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Introduction

Life in rural Senegal is measured not by the ticking of a clock, but by the patient
sweep of the sun across the sky, the cyclical hum of the seasons, and the age-old
customs that ripple beneath the branches of the ubiquitous acacia tree. Here, in the
heartland of West Africa, hospitality is more than a pleasantry—it is a worldview. The
word “Teranga,” spoken with warmth by all who live here, signals an open hand, an
open heart, and an enduring sense of community. This book, Under the Acacia: Daily
Life and Traditions in Rural Senegal, is both an invitation and a guided journey into this
enchanting world.

The purpose of this work is to peel back layers often hidden from the outsider’s
eye—to illuminate not only the vivid festivals and renowned cuisine, but the quiet
intimacies of daily living, the kinship networks that anchor societies, and the vibrancy
of a people whose cultures have thrived through both hardship and celebration.
Combining field interviews, research, and personal stories, this book offers readers a
textured, ground-level perspective on how Senegalese families live, what they value,
and how they sustain rich traditions amidst the push and pull of a rapidly modernizing
world.

Within these pages, you will encounter the diversity of Senegal’s rural communities:
from Wolof, Serer, and Fulani villages where ancient rituals still mark the turning
points of life, to Jola settlements in Casamance renowned for their mastery of wet rice
cultivation and their unique masked ceremonies. Through stories and real
testimonials, elders recount memories of old, griots spin tales to the beat of the drum,
and women share recipes passed down through generations—a living legacy
preserved at the communal hearth and in the fields of millet and groundnut.

We will break bread with families gathered around a single bowl, taste the tang of
yassa and the richness of mafe, and linger for hours in the soothing rhythm of the
ataya tea ceremony. Each chapter weaves together the factual and the personal:
detailed explanations of agricultural cycles, communal work, rites of passage, and
spiritual beliefs are interlaced with everyday moments—children splashing in the
pirogue-strewn rivers, songs rising at sunset, hands beating the sabar drum under
starlit skies.

But life here is not without its challenges. As we journey onward, the book thoughtfully
explores the impacts of migration, limited resources, and climate change, as well as
the resilience rural Senegalese demonstrate in facing them. Women and youth, the
engines of change, step into new roles while maintaining ties to their heritage, and
communities adapt to new possibilities introduced by NGOs and technology without
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losing sight of their roots.

Under the Acacia is written in a tone of deep respect and empathy, attentive to the
dignity and agency of rural Senegal’s people. It is for travelers, for students of the
world, for those who crave understanding beyond headlines or glossy photographs—a
nuanced portrait of a land where tradition and transformation shape daily life, bound
by the unbreakable threads of family, community, and the enduring spirit of Teranga.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land Beyond the Cities: Geography
and Environment

Senegal, a nation often celebrated for its vibrant hospitality, or "Teranga," is a land of
striking geographical diversity, stretching across the westernmost bulge of the African
continent. Its rural heartland, the focus of this journey, is a tapestry woven from
various landscapes, each shaping the daily lives, agricultural practices, and cultural
nuances of its inhabitants. Bordered by the Atlantic Ocean to the west, Mauritania to
the north, Mali to the east, and Guinea and Guinea-Bissau to the south, Senegal also
famously embraces The Gambia, a slender country that slices deeply into its territory
along the Gambia River.

The topography of rural Senegal is predominantly characterized by low, rolling sandy
plains, part of the wider Sahel region. While much of the country remains relatively
flat, elevations gently rise towards the southeast, hinting at the foothills of the Fouta
Djallon Mountains. This subtle undulation of the land is a defining feature, influencing
everything from water flow to settlement patterns. In the far interior, particularly near
the Malian border, the landscape gradually transitions into more arid, desert-like
conditions.

Senegal is blessed with several vital river systems that serve as lifelines for rural
communities. The most prominent is the Senegal River, which forms the northern
border with Mauritania for much of its length. Originating in Guinea, this river is crucial
for agriculture, fishing, and even energy generation. Further south, the Gambia River
carves its path through the country, defining the narrow strip of The Gambia before
flowing into the Atlantic. The Saloum and Casamance Rivers are also significant,
particularly in their respective regions, providing essential water resources and
supporting diverse ecosystems. These rivers, with their floodplains and deltas, have
historically dictated where people settle and how they sustain themselves.

The soils of Senegal, despite a seemingly uniform appearance, exhibit remarkable
diversity. Broadly, they can be categorized into valley soils and those found
elsewhere. Along the middle courses of the Senegal and Saloum river valleys, for
instance, alluvial soils dominate, characterized by sandy loams or clays, enriched by
centuries of river deposits. Near the river mouths, especially around the Saloum, the
soils tend to be salty, favoring grazing lands. The upper reaches of the Gambia and
Casamance rivers, in contrast, feature sandy clay soils. Traditional Wolof terms
classify soils into distinct types such as Dek (clayey, often in riverbeds), Bowel
(Regosols), Dior, and Bardial (both Arenosols, high in sand), reflecting local knowledge
of their properties and suitability for cultivation. This intimate understanding of the
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land is fundamental to rural life, guiding farmers in their planting decisions and
shaping agricultural practices.

Senegal’s climate is largely tropical, marked by two distinct seasons: a long dry
season and a shorter rainy season. The dry season typically spans from November to
May, dominated by hot, dry winds, notably the harmattan. During this period,
herbaceous cover, lush after the rains, often disappears. The rainy season, colloquially
known as "wintering," arrives between June and October, bringing heavy rainfall and
higher temperatures. The distribution of this rainfall varies significantly across the
country, decreasing from south to north. The southern regions, particularly
Casamance, receive substantially more precipitation, exceeding 1,500 mm annually in
some areas, which supports denser vegetation and tropical wet and dry climates. In
contrast, the northern Sahelian zone experiences an arid climate with annual rainfall
often below 300 mm. Temperatures also fluctuate, with interior regions experiencing
higher average daily temperatures than the coast. In the far interior, near the Malian
border, temperatures can soar to extremes.

The diverse climatic zones give rise to a variety of vegetation types. The northern half
of the country is characterized by shrub and tree steppes and savannas, where acacia
and baobab trees are common alongside thorn bushes. These areas provide light
grazing for livestock, particularly for nomadic Fulani pastoralists. As one moves
southward, the landscape transitions into savanna woodlands and dry woodlands, with
a greater density of trees and a wider variety of species. The lower Casamance region
in the extreme southwest boasts dense forests and mangrove swamps, reflecting its
more humid, Guinean climate. These variations in plant life directly impact the types
of crops that can be grown and the animals that can be raised, dictating the rhythm of
agricultural life in each region.

However, this rich environment faces significant challenges. Land degradation,
exacerbated by factors like poor agricultural practices, erosion, and salinization,
affects a substantial portion of Senegal's arable land. Deforestation, often driven by
clearing land for agriculture, and overgrazing contribute to desertification, particularly
in the Sahelian regions where winds from the Sahara can carry away fertile topsoil.
These environmental issues are compounded by the impacts of climate change, which
has led to increasingly erratic rainfall patterns, more frequent droughts, and localized
flooding. These changes directly threaten food security and the livelihoods of rural
communities, as agricultural production is primarily rain-fed and highly sensitive to
climatic conditions.

Despite these challenges, efforts are underway to foster resilience and sustainable
practices. Initiatives such as the Great Green Wall aim to restore degraded land, while
"ecovillages" are promoting organic farming, reforestation, and sustainable water
management through technologies like solar-powered pumps and boreholes. These
local efforts are crucial in addressing the environmental pressures and improving the
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quality of life in rural areas, countering the trend of rural-to-urban migration often
driven by environmental and economic hardship. The intimate connection between the
people and their land remains undeniable, with daily life deeply intertwined with the
rhythms and resources of their diverse geographical surroundings.
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