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Imam Niang is one of the last communal figures who shaped my early childhood.
He belongs to the older generation that has anchored our neighborhood throughout
my life. Tall, slim, and composed, he rarely makes direct eye contact. Now in his
nineties, he is someone I continue to visit whenever I am in Pikine, one of the
expanding suburbs of Dakar.

As his eyesight fades, he grips my hands and repeats, "Lo, Naka wa kér ga?" (How
is the family?), followed by "Lo, Lo sira matha Ndaam" (Lo, the revered, the people
of Ndaam). This expression is an honorific for the Lo family. In Senegambian
tradition, family names are often intertwined with praise names—some drawn from
Mandinka, others from Wolof or Haalpulaar. Ndaam itself is a historical town in the
Kajoor region, renowned for producing and nurturing scholars. Thus, this expression
not only honors a scholarly lineage of the ink but also evokes the deeply shared
professional bonds between families such as the L6, Mbacké, and Diakhaté.

Imam Niang continues in his steady rhythm, asking about the family and inquiring
after my mother and other relatives, listing them one by one before returning to "Lo,
Lo, Lo sira matha Ndaam." He adds, "You are doing the right thing; returning home
is part of the natural human journey. If you do not return here in life, you will return
there in the afterlife." He cites the Qur'anic verse: "Kama khalagnakum nu'tdukum"
(Just as We produced the first creation, so shall We return it, [Quran: 21:104]). He
concludes, "Everything returns to its origin, beginning with the first creation, so this
return is the right path."

His interpretation, however, does not fully align with the broader Islamic tradition
of interpretive plurality—what Thomas Bauer describes as Islam's "culture of
ambiguity" and textual diversity. Classical Qur'anic exegesis of this verse varies:
some interpret it as referring to the divine cycle of creation and resurrection, while
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others see it as a reflection of the human life course—infancy, maturity, and old age,
where old age mirrors the fragility of infancy. Imam Niang, however, holds his own
interpretation, shaped by the Senegambian teachers and the local intellectual world
that influenced him.

The idea that everything is destined to return to its origin remains one of the most
unsettling concepts in my intellectual imagination. Whenever Imam Niang repeats
it, it triggers deep anxiety within me. Over the years, I have struggled with its
implications: Does the Qur'an suggest that human beings are eternally regressing?
Do we build civilizations only to destroy them and start anew? Do we acquire
knowledge, as the ancient Egyptians once did, only to lose it for centuries?

Later, when I encountered the sorrowful memories of a medieval Andalusian poet
reflecting on the lost glory of Arab-Muslim Spain to the Christian forces during the
Recongquista, Imam Niang's proposition resonated with me even more deeply. Abi
al-Baqa' al-Rundi (d. 1285), one of the most celebrated poets of Al-Andalus, known
for his laments over a lost Seville, articulated a vision shaped by lived experience
and humanity's recurring tendencies toward violence, fragility, and decline. In his
famous Niniyyah poem, he reflects on the impermanence of power and civilization,
emphasizing the inevitability of change. For him, human perfection is always
overshadowed by decline: "Let no one be deceived by the sweetness of life."

Senegal's social stability and democratic resilience stem not primarily from the
postcolonial state, but from locally rooted moral institutions shaped by the
Senegalese domestication of Islam, oral wisdom, and communal authority. Imam
Niang perfectly exemplifies this equation.

Looking back, I now recognize this as part of a broader Senegalese pattern:
interpreting Islam as a lived civic culture, not merely as theology. Imam Niang was
not alone in adapting the Arabic-Islamic ethos within the Senegambian context. A
century earlier, Arabic had been localized, and Islamic teaching and interpretation
had assumed new meanings and forms. However, [ must admit that this movement
was not uniform across the region. Earlier 18th-century reformists in Fulbe-
dominated areas opposed the Ajamization of Islam, while Wolof-dominated
seminaries and towns in the 19th century fostered the movement. It was this latter
trend that shaped Senegal's expanding urban settings in the second half of the 20th
century.

Growing up in Pikine, on the outskirts of Dakar, I recognized Imam Niang, Imam
Wade, and Imam Ndiaye as the main pillars of the neighborhood. The second pillar
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of authority was the Chef de Quartier, usually an elderly man appointed to this
position. His role included ensuring the good standing of residents, serving as a
witness in disputes, and issuing certificates of residence. The police station
constituted the third pillar, but its relevance to everyday life was largely minimal.
People primarily interacted with the first two authorities, and the triad of imams
formed the true pillars of social stability. Residents turned to them for almost
everything: family disputes, ceremonies, mediation, consolation, and communal
guidance. In cases of crime, the initial step was to inform the imams, followed by
the Chef de Quartier, who would decide whether police involvement was necessary.
If someone approached the police for a minor infraction, they would most likely
contact the Chef de Quartier.

The second imam was Serigne Wade, known for his confrontational stance against
falsehood, his passionate defense of the truth, and his willingness to distance himself
from worldly life. His life was defined by an unyielding devotion to learning,
tarbiya, and rigorous discipline. Despite having four wives and many children, his
house was the quietest in the neighborhood; everyone fell silent in his presence.
When meeting him on the street, children and teenagers were expected to remove
their shoes and greet him respectfully with both hands.

Among the three imams, Imam Ndiaye was the most mysterious yet also the most
revered. He served as the imam ratib (lead imam) of the Grand Mosque of Pikine.
People rarely saw him outside, except on Friday afternoons, when he would walk
slowly from his house to the mosque, dressed in a large white grand boubou that
appeared three times his size, yet surrounded him with an aura of dignity and respect.

Along the way, he stopped in front of every house to greet the residents, giving them
the opportunity to return the greeting and honor him by chanting his family name:
"Ndiaye, Ndiaye, Ndiaye Diata" (Ndiaye, the lions). Rooted in the Mandinka
language rather than Wolof, the honorific Diata means "the lion"—the king of the
forest—and represents the highest tribute to courage and bravery. In Wolof oral
history, the founder of the Jolof Empire and the long rule of the Ndiaye dynasty was
a Wolofized Sereer named Ndiadiane Ndiaye, underscoring the significance of the
honorific.

People approached Imam Ndiaye mainly for formal and official matters. He was
closely connected to the Tijani establishment of Tivaouane. For matters involving
state institutions or political networks, neighbors sought his recommendations and
connections. When I urgently needed a passport as a minor, his reference led me to
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one of his associates, who drove me to central Dakar and the Ministry of the Interior,
where I was fingerprinted and received my passport within a week.

In his Friday sermons, he relied on locally transmitted sermon notebooks written in
classical Arabic. These books contained ready-made sermons for each Friday of the
year, organized around themes such as piety, repentance, morality, and social
conduct, all composed in a formal rhetorical style. In the final part of the khutbah,
he would remind people to do the right thing: respect the elderly, help the needy, and
educate the children. Speaking about politics was never part of his sermons.

Our city was a product of colonial planning—or rather, the lack of it. It did not exist
before World War II. However, in the 1950s, people displaced by Dakar's urban
redesign and expansion projects, along with rural migrants seeking work in the
growing metropolitan center, began settling in what became Pikine. New industries
soon developed in the area, which was a beautiful site outside Dakar's central district.
At that time, the city's borders were clearly defined by four physical boundaries:
Buntou Pikine (the entrance to Pikine), including the main road to Dakar; Tally bu
mak (the main road); Tally bu bess (the new road); and Rue 10, which served as the
cultural heart of the city. The area quickly developed its own identity as a working-
class suburban zone—economically tied to Dakar, yet socially distinct from it. We
saw ourselves as a microcosm of Senegal. Elsewhere in the country, newcomers
encountered original inhabitants when they settled. In Pikine, however, we were all
newcomers. For that reason, we considered ourselves the "true Senegalese": people
with different family names, reflecting various regional origins, yet united by Wolof
as a common Jingua franca.

As I remember it, most people spoke more than one language at home while also
learning Arabic, French, or both. Yet, despite this diversity, it was the most stable
and peaceful neighborhood I can recall. It was beautiful. The Atlantic Ocean lay less
than three miles to the south. To the east and northeast stretched a quiet green forest,
dotted with family agriculture, fruit farms, and a lake. To the west lay untamed land,
connecting us to what would later become new settlements and cities. We knew
every family, young and old.

Communal Institutions and Social Belonging

While the imams and other local authorities maintained social order, the
neighborhood flourished. Its vibrancy was organic and deeply rooted in communal
life. There was Navetaan, the seasonal football (soccer) tournament in which teams
from across the district competed, mobilizing neighborhood talent, resources, and
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local politics around the games. Thosaan was the one team that represented everyone
and competed against other neighborhoods and cities.

No one could miss the sound of the weekly drumming mixed with call-and-response
singing that accompanied weddings, naming ceremonies, and most public
gatherings. It was customary for organizers to inform both the Chef de Quartier and
one of the imams about these events. No formal approval was required since
organizing such gatherings was considered an individual right, but informing local
leaders was a sign of respect. Nearly every street had Mbotaay groups and Daayira,
voluntary devotional associations centered on collective chanting, charity, and social
solidarity. The Mbotaay groups consisted entirely of women; in fact, it was nearly
impossible to find an adult woman in the neighborhood who did not belong to one.
These groups were the heartbeat of the community—they managed the
neighborhood, organized local events, and provided a system of mutual financial
support. Senegalese women are generally Baana-bana (businesswomen) who
manage home-based enterprises and run stalls in either the Petit or the Grand
markets. Their influence extends into both domestic and spiritual spheres. When
visiting an imam's home for consultation, protocol dictates that you first meet with
his senior wife. If you are sharing good news—such as a marriage, a wedding, or a
birth—it is celebrated with the women first. For private matters, specific etiquette
must be followed before being granted an audience with the imam in his private
quarters.

Daayira members met weekly to chant religious poetry and organize social and
charitable activities. In times of hardship, one could always depend on one's
Daayira; they were consistently there for you socially and financially. This form of
communal belonging regulated individual behavior and functions as a form of
citizenry, albeit outside the framework of the modern state.

Schooling and occupational training were central to growing up. For early childhood
education, children normally attended one of the Qur'anic schools attached to the
compounds of local imams. They attended in the morning, returned home in the
afternoon, and often returned after lunch to continue lessons until the evening. The
system was generally free of charge. In rural settings, disciples were expected to beg
for their livelihood as a way of cultivating humility, patience, and discipline. In these
newer educational settings in the neighborhood, begging became optional. Most
parents preferred to pay a small fee to exempt their children from it. By around the
age of six, most children moved into one of two paths: formal French schooling or
Franco-Arabic education. Those who dropped out normally joined a métier
(occupational training). Formal French schools represented the continuation of the
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colonial educational model that later shaped postcolonial Senegal. In contrast,
Franco-Arabic schools had evolved from older precolonial systems that had adapted
to include French alongside Arabic and Islamic sciences. While predominantly
Muslim, the neighborhood included a small non-Muslim Jola minority who
generally chose Catholic schooling for their children.

The third option was occupational training. Nearly every street had a workshop—
carpentry, mechanics, welding, or another trade. Almost half of the children
apprenticed in these shops. After several years of training, many eventually opened
their own businesses. Some Senegalese later migrated to neighboring West African
countries, where they established their own workshops and small enterprises.

Ousmane Sall: The Making of Moral Authority

Pikine also boasted the oldest Arabic school in the district, founded by Ousmane
Sall, whose background remained largely unknown, though he was likely part of the
first generation to settle in the area. Coming from a Fulbe family, his Wolof was
impeccable. He knew virtually every household in the community and never
imposed fixed fees on students; families paid what they could, and if they could not,
their children were still welcomed. This openness was one of the secrets to his moral
authority.?

Oustaaz Sall, as he was mostly known, was a short, heavy-set man, calm in his
demeanor. He would listen patiently until the very end of your speech, almost
making you beg to hear his words. Only then would he intervene with a proverb
rather than a religious text: "Noppi mo gan wax, dax ku wax fegn" (Silence is superior
to speaking, for speaking is self-revealing), "Wiri wiri jaari ndaari" (Too much
rushing leads only to nowhere), or "Ku wac sa and, and bodem fekfa borom" (He
who abandons his own spot will find the other spot occupied by its owner), and "Bala
nga fay day sa allaba, njekel sa étu kér" (To fight wildfires in the wilderness, one
should start in one's own backyard.). He often strung together five or six proverbs
on a subject, using rhythmic expressions that played on sound and contrast before
finally addressing the issue at hand. Little was known about his background, and
competing accounts circulated regarding his original village. He hailed from the
heartland of Senegal and spoke Arabic fluently without ever having traveled abroad.

By the time he arrived in Pikine in the early 1950s, much of the land was still
available, and titles were often granted freely to settlers as the French sought to

2 To honor his memory, a WhatsApp group was formed in Pikine several years ago. The group has since grown to
include over 100 of Sall’s former students, who now collaborate on projects to ensure his legacy continues.
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encourage labor relocation to the outskirts of Dakar. His two plots of land were
transformed into Arabic schools where children could study for free. Over time,
these schools grew into full elementary and middle schools. He was a trusted figure
who never turned away parents unable to pay. As a result, he lived modestly, was
married but had no children, while remaining deeply respected across generations of
students.

In his later years, around the time I was transitioning to high school, Gulf money
began to flow more heavily into Senegal. An association called Al-Fallah was
created, and its members persuaded him to transfer ownership of the land to a new
global project sponsored by Gulf countries. Sall's school eventually became part of
the Al-Fallah network in Pikine and Djakay Mouride. With Kuwaiti funding, the
facilities were rebuilt and modernized, leading to a surge in enrollment. However,
Sall himself was pushed out of leadership, and was left in near isolation and
homelessness by this new class of religious globalists. The kind-hearted Sall
became, in many ways, a victim of the globalization of Middle Eastern soft power,
which generously financed new forms of Islamic teaching. They promised modern
buildings and a better understanding of Islam, but many of these promises were only
partially realized. Instead, the new actors took control of the land, built new schools,
and expanded their network and outreach, yet they did not continue his ethos of
service or his lack of material interest. They were more connected to Gulf funding
and administrative structures than to the local values he had embodied.

In his final years, he was confined to a small room next to the main school, facing
limited resources and declining health. The new actors, often Arabisants, derived
their legitimacy from citing religious texts in Arabic, frequently invoking al-
Bukhari, Imam Muslim and other canonical sources. In this context, the wisdom of
the elders was no longer revered. A tension emerged between religious textual
authority and embodied wisdom, between written citations and oral traditions, and
between inherited local authority and newly imported forms of legitimacy.

Local Moral Authority and the Domestication of Islam

The richness of neighborhood life relied on ordinary people and the presence of
thought-provoking personalities who set a broader tone of resilience and creativity.

One such figure was Ibbou Sakho, an early public preacher who occasionally visited
Pikine to engage with the public near the grand mosque. His style was distinctive:
he would form a circle as people gathered around him and begin telling stories that
blended history and hagiography, Islam and local wisdom. His narratives were
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deliberately open-ended, stretching on as listeners contributed small sums of money
to hear the rest. Like the imams, he localized Islam, reconciling older tales with
Muslim ethics and making religious texts accessible to ordinary people.

One of his most memorable moments involved the Qur'anic verse "Ya ayyuha-I-
insanu innaka kadihun ila rabbika kadhan fa-mulaqith" (O man! Verily, you are
returning towards your Lord with your deeds and actions, a sure returning, so you
will meet the results of your deeds, [Quran, 84: 6]). He would ask his audience if
they knew the meaning of al-insan. When they replied no, he would respond,
"Seeing is not like hearing." He would then scan the crowd, pull forward Modou
Arin, a tall, large street vendor who happened to be present, and declare: "This is
what God means by al-insan: tall, big, and black, and doing the right thing to feed
his family." The crowd would burst into laughter as he seamlessly resumed his
storytelling.

In later years, Sakho became a national figure, primarily heard on the radio and
occasionally seen on television. This newfound visibility distanced him from his
earlier street-preaching style. He became widely known by the nickname "bari xam-
xam, niak kignaan (a man of great knowledge and a kind heart).

There was also Ablaaye, a remnant of the colonial era who never truly left the
neighborhood. Having spent many years in rural Senegal, he spoke fluent Wolof and
knew nearly everything in the history of France in Senegal. He moved easily from
one home to another, eating wherever he wished and lodging wherever night found
him. Like many of his generation, unemployment carried little stigma at the time,
and there was not yet the intense pressure placed on young men to migrate or "duggu
gaal topu geec gi" (take the boat and follow the sea) toward Europe, a phenomenon
that became widespread only in the late 2010s. No one was entirely certain about
Ablaaye's background. Some claimed he had committed a crime in France and could
not return; others said he had fallen in love with a local woman whose family rejected
the marriage. He eventually converted to Islam, which explains his unusual name:
"Ablaaye," a local Muslim name, paired with "Toubaab" (white man). Yet he carried
no family name, a subtle reminder of his incomplete belonging.

His conversion itself became part of neighborhood memory. As we were told, years
earlier, when Ablaaye first approached Imam Wade about embracing Islam, he
openly admitted that he had little interest in fasting or performing the daily prayers.
Imam Wade repeatedly avoided the conversation, but one afternoon, after lunch, as
people gathered around the atfaya tea circle, the imam appeared and talked to him.
He offered a more pragmatic understanding: "We are not Muslims only because we
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pray or fast. You know as well as I do that many among us struggle even with these
practices during Ramadan. But if you can commit yourself to three things, then we
can proceed." He then recited in Wolof the Qur'anic verse (4:114): "There is no good
in much of human endeavors except in one who encourages charity, promotes what
is right, or reconciles between people." Ablaaye accepted these conditions, and from
that moment his new Muslim identity began.

Despite his friendliness, Ablaaye remained deeply mysterious. There was always
something veiled about his past that no one could fully grasp. Children were
fascinated less by his personality than by his strange name and wandering presence.
What truly captivated us were his stories about the great European war, destruction,
and death. He once told us that Hitler had once declared: "If it were not for the
tirailleurs sénégalais, black like charcoal and brave like lions, [ would have captured
France in twenty-four hours and put De Gaulle in a bottle." War was the one subject
on which he spoke with complete authority. Then, just as mysteriously as he had
appeared in the neighborhood, he vanished from it altogether.

Maamour Khouma was a Rastafarian hero among the youth, embodying Ceddo
practices while remaining distant from formal religious observance. He lived in the
neighborhood but often disappeared for extended periods into The Gambia. To us
growing up, he was an exciting outlier. He spoke English and introduced us to worlds
beyond our immediate surroundings. He discussed Malcolm X, Black Americans,
the Rastafarian movement, Nelson Mandela, and apartheid in South Africa. His
conversations were unlike anything we were accustomed to hearing.

Every Saturday afternoon, when neighbors gathered in front of their homes to
converse and drink atfaya (green tea), we could expect Maamour to appear. He spoke
about events in South Africa, the struggles of African Americans, and emphasized
the need to replace Senghor with Cheikh Anta Diop, whose worn-out book Nations
negres et culture he often carried. He once told us that the Ceddo and the Bambara
were originally the same people—the warrior class of the Mali Empire. According
to him, they resisted the God of Islam but eventually diverged in two different
directions. In the nineteenth century, Sheikh Omar Futi Tall spread Islam through
jihad among the Bambara, who resisted and ultimately killed him. Meanwhile,
Shaikh Ahmad Bamba brought Islam to the Ceddo, telling them they did not have to
fast or pray to be Muslim, and they accepted him. He explained that this is where the
Bayfall song comes from: "du ma julli, do ma woor, suma dewe dem ajjana" (I do
not pray, | do not fast, and when I die, | am still going to paradise). Consequently,
almost all Wolof are Muslim, while this is not the case for their Bambara neighbors
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in Mali. Maamour had his own inverted way of critiquing Islamic practices, and the
youth enjoyed listening to his dissenting views.

When Bob Marley passed away, Maamour experienced it as a personal tragedy. One
night in the 1980s, the neighborhood awoke to the sound of someone banging on a
pot and loudly announcing in French, "Le prophete est mort" ("The Prophet is
dead"). The announcer was Maamour Khouma. A week later, he organized a reggae
night to celebrate Marley's legacy. Reggae music played throughout the night as he
translated the lyrics into Wolof. I still remember how he repeatedly emphasized
Marley's prophetic message in the song "Natural Mystic.” The song was played on
repeat while Maamour openly wept.

When this story was later shared with imam Wade, he smiled, a rare gesture, and
remarked that perhaps it was true that people recognize the signs of God through the
language of their own prophets. He then quoted the Qur'anic verse: "Wa ma arsalna
min rasulin illa bi-lisani gawmihi li-yubayyina lahum"” (And We sent not a
Messenger except with the language of his people, so that he might make the
message clear to them [Qur'an 14:4]). Imam Wade did not elaborate further, and at
the time, we did not fully understand his point.

Only later did I grasp the political significance of this localized moral language. As
I became familiar with Marley's lyrics, I came to appreciate what Imam Wade meant:
Marley's words, which penetrated the heart of a strong man like Maamour, softening
him to tears, could be described as prophetic; a messenger who could make barren
soils like Maamour's cry like a child could also be regarded as a prophet.

The street by Imam Wade's mosque was the cleanest. There was a custom of Sét
Sétal (cleaning and cleansing) in the neighborhood that took place once a month,
when each household mobilized to clean its front yard. The mosques provided tools,
so people swept the streets, picked up litter, and weeded small stones from the sand.
The inner neighborhood roads were unpaved and sandy—ideal for pickup soccer
games. Playing soccer after these events was highly celebrated. Sét Sétal was an
older practice that followed rural migration into the city. Years later, when I returned
during summer breaks, I noticed the practice had disappeared. Litter was
everywhere; people only took care of the immediate areas around their homes,
leaving the main roads and streets covered with consumer waste. I was told that a
European-sponsored NGO had supported Sét Sétal in earlier years by paying
participants. Over time, the practice declined after the NGO discontinued its funding.
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Pikine was a microcosm of Senegal beyond metropolitan Dakar. It reflected
generations of Senegalese who had endured the social upheavals of both the colonial
and post-independence eras. Although contemporary social scientists often explain
Senegalese democracy through the success of the post-colonial state, it was
ultimately these social pillars that preserved tradition, navigated modernity, and
protected society from both religious extremism and an overly repressive post-
colonial state.

Senghor: The Complexities of a Poet-President

Léopold Sédar Senghor was widely admired during this period. The elders respected
him despite his status as a Christian in a majority Muslim country. He earned the
nickname Ndaamali ("the small man with great wisdom"). In Senegalese popular
culture, physical smallness is sometimes associated with wisdom, as exemplified by
Kocc Barma Fall (d.1655), who is remembered in Wolof oral tradition as a figure of
insight, satire, and political intelligence. After independence in 1960, Senghor
became President while Mamadou Dia assumed the role of Prime Minister. Their
initially collaborative relationship soon devolved into ideological and institutional
conflict, marking Senegal's first major postcolonial crisis. This disagreement
reflected broader tensions: centralization versus shared power, socialist
transformation versus gradual reform, and dependence on France versus greater
autonomy.

In 1962, the conflict escalated over the limits of executive authority. Dia was accused
of attempting a coup d'état after he prevented the National Assembly from voting on
a censure motion against his government. Senghor and his supporters viewed this as
an illegal seizure of power. Dia was arrested, tried, and sentenced to prison, where
he spent over a decade. Senghor subsequently abolished the position of Prime
Minister and consolidated power within the presidency, establishing a strong
presidential system, similar to that of other African presidents of the era.

The commentary outlined above is largely academic and does not reflect my
childhood memories. As I understood it then, Mamadou Dia was portrayed as rude
and disrespectful toward the Sufi establishment, even threatening to dismantle it
after independence. Leuy, a storyteller and family friend, recounted that Serigne
Mouhamadou Fallou Mbacke (d. 1968), the grand Caliph of the Mouride
brotherhood at the time, confronted Dia after he reportedly told the marabout class
at independence: "What does marabout mean? It is a prayer bead and a prayer mat—
and I have both." That same afternoon, the Caliph is said to have told his disciple,
"Jant ne men, Dia men" (As the sun sets, Dia sets). The following day, Dia was
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arrested by Senghor, often seen as the favored son of France, and imprisoned, where
he would eventually lose his eyesight.

In retrospect, Senghor appears as a complex and somewhat mismatched figure for
Senegal. A poet-politician, he claimed to prioritize peace (jamm) and social cohesion
but lacked a strong entrepreneurial or developmental vision. He spoke Wolof
beautifully, though with the cadence of someone raised in a foreign land, often
pausing reflectively and relying heavily on proverbs. At the same time, he
strategically appropriated the developmental ideas of his rivals—figures such as
Cheikh Anta Diop, Mamadou Dia, and Sembéne Ousmane—to alienate them from
the traditional centers of power. For instance, when Diop visited Touba and
remarked that the significant investment in the Grand Mosque might have been
better directed toward industrial development, Senghor used this comment to
suggest to Sufi leaders that Diop was indifferent to their priorities.

Although there was a strong sense of separation between religion and politics upon
independence, Senghor gradually blurred this line by consistently involving the Sufi
orders in his political consolidation efforts, particularly during his elections and re-
elections. Succeeding presidents followed suit, making it common practice to court
religious leaders for public endorsements of presidential candidates. This marked a
departure from pre-independence politics and from the vision of Moussa Kamara,
an early 20th-century scholar. In the 1920s, Kamara advocated for the separation of
religion (Islam) and politics, arguing that "politics is a self-serving arena most suited
to those who desire temporal leadership and fame." He believed that a good Muslim
cannot excel in the realm of politics. His warning was clear: when good Muslims
engage in politics and lose, they often revert to jihad, which he viewed as equally
destructive to the public interest of Muslims. He argued that any call for jihad
inevitably has a political context, stripping it of its religious and spiritual
significance. Thus, jihad can reflect a self-indulgent need for dominance,
masquerading as religion (Kamara, 2023).

Senghor's frequent reference to the Sufi establishment in service of his political
agenda contradicted this reasoning. When Maitre Abdoulaye Wade emerged as a
significant political opponent, Senghor reportedly framed him to the traditional Sufi
orders as someone who should remain a professor rather than pursue political power.
He even nicknamed Wade " Njombor," invoking the hare character associated with
wit and cunning in Senegambian popular culture. Senghor, the poet, also engaged in
public intellectual debates, notably with Sembéne Ousmane over the spelling of
Ceddo, during which Ousmane reminded him, "I am a Wolof speaker, and you are
not." Senghor, characteristically, would respond with a smile.
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Despite these tensions, political violence—so visible in Senegal in recent years—
was a rare exception at the time. Everyday politics was characterized instead by a
strong ethos of wisdom and fraternity.

In neighborhoods like Pikine, inspiring leaders played a crucial role in sustaining
social peace, though this never evolved into a force capable of imposing social
values on the ruling elite. Senghor was an accomplished poet but lacked a
transformative developmental vision for postcolonial Senegal. The ambitions of his
state remained relatively modest, and national discourse often centered on stability,
peace, culture, and survival within the French geopolitical orbit. While the state
largely operated within inherited French institutional frameworks, it was individual
citizens and social actors—such as Cheikh Anta Diop, Ibrahim Niasse, Ousmane
Sembene, and the informal Mouride traders known as Baol Baol—who projected
Senegal onto the global stage. This social class, shaped by Pan-Africanist visions,
cultural rootedness, and entrepreneurial energy, forged transnational networks of
discipleship, commerce, and ideas.

Public Figures and National Imaginations

The neighborhood resonates with the spirits of public figures who shaped the nation.
Their stories and activities inspired individuals and animated evening gatherings and
occasional celebrations.

The towering figure of Sheikh Ibrahim Niasse loomed large, a man older than the
Senegalese nation-state itself, whose influence extended far beyond its borders.
Known affectionately as Baye Niass or Shaykh al-Islam, he was charismatic, elegant,
and possessed an extraordinary command of Arabic. A prolific writer and poet, he
engaged in theological debates on a global scale and emerged as one of the most
influential Muslim leaders of the twentieth century. Even before Senegal's
independence, Baye Niass served as an unofficial spokesman for the country,
building a vast transnational Tijaniyya network that connected West Africa, North
Africa, and the Middle East. He was a founding member of the Muslim World
League and maintained close diplomatic relations with figures such as Gamal Abdel
Nasser, whose vision of Egypt as the center of three concentric circles—Arab,
Islamic, and African—he actively supported. Scholars like Amar Samb have
documented the global reach of Baye Niass's engagements, from opposing Saudi
attempts to alter historical structures in Mecca, the expansion and structural
alterations around the Kaaba/Magam Ibrahim in Mecca, which Niasse famously
contested, to debating European leaders on the necessity of African independence
(Samb, 1978, Volume II).
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In late 1959, Bishop Marcel Lefebvre published an article in France Catholique
expressing concerns that African independence would expose the continent to
Chinese and Soviet communism. He argued that Muslim societies employed
methods akin to those of communism, both oppressing the weak and seeking to
enslave them. Baye Niass responded sharply, beginning his reply with an old maxim:
"Men are known by the truth, not the other way around." He then questioned whether
it was Europeans who had colonized and enslaved Africans, or Africans who had
enslaved Europeans. He continued:

This twentieth century has witnessed the tides of freedom and nationalism,
and nothing can stand in their way. Soon, all countries will be governed by
their own people, whether they are Muslims, Christians, or Communists. The
power of the people is greater than that of governments. The era of foreign
rule over foreign lands has ended, never to return. Africa belongs to Africans.

It was this same Baye Niass who publicly reprimanded Habib Bourguiba after the
Tunisian president criticized Ramadan on public television, arguing in 1960 that
fasting during the holy month hindered productivity and economic development. In
many ways, Baye Niass represented a counterpoint to Senghor. His presence offered
ordinary Senegalese an alternative to Senghor's French-oriented intellectual and
political vision. I have argued elsewhere that Baye's indifference—or quiet
resistance—to the constraining mechanisms of the postcolonial state opened a new
space for ordinary Senegalese to envision different ways of being modern, religious,
and African (Lo, 2010). His circles of dhikr and daayira became deeply embedded
in neighborhood life, extending his influence into the everyday rhythms of society.

It 1s important to note that no religious figure in Senegal has faced more criticism
from Islamist globalists than Ibrahim Niasse. Prominent Salafi figures in the Gulf,
such as the Saudi religious leader ‘Abd al-'Aziz ibn Baz (d. 1999), the Kuwaiti
scholar “Abd Allah “Alt al-Mutawwa’ (d. 2006), and the former Qatari Islamic figure
‘Abd Allah al-Ansari, spoke and wrote critically about Baye and his Sufi
communities in West Africa. Much of this criticism stems from their literalist
interpretation of Islam, as well as a lack of understanding of Niasse's transformative
leadership. Conversely, many scholars and intellectuals have defended Baye,
emphasizing the depth of his moral scholarship, intellectual legacy, and global
religious influence (Diop, 2023).

Ousmane Sembene was a major cultural figure often at odds with Senghor's pro-
France politics. Widely regarded as the "father of African cinema," he was born into
a modest family, received little formal education, and rose to become a leading
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novelist and filmmaker. Through his work, he critiqued colonialism, social injustice,
and the postcolonial state. His early writing directly reflected his experiences as a
dockworker in France; a key example is his landmark novel, God's Bits of Wood,
which narrates the historic railway workers' strike in colonial Senegal and Mali.
Recognizing that the majority of Senegalese could not access his French-language
literature, he later turned to film as a more democratic medium. His notable works
include Black Girl, Xala, Camp de Thiaroye, and Ceddo.

Ceddo explores the historical friction between traditional African beliefs,
Islamization, Christianity, and European colonial influence. In the film, Sembene
links Islamization to Arabization and forced conversion—forces that threatened to
erase indigenous autonomy—thereby provoking widespread national debate. In
Camp de Thiaroye, he boldly challenged the official French narrative surrounding
the end of World War II and the massacre of African veterans. Sembene's life was
defined by defiance, resilience, and profound creativity. Unlike Senghor, he was
deeply committed to dismantling dominant narratives of global modernity,
particularly the binary that equates human progress strictly with Westernization and
material wealth. In many ways, he was a figure ahead of his time, pioneering the use
of art and visual literacy as vital instruments of social consciousness and political
transformation.

Cheikh Anta Diop also left an enduring intellectual and national impact. A towering
figure, Diop mobilized history, physics, anthropology, and linguistics to envision a
path toward a unified Africa. I have discussed elsewhere his pioneering argument
that African nations should have emulated the American model of moving from
separate states toward political federalism, rather than allowing one of colonialism's
most enduring legacies—arbitrary colonial borders—to persist beyond
independence. Born in Diourbel, where he received his early education before
traveling to France, Diop was the most prolific writer of his era, fascinating many of
us on the ground, especially given how figures like Maamour constantly cited his
ideas and political ambitions. We often heard claims that Wolof was directly
connected to the language of ancient Egypt, expressed through vocabulary and
historical images that were often difficult for us as children to fully comprehend.
Like Ousmane Sembene, Diop strongly believed that African languages could serve
as legitimate mediums of science, philosophy, and higher education.

What these local and national figures shared was their embodiment of Senegal's
heartland values: resilience, dignity, and cultural rootedness. Local figures served as
gatekeepers of traditional values that many Africans risked losing through their
encounters with the colonial metropole. Those who remained outside both the
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French educational system and more scriptural or externally oriented forms of
Islamic learning often became the moral and social engines of their communities.
They were humble enough to respect modern knowledge yet deeply grounded in
local wisdom, enabling them to adapt that knowledge to the realities, ethics, and
needs of their society.

This equilibrium was reflected in the limits placed on the state's mechanisms of
control. The authority of the local imams was rooted in the major Sufi orders—
particularly the Tijaniyya, with its various branches, and the Mouridiyya. In this
regard, Alexis de Tocqueville was correct to recognize the stabilizing and
moderating benefits of aristocratic structures: they preserve strong social bonds,
sustain leadership networks, and create vital buffers against excessive state or
democratic repression. The Sufi orders played a similar role in Senegal. Alongside
the autonomy of the state, they created a third social space in which ordinary citizens
could thrive beyond direct state control, beautifully exemplified by the global
religious and intellectual networks established by Sheikh Ibrahim Niasse and the
informal Baol-Baol commercial networks that successfully challenged the
postcolonial dominance of French and Lebanese elites in the private sector.

The mass migration of Mouride communal culture—particularly the Baol-Baol
traders and the Daayira associations—significantly transformed the Senegalese
urban economic landscape. This movement not only fostered a new sense of civic
engagement but also challenged the monopoly on import and export operations that
the Lebanese community had long held during the colonial period. The French had
brought Lebanese merchants into West Africa, including Senegal, to serve as
intermediaries and create an economic buffer between the colonial administration
and the local population. The British adopted a similar strategy in Southern and East
Africa by bringing Indian communities into their colonies to fulfill comparable
intermediary economic roles.

In Senegal, however, the Baol-Baol system of trust, shared capital, and communal
solidarity gradually produced a new Senegalese middle class of informal
businessmen. Their economic networks operated through mutual support, rotating
credit, and religious trust, enabling local traders to enter markets previously
dominated by colonial structures and foreign intermediaries. They developed new
means of bypassing the lingering French shackles imposed on the state.

Nearly all of these imams and the members of their generation lived into their
seventies and beyond. We often wondered about the secret of their longevity despite
their polygamous lives, with many having three to four wives. My friend Appo
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Diatta once offered a critical explanation: this generation was largely self-employed.
They taught in Qur'anic schools, ran small storefronts, or managed businesses in
local markets. In many ways, they carried rural lifestyles into the expanding city.

They consumed traditional foods and lived in large family compounds, often much
larger than the standard 150-square-meter plots allocated in modern urban plans. As
a result, they remained relatively insulated from the forms of French modernity
associated with state employment. The new cadres d'Etat often received monthly
pensions or parts of their salaries in goods, many of which came from French
overseas products or French-owned industries, such as oil, milk, sauces, and canned
goods. Nestlé, for example, became closely associated with milk products due to its
dominance of the dairy market. Similarly, Alizé, a major mobile phone provider,
became synonymous with "mobile phone" for ordinary people, while Kiréne became
a common term for bottled mineral water. These examples illustrate the near-
monopolistic market position that French companies held during the post-
independence period. France's influence on Senegalese society was perhaps most
evident in changing eating habits. Traditional foods like laakh, bagaj, and other local
dishes were gradually replaced by the oilier and sweeter foods that came to define
postcolonial urban tastes. Appo's observation seemed difficult to dismiss; the
evidence was everywhere around us.

The dominant narrative of Senegal's vibrant democracy—often touted as the only
country in the region to avoid military coups or military rule while maintaining
regular elections and peaceful transfers of power among leaders and political
parties—frequently overlooks these micro-social foundations and overestimates
Senghort's rule in explaining the Senegalese model. Yet, the case of Pikine is both
representative of the deeper sources of Senegalese resilience and suggestive of an
alternative model of post-independence African social organization.

It 1s therefore valid to argue that both Senghor and his successor, Abdou Diouf, had
significant limitations. Their leadership style was more administrative than
transformational. They largely functioned as caretakers of the country's
Frangafrique system and its close political and economic ties to France. Abdoulaye
Wade, as I have argued elsewhere, was the first Senegalese president to articulate a
distinctly national developmental vision, presenting himself as a leader determined
to redefine Senegal's political and economic trajectory beyond the inherited
structures of the postcolonial state.
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The Ajamization of Islam in Senegal

Urban Senegal preserved older heartland ethics through imams, daayira
associations, oral wisdom, and neighborhood institutions. The foundations of
Senegal's unique interpretation of Islam are rooted in a much older tradition of
engagement, creativity, and oral wisdom from the country's heartland. Traditional
leaders Africanized Islam by interpreting religious texts through local experiences
and intellectual traditions, continuously negotiating communal wisdom alongside
religious teachings. I do not recall the imams quoting scriptural texts when called
upon to resolve formal issues; instead, they primarily relied on oral wisdom and the
power of the spoken word to navigate communal interests through a localized
understanding of Islam.

Similar examples of this cultural creativity can be found in previous generations.
Kamara notes in Zuhiir al-basatin fi tarikh al-Sawadin (Flowers in the Gardens in
the History of the Blacks) that by the eighteenth century, instruction at the seminary
of Pir had advanced to a level where non-Wolof speakers often struggled to
assimilate into its scholarly environment. According to this account, this linguistic
and cultural challenge led Malik Sy, the founder of the seminary of Bundu, to leave
Pir and establish a new center of learning in Bundu—a setting more accommodating
to Fulbe speakers (Kamara, 2010). Amar Samb beautifully captured this process of
linguistic Ajamization, writing that in Senegal, Arabic was thoroughly Africanized:
it traded the Arab abaya for the African grand boubou, learning to wear it proudly
and walk with a rhythmic grace.

The process of domesticating Arabic in the heartland of Senegal has a long history.
Recurring lines of poetry that emerged in the late nineteenth century were rehearsed
and reintegrated from a century earlier: It reads:

Ol Y 5 Y s aland Il I feel no longing for Baghdad, nor for Fez;
(il xy 38 J 0 5 SY (S Rather, for the memory of Baol, I have sold my breath.

In contrast to Baghdad's centrality as the political capital of Islam and Fez as the
spiritual capital of Sufism within Islamic orthodoxy, the poet deliberately rejects
both by identifying Baol, one of the historic polities of Senegal's heartland, as the
true object of his longing. The final expression of the poem, "I have sold my breath,"
reflects a Wolof idiom meaning to sacrifice one's life for something deeply cherished
or urgent.



RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS Volume 10 (2026) Page 41

This state was followed by a deeper process of Ajamization, in which writers
increasingly incorporated Wolof into Arabic compositions, at times composing
entire second lines in Wolof. I have discussed this through examples in my earlier
work (Lo, 2002). The third stage emerged with the Mouridiyya, whose leaders
adopted Wolofal as a principal language of communication and literary composition.
Samba Jara Mbaye, one of the leading 'Ajami writers of his time, was originally a
griot and Arabic language scholar who later converted to the Mouride tradition.
According to oral accounts, Sheikh Amadou Bamba told him, "Leave what you have,
and [ will give you something better." In response, Samba Jara placed a knife into
his xalam and cast away his musical instrument before joining the Sheikh.

When he later began writing to the Sheikh in Arabic, the Sheikh instructed him not
to do so but to write only in Wolofal ('Ajami Wolof). According to documented
tradition, the Sheikh explained, "I write in Arabic because my subject is the Prophet
Muhammad. But you should write in Wolof, because your subject is me and your
readers."

Samba Jara responded with lyrical generosity, mirroring Bamba's direct address to
the Prophet. By reflecting the "You" that Bamba uses for the Prophet with the "you"
he designates for Bamba, the Wolofal poet creates a space for interaction between
both figures. This linguistic overlap immerses the reader in a "utopic quagmire"
where Bamba and the Prophet become spiritually interchangeable:

Wax nqa yonenbi yawa yaw
Manit ma wax la yawa yaw

Ngani ko yaw, mani la yaw
Kima gissela la mata xam

Through this lyrical brilliance, along with hundreds of other compositions, the griot-
turned-'Ajami poet established a remarkable standard of imagination and creativity.
Older oral traditions such as Taaxooran and other performance forms were revived
and transformed into new expressions of artistic excellence and originality in service
of Islamicate culture. His compositions became part of the devotional repertoire
chanted in daayira circles on Friday nights in Pikine and similar communities across
Senegal.

Much evidence supports the argument that the second half of the nineteenth century
was an era marked by creativity and intellectual autonomy in Senegambia. Among
its leading scholars was Mor Khoudia Coumba Diop Kouki, a prominent specialist
in Arabic linguistic sciences, who died at the age of forty from a snake bite while
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performing night prayers. In an effort to reform pedagogical materials, he composed
a didactic grammatical poem titled A/-Muqaddimah al-Koukiyyah fi al-Nahw (The
Kouki Introduction to Grammar), a nearly five-hundred-line poem. This text became
a standard instructional manual throughout the Senegambian region and was studied
alongside classical Arabic grammatical works such as Ibn Malik's Alfiyyah and al-
Ajurrumiyyah.

The judge Khaly Majakhaté Kala (1835 -1900), Chief Judge of the Jolof Kingdom
under Bourba Alboury Ndiaye, famously described Kajoor as "the paradise of the
world," the finest land ever created. As one of the heartlands of Senegal, Kajoor is
portrayed as a society so secure and just that a traveler need not carry provisions or
weapons. He writes:

sosooesono s oo g s Of all God's lands, Kajoor is the most delightful, |
~S > e L@-«-Ja a5 . . .
s aasiathant [o55 be Pl and its people live in great abundance.
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Their nights flow with unceasing joy, | and every day among them feels like a grand
festival.
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A guest among them needs carry neither provisions | nor weapons for protection.
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Their bowls are forever full of desired foods, | and their cooking pots endlessly boil
over.
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Their livelihood and couscous are plentiful, | and rich and poor alike share equally.
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Their waters, my brother, are sweet and pure, | a beauty for all who set their eyes
upon them.
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In it are garments of every precious kind, | whose beauty even silk cannot surpass.
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There stand tall and lofty trees, | their shaded branches adorned with abundant fruit.
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There flourish knowledge, religion, and security, | Alongside virtue and an
illuminating light.
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If this world possesses a paradise, | then without equal, its paradise is Kajoor.
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This image symbolizes a social order grounded in trust, abundance, hospitality, and
the rule of law. Kala praises its greenery, peaceful and musical nights, and markets
overflowing with goods. He emphasizes that "the rich and the poor are equal,”
particularly in matters of food, suggesting a strong ethic of social justice and
communal care.

0 2 5 B ) In Gannar locates the abode of evil—indeed,
9 1 M\ PRy where corruption circles endlessly without end.
<3 K gkl ¢ Highway robbers lurk there at every hour,

S e U driven by wickedness to plunder wealth.

o B 05 s, There dwell every kind of vile thief,

SIS b e the young betray just as the old do alike.

Sl f& w’ Lem L 13 If you arrive there without provisions,

then in the marketplace of death, your very soul is

PRI SN (RE T ) :
ol =AM S imperiled.

In contrasting Kajoor with the neighboring northern regions of Mauritania and the
surrounding Sahara lands (known known in Wolof as Gannar), Kala employs a
powerful narrative opposition. Gannar appears as a dystopian counterpart, a land
marked by moral decay, physical danger, and what he metaphorically calls a "market
of death."

Kala was also Bamba's teacher and was indifferent to the latter's praise poetry
glorifying past generations and spiritual masters. When Bamba became aware of this
concern, he responded poetically in defense of those noble masters—not for who
they were, but for what they stood for: love of God, sacrifice for spiritual purity, and
avoidance of life's longer nights of contemplation. He wrote a long poem to his
teacher, of which we are providing only a few lines:

Sl il e o8 5~ Tears are rightly shed for noble masters now gone.
SIS el oY S The earth weeps for them, as do the heavens above.
I weep for them, hoping that through these tears

e LS 5 s T piebe SO
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I may attain the pleasure of the One to whom they

VS ol b e O o
J FE e returned.
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Alas, my soul grieves for the loss of those exalted
souls

Who departed when their Lord summoned them to
the highest realm.

The nights mourn them, and the passing months
alike,

As do the longing evenings and the dawn-lit
mornings.
They were servants wholly devoted to their Lord,

And the Most High alone was their Lord and
gracious Benefactor.

They deemed abandoning their sacred litanies—
even in ease and abundance—

Though lawful, among the causes of spiritual ruin.

Whenever the night unfurled its cloak of darkness,

They hastened to revive the night through prayers.

They traded worldly excess for the remembrance of God, their Creator,

Sl Ul el L1 G 2

And sold the sleep of night for whispered supplications.
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Their sides forsook the comfort of their beds at night,

Forgetting Layla and Salma for the glad tidings of the Divine.
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Wherever Layla appeared adorned in all her beauty,
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They turned away from her toward their Master in devotion.

In their night vigils, Layla and Su'da faded from memory,

Finding solace instead in sacred remembrances and revealed verses.

Bamba illustrates that these noble figures transcended earthly pleasures—
metaphorically represented by Layla and Salma, symbols of feminine beauty and
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wealth in the Arabic-Islamic poetic tradition—>by sacrificing their sleep and comfort
to find eternal solace in nocturnal prayers and the remembrance of the Divine.

It was this resilient spirit that reemerged in the new urban settings of Senegal, fueled
by an unshakable determination to confront the unknown. The new social networks
that held this emerging social fabric together drew upon ancient modes of
transmitting wisdom and collective memory. In many overnight Mouride chanting
Daayira gatherings, this long poem could be heard recited deep into the late hours
of the night, often in a steady and melancholic tone. As with much Mouride
engagement with Islamic texts, the melodic modes (magamat) were not "Oriental"
in style but were deeply rooted in local traditions, echoing the ancient sounds of
taaxuraan and the inner tonalities of African expressive culture.

Pikine: Senegal at the Crossroads

Like most Senegalese neighborhoods, Pikine has changed significantly. Because I
visit Senegal frequently, I cannot overlook the scale of these transformations.
Qur'anic schools are now far fewer and have largely been replaced by Arabic
schools, where the focus is primarily on the Arabic language and Islamic theology.
Most of the small street workshops that once trained young apprentices have
disappeared; today, vocational training often requires traveling across the city or
paying substantial fees in downtown Dakar. Many young people who are not in
school now seek work abroad through migration.

The three main mosques that once shaped community life are now led by figures
carrying the title of Oustaaz. Older titles such as Imam and Serigne have become
secondary. As in the expanding A/-Fallah school system, Arabic is increasingly
becoming both the language of instruction and the language of religion. Friday
sermons focus more on the Middle East than on the neighborhood itself, and national
politics often receives more attention than ethics or morality. The vibrant
neighborhood life of the past has largely faded. The forms of entertainment that once
animated daily life have been reduced to playing soccer, occasional music during
ceremonies, and the constant loud echo of mosque speakers.

These developments may signal a weakening of the older Senegalese social model.
Does this indicate the passing of the generation that guided communities through the
longue durée of French colonialism and protected the country from many of the
fractures that marked the postcolonial era in other parts of Africa? I cannot answer
these questions with certainty. Much will depend on how Senegal's historic
heartland—long the moral and cultural force shaping the nation's social
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imagination—responds to the pressures of globalization, religious transformation,
and changing forms of authority.

As Imam Niang often said, "Ku xamatul fo jém, dellul fanga jogevon" (He who does
not know where he is heading should return to where he came from). Over time, [
have come to believe that this wisdom shaped his understanding of the Qur'an, rather
than the reverse. His interpretation was less a literal exegesis and more a moral
philosophy rooted in the Senegambian experience: societies, like individuals,
survive by remaining connected to the ethical foundations that formed them. If
Senegal i1s to preserve the resilience, wisdom, and social cohesion that once
distinguished it, it may need not only to modernize but also to recover the embodied
oral wisdom that sustained its communities for generations.
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