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Introduction
Senegal stands out on the African continent as a beacon of political stability,
democratic governance, and peaceful power transitions. Often described as a model
for African democracy, Senegal has avoided the cycles of coups d’état and entrenched
authoritarian rule that have marked the political histories of many of its neighbors.
Boasting a tradition of competitive elections, a vibrant civil society, and a lively multi-
party system, the country continues to demonstrate a remarkable resilience amid a
rapidly changing political and social landscape.

This book, "The Politics of Senegal: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Senegal," takes readers on a comprehensive exploration of Senegalese political life.
From the foundational years that followed independence to the present era of new
leadership and demands for reform, this guide unpacks the institutions, actors, and
key events that have shaped Senegal’s reputation as one of Africa’s enduring
democracies. The country’s journey has not been without challenges, including
constitutional changes, shifting party alliances, local and regional conflicts, and
ongoing debates over governance and justice. Yet, Senegal has repeatedly shown an
ability to navigate political change through dialogue, consensus-building, and an
abiding respect for constitutionalism.

The structure of Senegal’s government is rooted in a presidential republic framework,
underpinned by a constitution that affirms the country’s commitment to secularism,
democracy, and the protection of individual rights. Over the years, Senegal has
steadily broadened political participation, including through landmark legislation on
gender parity, increased civil society engagement, and a determination to decentralize
governance to regional and local levels. These institutional innovations have been
matched by vibrant political competition among parties and coalitions representing a
wide spectrum of ideas and interests.

At the same time, Senegal faces significant challenges that could shape its political
trajectory in the decades to come. Persistent issues such as socioeconomic inequality,
youth unemployment, judicial independence, corruption, and regional
conflict—particularly in the Casamance region—continue to test the limits of the
country’s institutions. Protests and democratic activism, coupled with ongoing
reforms, signal a dynamic and evolving polity grappling with both pressures for
change and the demands of stability.

Senegal’s role in West African regional affairs, as well as on the broader international
stage, adds another complex layer to its political life. Longstanding diplomatic ties
with a range of international partners, participation in global and regional institutions,
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and the pursuit of economic transformation highlight the interconnectedness of
domestic political developments and foreign policy choices.

This guide endeavors to provide readers with a thorough understanding of the
Senegalese political system, explaining not only how power is organized and exercised
but also how ordinary citizens, political actors, and institutions interact to shape the
nation’s future. In examining both successes and persistent challenges, "The Politics of
Senegal" aims to offer timely, nuanced insights into a country whose political
trajectory continues to attract attention and admiration across the African continent
and around the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations of a Nation
The story of Senegalese politics is a narrative deeply rooted in its rich pre-colonial
history, a tapestry woven with threads of powerful kingdoms, complex social
structures, and vibrant cultural traditions. Before the arrival of European powers, the
region that is now Senegal was a dynamic space, home to a variety of ethnic groups,
each with its own distinct political organization and social norms. Understanding these
foundational elements is crucial to appreciating the trajectory of Senegalese political
development.

For centuries, the Senegambia region was characterized by the rise and fall of various
states and empires. One of the most prominent was the Jolof Empire, which emerged
around the 13th or 14th century and, at its peak, encompassed a significant portion of
present-day Senegal. The empire's formation is often attributed to a semi-mythical
figure, Ndiadiane Ndiaye, and it brought together various Wolof-speaking populations
under a centralized authority. While sometimes described as an empire, sources also
suggest it was a confederacy of states, not solely built on military conquest.

Beyond the Jolof, other significant kingdoms dotted the landscape, including the states
of Cayor, Baol, Walo, Sine, and Saloum. These kingdoms, often vying for influence and
control, contributed to a complex and sometimes volatile political environment. The
Serer people, for instance, had established kingdoms like Sine and Saloum, which are
noted for the longevity of their ruling dynasties, some surviving for over 600 years. In
the north, the Toucouleur people founded the Kingdom of Tekrour, an early state in
the region with connections to the Ghana Empire. Further south, towards the Gambia
River, the Kaabu Empire held sway.

These pre-colonial societies possessed intricate political systems, though they varied
in structure and governance. Some, like the Wolof, had a system that has been
described as having democratic undertones, where leaders, such as the Burba Jolof,
did not necessarily hold office solely through hereditary right. The concept of the 
lamane, or landowning class and kings, also played a significant role in the pre-
colonial political landscape, representing an old form of land ownership.

Religion also played a crucial role in shaping the political and social fabric of these
kingdoms. Islam began to spread in the region centuries before European arrival,
initially through contact with groups like the Almoravids and later through force and
gradual conversion. By the 19th century, Islam had become increasingly widespread
among various populations. This growing Islamic influence sometimes led to the
emergence of theocratic states or leaders who combined religious and political
authority, adding another layer of complexity to the political scene.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

The arrival of Europeans in the 15th century marked a turning point in the history of
the Senegambia region. The Portuguese were among the first, establishing trading
posts along the coast. They were followed by other European powers, including the
Dutch, English, and French, all competing for control of trade routes and resources.
This competition and the burgeoning transatlantic slave trade had a profound and
often devastating impact on the existing political structures and societies.

The French, in particular, gradually increased their presence and influence, initially
focusing on coastal trading posts like Saint-Louis and Gorée Island. By the 19th
century, their ambitions grew, leading to a more aggressive push inland and a desire
for total control of the territory. This expansion was met with fierce resistance from
various local leaders and populations who sought to defend their sovereignty.

Figures like Lat Dior Diop of Cayor became symbols of this resistance, actively
opposing French encroachment and infrastructure projects like the Dakar-Saint Louis
railway, which he saw as tools of colonial domination. Other leaders, such as Maba
Diakhou Ba and Alboury Ndiaye, also mounted significant opposition to French
penetration. Despite these valiant efforts, internal rivalries and a lack of unified
resistance ultimately favored the French.

By the late 19th century, the French had largely consolidated their control over the
area that would become Senegal, although resistance continued in some pockets,
notably in the Casamance region. The establishment of French colonial rule profoundly
altered the existing political landscape. A hierarchical and authoritarian system was
put in place, with power flowing from the French governor down to local
administrators. Traditional power structures were often marginalized or co-opted into
the colonial administration.

However, the nature of French rule in Senegal was not uniform across the territory. A
unique situation emerged in the four coastal communes of Saint-Louis, Gorée,
Rufisque, and later Dakar. Due to their long history of French presence and their role
in trade, the inhabitants of these communes were granted certain privileges, including
the right to elect municipal councils and send a deputy to the French Parliament. This
created a distinct political class in these areas, often referred to as the originaires,
who had greater access to French education, civil rights, and political participation
than people in other parts of the colony.

This early exposure to Western political institutions and concepts in the Four
Communes played a significant role in the development of Senegalese political
consciousness. It provided a space for the emergence of African political leaders who,
while initially focused on securing equal rights within the French system, would
eventually become key figures in the movement for independence. The French policy
of assimilation, while intended to integrate Senegalese into French culture and
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administration, inadvertently fostered an educated elite who were aware of global
political movements and capable of using existing institutions to advocate for change.

Thus, the historical foundations of Senegalese politics are a complex blend of
indigenous political systems, the transformative impact of European colonization and
the slave trade, and the unique development of a politically engaged elite in the urban
centers. This historical legacy would profoundly shape the path towards independence
and the nature of the political system that emerged in 1960.
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