted to 

Toucouleur, 8.2% to Soninke, and 0.3% to Wolof 

representatives. 

Given that census data on the Mauritanian population's 

ethnic structure are of dubious accuracy (cf. 5.1. 2), any 

analysis of ethnic representation at the level of government 

should be taken with some caution. Nevertheless some clear 
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patterns emerge from the data189
: 

(1) Though they have secured a large majority of government 

seats throughout the period studied (an average of 71.52%), 

Maurs are nevertheless slightly under-represented within the 

government. It is officially claimed that this ethnic group 

constitutes some 80% of national population. There could be 

two justifications of this fact, both of which explain Maurs' 

under-representation within government as one of the state's 

"pacification strategies". First, it may be the case that they 

are not, in truth, under-represented. These proportions are 

contested by Negro-African segments of civil society. Second, 

since access to state resources remains overwhelmingly 

dominated by the 'Arab' component of national population (cf. 

below) the "sacrifice" of a few government seats minimized (it 

is more a "symbolic" sacrifice than a concrete, material one) . 

(2) Another striking result is the clear over-representation 

of the Soninke over the Toucouleur among Negro-Africans 

occupants of government seats. Hence the Toucouleur have been 

allotted about 3% more seats than their national proportion 

(they have been alloted 19.6% of overall government seats, 

while in 1988 they officially made up 16% of the Mauritanian 

population). The proportion of Soninke within government is 

little more than double their percentage within the national 

189 See also Marchesin, op. cit. : 284-2 91. 

-- - ---- ----
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population (occupying 8.2% of the overall government seats 

from 1959 to 1986, said to represent 4% of the population in 

1988 and 3.4% in 1964-65). This is not so surprising if one 

keeps in mind that, in contrast with the Toucouleur, the 

Soninke have historically enjoyed privileged relations with 

the Maurs. This stems in part from the Soninke's shared 

involvement with Maurs in commercial activities. Given the 

state's obligation to include a certain portion of Negro

Africans among the occupants of government seats, it makes 

sense that the most integrated and cooperative would be 

preferred. Finally, there is little to say about the slight 

under-representation of the Wolof within Mauritanian 

governments, except that this little minority group (probably 

less than 1% in 1988, significantly less since the ethnic 

purges of the late 1980s and early 1990s), feeling closer to 

neighbouring Senegal than to Mauritania, never tried very hard 

to win a stronger presence in the Mauritanian political arena. 

In short, there is little reason for the state to bother. 

(3) The two global findings, that governments are primarily 

made up of members of the Maur group, and that the Soninke are 

significantly more "over-represented" than the Toucouleur, is 

fairly constant across both political and economic 
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periods190 • According to Marchesin' s data, the two political 

periods where the percentage of Negro-Africans in government 

is highest (1965-1973, and 1980-1984) also correspond to the 

largest presence of Soninke within government. As for the 

difference between the first period (1959-1964) and the 

remaining ones (less than 20% of Negro-Africans in government, 

whereas from 1964 on their proportion is stabilized around 

30%), it is most likely due to the fact that before 1964 

Negro-Africans could form political parties to express their 

grievances. With the suppression of multipartism in 1964, it 

was therefore necessary for the state to provide at least a 

partial alternative outlet, which was done through an increase 

of Negro-Africans' presence in government (by about 10% of 

occupancy). Economic periods, on the other hand, do not seem 

to have much of a direct impact on the state's ethnic 

distribution of government seats; the same, on the other hand, 

cannot be said of the effect of worsening economic conditions 

on tribal/regional governmental representation. In this 

regard, the composition of the first government of the second 

190 If I have kept, in the tables, the political periods 
distinguished by Marchesin, it is because it would seem scandalous 
to simplify what little data there is on Mauritania's political 
processes. In the analysis, however, I will be content with the 
distinction among the types of regime: (1) single-party civilian 
regime (1964-1978), (2) military regime (1978-"1991"), and (3) 
multipartism, or "democratic" regime (1959-1964, and "1991-"). 
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republique (1991- ), announced in April of 1992, is 

revealing191 : first, while the portion of Negro-Africans is 

lower (23.5%, corresponding to 4 of 17 seats), the proportion 

of Halpulaaren (Toucouleur and Peulh) has risen to be 3 times 

that of Soninke (17.6% Halpulaaren and 5.9% Soninke), and the 

Wolof are absent from government); second, on the Maur side of 

governmental representation one observes a significant change 

in the patterns of tribal and regional representation, the 

worsening of economic conditions having led the state to 

represent tribes and region according to their demographic 

(and therefore electoral) weight 192. 

(4) Though this dimension was not included in the first table, 

a word must be said of the presence of Haratines (sometimes 

191 Al Bayane, no .19 (April 22-28), pp. 3-5. 

192 "La constitution du nouveau gouvernment a procede de la 
plus parfaite cuisine electorale. Les ensembles tribaux y ont joue 
un tres grand role. On a dote les tribus les plus fortes 
demographiquement. De fa90n generale l'est, Ie Charg (Hodhs et 
Assaba) est Ie mieux nanti. C'est une sorte de recompense pour 
cette aire geo-culturelle ayant massivement vote pour oud Taya. Ce 
qui ne veut pas dire que Ie Trarza, region plutot frondeuse, a ete 
oublie" (in: Al Bayane no.19, p.4). 
('The constitution of the new government was based on the most 
perfect electoral 'cuisine'. Tribal ensembles have played a very 
important role. The tribes with the most demographic weight were 
privileged. Thus the East, the Charg (Hodhs and Assaba) was the 
most spoiled. This is a reward of sorts for an geographico-cultural 
area which has massively voted for ould Taya. However the Trarza 
region too, although less uniformaly supportive of Taya, was not 
forgotten either.') 
See also: Al Bayane no.56 (January 6-12, 1993), pp.1 & 3 
(/Ministres. Le remaniement qui n'apporte rien'); Al Bayane no.57 
(January 13-19, 1993), pp.1, 3 & 4 ('Les gouvernments de ould 
Taya' ) . 
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called "black Maurs") at the level of government. If they form 

half of the 'Arab' population, they should hold at least 30% 

of the government seats distributed since 1959. Yet, not only 

are they entirely absent from government until 1984 (slavery 

having been officially abolished in Mauritania in 1980 ... for 

the third time!), but they are allotted a mere 1.16% of Maur

occupied seats (5 seats over a total of 432 Maur-occupied 

seats) 193, corresponding to 0.83% of the total number of 

seats occupied from 1959 to 1986; and, once present in the 

government (1984-1986 period), they occupy 6.02% of government 

seats (5 seats over 83). (In the post-electoral government of 

April 1992, they occupy 2 of the 17 seats distributed, 

corresponding to a proportion of 11.76%. This increase 

parallels that of demographically dominant Maur tribes, 

revealing once again the importance of "Maur-politics" in the 

country. ) 

193 Marchesin (1992) has measured that it is actually casts in 
general, among Maurs but also among Negro-Africans, that have 
minimal access to governmental position in Mauritania. "Que ce soit 
chez les Maures ou chez les Negro-africains, les marabouts sont 
plus nornbreux que les guerriers. Enfin, toutes ethnies et 
generations confondues, la quasi-totalite des dirigeants politiques 
[ ... ] sont issus des ordres traditionels nobles" (op.cit.:267)." 
And De Chassey (1978) concludes: "On compte sur les doigts des deux 
mains les hornmes originaires de groupements tributaires ou 
artisanaux [ ... ] et des categories serviles [ ... ]" (op.cit.:286). 
('Whether among Maurs or among Negro-Africans, marabouts are more 
numerous than warriors. Finally, all ethnic groups and generations 
confounded, the quasi-totality of political rulers come from the 
traditional noble orders'; and: 'One counts on the fingers of two 
hands the individuals of tributary or craftsmen descent [ ... ], as 
well as of servile descent [ ... ]'.) 
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(5) Finally, one should also note that ethnic representation 

in terms of the nature of the seats alloted, too, is largely 

to the advantage of the Maur segment. It appears in this 

regard that Negro-Africans are often allotted seats of lesser 

importance (Marchesin, 1992:290), whether this importance is 

measured in terms of prestige (ministry of the Interior, of 

Defense, of foreign affairs, etc.), or in terms of the amount 

of resources they manage (ministry of the Economy and 

Finances, of Fisheries, etc.). It should also be noted that 

Haratines are allotted more important seats (Economy, 

Education, etc.) than Negro-Africans. 

By contrast to Senegal, then, Mauritania's patterns of 

cultural representation fit the ideal-type of culturally 

exclusive state representation. Further, while the evolution 

of ethno-religious access to government in Senegal was not 

marked by dramatic changes, in the Mauritanian case one 

observes a significant shift in ethnic proportions associated 

with the end of multipartism in the mid-1960s (relative 

increase in the proportion of Negro-African occupants of 

government seats). This reflects the greater volatility of 

cultural (in this case ethnic) divisions in Mauritania, which 

the state takes precautions to mute. (If these proportions 

have remained stable despite the new advent of multipartism in 

Mauritania, it is because, in the meantime, the problematic 

character of inter-ethnic cohabitation in the country has 
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Ethnic and Tribal/Regional Structure of the State's 
Clientelistic Networks 

Another, complementary way to measure the privileged 

access of Maurs (over other ethnic groups) to the state is 

through the ethnic composition of the dominant actors of the 

private sector. Is it, too, dominated by one ethnic group at 

the expense of others? The answer to this question is all the 

more significant in that the private sector, in Mauritania as 

in most African countries, is by no means "independent" from 

the state. 

"Peut-on associer Ie secteur que l'on dit habituellement 
prive a ce qu'il y a de plus public? Nous Ie pensons. 
L'economie n'est pas, en Afrique, une sphere autonome. Le 
role de l'Etat dans l'accumulation economique privee y 
est central. [ ... ] Le cas Mauritanien est peut-etre un 
des plus revelateurs de cette situation. De par sa 
position geographique de pays desertique et sahelien et 
son type d' economie base sur Ie nomadisme et 
l'agriculture traditionelle, la Mauritanie, jusqu'a 
l' independance, est caracterise par Ie faible niveau 
d'accumulation de richesse, si ce n'est, de fa90n 
accessoire, dans les secteurs du commerce et de 
l'elevage. L'apparition de l'Etat coincide avec la mise 
en place de structures economiques modernes (mines de fer 
de Mauritanie - MIFERMA -, banques, societes de peche ... ) 
qui donnent a la bureaucratie puis auxmilieux d'affaires 
les moyens d' une accumulation aussi rapide que 
consequente,,194 (Marchesin, 1992 :257-58) . 

194 'Can one associate the sector which is usually said to be 
private to what is most public? I believe one can. The economy is 
not, in Africa, an autonomous sphere; rather, the role of the state 
in private economic accumulation is central. [ ... J The Mauritanian 
case is perhaps one of the most revealing of this situation. Given 
its geographical position as a desertic and sahelian country, and 
given its type of economy based on nomadism and traditional 
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Marchesin has surveyed a sample of 178 Mauritanian 

entrepreneurs, corresponding to most of the businessmen listed 

in the index of economic operators affiliated to the CGEM 

('General Counsil of Mauritanian Entrepreneurs') in 1986. The 

sample contains representatives from each of the six major 

branches of the private sector195
• His results reveal even 

more pronounced ethnic disparities than those measured in the 

case of occupants of government seats. 

The sample is made up of 86.6% (155 individuals) Maurs, 6.7% 

( 12 individuals) Negro-Africans, and 6.7% foreigners. Further, 

the Maurs predominate in the most lucrative sectors of private 

business, such as commerce (80% of the actors involved in that 

sector, and 25.7% of the total sample), or fisheries (86.1% of 

those involved in that sector, and 17.3% of the total sample) . 

Among the 12 Negro-Africans, 8 (4.5% of the total sample) are 

Soninke, and only 4 (2.2% of the total sample) are Toucouleur 

(the Wolof are totally absent). Thus if the weight of the 

Soninke in the private sector is about proportional to their 

agriculture, Mauritania is, up until independence, characterized by 
a weak level of accumulation of wealth (except, in an accessory 
manner, in the sectors of commerce and herding) . With the emergence 
of the state, were brought into play modern economic structures 
(MIFERMA's iron ore mines, banks, industrial fisheries ... ) which 
give the bureaucracy, and then business circles, the means of rapid 
and significant accumulation.' 

195 Among the 179 private entrepreneurs counted, 57 are 
involved in the sector of commerce, 36 in fisheries, 31 in other 
industries, 22 in building and public constructions, 14 in 
services, and 19 in transportations. 
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weight in the country's population, the Toucouleur, by 

contrast, are significantly under-represented. Negro-Africans 

are also less present in the most profitable sectors: they 

form 5.3% of the entrepreneurs of the commercial sector (1.7% 

of the total sample), and 8.3% of those involved in 

fisheries 196 (1.7% of the total sample). There are several 

interpretations of this. 

"On souligne regulierement Ie fait que des I' epoque 
coloniale, les Noirs ont surtout occupe des postes 
administratifs, les Maures restant quant it eux 
economiquement plus actifs, notamment dans Ie secteur du 
commerce. A cette premiere explication de leur faible 
presence dans Ie secteur economique, certains Negro
africains en preferent une plus pOlemique. lIs accusent 
les Maures de les avoir ecartes des affaires grace it leur 
maitrise de l'appareil d'Etat. lIs remarquent ainsi, par 
exemple, que sur les 108 personnes physiques et 
etablissements ayant beneficie d'une carte import-export 
en 1984, on ne trouve que 14 Noirs ,,197 
(op.cit. :275)198. 

Finally, it should be noted that there are no Haratines among 

196 Even foreigners are more present than Negro-African 
nationals, forming 14% of the businessmen involved in the fishing 
sector (and 4.5% of the total sample). 

197 'The fact that, already during the colonial period, Blacks 
has mainly occupied administrative posts while Maurs remained more 
active economically (notably in the sector of commerce), is often 
emphasized. To this first explanation of their weak presence in the 
economic sector, some Negro-Africans add a more polemic one. They 
accuse the Maurs of having displaced them from business through 
their privileged access to the state. They therefore note, for 
instance, that only 14 of the 108 persons or businesses having been 
granted an import-export licence in 1984 were Blacks.' 

198 The author's source is the 1986 manifesto distributed by 
the FLAM (Front de Liberation des Africains de Mauritanie), p.18, 
note 1. In the same way, Maur ship managers have benefited from 
more numerous fishing licences distributed by the state. 
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the entrepreneurs surveyed. This, again, is a significant 

indicator of the continuing weight of traditional social 

stratification among the Maurs, where inferior social groups 

(slaves or descendents of slaves, as well the caste 

groups199), despite slight progress in their access to 

governmental positions, continue to suffer from a striking 

under-representation in the networks of (political and 

economic) power. Vergara (1979) gives an example, in the case 

of the allocation of banking credits, of the barriers which 

traditionally subordinate Maur stratas must face: 

"Bien qu' ayant assoupli ses criteres d' attribution de 
credits en faveur d'une couche de la population, celIe 
des entrepreneurs et conunerc;:ants nationaux ayant des 
liens avec les grandes familIes au pouvoir, Ie systeme 
bancaire n'est pas un instrument au service d'une 
politique de developpement precise, et continue a etre 
guide par les criteres gene raux de rentabilite et 
solvabilite a court terme. Meme lorsque ces criteres sont 
remplis et qu'il sa'git d'une entreprise entrant dans le 
cadre des orientations de developpement decidees par les 
instance politiques, l'entrepreneur risque de se voir 
refuser un credit s'il appartient aux castes inferieures 
de la societe. C'est ainsi que les forgerons traditionels 
qui pourraient a cause de leur experience et habitude du 
travail etre le fondement et le moteur d'une manufacture 
et industrie de transformation sont pratiquement exclus 
du credit bancaire ,,200 (op. cit. : 221). [emphasis added] 

199 Bards and craftsmen. 

200 'Though it has loosened its criteria for the extension of 
credit to include Mauritanian entrepreneurs and merchants having 
links with the big families in power, the banking system is not the 
instrument of a precise development policy. Rather, it continues to 
be guided by the general criteria of short-term profit and 
liability. Even when those criteria are met, the applying business 
fitting developmental orientations as defined by the state, the 
entrepreneur cCl:n still see his request for credit denied if he 
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Such tight complementarity between the top layers of the 

public and private sectors (in the Mauritanian case an· ethnic 

complementarity201, as well as a caste complementarity, 

particularly in the case of the Maur segment) has been 

observed in other African countries, leading researchers to 

identify these countries' dominant groups as forming a 

'politico-commercial class' (une "classe politico-

cornrnerciale" 202
) • This alliance, in Mauritania, serves 

important political purposes, especially since it is perceived 

by large segments of civil society (most of the 'Arab' segment 

of society) through the filter of tribal (and, by extension, 

regional) identifications and solidarities. In this context, 

it becomes quite potent as one of the state's main 

pacification mechanisms of society. 

It is indeed crucial to understand how, aside from the 

prevalence of ethnic identification, tribalism in Mauritania 

is largely perceived as a normal dimension of life, even as it 

belongs to the inferior casts of the society. In this way, 
traditional craftsmen, whose experience et work habits could lead 
them to become the foundation and motor of an industry of 
transformation, are practically excluded from banking credit.' 

201 What better symbol of this alliance than when, following 
urban protest over the results of the presidential elections (in 
January 1992), one could see in Nouakchott, and long after the calm 
was returned (it seemed for several weeks), the headquarters of 
some of the country's most powerful (and Maur) businessmen tightly 
garded by fully armed groups of militaries. 

202 Marchesin, op.cit.:281 and 283. 
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gets exported into the functioning of the modern state (that 

is, even as it translates into the quasi-institutionalization 

of nepotism, corruption and other forms of embezzlements at 

all levels of public administration) 203 and, by extension, 

into the economic sphere). 

"[ ... ] il nous a meme ete rapporte que Ie fait de ne pas 
«manger» est considere comme un comportement 
d'inconscience sinon de faiblesse. «C'est comme si vous 
etiez devant une part de gateau et que vous la refusiez. 
Soit elle se perdra, soit quelqu'un d'autre la mangera». 
Dans une societe ou. le reflexe communautaire est des plus 
presents, on accusera mame le representant de sa famille 
ou de sa tribu qui voudrait etre honnete de penaliser son 
groupe et de favoriser par la meme les tribus 
concurrentes. On nous a ainsi conte 1 'experience 
malheureuse d'un ministre qui, ayant adopte ce type de 
comportement, a ete quasiment mis it l'index par son 
groupe d' origine. La prise en compte dans toute sa 
dimension de ce phenomene conduit mame a en saisir la 
rationalite dans la mesure bien entendu ou. le processus 
de percolation est effectif, le systeme de securite 
sociale etant defaillant" 204 (Marchesin, op.cit. :263). 
[emphasis added] 

This would explain why there has hardly been, aside. from the 

203 See Marchesin (1988b). 

204, [ ••• ] I was actually told that the fact of not «eating» 
is considered as a sign of irrational behavior, even of weakness. 
«It is as if you have a peace of pie in front of you and don't eat 
it. Either it will spoil, or someone else will grab it». In a 
society where the communal reflex is so strong, people would even 
accuse the honnest member of their family or tribe of penalizing 
his group and, therefore, to privilege competing tribes. Hence I 
heard of the sad experience of a given minister who, for his 
refusal to give into these dubious practices, was quasily rejected 
by his tribal group. Taking into account the full dimension of this 
phenomena allows one to understand its rationality, given of course 
that the percolating process is effective and that the public 
system of social security is ineffective.' 
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remarks of a few 'intellectuals' here and there, any 

significant protest of subordinate groups of Maur descent over 

the quasi-monopoly of given tribal fractions over state owned 

or para-statal enterprises (the Idaouali' s control of Air 

Mauritanie, the national airlinei the Smassid's control of an 

Islamic bank the BAMISi etc.)20S, or over the many 'scandals' 

involving the complicity of high-ranking government official 

with representatives of the private sector206 . Bonte (1980) 

actually went so far as to argue that one of the major reasons 

underlying the massive movements of Maur migration toward the 

capital has been the strong belief that (tribally-based) 

clientelist networks had become more efficient in the 

city 207! The state, for its part, officially denounces the 

effects of tribalism in the admnistration (this parallels the 

Senegalese state's perpetual official campaign against 'clan 

politics' ). Studies have even been sponsored to analyze 

tribalism's effects on the performance of the administration, 

205 There are also examples involving Negro-Africans. The 
Caisse Nationale de Securite Social has thus remained for a long 
time in the hands of the Halaybe of Boghe. From what has just been 
said, however, one understands that this category of illustrations 
of clientelistic monopolies is scarcer. 

206 For instance: Marchesin, op.cit. :262, 265, 273-74, 282. 
Also: L'Unite no.21 (January 24, 1993), p.1 ('Justice 
impuissante')i L'Unite no.20 (January 17, 1993), pp.1 & 4 
('Detournements de fonds a l'UBD. La Banque «Servez-vous»')i Al 
Bayane no.54 (December 23-29, 1992), pp.5 & 8 ('L'Etat vole 
l'Etat') . 

207 Op.cit. :230. 
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in order to find ways to eradicate what has officially become 

a social disease. It was argued in one such works that 

"[ ... ] Ie caract ere diffus, insaisissable, mental ou 
ideologique en somme du phenomene [ ... joue] comme une 
sorte de protection naturelle quand bien meme ses bases 
materielles auraient disparu. ,,208 

While there is much truth in the idea that tribal 

identification and solidarity remains an important dimension 

of Maur actors' common sense, it is highly disputable that the 

material bases of tribalism have disappeared! Surely the 

nature of resources and the manner in which they are 

redistributed may have evolved, adapting to the new contours 

of the political system, yet the principle of tribal 

mobilization remains pretty much the same209
• Thus ould 

Cheikh (1985) is compelled to conclude in his extensive study 

of tribalism in Mauritania: 

"L'imbrication entre prosperite economique privee et 
gestion bureacratique, etatique de la dependance, meme si 
on laisse de cote ce que Hamid el-Mauritanyi210 appelle 
Ie "tronc;:on illegal du revenu" de la bureaucratie 
(produit de la corruption, des detournements de fonds 
publics, etc ... ) apparait dans l'intense circulation 
fiduciaire et en hommes qui conduit de l'une a l'autre et 
reciproquement. Tout concessionnaire de quelque 
importance doit, en effet, avoir ses entrees a la 

208 Mauritanie, Ministere de I' Economie et des Finances, 1980, 
Projet RAMS, Profils sociologiques. Les Maurs., p.55. (' [ ... ] the 
phenomena's diffuse, impalpable, in this sense mental or 
ideological character acts as a sort of natural protection, even as 
its material bases should have disappeared.') 

2M See for instance Yes sa (1987:22-25). 

210 1974:274. 
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Conunission des Marches d'Etat et des societes semi
publiques, seules clients nationaux d'envergure, et la 
"concession" est Ie terrain de chute quasi-inevitable de 
tout politicien qui Use retire". [ ... ) Un honune qui 
s'enrichit, un professionel de la politique ou un 
candidat a la professionnalisation, pour faire fructifier 
et perdurer leur capital de II representativite " devront 
(pas toujours de bon gre) "arroser U la client~le la plus 
large possible, en conunenc;ant d' abord par les proche 
parents, les groupes dependants (anciens esclaves, 
griots, artisans, ... ) les gens de la merne tribu, etc ... 
dont la solidarite, generee autand par la redistribution 
des avantages economiques acquis dans la "concession" 
capitaliste que par les liens de parente (au sens large), 
fondera en retour la II representativite II des 
"representants" ("poli ticiens" ou "concessionnaires") du 
secteur etatique et capitaliste de la societe et de 
l'economie nationale. [ ... ) On pourrait [ ... ] mettre en 
lumiere les effets pervers et les benefices reciproques 
engendres par l' association du systeme tribal et du 
systeme etatique dans ce qu' il faudrait peut-etre appeler 
un Etat "a mi-temps" ... ,,211 (op. cit. : 998-999). [emphasis 

211 'The imbrication between private economique prosperity and 
state, bureaucratic management of dependence appears, even if one 
leaves aside what Hamid el-Mauritanyi calls the bureaucracy's 
"illegal network of revenu" (products of corruption, embezzlements 
of public funds, etc ... ), in the intense fiduciary circulation and 
circulation in men which ties the two spheres. Indeed, any 
franchise holder of some importance must have his entries at the 
Conunission of State Markets and at semi-public entreprises, which 
form the only important national clients, and the "concession" is 
a quasi-inevitable reward for the "retiring" politician. [ ... ) In 
order to maintain and multiply their capital of "representativity", 
a man who gets richer, a professional politician or a candidat at 
such professionalization will have to reward the largest possible 
clientele, starting with close relatives, dependent groups (ex
slaves, bards, craftsmen, ... ) the people from the same tribe, 
etc ... This clientele'S solidarity, which derives as much from the 
redistribution of economic advantages acquired through the 
capitaliste "concession" as from kinship ties (in the broadest 
sense), will in turn found "representatives'" ("politicans" or 
"concessionaries") of state and capitalist sectors' 
"representativity" in the society and in the national economy. 
[ ... ) On could well [ ... ] show the perverse effects and the 
reciprocal benefits generated by the association of the tribal 
system and of the state system in what one should probably call a 
mid-way state ... ' 
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added] 

The operation of tribalism as a modality of the state's 

legitimation process is indicated by the shifts in tribal 

(and/or regional) political and economic dominance from one 

regime to another. Hence if the civilian regime (1960-1978) 

was associated with a predominance of members from maraboutic 

tribes of the Trarza, this trend is being reversed to the 

benefit of warrior tribes from the Adrar212
, the region of 

President Taya (1984-). As mentioned earlier, it is also 

visible in the new "democratic" context, where the demographic 

and therefore electoral weight of tribal groupements is 

carefuly taken into account in the appointment of government 

seat occupants, even at the expense of ethnic 

representation213
• 

That the logic of tribal solidarity translates into the 

formula "me against my brother, my brother and me against my 

cousins, my cousins, my brothers and myself againt everyone 

else", obviously, it is not without notable effects on the lot 

212 Marchesin, op. cit. : 282. 

213 This compares to the Senegalese state's strategy of 
"sacrificing" the least potent groups (those with either the least 
political aggressivity or those with the least mobilizational 
weight). Thus in Mauritania ethnic representation at the level of 
government is partly sacrificed to make more room for tribal 
representation (Maurs are demographically dominant over Negro
Africans), yet, among Negro-African occupants of government seats 
there is a significant shift from the least aggressive groups 
(Soninke) to the most agressive ones (Toucouleur). 
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of Negro-African connnunities, those principal "others" in the 

national competition for access. Indeed Maurs' domination of 

the state, even in the midst of perpetual tribal negotiation 

and competition, captures the political attention of the 

largest segments of civil society at the expense of Negro

Africans' grievances214
• This is why a careful reproduction 

of tribal solidarities, in conjunction with minimal ethnic 

representation, could insure the state a sufficient basis of 

legitimacy within the Mauritanian society at large. Finally, 

the relative political/cultural balance between state and 

civil society is reinforced and/or renegotiated through the 

orientation of culture-related discourses and policies 

(particularly as they concern the issues of Islam, as well as 

those of ethnicity and language, cf section 6.2.2) emanating 

from the state. These "basic principles" of Mauritanian 

national politics has proven powerful enough so that they 

continue, after more than three decades of independence, to 

dominate the political scene, leading opposition leadership 

either to "adjust" to the existing political balance (often 

214 To the point that even extreme (and quite arbitrary) 
repression by the state of Negro-African connnunities would lead to 
an interminable period of subordinate groups' "political apthy" , 
and at times to overt participation (cf. 6.3.2 sections & 6.3.3). 
The "diversion" from ethnic problems operated through the monopoly 
by tribal (or regional) competition of the national political arena 
is illustrated further down in the presentation of two elections 
(the municipal elections in the capital in 1986; and the 
presidential and legislative elections of 1992). 
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through overt openings to the state), or else, as in the case 

of more "radical" movements, to preserve an uncomfortable 

(and, in the long run, detrimental) ambiguity with regard to 

the most volatile cultural issues, relegating in both cases 

their official ideological orientation into the background. 

(Were they not to do so, they seem to believe, they would be 

likely to lose whatever mobilizational power they may have 

already acquired.) Given this, the inconsistencies between 

actors' official political orientation and their actual 

behavior (as measured for instance through the dynamics of 

alliances in electoral contexts) corne as no great surprise. 

Indeed, one is faced, as in the Senegalese case, with the 

operation of a predatory elite for which no alliance is 

precluded so long as it is likely to insure an increase in the 

size of its audiences. As for the audiences in questions, they 

continue in both cases to obey the calls for mobilization on 

the basis of cultural identities and solidarities. 

The Modern Formal Discourses of Mauritanian 
Politics 

"Classical" Mauritanian political discourses or 

orientations can be arranged in five basic categories215
: 

215 My intent is not to provide a systematic and exhaustive 
list of all the political formations that have existed in 
Mauritania. Rather I I am interested in extracting the dominant 
formalizations of political alignment. In illustration of each of 
these "ideological paths", I present only the most significant 
political formations. 
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(1) The discourse based on the revendications of Negro-

Africans as a group neglected by the state216
• Parties or 

movements in this category are not necessarily Hradical" 

(extremists) in their views and stands. Thus if the Bloc 

Democratique du Gorgol demanded secession in the late 1950s, 

and if the FLAM, in its resounding 1986 pamphlet, compared the 

"Beidan State" to apartheid and flirted with the idea of 

direct armed confrontation with the state, other movements 

remain comparatively more "discrete" in their rhetoric, 

216 The frustration of Negro-Africans has, since independence, 
been a constant part of national political life. Actually in 1957 
already, that is, three years before Mauritania was declared 
independent, several movements were created to defend the interests 
of the Negro-Africans of Mauritania against a growing Maur 
domination, viewed as illegitimate: the Union des Originaires de la 
Vallee du Fleuve, and the Bloc Democratique du Gorgol both 
explicitely expressed this aim, the later movement taking a harsher 
stand since it called for the secession of the country. In 1961 the 
Union Nationale Mauritanienne's leaders demanded that the southern 
portion of the country be rattached to the Mali Federation. In 
1966, students (followed by civil servants, who wrote and diffused 
the "Manifest des 19") went on strike in protest of the policy of 
Arabization of the education system (fights among Maur and Negro
African students in Nouakchott and Rosso, followed Maur repraisals 
carried in Nouakchott by Haratines, led to an official tole of 6 
deaths and some 70 wounded among the students). In 1979, a new 
upsurge of Negro-African protest was again triggered by another law 
reinforcing the status of Arabic in the education system. In 1986, 
the diffusion of the "Manifeste du negro-mauritanien opprime" by 
the FLAM brought back to the surface latent ethnic tensions. 1987 
is marked by the failed-coup organized by Negro-African officers 
(mainly Toucouleur it is said). Finally, in 1989 the Mauritano
Senegalese crisis leads to bloody ethnic clashes in urban 
Mauritania, and in the Senegal river valley (where for a while 
haratines, armed by the state, terrorise the Negro-African 
populations ... only to be gradually replaced by the state's armed 
forces). See among others de Chassey (1978:383-393), and Marchesin 
(1992:210-226, 243-256, 340-349, 369-383). 
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focusing for instance on the need to redefine and renegotiate 

with the state the status of national languages in the 

education system, or the new system of land tenure instigated 

by the state in 1983 (REJ217
, PLEJ218

, AMN). With the 

official "democratization" of the regime announced in April of 

1991, some of these latter movements were thus able to join 

forces with other opposition groups to form the largest 

oppositional front, the UFD (Union des Forces 

Democratique219 , discussed below) . 

(2) At the other pole of ethnically-based political 

regroupment220 one finds the pro-Arab formations (mainly 

Baassist and Nasserist). The Nasserist movement emerged in 

Mauritania during the early 1970s. It is self-described as a 

leftist nationalist Arab movement, and described by ould Yes sa 

(1987) as a "passage oblige pour I' elite politique Arabo-

217 Rassemblement pour I' Egalite et la Justice. 

218 Parti pour la Liberte, I' Egalite et la Justice. (' Party for 
freedom, equality and justice'). 

219 Union of Democratic Forces (first labelled FDUC, later 
renamed UFD/Ere Nouvelle, all of this in less than two years) . 

220 Negro-African and pro-Arab political formations clearly 
distinguish themselves from the other categories of movements 
(below) by their ethnic homogeneity. Beyond any variations in the 
estimated size of their respective constituencies, one finds no 
Maurs in negro-African movements (whether it be at the level of 
leadership, of militancy, or of less active sympathy and/or 
support), and no Negro-Africans in pro-Arab ones. 
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Berbere,,221. Born in Mauritania in the mid-1970s, the 

Baathiste movement is self-described as a "nationalist Arab 

movement of the center", and is considered the party of the 

Arab-speaking intellectual bourgeoisie (op. cit. : 3) . It adheres 

to the International Council of the Baas, and is known to 

follow with striking regularity the fluctuations of Irakian 

diplomacy. Defending a quite vague "pragmatic socialism", the 

Mauritanian Baas stands among the most faithful supporter of 

President Taya since he took power in 1984. 

While the rhetoric emanating from these groups could 

perhaps appear as less (or less openly) "racist" than that of 

many Negro-African movements, the country's modern political 

history has nevertheless demonstrated the bluntly chauvinist 

character of both movements' basic orientation. Thus 

Nasserists typically admit to being viscerally opposed to 

coexistence with Mauritania's Negro-African populations, and 

Baassist militants have demonstrated their hostility to Negro

Africans, most bluntly through their active (leadership) 

participation during the urban ethnic clashes of 1989 (cf. 

section 6.3.3)222. 

221 
elite. ' 

, .. a necessary passage for the Arabo-Berber political 

222 Also, the gradual infiltration by the Baas of the ministry 
of interior in general, and of the police apparatus in particular 
was associated with a significant harshening of the methods of 
ethnically-targeted repression (but then again, it is true that the 
methods of protest of Negro-Africans, too, had hardened) . 
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(3) A third constant in the array of political discourses made 

available to subordinate groups is the presence of Uleftist" 

movements. The most overtly class-based of these discourses 

would be incarnated at different points in time by the MND, 

the PKM, and El Hor (a much softer, not to say vaguer leftism 

is embraced by movements such as the IRD, a portion of the 

"independents", or by the Nasserists). The MND ('National 

Democratic Movement") was founded in the late 1960s by a group 

of marxist intellectuals (among them many students). It was 

hostile to the civilian regime led by President Daddah (1960-

1978), particularly after its involvement in the Western 

Saharan war (1975-1979), and campaigned actively against 

slavery, socio-economic inequalities and traditional (feudal) 

land tenure. The PKM ( , Party of the Khadihines223 of 

Mauritania') was created in the early 1970s by maoist students 

and intellectuals. It militated very actively among students 

and in rural areas, in close association with the MND. 

Finally El Hor ('The Pur', or 'The Free') appeared in the 

late 1970s, as a movement of emancipation of Mauritanian 

.. slaves" . 

"Sans programme politique il se limitait pendant Ie debut 
des annees 80 a des campagnes et a des petitions pour 
l'amelioration des conditions materielles et morales des 
esclaves et leur liberation reelle. A ete soutenu par Ie 
Baas et Ie MND, entre lesquels sa direction est partagee. 

223 Workers ("proletaires"). 
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[ ••• J N' est pas organise et ne diffuse plus de tract .. 224 

(Yessa, op.cit.:3). 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of leftist discourse in 

Mauritania is that, despite its seeming relevance (the class-

system it denounces is a tangible reality) and much like in 

Senegal, it is not associated with significant support from 

below. (In this regard, however, El Hor does distinguish 

itself from the others, in that its rallying power remains 

significantly higher; its audiences, however, remains 

exclusively composed of Haratines, showing the absence of 

coherent (e.g., cross-cultural) lower class mobilization in 

the country). Part of the explanation for the failure of this 

type of rallying discourse should be sought, again, in its 

inherent estrangement from any religious reference. While this 

logic is common to Senegal and to Mauritania, there are 

additional factors which derive from Mauritania's specific 

ethnic configuration, and, within the Maur population, from 

its specific caste structure. In these factors are found hints 

as to why lower class Beidans do not militate in a (caste-

connotated) movement such as El Hor, and why large portions of 

those Beidan who are attracted to the themes of equal access 

224 'Without political program, its activities were, in the 
early 1980s, limited to campains and petitions for the amelioration 
of slaves' material and moral conditions, and for their effective 
liberation. Has been supported by the Baas and the MND, between 
which its direction is torn. [ ... J Is not organized and has stopped 
diffusing pamphlets.' 
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and justice, such as the educated youths, are instead among 

the ranks of (vaguely geared toward socialism) pro-Arab 

political formations 225
• 

While the example of El Hor is particularly striking, it 

is in fact, especially from the mid-1970s on, the ensemble of 

leftist formations which appear to have given in to the 

dominant (and culturally-based) logic of political alignment. 

This explains the relative ease with which leadership members 

get coopted by the state226
, the "discretion" of their 

presence in opposition alliances227
, etc. These factors, 

225 If one looks closely at the (1975) split between the MND 
and hte PKM, one finds an interesting parallel: the PKM, which 
integrated the ruling party, was mainly formed of Beidan militants 
who estimated that there was no oppression of Negro-Africans in 
Mauritania (at the most, there was a Negro-African cultural 
problem; for the "hardliners" of the MND, majoritarily Negro
Africans, the PKM were traitors who had adopted theses similar to 
those of the nationalist Arab currents. (See Marchesin, 1992:363.) 

226 After the "golden age" of radical left in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, it sufficed for the state to take up a few 
"popular measures" (such as denunciation of cooperation agreements 
with France in 1972, the creation of a national currency in 1973, 
or the nationalization of MIFERMA in 1974) for the PKM and a 
fraction of the MND (mainly from the Beidan portion of the MND's 
leadership) to abandon its oppsition stand and join the ruling 
party (PPM, , Party of the Mauritanian People'). Both the ex- PKM and 
the coapted MND elite joined the state's party in a vast campaign 
of "national reunification", and those actors, many of whom are 
retained privileged positions across the following regimes, never 
returned to their initial political radicalism. 

227 Unsurprisingly, the only "clear" resurgence of the MND' s 
radical discourse was in the context of the great ethnic purges of 
1989-1991, during which it teamed with various Negro-African 
movements and personalities to form the FRUIDEM ('Resistance Front 
for Unity, Independence and Democracy in Mauritania', which 
diffused a series of pamphlets addressing inter-ethnic conflict in 
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which make for the incongruity of secular class discourse in 

the Mauritanian political culture, explains why the left is 

not taken seriously228. 

(4) Another significant discursive path in terms of the 

regularity of its use by Mauritanian political actors and/or 

formations is (democratic and/or" republican") liberalism. One 

finds here a diversity of currents, which nonetheless all 

share the "moderation u of their critique of state 

management of the economy (failure is attributed to 

individuals and teams, not to a class). Further, if ethnic 

disparities, ethnically-targeted repression is formally 

denounced, the critique is, again, mild. 

Mauritania in a class-based frame of analysis; for references, see 
MND and FRUIDEM in bibliography) . Soon following the 
"democratization" of the regime in 1991, however, Beidan members of 
the MND elite insist on returning to a more "moderate" stand, that 
is, to distanciate themselves again from militants of the Negro
African cause. Thus during an interview, one such MND activist 
corrected me every time I referred to his participation in FRUIDEM 
activism (" I am MND' not FRUIDEM"). 

228 This general perception is extended to "populist" 
movements; thus the reputation of the leader of the UPSD ('Popular 
Socialist and Democratic Union') as an "original" is immediately 
diverted into a frenzy of joke-making regarding his methods and his 
formation in general (which, unsurprisingly, does not benefit from 
signi ficant support from below at the national level). Another 
indicator of the political insignificance of the left in Mauritania 
is found in the weakness of the trade union movement; see for 
instance: Yessa (1987), Niane (1985), Miske (1972), Bonis (1973). 
The press reports that a union opposing the official trade union 
movement (parrainated by the state) is being formed (L'Eveil-Hebdo 
no.72, February 11993, p.3). It will be interesting to see whether 
it will be able to distance itself significantly from the dominant 
principles of Mauritanian politics, and if so (which in itself 
would be quite an accomplishment) whether it will survive ... 
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In the present phase of Mauritanian politics, many of the 

political formations included in this categorY either have 

directly supported the president's party (the PDRS, 

, Republican, Democratic and Social Party') 229, or else flirt 

with the possibility of such alliance23o
• The most upright 

liberal and democratic movement, though itself not exempt from 

a IIsafe ll distanciation vis-a-vis the most volatile cultural 

issues (ethnicity and languages, castes and slaverY, etc.), is 

represented by the MDI ('Movement of the Democratic 

Independents'. Its leadership is formed of French-speaking (by 

opposition to Arab-speaking), educated (they have been heard 

to brag about being the political formation with the largest 

number of Doctorates), young Maurs, most of whom grew up in 

the context of bourgeois comfort. They recruit their (limited) 

audiences among the Maur and French-speaking student body 

(mainly in the larger urban areas), and want to believe that 

229 Such was the case of the ROU ('Union for Democracy and 
Unity'), a party with the same tribal and regional basis as the 
PROS, but whose elite (dominated by the same politico-commercial 
bourgeisie as the PROS) was ultimately disappointed by the way its 
support during the 1992 elections was rewarded by the state. 

230 I see a significant portion of today' s II opposition II as 
fitting this later categorY. A good part of the lIindependents ll (why 
are they so reluctant to lift all ambiguity on their political 
stand?), and all those notables of the old (civilian) regime, who 
left the UFO (judged too ... radical!) and are now about to form an 
official party lIof the center". 
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they offer the most inovative of political discourses 231 i in 

the words of Abdallahi ould Kebd, one of the leaders: 

"Le MDI [ ... ] c'est la tentative la plus recente de 
renover les termes et de l'analyse et de la proposition 
politique en Mauritanie. [ ... ] II Y a un principe 
fondarnental, Ie respect des difference culturelles, en 
dehors de lui point de salut, et c' est Ie combat 
essentiel du MDI. II me semble qu'une fois ce principe 
acquis les interactions se feraient d'elle marne. Certes 
l'Etat aura a encadrer et a developper l'ensemble de ces 
interactions culturelles mais il faut au prealable lever 
une confusion dangereuse entre la reconnaissance des 
cultures multiples et l'institutionnalization de celles
ci. [ ... ] La gestion de l'Etat ne pourra ressortir que 
d'une procedure anonyme fondee sur la competence et Ie 
merite. Toute autre optique est incompatible avec la 
necessaire modernisation de 1 'Etat. ,,232 [emphasis added] 

While these pious wishes are meritorious, they remain trapped 

in the realm of pure rhetoric. How should the crucial 

transition from" cultural politics", which dominate political 

competition, to the ideal state administration of a merit-

based system reward carried in a context of "cultural 

justice" , be effected? It seems that, beyond their 

231 See under MDI for references (cf. bibliography). 

232 'The MDI [ ... ] forms the most recent attmpt to renew the 
terms of political analysis and political proposal in Mauritania. 
[ ... ] There is fundamental principle, the respect of cultural 
differences; without it, there is no redemption, and it is the 
essential struggle of the MDI. It seems to me that once this 
principle is acquired, interactions would evolved spontaneously. 
Surely, the state will have to manage and develop the ensemble of 
these cultural interactions, but it must first eliminate a 
dangerous confusion between a recognition of the various cultures 
and the institutionalization of these differences. [ ... ] State 
management could only emerge from an anonymous procedure based of 
competence and merit. Any other approach is uncompatible with the 
necessary modernization of the state.' (AI Bayane no.62, February 
17-23, p.4.) 
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declarations, they too remain partly blinded by their own 

"beidaneity" (thus minimizing the plight of Negro-Africans as 

a whole) ... unless of course they too, like an overwhelming 

majority of Mauritania's political elite, are merely 

displaying their own brand of manipulation of communal 

identities. 

(5) The Islamist political orientation constitutes the last of 

the "classic" ideological orientations found in modern 

Mauritanian politics. Present in the Mauritanian political 

arena since the begining of the 1970s, it benefits from a 

peculiar status in comparison to that of the other political 

movements. Though officially banned, it is tolerated by the 

state, which never repressed any of its activities (cf 

sections 6.2.2 and 6.3.2). True, the party of the Ournrna (the 

only "official" Islamist formation in the country233) appears 

today to be one of those parties with limited dynamism. It is 

nevertheless supported, among other (mainly Beidan) groups, by 

growing numbers of students and youth. Though "tres marque par 

Ie "protestantisme" Wahabite" ('strongly influenced by 

Wahabite "protestantism'" i Yessa, op. cit. :3), it is also 

joined by large numbers of rnarabouts, which insures it an 

233 Heterogenous in its composition, the movement born out of 
the reknowm Mahadra of the Imam Bouddah ould Bousseiri (located in 
the old Ksar of the capital) has among its primary ideals the 
strict application by the state of the precepts of the Coran and of 
the Sunna. 
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influence outside the urban centers. 

Muslim political formations are approached by the 

remaining portion of the political elite with significant 

deference. Unwilling to take risks, the state keeps a certain 

distance vis-a.-vis those Muslim groups. It even tolerates 

overt critiques (which are nevertheless delivered with a 

minimum of "civility") from Oumma leaders, including mild 

denunciations of the repression of Negro-African communities 

from 1989 to 1991. Similarly, leadership of some of the most 

important opposition (such as that of the UFD/EN) likes to 

insist on the "constructive dialogue" that ties it to Muslim 

political forces. Contrasting with this deference, Negro

African groups find themselves, overall, isolated and 

politically distanced from the rest of the opposition (or else 

their grievances understated), and still repressed (though in 

less obvious ways than a few years ago) by the state. A major 

difference between Islamic forces in Mauritania and Senegal is 

that in the former case economic development has not entailed 

any significant involvement, let alone the "specialization" of 

the Islamic political class in national mechanisms of 

production. Left with only its moral ascendency over large 

portions of the population (and for this reason accomodated by 

elite actors from the state and from opposition), and 
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seemingly confortable in this middle-range position234
, it is 

unwilling to support the Negro-African cause (except in 

exceptional contexts, such as during the recent purges, and 

then only in discourse). And for another difference between 

Senegal and Mauritania, the comparative weakness of reformist 

currents in the latter case, it is most likely attributable to 

the conjunction of at least two factors: (1) the absence of 

significant economic weight mentioned above; and (2) the 

"historical availability" of ethnic cleavages as stronger 

channels for political confrontation. 

The Logic Behind Electoral Alliances 
(The 1986 Municipal Elections of Nouakchott) 

The nature of Mauritanian politics emerges most visibly 

from the dynamics of alliances among elite members of the 

political positions described above. In order to make this 

point, I have chosen to compare two elections involving quite 

different stakes, namely the municipal elections held in the 

capital (Nouakchott) in 1986, and the presidential and 

legislative elections of 1992. Since these two elections took 

place in a least favorable economic context (third period, 

that of the aggravation of the national crisis endured by 

Mauritanians since the 1970s), this makes them particularly 

234 Yessa estimates in 1987 that is it relatively close to the 
state. There has been since then no radical distanciation between 
the two actors. 
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revealing of subordinate groups' modes of political 

mobilization. It appears that, even if the repercussions of 

the crisis on the average voter did in a significant number of 

cases lead him (or her) to rally to the opposition, 

mobilization against the state continued to be largely framed 

in communal (ethnic, tribal and/or regional) terms, seldom 

reflecting subordinate actors' adherence to a political 

program or to a formal ideological orientation (in many cases 

also these actors chose an individual rather than a party, 

supporting for instance the presidential candidate of the UFD, 

Ahmed ould Daddah235 against President Taya). The comparison 

also reveals a similar configuration of competition, and of 

strategies, within the elite. In both cases we are faced with 

elite factions which, instead of displaying genuine efforts at 

"educating" their audiences, actively immersed themselves in 

the electoralist game consisting in adding up separate 

audiences (the leader of each movement or fraction of movement 

contributing his particular following to the alliance, often 

235 The later's name also proved to be a powerful rallying 
symbol, since it was associated with the pre-1978 civilian regime 
(which by now was glorified to extremes, especially though not 
exclusively among Negro-African supporters). As for the candidate 
in question, he would of course refute this argument: II II n 'y a pas 
un parti qui n'a pas un symbole ou un dirigeant. Je pense etre ce 
symbol. Mais l'attachement a ce symbole est d'abord un attachment 
au parti" (AI Bayane no.64, March 3-9, 1993, p.4). 
('Every party has a symbol or a leader. I believe I am that symbol. 
However the attachment to that symbol is above all an attachment to 
the party.') 
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leading to programmatic impasses), as well as circumstantial, 

and in many cases, short-lived alliances. 

Though political parties were still banned by the state 

in 1986 (making some 1992 opposition programmes seem, by 

contrast, more meaningful), there are similarities with the 

logic of coalition/confrontation among competing discourses 

which dominated the 1992 elections. Four ballots (the maximum 

allowed by the legislature) entered the 1986 competition for 

the municipality of Nouakchott236 . While all four displayed 

a striking degree of disparity in their composition, the way 

they were gradually invested by political movements was not 

arbitrary237, and two coalitions proved decisively more 

236 The UND ('National Democratic Union'), the UPF ('Union for 
Progress and Fraternity' ), the UPR ('Union for Renewal) and the UPP 
(Union for Progress). Each of these lists was attributed a color, 
to facilitate the vote of the illeterate; thus UND formed the blue 
list, the UPF the white one, the UPR the yellow one, and the UPP 
the orange list. For analyses of the 1986 municipal elections, see 
Marchesin (1992:189-195) and ould Boubacar (1987). 

237 "Les elections ne repondent [ ... ] pas uniquement a des 
logiques tribales et regionales. Prenant Ie train en marche, les 
mouvements politiques investissent peu a peu les diverses listes. 
Si l'on peut supposer que l'AMD soutient la liste bleue, Ie MND 
parait avoir des sympathies pour la liste jaune. Les nationalistes 
arabes et les islamistes sont bien representes dans la liste 
blanche. EI Hor semble soutenir la liste orange" (Marchesin, 
1992:192). 
The AMD ('Alliance for a Democratic Mauritania'), which fits the 
fourth category of political discourse described above ("democratic 
liberalism"), was created in Paris in May 1980. It associates 
members of various political movements (PKM, Organization of the 
Free Officers, the Islamist Party, militants of nationalist Arab 
movements), and "independent personalities". Its goals were to 
overthrow the military regime, to have the country pullout of the 
Western Saharan war, and to instaure a pluralist democracy and a 
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potent electorally, namely the UNO (blue list) and the UPF 

(white list). The UNO was formed by an alliance among 

traditional notables, the portion of the commercial 

bourgeoisie (mainly members of the top level of Mauritanian 

entrepreneurship, seen in one of their first open involvement 

in politics); it also contained ex-government members from the 

civilian regime, siding with members of the civilian wing of 

the so-called , Mouvement du 10 Juillet' (e.g., civilian 

supporters of the coup that put down the civilian regime in 

1978), tribal regroupments, and Baassists, who joined the UND 

mainly because some of their bitterest political enemies, the 

Nasserists and the pro-Iranian Islamists, had joined forces 

with the only other viable list, the UPF. The great 

singularity of the UND was its self-ascribed vocation as an 

II inter-regional" (meaning also inter-ethnic) regroupement; its 

list was the most "balanced" of the four, both ethnically and 

tribally238, and was mocked as the "inter-tribal front", in 

reference to the inter-tropical front, which dictates much of 

the weather in the capital! It was also the only formation 

that was openly political (in the superficial sense of the 

liberal economy. While the movement survived in the form of 
informal exchanges among its members, it proved to have little 
internal unity during the 1986 municipal elections. 

238 For the regional composition of the candidates of each 
list, see ould Boubacar (1987:51). 
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term239 , and in vague terms at that), critiquing dictatorial 

regimes and advocating (Western-style) liberal democracy. The 

UPF was less political (also in the formal, discursive sense 

of the term) in its discourse, its "programrn" merely focusing 

on a few fashionable themes such as the need to eradicate 

corruption, to guarantee healthier principles of public 

administration, etc., all themes that had been propagandized 

by the state under Taya's presidency (December 12, 1984 - ). 

Its main particularity was a stronger reference to Islam, and 

the official will to differentiate itself from the other 

lists' overt use of tribal solidarities for electoral purposes 

(in practice, however, it was not spared by this dominant 

trend of Mauritanian political competition). The UPF was 

rallied by the so-called "centrists" cadres240
, whom only a 

pronounced dislike for the UND's "inter-regionalism" (to be 

understood here in its cross-ethnic conotation) separated from 

the liberal-bourgeois component of the blue list, by the 

Islamists, and a certain "left" as incarnated by the (llpro-

Libyan") Nasserists, who reproached the UND for pro-Western 

orientation. It was also joined, like the other three 

239 In the sense of making explicit references to one of the 
formal political discourses presented above (in this case, 
"democratic liberalism"). 

240 More than 50% of its lists of candidats for the municipal 
council according to ould Boubacar (1987:37). 
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formations, by a group of notables241
• 

The two other lists gathered significantly less weight in 

the competition for votes. The secular ("marxist") left, 

essentially MND members, was integrated into the yellow list 

(UPR, 'Union for Renewal'), which in terms of a "hierarchy of 

politicization" came second after the UND. These marxists 

sided with (less "radical") "reformists", represented mainly 

by unpoliticized middle-class cadres, and with a group of 

notables for whom the rallying theme of the list, 'renewal', 

seemed to mean the replacement of the better positioned elite, 

those who have been integrated to the state since the pre-1978 

regime. This disparate bunch fought against the older class of 

notables, understandably in an incoherent way. 

Finally the orange list (UPP, 'Union for Progress') 

campaigned under the banner of equality for all stratas of 

society. It was animated mainly by Haratine cadres, among whom 

most of the list's supporters were also mobilized, and was 

otherwise joined by a certain number of tribes mobilized to 

support one or another isolated candidate from the list. 

Significantly, the UPP coalition didn't openly refer to its EI 

Hor dominance, and so was the least politically vindictive of 

all four lists. No less significantly, it broke out by the 

second round of the elections. 

241 QuId Boubacar (1987:37) claims them to have formed as much 
as 28% of the UPF's lists of candidats at the municipal council. 
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Since the UND won the majority of the majority of seats 

of municipal councils at stake242 , it might come as some 

surprise that the municipality was won by the UPF 

candidate243 . This result, however, is easily explained. 

Marchesin (1992) summarizes the conjunction of factors that 

led to it: 

"En premier lieu, M. ould Yessa note que «les 
nasserlens, specialistes de la fraude, ont ete pour 
beaucoup dans la percee de l'UPF au second tour»; il 
ajoute toutefois que «I'UPF doit son succes au charisme 
de son chef, economiste repute integre et franc
parleur». On peut aussi remarquer, au sein de la 
coalition contre l'UND, la presence de divers groupes 
politiques d'opposition (nationalistes arabes, 
islamistes, marxistes), la liste bleue etant presentee 
comme une coalition feodalo-bourgeoise, alliee naturelle 
de «l'imperialisme fran9ais et de l'expansionnisme 
marocain»244. One derniere explication fait appel au 

242 This was not a overwhelming victory, though. At the first 
ballot, the UNO gathered 42.7% of the expressed votes (104,367 
registered voters, for a paraticipation rate of 50%), the UPF 
30.36% of the votes, the UPR 14.27%, and the UPP 11.47%. At the 
second round of the elections, the UND got 50.78% of the expressed 
votes (50.38% participation rate), and the UPF 48.48%. This gave 
the UNO 19 of the 36 seats, the remaining 17 going to the UPF. (In: 
ould Boubacar, 1987:52-53.) 

243 The UPF candidate won 19 votes, the two UND candidates 
gathered respectively 19 and 2 votes, and two municipal counsellors 
abstained (op.cit.:53). 

244 The fact that this vague rhetorical reference sufficed for 
the UPF to benefit from a massive report of the (comparatively 
speaking) "leftist" votes from the UPR and the UPP (the rate of 
participation at the second round was even slightly higher than at 
the first one) suggests how secular demands for social justice or 
for equality fade in the face of the cultural grounds for 
mobilization. If this happened in Nouakchott (Mauritania's largest 
urban center), where are concentrated the vast majority of 
"progressist" socio-economic groupes (such as the cadres or the 
students), one could only imagine the weignt of communal 
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facteur local, omnipresent en Mauritanie. L' ini tiati ve de 
la formation de la liste bleue a ete le fait de 
persinnalites de l'Adrar, d'ou est originaire le chef de 
l'Etat. Certains ont aussit8t presente cette initiative 
comme l'emanation du pouvoir, etant entendu qu'un chef 
d'Etat favorise toujours sa region; d'autrea y ont vu la 
volonte d ' une region de s ' eriger en leader... ce qui 
justifie l'hostilite des autres regions, reflexe tout a 
fait propre aux reseaux de solidarite spontanee dont il 
vient d'etre fait mention II 245 (Marchesin, op.cit. :194). 
[emphasis added] 

It is all the more likely that this last factor has played a 

determinant role in the elections that, within the UND itself, 

inter-regional (including inter-ethnic) suspicions were 

significant ... To the point that the head of list chosen at 

the begining of the campain had to be randomly selected, and 

that the formation couldnd't agree on the choice of a single 

candidate for the municipality. 

mobilization outside the cities. The 1992 presidential elections, 
in this perspective, would be edifying. 

245 In the first place, M. ould Yessa notes that «the 
Nasserists, specialists of fraud, were quite instrumental in the 
victory of the UPF at the second ballot»; he adds that «the UPF 
owes its success to the charisma of its leader, an economist with 
a reputation of integrity and honesty». One may also note within 
the coalition against the UNO the presence of diverse opposition 
political groups (Arab nationalists, Islamists, marxists), the blue 
list being presented as feudalo-bourgeois coalition, naturally 
allied to «French imperialism and Moroccan expansionism». A last 
explanation refers to the local factor, omnipresent in Mauritania. 
The initiative of the formation of hte blue list came from 
personalities from the region of the Adrar, the region of the 
President. Given that a President always privileges his region, 
some have immediately presented this initiative as dictated by the 
state; others saw in it the will of a region to impose itself as a 
leader. •• which justify the hostility of the other regions, a 
reflex that reflects the networks of spontaneous solidarity refered 
to earlier.' 
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In the conclusion of his analysis of the 1986 municipal 

elections, ould Boubacar (1987:47-49) insists on the 

"political maturity" expressed by the average voter. If by 

political maturity the author meant discipline at the voting 

booth, or patience in the face of the many administrative 

impediments aimed at reducing the number of votes suspected to 

benefit unfavorable lists (or open opposition, as in the case 

of the 1992 elections), then yes, the average Mauritanian (of 

all regions and of all ethnic groups) is indeed quite mature. 

However, if politcal maturity refers to the meaning of the 

vote, then this conclusion is much too hasty, even somewhat 

demagogic. Marchesin (1992) mentions how the choice of the 

lists was effected long before the voters had access to the 

formations' "programmes". 

"Ce qui frappe Ie plus des l'ouverture de la campagne, 
c'est la rapidite de tout un chacun pour se determiner en 
faveur d'une liste, alors que la plupart des programmes 
ont ete distribues en peu d'exemplaires et que certains 
n'ont meme pas encore ete imprimes - c'est Ie cas des 
programmes oranges. De plus, ces documents se 
differencient difficilement, chaque liste, non sans 
quelque demagogie, se proposant de faire de Nouakchott 
une ville «prospere, vivante et propre»246 (Marchesin, 
op.cit. :189). ( ... prosperous, lively and clean ... and full 
of mosks, should the author have added!) 

246 'What strikes most with the opening of the campaign is the 
rapidity whith which everyone determines its choice of list to be 
supported. This is all the more surprising that the programmes have 
only been diffused in small quantities, and that in some cases 
(such as that of the orange list) they haven't even been printed 
yet. Further, there is little to differentiate among the four 
programmes, each list proposing (with some demagogy) to make of 
Nouakchott a «prosperous, lively and clean» city.' 
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The only tangible maturity would be, as shown in the 1992 

electoral competition, that of middle- and lower-classes 

widespread frustration, and their desire for change at the 

level of state management. The path followed toward this 

change, on the other hand, does not seem to have significantly 

evolved after more than three decades of independent political 

life. The indisputable passion of the population for local 

electoral competition cannot reasonably constitute grounds for 

optimism so long as a predatory political elite, whether in 

the state or in opposition to it, continues to succeed in 

manipulating Mauritanians' communal identities, biasing their 

perspectives on any radically new political alternative. 

The 1992 Presidential Race 

Though they corresponded to a significantly different 

scale (in terms of what was at stake, in terms of the size of 

the electorate to be mobilized), the 1992 elections provide 

welcome comparative data to the conclusions drawn from the 

experience of the 1986 municipal elections. Unfortunately, the 

balance of power which dominated these elections lacked 

originality (to say the least), a comparability with previous 

electoral battles which is all the more shocking in that, 

between the two elections, dramatic ev"erits-took place which 

involved massive waves of ethnically-targeted state 

repression. Most of all, the rhetoric of the opposition has, 
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once again in 1992, overlapped with the persistence, in its 

own ranks, of the same political cleavages, of the same dose 

of "caution" with regard to volatile political issues, and of 

the same inertia and opportunism. 

Of the many political parties formed after the 

promulgation of the new constitution (18 parties are 

officially registered at the Ministry of Interior), few 

managed to gather significant mobilizational strength. In the 

camp of the state, or evolving more or less closely around it, 

one finds the PRDS, the RDU, and the nationalist Arab 

formations (the Baassist and Nasserist formations, 

respectively the APP, or 'Popular Progressist Alliance', and 

the PAGN, or 'National Avant-Garde Party'). Aside from a 

shared attachment to the general precepts of economic 

liberalism, the PRDS and RDU's programms lack substance. The 

parties' campaigns, on the other hand, were quite instructive. 

The assets of these parties can reasonably be summed up in two 

words: tribalism (and/or regionalism), and resources. Public 

notoriety surrounded the actions of the PRDS, which, in 

addition to fraudulent practices during the elections, used 

public resources to carry its national campaign247
, public 

servants serving to swell its ranks, and the infrastructure of 

247 This was vehemently denounced by opposition parties, 
including the most moderate ones (see for instance Mauritanie 
Demain no.30, November 20-26 1991, p.1). 
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public administration, such as the dormant "Structures 

d' Education des Masses II (SEM) 248, to organize rallies in the 

the interior of the country. 

"A coups de billet de banque, de toyota249 , de licences 
de peche, de promesses allechantes, il obtient, dit-on, 
Ie ralliement de tribus entieres. II recrute a l'est, a 
l'ouest, au nord, au sud et au centre. Les clans d'une 
meme tribue ri valisent d' ardeur pour s' arracher ses 
faveurs et s'entretuent parfois pour cela"2~ 

The nature of factional fights (which were abundant, 

especially in the interior), within the ranks of PRDS 

militants, is telling. In Chegar (a small town situated 45 km 

from Aleg, the regional capital of Brakna), a rather violent 

clash251 between two factions of PRDS militants wounded 23 (5 

of whom were in serious condition), and killed two252 . The 

two camps belonged to the same tribe, the oulad Ahmed, and 

248 On the role of the SEM prior to the current II democratic II 
phase, see for instance: Diallo (1986), ould Bizbadi (1985), and 
RIM/Secretariat permanent du CMSN (1983). 

249 The distribution by the state and by the PRDS of four-weel 
drive vehicles to notables and tribal leaders in order to insure 
their allegiance as political intermediaries was framed its 
detractors as the "Democratie Toyota"! 

250 'Through the distribution of bank notes, of Toyotas, of 
fishing licenses, of attractive promises, it is said to obtain the 
allegeance of entire tribes. It recrutes in the east, the west, the 
north, the south and the center. The clans of given tribes compete 
arduously (sometimes to death) for its favors.' (in: Mauritanie 
Nouvelles no.2, January 19-25 1992, p.9.) 

251 The arms used, however, were rudimentary (mainly stones and 
clubs). Given the determination of the oponents, the tole would 
have been far higher had the oponents had access to firearms. 

252 Le Temps no.25, December 22-28 1991, p.6-7. 
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were lead by two brothers, one of whom was at the time the 

community's maire and tribal leader253
• His younger 

brother254 , a medical technician, wanted to use the new 

democratic context to his advantage255
, unaware (or at least 

unfazed) by the contradiction of both positions by "active" 

members of the same party: 

II Pour [mon frere] notre famille doit rester celIe des 
chefs de la tribu. Ainsi, etant Ie frere aine il sera 
assure des privileges. Pour moi au contraire, la 
Mauritanie connait de profonds changements marques par 
l' instauration de la democratie, de la liberte, de 
l'egalite entre les citoyens. Chacun de nous a done sa 
propre tendance 11256 • 

What triggered the clash, in this case, was the competition 

for the allegiance of another tribe, the Soubak257
• Indeed, 

the larger the tribal regroupement, the stronger the 

253 Hmeimed ould Boubacar. 

254 M' Bareck ould Boubacar. 

255 During the 1990 municipal elections already, the two 
brothers had formed competing lists. 

256 , For [my brother] our family must remain that of the 
leaders of the tribe. Thus, as the eldest brother, he is assured to 
maintain his privileges. For me on the contrary, Mauritania is 
experiencing profound changes marked by the advent of democracy, of 
freedom and of equality among the citizens. Each of us has 
therefore formed its own tendency.' (Le Temps, op.cit.:7.) 

257 The Soubac, a recently settled tribal faction (drawn as a 
reaction to the drought of the early 1980s), had supported the clan 
of the older brother during the 1990 municipal elections. 
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bargaining power vis-a-vis the PRDS258
• In this particular 

case, the faction of the Maire, aware that the Soubak would 

join the "dissident" camp of the younger brother, attempted to 

keep them from having access to the PRDS office where they had 

corne to register, leading to the clash described above. In 

other cases of "intra-PROS" violence, opposing clans carne from 

different tribes (such as in Kiffa, in Rosso, in Akjoujt, in 

Tidjikja, etc.). What is significant is how hostilities were 

grounded (and/or formalized), and endless hassling undertaken, 

in communal terms, the common adherence to the PRDS having in 

most cases no relevance other than it being associated with 

the pool of resources around which the competition was carried 

out. As for the PRDS, far from trying to induce more suitable 

forms of political consciousness, it hurriedly dispatched an 

official delegation from the capital to present its 

condolances to the victims' families and to promote mediation 

258 This has proved so true that it has become common strategy 
for members of the administrative and/or political elite to 
"blackmail" the state. The newspaper Al Bayane (no.64, March 3-9 
1993, p.3) thus reports the case of the maire of Aioun (Cheikh 
Sid'Ahrned ould Arnar Beyou) who, disappointed by the PROS for not 
having held given promises, threatened to rally (along with his 
"political clan") the UFD/EN. He was immediately summoned in the 
capital for a 'consultation'. "Ses menaces [ ... ] ne sont pas 
tornbees dans l' oreille d' un sourd. [ ... ] II faut dire que son 
procede de «chantage» a deja reussi plusieurs fois pour d'autres, 
et semble imparable et tres indique pour soutirer quelques 
avant ages au gouvernement" (op.cit.). 
( 'His threats [ ... ] were taken seriously. 
blackmail had already benefited others, and 
indicated in order to drain a few advantages 

[ ... ] His method of 
seems quite sure and 
from the state.') 



322 

among the rival factions. 

The most significant oppositional front to the state-PRDS 

was formed by the UFD (today the UFD/Ere Nouvelle). This is a 

loose coalition among the Mradicals N of the MND and EI Hor, 

the moderate (acceptable) Negro-African groups (such as the 

REJ and the AMN) 259, and a disparate pool of "liberal II and 

Maur-dominated groups (MDI, IRD, Al Wiam, and "independent 

personalities", including many government figures from the 

civilian regime, the "centrist" portion of whom have recently 

left the coalition260
). The UFD/EN's image of "radicalism" 

derives more from its discourse than from its actual 

accomplishments. What distinguishes it most from the other 

political formations is the comparative clarity of its 

programmatic points (including an official determination to 

deal with the old issue of inter-ethnic cohabitation in the 

259 The concentration of the Negro-African tendencies within 
the ranks of the UFD was (with some success) would often be used by 
the PRDS to present its opponent as "the party of the Negro
Africans", prone to extremism and to violence. 

260 Their split is justified by what they refere to as the 
sterility of "maximalist confrontation" and the need for an easing 
of political interactions (Mauritanie Nouvelles no.11, March 29 -
April 5 1992, pp.8-9i Mauritanie Nouvelles no.12, April 7-14 1992, 
p.1S). Significantly, they are considering an alliance with the RDU 
(L'Unite no.20, January 17 1993, p.3), former ally of the state 
(L'Eveil-Hebdo no. 2, September 2 1991, p.1 and pp.3-5) which, 
having not gotten the expected rewards for its support, considers 
today that it has been tricked by the PRDS (Mauritanie Nouvelles 
no.42, January 23-30 1992, pp.16-17 and p.25i L'Eveil-Hebdo no.72, 
February 1 1993, pp.4 & 7). Unlike the UFD/EN, both formations are 
careful not to exclude the possibility of integrating the 
government, that is, of openly adhering to the status quo. 
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country) 261. 

Beyond this dimension, however, there is much less 

originality to be found. Rather, and at the risk of offending 

some of its militants, I cannot help but see obvious 

commonalities between the UND (blue list) of the 1986 

municipal elections and the UFD/EN262 • Above all, the two are 

characterized by the same formal commitment to a measured263 

inter-regionality (e.g., inter-ethnicity); the same incapacity 

to reach beyond the rhetoric and agree on a programmatic means 

to solve the ethnic problem in Mauritania264
; the same 

261 This quality of discourse is largely due to the influence 
of the young intellectuals of the MDI, who gradually infiltrated 
the II ideology section II of the UFD (see for instance Mauritanie 
Nouvelle no.34, October 21-28 1992, p. 7) . Their influence, however, 
was significantly less potent in solving chronic divisions within 
the leadership of the movement. 

262 For synthetic analyses of the UFD, see: Al Bayane no. 42, 
September 30 - October 6 1992, p.3 ('L'UFD: l'histoire d'une annee 
d'existence'); Al Bayane no.31, July 15-21 1992, p.3 ('La enieme 
crise'); Al Bayane no.27, June 17-23 1992, p.3 ('De Babbah a 
Daddah' ) . 

263 Thus, while one of the party's demands to the state was the 
appointment of a commission of investigation of the massive 
repression of Negro-African between 1989 and 1991, it was out of 
the question to make it was of the explicit themes of the 
presidential campaign. 

264 This is expressed in the ambiguity and the difficulty 
experienced by the UFD's leadership to agree on the best way to 
deal with the issue of language, as well as in its discretion on 
solving the human and economic dimension of the 1989 conflict with 
Senegal (the modalities of return of the expulsed Mauritanians and 
of the restitution of their goods, the judgement of the authors of 
at least three years of arbitrary repression of Negro-African 
Mauritanians, etc.). Thus, holding a HJournee des Droits de 
I'Homme" ('Human Rights Day') in March of 1992, the leadership 
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gradual fractionalization and estrangement of a (conservative 

and exclusively Beidan) ·center"265
; and the admission of the 

general weakening of the movement's political reach266
• Those 

similarities exist because, in both cases, the leadership was 

interested in accumulat.ing fragmented audiences267
, rather 

than being driven by the will to introduce into the global 

political game a fundamentally new political direction. 

What about the behavior of the mass of the voters? While 

the official results of the presidential vote268 (January 24, 

1992), were contested (leading the UFD to boycott the 

legislative elections269
, followed by the RDU which didn't 

remained silent on the most recent abuses (which were documented, 
but then again had not been acknowleged by the state). Secondary 
"problematic" issues weighing on the UFD leadership's capacity to 
reach consensus include the "Haratine cause" (and by extension the 
status of class in the movement's ideology), and the suitable 
degree of rapprochement with the Islamist movement. 

265 also: Al Bayane no.30, July 8-14 1992, pp.1 & 3. 

266 Al Bayane no.16, April 1-7 1992, p.3 ('L'opposition a la 
croisee des chemins'). 

267 A strategy which seems paying (at least in the short run), 
as indicated by the massive (especially in the capital) rallies 
managed by the UFD. 

268 ould Taya (PRDS): 62.65% of the expressed votes (for a 
participation rate of 46.55%); ould Daddah (UFD): 32.73%; ould Mah: 
1.38%; ould Saleck: 2.86%. (AI Bayane no.7, January 29 - February 
4 1992, pp.6-7.) 

269 Which is one of the major factors in explaining the lower 
participation rate (officially 38.86%). 
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participate in the second round of the ballotno ), distinct 

tendencies have emerged which, once again, indicate the 

persistance of communal lines of mobilization. This can be 

summed up in two basic observations. 

First, although the urban vote was generally more pronounced 

in favor of the opposition as incarnated by the candidate ould 

Daddah, this distinction became significantly less pertinent 

in the case of Negro-African voters who, in and out of the 

cities, voted against a state which had bluntly mis-

represented them. 

Second, in the case of the Maur vote, the role of tribalism 

(and/or regionalism) at play in the choice of candidates as 

much as in the distribution of votes remains preponderant 

enough (including in the urban zones) to insure (via the 

opportunism of local elites acting as "electoral 

intermediaries") the PROS (not withstanding a degree of 

fraude) a comfortable electoral margin271
• 

270 Though its stakes were limited by the quasi-absence of 
opposition parties, the legislative elections were, again, 
instructive as to what are some of the dominant traits of 
Mauritanian political competition. Hence the difficulty for the 
PRDS to control the tribal competition on which it nevertheless 
based most of its electoral strategy (except for rare cases, it 
invested tribal authorities as its candidates), and the meager 
success of "modern" political currents (Baas, PKM, etc.) to invest 
these communal ligns of alignment. (AI Bayane no.14, March 18-24 
1992, p.3; Al Bayane no.13, March 11-17 1992, p.1.) 

271 Mauritanie Nouvelles no. 5, February 12-19 1992, p .19; Le 
Temps no.29, January 19-25 1992, p.14; Le Temps no.28, January 12-
18 1992, pp.5-7. 
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I would thus endorse the following commentary by a local 

journalist: 

"Le Sud a majoritairement vote DADDAH pour des raisons 
ethniques, [ ... ] Ie pays maure profond (les deux HODH, 
TAGANT, ADRAR, TIRIS ZEMMOUR) a vote TAYA. [ ... ] Ie vote 
a ete principalement ethnique. Le vote "HARTANI" n'a ete 
ni decisif, ni daddahiste comme on s 'y attendait dans 
certains milieux. [ ... ] L'influence du discours 
"economiste" n'est pas importante. La Mauritanie ne se 
divise pas en pauvres et riches mais en Arabes et Negro
Africains. [ ... l Le tribalisme, qui se manifeste par une 
adhesion massive a un seul candidat est certainement 
present dans les deux HODH qui ont vote (85 et 83%) pour 
un seul candidat272 conune repondant a une consigne. A 
dE§iaut de partis politiques, nous pensons que cette 
consigne a ete donnee par les chefs traditionnels qui, 
done, ont bien en main les populations des conununes 
rurales. [ ... ] Le candidat de l'opposition aurait porte 
un nom moins connu que celui de DADDAH, on en serait 
encore a se demander qui est Ie concurrent de TAYA dans 
la course aux presidentielles ,,273. [emphasis added] 

In this, there is a striking continuity which stretches beyond 

the 1986-1992 period, back to the early awakening of 

272 Namely President Taya (PRDS). 

273 'The South has majoritarily voted DADDAH for ethnic 
reasons, [ ... ] the deep Maur zones (the two HODH, TAGANT, ADRAR, 
TIRIS ZEMMOUR) have voted TAYA. [ ... ] the vote was principally 
ethnic. The "HARTANI" vote was neither determinent, nor daddahist 
as was expected in certain circles. [ ... ] The influence of 
"economist" discourse is not important. Mauritania does not divide 
itself into poors and rich but into Arabs and Negro-Africans. [ ... ] 
Tribalism, which manifests itself through hte massive vote for a 
single candidate was obviously present in the two HODH, which have 
voted (85 and 83%) for a single candidate, as if responding to an 
order. Given the absence of implantation of political partis in 
these regions, we believe that this electoral order was pronounced 
by the traditional chiefs who, therefore, have significant control 
over the populations of the rural communes. [ ... ] Had the 
opposition candidate carried a less famous name than that of 
DADDAH, they would still be woundering who was TAYA's adversary in 
the race for presidency.' (In: Al Bayane no. 7, January 29 
February 4 1992, p.6.) 
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Mauritania to "modern politics,,274. 

Mauritanian electoral strategies and outcomes, much like 

in Senegal, reflect the lasting weight of cultural 

identifications on political alignements. In this case, Negro-

African Mauritanians' frustration with a state that under-

represents them led them to rally the most progressive (in 

terms of its formal discourse) list (the UND in 1986) or 

opposition party (the UFD/EN in 1992). At the same time, 

tribal/regional alignments among the Maurs continue to 

prevail, conditioning also the strategies of predatory elite 

factions in the competition for votes. 

Secular versus CUltural Mobiliation in Mauritania 

Subordinate groups' electoral behavior is of course 

symptomatic of the nature of their overall involvement in the 

political process, including their patterns of political 

protest. Were one to compare the weight of secular and 

cultural grounds for popular mobilization in Mauritania, 

whether it be against or in (active or passive) support of the 

state, it would appear that: 

(1) If some expressions of discontent are clearly to be read 

as "secular mobilization", they have the particularity of 

being rapidly brought down, remaining isolated events with no 

274 For analysis of previous elections, see among others: ould 
Boubacar (1987), Marchesin (1987), Marchesin (1992:85-112), 
Marchesin (1993, Draft), Yes sa (1987:25-27). 
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solid (political) thrust to integrate them. Illustrations 

would include the (1968) workers' protest in Zouerate275
, the 

"bread revolts" in Nouakchott and Nouadhibou (Mauritania's 

largest urban centers) after an increase in the prices of 

stapple foods in the late 1980s, or again the rioting carried 

by Maur shopkeepers this year after the announcement of the 

Ouguiya's devaluation. 

If it does appear so far that these manifestations of 

discontent are directly linked (triggered by) economic factors 

(they are more numerous, relatively speaking, as global 

275 The 25 and 26 of May 1968, 600 to 800 of the 2,000 MIFERMA 
workers initiated a strike in protest of poor working conditions 
and salaries, as well as their discriminatory treatment by 
comparison to the foreign workers. Soon, however, the strike is 
extended to the entire working-class personel, including foreign 
African workers (from Guinea, Togo, Benin) and, on May 28, strikers 
joined by unemployeds and their families (some 6,000) people gather 
on the main place of the city, which separates the quarters of the 
european cadres from those of the workers. The army (helped by the 
French military based in Dakar) is soon brought to the place, and 
after a single warning fire on the crowd which had refused to 
disperse. The official tole was of 8 dead and 40 wounded, but 
witnesses have attested to tens of deaths among the protesters. The 
state anounced a few days later (on June 3) that it had instructed 
the military to aim at protesters feet (sic) and, though deploring 
the accidental deaths, insisted that "order had to be restaured" by 
any means necessary. These events did not reinforce the union 
movement (official union representatives had actually opposed the 
strike), nor was successfully managed by the leftist MND which was 
then living its golden age. The state was able by the early to mi-
1970s to kill the largest secular movement of protest (joining 
significant numbers of students, civil servants and cadres) 
experienced to this day by the country (see for instance Marchesin, 
1992:353-366, and de Chassey, 1978:396-400). The ideological 
approach concocted by the state (and implemented through the PPM, 
or 'Mauritanian Party of the People', the single party) to counter 
this active secular oppositional front, which relied heavily on the 
Islamic idiom, is presented in section 6.2.2. 
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economic conditions worsen) , they remain essentially 

concentrated within the urban areas and, even there, they are 

neither successfully integrated with any leftist political 

organization, nor impossible for the state to manage and 

appease (unrest would not last more than a day or two276
) 

with no significant tremors in civil society at large. This 

appears to be valid also across the political periods defined 

at the begining of this section (civilian regime: 1960-1978; 

military regime: 1978-1991; "democratic" regime: 1991- ). 

(2) At the same time, communal types of mobilization form a 

constant canvas on the basis of which subordinate groups' 

involvement into national political competition is formulated 

and/or justified. Cultural grounds for (active or passive) 

mobilization are above all ethnic (therefore every time inter-

ethnic tension increases, intra-Maur competition is largely 

muted), but they are also, within the Maur component of the 

population, based on tribal and/or regional solidarities. 

While their efficacy (largely played upon by elite mobilizers) 

276 Clearly, Mauritania is not associated with the same 
"rioting culture" that prevails in urban Senegal. Two factors, at 
least, might explain this difference: (1) the Senegalese people's 
longer experience of electoral competition, and of the dimension of 
direct confrontation associated with this form of political 
exchange; and (2) the particular role played by ethnic divisions in 
Mauritania, which, as a recurrent theme for competition among the 
political elite, could continue to invest the political 
consciousness of large segments of civil society, thus reducing any 
(economically-based) readiness of the populations to rise against 
the state. 
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is a constant of the Mauritanian political system, their 

expressions can become more spectacular as economic 

competition becomes harsher277
• Thus the bloody "Negro-hunt" 

of April 1989 in urban Mauritania and the amazing overall 

passivity of civil society during the late 1980s and early 

1990s, in the face of the large-scale (and quite arbitrary) 

repression of Negro-African citizens (cf. sections 6.3.2 and 

6.3.3). The political weight of cultural divisions remains 

stable across the three formal stages of Mauritania's 

political history. 

To sum up: The reproduction of an unequal and predatory 

state in Mauritania is not achieved solely through coercion. 

Rather, it is greatly facilitated by the degree of opportunism 

which reigns within the political elite (both traditional and 

"modern" ) 278. If the political elite in question forms, as a 

277 This is also the time when the state attempts to channel 
and/or divert any threats to stability, for instance by multiplying 
stakeless electoral competitions which are bound to mobilize 
subordinate groups (whose fascination for local races was amply 
proven), and with them a large part of the (esentially predatory 
and opportunistic) elite! (This is how new municipal elections were 
announced for the end of 1993.) 

278 This opportunism is measured for instance in the observable 
ease with which leaders of "modern" political movements get coapted 
by the state (most notably, the PKM during the mid-1970, El Hor 
after 1984), or else maintain open paths for a potential 
cooperation with the state ("centrist" opposition); it is also 
visible in the absence of risk taken by oppositions in their 
treatment of culturally volatil issues (ethnic cohabitation, 
slavery, etc.); finally it appears clearly in the readiness of 
local notabilities to act as electoral intermediaries for the most 
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Mauritanian journalist notes, a mere decadent national 

political microcosm, why should its behavior have such a 

determinent effect on the exchange between the state and its 

society? Simply because it feeds on the persisting 

emprisonment of subordinate groups within the boundaries drawn 

by communal lines of alignment. Thus the ethnic exclusiveness 

of the PRDS279 and of the RDU, in contrast to an instrumental 

(and, so tar, programatically inconclusive and impotent) 

"inter-regionalism" in the ranks of the UFD/EN; and the 

obvious positioning of the PRDS-RDU competition, beyond any 

other pertinent consideration280
, as a tribal feud between 

two groups led respectively by the leader of the Smassid tribe 

(head of the RDU) and his cousin President Taya, patron and 

candidate of the PRDS. 

This system has allowed the increasingly "racist" forms 

of government carried by the state during the past decade or 

so, while no significant protest was recorded in civil society 

resourceful party. 

279 There were also a few particularly opportunistic Negro
African Mauritanians to make for a superficial image of ethnic 
integration. These individuals, however, are generally looked down 
upon by their ethnic communities. 

280 Such as the fact that the Mauritanian private sector is 
largely in the hands of Smassid representatives, for whom the 
effect of economic recession is a harshening of competition 
(through any means available, including party competition and 
bargaining; but then again this latter path owes its efficacy to 
the possibility of mobilizing voters on tribal and/or regional 
grounds) . 

. - - .-------
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at large (the grievances of Negro-African Mauritanians being, 

at best, ill-represented by opposition movements and, more 

generally , perceived as "suspicious II or "extremist") . However, 

let's not be fooled: behind the possible ideological influence 

of nationalist Arab currents (such as the Baas) which have 

gradually infiltrated the state under Taya's rule (1984- ), it 

is essentially the state's material predation which drives its 

behavior towards minority ethnic groups. In concordance with 

the dominant principles of Mauritanian politics, the state's 

insistance on Mauritania's "Arabity", enhanced during the 

conflict with neighboring Senegal, was large enough to blur 

the (ethnically-targeted) violence of its (rather 

desperate281
) attempt to "deal with" the problems of the 

agricultural sector in the south (cf. section 6.3.3) and 

thereby gain freer access to some of the last national 

resources available for its c1ientelist mode of pacification. 

How long, then, before civil society will be ready to 

absorb a fundamentally new mode of political discourse and 

mobilization, devoid of any reference to the cultural 

cleavages that fragment society (given, of course, that any 

political group should have the courage to propose it)? The 

281 For the state, given the amplitude of the economic crisis, 
which jeopardizes in the (not so) long run the system of 
legitimation largely based on tribal-regional clientelist networks, 
does not rest assured of its hegemony ... not even in the bunker 
constructed by President Taya underneath the presidential palace 
(La Lettre du Continent, November 26 1992, p.2)! 
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developments proposed in the next two sections -- how the 

reference to Islam can suffice to mask the urgency of finding 

workable solutions to inter-ethnic cohabitation, and how the 

class-based Haratine movement remains, after a decade of 

existence, prisonner of the ambivalence of both its leaders 

and militants -- suggest the remoteness, for now, of such 

radical change. 

9.2.2 Role of Islamic Legislation and the Issue of 
Language 

The themes of Islam and of language appear as an 

undissociable pair in Mauritanian politics. The issue of 

language in the education system and in the administration 

continues to crystallize inter-ethnic antagonisms, and the 

reference to Islam is, more than ever, regularly (and 

successfully) called upon to "make up for" the absence of a 

concrete solution to the ethnic problem282
• A recent formal 

democratization of the regime has (as yet) not induced 

significant progress in the conditions of dialogue and/or 

negotiation among the country's ethnic groups. On the 

contrary, opposition seems to play the (short-sighted) 

282 Among the (many) indicators of the importance of Islam for 
the state, one may note that the ministry of religious affairs 
(currently joined to the ministry of ... culture) is the only one 

whose head (an Islamist) has the vocation of his jurisdiction. In 
other ministries, by contrast, examples abund where the capacities 
of the minister are bluntly mismatched with the domain he is 
supposed to manage; such is the case, for instance, when a lawyer 
is catapulted minister of ... rural developement! 
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dominant game, careful not to stir the passions of its divided 

audiences and risk alienating this or that fraction of its no 

less divided leadership. 

Although there are differences in "style" from one regime 

to another (the pre-1978 civilian regime often showing more 

"subtlety" than its military successors), the Mauritanian 

state characteristically infused doses of Islamic law and/or 

ideology in response to the volatility of inter-ethnic 

relations. The preamble to the first constitution set the pace 

of the civilian regime's strategy: its second paragraph states 

that "the Mauritanian people proclaim their commitment to 

Islam" (Arnaud, 1981:62). Also, according to article 10, the 

president has to be Muslim, an euphemism of sorts to balance 

that he would not be a Negro-African (op. ci t . : 63) 283 • 

Beginning in 1966, and after pressure from traditionalist Maur 

circles had pushed the government to make a move toward the 

Arabization of the education system284
, Islam was explicitly 

presented as the unifying factor between the different ethnic 

components of the Mauritanian nation (at the same time, the 

term "nationalities \I was banned from legal political 

283 The previous law, promulgated on July 4, 1961, did not 
feature this. 

284 The application decree of a law (30.1.65) rendering Arabic 
mandatory in high-school curriculums triggered among Negro-African 
student, soon joined by high-ranking civil servants, a wave of 
protest. 
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vocabulary285). It is through of the same evocation of Islam 

as the faith of all Mauritanians that the subsequent policies 

of arabization (Arab being the language of the Koran) would be 

introduced286 . But the most ambitious attempt by the civilian 

regime to benefit from the legitimizing effect of Islam, 

though itself rather vague and lacking formal elaboration, was 

the notion of "Islamic socialism" propagandized in the mid-

1970S287 . It is interesting to know that one of the 

(successful) means to undermine the credibility of the MND 

before the masses (a credibility which was undisputably 

rising) was a vast campaign (carried through the structures of 

the PPM and the national radio, but also through the Mosques) 

where MND militants were denounced as "communists", "atheists" 

and responsible for "depraved morals, opposed to the sound 

285 De Chassey, 1978:290 & 394. 

286 At the same time, a degree of Islamization of the law was 
implemented (which never did, however, mean the strict imposition 
of the Shariaa as attempted later by a military ruler) . 

287 This notion was elaborated gradually. Between 1966 and 
1968, the state insisted that the line of the PPM was neither 
capitalist nor socialist, both orientation being foreign 
ideological imports. After the social unrest of 1968, however, 
socialism appeared for the first time in the official ideology; 
once again the party insisted on the difference between its brand 
of socialism and more dogmatic forms, but this time at least it 
found it compatible with its philosophy (de Chassey, 1978:305). 
Finally, and as a "compromise" for the new allegance of the PKM (a 
fraction of the MND), it was formally announced at the "Congres de 
la clarification" held in 1975 that the regime defined itself as an 
'national, Arab, Islamic socialism' ("un socialism national, arabe, 
islamic"; in: de Chassey, 1978:300 & 306; see also Arnaud, 
1975:86) . 
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ideas and traditional virtues of Islam288 . What is more, 

"Ces campagnes sont orchestrees par un Haut Commissariat 
aux affaires religieuses cree en Avril 1970 qui a pour 
mission «la renovation des mentalites» assiste d'un 
«comite national des affaires religieuses» charge de 
donner au parti et au gouvernement «des avis conformes 
a I' esprit de I' Islam». Ce sont eux egalement qui 
supervisent la refor.me de l'enseignement decidee depuis 
1968"289. 

While it sufficed to arrest much of the growing social 

movement, this vague ideology of an (Arab, nationalist and) 

Islamic socialism would remain at the stage of a sketch. 

Reiterated during the country's involvement in the Western 

Saharan war, which drained the treasury of the state and 

justified new grievances from Negro-Africans (largely enrolled 

in the army), who felt that this was "not their war,,290, it 

left no traces in the political arena after July 10 of 1978, 

288 In August 1971, it was repeated on the official Friday (the 
saint Day) religious broadcast diffused on the radio that 'Marx was 
a Jew' (de Chassey, 1978:410)! 

289 'These campaigns are orchestrated by a High Commission for 
religious affairs created in April 1970 (having for mission to 
«renovate mentalities»), assisted by a «national committee of 
religious affairs» responsible for providing the party and the 
government with «advices conforming with the spirit of Islam». It 
is these two instance which supervise the reforme of education 
decided since 1968' (de Chassey, op.cit.:410-411). 

290 It is estimated that, in 1977 I the war used up to 70% of 
national budget. At the same time, Negro-Africans, who were not 
only massively enrolled in the army during that .wa;:, but also 
suffered from discriminatory treatment in its ranks, estimated that 
they were paying too high a price for a conflict which~ after all, 
was of little relevance to them (the Sahraouis, whom the state was 
fighting alongside Morocco, are very close culturally to the 
Maurs) . 
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inauguration date of the reign of the military in Mauritania. 

Recourse to the legitimizing power of Islam, under the 

rule of the military, would lose much of its (relative) 

subtlety. Lesser tacticians, the military mechanically 

responded to every Negro-African manifestation of discontent, 

or any measure likely to stir such frustration, with the 

institution of a new dose of Islamic law. In 1980, a few 

months only after the 1979 student protest over new laws 

reinforcing the status of Arabic in the education system291
, 

the Sharia was (for a while292
) fully applied in 

Mauritania293
; in 1986, after the shock provoked by the 

diffusion by the FLAM294 of the "Manifeste du negro-

mauritanien opprime", the military supervised frequent "raids" 

of Negro-African populations, officially aimed at "defending 

291 To appease tensions, the state also called a 'National 
Consultative Council' ("Conseil national consultatif", CNC) , formed 
to 'associate the people in the different stages of the execution 
of the country's general policy' (Le Monde, March 22 1979). 
However, the tactlessness of the chief of state in his designation 
of the council's members have the effect of reviving ethnic 
tensions, and the 17 Negro-African personalities appointed to the 
CNC resign in protest of its inadequate ethnic representation (Le 
Monde, April 3). 

292 On the juxtaposition of modern and Islamic law in the 
Mauritanian judicial system, see for instance Marchesin (1990). 

293 This measure was, at the same time, instrumental in coping 
with Maur traditionalist circles' anger at the state for having 
officially abolished slavery (July 5 1980). 

294 Forces de Liberation Africaine de Mauritanie (' African 
Liberation Forces of Mauritania'), created in 1983. 
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the Islamic moral"; shortly (a few weeks) before the arrest of 

alleged leaders of the movement, the government suddenly 

banned all imports and distribution of alcohol in the 

country295; and so on. This new style of the state's recourse 

to Islam was associated with an increase in the participation 

of the Islamist movement in political life296 . 

The constitution of the new republic, which was "approved 

by referendum ll on July 12 1991, shows that the new regime does 

not depart from the tradition of the Mauritanian state. The 

first sentence of the Preamble announces the trust of the 

Mauritanian people in the all powerfulness of Allah, their 

attachment to Islam (before their attachment to democracy!) 

and society's respect for the the precepts of Islam, "seule 

source de droit ,,297. At the same time, Mauritania's "arabity" 

295 Marchesin, 1992:301. 

296 See Yessa (1987). Marchesin (1992) wonders whether the 
degradation of socio-economic conditions has had something to do 
with the revival of Islam (op.cit.:177), and he is most likely to 
be right. He notes, among other factors, how religious leaders 
benefit from increased popularity and attention, citing the much 
listened (and commented) friday sermons pronounced by the Imam 
Bouddah ould Bouseyri. The latter, by the way, was among the very 
few political actors to dare condemn the acts of arbitrary violence 
committed by the state toward Negro-African populations between 
1989 and 1991; however, and though understood by all, these 
critiques were not formulated in explicit terms (for instance, 
Mauritanie Nouvelles no.31, November 27 - December 3, pp.1 & 11). 

297 '[ ... ] sole source of law' (Islamic Republic of Mauritania, 
Projet de Constitution Soumis au referendum Ie 12 juillet 1991., 
p.1). The state also institutes an 'Islamic High Council' (Haut 
Conseil Islamique), whose functions remain vague (to formulate its 
views on the issues on which it was consulted by the President) 
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is emphasized: the Mauritanian people are defined first as 

Muslims, secondly as Arabs, and then only as Africans; they 

will work toward the unity of the Magreb first, secondly to 

that of the Arab Nation, and only then to the African 

unity298. Islam is also the religion of the state299 , and 

though Negro-African languages ("Ie Poular, Ie Soninke et Ie 

Wolof") are nominally given the same status as Arabic as the 

country's national languages300
, Arabic remains the sole 

official language of the state (a status it used to share with 

French) 301 • Finally, the same old "precautions" are taken 

except for the fact that they take place exclusively in the realm 
of the presidency (op.cit:20)! 

298 Op.cit.:1. 

299 The President of the Republic is a Muslim (article 23, 
op . cit. : 5) . 

300 In late 1979 was created an 'Institute of National 
Languages' (ILN, Institut des Langues Nationales) charged with the 
mission of "promoting national languages other than Arabic" 
(meaning the Puular, the Soninke and the Wolof) in view of their 
integration into the education system, and eventually in the 
administration. Beyond the official good will of the state, 
however, little was accomplished, in large part because the 
institute was not alloted enough resources to accomplish its 
alloted tasks (see in particular Diene, 1985; on the status of 
national languages in general, see also: Kane, 1983; Diagne, 1984; 
Ba, 1978; Chartrand, 1977). Today, as a result of the negligence of 
the administration, several linguistic branches of education 
coexist with global no integration whatsoever (Mauritanie Nouvelles 
no.12, April 7-14 1992, pp.12-13; Al Bayane no.45, October 21-27 
1992, p.5), which tends to reinforce the lack of trust among ethnic 
groups (L'Eveil-Hebdo no.72, February 1 1993, p.6), and will in the 
near future create inextricable complications for the state. 

301 Op. cit. : 2 . 
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with regard to the potential use by political parties of Islam 

or of ethnicity as mobilization tools: while parties cannot be 

formed strictly on Islamic premises, any propaganda contrary 

to those same premises is forbidden; and, regarding ethnicity, 

any propaganda likely to undermine territorial integrity or 

national unity is banned, and no political party or group can 

identify itself with an ethnic group, a region, a tribe (it is 

interesting to see that in this case the order is reversed, 

the implicit reference to Mauritania's African dimension 

preceeding the reference to intra-Maur lines of division), a 

gender or a brotherhood is allowed by law302
• 

The same strategies of legitimation are revealed again in 

the doings of the opposition. Ahmed ould Oaddah, head of the 

UFO/EN, presidential candidate of the most "progressive" 

oppositional front and a man proud of his secular, 

technocratic orientation in the management of national 

affairs, will not start a speech or a press conference until 

he has solemnly pronounced a few verses of the Koran. Also, 

the reference to Islam is most present where problematic 

302 (Islamic Republic of Mauritania, Textes n§glementaires 
relatifs aux partis politiques et a la liberte de la presse., July 
25 1991, p.2.) The state, however, is caught at its own game: while 
the Islamist party of the Oumrna is formaly banned, nothing is done 
to preclude it from participating in the electoral competition; the 
movement even presented a presidential candidate, which it 
eventually withdrew on the insistance of the UFO, and therefore as 
a mark of support for the opposition. 
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issues (primarily language and ethnicity, but also slavery and 

the condition of the Haratine) are evoked. In this sense, 

opposition fully participates in the general hypocrisy, 

unwilling as it is to (even carefully) test the feasibility of 

introducing more constructive (and much needed) ways of 

integrating culture and politics in the country. 

Overall then, from civilian, to military and to 

democratic regime, at the level of the state or in the 

opposition, one is faced with the same use of Islam by the 

political elite, for predatory purposes. The tactics may well, 

in most cases, lack elaboration, yet they have proven to work, 

most of all in masking the urgency of a long-term resolution 

of the ethnic problem (but also in blurring subordinate 

groups' apprehension of their socio-economic status vis-a-vis 

the state, and the elite in general), and the elite has, for 

its part, long proven how much it shuns unnecessary efforts. 

9.2.3 The Haratines: Class or Communal Bases for 
Mobilization? 

"Of course slavery still exists today in Mauritania. The 
reason is simple. Whatever emancipations there have been, 
we continue to work for the same master, we continue to 
do the same kind of work for no pay and to live under the 
same conditions. Nothing has changed, except in words. We 
have not been given either the education or the economic 
means to become aware of our rights and to take advantage 
of them. The worst is in the countryside, where most of 
the slaves live. There, it is ancient Mauritania; slaves 
don't even know they have rights, and they don't know 
anything about emancipation. I had heard of the 
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abolition, but it had no practical effect on my 
life ,,303. 

The 1980 declaration of the abolition304 of slavery comes as 

the third one in the history of Mauritania305
• The fact that 

it is still practiced in 1993 (as attested in the reports of 

human rights organizations306
, in the numerous "scandals" 

reported in the press, including the national independent 

press since 1991307
, and as I was myself able to witness) is 

but another indicator of the lasting strength of conununal 

modes of organization and perception308
• Why else would the 

(manipulative) state have taken the precaution of announcing 

303 Moussa, 48, a recently escaped slave, interview with Africa 
Watch, River Senegal valley, June 1, 1990 (Africa Watch, June 29, 
1990, p.2). 

304 Pronounced on July 5, and confirmed by the ' ordonnance' of 
November 9 1981. 

305 Slavery had been banned a 1905 colonial decree, and a 
second abolition, implicit this time, was inscribed in the 1961 
constitution's proclamation that all Mauritanian citizens are equal 
before the law. 

306 Africa Watch (1990, op.cit.), Reports of the 1984 U.N. 
mission in Mauritania (E/CN.4/Sub.2/1984/23 and E/CN.4/1985/50), 
U.N. Chronicle (1985). 

307 Among other: Liberation, 14.06.83, pp.18-20 and 15.06.83, 
pp.20-22 ('La Mauritanie esclave de ses 100,000 esclaves'); Le 
Point, September 1 1980, pp.52-53 ('Mauritanie. La cote des 
esclaves'). And, in the Mauritanian independent press (among 
others): L'Unite no.25 (February 28 1993); Mauritanie-Demain no.80 
(January 20 - February 5 1993); L'Eveil-Hebdo no.1; etc. 

308 See among others: Tauzin (1989), ould el-Abd (1987), ould 
Cheikh (1985:417-458 & 470-471); see also the bibliographical 
search made by Dieter (1984). 
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in the text of the abolition law that the old masters would be 

compensated309 ? 

SoCio-Economic Pic.ture of the Haratine Population 
in Mauritania 

The term Haratine (plural of Hartani) refers to 

'emancipated I slaves i since slavery no longer officially 

exists, I use it to designate the ensemble of the population 

of black Maurs today in the country. In the face of the 

absence of reliable and systematic data, one has to use 

disparate bits of infomation to draw an approximate picture of 

the group's socio-economic condition. The overall image that 

emerges is nevertheless quite consistent: of all the cultural 

segments of Mauritanian society, the Haratines form the most 

homogenous group in terms of their class status, for they are 

overwhelmingly found at the lowest levels of social 

stratification. This is verified in the rural zones as well as 

in urban Mauritania. In the rural zones, Haratines' status has 

little evolved and they continue to act as a labor force (as 

agricultural workers or sharecroppers) on Maur-owned lands 

(this did not change with the 1983 land tenure reforme, 

although it was associated with an upsurge of conflict betweem 

'ex'-masters and Haratines over land privileges). Following 

the drought years of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and again 

309 Marchesin (1992: 391), ould Ahmed (1983). 
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during the early 1980s, and though the masters themselves were 

not spared, Haratines formed large segments of the massive 

migratory movement toward the cities. Having had little access 

to education, and encumbered by the weight of their 

traditional status (for traditional social hierarchy has not 

been significantly eroded in urban Mauritania), they naturally 

found themselves occupying the lowest positions of modern 

social stratification310
• They are dockers in the ports of 

Noudhibou and Nouakchott, manual workers on construction 

sites, domestics in Beidan households, etc. 311 : 

"Dans Ie monde rural, les abid, meme emancipes, restent 
largement exclus de la propriete fonciere, et donc voues 
a des formes de sujetion a peine differentes de leur 
condition anterieure. En ville, ils exercent, en general, 
des metiers en continuite directe de leur ancien statut: 
domestiques, manoeuvres, journaliers dans les divers 
secteurs des activites urbaines· 312

• 

310 De Chassey (1978: 240-41) provides some elements of the 
cultural division of labor in the modern sector. Regarding the 
working class, he suggests that if Negro-Africans form the majority 
of service employees and qualified workers, most of the non
qualified manual labor is recruted among the Haratine. 

311 Another break for large numbers of Haratines has been the 
army. During the mid-1970s in particular, where the country's 
involvement in the Saharan war led to a dramatic increase of the 
size of the army (from 3,000 to more than 15,000 men), the Haratine 
constituted one of the most important targets for recruitment (AI 
Bayane no.36, August 19-25 1992, p.2). 

312 , In the rural world, the abid, even emancipated, remain 
largely excluded from land ownership, and therefore bound to forms 
of exploitation hardly different from their previous condition. In 
the city, they are generally occupied in works that express a 
direct continuity with their old status: domestics, manual workers, 
daily workers in the diverse sectors of urban activities.' (Ould 
Cheikh, 1992, in Al Bayane no.36, op.cit.) 
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Social Origins of the Political Leadership of the 
Haratine 

EI Hor, officially formed in 1978 (March 4) 313, was born 

as a movement of protest against the Haratine's condition, and 

recruits exclusively among them. Its objectives, as described 

in the movement's constitutive chart, are the liberation, the 

emancipation of the slaves, their integration in society 

through education and work, and the official recognition of 

their political rights. 

"Les moyens choisis par l'organisation consistent 
principalement en des campagnes de conscientisation 
aupres des categories serviles et de sensibilisation 
aupres du reste de la population. EI Hor n'hesite pas a 
reagir de fac;on plus active a I' occasion d' atteintes 
particulierement graves a l'integrite et la dignite des 
esclaves (sevices, ventes au encheres publiques): tracts 
et petitions circulent, des manifestations sont 
organisees. De serieux efforts pour alerter l'opinion 
publique internationale sont egalement mis en 
oeuvre" 314. 

The Haratine are the only cultural group in Mauritania to have 

initiated a political movement opting explicitly for a class-

313 Its most prominent figures, however, had begun to diffuse 
the movement's rallying themes before that time (as early as 1974, 
and in conjonction with the agitation sturred by the MND and the 
PKM) • 

314 'The means chosen by the organization consist essentially 
in sensibilization campains before servile categories and 
sensibilization campains before the rest of the population. EI Hor 
does not hesitate to react in a more active way in the face of 
particularly serious attacks at the integrity and the dignity of 
slaves (ill-treatments, public auctions): pamphlets and petitions 
are diffused, rallies are organized. Serious efforts are also made 
to alert the international public opinion.' (Marchesin, 1992:388.) 
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based discourse315 (even if explicit class demands remain 

clothed in the "populisme millenarisant d' inspiration 

islamique" described by ould Cheikh316
). What is more, it is 

the only case in Mauritania where a class-oriented discourse 

works. Or does it? 

Given its observable mobilizational strength, and given 

the sheer size of the Haratine population (at least half of 

the Maur population317
) , EI Hor's line regarding the 

"national question" could prove determinent in orienting the 

inter-ethnic balance of power at the national level. Given its 

class-based philosophy, and most of all given that it is 

itself born out of a situation of "cultural injustice" (or 

"cultural exploitation"), it would make sense that EI Hor 

finds political affinities with the grievances and claims 

expressed by Negro-African movements. And yet, the movement's 

315 In particular, there is no parallel among Negro-African 
political currents. This is obvious in the case of the more 
moderate ones (REJ, PLEJ, AMN, etc.), but even the more radical 
ones (such as the FLAM) insist more on cultural discrimination and 
cultural injustice than on the need to bridge the gap among the 
classes. 

316 'Islam-inspired millenaristic populism' (Ould Cheikh, 
op. cit. ) . 

317 De Chassey (1972:121) cites the 1964/65 demographic survey 
carried by the SEDES which estimates the number of Mauritanian 
Haratines to be 333,375 individuals, or 42% of the Maur population 
(13% of 'abid', or slaves, and 29% of Haratine in the strict sense 
of hte term). The results of the two censes carried in the late 
1970s and late 1980s report a proportion of 40% of Haratines, 
corresponding to half of the total Maur population (cf. section 
5.1.2) . 
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leadership has displayed so far a characteristic (and quite 

telling) ambiguity, which reflects the behavior of its 

militants (and of the Haratine in general). Hence El Hor 

leadership is 

" [ ••• J di vise en deux tendances: les sympathisants du 
MND, peu nombreux mais actifs, et ceux du Baas, qui 
forment la majorite. Cette derniere tendance a obtenu une 
certaine representation au sein du regime du colonel ould 
Taya et a fait en meme l'objet d'une tentative d'«OPA» 
de la part du Baas et du PKM, etant entendu que le poids 
des Haratines sera determinant dans la Mauritanie de 
demain" 318. 

This basic division gets blown up in the movement's position 

with regard to the problem of inter-ethnic cohabitation in 

Mauritania. Even MND-oriented members, who should have the 

least difficulty envisioning a cross-ethnic front in the 

struggle against class oppression, remain reluctant to support 

any overt form of association with Negro-African political 

groups. The case of Boubacar ould Messoud, one of the most 

prominent spokesmen for the cause of the Haratine as a class 

movement (and, today, largely stripped of his initial 

leadership position in the movement) 319, insisting that «rna 

318 '[ ••• J split into two tendencies: sympathisers of the MND, 
a small but active group, and those of the Baas, forming the 
majority. This second tendency has obtained a certian 
representation within Colonel Taya's regime and has even been the 
object of an attempt of coaptation by the Baas and the PKM, 
everyone realizing how determinent the weight of the Haratine will 
be in the future.' (Marchesin, 1992:330). 

319 The more "fashionable" leaders of the El Hor of today, by 
contrast, have understood the benefits from avoiding the 
uncomfortable class issue. Thus the amused and quite cynical look 
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peau n' est pas un programme politique»320 ('my skin is not 

a political programm'), is in this sense a good illustration 

of the Haratine' s will to preserve their cultural 

specificity 321. 

"Ils tiennent a. se distinguer de I' element negro-africain 
avec lequel, pour Ie moment tout au moins, la seule 
similitude objective reste d'ordre epi derrni que , et bien 
que se reconnaissant culturellement maures, ils 
n' oublient pas cependant que les Beydan sont leurs 
exploiteurs. Ils tendent done a. cultiver leur 
specificite, ce qui revele une «arnbiguite» dans 
I' expression politique de leur mouvement ,,322. 

Haratine Audiences: A Genuine CUltural Complex? 

What is it that causes the leadership's incapacity to 

separate itself from the "Arab cause"? One element of 

explanation lies in a genuine "dissonance", characteristic of 

the "Hartani psychology" as an "in-between group". This factor 

of Messaoud ould Boulkheir, charismatic head of the El Hor tendency 
within the UFD/EN, when I asked to define his movement's position 
vis-a.-vis the issue of class: he paused for a second, shook his 
head and, laughing frankly said he would not answer the question! 

320 Sud Magazine, January 4 1987, p .14. Ould Masseoud insisted 
again on the importance of this idea during my interview with him 
in 1992, that is, after the dramatic events of 1989-"1991". 

321 In the same way, Messoud ould Boulkheir insists that he 'is 
not Mandela' (Mauritanie Nouvelles no.32, October 7-14 1992, p.17)! 

322 'They insist in distinguishing themselves from the Negro
African element with whom, for now at least, the only objective 
commonality is that of color, and although they identify themselves 
culturally as Maurs they do not forget that the Beidan are their 
exploiters. As a result they tend to cultivate their specificity, 
which translates into an «ambiguity» in the political expression 
of their movement' (Marchesin, 1992:396). 
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is most visible among the non-elite Haratine, but it it also 

continue to color the mentality of the group's social and 

political elite323
• However it is best illustrated in the 

behavior of the non-elite Hartani, particularly in contexts of 

open hostility between Maur and Negro-African groups. Hence in 

1966, in the aftermath of the fights having opposed Maur and 

Negro-African students over the issue of the Arabization of 

education, 

11[ ••• ] la reaction de l'ethnie maure se manifeste 
violernrnent. [ ... ] Ie mercredi 9 au matin, ce sont des 
bandes organisees et dirigees en sous-main de «Maurs
Noirs» qui ope rent des represailles violentes sur les 
habitants noirs de la medina de Nouakchott. [ ••. ] One 
journee et demie d'affrontements sanglants entre les deux 
ethnies s' ensuit que I' armee finalement entreprend de 
reduire. [ ... ] Le bilan officiel, deja tradique, se monte 
a a 6 morts et 70 blesses dont une vingtaine tres grave. 

323 The very wrath expresssed by the EI Hor fraction over the 
dominance of Beidan-dominated currents, during the endless 
negociations within the leadership of the UFD, translates this 
cultural complex. In the same vein it has been noted by Marchesin 
and others that a clever state strategy to insure itself the 
allegiance of the unions is to recruit its leaders among the 
Haratines. Given the Haratine's great reluctance to debate about 
their servil descent, this becomes indeed a useful way to prevent 
ethnic claims to be fused with secular class ones (which would be 
an explosive combination). There are also endless smaller signs of 
the IIchronic identity crisis ll of member of the Haratine elite. To 
give an example: As I was leaving one of the leaders of El Hor 
interviewed, the latter almost finished getting up from his seat 
and then, realizing his error of protocol, seemingly annoyed with 
himself and because I had noticed his movement, sat back down in 
order to leave me in the position (fit for a student/researcher in 
front of one of the country's leading political figures) to pay my 
respects (which, in this particular occurence, I did quite 
spontaneously) ! 
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II Y en eut certainement beaucoup plus .. 324. [emphasis 
added] 

Similarly, in April 1989, it was Haratine adults (led by young 

Baassists from the Arab university) who carried out the 

massacre of several hundreds of Negro-Africans (cf. section 

6.3.3) in several Mauritanian cities. They would also be 

instrumental for the state, during the following months, in 

maintaining a climate of insecurity and of quasi-civil war in 

the Senegal river region, were most of the Negro-African 

segment of the Mauritanian population is still concentrated. 

The same basic ambiguity colors the Haratine's behavior 

in more peaceful times. I was, for example, struck by how, 

during the massive rallies of the UFD in 1992, the entire 

manual labor of the movement's security service was composed 

exclusively of Haratine. They were also the ones who set up 

the tens of tents under which some of the participants would 

gather to hear the leaders' speeches. This appeared odd to no 

one, for it was II in the order of things II. Another illustration 

is provided by ould Cheikh (1982), reflecting on the 

Haratine's struggle to gain access to land in the rural zones. 

324 '[ ••• ] the reaction of the Maurs manifests itself 
violently. [ ... ] wednesday 9 [february] in the morning, gangs 
organized and led [en sous main?] by «black Kaurs» operate 
[represailles?] on the Negro-African populations of Nouakchott's 
medina. [ ••. ] A day and a half of bloody confrontation between the 
two ethnic groups follows, which the army finally attempts to 
reduce. [ ... ] The official count, in itself tragic, is of 6 deaths 
and 70 wounded (20 of which were critical). There were certainly 
much more' (de Chassey, 1978:393). 
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The author stresses the paradox in which the Haratine are 

caught up, namely that the very (class-based) claims to the 

land get themselves inscribed in a tribal frame: 

"Tout comme leurs anciens maitres, les Haratine 
justifient en effet, face notamment it d' aut res Haratines, 
leur possession du sol, par leur appartenance it la tribu 
proprietaire de ce sol [ ... ]. Mais Ie cadre juridique 
tribal, integrant la stratification [ ... ] dont les 
Haratines representent Ie degre zero, implique 
precisement l' exclusion de ce groupe de la propriete. Les 
aspirations et les revendications de classe des Haratine, 
leur volonte d'appropriation de la terre se heurte ainsi 
de maniere contradictoire it un cadre tribal qui les 
integre it la societe pastorale comme travailleurs 
agricoles tout en les excluant d'une propriete terrienne 
dont la jouissance exclusive se fonde sur Ie pouvoir 
poli tique des groupes dominants [ ... ]" 325 • 

Degree of Opportunism of El Hor's Elite 

The other dimension at work in accounting for the 

"ambiguity" (and subsequent stalling) of EI Hor is far less 

unique to the Haratine segment, for it has to do with the 

global opportunistic and predatory behavior of the Mauritanian 

political class, explains the rapidity with which leadership 

members were integrated in the government during the 1980s, as 

325 'Like their old masters, the Haratine justify their 
possession of the land, including against the claim of other 
Haratine, by their affiliation to the tribe that owns that land 
[ ... J. Yet the tribal juridical framework [ ... ], integrating the 
stratification [ ... ] of which the Haratine represent the lowest 
level, supposes precisely that this group be excluded from land 
ownership. The class aspirations and claims of the Haratines, their 
will to appropriate the land, are thus contradicted by a tribal 
system which integrates them to the pastoralist society as rural 
workers, all the while excluding them from a land ownership run 
exclusively through the political power of the dominant groups 
[".J' (ould Cheikh, 1982:45) 
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well as the relative ease with which some jumped from a 

governmental seat to a leadership position in the opposition 

(this recalls the case of Wade in Senegal). It also explains, 

at least in part, the uneasiness of EI Hor leaders regarding 

the issues of ethnicity and class. Indeed, why should they 

risk alienating portions of the masses which are the source of 

their "bargaining power" vis-a-vis the state? 

Together, these two factors ("cultural complex" of the 

Haratine in general and opportunism of the elite in 

particular) have greatly handicapped EI Hor (and the political 

left as a whole) . Acting in dispersed ranks, the leadership is 

drifting away from the very ideals that justified the birth of 

the movement. This year again, an important meeting was held 

in which state and opposition leaders of EI Hor opposition 

discussed ways to restore to the movement its initial energy. 

It is said that the state has managed to sabotage the effort 

(again by coopting certain participants). What is certain is 

that no concrete decision and/or action emerged from it. How 

long can the masses of the Haratine, whose condition, along 

with that of the majority of Mauritanians, without distinction 

of ethnic group, is worsening tag along? 
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9.3. Political Crises & the Prime Targets for State Repression 

I have sought to show how, in Senegal and in Mauritania, 

specific patterns of political mobilization (in favor of or 

against the state) have emerged which suggest the weight of 

ethno-religious cleavages (and their history in each country) 

on actors' political consiousness and identification. A survey 

of the observed patterns of state repression further confirms 

this idea. Not only is it interesting to know who gets 

repressed, but one should also survey society's reaction to 

each act of state violence. Together, these two factors 

support my argument that, far from evolving randomly, state 

society exchange are anchored in a symbolic framework where 

ethno-religious, that is, cultural divisions largely continue 

to superseed class divisions. 

9.3.1 Senegal: Secular Left & Casamance's MFDC 

Social scientists have long realized that despite 

Senegal's glorious reputation as the "model" of African 

democracy, it is much like in any other country on the 

continent: state rule there is not exempt from violence. I am 

not referring "benign II violence such as police beatings during 

riots (for example in Dakar and the other great urban center 

after elections, where throughout the 1980s ritual fights 

have occured between an exasperated youth and the security 

forces). Rather, I am analyzing "hard-core" recourse to force 

by the state, which can take the form of (formal or secret) 



354 

arrests, imprisonments and torture, etc. Which groups, in the 

Senegalese society, are most repressed? To what degree? What 

kind of reaction is there from society (civil and political) 

at large? The answers to these questions reveal that 

repression in Senegal, while very much a part of state rule, 

is not random. Not only that but the measure of force inj ected 

into society does not merely correspond to the nature of the 

affront made to the state, but rather to the margin of 

maneuver held by the state. Given the existing balance of 

power on the national political scene, how much in repression 

can be managed without provoking so much protest among 

subordinate groups that its stability would be threatened. 

I have said how state elite, ever since independence 

(actually even before that, since electoral franchise was 

extended to the Senegalese rural populations), has based its 

hegemony on a system of cooptation of the great powers of 

brotherhood Islam (powers of mobilization, powers of 

legitimation). I have also pointed to the ongoing battle of 

the titans, dividing the country into an urban and a rural 

Senegal, opposing a rising militant Muslim reformism to the 

old class of the marabouts. In this context, among the actors 

or groups of actors judged to be out of line by the state, it 

is possible to predict (1) which might be "safely" repressed, 

(2) which are "repressable yet should be dealt with more 

carefully, and (3) which couldn't fall into the coercive 
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machine. 

The victims of state coercion in Senegal are 

overwhelmingly recruited from among two groups of political 

actors: among the urban-based leftist 'groupuscules' (and to 

a certain extent within the more moderate "left" in general), 

and among the Diola from Casamance suspected of separatist 

ideals and/or activism. The "radical left" was always the 

target of (relatively mild) state force; movements would be 

banned (throughout the 1960s and 1970s), their leaders 

arrested or discretely harrassed by the police (even after the 

advent of multipartism in 1976), etc. Another illiustration 

was the arrest of Mamadou Dia after the constitutional crisis 

of 1962. The latter, who was President of the Constitutional 

Council, was placed in house arrest, to be released only ... in 

1974 (March 30), in response to his "radical" critique of 

Senghor policies326
• Marxists-Leninists or Trotskyites, 

however, never endured the degree of repression targeted 

toward the Diola of Casamance allegedly involved in the 

activities of the MFDC. Particularly since the latter has 

326 See Zuccarelli (1988: 86-91). Behind the constitutional 
terms of the crisis, this was but another settling of scores among 
competing , clans' (which Senghor won, with some help from the 
presence of a limited French military contingent in the capital. 
What is significant, as Zuccarelli notes, is how "I 'hornme de la 
rue, cornme devait Ie noter Philippe Decraene, tout en les suivant 
avec attention, n'a pas participe aux evenements" (1988:90). 
('The average [urban] citizen, as Philippe Decraene would note, 
while attentively following the course of events, would not get 
actively involved.') 
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officially resumed its subversive activities, the state has 

ordered massive arrests and imprisonments (the victims having 

in many cases to wait several years for their trial) of 

activists and peasants, and, though refusing to admit it, it 

has, according to numerous witnesses, used means of torture on 

those apprehended327
• Thus Amnesty international reports: 

"Between 1982 and 1989 several hundred people in 
Casamance region were arrested for political reasons, 
connected with a campaign for greater autonomy for the 
area, and some were convicted of violent acts on the 
basis of statements to the police which may have been 
made under duress. About 10 people from the region are 
still in prison for political reasons. The memorendum 
describes cases of torture and deaths in detention which 
may have been due to torture" (1990:1). 

And again: 

"Since the publication of the May 1990 report there has 
been an upsurge in the level of violence in Casamance, 
both that used by armed government opponents and that 
used by the security forces. Amnesty International has 
received reports of extrajudicial executions as well as 
details about many new cases of torture, a number of them 
resulting in deaths of prisoners held by the security 
forces. Hundreds of alleged members of the Mouvement des 
forces democratiques de la Casamance (MFDC), [ ... ] the 
main political organization campaining for autonomy or 
independence for Casamance region, have been arrested. 
Some 300 of those arrested have been charged with various 
offenses relating to the security of the state and are 
awaiting trial in prisons in the Dakar area, while others 
have been released uncharged, sometimes after several 
weeks of detention" (1991:1). 

Again, the state was able to repress these groups without 

seeing its basis of legitimacy significantly altered. While it 

327 See Amnesty International (May 1990 and January 1991); also 
LD/MPT (September 1990). 
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might, to a certain extent, seem understandable that the 

Senegalese society at large would not react to the 

(comparatively) mild ill-treatment of leftist actors and 

organizations, it is far more puzzling that a society which 

has experienced more than a century of democratic practice 

(this is true of the urban centers) would allow the kind of 

treatment its state reserves for those frustrated people from 

Casamance. 

There is a second category of political actors which the 

state can indulge in repressing, but only with ucaution". The 

experience of the leader of the PDS, Abdoulaye Wade, seems to 

fit this category. Thus in response to the 1988 post-electoral 

riots (which the PDS had surely encouraged through the 

aggressive tone of its campaign that year, but also in past 

electoral races), Wade was arrested (along with other leader 

of the opposition, from "radical" leftist parties such as the 

LD/MPT). He and his "brothers in arm" were never subjected to 

torture or any other form of ill-treatment; rather, a formal 

trial was organized (Diop and Diouf, 1990a:335-354). Indeed 

(mainly urban) society's strong reaction to the event limited 

the state's margin of maneuver. As for this trial, it had 

become, as Diop and Diouf say 

" [ ... ] Ie prochain rendez-vous de la confrontation entre 
Ie parti au pouvoir, l'opposition et une fraction 
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importante de la societe civile u328 (op.cit. :341). 

The outcome of the trial (which was tumultuous, daily 

criticized by the entire national press, and captured the 

attention of large segments of the Senegalese population) 

expressed the state's reluctance to take too many risks: some 

of the arrested were released, while Wade was nevertheless 

condemned to one year of imprisonment (however suspended), and 

one of his collaborators (Boubacar SaIl), who was accused of 

organizing the riots in the city of Thies (between the 26 and 

the 29 of February), to two years firm (op.cit.:352). Further 

this phase of "firmness" was soon to be followed by one of 

appeasement where the victims of state repression were invited 

to a round table to negotiate the terms of a heal thier 

political dialogue; soon after, Wade would be integrated into 

the government (albeit to leave it a few months before the 

1993 elections) with great fanfare 329
• 

Aside from the most powerful (in terms of mobilizational 

force) party elites, another group fitting this second 

category of repression target might be the young reformist 

328 '[ ••• J the next meeting place of the confrontation among 
the state, opposition and an importante portion of civil society.' 

329 The case of Mamadou Dia was included in the first category 
of targets of state repression, yet his "historical political 
stature" in Senegal's system of 'clan politics' , wnich 
distinguishes him from fellow "leftist radicals II , could have made 
him fall into the present category. 
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militants. A rising force in the political game, they are not 

yet as entrenched as the older generation of the brotherhood 

marabouts, and therefore should pass through a phase of 

harassment by an annoyed state. 

Finally, there are those actors which the state would not 

readily venture to coerce330
• They are, in the Senegalese 

political system, constituted by the old brotherhood 

leadership (and, by proxy, the portion of the peasantry under 

their direct moral guidance331
). The only occasion in which 

the state overtly opposed a religious leader's intrusion into 

the political arena was in 1979, when a young marabout from 

Kaolack, El Hadj Ahmed Khalifa Niass332 (the son of an 

important muslim leader from the groundnut-producing region of 

Sine-Saloum) decided to form a fundamentalist political party 

330 Again, it is quite possible to witness the younger tenants 
of urban reformism integrate this final category in the (not so 
far) future. 

331 I say to a lesser extent because there are some flaws in 
the Mouride or Tidjane peasantry's "intouchability" by the state's 
repressive apparatus; thus in the early stages (and, quite 
significantly, before the marabouts would start to impose 
themselves to the state as forceful defenders of the peasantry) of 
the peasant malaise peasant were coerced to pay their debts. In 
1968 for instance, policemen and soldiers were sent in villages to 
beat recalcitrant peasants; they would also pur acid on them, 
expose them all day in the sun with no water, sometime put them in 
prison, or take their animals and other belongings (for instance 
Ly, 1981:136). 

332 On the colorful passage of the "ayatollah of Kaolack" into 
Senegal's political life, see for instance Magassouba (1985:130-
138) . 
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called the "Parti Islamique du Senegal" (Islamic Party of 

Senegal) 333. The state reacted promptly by banning the party, 

and Niass was imprisoned twice334 for his "subversive 

activities". This was, no doubt, largely made possible by the 

fact that the traditional marabouts had (sometimes publicly) 

critiqued his effort, and that he did not seem to gather 

significant support from subordinate groups. Despite its 

apparent margin of maneuver, the state nevertheless ultimately 

chose to redeem itself from this (relative) insult to Islam 

(Niass was perhaps clownish, but he was still a marabout), 

integrating Niass into its diplomatic corps. 

In the end, not only does it appear clearly how the state 

discriminate carefully, in concordance with the national 

balance of political forces, among three distinct categories 

of actors (the "safely repressable", the ones to be "repressed 

333 Asked about his formation's programme, the leader would 
respond "the Coran! ", adding that his party's most dangerous rivals 
(and the Coran's) were the communists (he would even, he said, 
force the ruling party to leave the International Socialist, for it 
was infested with communists). Regarding the later's critique of 
the state he would have this revealing answer, to be acted out in 
later years by reformist movements: "Realiser Ie paradis sur terre 
- il n 'y a pas que les communistes qui y songent! II • 

('The communistes are not alone in aiming to create paradise on 
earth! ') 

334 Once before he had to flee to Lybia, in December 1979, 
where it is said that he helped Khadafi recrute mercenaries for his 
interventions in Chad, and once in 1981 when, legally returned to 
Senegal where he solemny promised to refrein from political 
activities, he burned the French flag before Mitterand who was on 
an official visit to Senegal. 
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with caution", and the "totally untouchables"), but the type 

of coercion used is dispatched accordingly: among the victims 

of state force, the members of the first category can be 

tortured to an extent that is incompatible with the 

constitution, and the "democratic" reputation of Senegalese 

state rule, while for the second category of repressables, 

those with which the state takes uses some caution, more 

"legalist" paths are followed. 

9.3.2 Mauritania: Negro-African Versus Maur Targets 
of State Repression 

The Mauritanian state has at its disposal a significant 

repressive apparatus. To illustrate: 

"En 1986, alors que Ie pays n'etait pas en guerre, la 
Mauritanie disposait d'une armee de 8 470 hommes et de 
forces paramilitaires s'elevant a 5 000 hommes pour une 
population d'l 850 000 habitants (a titre de comparaison, 
Ie Mali voisin disposait d' a peu pres Ie meme nombre 
d'hommes - 15 750 - pour une population quatre fois plus 
importante ; autre pays limitrophe, Ie Senegal disposait 
de 16 500 hommes pour une population 3,4 fois plus 
importante). Le budget mauritanien de la defense de 1984 
etait estime QUant a lui a 9,8 % du PIB (toujours a titre 
de comparaison, Ie budget de la defense du Mali s' €!levait 
en 1985 a 3,5 % du PIB ; celui du Senegal correspondait 
en 1988 a 2,1 % du PIB,,335 (Marchesin, 1992:297)336. 

335 , In 1986, and al though the country was not at war, 
Mauritania disposed of an army of 8,470 men and paramilitary forces 
amounting to 5,000 men, for a total population of 1,850,000 
inhabitants (by contrast neighbouring Mali disposed of about the 
same military force - 15,750 men - for a population four times 
larger than Mauritania's; and another neighbouring country, 
Senegal, disposed of 16,500 men for a population 3.4 times larger 
than that of Mauritania). The Mauritanian defense budget for 1984 
was estimated to be 9.8% of GDP (by contrast again, Mali's 1985 
defense budget measured 3.5% of GDP, while Senegal's 1988 budget 
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This, however, is not to say that (1) the state rules 

essentially by coercion, or that (2) it represses 

indiscriminantly. On the contrary, and much like in the case 

of Senegal, one may easily distinguish among those who can be 

II safely" (in terms of the oppositional mobilization it 

suscitates) repressed, those groups which should be repressed 

with some caution, and finally those "untouchable u groups 

toward which the state is not ready to use force. 

Most Maur or Maur-dominated political groups (Baas, 

Nasserists, AMD, EI Hor, MND, Nasserists) have been repressed 

by the state (sometimes quite harshly) at one time or another. 

In 1981, under the rule of President Haidalla (1980-1984), who 

felt closest to the MND and to the Nasserists than to the 

other political movements, Baassist leaders and militants were 

jailed, even tortured during their retention) 337. Under 

President Taya (1984- ), on the other hand, Baassists' "hour 

of glory" translated into the coercion of Nasserists as well 

as to a discrete witchunt targeted at MND militants. Regarding 

El Hor militants, 

"[ ••• J the government's initial strategy was repression. 
The authorities clamped down with a special ferocity. A 

corresponded to 2.1% of GDP). 

336 Author's sources: Jeune Afrique Bis, no.16 (1986) ; L'etat 
du monde 1989-1990 (Paris, La Decouverte, 1989). 

337 Which had the innnediate effect of shifting their discourse 
from "revolutionary" and progressist to more moderate! 
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substantial number of the movement's leaders and members 
were arrested, severely tortured and many of them were 
exiled in 1979/80, signalling the government's 
unwillingness to allow El Hor to become an independent 
forum agitating for the rights of haratines II (Africa 
Watch, 1990, op.cit.:6). 

Similarly, young MOI militants were arrested (for a few days 

only however) and tortured in late 1988 and early 1989, for 

having led student strikes338
• Etc., etc. 

Without minimizing the pain and humiliation endured by 

these Maur targets of state violence, I have to insist that 

they were always repressed with relative "caution". It is a 

constant of Mauritania's political history that the repression 

of Maurs does not compare, either in nature or in scale, to 

that of Negro-Africans. Seldomly did Maur actors die in 

captivity or get executed by the security forces. A rare 

example was the condemnation to death and execution of the 

leader of the (AMD-inspired) attempted coup of March 1981. But 

even in this case there are systematic differences with the 

patterns of repression of Negro-African Mauritanians which 

prevailed in the late 1980s and early 1990s: (1) this was a 

direct act of war, as the 'northern convoy' (it was set from 

Morocco) was traveling towards the capital to attack the 

presidency, an overt act of high treason, by soldiers, toward 

338 They have described the forms of torture endured in a 
pamphlet which circulated in the capital in February of that year 
(MOI I 1989). 
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a military regime339 i and (2) despite the seriousness of the 

act, the execution was a profound shock to many Maurs, who did 

not hesitate to express their disapproval. 

"Je dois dire que j'ai commence a me poser des questions 
en fin 1987, apres l'execution de trois jeunes officiers 
noirs qui avaient participe a une tentative de coup 
d'Etat. La reaction d'une partie de l'opinion qui m'est 
proche etait plutot l'approbation. J'ai compare cette 
reaction a celIe qui avait suivi l'execution des 
officiers, auteurs du coup d' Etat du 16 mars 1981. A 
l'epoque, la meme opinion avait severement condarnne u34o

• 

Indeed, there seems to be a major difference between the 

perception by large portions of civil society of the 

repression of Maurs and that of Negro-Africans341
• This holds 

even in the face of the disproportionate character of the 

339 Other (alleged) coups were thwarted by the state. While in 
each case the (alleged) leaders were repressed (jailed, at times 
tortured), the only time were the (alleged) organizers were 
executed was in the case of the 1987 "Negro-African" coup 
(organized, it is said, mainly by Toucouleur officers of the 
Mauritanian army) . 

340 Interview of Abdel Wahab ould Cheiguer, one of the first 
journalists, and author of: Ou va la Mauritanie de Taya? (1993?), 
in: L 'Unite no. 23, February 14 1993, p. 4. (' I must say that I 
started to ask myself questions in late 1987, after the execution 
of three young officers who had participated in an attempted coup. 
The reaction of a portion of the opinion with which I am familiar 
was rather one of approval. I compared this reaction to that which 
had followed the execution of the officers responsible for the coup 
of March 16 1991. At the time, the same portion of the opinion had 
severely condemned the execution.') 

341 If there are ample grounds to assume that the greater 
facility for the state to "get away" with the repression of Negro
Africans (as opposed to that of Maurs) has been a constant of the 
Mauritanian political system, the gradual "routinization" of state 
violence (a vicious political phenomena) associated with the 
evolution of the military regime makes it an easier terrain to 
compare repression across ethnicity. 
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repression targeted at Negro-African communities since 1989. 

The long and heavy silence that has followed these events, and 

the subsequent "timidity" of opposition's demands for 

reparations speaks for itself. 

The uniqueness of the repression of Negro-Africans by the 

state between 1989 and (at least) 1991 lies at once in its 

scale and in the nature of the coercion endured by the targets 

(essentially members of the Halpulaar ethnic group) of state 

violence. After a border dispute in early April between 

Senegal and Mauri tania over grazing rights (cf. section 6.3.3) , 

which erupted into communal violence (against Maurs in Dakar; 

against Wolof Senegalese, and soon against any Negro-African 

regardless of his/her nationality in Nouakchott; cf. section 

6.3.3) in the capitals of the two countries, the Mauritanian 

state (which had orchestrated the violence against its Negro-

African citiznes) immediately began a long wave of expulsion 

of Negro-African Mauritanians342
• The Mauritanian state has 

tried to justify the expulsions 

"as a measure to "repatriate" Senegalese who had obtained 
Mauritanian nationality through fraudulent means or to 

342 Four months only after the eruption of communal violence, 
it is estimated that the Mauritanian state had already (ilegally) 
expulsed some 40,000-50,000 members of the Negro-African ethnic 
communities (Africa Watch, 198~:1). By the end of 1990, "over 
50,000 expelled black Mauritanians were registred at refugee camps, 
and 30,000 to 40,000 more were living in Senegalese towns and 
villages. Another 25,000 to 30,000 had sought sanctuary in Mali, 
where the government refused to resognize them as refugees" (Human 
Rights Watch, 1990). 
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expel certain people whose security it could not 
guarantee. [ ... ] There is convincing evidence, however, 
that the government has in fact expelled thousands of 
bona fide Mauritanians, using the turmoil created by the 
conflict and the international airlift scheme as an 
opportunity to reduce Mauritania's black population, in 
order to minimize their political significance and 
clout ,,343. 

This was followed by at least three years of persecution of 

Negro-African Mauritanians, a scale of state violence never 

experienced thus far in the country: illegal arrests and 

detention, deprivations of citizenship, extrajudicial 

executions, torture, "disappearances", etc. , of which 

witnesses, victims, and human rights organizations provide 

bewildering reports (cf. section 6.3.3). In late 1990 and 

early 1991, the violence of the purges within the security 

forces was increased344
• 

343 Africa Watch (1989:2). 

344 "As in previous years, the security forces continued to be 
responsible for widespread human rights violations. The significant 
fidderence in 1991 was that, for the first time, abuses perpetrated 
by the security forces were directed in the main at a purge of 
their own ranks" (U.S. Department of State, 1991:1). The death of 
339 Negro-African members of the Mauritanian security forces, 
almost exclusively from the Toucouleur (Halpulaar) ethnic group, 
killed between November 1990 and March 1991 was documented (a 
complete count is still impossible to estimate, as mass-graves are 
still being discovered; the same is valid for the murders of 
civilians in the Senegal River Valley). Among the officers 
incarcerated, 500 have disappeared and are presumed to have died, 
although the government has refused to confirm this. A total of at 
least 3,000 Toucouleur and Soninke members of the security forces, 
the civil service, and other sectors have been arrested and 
detained without trial for up to two years, and were tortured 
during their incarceration. (And so on ... ) See Fruidem (1991), 
Amnesty International (1991a, 1991b), Africa Watch (1991), U.S. 
State Department (1991). 
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What is striking about these events is how little concern 

they seemed to trigger among the Maurs. In Nouakchott in 

particular, the formula "business as usual" would have applied 

adequately. Of the very few who protested openly (which didn't 

occur until 1991), one counted: the petition signed (in April 

1991) by 75 (essentially Negro-African) women related to the 

victims (mothers, wives, sisters and nieces of those arrested 

and/or presumed to be dead); the statement published by the 

official trade union (UTM, 'Union of the Mauritanian Workers' ) 

on April 18 1991, which started by congratulating the 

government for its democratic opening and, only then, called 

for an official inquiry about the repression of the past two 

years and the organization of a national conference; and, 

finally, an open letter signed by 50 prominent Mauritanians 

(among them former ministers, lawyers, doctors and professors) 

of all ethnic groups (and different "ideological" 

orientations) addressed to President Taya on April 10 1991. It 

is hard, given many of the signatories' subsequent political 

careers to see the (relevant) prose addressed to the Head of 

State as more than a rhetorical gesture; at best, the gesture 

might have been sincere, but time has changed many of these 

persons' political priorities (cf. section 6.2) and relegated 

the demand for the formation of an independent commission of 

inquiry to secondary importance. At least until after the 

elections ... 
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The principal officers co~ssioned to orchestrate the 

atrocities are free and continue to occupy high-ranking posts 

in the armed forces or in the administration345
• Further, if 

it is certain that repression on such a scale has stopped, it 

is not so certain that the "safely repressable II status of 

Negro-African Mauritanians has much changed with the formal 

"democratization" of the regime's institutions. In the post-

electoral riots of Noudhibou in January 1992, the bullets of 

the security forces seemed to have chosen their victims among 

Negro-African protesters, and among the several cases of 

illegal incarceration, ill-treatment and torture reported 

(during the same period) in Nouadhibou and Kaedi (regional 

capital of the Gorgol, in the Senegal River Valley), few names 

(if any) are not Negro-Africans 346
• 

Finally, if Most Maur political formations are repressed 

with some caution, and Negro-Africans, including the majority 

of those uninvolved in political activities, repressed quite 

safely, there remains the privileged position of 

"untouchables", occupied in Mauritania (like in Senegal) by 

the Islamist elite. Above a law which nevertheless forbids the 

formation of a political party or movement of the basis of 

Islamic premises, the Oumma is, behind a discrete facade, one 

345 Al Bayane no.66, March 17-23 1993, pp.1 & 12 .. , 

346 Mauritanie Demain no.41, p.3; Al Bayane no.8, February 5-11 
1992, pp.1, 3 & 8. 
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of the significant actors of the Mauritanian political game. 

The question remains, of course, as to how much 

antagonistic activism the state would have tolerated coming 

from the Islamists. Given the all-inclusive role played by 

Islam in Mauritania, however, the question could remain for a 

long time unanswered. 

In the meantime, the observed patterns of state 

repression conf irm the argument that the margin of maneuver of 

the Mauritanian state remains, as in the Senegalese case, 

significantly bound by the political ramifications of the 

country's ethno-religious configuration. 

9.3.3 

"The Moors 
that they 
interests. 
Mauritania 
themselves 

And again, 

Differential Meaning of the Mauritano
Senegalese (1989) Crisis in Senegal and in 
Mauritania 

are successful retail traders. It must be said 
are here in Senegal only for their own 
I make no distinction between the Moor from 
and the Senegalese Moor because the Moors call 
Mauritanians even when they are black,,347. 

"The Nar348 are all right here but they're not nice in 
their own country. If you go to their country, they beat 
you and call you a black. Here, they're nice because they 
need to carry on their business. Apart from that, they're 
good Muslims; they prey a lot "349. 

347 Diarra and Fougeyrollas (1974:36). 

348 Somewhat pejorative Nickname given the Maurs by Wolof
speakers. 

3490p.cit.:36. 
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These points of view, respectively that of a 46-year-old 

Tijane Wolof (a civil servant), and of 17-year-old Muslim 

Diola girl (a nurserymaid), was shared by many lower- and 

middle-class urban Senegalese on the eve of the bloody events 

of April 1989. 

The crisis between the two states, which brought the 

countries to the brink of war, was triggered by a border 

incident in early April involving Mauritanian Peulh herders 

and Senegalese Soninke farmers. 

"The latter were chasing the former's livestock from 
their cultivated, and near harvest, fields. The 
Mauritanian military ventured into Senegalese territory, 
and on that 9th of April near the Senegalese town of 
Diawara [ ... ], in ostensible support of the herders, 
killed two Senegalese and took hostage thirteen 
Senegalese who were imprisoned, maltreated and only 
released after diplomatic protests by the Senegalese 
government. The initial confrontation between herders and 
cultivators was probably not unlike many other which had 
occurred many times between different groups along the 
river350

• What distinguished this incident was not the 
actual incident itself but its immediate and subsequent 
aftermath which seemed to bring to a pitch hostile 
attitudes of the Mauritanian government toward Senegalese 
[ .. . ] and by proxy attitudes toward Mauritanian 
Halpulaar-en" (Park, 1993:87) [emphasis added] 

350 ••• and beyond. Hence in Senegal antagonism between the 
Mouridiya and the Tidjaniya has resulted, among others factors, 
from "[ ... ] a bitter residual hostility particular to the semi
nomadic Fulani (of Qadiriyya or Tijaniyya affiliation) who have 
historically been the victims of Mouride agrarian expansionism. The 
roots of this conflict lie of course not so much in any devotional 
differences as in the familiar, recurrent antagonism between 
pastoralist and agriculturalist. Fulani 'cowboys' would allow 
(encourage?) their herds to graze on the brotherhood's fields, 

Mouride ' sodbusters' (or perhaps sandscratchers) cut the throats of 
a cow or two in retaliation. And so on and on II (Cruise O'Brien, 
1977: 98) . 



371 

In comparing the different N internalization N of the 1989 

conflict by Senegal and Mauritania, my goal is not so much to 

elucidate the motives behind state behavior per se as to 

emphasize (and contrast) the types of disjuncture the crisis 

triggered in each the two societies (which, it is reasonable 

to assume, are a function of the type of "political terrain" 

formed by each of the two societies), and how these were 

managed by their respective states. 

The chronology of events, as relevant to this study, can 

be understood in four stages. (1) From April 9 to 24, as a 

reaction to the Diawara incident, anti-Mauritanian incidents 

multiply, at first around the Diawara region (East of 

Senegal), and gradually spreading up to Dakar. There are 

numerous scenes of anti-Mauritanian pillaging. Several deaths 

are reported, however, contrary to the rumors which reached 

Mauritania they are all Senegalese deaths. (2) On April 23 and 

24, there are collective massacres of Senegalese in Several 

Mauritanian cities. The Senegalese, and the Mauritanians of 

Senegalese origin begin fleeing in masses. They arrive in 

Senegal and tell their story. At the same time, the 

Mauritanian government initiates a large 

expulsions of Negro-Africans towards Senegal. 

movement of 

(3) April 28: 

Massacres of Mauritanians in Senegal. The Mauritanians find 

refuge within the limits of the nationale exposition of Dakar; 

they have lost all their possesions to the pillaging. (4) On 



372 

May 7, the Mauritanian President finally pronounces himself; 

he rejects all responsability for the conflict with Senegal. 

It is believed on both sides of the border that a war is 

imminent. The Mauritanian state, for the next three years, 

exercises a large-scale operation of repression and forced-

exile aimed at the Negro-African segment of its population 

(cf. section 6.3.2). 

There are significant differences between the meaning of 

the crisis in Senegal and in Mauritania. Surely, the two 

countries being comparably drained economically, communal 

violence is in both countries to be read as an expression of 

subordinate groups' socio-economic exasperation351
• Yet not 

only is this argument overly reductionist, but also the 

parallel between the two countries should not be taken too 

far. Any objective analysis should take into account at least 

the following elements: 

(1) The most sordid acts of inter-ethnic violence did not 

start in Senegal but in Mauritania, where the politization of 

ethnic cleavages, and the particular weight of ethnic 

identification as a factor for mobilization is blatant. 

(2) If the horror of the pogroms was comparable (albeit 

351 Partisan no.43, September 1989, pp.21-23, 
. "Senegal/Mauritanie. Guerre ethnique ou lutte des classes." (The 
article is signed by an anonymous group of communist militants.) 
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perhaps on a different scale352
) in Mauritania and in 

Senegal, the acts of the violence were not carried out by the 

same types of actors in the two countries. In Senegal 

frustrated urban youth played a significant part in the 

hunting of Maurs 353 which took place after April 28, while in 

Mauritania it is the Haratine, led by a nationalist Arab 

youth, who carried the axes and did all the dirty work354
• 

(3) The nature of the victims, in each case, is also an 

important factor for the analysis. In Senegal the victims 

worked as small retailers and therefore formed a perfect 

target for an economically starved population355
• Most 

352 Several hundreds (at least 250) Senegalese were hunted down 
and killed in two days in Mauritanian cities; in Senegal, the 
official count is of around 60 (around half on the first day of the 
pogroms) Mauritanians killed by infuriated Senegalese crowds. The 
latter count, however, is to be taken cautiously; indeed objective 
observers were not always able to go in the provinces, where the 
massacres may have been more important than in direct witnesses' 
accounts. Still, the violence that took place in Mauritania was 
more intense, as indicated by a comparison of the daily toles in 
Dakar and in Nouakchott. Among others: Diop and Diouf (1990:396); 
Gaulme (1990:297-298); Liberation, April 29/30 1989, p.13. 

353 Le Monde Diplomatique, Juillet 1989, p .14 (' Deux regimes 
face a face. Le Senegal, la Mauritanie et leurs boucs emissaires'). 

354 "In the cities, such as Nouakchott, Noudhibou and Zouerate, 
bands of Haratines [ ... ], armed with axes, knives and sticks 
massacred hundreds of blacks. The victimes included black 
Mauri tanians, though they were for the most part -Senegalese" 
(Africa Watch, 1989:4). 

355 "Au debut, on ne voulait pas les tuer. On a juste vole ce 
qu'il y avait dans leurs boutiques. Mais, maintenant, c'est autre 
chose, depuis que l'on a appris ce qu'ils avainet fait aux 
senegalais en Mauritanie. On va tous les poursuivre, on va tous les 
retrouver, les assassiner" (Liberation, April 29/30 1989, op. cit.) . 
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Senegalese owed them money, for they traditionally accepted 

sales on credit. Though the comm~nal factor must have played 
r 

a certain part in lauching popular wrath356
, it was not fully 

activated until after the return from Mauritania of the first 

victims of April 23 and 24. In Mauritania by contrast, the 

hunt for the Senegalese was not approached in terms of the 

material benefits to be gained from the operation (although no 

one, especially not the police, hesitated to grab whatever 

goods were available in the ransacked households). Further, 

while potential victims (Negro-Africans) were first asked to 

present a piece of identification, so that non-Senegalese 

would not be mistakenly attaked, the rule soon changed, and no 

one was safe who was black and presented the characteristic 

( 'At first, we we weren't set to kill them. We just stole the 
merchandise in their stores. But, now, it's something else, since 
we've learned what they had done to the Senegalese in Mauritania. 
We're gonna hunt them all, we're gonna find them all, assassinate 
them. ' ) 

356 The Beidan, or 'Nar', are perceived with some suspicion by 
the Senegalese. This is commonly echoed in the independent press, 
even in 'normal' times. About a month after the violence in 
Mauritania, Le Cafard Libere (Dakar) feels justified to write: 
"Pendant que les Haratines encadres par les Beydanes fracassaient 
les cranes des hommes et mutilaient a mort les femmes, les 
Mauresques blanches se precipi taient sur les bebes qui avaient 
perdu leurs parents [ ... ]; comme au temps de ces guerres 
primitives, les Mauresques prelevaient ainsi leur tribut de futurs 
esclaves" (Gaulme, 1990 :297). ('While the Haratine lead by the 
Beydane fractured the skulls of the men and mutilated the women to 
death, the white Mauresks grabbed the babies who had lost their 
parents [ ... ]; as in the times of those primitive wars, the 
Mauresks thereby helped themselves to their share of future 
slaves. ' ) 
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non-Haratine physical traits. 

(4) Finally, the role played by the state is an another 

important factor of comparison to understand how differently 

the crisis was repercuted in the Mauritanian and Senegalese 

political systems. It is a fact that in both cases the 

security forces were oddly slow and reluctant to 

intervene357 , but, after all, what else can be expected from 

states that have had a long habit of attentism and predation? 

Comparatively speaking, however, the Senegalese security 

forces were swifter in reducing the violence and, above all 

they, unlike Mauritanian security forces, were at no time 

actually involved in the killings. In Mauritania, by contrast, 

"The army, the gendarmerie and the police permitted 
groups of haratines to kill and to rape indiscriminately, 
without making any effort to assist the victims. They 
only intervened to gather the corpses and the wounded. 
[ ... ] The massacres [ ... ] were clearly organized by and 
had the blessing of the authorities in Mauritania. Vans 
belonging to private Mauritanians went to collect the 
haratines from the countryside. In the cities of the 

357 The behavior of the Senegalese army in the streets of Dakar 
on the 28 is described to a French journalist by a young 
Senegalese, perhaps overconfident in his group's ability to impose 
upon the military (who obviously had not yet received orders to 
intervene strongly): "lIs sont timides, ils n' osent pas faire grand 
chose contre nous. De temps en temps, ils viennent, ils envoient 
quelques grenades lacrymogenes puis ils repartent. Nous, des gu'on 
les voit, on se sauve puis on recommence un peu plus loin. De 
toutes facons, si on fait ca, c'est parce que Ie president Abdou 
Diouf a declare la guerre a la Mauritanie" (Liberation, April 29/30 
1989, p.13). ('They are shy, they don't dare to do much against us. 
From time to time, they come, they throw a few teargas grenades and 
go away. As soon as we see them, we flee and start again a little 
further. Anyway, if we do this, it is because President Abdou Diouf 
has declared war to Mauritania.') 
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south, such as Kaedi and Mbout, assasins were transported 
in police cars. Eyewitnesses have reported seing police 
officers dressed in civilian clothes or driving around in 
police cars, communicating in walkie-talkies, who flanked 
and guided the killers who, not being from Nouakchott and 
the other main cities, did not know how to find their way 
around these towns" 358. 

Further, 

II In the Republic of Senegal, the violence aimed at 
Mauritanians came to an end by late April 1989 and many 
of those involved in intercommunal disturbances were 
arrested. In Mauritania, by contrast, few people involved 
in the killings were arrested and the violence against 
black Mauritanians has continued. Furthermore, in 
contrast to the outbreak of intercommunal violence in 
Mauritania during April 1989, operations against black 
Mauritanians since the beginning of May 1989 have been 
carried out by the Mauritanian government's own security 
forces. 35911 

While there were no divisive effects of the crisis inside of 

Senegal, in Mauritania in its aftermath, especially in the 

Senegal River Valley, where the economic stakes of 

agricultural development are most patent, there reigned for 

some time a climate of quasi-open civil war. Haratines (some 

of whom, but not all, had just been rapatriated from Senegal) , 

armed by the state, had been settled in the land of refugee 

Negro-africans; the latter would commit a series of armed 

raids from across the Senegal river into Mauritania360
, in 

358 Africa Watch, 1989: 4-5. 

359 Amnesty International (1989: 1) • 

360 II Peulh commandos II, but also raids conducted by opposition 
groups (such as the FLAM, the FURAM, and according to Amnesty 
International, even the FRUIDEM), also recruiting among the 
refugees (Amnesty International, 1990:4). 
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order to avenge themselves and/or to recoup their expropriated 

goods (especially their livestock). 

A semblance of peace seems to have been gained back with 

the re-opening of the frontiers between the two countries, 

which officially resumed diplomatic relations on May 9 1992. 

However none of the scars left by the aftermath of the crisis 

in Mauritania have been healed, and none of the basic problems 

which underlied its manipulation by the Mauritanian state have 

been solved (land tenure system, issue of language, etc.), 

portending a not so bright future for inter-ethnic 

cohabitation. Senegal, for its part, is left with economic 

scars, and its own deep-seated cultural and political problems 

in the south, far from Mauritania. 

9.4 Conclusion: An II Omnipotent II Civil Society 

It is the main thesis of my work that the cultural 

currents that make up the fabric of civil society form the 

bases on which elite actors gain and maintain political power 

and class privilege. Aware of the effect of the country's 

history of ethnic and religious cleavages in shaping civil 

society's patterns of solidarity and mobilization, successful 

political leaders (in the state and in the opposition) seek to 

manipulate subordinate groups' communal identities. 

The heightening of economic crisis, in both cases, 

instead of promoting the emergence of new modes of 
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mobilization (in particular class modes), rather exacerbates 

the weight of each country's ethno-religious configuration. 

Hence, if unfavorable economic conditions do indeed impact on 

the range or scale of discontent emanating from subordinate 

groups within civil society, it does not seem to affect in any 

significant way its form: mobilizational patterns are still 

largely dictated, in each case, according to a specific 

history of ethno-religious cleavages as defined in this study. 

Social Class organization remains a remote abstraction in both 

political systems. What better indicator of the bleak 

prospects for a secular leftist rallying discourse than the 

observable "resonance" of culturally-orientated discourses 

among the youth (whether merely as a political catharsis or 

release ('exutoire'), as in the case of the young baassist, 

nasserist or islamist militants in Mauritania, or the more 

elaborated alignment seen in the response of urban senegalese 

youth to the appeal of reformism). It would be quite 

pretentious, and somewhat absurd, to pretend to judge of the 

"adequacy" of this or that form of subordinate groups' 

political consciousness. However, so long as the elites are as 

enclosed in a predatory mode of political action as has been 

observed in Senegal and in Mauritania, the absence of class 

consciousness among the under-privileged will continue to 

appear as an objective tragedy. 

Yet, as imperfect as they are, the "political equilibria" 
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observed so far in Senegal and Mauritania, and based on the 

more or less subtle integration/manipulation by the elites of 

civil society's history of ethno-religious divisions, are not 

managed by all countries of the Sahelian belt. In Chad and 

Sudan, for instance, incapacity and/or unwillingness of the 

state to satisfy minimal criteria of cultural representation, 

coupled with the economic isolation/alienation of under

represented ethno-religious segments of national society, have 

inevitably led to reccurent waves of civil war. Thus, in the 

next chapter, I will succinctly present what differentiates 

Chad and Sudan from the two cases discussed above. 
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II Les reactions populaires, dont 
nous, les africanistes, 
ignorons a peu pres tout, 
semblent inevitablement un 
passage a vide, une anarchie 
liberatrice d' une force sociale 
inconnue. 11361 

10. The Grounds for Civil War in Chad and Sudan 

This chapter is intended as an analytic complement 

(rather than an empirical one) to the overall demonstration of 

the effect of Sahel ian nations' ethno-religious configuration 

on their form of state society exchange. Senegal and 

Mauritania were presented as two cases where the state has 

managed to rely on and/or contain mobilization along ethno-

religious lines. In doing so, it has managed to preserve (at 

least) a dominant core of national unity, relagating to a 

peripheral political status claims which might otherwise have 

justified the eruption of full-blown civil war (the Casamance 

problem in Senegal, the Negro-African problem in Mauritania) . 

Why then such a sharp contrast with Chad and Sudan, where 

civil war was initiated soon after the country's independence 

(Chad), or even prior to independence (Sudan)? A large part of 

the answer is contained'in Buijtenhuijs' (1989) following 

361 'Popular reactions, of which we, the africanists, know just 
about nothing, inevitably form an analytic void, the liberating 
anarchy of an unknown social force' (Jewsiewicki, 1984:9). 
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remark on Chad, largely transposable (as the author himself 

notes) to the Sudanese case: 

"Chad [and, one may well add, Sudan] may not differ 
intrinsically from other African states, but the country 
suffers a severe quantitative handicap in that certain 
cleavages and conflicts that do occur elsewhere none the 
less all present themselves together in Chad, in a 
particularly dramatic fashion. This is also the opinion 
of S. Decalo who says that 'though not unique to Chad, 
the dimension of these problems certainly appear 
monumental in this former French colony' 362 . The 
withering of the Chadian state thus does not necessarily 
portend the breakdown of political entities allover the 
continent. How acute problems are, and how they combine 
and interact in each particular situation, will be 
important in deciding whether African states go 'over the 
brink' or not. [ ... ] Chad (like Sudan) had to cope with 
a basic north-south division between two demographically 
equal cultural-religious blocks. This is not Chad's only 
problem, but many others would have remained latent and 
'manageable' in the absence of this burning issue,,363. 

The core of the explanation for the different political 

outcome of state society exchange in Chad and Sudan lies in 

the conjunction, in both countries, of two factors: (1) 

culturally exclusive patterns of state representation and 

access; and (2) overlapping (particularly sharp, cf. sections 

5.1.3 and 5.2.3) ethno-religious lines with unequal regional 

patterns of economic development. This negative configuration 

of the political economy proves to be a particularly 

propitious terrain for the process of national disintegration 

leading to full-blown civil war. While the conjunction of 

3~ Decalo (1980:25). 

363 Buij tenhuij s (1989: 55-56) . 
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these factors forms the core of the explanation for the 

inability of the two states to contain the frustration of 

culturally-specific neglected and under-represented segments 

of society, there are additional, and this time nation-

specific, factors which explain the respective form of civil 

strife in Chad and in Sudan. 

Specifically, the more complex ethno-religious 

configuration of Chad (in particu~ar that of Northern Chad) 
!Jr-: 

gets reflected in the acute trend of fragmentation among 

Northern political elites. (By contrast, the parameters of 

Sudan's civil war appear exceedingly simple, as if lacking 

elaboration!) This dimension of political alignment becomes 

all the more relevent in the Chadian form of the civil war in 

that the intervention of foreign actors (far more significant 

in Chad than in Sudan) translates, among other things, into 

greater availability of resources (including arms and 

ammunition) for the various guerrilla factions involved in the 

struggle for power. 

Aside from these two sets of differentiating factors 

(" core conjunction", and nation-specific additional factors), 

one is faced with some of the familiar traits of the Sahelian 

political systems described so far. In particular, the same 

predatory dimension of the elites is at work. Thus in the 

military fight for power, as in the more "humane" political 

competition at work in the Mauritanian and Senegalese 
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political systems, the vast majority of citizens are left out 

of negociations. Priority is instead given to internal 

rivalries in political coalitions usually set "in the name of 

the people". Additionally, the same (short-sighted) principle 

of "adding up" ethno-religiously/politically fragmented 

audiences underlies the shifting dynamic of alliances observed 

among elite political actors. At the same time, elite 

predation remains carefully circumscribed within the limits of 

the "rules of good politics" dictated by the history of the 

particular ethno-religious groups on which they feed. 

10.1 State CUltural Exclusiveness & Unequal Regional 
Development 

In Chad as in Sudan, the patterns of state representation 

first crystallized during the colonial transition, and, 

reproduced by the modern state, have been characterized by the 

quasi-exclusive dominance of a given ethno-religious group 

over the others. This is all the more ill-received by the 

deprived ethno-religious segments of national society because 

the countries' respective histories of contact among the 

competing cultural groups did not favore the formation of 

positive (political or economic) bridges. 

CUltural Exclusiveness of State Representation & 
Popular Patterns of Mobilization 

In Chad, at independence (August 11, 1960), the non-
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Muslim Southern segment of the population (and, within this 

group, especially the Sara) was in a position to control the 

entire state apparatus. This is essentially due to 

Northerners' global refusal to deal with colonial 

administrations and its institutions364 , which had destroyed 

the old balance of their superiority over Southerners (cf. 

section 5.2.3). The latter, by contrast, probably seeing in 

the new opportunities offered by the French a compensation for 

their past inferiority, were far more receptive to the appeal 

of school and of military recruitement. As a result, politics, 

the civil service and the armed forces were, up until the take 

over of the state by Northern political factions in 1979, 

dominated by people from the 5 Southern prefectures, often 

referred to collectively if inaccurately as Sara because of 

the prevalence of Sara language and culture3~. 

From 1960 to 1978, when power "passed from the far south 

to the far north" (Whiteman, 1988:5), the government was 

364 Amid comparably low access to education, Northerners' 
"cuI tural particularism" (and its Southern counterpart) would prove 
a lasting feature of Chadian society. "According to an authority 
there were in 1975 81.4% illiterates in the north against 72.5% in 
the southern prefectures, with 0.9% of northerners reading and 
writing French compared to 26.8% in the south and 17.7% reading and 
writing arabic in the north as against 0.7% in the south" (Bouquet, 
1982:176). See also Hugo (1979). 

365 For instance: Whiteman (1988), Khayar (1979). 
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overwhelmingly dominated by Southerners366
• This was 

denounced early on by the FROLINAT ('National Liberation 

Front'), the first rebellion movement to emerge in Northern 

Chad: 

"Systematiquement, les elements du Nord sont elimines des 
postes de responsabilite de l'Etat: Diplomatie, 
Administration, Armee, Police. Le meme processus 
d'eviction est applique dans les Conseils 
d'Administration des organismes bancaires oueconomiques 
du Pays: Banque de Developpement, Gestion de l'Emprunt 
National, CO.NO.MA., SO.NA.COT., etc. 11367. 

with the heightening of the Northern rebellion, initially led 

by the FROLINAT, Malloum' s government368 would make opening 

gestures to some of the most prominent Northern political 

366 The national population was estimated in the early 1980s to 
be composed of about 51% of (Muslim and, in larege part, 
"Arabized") Northerners and 48.79% of (non-Muslim and "African") 
Southerners, 22.98% of whom are of the Sara ethnic group (cf. 
section 5.1. 3) . 

367 FROLINAT, "Pour comprendre la situation politique du 
Tchad.", s.l.n.d., p.12. 

368 Fran<;ois Tombalbaye, Chad's first President, ruled from 
1960 to 1975 (his regime was transfomed in 1962 into a one-party 
system ruled by the president's party, the H Parti Progressiste 
Tchadien), at which time he was ousted and killed in a coup led by 
General Felix Malloum, who led a military regime until 1978, at 
which time he formed an ephemary colatition govenment with the 
heads of the FROLINAT. Goukouni Weddei was the first Northerner to 
rule the country; he was succeeded in 1982 by Hissene Habre, who 
remained president until 1990, when he was in turn ousted by 
current President Idriss Deby. For a chnonology of Chad's 
particularly dense political evolution, see among others Kelley 
(1986:181-195) and Whiteman (1988). 
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actors369 , but ethno-religious representation at the level of 

government (and of state administration in general) would 

remain unequal. 

With the ascension of Northerners to power in the late 

1970s, it seemed again at first that some kind of ethno-

religious balance in the distribution of government positions 

could be reached. Hence Goukouni Weddei's GUNT ('Transitory 

National Union Government') government, put in place on 

November 10 1979, Southern political actors were alloted 11 of 

the 24 seats distributed, including the vice-presidency 

(accorded to Colonel Kamougue370
; and, in 1982, which saw the 

victory of Hissene Habre's FAN army ('Northern Armed Forces', 

formed by Habre in October 1976) over his old rival Goukouni 

Weiddei, and the dislocation of the GUNT government, a new 

government was formed371 which included 10 Southern ministers 

for a total of 20 seats (including 4 of the 9 secretaries of 

369 Thus in 1978, and largely as a result of foreign pressures, 
the two leading figures of the FROLINAT, Hissene Habre and Goukouni 
Weddei, joined Malloum in a colalition government, "but these two 
northerners soon clashed wi th Malloum and each other. While Habre' s 
troops engaged government forces, Goukouni seized the opportunity 
to occupy government buildings and claim control of [the capital] 
N'Djamena II (Collelo, 1990: 142-143) . . 

370 Lanne (1984:30). 

371 Hissene Habre was invested president of the Republic on 
October 21 1982; a National Consultative Council and a new 
government were formed thereafter. 
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state) 372. Similarly, the government set in the mid-1980s 

around Habre's new party, the UNIR ('National Union for the 

Independence and the Revolution', founded in June 1984), along 

with the dissolution of the FAN373 , " [ ... ] represented 

gestures of goodwill to southern Chad, which could not give 

enthusiastic allegiance to a movement which was 'northern' by 

its very name,,374. 

Such opening gestures, however, though highly symbolic, 

remained limited in scope and, as Buijtenhuijs (1989:58) 

argues, the regime and the army continued to have a "markedly 

northern outlook" (the Toubou375 , Habre' s ethnic group, 

having benefitted the most from the access of Northerners to 

power, that is, at least until 1990). At the same time, the 

recurrence of the dominant North-South latent hostility376, 

372 Lanne, op.cit.:39. 

373 Another important reason why Habre dissolved the FAN was 
less geared to solving Chad's regional strife; it had to do with 
the fact that the President was loosing control over its ever 
splintering factions. 

374 Buijtenhuijs (1989:53-54). For a thorough presentation of 
the themes of the Frolinat, see in particular Buijtenhuijs 
(1978:345-375) . 

375 A minority representing 5 to 6% of total population. 

376 The first acts of civil war in the country as recorded as 
the (1965) events of Mangalme. "The Mangalme riots are generally 
viewed as the turning point in the chronology of ethnic violence in 
Chad: In October 1965, five years after independence, anti
government rioting broke out among a group of Mubi peasants in the 
Mangalme region (Guera prefecture); exaperated by the incessant 
fiscal demands made upon them by the central authorities, they 
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characterized by an increasing open involvement of the 

populations, demonstrated the weak resonance of state efforts 

largely restricted to a facade of state representation. Thus, 

commenting on the new turn taken by civil strife in 1979, 

Works (1979) notes how 

" [ ... ] the context and nature of the encounters have 
changed significantly. In mid-February hostilities 
between Habre' s Forces Armees du Nord (F. A. N.) and 
Malloum's Forces Armees du Tchad (F.A.T.) quickly engaged 
hte civilian population. The North/South split inherent 
in the fighting now resulted in communal looting, 
kidnapping, and shooting between quartiers. Arms were 
distributed discriminently and the death toll was larming 
with reports of bodies left for the cultures or floating 
in the Chari. The Southern minority was a prime target as 
the F.A.N. came to occupy most sections of the city 
[N'Djamena, the capital]. Large scale fighting ended 
after four days, but sniping continued as the Southern 
populations began leaving the city. The March massacres 
of the Northern/Muslim minority in Southern towns 
(principally Moundou and Sarh) which resulted in 
hundreds, if not thousands, of deaths probably began as 
refugees spread their tales of horror,,377. 

Even Hissene Habre's regime, which, after the quasi-

responded to a visit of government officials by slaying the entire 
deleguation. From Mangalme the jacquerie quickly spread to the 
Waddai and Salamat prefectures in the southeast, and by 1968 the 
rebellion had penetrated deep into the northern tier (the so-called 
Bornou-Ennedi-Tibesti prefecture, in short the BET)" (Lemarchand, 
1979:1). Popular dissent would soon be appropriated by Northern 
political movements, starting with the FROLINAT (officially born in 
1966), which would plague the rule of the state (to the point that, 
by 1969, governmental authority in the North would be reduced to 
the garnison towns of Faya-Largeau, Fada, Bardai and Ounianga 
Kebir, leaving travel in Northern and much of Central Chad unsafe) 
until the first "reconciliation" govermnent of 1978. 

377 Op.cit.:1979:2-3. Decalo (1980:507) cites the Financial 
Times (March 19 1979) as describing the violence as 'one of 
Africa's worse communal massacres for years'. 
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dissolution of the state between 1979 and 1982, seemed to 

foreshadow the return of peace and order in the country378, 

highlighted some of the factors which would again cause a 

flare up of ethno-religious hostilities between the North and 

the South. 

One of the first measures taken under his rule was the 

officialization of Arabic, alongside French, as the country's 

official language. While this measure has remained largely a 

formal one, it was received with anxiety by the Southern 

elites379 ). In 1984, a more tragic indicator of the state's 

laxity in restoring a climate of trust between North and South 

was provided by the indiscriminate repression of Southerners 

suspected of collaboration or active involvement with armed 

opposition groups known as the 'codos,380. Thus, after some 

378 See for instance Dadie (1987). 

379 Northern holders of power, in Chad's political his tory , 
have not been alone in pushing for their group's cultural values 
and symbols. Tombalbaye, in 1973, "implemented the authenticite 
movement [the famous 'Yondo' campain], an ill-conceived campaign 
(modeled on that of Zairian president Mobutu Sese Seko) that deemed 
southern cultural characteristics more authentic than those of the 
north" (Collelo, 1990:141). 

380 Some 15,000 'codos' (ex-militaries, siding with young 
peasants and students), benefiting from large support among the 
Southern populations, had not been convinced by Habre opening 
gestures (dissolution of the FAN arm¥ and creation of the UNIR 
party), who continued to harass governmental forces through 
guerrilla attacks. After the state failed in its negociations with 
the 'codos' in August 1984, it resolved to the brutal repression of 
the populations of the prefectures of Outre-Chari (Buijtenhuijs, 
1986:74). Amnesty international (1987) reported hundreds of 
extrajudicial executions by government forces. 
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twenty years of civil war, no significant progress had been 

achieved towards a political integration of the Northern and 

Southern regions, the only notable difference being a 

transposition of the main site of the rebellion against the 

state into the South: 

"[ ••• J la situation, vers la fin de 1984, y ~tait 
particulierement dangereusei elle ressemblait a celIe qui 
a pr~valu dans Ie centre du pays en 1965-1966, dans ce 
sens que toute la zone m~ridoniale ~tait ~cumee par des 
groupes de maquisards encore peu politis~s, mais 
b~n~ficiant de la sympathie et du soutien de la grande 
majorit~ de la population. Or, c'~tait ainsi qu'~taient 
n~s Ie Frolinat et les rebellions du Nord. Allait-on vers 
la constitution d'un "Frolinat" sudiste? Le danger ~tait 
reel "381. 

A portion of the 'codos' rallied President Habr~ a few weeks 

after his first visit (ever) in the South. In 1986, some of 

the movement's leaders were integrated into the 

government382
• Yet, the solidarity and collaboration that 

prevailed between the rebels and the Southern populations has 

left a mark on Southern political consciousness and, should 

the coalition government fail again and North-South 

hostilities flare up once more, the Southern rebellion is 

381 Buijtenhuijs (1986:76). ('[ ... ] the situation [in the 
South] was, in the end of 1984, particularly dangerousi it 
resembled that which prevailed in the center of the country in 
1965-1966, in that the entire meridional zone was scoured by bands 
of rebels who were still little politicized, yet gathered the 
sympathy and the support of the vast majority of the population. It 
was in a similar context that the Frolinat and the Northern 
rebellions had emerged. Were we about to witness the constitution 
of a Southern "Frolinat"? The danger was real.') 

3a Buijtenhuijs (1986:77-78). 
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assured accrued mobilization strength. 

Sudan presents a comparable failure (or unwillingness?) 

of the post-colonial state to commit itself to a fair 

representation of the country's ethno-religious structure. 

Southerners have been repeatedly excluded from fair access to 

the state. Southerners' frustration is further excerbated by 

the fact that the tenants of power, mainly focused on 

maintaining an adequate basis of legitimacy in the North, have 

repeatadly attempted to give the regime a formal cultural 

orientation which is exclusively representative of the (' Arab' 

and, most of all, Muslim) North, thus undermining any 

agreement previously reached with Southern segments of the 

national political elite, and ultimately leading to recurring 

cycles of civil war383. 

While Southerners have been present in most governments 

of modern Sudan's tumultuous political life384 , this 

383 Sudan's first civil war (1955-1972) was sparked by the 
mutiny of the former (Southern) Equatoria corps (on August 17), 
whose immediate cause was the announcement of transfer of the 
Southern troops to the North and replacement by Northern troops. 
The second civil war (1983- ) exploded after the state repeatedly 
failed to accomodate Southern politicians on the issues of regional 
borders, the exploitation of oil resources and the financing of 
regional development. 

384 Two years after independence (declared on January 1 1956), 
Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces, Lt. General Ibrahim Abboud, 
staged a successful bloodless coup against the parliamentary regime 
(on November 17 1958). Abboud's rule was stopped by a civilian 
coup/uprising on October 26 1964, and the country returned to 
civilian government. In 1969 (May 25), Col. Gaafar Mohammed el-
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integration was limited385
; above all, Southern members of 

government were not to deviate from the (political/cultural) 

"line" of the state. Early on in the modern political 

development of Sudan, the state has sought to "Arabize" and 

"Islamize" the South. 

"After independence, political life in Khartoum was 
dominated by northern parties and political forces. 
Within a year, demands were made to promulgate a 
constitution based on Islam as the official religion of 
the country and Islamic law as a basic source of 
legislation. This trend caused anxiety and instability in 
the south. [ ... ] The situation was exacerbated when 
Genral Ibrahim Abboud seized power in November 1958. He 
tried to stamp out unrest in the south by force nad to 
impose Islam and Arabic there. He viewed Christianity as 
an alien religion and expressed contempt for traditional 
African beliefs and languages. As a result, unrest 
escalated in the south" (Lesch, 1987:269). 

Though Nimeiri expressed, at his accession to power in 1969, 

the desire to solve the Southern problem386
, he too was 

Nimeiry took power and imposed a one-party system (headed by the 
'Sudan Socialist Union') which ruled the country until Nimeiri was 
deposed in April 1985. A few months after the take over of the 
state by 'Transitory Military Council' (precisely, in February 
1986), some of the freest elections ever to take place so far in 
Africa (Le Monde Diplomatique, October 1989, p.10) were held, in 
which all parties, from the communists to the Muslim Brothers, 
participated. The failure of the regime to deal with Sudans' most 
critical problems ("Southern question", external debt, etc.), 
however, led to the return of the military, with the coup led by 
General Omar Hassan el-Beshir on June 30 1989. For a chronology of 
Sudanese post-independent politics, see for instance: Abd aI-Rahim 
(1989), Delmet (1989), Bleuchot and Delmet (1989). 

385 See for instance Prunier (1989). 

386 He "articulated a concept of Sudanese citizenship that 
rejected the assimilativeapproach of Abboud and the northern 
politicians. He asserted that unity must be based on the 'objective 
realities [of] the historic and cultural differences between the 
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eventually to give to the dominant "cultural politics" of the 

North. The role of Islam in the state, in particular, would be 

used as a strategy of legitimation, despite its negative 

impact on the negotiations with the leaders of the Southern 

rebellion. Hence in September 1983, Nimeiri decreed the 

application of the Chariaa (Islamic law) in all of Sudan. This 

was the last step in the President' s progressive "Islamist 

drift-II 387 , which had become obvious in 1977 during the vast 

ideological campaign of "National Reconciliation". This 

campaign could as well have been called "Islamic 

Reconciliation", for it amounted essentially to the return 

from exile of prominent Muslim leaders and their integration 

into government388
• Regardless of its name, this campaign 

deeply undermined389 the historic 1972 Addis Ababa 

north and south.' Specifically, he recognized 'the right of the 
southern people to Regional Autonomy within a United Sudan' (Lesch, 
1987:269, refering to a declaration issued on June 9, 1969, and 
quoted in Alier, "Southern Sudan Question., pp.25-26). 

387 Nimeiri would eventually proclaim himself Iman (religious 
leaders) of the Muslim people! ... See for example Warburg (1985). 

388 Prunier (1989: 406-411) . 

389 This recalls the so-called "efforts II of national 
reconciliation undertaken during the 1964-1969 civilian regime, 
most notably the 1965 Ronde Table Conference convened "to negociate 
an end to the strife in the south. All the northern and southern 
parties were represented, but the participants were far too divided 
to reach agreement. Most northern parties rej ected federation, 
whereas that was the minimum demanded by the south. Moreover, soon 
after the conference the Islamic-oriented parties gained power in 
the parliament, and the civilian politicians reverted to General 
Abboud's pattern of using force to restore order in the south" 
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agreements390
• (The civil war resumed that year.) In 

addition, the very harshness with which these legal measures 

were applied391 would soon alienate a large portion of the 

Northern "modernist" intelligentsia (including the "left"), 

and even the Islamist political actors (with, however, the 

notable exception of the Muslim integrists of the NIF, or 

'National Islamic Front', who supported Nimeiri' s reform), who 

worried about the negative impact of the ill-treatments 

entailed by the Shariaa on the popularity of their respective 

(Lesch, 1987:269). Also, Prugnier (1989:393). 

390 The Addis Ababa agreements settled the 17 -year-old war on 
the basis of autonomy of the three provinces composing the Southern 
Region (see Prunier, 1989: 400-406). They were followed by the 
promulgation of the 1973 constitution which "stressed the 
heterogeneous nature of Sudan. It legitimized customary law and 
non-Muslim personal status alongside Islamic law. It also 
recognized that English could be the pricipal language in the 
south, although Arabic would be the official language of the 
country as a whole. And it allowed indigenous tribal languages to 
be taught in southern schools. Finally, the constitution expressed 
respect for Christianity and 'noble spiritual beliefs' as well as 
Islam, and specified that there must be no discrimination among 
citizens on the basis of religion, race, language, or sex" (Lesch, 
1987 :270) . 

391 Corporal punishments, however, would still be in effect in 
1989, and until today "state islamism" (Prunier, 1986:194) remains 
one of the mainstay of the state's strategy of legitimation. For 
instance: Jeune Afrique 1674, January 4 - February 10 1993, p.24 
( , Soudan. Le sabre et Ie Coran'); La Semaine Africaine 1825, 
December 14 1989, p.5 ('Soudan. Le recul')i La Semaine Africaine 
1781, January 1 1989, p.5 ('Soudan. Le gouvenement Ie dos au mur'); 
Le Monde, May 19 1988 ('Victoire islamiste au Soudan'); Le Monde, 
December 24 1988 (' Soudan: un entretien avec I 'homme fort des 
islamistes. «Nous continuerons a appliquer les chatirnents 
corporels», nous declare M. Tourabi'). 
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movements 392
• 

The explanation for the state's apparent stubborness in 

undermining the efforts at restoring peace and national unity 

in Sudan is, by now, quite familiar. It is based in the 

essentially predatory and short-sighted political ideals of 

the tenants of power, who are primarily concerned with 

insuring their immediate survival (therefore in insuring a 

minimal basis of support. In other words, the state will 

mainly tend to "follow" (give in to) the dominant balance of 

power in the part of Sudan where the central state is 

established (which, by necessity, relegates the "Southern 

question" to to the background) 393. Babiker (1988) thus notes 

about the Sudanese state in general, and under Nimeiri (1969-

1985) in particular: 

392 Thus the Umma party (dominated by the Ansar brotherhood, 
which had led the Mahdist movement that overthrew Egyptian rule in 
the late 19th century), but also the DUP ('Democratic Unionist 
Party', dominated by the Khatmiya brotherhood) and some Islamist 
intellectuals, protested that corporal punishments could not be 
enforced in a society which had not attaigned an adequate level of 
prosperity, and that the first reforms to be made in view of the 
instauration of an Islamic society should be geared to the economic 
dimension, not the legal one (Delmet, 1990:277). 

393 Indeed, the Southern Problem was never a true theme for 
political mobilization in the North. As Collins (1966:2) observed, 
the South was a pretext and not the cause for the civilian uprising 
which overthrew the Abboud military regim in 1964, and in later 
years what Northern society at large, and the "progressist 
intelligentsia" in particular, mainly reproched to the state was 
the cost of the war (in the late 19605 and early 1970s already, the 
state was spending between 20 and 30 millions dollars to sustain 
its war effort; cf. Prugnier, 1989: 401), more than its very 
existence. 
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"I think that Sudan has been historically a rather weak 
state, essentially resting on clientelism, seeking to 
patronise elements within the society. From time to time 
the state has been taken overby elements of the society 
within society and of course Nimeiri in particular, found 
clients everywhere; everybody without exception took part 
in his regime at some time or other (except for a few 
unionists) because it was essentially a system of 
military clientelism" (op.cit. :48). 

Specifically, "Northern politics", which dictate much of the 

agenda of the Sudanese state, have been dominated by (1) the 

chronic instability and lack of legitimacy of military 

regimes, most immediate symbols of the economic bankruptcy 

largely generated by the involvement of the state in the civil 

war394
; (2) a relatively weak secular "left", which has never 

managed to find a rallying discourse vis-a-vis the Northern 

masses (that is, a discourse capable of outrunning the Muslim 

political formations) 395; (3) an "intelligentsia II which is 

more concerned, or so it seems, with the effects of the 

economic crisis in the North than with broader national 

issues, such as the plight of Southern populations since 

independence; and, most of all (4) powerful Islamic parties, 

394 Le Monde Diplomatique, October 1989, p.10 ('Les militaires 
soudanais en quete de legitimite'), and Le Monde Diplomatique, June 
1989, p.11 ('Le Soudan a l'epreuve de la rebellion sudiste'). 

395 Young (1976:52) is right to read lithe massive popular 
Muslim reactions in Sudan in Summer 1971 to the belief that a 
communist coup had been attempted" as "testiminy to hte continuing 
force of religious identity in contemporary [Northern Sudanese] 
poli tics" . Fawzy (1989) provides a historic overview of the 
evolution of the Sudanese Communist Party from the origins of urban 
unionism (1946) to the late 1980s. Also: Niblock (1987), and 
Warburg (1978). 
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who have undisputably dominated the political arena since 

independence, for they indeed seem to have gathered, more than 

any other political groups in the North, all the political 

benefits of the frustration among subordinate groups 

engendered by worsening economic conditions 396
, thus becoming 

the most powerful political entities in orienting the state's 

management of the Southern problem397
• This explains the 

extent of the inflitration by the Cheikh Hassan el-Tourabi's 

integrist FNI into the current military regime398
• 

The weight of Islamic forces as a factor of political 

integration (and orientation) is such in Sudanese politics, 

and has been so consistently throughout the country's modern 

history, that it may well explain the key difference between 

Chad and Sudan's respective civil wars, namely, the absence in 

Sudan of the acute factionalism that has plagued the Northern 

Chadian rebellion since its emergence in the mid-1960s. 

396 The weight of Muslim parties in (Northern-dominated) 
national politics is clearly evidenced by the composition of 
parliament during Sudan's "democratic episods": the elections of 
1986 gave the Oumma party 106 seats (over a total of 264 seats), 
the Democratic Unionist Party 64 seats, and the National Islamic 
Front 51 seats; by contrast, the Communist Party was left with only 
3 seats, and the ensemble of Southern formations participating in 
the elections with 37 seats (Prunier, 1986:206). Similarly, in 
April 1988, the Oumma gathered 101 seats, the DUP 63 seats, the NIF 
51 seats (these three parties forming the coalition government), 
while in the opposition the alliance of the five (small) Southern 
parties managed only 31 seats (Delmet, 1990:50). 

397 See in particular: Prunier (1989b), Cudsi (1983). 

398 Jeune Afrique 1674, January 4 - February 10 1993, pp.24-26. 
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Unequal Regional Economic Development 

One of the main particularities of Chad and Sudan has 

been that those ethno-religious imbalances in terms of state 

representation and access were coupled (at least until 1979 in 

Chad, and throughout the post-colonial period in Sudan) with 

striking inequalities in terms of economic development. True, 

malintegrated regional patterns of economic development were 

(deep) set by the colonial powers, and the modern states have 

had limited resources at hand in order to reverse them, yet 

one observes in both cases a striking "laisser-faire" with 

regard to the regional imbalances inherited at independence. 

The scale of unequal regional economic development is not 

necessarily significantly more pronounced in these two cases 

than in either Senegal or Mauritania; what makes its more 

consequential politically is that it is those cultural 

segments least represented by the state which are concentrated 

in the two countries' most economically moribund regions. 

Although the overall poverty of Chad's economic 

development would seem to suggest the vacuousness of further 

differentiation (per capita income was estimated in the early 

1980s at u.s. $80), there are significant disparities between 

the relatively higher-income areas south of the Chari river 

and the lower-income areas of the north. It is in Southern 

Chad, which the French named the "Tchad utile ll ('useful 



399 

Chad'), that cotton and food crops are grown. 

"While the north has clearly the worst of the bargain in 
terms of rainfall and soil fertility, the south, by 
contrast, enjoys ideal climatic and soil conditions for 
the cultivation of cotton, Chad's main export crop399. 
Small industries, including cotton ginning and meat 
processing, are heavily concentrated in the south,,40o. 

The large concentration of national economic production 

outside their hands has further alienated Northerners' 

perception of the South. Until the late 1970s and the advent 

of power of Northern political actors, the issue of regional 

economic disparity was one of the powerful rallying themes of 

the various rebel factions. 

While in Sudan it is the South that has been largely left 

out in terms of economic development, the logic remains 

identical401 . 

"The main defect of British administration in the 
southern Sudan was its failure to develop local economic 
and administrative infrastructures. The emphasis on 
'tribal' administration meant that ,there was very little 

399 "Cotton is the mainstay of the modern cash-economy on one 
way or another, and dominates all aspects and branches of 
productive labor and industry. Accounting for up to 80 per cent of 
Chad's export earnings, and occupying the productive labor of over 
one-half of the peasant population, the processing of this crop 
directly provides employment for over 75 per cent of all industrial 
labour in the country, and is the mainstay of the tertiary-service 
sector" (Decalo, 1980:33). 

400 Lemarchand, 1979: 3. For a detailed survey of the Chadian 
economy, see for instance Coats (1990:89-134). 

401 Sudan's economic production is largely concentrated in the 
three Northern provinces of Khartoum, the Blue Nile and Kassala & 
Red Sea. 
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need (and therefore very little future) for educated 
southern Sudanese. Education in the southern Sudan was 
badly neglected and went little further than producing a 
small body of clerical staff402 . Economic development 
was severely restricted, and commerce remained in the 
hands of northern Sudanese merchants (jallaba) and 
Khartoum or Omdurman-based companies. Regional 
exploitation may have been halted by the British, but the 
inequalities of regional development increased,,403. 

A few indicators should suffice to measure this basic regional 

gap in the Sudanese economy404. Let's take for instance the 

distribution of manufacturing industries by provinces: in 

1970-71 (that is, some fifteen years after the country was 

declared independent), the three Southern provinces (Bahr el 

Ghazal, Upper Nile and Equatoria) totaled only 0.5% of the 

number of establishments405 , 0.4% of total manufacturing 

production406 , 0.5% of value added and 0.9% of capital 

invested407 . The distribution by province of other socio-

4~ Sanderson & Sanderson (1981). 

403 Jonhson (1988: 4) . 

404 While other region (situated in the "Northern bloc"), such 
as the Kordofan, or the Darfur, have also been neglected in terms 
of economic development, none of these were simultaneously isolated 
at the cultural/political level. For thorough presentations of the 
country's national economy, see for example: Messaoud (1987), 
Lavergne (1989), Chatelus (1989), Whitaker (1989). 

405 By comparison, the 'neglected' Northern region of Kordofan 
encompassed 7.7% of Sudan's manufacturing establishments. 

406 1.7% in Kordofan. 

407 Clarke et al., 1987:227 ('Table 16.1. Percentage 
distribution of manufacturing industries by provinces, 1970-71' i 
authors' source: Sudan Government, Department of Statistics, 1976). 
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economic and health indicators sugges.ts the same economic 

neglect of the South: in 1977, per capita income fluctuated 

between 134 (LS) and 157 (LS) in the Southern provinces, while 

it was 229 (LS) in Kordofan and 251 (LS) in Darfur (against 

377 in the Khartoum province, and 288 in the Blue Nile 

province) 408; 93.7% of 7 to 9-year-olds never attended school 

in Bahr el Ghazal (83.4% in Upper Nile), against 68.9% in 

Kordofan and 70.5% in Darfur (40.3% in Khartoum and 54% in the 

Red Sea province) 409; and, while there is one doctor for 

45,300 inhabitants in Kordofan, and one for 43,900 in Darfur 

(against one for 3,200 in the Khartoum province), the number 

jumps to one doctor for 74,600 persons in the Bahr el Ghazal 

province (one for 63,500 in Upper Nile, and one for 62,200 in 

Equatoria) 410. 

The regional distribution of development funds (including 

foreign aid funds) would repeatedly be emphasized as point of 

blockage between the state and Southern political actors. 

However, not only would the state fail to fulfill its promises 

of a better regional integration in the national effort toward 

economic development, but it would attempt to deprive the 

South of its few profitable resources, thus incurring the 

408 Clarke et al. (1987 :230). 

409 Op.cit. :230. 

410 Op.cit. :230. 
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suspicion and mistrust of Southerners. Thus in the early 

1980s, the SPLM ('Sudan People Liberation Movement', one of 

the leading movements of the Southern rebellion against the 

state) vehemently criticized Nimeiri's attempt to annex oil-

rich Southern areas to the North, as well as his final 

decision, in 1983, to pump the crude oil from the South 

directly through Port Sudan in the North, without clearly 

determining what the revenue share of the South would be411
• 

The overlap of acute regional inequality with exclusive 

ethno-religious patterns of state access and representation 

forms the core of the explanation for the explosion of lasting 

civil wars in Chad and in Sudan. The very existence of these 

combined causes reveals the predatory nature of the state in 

both countries, a behavior quite similar to that observed in 

the Senegalese and Mauritanian cases. Indeed, both the Chadian 

and the Sudanese states have been giving priority to the 

search for a minimal basis of legitimacy, which is most 

immediately achieved through (often unstable) alliances with 

enough factions of the national political elite to act as 

intermediaries vis-a-vis the mass of subordinate groups, who 

continue to be rallied largely on communal bases (whether 

ethnic, regional tribal, or religious), perhaps even all the 

411 SPLM (1985:31). Also: Collins (1985:14), Sulton (1983 :5-6), 
Badal (1983). 
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more so as the effects of economic stagnation and/or crisis 

are more harshly felt. While the cultural terrain of ethnicity 

and religion as defined in the begining of this work ('Arab' 

versus 'African'; Muslim versus non-Muslim) forms the main 

axis of division around which the two civil wars are fought, 

the particular historical and political development of each 

country may have (to a certain extent) "modulated" or 

"colored" the internal dynamics of war. Thus, in the case of 

Chad, one observes, aside from the basic canvas of a deep-

rooted North-South divide, intense Northern fractionalization 

of competing elites, revived by the regular intervention of 

foreign actors; it is suggested that the comparative absence 

of such factionalism in Northern Sudan to a deeper 

culturally-rooted party politics, particularly via the vast 

mobilizational power of the Muslim parties emerged from the 

two dominant brotherhoods in Sudan's history. 

10.2 Chad: Northern Factionalism and the Intervention of 
Foreign Powers 

The description of the nature of civil war in Chad would 

be highly incomplete without an emphasis on the dynamics of 

fractionalization among political actors, particularly salient 

among Northerners412
• This is certainly not the place for a 

412 It should be noted that political fractionalization is not, 
by any means, the "monopoly" of Northerne elites. It also prevails 
~n intra-South political processes. In particular, the competition 
between Sara and non-Sara groups, heightened during Franc;:ois 
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detailed account of the "film accelere,,413 of the numerous 

splits among competing Northern factions (especially after 

1979, though this dynamic was already visible prior to the 

domination of state by Northerners), the complete chronology 

of which is available elsewhere414 . My role, rather, is to 

emphasize the dominant logic of division among warring 

factions. 

The initial social basis of the Frolinat, first leader of 

the organized Northern rebellion against the state, was united 

in protest against the discriminatory policies of the non-

Muslim, Southern-dominated state. Buijtenhuijs (1978:379) 

reports the results of a 1969-1970 survey made by FROLINAT 

militants among the movement's newest recruits. Asked to 

justify the popular peasant revolts that had taken place, as 

well as their own involvement in the rebellion, more than 90% 

Tombalbaye's presidency, was regularly transposed to the Southern 
political scene, including through the dynamics of competing 
alliances with Northern political factions (see among others: 
Magnant (1989 :335-336), Lanne (1984). It seems clear, however, 
that, at the national level, intra-North competition has largely 
eclipsed Southern divisions. Is it because most of the attention of 
foreign powers involved in the Chadian civil warts) was focused on 
the North? Any such externally-based argument should also integrate 
the fact that, while armed competition among Northern fractions 
prevails during most of the 1970s and 1980s, intra-South conflict, 
less prevailant, is furthermore characteristically muted in the 
face of the "Northern adversary". 

413 The expression was used by R. Buijtenhuijs and R. Botte (in 
Politique Africaine 16:12, 1984). 

414 See in particular Buijtenhuijs (1978 and 1987), and Lanne 
(1987). 
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of them answered that this was due to the sum of humiliations 

and arbitrary exactions taken by Southern administrators. In 

contrast, only less than 10% of the new recruits named a more 

elaborate political reason, such as the solidarity with the 

revolutionary cause of the FROLINAT, the need for all segments 

of the population to be represented by the state, etc. 415 In 

later phases of the conflict (particularly after 1979, when 

the state could not unilaterally be associated with the 

II Southern bloc "), it seems that this form of mobilization 

gradually drifted toward even less 'secular' bases416
, 

following (behind the factionalism in the movement's 

leadership) regional, tribal and segmentary lines of 

divisions. 

Why was the Northern rebellion unable to uni te? In 

Buijtenhuijs' (1989) words, 

"Chad [ ... ] is not only 'double', but 'multiple'. The 
north, although indeed quite united by Islam, comprises 
dozens of ethnic groups, some of which like the Toubous 
and the Arabs have been hostile to each other from time 
immemorial, while the segmentary organization of many 
northern societies easily gives rise to internal strife, 
as when Habre and Goukouni, both belonging to the Toubou 
cluster, started to quarrel, first in 1976 and again in 
1980. This is one of the reasons why Frolinat splintered 
into a dozens tendances, a situation of which certain 

415 Author's source: FROLINAT, text prepared by A. Sidick for 
the Italian journal Problemes du socialisme, June 5 1973, pp.9-10. 
Dr. Sidick has affirmed that several thousand individuals had 
answered the questionaire, which, according to Buijtenhuijs, must 
be an exageration. 

416 That is, if it had ever really moved away from communalism . 
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foreign powers greedily took advantage, thus worsening 
and prolonging the civil warH417. 

The motives for the competition among Northern political 

elites may not necessarily be of a communal nature. Indeed the 

behavior of faction leaders after they had gotten access to 

the state has amply proven their predatory ambitions. Further, 

there may be at play "ideological" differences (such as the 

FAN' S418 absolute refusal of any form of alliance with 

Libya419 ) , or even the effects of differential social 

networks of recruitment42o . It is nonetheless an enduring 

fact that their "intermediaries" vis-a.-vis the subordinate 

groups that come to fill their respective ranks operate mainly 

through the little people's identification with or against an 

ethnic group, a region, a fraction, a religion ... allowing 

warring elites to form successive "armies" (at times limited 

to a few hundred, even a few dozen units) in the endless fight 

(including around negotiations tables) for access to state 

417 Buijtenhuijs (1989:55). 

418 The FAN, with FAP, the 'lrst Army' (lre Armee) and the CDR 
form the four most important tendencies of the Northern rebellion. 

419 However, this "ideological" position may again be link to 
the old rivalry between Habre and Goukouni Weddei, the latter 
having sought and found an ally in the person of Khaddafi. 

420 Thus it would seem that the FAN represent more the urban 
social strata as well as the Northern technocrats and rich 
merchants, while the other tendencies of the FROLINAT are rather 
the expression of the more traditionalist rural world, as well as 
that of smaller commerce. See Buijtenhuijs (1984:24). 
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spoils421. 

What has made this dynamic of mobilization (the logic of 

which has been observed in other Sahelian nations, most 

notably in Mauritania) so salient in the political history of 

Chad is perhaps the scope of foreign intervention422 , which 

results from the country's strategic position at "the heart of 

Africa" as well as from economic and/or historical investments 

in it. Thus Libya, main initial provider of the FROLINAT's 

arms and funds, later played the movement's tendencies against 

one another; the '3rd Army' (3e Armee) , which operated 

exclusively in the region of Lac Chad, was entirely formed by 

the Nigerian state; much aid was provided to the FAN by the 

Sudan, Egypt, France and the United States in "retaliation" 

for Khaddafi's interference; etc ... all these interventions 

revived, at one point or another in time, the armed 

competition among Chadian factions. In time -- the Chadian 

civil war stands as the longest one in contemporary Africa --

acute armed factionalism becomes "routinized", leading the 

state (itself in a desperate search for a minimal basis of 

legitimacy) to tend to take all factions leaders (and not 

421 N'Gangbet (1984). 

422 The main foreign actors of Chad' s civil war have been 
France, Lybia, and the United States. Other, less determinent 
actors have included Sudan, Nigeria, Cameroon, Guinea and Benin. 
Among others: Byrnes (1990:158-168), Kelley (1986), Olufemi (1985), 
Rondos (1985), Boyd (1983:122-125), EI-Kikhia (1983), Miller 
(1979) . 



408 

merely the largest ones) seriously, and/or to make attempts to 

control the extent of foreign intervention423
• 

10.3 Sudan: A IC1ean" and Discrete little War 

By contrast to Chad, the parameters of Sudan's civil war 

seem elementary. Most of all, the fighting does not spread far 

north from the border of the provinces of Bahr el Ghazal and 

Upper Nile. This is not to say that no "intra-Arab" or "intra-

African" factionalism is measurable in groups alignments in 

the civil war: 

(1) In the North, there exists a certain degree of 

"particularism" on behalf of non-Arab Muslim corranunities, such 

as the Nuba or the Beja, which finds expressions in the 

formation of political parties, and also gets naturally 

exacerbated by economic crises424
• Yet, not only wasn't the 

southern rebellion successful in its attempts to rally these 

Northern regional particularisms to its cause425
, but an 

423 Thus article 37 of the 'ordonnance' ·015 (October 4 1991) 
relative to the liberation of political parties is clear: it 
forbids any political party (this, however, might exclude President 
Deby's MPS!) to receive 'a financial or material support from any 
foreign instance, in any name or under any form' ("un soutien 
financier ou materiel d'une quelconque partie etrangere a quelque 
titre ou sous quelque forme que ce soit"). 

424 See in particular Morton (1989). A reading of Jay O'Brien 
(1986) can also prove useful. 

425 After the situation got exacerbated by the cultural 
orientation of General Abboud's regime (1958-1964), some Nuba 
politicians (whose territory adjoined the South) supported the Anya 
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additional indicator of the ultimate prevalence of "Northern 

Muslim identity" has been the success of the state and its 

allies among the Muslim political formations in channeling 

economic discontent of those non-Arab mus1ims to serve in the 

fight against the Southern rebels426
• This recalls the role 

played by the Haratine in Mauritania's lIethnic problem", 

"black Arabs" (such as the Haratine) and "non-Arab Muslims" 

sharing the (uncomfortable) cultural status of "in-between 

groups" . 

(2) In the South too, there is a dynamic of factionalism at 

work, this time much comparable to that which prevails in 

Southern Chad: that is, while a certain degree of intra-South 

elite factionalism is present (partly IIpolitica1/ideo1ogica1", 

such as the division between those elite actors in favor of 

armed rebellion and those in favor of more legalistic means, 

such as the participation in governments, and also leaning on 

Nya demands (that the South be seceeded and an independent state 
formed there) and joined the rebellion. Lesch (1987:269); see also 
Lesch (1986:2). 

426 On the so-called 'Arab militias' formed with the support of 
the state, and led by Islamist militants, see in particular Johnson 
(1988:10). These armed militias, which have been operating mainly 
in Kordofan and in Darfour, have planned and carried large-scale 
massacres of Southern populations (for instance, 1,000 Dinkas were 
killed on March 27 and 28 1987 in Ed'Daein in southern Darfur, and, 
later, it is thousands of civilians who have been reportadly killed 
by the army and the militias in Wau). liThe activities of the 
militias are the most srious development in the war" (Johnson, 
op . cit. : 1 0) . 
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the conununal identifications of subordinate Southern 

actors427 ), (a) it (like in Chad) tends to be muted as 

hostilities towards the north flare up (albeit to be resumed 

thereafter), and (b) fractions (unlike Southern Chad) are 

hardly divided on the goals to be achieved for the South, only 

on the political means most appropriate to attain them. 

It is possible that the lesser degree of intra-regional 

factionalism is due to a lower degree of foreign intervention 

in the civil war. A more likely explanation, however, lies in 

the greater "clarity" or "continuity" of the ethno-religious 

political and economic divide between north and south. While 

the state is eagerly involved in the search for (Northern) 

legitimacy, the parameters of which remained largely dictated 

by the leading role of Muslim parties in the history of the 

North, the civil war, coupled with widespread famine (which is 

actually used as a political tool by the state and by Northern 

Muslim movements428
), killed some 250,000 Southerners in 1988 

427 Such as the historical rivalry between the Dinka who (much 
like the Sara of Southern Chad) form the largest segment of the 
Southern population, and the other ethnic groups of Southern Sudan. 

428 L'actualite religieuse dans Ie monde (ARM) 61:12-13, 
November 15 1988 ('Soudan: la faim comme outil de conversion'): 
thus in the Shantytowns of Khartoum, where some 1.5 million 
Southern refugees are amassed, islamist groups offer help in 
exchange for the refugees' ... conversion to Islam! 
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alone429
• These desperate conditions of Southern actors, no 

doubt, could only strengthen the popular basis of a 

rebellion430 which is not about to give up its arms. 

In sum: Chad and Sudan both fit the ideal-type of ethno-

religious divisiveness. This unfavorable cultural ground was 

exacerbated, early in the modern history of the two states, by 

particularly exclusive (e.g., more exclusive than in the 

Mauritanian case) patterns of state representation (including 

in terms of the orientation of culture-related state policies) 

and access (including in terms of the regional patterns of 

economic development). In such context, the frustration of the 

ethno-religious segments of the national population abandoned 

by the state became strong enough to trigger the eruption of 

full-blown civil wars. Beyond any specific character of the 

civil war in Chad or in Sudan, it is, in both cases, the basic 

429 Le Monde Diplomatique, July 1989, p.15 ('Drame de la 
guerre, drame de la faim au Soudan'). Also: Nations Solidaires 179, 
December 1990, p.8 ('Soudan: la famine, une fatalite?') i Croissance 
des Jeunes Nations 311, December 1988, p.8 ('Soudan: Ie calvaire 
des parias')i Bethleem 1, January 1991, pp.4-15 ('Le Soudan: une 
tragedie sans fin?'); etc. 

430 In the early phases of the civil war already, Southern 
popular participation was significant. The 1955 mutiny of the 
Equatoria Corps was joined by professional politicians, civil 
servants, students, and defectors from the Sudan defense force, 
police and prisons, but also by important portions of the Southern 
Sudanese peasantry (Wai, 1981:184). This large initial base of 
support for the rebellion was only strengthened by more than three 
decades of state neglect and overt contempt for the plight of 
Southerners. 
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cultural lines of division between Arabs and Africans, and 

between Muslims and non-Muslims I which lie at the core of 

civil strife . 

. _- ----~-----
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"Ce qui est historique n' est 
pas, ainsi que l'entendent de 
si nombreux historiens, ce qui 
est passe ni ce qui est mort, 
mais ce qui est durable, ce qui 
a merite de vivre, ce qui fait 
la memoire d' un peuple et ne 
cesse de determiner sa 
volont e . ,,431 

MA la longue, 
u top i e 
irrespirable ,,432 

la vie sans 
d e vie n t 

11. What Routes for the Future? 
(On Democracy & Development in Multi-CUltural Sahelian 
States) 

John Dunn (1978) notes about Sahelian political systems: 

"The states of the interior, the southern fringe of the 
Sahara [ ... ] are highly distinctive political formations. 
Some of the least viable states in the world, weakly 
integrated into the world market because endowed with so 
few resources worth exploiting, they have also endured in 
the last decade an ecological trauma in the shape of 
drought and famine of a highly distinctive character. The 
most placid and optimistic observer of post-colonial 
capabilities will hardly escape a measure of dismay in 
the face of this experience [ ... ]. It takes today a real 
ideologue, whether of the right or of the left, to see 
with any confidence a happy political future for the 
Sahel" (1978:3). 

While the general gloom hanging over Sahelian states is 

indisputable, the reality of Sahelian political systems takes 

431 J. Guehenno, in Le Monde, 16-17 juillet 1989, p. 2. 

432 Cioran 

- .----------
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on diverse for.ms. Patterns of state society - society exchange 

have been seen to vary all the way from relatively peaceful, 

even if this peacefulness entailed overt or covert violence 

along culturally salient lines, to the full-blown horrors of 

ar.med civil war. 

Neither the world-system paradigm nor the structural 

marxist paradigm would have easily predicted and/or explained 

such variability of the political outcomes associated with 

Sahelian African countries. The notion of regional 

specificity, when used by world-system/dependency scholars, 

refers essentially to any cluster of countries' position as a 

global actor in the dynamics of world-market exchange. Yet, 

this study has demonstrated that the specificity of Sahel ian 

Africa, as a dimension affecting the patterns of exchange 

between a state and its society, lies in the countries' 

cultural configuration, that is,' in a locally deter.mined 

variable which is not, in any significant way, conditioned by 

and/or subordinate to the dynamics of transnational capital. 

Structural marxi.st analysts might have been better ar.med 

to conceptualize the variations in political outcomes among 

comparably dependent and comparably stratified Sahel ian 

national social for.mations. For instance, they might have 

operationalized the cultural division of labor that prevails 

in each national society, as one of the factors affecting the 

outcome of state - society exchange in the countries of the 
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region. However, it is predictable, in view of the studies 

produced so far on African politics, that the more 

superstructural dimension of the political economic processes 

at work, which are shown in this comparative analysis to be of 

crucial importance, would have been largely ignored in favor 

of structural (class) analysis and posited determinism. 

Clearly, the ideal analysis of Sahelian national political 

processes is the one that manages to convincingly articulate 

these two levels, that of class formation and dynamics, and 

that of political consciousness and mobilization. 

In the meantime, what are the lessons to be drawn by the 

comparison of state society relations in Senegal, 

Mauritania, Chad and Sudan? The logic which articulates the 

four cases outlined in this work is in itself full of lessons. 

Are these to be cautionary tales, offering serious warnings, 

or possible justifications for hope? Consider the following: 

First, even if the situation which prevails today in Casamance 

is remotely similar to the status of the Southern question in 

Sudan, it seems clear that Senegal, given the relative 

homogeneity of its ethno-religious configuration, remains the 

most favorable terrain for the emergence of an egalitarian 

discourse (even if the latter has to be formulated in an 

Islamic tongue) . 

Second, the dangers of escalation of latent cultural conflict 

are real in the case of Mauritania, which the harshness and 
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determination of Northern factionalism in Chad, and the weak 

resonance of Southerners' plight on Northern Sudan, recalls. 

In particular, while the extremist of the FLAM was rapidly 

categorized as a political demon (and used as a scapegoat), 

this did not invest as much "political meaning" into the 

movement until the 1989-1991 ethnic purges. As a result, today 

in Mauritania, with the help of the declining econOID¥, the 

possibilities that ecological and economic competition in the 

Senegal River valley could degenerate into a political 

catastrophy, in which all Mauritanian would be losers, is more 

and more palpable. (This is only exacerbated by the deception 

which followed the initial promise of change embodied in 

"moderate" opposition coalitions such as the UFD/EN.) 

Third, in Chad and Sudan, the obvious vaccuousness of war 

having been experienced for three decades, one is not entitled 

to hope that the enormous economic difficulties experienced in 

both societies would lead to a more significant goodwill 

around the negotiation table. The immediate past rather 

suggests how the elites, in a blind race for immediate power 

and spoils I could risk to undermine their own chances of 

success. 

The common denominator behind these objective outcomes, 

warning signs, and/or reasons for hope is that national 

political systems, in Sahelian Africa, operate on the terms of 

the (country-specific) historical articulation of (regionally-
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specific) ethno-religious divisions. By investing the most 

significant portion of subordinate political actors' "common 

sense", ethnic and religious identifications mask the reality 

of economic disparities in these national societies433
• It 

was certainly not my objective to propose a rigid model of the 

"cultural determinism behind Sahelian politics". As I have 

sought to show, however, ethno-religious cleavages and 

identifications do continue, in ways specific to each of the 

countries presented, to carry a significant impact on 

subordinate groups' political mobilization, offering 

opportunities in each case for the predation of politically 

short-sighted elites. If, in the end, the different "facades" 

of state society exchange are underlied by the same predation 

of egotistic. political elites in competition for the resources 

centralized by the state, the problem remains as to how to 

reconcile history, political identity, and democratic 

citizenship for the vast majority of anonymous Sahelian 

Africans, prisoners of their cultural values. 

If dependency and radically new scales and forms of 

inequality have not "naturally" led to the expected forms of 

433 What is more, the political process remains essentially 
unaffected by a state's constitutional setting (limited or open 
democracy, civilian or military one-party regime, military 
dictatorship, etc.). This dismisses Western aid providers' (with 
the IMF and the World Bank at the forefront) simplistic claim that 
liberal democracy is one of main key to stability and prosperity in 
these countries. 
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consciousness and mobilization, what factors would? And also, 

how long will it take for those changes to occur, and strong 

political movements to be effectively geared toward 

development (for all) and democracy (for real)? Were one to 

work for a brighter future for Sahel ian societies, which would 

be the surest precautionnary measures to be inscribed in the 

political agenda? Obviously, I would not dare claim that I 

hold the definite answers to these key questions. All the 

same, there are initial observations, which have long been 

made by the scholars of (under) development, and which my own 

detour into the political implications of cultural 

identifications allows me to transform into a few specific 

propositions (offered both as hypotheses and programmatic 

points for political action): 

(1) Given the enormous political (and, subsequently, socio

economic) weight of ethno-religious cleavages, a regime that 

is truly dedicated to progress should incorporate a system of 

"quotas", at least at the key levels of state decisional nad 

redistributional power. The notion of quotas is no panacea, 

and it could in no way constitute a long-term solution to the 

forms of ethno-religious competition that prevail in Sahelian 

political systems. Its principle, however, seems the surest 

way, in an initial stage toward "political development", to 

overcome the most basic (culturally-based) inequalities that 

plague all the political systems compared. 
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(2) Balanced regional economic development is another 

imperative of positive political change in Sahelian states. So 

long as any given ethno-religious segment of society can link 

a region's economic neglect to the plight of its communal 

group, there is little chance that any regime, even the most 

"democratic", would lead to significant progress. 

(3) Finally, and in association with the first two 

imperatives, education and information should be set as some 

of the most central priorities of a state concerned with 

eliminating the most significant disease of Sahel ian (and 

perhaps, more generally, African) political systems, namely 

the elites' predatory modes of political involvement. 

Propositions of the elites and choices of subordinate groups 

must indeed become intertwined. This new system must replace 

the old; the coexistence of two agendas, so detrimental to the 

average voter, and to the voiceless victims otherwise unaware 

of the game of elites geared exclusively towards the resources 

of the state. 

Obviously, there is no telling whether the application of 

these simple principles (a utopia in itself?) would 

necessarily lead to a situation where actors are mobilized on 

the basis of class grievances, only that from then on 

political evolution, no matter what its course, would be, in 

the most absolute sense, II legitimate II , that is, that it would 

reflect the will of the largest numbers (and not be the 

--- . ---_._----
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outcome of the manipulative practices and/or weaknesses of a 

predatory elite). In other words, the state that will prove 

willing and capable of enforcing these measures would have the 

immense merit of adapting the political "modernity", inherited 

from colonial history, to the historical/cultural terrain 

which has received it. 

Such, at least, would be the duty of any active 

politician, from any sahelian country, who would be animated 

by the ideal of progress towards a more balanced society, a 

society of which no particular segment travels first class to 

Paris or New York while the majority of citizens live from day 

to day in the grip of desperate poverty. Indeed, in the words 

of Antonio Gramsci, 

"The active politician is a creator, an initiator; but he 
nei ther creates from nothing nor does he move in the 
turbid void of his own desires and dreams. He bases 
himself on effective reality ... a relation of forces in 
continuous motion and shift of equilibrium. If one 
applies one's will to the creation of a new equilibrium 
among the forces which already exist and are operative -
basing oneself on the particular force which one believes 
to be progressive and strengthening it to help to victory 
- one still moves on the terrain of effective reality, 
.~ut one does so in order to dominate and transcend it. 
What 'ought to be' is therefore concrete; indeed it is 
the only realistic and historicist interpretation of 
reality, it alone is history in the making and philosophy 
in the making, it alone is politics,,434. 

434 Selections from the Prison Notebooks, 1971: 172. 
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Appendix A: Glossa~ of Political Actors Cited 

SENEGAL --

. AND-Jeff/MRDN (AND-JEFF/Mouvement Revolutionnaire 
pour la Democratie Nouvelle) : 

Most powerful (relatively speaking) of the secular 
leftist political formations. Campaigns extensively 
in the rural areas, but still has weak 
mobilizational power (with, however, comparatively 
more success in those regions most neglected by the 
state, such as Casamance or even the eastern region 
of Senegal Oriental). 

. LD/MPT (Ligue Democratique/Mouvement Populaire du 
Travail) : 

Secular leftist party with little mobilizational 
power. Concentrates its effort on the urban lower 
classes (including the modern proletariat), and 
attracts certain members of the middle-class 
(particularly intellectuals such as university 
professors) . 

Mouridiya: 
Strongest Muslim brotherhood in terms of political 
and economic influence, though it is perhaps not 
the largest one (however, one lacks the data to 
estimate this latter fact with satisfactory 
precision). Most Wolof of the brotherhoods in term 
of the ethnic composition of its following. 

PDS (Parti Democrate et Social): 
Largest opposition party. Most successful in the 
urban centers and among the 'intelligentsia', 
though benefits from some (limited) support in 
rural Senegal. 

PDS/R (Parti Democrate et Social/Renovation): 
Formed by 'dissidents' of the PDS. Claims to have 
won over a significant portion of the PDS' 
audiences, especially among the youth. However 
election results do not seem to support this claim . 

. PS (Parti Socialiste): 
Ruling party since independence. Recruits 
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extensively among civil servants, but also in the 
rural world, particularly as a result of 
brotherhood leaderships' influence on the 
peasantry. 

· Quadiriya: 
Least significant politically and economically of 
the traditional Muslim brotherhoods. Historically 
associated to the Maur ethnic group, and thus not 
as appealing to the Senegalese. 

· Tidjania: 
Second largest brotherhood in terms of its 
political importance. Attracts most of the 
Toucouleur, but also many Serer and wolof 
Senegalese citizens. 

MAURITANIA --

· AMN (Alliance pour une Mauritanie Nouvelle) : 
Moderate Negro-African movement integrated into the 
UFD/EN. Its leaders are Toucouleur. No involvement 
of Maurs. 

· APP (Alliance Populaire Progressiste) : 
Nasseriste political formation recruiting 
essentially among the schooled Maur youth. 

· El Hor: 
Emancipation movement of the Haratine. Recruits 
exclusively among the Haratine and refuses to be 
associated with non-Maur current of political 
protest. 

· FLAM (Forces de Liberation des Africains de 
Mauritanie) : 

Negro-African political formation overtly hostile 
to Maurs. Founded by Toucouleur intellectuals. 
Recruits exclusively among Negro-African 
Mauritanians, mainly among the Toucouleur. 

· FRUIDEM (Front Front de Resistance pour l'Unite, 
l'Independance et la Democratie en Mauritanie) : 

Represented by a group of intellectuals, mainly 
Negro-Africans (though some Maurs MND militants and 
sympathisers were also involved), who protested the 
1989-1991 wave of repression of Negro-African 
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Mauritanians. Did not evolve as a political party 
per see 

· MDI (Mouvement des Democrates Independants): 
Movement led by young Maur intellectuals. Does not 
as yet contain Negro-Africans among its 
sympathisers. Recruits essentially among students 
in the great urban centers. 

· MND (Mouvement National Democratique): 
Marxist political formation which appealed once to 
the modern proletariat (limited in size), to 
students and intellectuals, and a limited segment 
of the rural population. 

· Oumma: 
Only operative Islamist party in the country. 
Joined by many 'ulemas (Muslim scholars), some 
marabouts, and is attractive to the youth. Though 
interactions with Negro-African religious leaders 
is not precluded, the Oumma remains a predominently 
Maur formation. 

· PAGN (Parti de l'Avant-Garde Nationale) : 
Also called 'Attali'a' (Arabic denomination). This 
Baassist party recruits largely among the 
scholarized Arab-speaking (e.g., essentially Maur) 
youth, like the APP. 

· PKM (Parti des Kaddihines de Mauritanie) : 
Maoist political formation which attracted (at the 
same time that the MND experienced its strongest 
mobilizational power) essentially students and 
intellectuals. 

· PLEJ (Parti pour la Liberte, l'Egalite et la 
Justice) : 

Moderate Negro-African political group, which 
recruits largely (but not exclusively) among the 
Toucouleur. Has no Maur followers. 

PRDS (Parti Republicain Democrate et Sociale): 
Ruling party since the 1992 elections. Mostm~~ers 
of the state administration have made at least the 
claim of being affiliated with this party. It 
remains overwhelmingly Maur in the ethnic 
composition of its audiences. 

RDU (Rassemblement pour la Democratie et l'Unite): 
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"Sister-party" of the PROS for it originally 
recruited in the same region (Adrar) , and the 
leaders of the two parties are close family 
relatives. The ROU, however, has remained purer in 
tribal composition. It, too, remains a Maur 
political formation . 

. UFD/EN (Union des Forces Democratiques/Ere Nouvelle) : 
Most significant (relatively speaking) opposition 
political formation. Displays cross-ethnic pattern 
of adherance which is exceptional on the 
Mauritanian political scene . 

. UPSD (Union Populaire Sociale et Democrate): 

CHAD --

Populist political party which recruits among the 
lower stratum of society, in the urban zones. Its 
audiences are mostly Maur (including a portion of 
Haratine), though they also include some Negro
African sympathisers. 

'Codos' : 
Southern Guerrilla commandos active since 1983. 
Totalling as many as 15,000, they are composed of 
many veterans of the government army, but also of 
students and rural youths . 

. FAN (Forces Armees du Nord): 
Troops that remained faithful to Habre after his 
1976 split with Weddei. Composed of Toubou, 
Hadjerai and Ouaddaian members. 

FAP (Forces Armees Populaires): 
Composed of supporters of Goukouni Weddei after the 
split with Habre in 1976. Its ethnic base is in the 
Teda clan of the Toubou from Tibesti. 

FROLINAT (Front de Liberation Nationale) : 
First Northern opposition formation to the 
domination of the state by Southerners. Originally 
dominated by the Toubou of the extreme North of the 
country, it gradually incorporated adherents from 
other Northern ethnic groups (Ouaddaian, Kanembu, 
Hadjerai, etc.) . 

. PTT (Parti Progressiste Tchadien) : 
Parti of Fran90is Tombalbaye, who ruled from 
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independence to 1975. Recruited largely in the 
South (and among civil servants). 

· UNIR (Union National pour l'Independance et la 
Revolution) : 

Party created by Hissene Habre in 1984. Recruited 
predominantly in the North, and was formally joined 
by large portions of the civil service. 

· 3e Armee: 
Another fraction of the initial Frolinat, the third 
army split from the FAP in 1977. Its followers are 
mainly from among the Kanembu people in the Western 
part of Northern Chad. 

SUDAN --

· DUP (Democratic Unionist Party): 
Party of the Khatmiya brotherhood. Recruits 
exclusively in the North, particularly in the 
regions which had been controlled by the Mahdist 
state (1880-1898). 

· NIF (National Islamic Front): 
'Extremist' Islamic political formation. Recruits 
Northern Muslims, especially among the urban lower 
classes and the urban youth. 

· Oumma: 
Party of the Ansar brotherhood. Recruits also among 
Muslim Northerners, in urban as well as in rural 
zones. 

· SPLA (Southern Political Liberation Army) : 
Armed branch of the SPLA. Also exclusively 
supported by Southerners. 

· SPLM (Southern Political Liberation Front) : 
Southern political formation, recruiting 
exclusively among the non-Muslim Southern 
populations. Benefits from wide support from the 
peasantry, but also from students, the urban youth, 
and cadres. 

· SSU (Soudan Socialist Union) : 
Party created by Nimeiri, who ruled the country 
from 1969 to 1985. Though its adherents are 
overwhelmingly from the North, it also contains 
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among its audiences a portion of Southerners 
(mostly civil servants). 
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