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This report is part of a series examining the risks of instability in 10 African countries over the 
next decade. The 10 papers are designed to be complementary but can also be read individually 
as self-standing country studies. An overview paper draws on common themes and explains the 
methodology underpinning the research. The project was commissioned by the U.S. Africa Com-
mand (AFRICOM).

The recent upheavals and revolutions in the Middle East and North Africa reinforce the value 
of taking a hard look at underlying social, economic, and political conditions that have the poten-
tial to trigger major change and instability. Few observers predicted the events that have unfolded 
with such speed in Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya since the turn of 2011. But a close analysis of the 
underlying fault lines in those countries may have offered some clues, uncovering a range of pos-
sibilities that would have given U.S. policymakers a head start in framing responses and devis-
ing contingency plans. Similarly, an examination of political crises and conflicts in sub-Saharan 
Africa, such as postelection violence in Kenya in 2007–2008 and the presidential standoff in Côte 
d’Ivoire in 2010–2011, uncovers patterns of behavior, common grievances, and social dynamics 
that can help inform assumptions about other countries on the continent. The purpose of these 
papers is to delve below the surface of day-to-day events and try to identify the underlying struc-
tural vulnerabilities and dynamics that help to drive and explain them.

The papers in this study are not meant to offer hard and fast predictions about the future. 
While they sketch out some potential scenarios for the next 10 years, these efforts should be 
treated as thought experiments that look at how different dynamics might converge to create the 
conditions for instability. The intention is not to single out countries believed to be at risk of im-
pending disaster and make judgments about how they will collapse. Few, if any, of the countries in 
this series are at imminent risk of breakdown. All of them have coping mechanisms that militate 
against conflict, and discussions of potential “worst-case scenarios” have to be viewed with this 
qualification in mind.

an introduction  
to the series
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   senegal
   Leonardo A. Villalón1

Key Stress Points
 ■ Senegal’s contentious politics pose the most likely threat to stability in the coming years. Presi-

dent Abdoulaye Wade’s intention to run for reelection in 2012 is likely to be a lightning rod of 
opposition. His victory would not be accepted by a significant proportion of Senegal’s urban 
population; neither would any attempt by President Wade to line up his son, Karim, as his suc-
cessor. 

 ■ Although unlikely to provoke any real and substantive instability, three other sources of politi-
cal conflict remain noteworthy: intrareligious tensions among the Muslim majority; policy 
debates arising from anxiety about the increasing role of religion in politics in the era of de-
mocracy; and the ongoing conflict in the Casamance region, the southern portion of Senegal, 
which is largely cut off from the north by the country of Gambia.

 ■ In the long term, the economy will remain a major challenge to stability, regardless of the 
government in power. Structural problems must be addressed, such as diversifying a limited 
resource base, providing for a swelling urban population, and employing a growing class of 
educated youth with rising expectations. The government’s ability to manage urban poverty 
will prove crucial to maintaining credibility and quelling discontent.

Overview 
When the perennial opposition candidate Abdoulaye Wade defeated incumbent president Abdou 
Diouf in Senegal’s elections of 2000, it seemed to indicate that the country had finally completed a 

1. Leonardo A. Villalón is director of the Center for African Studies and associate professor of political 
science at the University of Florida. He has published research on Islam and politics, and on democratiza-
tion in West Africa, with special attention to the countries of the Francophone Sahel. He has studied and fol-
lowed Senegalese politics for some 25 years, and has also worked extensively in Mali, Niger, and neighboring 
countries. He taught for two years as a Fulbright senior scholar at the Université Cheikh Anta Diop in Da-
kar. He has also taught at the Université Gaston Berger in Saint Louis, Senegal, and has lectured and directed 
seminars and workshops at universities and other institutions in numerous West African countries. From 
2001 to 2005, Villalón served as president of the West African Research Association, the only sub-Saharan 
African member institution of the Council of American Overseas Research Centers, based at the Smithson-
ian Institution. In 2007, he was named a Carnegie Scholar by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, for 
research in Senegal, Mali, and Niger on a project titled Negotiating Democracy in Muslim Contexts: Politi-
cal Liberalization and Religious Mobilization in the West African Sahel. A book based on that research is in 
progress. He is currently codirecting a two-year State Department–funded project on elections in six Sahe-
lian countries—Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and Chad. 
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long transition to a fully democratic system. Though Senegal had long been considered one of the 
rare African political success stories, and was often described as democratic (if at times with quali-
fiers such as “semi” and “quasi”), its image had nevertheless been tarnished by the violence that 
broke out after the flawed 1988 elections, and by continued political crises throughout the 1990s as 
the ruling Parti Socialiste held on to power.

In the period since Wade’s election, the results have been mixed, and the initial optimism has 
been tempered in various ways. Wade has proven to be a bold if sometimes unpredictable leader, 
highly involved in all aspects of governing, and brooking little dissent or opposition to his domi-
nance of the political system. Since the elections of 2007, in which he adroitly outmaneuvered the 
opposition to win reelection, and in which his party claimed virtually total dominance of the legis-
lature following an opposition boycott, the political climate in the country has further degenerated. 

A number of issues in Senegal produce political tensions of some significance, and have an im-
pact on Wade’s rule. These include rivalries between the major Muslim Sufi orders to which most 
Senegalese belong; tensions concerning the demands for an increased role for religious values in 
Senegalese politics; and the long-standing conflict in the southern Casamance region of the coun-
try. These issues are important for Senegalese politics and may lead to localized conflict. However, 
they are not likely in themselves to be destabilizing. 

Rather, the major source of potential instability in Senegal in the short to medium terms is 
squarely political. There is a real potential for violent protest and instability if Wade or his desig-

nated successor wins—fairly or not—the next 
presidential election in 2012. This potential 
is a product of intense popular dissatisfac-
tion with Wade in urban areas, and of his 
apparent intent to stay in power himself, or 
perhaps to anoint his son Karim as his succes-
sor. A scenario similar to the standoff in Côte 
d’Ivoire following the elections in that country 
in late 2010 cannot be completely excluded in 
Senegal.

In economic terms, Wade has had some successes, but these have been built on a signifi-
cant gamble, the outcome of which is still unclear. He has made a major effort to restructure the 
economy—namely, via heavy investments in urban infrastructure—in order to position Dakar as 
a major transportation and service center in West Africa. These investments have been made pos-
sible in large part by Wade’s international visibility and his adeptness at attracting new sources—
Arab, Chinese, and other—of aid and foreign direct investment. Senegalese stability in the longer 
term will largely hinge on whether it is possible to create conditions that can satisfy the growing 
expectations of a swelling urban population and increasingly educated youth, in a context of 
severe structural limitations to the economy and growing inequality. The question is thus whether 
Wade’s investments will give rise to a sufficiently service-based regional economy to meet these 
expectations.

In the context of these challenges, it is important to note that Senegal also enjoys significant 
strengths and resources that may well enable it to meet these challenges: a historical legacy of stability 
and peace, a strong and engaged civil society, a well-placed international diaspora strongly invested in 
the country, a vibrant press that enjoys real fundamental liberties, and largely functional institutions.

There is a real potential for violent pro-
test and instability if Wade or his desig-
nated successor wins—fairly or not—the 
next presidential election in 2012.
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Senegal at a Glance

GDP per capita $1,900 (2010 estimate)

Unemployment 48% (2007 estimate)

Life expectancy 59.78 years (2011 estimate)

Population 12,643,799 (2011 estimate)

Population growth rate 2.557% (2011 estimate)

Median age 18 years (2011 estimate)

Urban population 42% of total population (2010 estimate)

Urbanization rate 3.3% annually (2010–2015 estimate)

Literacy rate 39.3% (2002 estimate)

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook 2011 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2011).

Background
Senegal’s population is currently estimated at 12.6 million people. Although the country has 
historically been largely rural with an agriculturally based economy, rapid and continued urban-
ization in recent decades means that today some 42 percent of Senegalese live in cities, the large 
majority in the urban conglomeration of the Cap Vert Peninsula, reaching from the capital of Da-
kar to the historic city of Rufisque. With the vast majority of its territory in the semiarid Sahelian 
geographic zone, the unpredictability of rainfall and precarious conditions of life in rural areas 
provide strong incentives for migration. A 3 percent annual urbanization rate will thus ensure the 
continued and increasing importance of the urban sector both to the national economy and to 
politics. 

Senegalese are overwhelmingly (94 percent) Muslim, but the Christian (mostly Catholic) 
minority is fully integrated into positions of economic and political leadership; the country’s first 
president, Léopold Sédar Senghor, was Catholic. Senegal’s coastal cities played a key role in the 
historical establishment and eventual rule of France’s West African colonial empire, including 
early involvement in French electoral politics and significant leadership in colonial politics. The 
legacy of that small portion of the Senegalese population considered “citizens” rather than “sub-
jects” of France in the colonial period continued to be felt in close ties between Dakar and Paris 
well after independence. In a region of problematic neighbors, Senegal has long been considered 
an oasis of stability, making it a key focus of international (particularly Western) policy in West 
Africa. 

A Brief Political History
As most African countries settled into single-party states or military regimes in the first few 
decades after independence, Senegal was often heralded as the exception that demonstrated that 
“democracy” was actually possible on the continent. There was certainly much truth to this per-
spective; no military coups, relative social peace, and regular elections with at least some trappings 
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of democracy did in fact distinguish Senegal from most of its neighbors. There were, however, also 
clear limitations to Senegal’s “quasi-democracy,” and these shortcomings eventually led to signifi-
cant contestation and protests. 

Thus, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Senegal found itself subject to the same pressures 
for major political change as many of its neighbors, in a context of significant social unrest. The 
subsequent negotiated political reforms that were undertaken in the 1990s eventually led to the 
country’s first electoral transition in the elections of 2000, a singular event that seemed to herald 
the arrival of a consolidated democracy. The evolving situation of the past decade, however, has 
significantly eroded this image, and in many ways the current situation resonates with the pe-
riod leading up to the violently contested elections of 1988. What remains unclear is whether the 
incumbent leadership will be able to manage these tensions with the same skill that the old Parti 
Socialiste demonstrated in its time. 

In 1962, two years after independence, the rivalry between President Léopold Sédar Senghor 
and his prime minister, Mamadou Dia, provoked a major political crisis that threatened to destabi-
lize the young regime. Having emerged victorious in this standoff, Senghor set about consolidating 
his position, and by 1966 he had achieved a de facto (but never de jure) single-party state, but one 
that nevertheless continued to hold elections on a five-year cycle. Bucking the trend in much of 
Africa, however, Senghor was to take the surprising step of intentionally moving back to a mul-
tiparty system following the elections of 1973, albeit within carefully circumscribed conditions. 
Although the outcome was never truly in question, he thus faced a real opposition in the elections 
of 1978. Again bucking the trend in Africa, at the end of 1980 Senghor surprisingly announced 
his resignation from the presidency, turning over power constitutionally to his carefully groomed 
successor, Abdou Diouf.

The younger Diouf, who was widely described as a technocrat with strong administrative 
skills, benefited from a political honeymoon that allowed him to enjoy reasonable legitimacy fol-
lowing his election in 1983. In that decade of declining economic conditions and experimentation 
with structural adjustment programs, however, the degradation of social conditions fueled strong 
and increasing dissatisfaction and demands for change. When the official results of the problem-
atic elections of 1988 were hastily announced, giving Diouf another term and his Parti Socialiste 
(PS) the vast majority of seats in the National Assembly, an explosion of popular discontent in 
major urban areas led to unprecedented violence and the declaration of a state of emergency. 
Thus by the late 1980s, Senegal’s claim to exceptionalism in the African context had been severely 
undermined.

Significantly, however, in the continued tense political situation, marked by periodic explo-
sions of violence in the early 1990s, Abdou Diouf and the ruling PS responded with a series of 
gradual and very significant concessions to opposition demands for reform, notably the adop-
tion of a consensual electoral code that was endorsed by all relevant actors. The elections of 1993, 
organized under the new rules of the game, were to prove frustrating for the opposition, given its 
inexperience and limited organizational capacity, and Abdou Diouf and the PS again emerged vic-
torious. The results, however, also clearly demonstrated that the new rules were effective, and that 
an opposition victory was now fully possible. Throughout the 1990s, then, both sides maneuvered 
to position themselves for the next election. The PS undertook a series of institutional modifica-
tions, such as the creation of a Senate, to reinforce its patronage possibilities, while the opposition 
demanded, and won, concessions on further reforms to the electoral code, such as the creation of 
a national electoral commission. As presidential elections approached in 2000, the high degree of 
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democratic uncertainty led to new political dynamics as the PS experienced a series of high-profile 
defections and the creation of splinter parties, further complicating the opposition field.2

When Diouf did not manage to get the required absolute majority in the first round of the 
presidential elections in February 2000, the stage was set for a transition. With the vast majority of 
the opposition throwing its support behind the perennial opponent, Abdoulaye Wade of the Parti 
Démocratique Sénégalais, who had placed second with 31 percent of the vote, Diouf was defeated 
in the second round. The event signaled a completely democratic electoral change in power for the 
first time in Senegal’s history, 40 years after independence. 

The Socioreligious Landscape
Ethnicity has historically been of very limited political significance in Senegal. While people who 
identify themselves ethnically as Wolof make up about 40 percent of the population, the Wolof 
language serves widely as a lingua franca, which is spoken (often as a second or third language) 
by perhaps as many as 90 percent of the population, and in all major urban areas. The most sig-
nificant social dynamic of ethnicity may be a cultural resistance to “Wolofization”—cultural and 
linguistic assimilation to the Wolof. Among 
speakers of Pulaar (namely the Peul and Tu-
kulor populations), this resistance has taken 
the form of a strong social movement based 
on language, whose adherents identify them-
selves as “Haalpulaar” (Pulaar speakers). The 
ethnic Serer population, who in fact speak 
different languages, tend to insist on Serer 
cultural commonalities rather than language 
as a unifying factor. Despite the low-intensity 
but long-lasting conflict in the southern re-
gion of the Casamance, the ethnic group that 
has been most closely involved in that rebellion, the Diola, are also well integrated nationally and 
there are no notable political implications to Diola ethnicity.

Much more significant than ethnicity as a force in national politics has been Senegal’s 
dominant religious system, namely the well-organized and powerful Muslim Sufi orders, with 
which perhaps 85 percent of the population claims affiliation. There are two major orders. The 
Mourides—a highly centralized and cohesive indigenous religious movement—developed in Sen-
egal during the colonial occupation. The Tijaniyya—a widespread order in West Africa, of North 
African origin—claims more adherents than the Mourides, but its leadership in Senegal is divided 
among several religious families. Two other smaller orders—the Qadiriyya and the indigenous 
Layenne—play less central roles in national politics. 

This unique Sufi religious system has attracted much scholarly and political attention, and 
there is frequent and ongoing debate both outside and within Senegal on the extent and nature of 
the religious elite’s influence on national politics. It is clear that close and mutually beneficial ties 
with the major marabouts (leaders of the Sufi orders) were key to both Senghor’s and Diouf ’s  

2.  One of the changes effected in the reforms of the early 1990s was to extend the presidential term of 
office from five to seven years, while keeping the legislative term at five years. Legislative elections were thus 
held in 1998, on the original five-year schedule, with presidential elections two years later. 

Much more significant than ethnicity 
as a force in national politics has been 
Senegal’s dominant religious system, 
namely the well-organized and powerful 
Muslim Sufi orders, with which perhaps 
85 percent of the population claims af-
filiation.



6  |    6  |  senegal

political strategies. But given the limitations of the electoral system, it is hard to know to what 
extent maraboutic support in fact helped determine the outcomes of national elections under the 
first two presidents. What is clear now is that although major marabouts remain important opin-
ion leaders and hence influential actors in national contests, since the advent of a more democratic 
system in the 1990s most have been very cautious in making specific electoral endorsements. 
While their ability to determine electoral or policy outcomes today is thus not clear, there is no 
doubt that the major religious leaders in the country continue to play important sociopolitical 
roles, most significantly as voices for limiting the arbitrary exercise of power and as forces for 
social and political stability. 

This historic religious system has not gone uncontested, and in the past few decades it has 
been shaped by various challenges. Reform or anti-Sufi religious movements—usually preach-
ing a “purer,” perhaps more “fundamentalist,” form of Islam—have had some appeal, in particular 
among the more educated and urban sectors of the population. Although they have provoked 
some anxiety among more secular segments of the population given the social policies they have 
occasionally advocated, such groups have played very limited roles in national politics, focus-
ing their attentions primarily in the social and religious domains. Senegal is a member and key 
player in the U.S. State Department –led Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership, but there has 
been no known presence of or activity by more extremist groups, namely “al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb,” which in any case would enjoy virtually no local legitimacy or support.

More significant than the reformist or fundamentalist challenges to the Sufi system, in terms 
of the evolving role of religion in politics, have been various trends sparked by political changes 
under Wade’s tenure as president. As discussed below, these issues are certainly of some relevance 
as sources of social tension and perhaps of occasional social conflict, but the important point to 
underline here is that neither ethnicity nor religion is likely to be a significant source of any insta-
bility in Senegal. 

The Political System under Wade
Following his election, Wade undertook a significant overhaul of the political system. A new Con-
stitution was adopted in a referendum on January 22, 2001, in part as an effort to fix the elements 
he had long criticized in the old Constitution, but also as a political maneuver that allowed him to 
dissolve the existing National Assembly (elected for a five-year term in 1998) and to call new elec-
tions. The results of the legislative elections held shortly thereafter ensured Wade’s Parti Démocra-
tique Sénégalais (PDS) a comfortable majority with which to rule. The new system remained a 
variant of a French-style hybrid (with both a president and prime minister) but skewed in favor 
of a strong presidency. It did nevertheless revoke a number of changes that the PS had adopted: it 
brought the presidential term back to five years; strengthened the position of the prime minister 
in various ways; abolished both the Senate and the Economic and Social Council as unnecessary 
expenses; reduced the number of deputies in the National Assembly, which the PS had gradually 
increased; and introduced further reforms to the electoral system.

Although these changes were much heralded and received strong popular support, in fact over 
the subsequent decade the political system has come to resemble the old one in most key respects. 
Constant tinkering with institutions has been a distinct hallmark of Wade’s mode of governance, 
and most of the early reforms have been gradually undone. Thus, for example, the Senate was 
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eventually re-created (with 65 of 100 seats appointed by the president, the remainder elected indi-
rectly), as was the Economic and Social Council; the presidential term has been again extended to 
seven years, starting in 2012; the number of deputies to the National Assembly has been increased; 
the “optional” post of vice president, should the president wish to name one, has been created; and 
the electoral code has been modified various times. All these changes, though adopted using of-
ficial constitutional rules, nonetheless reflect 
Wade’s complete personal dominance of the 
political system and his own preferences and 
decisions. He has thus been able to ensure 
that the political system and both executive 
and legislative institutions remain firmly in 
presidential hands. 

Though the Senegalese judicial system has 
also been subject to some modifications over time, it is relatively robust and does maintain a rea-
sonable, if at times somewhat circumscribed, degree of autonomy. In the local elections of March 
2009, for example, the Supreme Court heard and ruled in favor of an opposition claim that Wade 
and the PDS had violated electoral rules in a specific locality. This decision was in fact accepted by 
the PDS, which was consequently unable to run a candidate in the district. The courts, however, 
have never issued a ruling significantly undermining core elements of Wade’s political or policy 
agendas.

In the political realm, the coalition that united to defeat Diouf and elect Wade in 2000 did not 
hold together for long. Most significantly, the widely respected Moustapha Niass, who had placed 
third in the first round, resigned as Wade’s first prime minister within the year and soon became a 
key figure in the opposition. Though Wade has cannily managed to co-opt support from other key 
politicians at different moments, the majority of those who supported him in 2000 quickly became 
disillusioned and have spent much of the past decade in opposition. In addition, the PDS itself has 
been marked by significant power struggles, notably as new elections have approached. Thus two 
key PDS politicians who served as prime ministers, Idrissa “Idy” Seck and Macky Sall, were both 
marginalized when they seemed to emerge as potential rivals to Wade, or to his son, within the 
PDS. 

In the tense political climate under which the February 2007 presidential elections were held, 
Wade the master politician very cleverly played on these rivalries to outmaneuver the opposition 
and easily win reelection as president. In frustration, and amid various complaints of unfair-
ness, the majority of the opposition opted to boycott the legislative elections of June 2007, leaving 
Wade’s coalition to win 131 of the 150 seats. Wade thus currently enjoys almost total dominance 
over the political system, giving him tremendous legal room for maneuver. 

The result has been an increasingly tense political atmosphere, with regular and growing 
expressions of popular anger. Wade is constantly attacked by the opposition, which claims that 
he has no intention of relinquishing power, that he is arbitrary and idiosyncratic in his decisions, 
and that he has an authoritarian instinct and is unwilling to delegate decisions or tolerate criticism 
of his policies. He is also extremely unpopular with large segments of the urban population, and 
demonstrations and protests of various sorts are now a regular part of Dakar public life. Opposi-
tion strategies tend to focus on demands that he recognize the degraded social situation and ac-
cept some forum for discussion within which they can make demands for reform. Wade, however, 
has largely ignored these demands. 

Constant tinkering with institutions has 
been a distinct hallmark of Wade’s mode 
of governance, and most of the early 
reforms have been gradually undone.
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This tense political climate certainly reflects intense dissatisfaction with Wade, but it needs to 
be noted that it also both reflects and is a product of a very strong and well-organized civil society, 
and a highly vocal and independent media. There is a striking proliferation of articles in the press, 
and increasingly a number of books published in Senegal, strongly attacking Wade and his policies.3 

The Economy
Although Senegal has long been considered a political success in the region, it cannot lay claim to 
much economic success. Its historical economy, developed in the colonial period, depended large-
ly on the production and export of groundnuts (peanuts), primarily to France for the vegetable 
oil industry. This relatively poor cash crop was also subject to the vagaries of rainfall, and periodic 
droughts in the 1970s and 1980s further weakened the economy, and consequently undermined 
state capacity. Efforts to diversify and develop other sectors focused primarily on fishing, phos-
phate mining, and tourism. Each of these sectors has had some limited success, but also suffers 
from inherent limitations.

Wade’s tenure in office has been marked by major efforts to restructure the economy, often by 
grand projects that have been derided by the opposition as farfetched and unrealistic. His efforts, 
nevertheless, have not been without some success. He has succeeded in particular in increasing 
state revenue significantly through major improvements in the tax collection system, as well as 
diversifying the sources of external donor aid, attracting in particular significant investment from 
the oil-rich Arab Gulf states. The salaries of the civil service and teachers have risen during the 
past decade, and there has been significant additional public investment of various types.

Much of this investment has gone into major infrastructure projects in urban areas, and Dakar 
and the broader Cap Vert Peninsula have been the site of almost constant large-scale construc-
tion projects during the past decade. There has been a commensurate boom in the urban sector, 
primarily in real estate speculation. A high rate of remittances from Senegalese abroad, invested 
primarily in the housing sector in urban areas, has helped contribute to the construction boom. 
There thus appears to be significant real estate speculation, with some question as to how long this 
can be sustained. There are some fears that a real estate “bubble” may soon burst, though despite 
some slowdown due to the international financial and economic crises since 2008, this has yet to 
occur.

Simultaneous with what appears to be the notable economic improvement by many measures, 
there are also indications of real limitations to the boom, and there is very strong urban popular 
sentiment that the economy is a major problem. In many ways, the very fact of the highly vis-
ible large-scale investments in public projects has served to increase popular frustration with the 
continued difficulties of living conditions for the vast majority of the urban population. Popular 
discourse regularly derides such projects as prestige expenditures for Wade and as opportunities for 
corruption and enrichment for his inner circle. A series of corruption scandals has fed the percep-
tion that a select few are becoming extremely wealthy at public expense, while life remains hard for 
the vast majority. A particular focus of protests and complaints has been the shortage of public ser-
vices, and especially the ongoing, periodic, and unannounced electricity shortages that leave large 
parts of the capital without power for long stretches. The irregularity and high costs of electricity 
have been a major source of popular discontent, and a vehicle for mobilizing urban protests. 

3.  See, for example, the books published by the independent journalist Abdou Latif Coulibaly.



  leonardo a. villalón | 9

The key economic question in the longer term is whether these efforts to transform the 
economy can succeed in providing an alternative to the inherent limitations of the rural agricul-
tural base. Wade has gambled on restructuring the economy away from its old bases and attempt-
ing to build the infrastructure necessary to develop a significant service economy and to position 
Dakar as a regional center for trade, finance, and other tertiary-sector activities in West Africa. 
One factor that may support this effort is the growing size of a well-trained urban population of 
technologically skilled young workers, a product in large part of significant private investment in 
education by middle-class families. Indeed, though difficult to measure, a major Senegalese export 
“commodity” has been brainpower—as indicated by the significant overrepresentation (relative to 
population) of Senegalese in international organizations and corporations. But this very growth 
in well-trained youth produces increased demands for jobs and opportunities, and raises expec-
tations. What remains to be seen is whether economic restructuring can keep pace with these 
demands. 

Country Assessment
As the above discussion is intended to suggest, Senegal’s reputation for being a singularly suc-
cessful case within the West African region is not undeserved. At the same time, both increasing 
sources of tension and long-term structural issues clearly present risks of producing conflict and 
instability. 

At a moderate level of risk, a number of sources of tension could produce political conflict, 
even if they are quite unlikely to provoke any substantive instability. Three such sources are par-
ticularly noteworthy: intrareligious tensions 
among the Muslim majority, policy debates 
arising from anxiety about the increasing role 
of religion in politics in the era of democracy, 
and the ongoing conflict in the Casamance.

Intrareligious Tensions among 
the Muslim Majority
While there has often been a measure of 
rivalry between the major Sufi religious orders 
in Senegal, relations among them have histori-
cally been highly cordial and often collabora-
tive. This was at least in part the product of very careful efforts by both Senghor and Diouf to 
balance governmental solicitude toward the various orders and the major religious families. The 
accession of Wade to the presidency, however, introduced an element of tension that has contin-
ued to fester. As a Mouride himself, Wade took the unprecedented step of going directly to the 
Mouride holy city of Touba on the day of his election, where he was photographed bowing before 
the caliph of the order while receiving his blessings. This provoked an outcry on the part of some 
of the secular population, distraught at the symbolism of the president of the republic bowing to 
religious authority. 

Even more important, however, this act by Wade was viewed by many Tijans and other non-
Mourides as a symbolic show of Mouride ascendancy under Wade’s presidency. Various  

…Senegal’s reputation for being a sin-
gularly successful case within the West 
African region is not undeserved. At the 
same time, both increasing sources of 
tension and long-term structural issues 
clearly present risks of producing con-
flict and instability. 
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pronouncements and gestures on Wade’s part have continued to feed a sense that Mourides are 
given preferential treatment, including the announcement of a “special investment plan” for the 
holy city of Touba. Wade has gradually made various gestures toward the Tijans to attempt to 
mitigate this perceived bias, but these have not been fully convincing to many, and the tensions 
have continued. Though highly unlikely to lead to major instability, this tension may nevertheless 
contribute to occasional conflicts in specific locales, but with implications for national politics.

The Increasing Role of Religion in the Era of Democracy
A different source of tension rooted in religion arises from the contrasting worldviews and result-
ing policy preferences between the small but politically dominant educated secular elite and the 
highly religious majority of the Senegalese population. As elsewhere in the world, the increasing 
democratization of politics has opened the door to an increased role for religion in public life, a 
result of the increased possibilities for religious groups to express and mobilize in support of their 
own preferences. The secular/religious tension in Senegal has manifested itself in various public 
debates during the Wade years. Wade himself has flirted with removing the word “laïc” (i.e., “secu-
lar,” with its strong French connotation of anticlericalism) to describe the republic in the Constitu-
tion of 2001, but he was obliged to reinstate it by the outcry from intellectuals. 

Perhaps the most sensitive issue to date where this tension has been felt was in the movement 
by a coalition of religiously motivated actors to have the secular Senegalese family code of 1974 
modified so as to bring it more into line with Islamic family law. The group, calling itself the Islam-
ic Committee for the Reform of the Senegalese Family Code (CIRCOFS, in its French acronym), 
was widely criticized by secular-minded intellectuals but clearly had significant popular resonance. 
While Wade himself put an end to this discussion with a categorical refusal to consider changes 
to the existing law, it seems highly likely that tensions on such issues will continue to mark Sen-
egalese politics. Once again, however, this should not be overstated; in many ways, these tensions 
are most likely to resemble comparable debates on social issues regarding sexuality and the family 
in other democratic systems, including the United States. And it bears noting that all significant 
Senegalese religious actors on these issues fully buy into the concept of pursuing their preferences 
via democratic means—by which they are in fact most likely to win.

The Conflict in the Casamance
The status of the Casamance, the southern portion of Senegal largely cut off from the north by 
the country of Gambia, has been a source of discussion from the moment when Senegal achieved 
independence. A degree of grievance about northern domination has long existed among Casa-
mançais—given their somewhat distinct ethnic, cultural, economic, and historical configuration 
vis-à-vis the northern majority, and their geographic separation. 

In the 1980s, this feeling of grievance gave rise to a small but disruptive separatist group, the 
Movement of Democratic Forces of the Casamance (MFDC). Escalating in the 1990s, the MFDC 
has maintained a low-intensity campaign of occasional attacks, mostly on state and military tar-
gets. Wade came into office promising to end the conflict within his first 100 days in office, but it 
has proven rather intractable. Peace agreements signed by the MFDC leadership have produced 
splintering within the movement by members who have denounced these accords as sellouts, and 
the conflict has continued. The scope remains limited, but it is clear that the conflict drains 
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resources that might otherwise be directed more productively elsewhere, and it limits the econom-
ic potential of some of the most agriculturally fertile parts of the country. 

Although, militarily, the Casamance situation seems unlikely to emerge as a major source of 
disruptive national tension or instability in Dakar, it is nevertheless highly likely to persist as a 
major thorn in the side of Senegalese governments, and an ongoing security challenge with local 
implications in the south. One more wor-
risome—if still hypothetical—scenario that 
cannot be dismissed is the potentially disrup-
tive effect of drug trafficking. There are many 
reports that Guinea Bissau, on the Casa-
mance’s southern border, has become a major 
transit point for illegal drugs. If this trafficking 
moves over the border, and if elements of the 
Senegalese military stationed in the region 
can be lured into collusion with traffickers, the 
disruptive potential of the Casamance may be 
significantly exacerbated.

Political Stagnation and Frustration with President Wade
Although the issues outlined above are likely to remain politically salient in Senegal, they are 
unlikely to lead to instability. By contrast, the major source of tension that could in fact lead to 
more substantial violence and instability is located in urban areas, and is focused squarely on the 
controversial and divisive figure of President Wade. 

As noted above, there is a very high—and clearly increasing—sense of popular urban frustra-
tion about what seems to be political stagnation and the very real possibility that there will not 
be an alternation in power after Wade’s current term ends in 2012. Both in the press and on the 
street, there is constant and intense criticism of Wade, who is presented as increasingly autocratic 
in rule, aging and erratic, but unwilling to relinquish power. Senegalese politics in recent years has 
been punctuated by major symbolic initiatives announced by Wade, which have been roundly de-
nounced by the opposition both as bad ideas and for being poorly or corruptly executed. Among 
these events one might point to the hosting of the Organization of the Islamic Conference sum-
mit in 2008, after a two-year postponement; the construction of the massive, North Korean–built 
“Monument to the African Renaissance” on a historic site overlooking Dakar, which was inaugu-
rated in April 2010; and the hosting of the Third International Festival of Black Arts and Cultures 
in December 2010, again after several years of delay. 

The opposition regularly denounces the failures of the Wade presidency, and has frequently 
declared that the system is blocked and called for Wade to enter into discussions about major re-
forms. Though the implication is usually that Wade should be marginalized or even removed from 
power, all indications are rather that the opposition is positioning itself for the next electoral cycle 
in 2012. These calls escalated following the boycott of the 2007 elections, after which much of the 
opposition described Wade’s regime as illegitimate, and called for a national conference to reform 
the political system. In the end, a rather unique forum, referred to as the Assises Nationales, was 
convoked with the goals of discussing “consensual solutions” to the “serious and multidimensional 
crises” that the country was experiencing.4 

4.  A Web site devoted to the effort is available at http://www.assises-senegal.info/.

Although, militarily, the Casamance situ-
ation seems unlikely to emerge as a ma-
jor source of disruptive national tension 
or instability in Dakar, it is nevertheless 
highly likely to persist as a major thorn 
in the side of Senegalese governments, 
and an ongoing security challenge with 
local implications in the south.
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Wade and the PDS refused to participate or to officially recognize the event, which was held 
over a year-long period from mid-2008 to mid-2009, with continued follow-up activities since 
then. The Assises proceeded in a series of steps, including sending delegations around the country 
to discuss the current “crises” and solicit suggested solutions. The forum was given increased vis-
ibility by being chaired by the respected retired international civil servant Amadou Moctar Mbow, 
former director general of UNESCO. The main output of the effort was the “Charte de la gouver-
nance démocratique,” intended to lay out a model for a new Senegalese political system, following 
Wade. The Assises also laid out a strategy for implementing this charter, involving a unified oppo-
sition to Wade in the next election, and supporting a consensual, and yet to be named, candidate 
to defeat him, who would then oversee the reforms and implement the new system before resign-
ing. Though such a scenario seems politically extremely unlikely, or even impossible, its espousal 
reflects the optimistic opposition sentiment that Wade or his anointed PDS successor candidate 
will be rather easily defeated. 

This sentiment has if anything been reinforced since the March 2009 local elections, which 
were marked by significant opposition victories in major cities under a coalition of parties known 
as Benno Siggil Senegal. Particularly encouraging for the opposition was the fact that Wade’s son, 
Karim, was blocked from becoming the mayor of Dakar, something that had been presented as his 
stepping-stone to the presidency. There are thus high expectations for an opposition victory in 2012, 
and the opposition regularly suggests that any other outcome could only be produced by fraud. 

The 2012 Elections and the Politics of Succession
Wade, however, has refused to discuss leaving office, and he shows little inclination to yield power. 
Despite some comments he had made in 2007 declaring that he could not and would not seek 
another term after 2012, he has subsequently announced that he does indeed intend to run, and 
that he is confident he will win. These announcements sparked a major debate in 2010 about his 
eligibility. Both the revised old Constitution, under which he was elected in 2000, and the new one 
adopted in 2001 limit the president to two terms in office. The question of Wade’s eligibility thus 
hinges on the interpretation of whether his reelection in 2007 counts as a second term, or as a first 
term under the new Constitution. Wade has indicated that the legal ambiguity in this situation 
can be resolved either by a constitutional amendment or by a parliamentary procedure allowing 
the National Assembly to issue a law of interpretation. Given that his PDS holds an overwhelming 
majority in the Assembly, he would have no difficulty with either procedure. 

Throughout, Wade has continued to implement various institutional changes to his advan-
tage, in addition to the extension of the presidential term once again to seven years. Notably, he 
has floated the idea of changing the electoral code to abolish the second-round runoff election in 
case no one wins an absolute majority in the first round, arguing that it is too expensive to hold 
two elections, but clearly significantly increasing his likelihood of reelection when faced with a 
divided opposition. This suggestion provoked an outcry, and Wade has not pursued it, but clearly 
he is willing and able to make the change should he find it necessary. In addition, the creation of 
the Senate was accompanied by a change that designated the president of the Senate as the con-
stitutional successor to the country’s president if the office were to be vacated because of death, 
incapacitation, or resignation. Given that the composition of the Senate is overwhelmingly in 
Wade’s hands, he is in a strong position to choose the person in line to succeed him. The rather 
odd creation of an optional post of vice president, to which he has yet to name someone, provides 
further opportunities for anointing a political heir.
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The suspicion is that Wade, who will be officially 86 years old in 2012 (and rumors suggest 
that he is in fact older), may be preparing to hand over power to a handpicked successor after 
his election, bequeathing that person the remainder of a 7-year term. Internal succession politics 
within the PDS are thus intense, and the main suspicion both among many in the party and in 
the opposition and the public at large has been that Wade has every intention of anointing his son 
Karim. While Karim’s defeat in the 2009 local elections seemed to present a setback to this plan, 
there are no clear indications that the idea has been abandoned. It remains to be seen whether the 
revolutionary changes in Egypt in early 2011, where Hosni Mubarak also harbored parallel plans 
for his own son, will have any resonance in Senegal. 

Given the very tense political climate and the bitter tone of public debate, the most significant 
tension likely to lead to conflict and potential instability in Senegal today is focused on the elec-
tions of 2012 and the politics of succession. If Wade manages to hold onto power in 2012, or to 
turn it over to Karim, there is a real potential for explosions of popular violence and for destabi-
lization—not unlike the situation in 1988. Given the strong sense of frustration and antigovern-
ment sentiment among large portions of the urban population, and given that Wade clearly has 
the capacity— and apparently the will—to 
tinker with the system to sharply increase the 
likelihood of this outcome, the potential for 
instability must be taken seriously. 

It merits emphasizing again, however, that 
this threat must be contextualized and that 
Senegal also benefits from real sources of sta-
bility. As the above discussion should suggest, 
despite significant manipulation by Wade, 
Senegalese political institutions are relatively 
strong. The manipulation that we have witnessed, while clearly self-serving, has also been regularly 
carried out through formal and legal institutional procedures. In addition, both independent civil 
society organizations and the opposition are extremely active, watchful, and vocal. The local elec-
tions of 2009 demonstrate that, even given the manipulation and the strong advantages of incum-
bency, electoral procedures in the country are well established and capable of producing legitimate 
outcomes. The highly diverse and vocal press—both print and electronic—though occasionally 
fanning the flames of popular discontent, nevertheless largely serves its role as an important 
source of transparent information for the public. And of particular importance, religious culture 
and the role of religious leaders as voices of moderation and arbiters of compromise are important 
sources of social stability and peace that may well help to temper political passions. 

Scenarios 
The analysis presented above suggests two contrasting scenarios for Senegal over the next few 
years, both hinging primarily on the elections of 2012. Scenarios for the longer term are somewhat 
more speculative, but it is clear that there will be major challenges for any government leading 
Senegal for the next decade or so. These challenges will be shaped in part by factors over which 
Senegal has relatively little control, and hence are potentially more intractable.

…the most significant tension likely to 
lead to conflict and potential instability 
in Senegal today is focused on the elec-
tions of 2012 and the politics of  
succession. 
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The Best-Case Scenario
If the 2012 elections take place under conditions widely judged to be legitimate, and produce re-
sults that are widely accepted as legitimate by the dissatisfied urban sectors in Dakar, there is good 
reason to believe that Senegal may continue to benefit from being one of the region’s most stable 
and democratic countries. Indeed, if Wade were to run but lose the election, or step aside and al-
low an open competition that is deemed fair, there would be a strong basis for arguing that Senegal 
will in fact have made significant forward progress in consolidating its democratic system. 

The important point to note here, however, is that this scenario inevitably depends on Wade 
relinquishing the presidency, and indeed on his significant exit from the political scene in 2012. 
Anything less is likely to be seen—at least by significant portions of the urban population—as a 
failure of Senegalese democracy. One cannot rule out, however, the possibility that the opposition 
may be unable to unite, and that the campaign may discredit key opposition actors to the point 
that Wade in fact emerges victorious. If popular sentiment blames the opposition for a loss, it is 
conceivable that Wade could stay in power without significant short-term instability, but only at 
the cost of a widespread loss of domestic support for the legitimacy of a democratic system that is 
seemingly unable to produce a turnover in power.

The Worst-Case Scenario
If Wade attempts to stay in power or impose a successor in 2012, there is a high possibility of 
significant instability, which almost certainly would take the form of violence, rioting, and massive 
demonstrations in urban areas, particularly Dakar. One can imagine four variants of the worst-
case scenario under which this might occur. 

The first variant would be that Wade runs for reelection, but serious doubts about the credibil-
ity of the electoral process lead to an opposition boycott of the elections. Though the electoral code 
and well-established procedures in Senegal now make it extremely difficult to imagine significant 
fraud in the polling stations or in the vote-counting process on election day, the same cannot be 
said of the registration process. A major and constant complaint of the opposition, which has been 
echoed in the press and reflected in the concerns of various diplomatic sources and nongovern-
mental organizations, is that there are major and perhaps intentional and systematic problems in 
the voter registration process. There are constant accusations that young people in urban areas are 
being refused registration in various ways; that there is fraudulent production of civil documents, 
such as birth certificates; that voting cards are being declared “lost”; and that other obstructions 
are being placed in the way of ensuring voter eligibility. The opposition has laid the groundwork 
for rejecting the integrity of the electoral process and has shown its willingness to use boycotts as 
a strategy. Should the opposition in fact boycott in 2012, with a discourse about manipulation that 
echoes among the dissatisfied urban masses, it will certainly have the capacity to take its struggle 
to the streets. 

The second variant would be that Wade runs for reelection and is judged to have lost but refuses 
to recognize his defeat; he manipulates the process of officially validating the results, so as to declare 
himself winner. This situation would echo the one in Côte d’Ivoire following the November 2010 
election, which produced a prolonged and violent standoff between Laurent Gbagbo, the incum-
bent who refused to recognize his defeat, and Alassane Ouattara, who was widely recognized 
as the legitimate winner. Though there are clearly differences between the two countries—most 
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notably the absence of any ethnoregional cleavage on which to exploit grievances in Senegal—the 
growing popular anger and sense of frustration in Senegalese urban areas during the past decade 
do bear some similarity to the previous decade in Côte d’Ivoire. Such a scenario must thus be tak-
en seriously. Fears of this scenario have been raised given Wade’s appointment of a close associate, 
Cheikh Tidjane Diakhaté, who is widely seen as a “yes man” for Wade, to the position of president 
of the Constitutional Council, the institution in charge of validating final electoral results.

The third variant would be that Wade runs for reelection, and in fact proves himself still capable 
of outmaneuvering the opposition to actually win the election, but popular sentiment in urban areas 
simply refuses to recognize the results. This version of the scenario clearly will depend on popular 
judgment of the legitimacy of the election. What is crucial here, however, is that there is so much 
anger and frustration among many segments of the urban population that the very legitimacy of 
the election will be judged not by the process but by the outcome. For many in Senegal today, if 
Wade wins again in 2012, it can only be because the system is flawed or useless, incapable of trans-
lating popular sentiment into truly legitimate outcomes. While Wade may be able to maintain con-
trol in such a situation, it will almost certainly be in a context of significant protest and prolonged 
social upheaval with a high likelihood of periodic violence.

And the fourth variant would be that Wade attempts to manipulate his succession, possibly by 
placing his son Karim in the presidency. Given the strong rivalries within the PDS and the resent-
ment of Karim by many, it is difficult to imagine at this point that Karim could run independently 
and maintain sufficiently strong control over 
the PDS to actually win. Almost certainly, a 
Karim candidacy for the PDS would produce 
significant defections of key PDS leaders, who 
would take with them their own blocs of sup-
porters. For some observers in Senegal, this 
is precisely why Wade now claims that he will 
run himself, though another seven-year term 
would take him well into his 90s. The plausible 
scenario, however, is that Wade runs, manages 
to win by outmaneuvering the opposition, and then places Karim in a position that is constitution-
ally prescribed to succeed a president who leaves office in midterm. In such a context, it seems 
highly likely that an accession of Karim to the presidency would be met with a strong negative 
reaction, although the likelihood of significant instability is more difficult to assess, and would 
depend in large part on the political situation at the specific moment of such a transition.

A key question in all these variants of the worst-case scenario is the issue of the likely behav-
ior of the military in the face of the violence and instability the would follow a disputed electoral 
outcome. This issue is important, but hard to answer definitively. The strongly apolitical nature 
of the Senegalese military means that there are few historical precedents to suggest how it might 
react under such circumstances. Its reputation, however, suggests that military culture in Senegal 
is marked by a strong “republican professionalism.” And though it can almost certainly be counted 
on to restore order if there are eruptions of popular violence, it is also almost certain to come 
down on the side of legal institutions. It seems likely, therefore, that the military can be counted on 
to support any government that results from what appear to be legitimate electoral results. There 
is also good reason to think, however, that it may well refuse to recognize or support any claimant 
to power from elections that do not appear to be legitimate and transparent. Wade, that is, cannot 

For many in Senegal today, if Wade wins 
again in 2012, it can only be because the 
system is flawed or useless, incapable of 
translating popular sentiment into truly 
legitimate outcomes. 



16  |    16  |  senegal

necessarily count on the military to back him up if he attempts to stay in power under one of the 
four variant scenarios described above.5 

An Ambiguous Longer-Term Scenario
Whether in a best-case scenario of a legitimate alternation in power, or following a restabilization 
after a version of the worst-case scenario, any government running Senegal in the decade or so 
after the 2012 elections will be faced with major economic challenges. The structural constraints 
on the Senegalese economy will—in the longer run—be the country’s most likely source of insta-
bility, regardless of the government in office. In particular, a new government will need to develop 

an economic system capable of providing op-
portunities to satisfy the rising expectations of 
the growing numbers of urban youth if it is to 
maintain the country’s historic stability.

These economic challenges will be exacer-
bated by a number of strong negative trends. 
Though occasional recent years have shown 
reasonably good results in the rural agricul-
tural economy, the longer-term prognosis for 
that sector is not promising, and the trend is 

toward continued decline. This is made worse by environmental degradation, including factors 
well beyond government control (e.g., global warming and periodic droughts) and factors rooted 
in policy issues (e.g., increased deforestation due to intensified charcoal production in response 
to the ongoing energy crisis). The fishing sector, seen as a highly promising part of the economy 
a decade or so ago, is now seriously threatened by the depletion of stocks of high-value species 
due to overfishing. And reliance on imports for crucial basic food commodities with rising prices 
continues to create a situation of severe economic stress, notably among the poorer segments of 
the population in the sprawling suburbs of Dakar. Food security is increasingly an issue of daily 
concern among urban households.

Simultaneous with these increasing stress points, there is reason for concern about the seem-
ing degradation of the traditional and historically very functional means of managing conflict in 
Senegal. In particular, various evolutionary changes in the maraboutic system, organized around 
the Sufi religious elite, have undermined its capacity to serve as a source of social cohesion and 
moderation. Wade himself has contributed to this, notably by his (ultimately unsuccessful) effort 
to transform the Mouride Sufi order into his core base of support, leading to tensions between 
orders and among the Sufi leadership. In addition, generational changes within Sufi families have 
brought a new generation of younger entrepreneurial leaders to the forefront of public affairs and 
politics. In the political climate of the Wade years, this has provided opportunities and incentives 
for demagoguery among some, who have used the situation to build mass movements with poten-

5.  One bit of support for this conjecture: In an interview with two well-placed midcareer Senegalese 
military officers in 2001, they both described credible reports that during the night following the second-
round elections in 2000, some government officials close to Abdou Diouf had urged him to stop the count-
ing process and declare his victory or invalidate the election as it became clear that he would lose. The of-
ficers insisted that had he in fact manipulated the results in this way, Abdou Diouf would certainly not have 
had the military back him up. To his great credit, Diouf preempted the issue by publicly conceding defeat 
early the following morning. 

The structural constraints on the Sen-
egalese economy will—in the longer 
run—be the country’s most likely source 
of instability, regardless of the govern-
ment in office. 
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tially highly significant implications for the politics of the street. One might point as a telling ex-
ample to the marabout Modou Kara Mbacké, who has his young disciples refer to him as “general,” 
and who has proven quite capable of mobilizing very large numbers of urban youth. 

The specifics of how any longer-term scenario plays out will depend on a number of factors 
that are difficult to foresee clearly. What is clear, however, is that governing Senegal will be a grow-
ing challenge for any government that emerges from the elections of 2012. Though by no means 
inevitable, it is certainly possible to imagine a scenario of gradually increasing difficulties leading 
to periodic protests, intensified violence, and gradually escalating instability over the years. The 
severity, timing, and duration of any specific 
period of instability will depend on many fac-
tors. What happens in 2012 will set the stage 
for the years that follow. From this still-un-
known point of departure, to the extent that 
economic pressures can be mitigated and the 
degradation of the social situation can be bal-
anced with more positive forces, Senegal may 
well remain a noteworthy case in the region. 
But if the post-2012 environment is particularly rancorous or the sources of stress increase sharply, 
the future may prove much more difficult. 

Conclusions
Despite—or perhaps because of—Senegal’s history as an intensely politicized society, with frequent 
and loud public critiques of incumbent governments under each of its three presidents to date, the 
country’s reputation as an exceptional case of stability, liberalism, and even democracy in West 
Africa is clearly well deserved. Nevertheless, the country faces challenges, and the current inter-
national context—notably in its neighbors to the north and across the Muslim world—suggests 
a resurgent power of the street in the face of long-tenured and aging rulers. Though reasonable 
continued stability and harmony are thus likely, instability and violence cannot be excluded. 

In the short to medium terms—and most specifically in the period leading up to and immedi-
ately following the elections in 2012—politics will be at the center of Senegal’s prospects for stabil-
ity. And in this respect, leadership is crucial. Key opposition figures and other opinion leaders in 
Senegal will play an important role, but in many ways the future lies in the hands of Abdoulaye 
Wade. What he chooses to do, and how he does so, will have a huge impact on his country’s pros-
pects for stability. 

What can the outside world do to attempt to produce positive outcomes? Wade is strikingly 
independent, and neither easy to predict nor to influence. As a key ally of the United States and 
Western Europe in the West African region and in the Muslim world, in many ways he has the 
upper hand in his relations with much more powerful outside forces. Despite persistent rumors 
that his mental facilities are slipping, however, he shows every sign of maintaining his skills as a 
consummate politician. It seems unlikely that any outside influence could persuade him not to run 
in 2012, if he chooses to do so. The most that can be done may be to pursue diplomatic engage-
ment to help convince him that in the end his personal dignity and reputation, his historic legacy, 
and the future of Senegal will be best assured through a fully transparent electoral process. And 
despite what may be the temptation to opt for “stability” by quickly supporting Wade in case the 

…there is reason for concern about the 
seeming degradation of the traditional 
and historically very functional means 
of managing conflict in Senegal. 
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electoral outcome is unclear or contested, the outside world would be wise to adhere strictly to the 
principles of democracy—whatever the outcome. 

In the longer term, well past the elections of 2012 and regardless of its government, Senegal 
faces major structural challenges that will inevitably be a potential source of instability. It will 

remain a poor Sahelian country with a limited 
resource base, a swelling urban population, 
and a growing class of educated youth with 
rising expectations, in a context of striking 
poverty and stagnation for the vast majority 
of its population. To maintain the country’s 
long-term stability, it seems crucial to de-
velop an economy capable of absorbing this 
population and addressing these expectations. 
Emigration, though having long served as 
both a pressure valve for the country and an 
eventual source of return financial flows and 
investment, cannot be depended on as a long-

term solution. It remains to be seen whether Wade’s gamble on infrastructural development so as 
to build an urban economy based on making Senegal a transportation, banking, commerce, and a 
service industry hub for West Africa will be sustainable or successful. Many other factors will have 
an impact—such as the global economy, the fate of the region’s other countries, and emigration 
policy in the West. Over much of this, however, Senegal will have little or no control.

It will remain a poor Sahelian country 
with a limited resource base, a swelling 
urban population, and a growing class 
of educated youth with rising expecta-
tions, in a context of striking poverty 
and stagnation for the vast majority of 
its population.
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