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1995:​ Father Diamacoune publishes Casamance: Pays du refus in response to 
Charpy’s findings

1997:​ GoS publishes The Truth about Casamance; Seynabou Male Cissé and 
other Casamançais women found women’s peace movement

1998:​ Senegalese Armed Forces intervene in Guinea​-Bissau civil war to cut off 
links between forces of General Ansoumana Mané and MFDC

1999:​ Ceasefire signed between GoS and MFDC in Banjul; fighting resumes

2002:​ Senegal defeats France, the reigning World Cup champions, in first round 
of World Cup soccer championship, with J​-F Bocandé as assistant coach

December 30, 2004:​ Peace accord signed between GoS and MFDC in Ziguin-
chor

March 2006:​ Conflict resumes as SAF and Guinea​-Bissau Army attack MFDC 
positions in Guinea​-Bissau

May 1, 2014:​ Ceasefire signed between GoS and MFDC faction led by Salif Sadio
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Introduction
A Spatial Discourse of Grievance

“Bútajabu buhonkoroorut, (butajoorut).” (Fúlup Jola)

“La lutte n’est même pas encore annoncée, (n’a même pas encore débuté).” 
(French)

“The fight is not even announced yet ​(let alone begun yet).”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

This book is a spatial history of the Casamance conflict in southern Senegal, 
a relatively low​-intensity separatist conflict that began in 1982 and has con-
tinued intermittently to the present. More than five thousand people have 
died in this conflict.1 The Casamance is the region of Senegal lying south of 
The Gambia ( figure I.1). I trace the origins of the conflict back to the start of 
the colonial period in a handful of contested spaces and places where the 
seeds of nationalism and separatism took root. Each chapter examines the 
development over time of a piece of the imagined Casamançais nation: “The 
River,” “The Rice Field,” “The Forest,” “The School,” and “The Stadium.”

In various ways, modern separatist leaders referred to each of these 
spaces to form a spatial discourse of grievance that transformed space 
into place, rendering a separatist nation from the separate pieces where a 
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particular Casamançais identity sprouted and emerged. However, not every 
Casamançais identified with these spaces and places in the same way. Many 
have refused to tie their beloved Casamançais culture and landscape to the 
project of separatism, revealing a second layer of counter-mapping below 
that of separatist leaders like Father Augustin Diamacoune Senghor and 
Mamadou “Nkrumah” Sané.2

They first met at one​-thirty in the afternoon on April  8, 1982. Sané ​
( figure I​.2) could barely contain his enthusiasm to greet the firebrand priest 
about whom he had heard so much:​ Father Diamacoune. The modern 
Movement of Democratic Forces of the Casamance ​(Mouvement des Forces 
Démocratiques de  la Casamance, MFDC) crystallized out of this meeting 
between two well​-educated men—one a Christian from the south bank of 
the Casamance River ​(Diamacoune), the other a Muslim from the north 
bank ​(Sané). After growing up in the Buluf region ​(northwest of Bignona) of 
the Casamance, Sané left Senegal in 1964 to continue his university educa-
tion in Europe. Sané passed through Mauritania and Morocco and landed 
in Paris in 1966. He participated in leftist agitation in the streets of Paris in 
1968, an experience that profoundly marked his political outlook.3

Father Diamacoune also left Senegal in 1964, but he left to attend 
seminary in Belgium. After his ordination, Diamacoune returned to the 

FIGURE I.1. The Senegambia. Map by Peter Philps, made with Natural Earth and 
GADM, June 2022.



Introduction  V  3

Casamance to take up his duties with the Catholic Church. In 1967, he began 
broadcasting a children​’s radio program on Radio​-Television Senegal ​(RTS) 
that ran until 1980. Diamacoune used the radio program to criticize the 1964 
national domain law in Senegal, which led to land seizures without com-
pensation for the development of tourism in Ziguinchor, the regional capi-
tal. Lacking a cadastral survey, the Senegalese government, led by President 
Léopold Senghor until 1980, redistributed land parcels to bureaucrats and 
“autochthones,” many of whom ironically came from northern Senegal, with 
ties to the nordiste mayor of Ziguinchor.4

As separatist sentiment boiled throughout the 1970s, Diamacoune used 
his RTS radio program to denigrate the “little Wolof,” the “little Serer,” and the 
“little Toucouleur” from “Senegal”—meaning northern Senegal—as “strang-
ers” to the Casamance.5 He placed these northern ethnic groups in opposi-
tion to the Jola, the majority ethnic group of the Lower Casamance. Over 
time, Diamacoune, who went by the nickname “Papa Kulimpi” on the radio, 

FIGURE I.2. Mamadou “Nkrumah” Sané in 2012. Source: Dakaractu​.com.
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began to construct a discourse of grievance that cast Senegal as something 
“other” and “separate” than the Casamance.6 In Paris, Sané’s wife, Mariama, 
told her husband about the intriguing views of Papa Kulimpi she had heard 
on RTS while growing up in the Casamance and as Diamacoune’s student 
at the primary school Sacré-Cœur of Ziguinchor.7 As tension and grievances 
mounted in the late 1970s, Sané decided he had to return to the region to 
meet Diamacoune. That sentiment grew after 1980, when Diamacoune gave 
speeches in Ziguinchor and Dakar, arguing that historically the Casamance 
had never been and could never be a part of Senegal ( figure I.3).8 From Paris, 
Sané agitated for Casamançais independence. With other Casamançais 
expatriates living in France, he formed a Jola cultural association called 
Esukolal and began to publish the journal Kelumak, advocating for the par-
ticularity of Casamançais culture. But he knew that he needed a committed 
local stakeholder in the Casamance. He flew back to Senegal in search of 
Diamacoune. He finally tracked down the elder man in Kafountine.9

Diamacoune played the benevolent host to his well​-traveled guests in 
a reception room in his quarters provided by the Catholic diocese. Received 
initially by Diamacoune​’s niece, Sané and his companions, Marcel Bassène 
and Mamadou Diémé, waited for the priest to join them. Diamacoune ​
( figure I​.4) entered the room wearing his clerical robes and greeted the men 
with a hearty “Safoul!” in Jola.10 Diamacoune’s niece offered the visitors some 

FIGURE I.3. The Lower Casamance. Map by Peter Philps, made with Natural 
Earth and MapCruzin, June 2022.
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drinks. Sané impressed his host by choosing palm wine instead of the other 
sugary, processed drinks that had been offered.11 Sané explained that he and 
the others intended to revive the “original MFDC” from its short existence in 
the 1950s as a regional political party to form a modern movement seeking 
the independence of the Casamance.12 Sané later recalled, “The priest was 
proud of me for my patriotism so he got up out of his chair and embraced 
me without saying a word.”13 The modern MFDC was born.14

The months following this important meeting were less peaceful. After 
taking oaths in a “sacred forest” near Diabir, a neighborhood west of the air-
port on the southwest edge of Ziguinchor, hundreds of ​(perhaps a thousand) 
separatists marched into Ziguinchor on December  26, 1982, to remove the 
Senegalese flags flying over government buildings around the city. The march-
ers were led by a group of older women, and by most accounts, the marchers 
were unarmed. They arrived at the governor​’s building, lowered the Senega-
lese flag, and replaced it with a white flag.15 Senegalese intelligence services, 
catching a tip on the planning days before, had arrested Sané on the twenty-
first of December and Father Diamacoune on the twenty-third.16 At the march 
on the twenty-sixth, Senegalese security forces—primarily from the National 
Police and the Gendarmerie Nationale—greeted the separatists with sporadic 
nonlethal force, wounding a few here and there but killing none.17

FIGURE I.4. Father Au-
gustin Diamacoune 
Senghor in December 
1982. Source: Le Soleil 
(Dakar), December 31, 
1982, 6.
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A more focused response came in the days following the march as secu-
rity services arrested and jailed some of those who had attended the march or 
otherwise demonstrated separatist sympathies. When separatists planned 
another meeting for the same sacred forest near Diabir almost a year later, 
the Senegalese government sent gendarmes to break up the meeting. This 
time there were no women in the sacred forest, and the separatists were 
armed.18 They greeted the gendarmes with a flurry of violence that left four 
of the gendarmes dead, their corpses mutilated. The Senegalese mustered a 
more forceful response weeks later, attacking a separatist position near the 
village of Mandina Mancagne, near the southeast side of Ziguinchor. The 
MFDC rebels, who took up the name of Atika (meaning “warrior” in Jola) 
under the command of a French colonial army veteran, Sidy Badji, scattered 
into the forest and awaited the delivery of weapons promised by Sané in 
the lead-up to the march.19 The weapons did not appear; the rebels started 
the conflict armed only with clubs, machetes, and bows and arrows.20 Badji, 
arrested along with many others at the start of the conflict, confronted Sané 
in Dakar’s prison about the long-awaited weapons. When Sané responded 
that there were none, Badji exclaimed, “Nkrumah! You have sacrificed the 
people!”21

The other rebels remained in the bush. The Senegalese Army, a modern 
professional army equipped with assault rifles, mortars, and artillery, and 
supported by fixed​-wing and rotary​-wing combat aircraft, hounded the reb-
els along the southern border with Guinea​-Bissau, where the rebels sought 
refuge in the forest.22 Eventually—especially after the conclusion of the Cold 
War flooded Africa with weapons—the rebels acquired AK-47 assault rifles, 
rocket-propelled grenades, mortars, and mines. Over time, what started 
as an asymmetrical fight favoring the Senegalese Army became a bit more 
even.23 But the rebels still depended to a great extent on the sanctuary they 
could find across the borders with The Gambia to the north or more fre-
quently with Guinea-Bissau to the south—implicating Senegal’s neighbors 
in the conflict.

That fateful march of December 26, 1982, was followed by forty years 
of sporadic, low​-intensity conflict that killed more than 5​,000 people, dis-
placed over 60​,000, affected 90​,000 by land mines24 (including about 500 
civilians killed or maimed by them),25 and left 800,000 living in a state of 
insecurity.26 Though the combatants agreed to ceasefires in 1991, 1992, 1993, 
1999, and 2014, as well as an alleged “peace accord” in 2004, a real and lasting 
peace (as of 2022) remains elusive.27 While the violence has steadily less-
ened since 2004—despite sporadic bursts of violence in 2006 and 2008—to 
a condition referred to as “neither war nor peace,” the conflict has earned 
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the ignominious title of “Africa’s longest-running civil conflict.”28 Many have 
considered the conflict a stain on Senegal’s frequently cited record as one of 
Africa’s few stable democracies without interruption by a coup d’état since 
independence in 1960. From where did that stain emerge? How and why did 
the competing identities of the Casamance conflict come about?

A FINGER IN THE SIDE OF SENEGAL

At first glance, they appear to have emerged from the colonial partition, 
more or less set in place at the Berlin Conference of 1884–85, when Euro-
pean imperial powers met to divide the territory of the African continent 
among themselves.29 For centuries before the Berlin Conference, the Cas-
amance had been a “borderland” par excellence, a frontier of empires not 
only European (Britain, France, and Portugal) but also African (Mandinka, 
Soninke, and Wolof).30 Since colonialism ended in West Africa, the borders 
of The Gambia (see figure I.1), an Anglophone nation-state completely sur-
rounded (except on its western, Atlantic coast) by Francophone Senegal, 
have often been characterized as an iconic case of how “artificial” colonial 
borders left African leaders with the “curse” of building nations for states 
based on the borders inherited from colonialism.31

These leaders then enshrined those borders at the 1963 opening sum-
mit of the Organization of African Unity ​(OAU) in Addis Ababa, essentially 
agreeing to leave the borders intact for fear of what might come about if 
they began to tinker with them.32 Besides, these leaders stood to benefit 
from leaving the borders in place. By 1960, they had fought long and hard to 
take over the governors’ palaces and state houses of the colonizers.33 They 
were not about to easily surrender these trappings of power; thus, most had 
no interest in creating states with new borders. Many were willing to change 
the names of these new countries but not the borders.34 Therefore, OAU lead-
ers followed up the 1963 border consensus with the 1964 Cairo Declaration, 
enshrining the principle of uti possidetis—the idea that Africa’s borders were 
inviolable as prescribed at that time and could not be changed—to avoid 
future conflict.35 Nevertheless, some delegates felt wary of brewing trouble. 
At his speech to the delegates in Cairo, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah argued,

Serious border disputes have broken out and disturbed our Conti-
nent, since our last meeting. Fortunately, good sense and African 
solidarity have prevailed in all those instances. But the disputes 
have been smothered, not settled. The artificial divisions of Afri-
can States are too numerous and irrational for really permanent 
and harmonious settlements to be reached, except within the 
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framework of a Continental Union. . . . I said a little while ago, and 
I repeat, that the real border disputes will grow with the economic 
development and national strengthening of the African States as 
separate balkanised governmental units. That was the historical 
process of independent states in other continents. We cannot 
expect Africa, with its legacy of artificial borders, to follow any other 
course, unless we make a positive effort to arrest that danger now; 
and we can do so only under a United Government.36

Nkrumah​’s calls for a united African federation were never seriously con-
sidered, and Africa​’s “balkanization” continued in various places around 
the continent—including the Senegambia. The matter of the borders of The 
Gambia and the Casamance had indeed been “smothered, not settled.”

The OAU border “consensus” resulted in what one Senegalese official 
described as “the Gambian finger perpetually poking Senegal in the side.”37 
In this West African version of Thongchai Winichakul’s “geo-body of a na-
tion,” The Gambia takes on the shape of a human index finger, poking Sen-
egal (and West Africa) in the side on its western coast and establishing a 
lock-and-key sort of geo-body.38 The colonial partition was more than an 
annoying poke, however.39 Senegalese and Gambian leaders tried to over-
come this geographical legacy—and its associated social and economic 
legacies—through the Senegambia Confederation, created in 1982. This at-
tempt at subregional cooperation and nation building did not survive the 
competing interests of elites in both postcolonial states, so the confedera-
tion dissolved in 1989.40 Problematic colonial borders may have been a nec-
essary cause of the Casamance conflict, but they alone do not sufficiently 
explain the conflict’s spatial history.

Thus, I perform here a spatial discourse analysis of the conflict. What I 
am calling the discourse of grievance of Casamançais separatism developed 
during the 1970s, a decade of growing crisis in West Africa. The optimism of 
independence from colonial rule and the expected subsequent economic 
development in the 1960s became the disappointment of economic and 
environmental disaster, along with civil conflict, in the 1970s and 1980s.41 
Decreasing rainfall amounts in the Casamance led to drought and increased 
desertification from the encroachment of the Sahel into the forest belt of 
West Africa. Decreasing rains meant lower crop yields, adding pressure to a 
region that had seen catastrophic effects from famine in places like Ghana 
and Mali, especially in 1972–74, “West Africa’s worst year of famine.”42 In ad-
dition to the energy crisis that affected most of the world at the time, some 
of the economic malaise came from the onset of structural adjustment, a 
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series of stringent economic programs imposed by Western donors bilat-
erally or multilaterally through the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank.43

At the more local level in the Casamance, in addition to the imposi-
tion of a nordiste mayor of Ziguinchor from Saint​-Louis, Casamançais felt 
increasingly disappointed by the postcolonial dispensation of partnership 
and union with Senegal. The good jobs expected by Casamançais men, espe-
cially those with formal education, had not appeared.44 On top of that, Dakar 
seemed to be attracting more and more Casamançais women to work as 
maids. For some men, union with Senegal seemed to have brought about a 
male crisis deepened by the flight of Casamançais women to Dakar.45 Added 
to the exploitation of Casamançais women’s labor was the exploitation of 
Casamançais land after the Government of Senegal passed the 1964 na-
tional domain law, enabling nordistes to more easily buy up Casamançais 
land for development and tourism—creating more jobs for, according to 
the separatists, other nordiste migrants to exploit at the expense of hard-
working Casamançais.46 All these conditions added up to a sense of crisis for 
the Senegalese state, and some Casamançais once again began looking for 
other options besides remaining in union with Senegal.

I took an interest in the Casamance conflict during my service as a 
military diplomat at the U​.S. Embassy in Dakar.47 As stated earlier, the Sene-
galese government and the MFDC had signed a peace accord in December 
2004, shortly before my arrival in January 2005. But negotiations for peace 
were to continue after the signing of this accord. During this assignment, 
therefore, it became my official duty to accompany the U.S. ambassador to 
meetings with the international community in Dakar involved in the Casa-
mance peace process.48 I also individually attended meetings with the Sen-
egalese Armed Forces and the MFDC. Over time, I found it curious that no 
one at these meetings ever pulled out a map, showing what the particular 
territorial claims of the separatists were.49

Instead, I heard repeated references—a discourse, in other words—to 
particular social spaces where Casamançais felt something different from 
their fellow Senegalese. One former senior Senegalese official told me that to 
understand the Casamance conflict, I needed to understand what occurred 
in the bois sacré, the sacred forest—like the one where separatists gathered 
before the 1982 march into Ziguinchor.50 Having no idea what occurred in a 
sacred forest or why, I was intrigued.51 I later discovered that Father Diama-
coune had posited Casamançais identity based on the “sacred forest shrines 
through which the Senegalese did not pass.”52 I found it odd that a Catholic 
priest had asserted a separatist identity based not on opposition to Islam 
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(Senegal was 95 percent Muslim in 2016) but on the local Jola beliefs of tra-
ditional religion.53 Over time, I began to notice repeated references to other 
sacred spaces to the Jola, such as the rice field and the Casamance River. 
And I began to notice a discourse, especially from Father Diamacoune and 
other separatists, about Senegalese exploitation of these spaces. For ex-
ample, Diamacoune stated:

The Senegalese, worthy heirs of the white colonizers, marvelously 
and radically surpassed their former colonial masters. To conquer 
our resistance, they dedicated themselves to wiping out our for-
ests, which are simultaneously natural fortresses and sources of 
subsistence thanks to the fruits, flowers, leaves, roots, and tubers, 
etc. Moreover, they strove to occupy and destroy the natural tradi-
tional rice fields, which, year in and year out, with a regular rainfall 
produced sufficient quantities of rice. This self-sufficient agriculture 
rendered the Casamançais freer and more independent. This was 
not pleasing to the new occupants, whose eyes sparkled with greed 
at the people of “the land of the rivers,” and stood to benefit from a 
policy on dams, with mountains of plans, files, and projects, giving 
birth to achievements both derisory and revolting. If this policy 
succeeds, the natural rice fields controlled by the population will 
be replaced by dams in the hands of Senegalese masters capable of 
starving us.54

In addition to Father Diamacoune, many other Casamançais harbored 
similar sorts of grievances linked to the same kinds of natural spaces. One 
Ziguinchorois claimed, “We watched powerless, in the name of the law, as 
our lands were allocated to marabouts who very quickly became big plant-
ers and growers of groundnuts. These nordistes, under the protection of 
their parents or their buddies in the Administration, were exploiting the 
forest and fishing wherever they wanted, even in certain areas prohibited 
by tradition.”55 One of the rebels explained that their typical operating envi-
ronment placed them “at the same time in the forest and close to the river 
and the rice fields.”56 These spatial references formed a large part of the nat-
ural environment of the Casamance. I heard other references to the built 
environment in the Casamance, especially the football stadium. I learned 
that the nationalist elites—peers of Senghor who began to think of “the Cas-
amance” in nationalist terms—absorbed quite specific ideas about African 
history, culture, language, and politics in schools. Over time, I began to see 
that what became the separatist discourse of grievance went beyond the 
political imagination of one Catholic priest.
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Eventually, all these spaces, especially the “natural” spaces like the river, 
the rice field, and the forest, were rendered as places of belonging for the 
Casamançais in ways allegedly incomprehensible to other Senegalese.57 
According to the separatists, these other Senegalese were exploiting and 
destroying these Casamançais places. One separatist explained, “We felt 
invaded by the new arrivals who, even though they lived among us Casa-
mançais, despised to the maximum our realities. They very quickly became 
rich thanks to the fishing, farming, plantations, and business and took no 
interest whatsoever in our culture, made no effort to learn our languages, 
and while they were mostly Muslim, they considered those of traditional 
religion as impure and savage individuals.”58 Some of these Casamançais 
began to feel “invaded” as if those from northern Senegal were “transgress-
ing” into the sacred spaces and places of the Casamance. While Timothy 
Cresswell’s notion of spatial transgression is normally thought of as rebels 
transgressing on the order of the state, Casamançais separatists claimed that 
the Senegalese state was transgressing on their order—the order of the non-
state Casamançais—and that Senegal, like the former colonial power, had 
“seen like a state” to impose order in ways that alienated the land and labor 
of Casamançais.59 Imposing order on bodies and resources and determining 
who belongs where is a process that I define as mapping. I consider the re-
peated references to these spatial markers through a discourse of grievance 
against the Senegalese state to constitute discursive mapping.

In this book, therefore, based on evidence from oral, material, and archi-
val sources collected in Senegal, The Gambia, Guinea​-Bissau, France, and the 
United States, I argue that the MFDC discursively mapped the Casamance 
with particular spatio​-cultural symbols:​ The River, The Rice Field, The Forest, 
The School, and The Stadium. These spatial icons became contested spaces 
operating on a dialectic between “space” and “place” to impose order on bod-
ies and resources while also determining who “belonged” where. I argue that 
the manifestation of identity in these spaces turned them into places where 
Casamançais felt more Casamançais and a bit less Senegalese. Whether a 
“natural” space like a forest or a “built” space like a classroom or a soccer sta-
dium, these contested spaces took on elements of place—and became icons 
of the nation making territorial claims by their discursive power. Hence, 
while one might reasonably expect a separatist movement making a territo-
rial claim to define that claim with a map, the conflict has produced relatively 
few maps. Rather, Casamançais separatism depended on a degree of territo-
rial ambiguity, especially regarding the eastern border of the Casamance.60

In the place of colonial and postcolonial cartography, separatists de-
pended on a discourse about space and place to designate belonging against 
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a Senegalese “other.” They employed cultural markers to construct these 
spaces as “Casamançais.” These cultural markers were the spaces and places 
themselves, infused with meaning for identity formation through various 
cultural forms and practices: oral histories, proverbs, agricultural practices, 
religious rituals, masking ceremonies, and sporting traditions. As we will 
see, these cultural practices converted “a forest” into “a sacred forest,” which 
was then rendered by Casamançais nationalists as “The Sacred Forest” and 
became a place for separatist speeches and agitation.61 They converted “a 
stadium” into a Casa-Sports football club meeting space, rendered by sepa-
ratists as a place for the listing of separatist grievances and the construction 
of separatist agitation. These activities converted this space into place, so 
that it became “The Stadium.”62

My conception of discursive mapping, though similar to Christopher 
Gray​’s notion of “cognitive maps” in Gabon, shows that the cognitive maps 
in the heads of Casamançais resulted from historical and political dis-
courses that were relatively recent arrivals to the Casamance. The spaces 
of imagining were not entirely new—indeed, modern Casamançais con-
ceptions of the river and the forest, for example, can be traced back to the 
precolonial period—but some of the ways that Casamançais thought about 
these spaces were new, as I show in the rest of this book.63 Whereas Gray 
distinguishes between the precolonial cognitive maps of people in western 
Gabon and the French colonial mapping that led to modern “territoriality,” I 
argue that Casamançais discursive mapping was a modern response to co-
lonial and postcolonial state mapping. As in colonial Gabon, it was counter-
mapping by nonstate actors against state mapping by state actors. In short, 
Casamançais separatists counter-mapped the nation with cognitive maps.64

It would be wrong, however, to claim that the MFDC successfully 
defined each of these spaces in a monolithic fashion that rendered them 
objects of nationalist and separatist inspiration. In fact, these spaces were 
not monolithic. Different people experienced them in different ways, re-
gardless of what the separatists said. Yet, for many, when Father Diama-
coune referred to “the sacred forest shrines through which the Senegalese 
did not pass,” most Casamançais knew exactly what that meant. And they 
knew why someone from northern Senegal could not fully understand it. 
Even though Father Diamacoune himself, as a devout Catholic, never went 
through the sacred forest male initiation, he was still capable of mobilizing 
it for separatist ambitions.65

After he became associated with the MFDC, Father Diamacoune and 
the Catholic Church maintained a rather ambiguous relationship. After his 
arrest in December 1982, church leaders were quick to demand that he be 
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treated humanely while in prison, but beyond that, they never really made 
statements of deep support for Diamacoune or his chosen cause. In his 
first statement following Diamacoune​’s arrest, the bishop of the Diocese of 
Ziguinchor, Augustin Sagna, set the tone for official Catholic responses to 
the cause of Casamançais separatism. He reminded priests that their first 
duty was to administer the Eucharist and to avoid all conduct that could 
“introduce trouble” and peel their attention away from that first duty. He 
concluded by a heavy moral reference defining to whom their flock truly be-
longed:​ “They are not your people, like your property or your goods. They are 
the people of God, those whom the Savior acquired by the act of Creation 
and conquered by the blood of His Son.”66 By this heavy-handed moral refer-
ence, a tone that permeates the entire communication, Sagna expressed his 
displeasure with Father Diamacoune’s political activities with the MFDC. 
But neither he nor any other church leader ever directly condemned them. 
Thus, Diamacoune was free to help build and propagate the discourse of 
grievance that many Casamançais began to feel and discuss in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s.

To demonstrate the ways that separatists sought to transform space 
into place in the social spaces often referred to in this discourse, I capital-
ize their names—for example, “The River” and “The Stadium”—to indicate 
times and places where separatists sought to assert a separatist identity 
through them. These assertions sought to bring nationalism and separat-
ism into these places, where some people felt especially “Casamançais.” 
Some felt “Senegalese” while others felt more “Jola” or “Mandinka” or 
“Serer,” for example. Some could feel all these identities at the same time. 
And some felt that nationalism—most often referred to as “politics” by my 
informants—had nothing to do with these everyday spaces where they 
spent much of their lives.

This is not to say that these spaces became capitalized ​(by me) places 
in a linear, irreversible, monolithic fashion whereby every person asserted 
a separatist identity. The spatial assertions of the separatists could only go 
so far because these social spaces were always spaces of diverse people and 
identities. Certainly, there were stadiums or rice fields where nationalism 
and separatism made little or no appearance—where various identities 
coexisted at the same time, in the same space. Thus, in this book, when 
spaces like “the stadium” are not capitalized, then I refer to that space as 
“a stadium,” full of multiple identities like any other and relatively devoid 
of nationalist sentiment. While some Casamançais separatists may have 
tried to convert these spaces into places of separatist discontent, they suc-
ceeded only sparingly and intermittently. But these few successes were 
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enough to make The Stadium a contested terrain for the cultural identity 
of the nation.

Spatial historians have occasionally been accused of fetishizing 
space—of being more fascinated by space than the people who lived in it. Of 
course, a forest is just a group of trees until human beings start to live in it. 
What made these spaces special were the practices and rituals of the people 
who lived in them. Perhaps this is merely a distinction of emphasis, but I 
do not base the argument of this book on practices and rituals. I assume 
that the human beings in the social spaces analyzed in this book bring their 
cultural practice and rituals to these spaces, but I am more interested in 
how they use the spaces as means of imagining the nation. For example, I 
could focus on the sacred forest initiation ceremonies that take place in the 
forest, but there is more to the attachment of various Casamançais to the 
forest than the sacred forest ceremonies. I try to capture all the varied cul-
tural forms and practices and focus on how Casamançais have used them to 
make the forest special—to make it a place of Casamançais belonging and 
Senegalese othering.

Thus, I posit these spaces as the “cultural artefacts” by which the nation 
was imagined, to use Benedict Anderson​’s phrase.67 Although I start every 
chapter with a Jola proverb, I am not pointing to proverbs, hymns, and art-
work as the things that did the primary work of imagining the nation. Rather, 
I am pointing to the spaces themselves. I do that because many Casamançais 
told me that they felt something special in or near those particular spaces, 
somewhat like Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of social practice.68 Simon Schama’s 
conception of landscape or Michel de Certeau’s conception of terroir may 
be useful here as well.69 In the experience of these Casamançais, they felt 
something in these spaces that made them different from the Senegalese 
of northern Senegal. Thus, place emerged from the combination of space 
and cultural practice—together. However, these “spatial sentiments” do not 
seem to have emerged as much from the constructed spaces like the school 
and the stadium as they did from the “natural” spaces of the river, the forest, 
and the rice field. Why?

To help answer this question, there is a second part to my argument, 
because not everyone living in the Casamance accepted the ascription of 
these spatial icons to a separatist identity. While nationalists appealed to 
Casamançais, particularly Jola, culture to “map” the nation, ordinary Casa-
mançais corroborated, contested, or ignored nationalist assertions in accor-
dance with their own interests. Though the MFDC​’s discourse of grievance 
counter​-mapped against the mapping practices of the colonial and post-
colonial states, ordinary Casamançais exhibited a second layer of counter​- 
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mapping apart from that of separatist elites. Counter-mapping is mapping 
by subaltern groups (therefore sometimes referred to as “ethnocartogra-
phy”) against previous hegemonic mapping, normally by a modern state 
or an international organization of states like the United Nations.70 In es-
sence, these ordinary Casamançais counter-mapped against the assertions 
of the separatists to claim that they could inhabit these social spaces as 
Casamançais and Senegalese at the same time. These ordinary Casamançais 
refused to be mapped.

Though events in the contemporary Casamance conflict appear 
throughout this book, it is not intended to provide a complete narra-
tive history of that conflict. Rather, I focus on the origins of the conflict 
through the region​’s spatial history. In doing so, I join Jean​-Claude Marut 
in a geographical analysis of the conflict. But while Marut, especially in 
Le conflit de Casamance: Ce que disent les armes (The Casamance conflict: 
What the guns say), is interested in the larger national and regional geo-
politics of the conflict, I am more interested in the ways that ordinary peo-
ple identified with the spatial discourses of the separatists, or not, at the 
local level.71 I am interested in ways these people sought to “map” back—to 
counter-map—against the hegemonic forces shaping their lives. In short, 
this book began with Casamançais themselves, as they told me why they felt 
they were different from other Senegalese when they were near a rice field 
or a forest. Thus, in addition to the political imagining of a Catholic priest, 
the chapter titles in this book came from the many oral history informants 
who told me about their political identification as Casamançais.

MAPPING​/COUNTER​-MAPPING THE NATION

This book asserts two primary lines of argument related to the literature on 
spatial history and nationalism. First, in the field of spatial history, I argue for 
a more diverse and complex notion of counter​-mapping. While the MFDC 
counter​-mapped against the cartographic practices of the colonial and post-
colonial states, many ordinary Casamançais counter​-mapped against this 
separatist mapping. This reveals a second layer of counter​-mapping apart 
from elite nationalist​/separatist counter​-mapping against the Senegalese 
nation​-state. Most of the literature thus far on counter​-mapping has focused 
on the inequalities and the “aporia” between state mapping and subaltern 
counter​-mapping.72 While fellow Africanists Julie MacArthur and Keren 
Weitzberg have likewise discussed the diverse ways that Africans counter-
mapped against colonial cartography, these scholars focus on groups trying 
to stake a claim to the postcolonial nation: MacArthur focuses on the devel-
opment of the Luyia in western Kenya to become the largest ethnic group in 



16  V  A  C O U N T R Y  O F  D E F I A N C E

Kenya, while Weitzberg renders Kenyan Somalis as thoroughly Kenyan de-
spite their links to a broader cosmopolitan Somali diaspora.73 Unlike these 
Kenyan cases, the MFDC, as a case of postcolonial separatism, was trying to 
exit the nation in Senegal, not join it. Nevertheless, the diversity of identities 
involved in each of these cases of counter-mapping—whether in western 
Kenya, northern Kenya, or southern Senegal and whether trying to join the 
nation or exit from it—demonstrates the importance of these diverse no-
tions of space and place in the social spaces concerned.

It should be clear by now that the distinction between space and place 
is central to my argument. I define space as a physical domain of three di-
mensions for human action. But as I demonstrate throughout this book, one 
should remain skeptical of objective definitions of space. As Henri Lefebvre 
cautions, “Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics; 
it has always been political and strategic.”74 Thus, when I refer to the space 
analyzed in each chapter of this book as a “social space” (The River, The 
Rice Field, The School, etc.), I mean the physical space containing the inter-
actions of human beings involved in social relations. These human interac-
tions bring meaning to the physical, three-dimensional space to eventually 
transform the “space” into “place.” As Yi-fu Tuan explains, “‘Space’ is more 
abstract than ‘place.’ What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place 
as we get to know it better and endow it with value.”75 Thus, I define place 
as space with meaning. That meaning can only appear with the passage of 
time. Indeed, place is space with history. And spatial history only emerges 
from the lived experiences of human beings within space, transforming that 
space into place.

Space, however, once transformed into place, does not remain stag-
nant. As Doreen B. Massey has urged us to remember, places also change 
with time. Massey asserts that synchronic constructions of place “fail to 
realize, or to admit .  .  . that places are always already hybrid.”76 Hence, she 
argues for a conception of space and place as “envelopes of space-time,” ac-
knowledging that we cannot separate space from time. Because space and 
place change with time, I refer to their operation across a given space and 
over a given time as a space-place dialectic. The operation of this dialectic, 
however, does not preclude the operation of simultaneous, multiple imag-
inings by various Casamançais. Thus, as noted earlier, I argue for multiple 
spatial imaginings not only over time but at the same time. When I want to 
emphasize this spatial hybridity in the Casamance, I occasionally refer to 
space-places.

I apply Massey​’s concept of space​-place envelopes to the Casamance, 
regarding each of the spatial icons in this study as a contested space with 
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meanings that changed over time for the various actors working, playing, 
and living in it. I argue that as separatists “staged” these spaces as “Casa-
mançais,” they counter​-mapped the Casamance against Senegal in the 
minds of Senegambians and made these places cultural representations 
useful to those trying to define the nation on both sides of the conflict.77 
This type of discursive mapping worked in a similar fashion to other types of 
mapping and counter-mapping.78 Like Winichakul’s notion of the national 
geo-body, it tied—or attempted to tie—an imagined cultural identity to a 
particular territory. For the separatists, it formed a discursive border of be-
longing between “them”—the nordistes—and “us”—the Casamançais.

This would be just another postcolonial take on colonial mapping if it 
were not for two different levels of counter​-mapping that I highlight. The 
separatist elites of the MFDC performed the first level of counter​-mapping 
against the cartographic practices of the colonial and postcolonial states. 
Ordinary Casamançais performed the second level, by refusing to accept the 
assertions of the separatist elites that being Casamançais meant one could 
not also be Senegalese. Therefore, ordinary Casamançais counter​-mapped 
the Casamance through the everyday practices of their lives—whether near 
the river or in the rice field, the school, the forest, or the stadium. They found 
ways to live together that did not necessarily require the rejection of Sene-
galese identity.

ANOTHER WAY OF IMAGINING THE NATION

My second line of argument engages the historical literature on national-
ism. Following 1885, nationalism became the means of making claims on the 
colonial and postcolonial states in Africa. African political leaders believed 
that nationalism held the proverbial keys to “the political kingdom.”79 These 
leaders, however, could not dictate the terms of nationalist imagining. Like 
other nationalists, they had to appeal to certain cultural representations 
to make their territorial claims, but the meanings of those representations 
were seldom accepted by all social groups in the nation.

Since nationalism—as a claim to power within a particular territory by 
a particular group of people—is about space and human beings, it provides 
a vehicle for discussing how human beings imagined the nation with refer-
ences to particular spaces and places. While “imagining” the nation required 
Casamançais to think of themselves as part of a larger nation—whether 
Senegalese or Casamançais or both—the success of the nationalist project 
depended on the success of local imaginings. The contested spaces I exam-
ine in this book became the places where Casamançais nationalism either 
succeeded or sputtered. Therefore, I argue that space itself constituted and 
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functioned as another means of imagining the nation. This is a fundamen-
tal though unstated assumption behind the arguments of MacArthur and 
Weitzberg:​ spatial imaginings should be added to the diverse nonprint 
forms of national imagining that Africanists have illuminated.

My argument builds on a robust literature on nationalism. Many schol-
ars concur with Benedict Anderson that nations have been “imagined” 
into existence through particular “cultural artefacts.”80 Scholars disagree, 
however, over who got to imagine the nation, what the particular “cultural 
artefacts” were, and how they facilitated nationalist imagining. Imagining 
the nation was often viewed as an elite project. But African nationalists 
who failed to build political will across social boundaries eventually found 
themselves marching at the head of a proverbial parade with no band 
members—which occasionally proved to be a dangerous position.81

Thus, in addition to the work of Anderson, my project builds on the 
work of scholars of nationalism focused on non​-elite roles in nationalist 
imaginings. I endeavor to show how and why ordinary Casamançais chose 
to corroborate, contest, or ignore the separatist discourse. Anderson​’s no-
tion of “print​-capitalism” may have performed some of the work of imagining 
the nation—especially among the educated, literate male class of nation-
alist elites—but low literacy rates in most of the formerly colonized world 
dictated other means as well.82 Elizabeth Schmidt demonstrates why these 
nonprint means of imagining the nation were important. She argues that in 
late-colonial Guinea, the nation was neither dictated “from above” by colo-
nial elites nor imagined “from below” by grassroots activists. Rather, elites 
joined subaltern social groups to form “a broad-based ethnic, class, and gen-
der alliance, trumping rivals that were constrained by their narrow ethnic, 
regional, and elite male focus.”83 Elites needed ordinary Guineans and vice 
versa. Ziad Fahmy provides a model of how this cross-class, cross-gender, 
multiethnic imagining might have worked in his examination of nationalist 
discourse in colonial Egypt through what he calls the “media-capitalism” of 
music, radio, and vaudeville, performed in colloquial Egyptian Arabic.84

These cultural forms—instead of print​-capitalism—became the means 
of transmitting the imagined nation to ordinary people. Marissa J. Moor-
man argues that aural representations like these humble “the bombast of 
nationalist politics by locating patriotism not on the battlefield or in the 
political arena but in the practices and sounds that permeate everyday life, 
such as music.” Moorman asserts that being Angolan is “less about know-
ing where one is located physically than about knowing where one is his-
torically and culturally.”85 This book builds on these histories of the nation 
utilizing nonprint sources to complicate the narrative of elite attempts to 
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“map” the nation in the heads of Casamançais. To suggest that the MFDC 
was merely a creation of the spatial imagination of Father Diamacoune and 
other separatist leaders would be to dismiss the diverse ways in which ordi-
nary Casamançais thought about their communities and identities.86

In referring to the participation of “ordinary Casamançais” in the nation​- 
building project, I echo Fahmy​’s conception of “ordinary Egyptians.” Like 
Fahmy, I use “ordinary Casamançais” in an expansive, capacious manner. By 
this term, I mean anyone who was not from the typical identity of the na-
tionalist elites: missionary-educated or state-educated men with access to 
the resources of the state or the church. This definition of nationalist elites 
ignores the perceptions, ideas, and contributions of large social groups: 
women, peasants, fishermen, animists, gay men and women, the urban 
poor, and so forth.87 Admittedly, “ordinary Casamançais” encompasses a 
large population in comparison to the separatist elites. But that is part of 
my point: Casamançais nationalism ultimately sputtered because it could 
not convince these “ordinary Casamançais” on the river, in the rice field, in 
the forest, et cetera, to join the separatist movement. Ultimately, therefore, 
the separatist identity was not capacious enough.

Admittedly, the identity of the “separatist elite” was not mono-
lithic either. While most separatists demonstrated certain common 
characteristics—formal education, for example—that does not mean they 
agreed on their objectives or how best to pursue them. Some collaborated 
with the Senegalese state while some resisted. Some resisted more than 
others. Some sacrificed more than others. Those seen as collaborating too 
much with the Senegalese were derisively labeled as the “Casamanqués” ​
(the “pseudo​-Casamançais” who were missing something) by Father Diama-
coune and other critics.88 For these hard-liners, anything short of complete 
independence for the Casamance was unacceptable.89 For the Senegalese 
state, anything was negotiable except for the independence of the Casa-
mance. Regardless, the separatist elites would be the ones doing the negoti-
ating on behalf of the MFDC.

Though the separatists referred to the five social spaces analyzed in this 
book to discursively map the Casamance, they had to depend on cultural 
practices already in place. They could not “stage” the nation in these spaces 
in only one monolithic fashion—the way that Carola Lentz describes in her 
analysis of national commemoration during the fifty​-year Jubilee celebra-
tions in Africa after 2010. Lentz claims that commemoration organizers 
“had to stage the various ceremonies and rituals that were to mark the oc-
casion in spatial terms.” This staging made commemoration a contentious 
exercise because of the need to forge a nation that reflected on “how the 
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composite parts of the country—the various administrative regions and​/
or different ethnic groups making up the national population—were to be 
represented.” And although this contention “rarely call​[ed] into question the 
nation​-state’s boundaries ​[unlike the Casamance], the sense of national be-
longing ​[was] not evenly distributed in spatial terms.”90

My argument goes a step beyond that of Lentz. I argue that not only 
was there a difference in spatial imaginings between regions or ethnic 
groups, but there was also a diverse set of imaginings within specific ethnic 
groups and within particular spaces. In other words, regardless of how the 
Senegalese state or the MFDC tried to “stage” national space, ordinary Casa-
mançais still imagined the nation in various ways over time and at the same 
time. Separatists attempted to paint these spaces one color, but ordinary 
Casamançais brought their own colors of paint to the project of imagining 
the nation.

Though ethnicity is an important factor in the Casamance conflict, I 
have chosen to focus on the construction of the nation instead of ethnic-
ity. Others have sufficiently analyzed ethnicity in relation to the conflict.91 
While ethnicity has been an important factor, it has not been the sole factor 
driving the conflict. Like Martha Wilfahrt, “I do not deny that ethnicity is 
a relevant social category for Senegalese. Individuals describe themselves 
along ethnic lines and they invoke ethnic stereotypes and categories, but it 
has never mapped neatly onto national political cleavages.”92 The Senegalese 
government has sought to label Casamançais separatism as a case of Jola 
“tribalism,” surely aware of the connotations of this term in modern Africa.93 
A former Senegalese police commissar said, “The MFDC, in its tracts, pre-
tends to be a regional and multi-ethnic movement, but certain clues suggest 
that it’s a Jola movement.”94 Separatists and government officials alike have 
spoken of an alleged Jola dream of a transnational “Jola Republic” formed 
along the axis of “the three Bs”: Banjul (in The Gambia), Bignona (in Sene-
gal), and Bissau (in Guinea-Bissau).95

There is more to Casamançais nationalism, however, than a simple case 
of “tribalism” or “ethnic nationalism.” Ethnicity may have played a role in 
imagining the Casamance—as it did in Senegal, to cite Mamadou Diouf ​’s 
“Islamo​-Wolof ” model of the Senegalese nation—but so do religion, gender, 
and socioeconomic class.96 I have chosen to focus on nationalism because 
it is a more comprehensive unit of analysis that corresponds with all of the 
spatial and social factors that have been important to the formulation of a 
separate Casamançais identity.

How does nationalism change when it becomes separatism? Separat-
ism may be best thought of as a particular type of nationalism. Perhaps it 
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becomes smaller in terms of a territorial claim, but separatists often must 
appeal to numerous diverse groups considered part of their nation. Like 
other nationalist groups, they may also need to seek the support of other 
regional powers. In the Casamance, the MFDC appealed to ethnic ​( Jola, 
Mandinka, Manjak, Mancagne, Balanta, etc.) and regional identities ​(e​.g., 
The Gambia, Guinea, and Guinea​-Bissau) to make the case for the need for 
an independent Casamance. The “three B​’s” of the “Jola Republic” spreading 
across Senegal, The Gambia, and Guinea​-Bissau is the most vivid example 
of this, but there have been other appeals to ethnicities that were consid-
ered part of the Casamance, while others were rendered as “strangers” to it. 
Therefore, I exchange the terms nationalism and separatism throughout the 
book, depending on the scope of the context under consideration. But in 
general, I consider separatism to act as a type of nationalism.

THE CHALLENGES OF THEORIZING REBELS AND SEPARATISTS

Separatist movements often defy or at least complicate categorization. 
In his book Warfare in Independent Africa, William Reno does not directly 
mention separatists in his rebel typology, which includes anticolonial reb-
els (e.g., the Partido Africano para a Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde 
in Guinea-Bissau’s independence war), majority rule rebels (e.g., Zimbabwe 
African National Union / Zimbabwe African People’s Union in Zimbabwe), 
reform rebels (e.g., Front for National Salvation in Uganda), warlord rebels 
(e.g., National Patriotic Front of Liberia in Liberia), and parochial rebels 
(e.g., Oodua Peoples Congress in Nigeria).97 Perhaps the closest of these to 
separatists would be the reform rebels, but in Reno’s examples, these rebels 
are trying to reform the state they have, not separate from it. The cause of 
parochial rebels may be too limited to be included in the need for separat-
ists to build a strong coalition that can carry the separatist movement to 
independence.

These coalitions have often implied some kind of involvement from 
neighboring states. In these cases, separatists have had “a harder time get-
ting material and diplomatic backing, compared to reform​/anti​-apartheid 
rebels who did not challenge the existing configuration of international 
boundaries.” Thus, “mutual vulnerability may have been at play,” according 
to Reno, as “support for separatists in another state opens the door to oth-
ers supporting separatists in one​’s own state.”98 This has certainly been the 
case in the Casamance, where the support of Guinea-Bissau or The Gam-
bia has often been essential to MFDC operations against Senegalese forces. 
Beyond these regional neighbors, however, international support for the 
Casamance conflict has never been a decisive factor. It never gained the 
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attention of international powers in the Cold War or the Global War on 
Terrorism—despite the occasional comparisons of the MFDC to “terrorists” 
made to me by Senegalese military officers.99

One of these cases of African rebels stands out. I concur with Reno that 
Biafra was “a partial exception that helps illustrate the rule.”100 Biafra was 
an unusual example of an African civil war that involved two conventional 
armies fighting against each other in combat rather than the typical case of 
insurgents versus the state’s armed forces. As Reno explains, “It was more 
like the U.S. Civil War: the national army splitting apart and the two sides 
fighting.”101 Only a handful of states granted formal international recognition 
to Biafra’s declaration of independence, most importantly Haiti, Tanzania, 
Ivory Coast, and Gabon. As Samuel Fury Childs Daly contends, “Most Af-
rican states were against Biafra’s independence, recognizing that they, too, 
were diverse countries where secession movements might manifest like 
they had in Nigeria.” As might be expected from a group of leaders who 
agreed to leave Africa’s colonial borders in place at independence, the OAU 
“took an especially firm stance against Biafran independence.”102 There were 
no one-size-fits-all solutions to African independence claims, but in general, 
the principles of the 1963 OAU consensus in Addis Ababa and the 1964 Cairo 
Declaration held firm: African international borders were sacrosanct and 
were not to be touched.

Despite these challenges to categorization, Lotje de  Vries, Pierre En-
glebert, and Mareika Schomerus have recently analyzed the construction 
of African separatist identities in an edited volume called Secessionism in 
African Politics. The book’s editors break down African secessionist move-
ments into four types. First, there is “aspiration”—those who wish to become 
independent states, such as the Tuareg in Mali and Niger. Second, there is 
“grievance”—those caught in a “postcolonial muddle,” who may even be 
looking to the possibilities of being recolonized, such as the Comoros. Third, 
there is “performance”—those who perform secessionism to gain con-
cessions in the present, such as the Casamance in Senegal. Finally, there 
is “disenchantment”—those successful secessionist movements that find 
themselves disappointed with the postcolonial/postsecessionist dispensa-
tion, such as South Sudan.103

In his chapter on the Casamance in Secessionism in African Politics, 
Vincent Foucher claims that the separatist movement was merely one of 
several ways for the “Casamance to be.” Foucher apparently does not accept 
Englebert’s assignment of the Casamance to the third category of mere “per-
formance.”104 Foucher’s focus on a menu of choices available to Casamançais 
nationalists resonates with Séverine Awenengo Dalberto’s argument that 
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union with Senegal was one choice on a menu of postcolonial dispensa-
tions under consideration by Casamançais elites like Emile Badiane at in-
dependence.105 Taken together, union with Senegal and full-on separatism 
appear as equally possible—though seemingly polar opposite—choices 
available to Casamançais nationalists. To accept Englebert’s notion of the 
MFDC rebellion as “performance” would be to elide the disparate motiva-
tions of the various factions of the MFDC, especially after the movement 
splintered in 1990. It also diminishes the very real violence that many Casa-
mançais have experienced—at the hands of both rebels and Senegalese 
troops—since 1982.106 Perhaps separatism was only a “performance” for 
some separatists—but not all of them. Regardless of their objective, they 
tried to convert many of the spaces of everyday life in the Casamance into 
places packed with cultural meaning tied to separatism.

SOURCES AND METHODOLOGIES

This book depends on a variety of archival, cartographic, material, and oral 
sources. I utilized the colonial and national archives at the Archives Na-
tionales du Sénégal ​(the Senegalese National Archives in Dakar), as well as 
the Gambian National Record Service and the National Center for Arts and 
Culture in Banjul, for many of the cartographic and documentary sources 
that show how the colonial and postcolonial states mapped the Casamance. 
I examined the archives of the Catholic Diocese of Ziguinchor to analyze 
much of the communication and correspondence between Father Diama-
coune and various actors in the MFDC, the Catholic Church, the Senegalese 
government, and some nongovernmental organizations. I added texture 
to these sources with documents from the private archives of Ansoumana 
Abba Bodian, one of the early separatist agitators along with Diamacoune, 
and those of Jean​-Claude Marut, a French political geographer who has de-
voted much of his adult life to studying the Casamance conflict.

One of the most important of these sources from Marut became the 
namesake for this book:​ Casamance: Pays du refus (Casamance: country of 
defiance). Marut scanned page-by-page and then emailed to me this long 
essay that Father Diamacoune wrote in response to the findings of French 
archivist Jacques Charpy during the 1993 ceasefire. The Senegalese govern-
ment and the MFDC agreed during the ceasefire to a “testimony,” or a sort of 
arbitration, of the legal and historical questions surrounding Casamançais 
union with Senegal. In other words, historically speaking, was the Casa-
mance a part of Senegal or not? Charpy found that it was. Diamacoune de-
voted 170 pages to demonstrating that it was not. This source has proven to 
be of inestimable value to me and other scholars of the Casamance conflict.
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Nearly as useful for access to the thoughts and political discourse of 
Diamacoune, Sané, and other separatists are the works by René Capain 
Bassène, a young Jola man from the Casamance who sought to understand 
the conflict amid which he grew up. Bassène compiled primary source in-
terviews and written testimonies of actors in the conflict into two books 
that were useful for this project:​ L’abbé Augustin Diamacoune Senghor: Par 
lui-même et par ceux qui l’ont connu (Father Augustin Diamacoune Senghor: 
by himself and by those who knew him) and Casamance: Récits d’un conflit 
oublié (1982–2014) (Casamance: tales of a forgotten conflict). Taken together, 
these primary sources have given me a solid base for analysis of the dis-
course of grievance used to counter-map the Casamance against Senegal, a 
discourse fused together by separatist elites but also accepted or contested 
by ordinary Casamançais who provide many of the testimonies in the sec-
ond book.

But I have also placed the human beings who make up the nation into 
the contested spaces nationalists defined according to their own interests. 
I combined social history methodologies and social history approaches to 
nationalism with spatial history​’s focus on the politics of space. Spatial his-
torians have been criticized for fetishizing space so much that they forget 
about the human beings living there.107 I overcame this challenge by employ-
ing oral histories from ordinary Casamançais as well as elites who inhabited 
the spaces I examine.

One of my largest contributions with this book—I hope—consists of 
providing a history of Casamançais separatism directly while incorpo-
rating the viewpoints of ordinary Casamançais. That is not to say that I 
eschewed elite histories related to the conflict. I incorporated them, too. 
But I intentionally set out to incorporate as many non​-elite viewpoints as 
possible. To do so, in addition to the work of Bassène, I relied on oral his-
tories collected by myself as well as those collected by other researchers 
and deposited at the Gambian National Center for Arts and Culture in 
Banjul. To access the thoughts of Diamacoune and other separatist lead-
ers, I depended on sources held by the Catholic Diocese of Ziguinchor, the 
sources published by Bassène, and oral interviews with still​-living nation-
alist actors.

I utilized oral sources to gain the perspective of ordinary, non​-elite 
Casamançais, who mostly wanted to be left alone to live their lives with-
out interference from the Senegalese state or the MFDC. While much of 
the narrative of the separatist struggle in the Casamance comes from elites 
competing over the resources of the postcolonial Senegalese state, I tried 
to obtain as many non​-elite voices as possible. I pushed out of the urban 
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centers of Dakar and Ziguinchor to interview peasants and lower​- to middle- 
class Senegalese citizens in small towns and rural villages. Though a man, 
I tried to obtain access to the voices of women. I had more success gaining 
access to elite women rather than poor, peasant women, who often told 
me they had little to say that would be important enough for my research. 
Yet when I stayed around long enough to hear these women conversing 
with others in their communities, I discovered that they did care about 
politics—at least at a local level. And their viewpoints were of great interest 
to a researcher of nationalism and spatial history.

The reader will note that several of my oral history interviews come 
from unnamed informants. When referring to informants who signed a 
written consent agreement in accordance with Cornell University​’s Institu-
tional Review Board policy on human subject research, I use their name 
in these pages. But some informants felt too threatened by the current se-
curity situation in the Casamance, with an ongoing separatist conflict, to 
agree to be cited by name. Therefore, I have guarded the anonymity of these 
sources while providing some explanation for the position and authority of 
the informant to speak on the matter in question. I maintain a list of each 
informant by name.

This distinction between named and anonymous informants also 
provided a point of analysis between elite separatists and non​-elite, or-
dinary Casamançais. The elites did not seem to care who knew they were 
supporting separatism. Some of them, like Bertrand Diamacoune ​(Father 
Diamacoune​’s younger brother), for example, had already spent time in 
Senegalese jails and felt that the Senegalese state could do little else to 
them.108 But ordinary Casamançais still harbored fears of what security 
forces might do to them if they were found to be speaking with a Western 
researcher about the ongoing conflict. Thus, I have guarded their security 
and their confidence.

No source base is perfectly able to cover every angle. But I employed 
as many different types of sources from as many different perspectives as 
I could. This diverse source base was critical to my analysis of the nation 
not only “from below” and “from above” but in many ways “from the mid-
dle,” where everyday Casamançais negotiated the meanings and practices 
of their lives in relation to a multitude of forces, values, and interests. Fi-
nally, this diverse source base enabled me to address why the MFDC never 
achieved independence for the Casamance, allowing me to show why the 
organization​’s discursive counter​-mapping failed to fire the imaginations of 
ordinary Casamançais trying to earn a living, raise their children, worship 
their gods, and contribute to their societies.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE ARGUMENT

Instead of organizing this book strictly chronologically, I organized it spa-
tially to show how the Casamance was mapped in Senegal despite the sep-
aratists’ discursive mapping through their spatial discourse of grievance. In 
general, the narrative moves from precolonial mapping and cartography 
(“The River”) to postcolonial identity formation (“The Stadium”) and its as-
sociated struggles and conflict. Within each chapter, I narrate this history 
chronologically as much as possible. I try to demonstrate change over time 
in the book overall as well as in each chapter, but in some ways, this book 
may be better thought of as a collection of tightly related essays rather than 
a conventional history that starts in one time and ends in another. I leave it 
to my reader to decide what is gained and lost in telling the story of Casa-
mançais separatism this way. Since people experience their social and polit-
ical worlds as an itinerary through a series of places, this book reflects that 
experience in its organizational form.109

Chapter 1, “The River,” sets up the rest of the book by examining how 
“the Casamance” came to be. It looks at the process of colonial competi-
tion in the Lower Casamance during the precolonial and early colonial peri-
ods as this region evolved from a space of cultural and economic exchange 
between Africans and Europeans to a space largely defined by European 
navigation and mapping of rivers. French colonial officials referred to the 
Upper Guinea Coast as les Rivières du Sud, or the “Southern Rivers” area.110 
Regardless of what Europeans called it, the Casamance River came to de-
fine the region that took its name, this ribbon of simultaneous connection 
and division. The river connected the Lower Casamance to commerce and 
cultures farther upstream. But it also became a marker of sorts—a marker 
of cultural identity and diversity—within the Casamance itself. On a meta-
physical level, the river also symbolized the source of life in the Casamance, 
where every meal begins with rice and is often joined by fish. Every rice field 
and every fish need water. In the Lower Casamance region of Senegal, that 
water came from the Casamance River.

Because the water flows from the river to the rice field, the second 
chapter, “The Rice Field,” examines that space of special importance for the 
cultural identity of the Casamance. Louis​-Vincent Thomas called the Casa-
mance a “civilization of rice.”111 Rice has been the staple of the diet in the Cas-
amance for the entire period under consideration here. It was also a primary 
good exploited by colonial authorities and trade houses. But it was more 
than that. In the Jola cosmology, rice may be even more sacred than the 
water that nourishes it. The Rice Field is also a space of gender formation. 
Nearly all Jola (if they grow up in the Lower Casamance) spend time in the 
rice field. They pass many long hours there together planting, tending, and 
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harvesting. A gendered division of labor takes place: men dig and irrigate 
the rice field, and women plant, transplant, and then harvest the rice.112 Cul-
tural mixing with Mandinka—Mandinkization—has changed this gender 
dynamic, though, as Mandinka men seldom work in their rice fields, consid-
ering it “women’s work.”113 Regardless of who produces it, rice has been the 
staple of not only the Casamançais diet but also the Senegalese diet. Rice 
imports from Southeast Asia provide a larger percentage of Senegalese rice 
than the Casamance.114 But no other region of Senegal grows rain-fed rice 
like the Casamance. And no other region has produced a separatist conflict 
tied to the cultural identity surrounding The Rice Field.

My third chapter, “The Forest,” examines the development of a discourse 
that emerged with the separatist conflict in the 1980s and 1990s. Like The Rice 
Field and as indicated by the former government minister whose statement 
about the “sacred forest” first catalyzed my interest in this research, The Forest 
has been a place of strong attachment for all ethnic groups in the Casamance. 
It has been a place of mystery and imagination, where Casamançais school-
children were told that “the spirits” live. Casamançais forests have also been 
targeted for colonial and postcolonial economic exploitation. In fact, exploita-
tion of The Forest became one more component of a “discourse of grievance” 
pronounced by Diamacoune and other separatist leaders. The Forest has been 
especially important to the gendering of the Casamançais nation through the 
male initiation ceremonies called bukut (on the north bank of the Casamance) 
or kahat (on the south bank).115 These ceremonies have changed with the ho-
mogenization of forests in the Casamance. This homogenization has reduced 
the diversity of sacred forest shrines in the Casamance into a monolithic ver-
sion of “The Sacred Forest.” But just as there were no natural, monolithic eth-
nic or religious traits of “Casamançais” identity, there was no such thing as 
The Sacred Forest. Rather, there were diverse forms of sacred trees, groves, or 
forests tied to individual villages and towns making these shrines their sacred 
forest. Thus, I analyze these Casamançais spaces to see how they were used to 
imagine, represent, or contest the nation over time.

My fourth chapter, “The School,” examines a social space where na-
tionalism began to take root during the late colonial and early postcolonial 
periods. Numerous Africanists have examined the development of the na-
tionalist elite through missionary education. I do not plan to replicate their 
work. Rather, I am interested in the manner in which Casamançais schools 
acted as spaces of discipline that taught the meaning of citizenship and a 
particular interpretation of national history. In many ways, the contempo-
rary debates about Casamançais identity began in those classrooms. And 
the debate has continued to the present.
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My fifth chapter, “The Stadium,” examines another social space where 
the nation was manifested and contested through the lenses of soccer and 
wrestling cultures in the Casamance. Many Casamançais regard Casa​- 
Sports, the regional soccer club, not as their club team but as their national 
team.116 Casa-Sports has played an important role in the Casamance con-
flict as well. When separatists first began to meet in Ziguinchor during 
the late 1970s and early 1980s to discuss the need to assert autonomy from 
Senegal, they met at the Casa-Sports home stadium (now named for Aline 
Sitoé Diatta).117 Many observers attribute the start of the violence to a hotly 
contested national soccer championship between Casa-Sports and Jeanne 
d’Arc, a team from Dakar, in 1980. Senegalese intelligence services reportedly 
sought to penetrate the Casa-Sports membership and, once the violence 
began, targeted Casa-Sports for arrests and reprisals.118 Yet Casa-Sports 
to this day has its own section in the national soccer stadium of Senegal, 
cheering on Les Lions du Sénégal. How could a soccer club so focused on 
not being a part of Senegal appear so prominently in the Senegalese national 
soccer stadium?

For Casamançais from Casa, the answer is simple:​ those soccer fans are 
not real Casamançais. To them, a real Casamançais wrestles; he or she does 
not play soccer. Thus, I include a section in chapter 5 on the history of wres-
tling heroes like Double Less and the contemporary Balla Gaye 2, who ap-
pears on the cover (see explanation below). I look at the wrestling stadium 
also as a place of national formation, as a place where the nation has been 
constructed as well as negotiated. Gender also operates in the wrestling sta-
dium, because although women learn to wrestle as young girls, few continue 
to wrestle as adults. Why? Have Casamançais women lost anything from 
their exit from the wrestling arena? What are these claims tied to identity 
and authenticity about? Why have wrestling personalities become so influ-
ential in the Casamance?

ABOUT THAT COVER PHOTO . . .

The subject of chapter 5 brings me to the photograph on the cover of this 
book. Taken by Joe Penney at the 2012 wrestling match between Balla Gaye 2 
and Yékini, another Senegalese wrestling star, the photograph was later 
published in the New York Times. As mentioned, the title of this book, A 
Country of Defiance, comes from an English translation of Father Diama-
coune’s 1995 essay, Casamance: Pays du refus. Though Balla Gaye 2 has never 
been considered a separatist, I decided to use this image on the cover for 
a couple of reasons. First, perhaps most obviously, the wrestler displays a 
look of defiance. Second, he personifies in some ways the complexity of the 
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identities analyzed in this book: he claimed Casamançais roots as the son of 
Double Less, who was a famous Senegalese wrestler in the 1970s and 1980s, 
yet Balla Gaye 2 grew up in Guediawaye, a suburb of Dakar. Thus, he is really 
Dakarois! Somewhat similar to the Casamançais maids living and working 
in Dakar that Vincent Foucher wrote about, Balla Gaye 2 is about as Sene-
galese as they come, yet he and many Casamançais proudly claim his Casa-
mançais roots when doing so suits them.119 Though Balla Gaye 2 is not also 
Jola—the ethnic group considered to be at the heart of the rebellion—the 
fact that he is Mandinka makes his suitability as a representation of Casa-
mançais defiance more complex, as it calls into question MFDC claims to a 
multiethnic separatism.

However, Balla Gaye 2 never had anything to do with separatism:​ in 
some ways, the opposite is true, for he represents Casamançais assimilation 
into Senegal—something similar to what I suggest with my subtitle, Map-
ping the Casamance in Senegal. My hope is that these complex relationships 
and identities become clearer in the rest of the book.

V

Colonial interests fashioned the borders of the Casamance; indeed, they 
brought “the Casamance” into being. But the ordinary people who found 
themselves living in this new polity did not easily acquiesce to colonial 
mapping. Rather, they counter​-mapped their own interests at the local level 
along The River and in The Rice Field, The Forest, The School, and The Sta-
dium. When separatists tried to tell these Casamançais they were no longer 
part of Senegal, some agreed. But some of them counter​-mapped against 
the separatists, refusing to be corralled into a Casamançais nation as much 
as they refused to be corralled into Senegal.

Ultimately, the development of these space​-places provides a sort of 
discursive mapping indicating who belongs in the nation and who does not. 
Yet just as there were Casamançais who found wrestling a more authen-
tic expression of their identity than soccer, there were those who identified 
with these space​-places more or less than others. Many of these space​- 
places held particular cultural importance for the Jola; some were equally 
relevant to Mandinka and other ethnicities in the region. Regardless, the 
contested development of these spaces into places determined, to some ex-
tent, how far the separatist movement would travel. In the end, the answer 
was not that far. Yet it went far enough to kill more than five thousand peo-
ple and to catalyze horrific brutality by all sides in the conflict.120 My hope is 
that this book will draw attention to the workings of power in these space-
places and to the people who made their lives there.
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1  V The River

“Diin tìmahujo áhujaariite.” ( Júaat Jola)

“Où ne peut-on pas boire de l’eau?” (French)

“Where can one not find water to drink?”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

Salif Sadio was in a tight spot. After João Bernardo “Nino” Vieira returned 
to power in 2005 as president of Guinea​-Bissau ​(he had been living in exile 
in Portugal following the 1998–99 civil war), he coordinated with the Sene-
galese Armed Forces ​(SAF) in an attack on Sadio​’s position in the forest of 
Mandina Mandioka, on Senegal​’s southern border with Guinea​-Bissau.1 Vie-
ira wanted to punish Sadio for supporting his nemesis in the Guinea-Bissau 
civil war, the army general and armed forces chief of staff charged with traf-
ficking weapons to the Movement of Democratic Forces of the Casamance 
(MFDC), Ansumana Mané. Sadio and his forces had been positioned near 
Mandina Mandioka for almost a decade. It was time to eject them and reas-
sert Bissau-Guinean sovereignty in the area. In a coordinated operation, the 
Guinea-Bissau Armed Forces (GBAF) would drive Sadio and his men out of 
the forest and to the north—into the gun sights of the SAF waiting for them 
on the other side of the border.2
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No plan survives contact. The intense fire from the GBAF did send the 
MFDC forces scrambling to the north, but they evaded a major confronta-
tion with the SAF through their intimate knowledge of the forests, mangrove 
swamps, and inlets and tributaries of the Casamance River. They crossed the 
Casamance from south to north, entered the winding swamps, bolongs, and 
tributaries on the north bank of the river, and shifted their operation from 
Front Sud to Front Nord, taking up positions along the southern border of 
The Gambia.3 The frustration of Senegalese officials was palpable. Sadio was 
considered the last of the hard-liners among the rebel leaders. Senegalese 
officials believed that if they could kill or capture Sadio, the conflict would 
be over.4 But as he had many times before, Sadio wriggled out of their grasp. 
They had him! But he got away again. He did so through detailed under-
standing of the forest and the river—and the people who lived there. But 
the river was much more than a battlespace; it was also The River: a place of 
nationalist/separatist imagining.

A few years after the Casamance conflict began, the MFDC published 
a manifesto of sorts, titled “La voix de la Casamance” ​(The voice of the Cas-
amance), explaining the etymology of the word Casamance in reference to 
the rivers of the region:

The word “Casamance” finds its origins in the name of the 
country where Jola​-Kasa is the primary language:​ kasamu Aku, 
in other words, “the country of waterways,” even more precisely: 
“the country emerging from the great waters” (the Casamance 
River is called, in fact, “Kawungha,” derived from the word 
Hasamu, which means “river,” signifying the “great river”). Thus, 
it’s the country of the Jola par excellence, which includes the 
Rivers Gambia, Casamance, Cacheu, and Geba, etc. Kasamu 
Aku is in our days once again a name much more in use among 
our Jola brothers in Guinea-Bissau. The [Portuguese] Governor 
Honorio Pereira Baretto, posted to Bissau in the middle of the 
19th century, noted that, according to what he read in the old 
Portuguese documents, the Casamance was the first river along 
the West African coast ascended by the Portuguese. It was in 1645 
that Gonzalo Gamboa Ayala founded the trading centers of Farim 
and Ziguinchor. Of the latter, the Portuguese have a motto that 
is very significant for the Casamançais resistance: “Invicta Felix!” 
[Happy Invincible!]5

This explanation demonstrates at least two important things about the 
MFDC​’s discursive counter​-mapping of the Casamance.
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First, this mapping began with the Casamance River itself, as the pri-
mary geographical feature defining this “country of waterways,” or what the 
French often referred to as les Rivières du Sud, the “Southern Rivers” area.6 
The mapping also began with the river because of its importance to cultures 
across the Casamance. Just as important to imagining the Casamance as a 
country apart from Senegal was the river’s neighbor to the north, the Gam-
bia River, the river explored, mapped, and eventually colonized by the British 
in the middle of Senegal. As the Portuguese colonized the area surrounding 
the Cacheu River, the next river to the south of the Casamance, colonial 
mapping of rivers largely came to define the mapping of modern nation-
states in this part of the world. This mapping separated the Casamance 
from the rest of Senegal and brought a Lusophone influence to Ziguinchor 
and other communities along the south bank of the Casamance River.7

Second, this genealogy of the name Casamance has been contested. The 
primary group of people who support this claim to the Jola origins of the 
word have been mostly Jola—and largely those Jola associated with or sym-
pathetic to the MFDC. Regardless of whether this etymology points to a case 
of ethnic nationalism, most scholars of the Casamance believe that the name 
of the river and the region came not from Jola origins but from the arrival 
of the Portuguese along the river in the fifteenth century. Portuguese docu-
ments claim that the explorer Álvaro Fernandez “discovered” the Casamance 
River in 1446.8 In this history, the name results from a meeting of European 
and African empires. At the time, the Portuguese learned from the people of 
Mandé origins living along the banks of the river that mansa was the Mandé 
word for “king.” Casa was the area just west of modern Ziguinchor inhab-
ited by the “Cassanga” people. Thus, the local people referred to the “Mansa” 
of Casa, the local ruler established by the Mandé migration from the inland 
Mali Empire.9 Eventually, the area became known to the Portuguese and their 
mixed-race descendants in the region as “the Casamance,” centered on the 
wide river that brought travelers to “a verdant and mysterious country, the 
most remarkable but also the most troublesome country in Senegal.”10

As much for its beauty and “trouble,” the Casamance also became 
known for its cultural mixing in a borderland formed by the meeting of em-
pires both African and European ​(as I explain later in this chapter). It even-
tually earned a reputation as a crossroads of sorts, one linking the Sahel to 
the Guinean region. It became known as a Senegambian melting pot, caus-
ing some contemporary Senegalese to call it “the most Senegalese region of 
Senegal” because it brought together ethnic groups from all over the Sen-
egambian region—Wolof, Fula, Toucouleur, Serer, Manjak, Mancagne, and 
Balanta, just as much as Jola and Mandinka.11
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Yet in the Senegalese national imagination, the Casamance gained a 
reputation for difference from the rest of Senegal—difference based (in com-
parison to the dry, brown, and gray landscape of northern Senegal) on the 
beauty of the Casamance River and the lush green forests, the intricate webs 
of mangrove swamps, and the wide rice paddies surrounding the river and 
its tributaries. It was also a difference based on a history of resistance to 
foreign control of the river.12 The contemporary Senegalese government has 
coded this difference as “natural,” repeatedly referring to the “Casamance, a 
natural region of Senegal.”13 But what was “natural” about it? Why would a 
government engaged in an ongoing separatist conflict refer to the separat-
ists’ region as “natural”? And why would the separatists seem to agree?

The geography of the Southern Rivers area has become a central com-
ponent of the contested discourse between the MFDC and the Senegalese 
government since the separatist movement began to gain traction with 
Casamançais in the late 1970s. Since the Casamance—like The Gambia 
nearby—was formed on the geography of a river, this chapter examines 
how the Casamance River became an icon for the imagination of the Casa-
mance in opposition to Senegal.14 In short, how did geography and cartog-
raphy around this river affect these imaginings? If postcolonial separatist 
elites found this geography beneficial to separatism, how did ordinary Casa-
mançais think about and practice identity relative to The River, a cultural 
icon of the Casamance? To the French and, later, the Senegalese, the Cas-
amance River was a stream of economic resources. To the MFDC, it was a 
symbol of separatism. Yet for some Casamançais, though they appreciated 
various material and cultural aspects of the river, it remained simply a river, 
having little to do with politics. Though state mapping may have hardened 
identities in the region, it did not determine them. In other words, Casa-
mançais found ways to shape and maintain their own identities, regardless 
of the influences of outside forces like explorers, missionaries, and colo-
nial powers.15 While separatists like Father Diamacoune counter-mapped 
against the idea of the Casamance as the southern region of Senegal, some 
ordinary Casamançais counter-mapped against the national imagining of 
the separatists, revealing the second layer of counter-mapping while effec-
tively denying nationalist elites like Léopold Senghor and Father Diama-
coune complete control over defining “the nation.”

In this chapter, therefore, I argue that while colonial and postcolonial 
mapping transformed the Casamance River from a borderland stream into 
a separatist enclave, ordinary Casamançais related to the river in their own 
ways, based on local values and interests. The mapping of the Casamance 
River started with surveying equipment and maps, which produced an 



34  V  A  C O U N T R Y  O F  D E F I A N C E

enclosed strip of Senegal sandwiched between The Gambia and Guinea​- 
Bissau. A century later, separatists counter​-mapped with a form of map-
ping that was more discursive, to the point where postcolonial rumor and 
myth held as much power as colonial cartography. Thus, The River became 
one of the first spatio​-cultural symbols to be employed by Diamacoune and 
other separatists to counter​-map the Casamance against the cartographic 
practices of the colonial and postcolonial states. But not everybody in the 
Casamance experienced the river in the same way.

THE PRECOLONIAL RIVER IN A SENEGAMBIAN BORDERLAND

The Casamance River is not unlike other rivers along the Upper Guinea 
Coast. While it originates in the southeastern part of Senegal, it is fed by 
the Futa Jallon Plateau in what is now eastern Guinea ​(see figure I​.1). This 
massif covers about 31​,000 square miles ​(50​,000 square kilometers), from 
the base of the Gambia River south to the modern borders of Sierra Leone. 
The terrain to the south of the plateau is mountainous and feeds the Sene-
gal and Niger Rivers as well as the rivers of the Southern Rivers area. Rapid 
waters and steep waterfalls can be found in the vicinity of the plateau, but 
these waters calm by the time they reach the flat coastal plain of the Upper 
Guinea Coast, where the Lower Casamance is located.16 Contemporary vis-
itors to the Casamance by maritime transportation enter the 2-mile-wide 
(3.2-kilometer-wide) mouth of the Casamance River from the Atlantic 
Ocean. After running a course of about 190 miles (300 kilometers), advanc-
ing past the towns of Ziguinchor, Sédhiou, and Kolda, the river’s strength 
and breadth reduce to a fraction of those near its mouth. It is also fed by the 
Soungrougrou River west of the town of Sédhiou and, as already mentioned, 
is sandwiched between the Gambia River to the north (in modern Gambia) 
and the Cacheu River to the south (in modern Guinea-Bissau).

Well before the arrival of Europeans, life in what is now the Lower 
Casamance had been centered on the Casamance River. The river served 
as the primary source of life in the region:​ it not only brought water to the 
rice fields while providing fish and seafood for the diet of those living on its 
banks but also served as a transportation and communication artery bring-
ing commerce to the region.17 Commerce brought foreigners and, eventually, 
migration—much of it forced migration—to other parts of West Africa and 
to the rest of the Atlantic world. As much as serving as a material conduit of 
humans and their commodities, the Casamance River became an important 
cultural symbol to the people on its banks. Scholars of the Upper Guinea 
Coast have demonstrated the fluid and hybrid nature of these precolonial 
cultural and economic exchanges.18 Throughout these changes, the river 
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remained a source of life supporting a “civilization of rice” garnished with 
fish and the “fruit of the sea.”19 But with such social, economic, and, eventu-
ally, environmental changes, this civilization could not remain the same.20

Contrary to the notion of a static Africa that saw little change until Europe-
ans appeared, changes were already in motion before the arrival of Fernandez 
and the Europeans who followed.21 Scholars and contemporary Casamançais 
consider the Bainouk the “original inhabitants” of the Casamance. The Bain-
ouk quickly secured a place as middlemen in regional trade in beeswax, ivory, 
animal hides, rice, and—increasingly—slaves. Over the course of the sixteenth 
century, however, the Floup (eventually called the Jola)—through conquest, 
slave raiding, marriage, and cultural absorption—replaced the Bainouk in the 
middleman role. Though scholars disagree about where the Floup came from, 
there is no disagreement on their migration into what is now the Lower Cas-
amance or on their displacement of the Bainouk.22

Increased interaction with Europeans influenced the fortunes of many 
Senegambians. The Bainouk clearly benefited from their role facilitating 
trade with the Portuguese. But other Europeans soon appeared to compete 
with the Portuguese:​ French, British, Danish, and Dutch traders. Whereas 
the Bainouk had established their reputation in trade, the Floup appeared 
hostile to “strangers,” earning a reputation as fierce but “uncivilized” war-
riors.23 Since the Bainouk were closely tied to trade with the Portuguese, 
their fortunes diminished with those of the Portuguese in the region, as Brit-
ish and French traders established commercial relationships primarily with 
the Mandinka along the Gambia River. By the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, the Floup had established themselves in most of the area now consid-
ered the Lower Casamance. As they did so, the commercial center of gravity 
in the region shifted north, away from Cacheu.24

European engagement in the Casamance took time. It certainly was 
not immediate. In 1645, the Portuguese established the first permanent 
European commercial presence on the Casamance River at Ziguinchor. 
They were able to do so only after befriending allies farther south along 
the Cacheu River—after 1588—then spreading north into the Casamance 
and Gambia River regions. Thus, Portuguese penetration of the Lower Cas-
amance took almost sixty years. And that penetration was limited. Floup 
hostility still prevented Europeans from making inroads into the region via 
the Casamance River. In fact, no other European power would make signifi-
cant incursions along the Casamance until the French Navy began to probe 
the mouth of the river again in 1827.25

By that time, the precolonial Casamance had been transformed into a 
borderland where goods, people, and cultures were exchanged in a dynamic 
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trading environment driven by transatlantic and trans​-African—including 
trans​-Saharan—trade.26 Dutch, British, and French traders followed the Por-
tuguese, appearing in Senegambian coastal trading centers in the centuries 
that followed to compete with the Portuguese settlers (known locally as 
lançados). But the Portuguese and their mixed-race descendants remained 
the principal link of European commercial ties to the region for at least two 
centuries, despite the ups and downs of the Portuguese Crown. Through a 
process of biological and cultural mixing (métissage), a new merchant class 
of mixed Luso-African origins arose in the region, becoming known as the 
“Portuguese.”27 From the trading base at São Domingo near the Cacheu, 
these “Portuguese” intermarried and traded with the local inhabitants, in-
cluding the Bainouk, the Floup, the Mandinka, the Balanta, the Manjak, the 
Papel, and the Mancagne. The offspring of the lançado-African unions were 
also known as filhos de terra (“sons of the land” or “sons of the soil”), with 
strong commercial ties to Cape Verde.28 They embodied the cultural mixing 
prevalent in the precolonial borderland along the Casamance River.

The dynamic nature of these identities changed with the intensifica-
tion of French commercial activity and colonial mapping during the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Before that time, “the Casamance” does not 
appear on any European maps in the precolonial period except to refer to 
the Casamance River. A 1707 map by Guillaume de l​’Isle, cartographer for 
France​’s King Louis XIV, is representative of the early European maps ​( figure 
1​.1​).29 One notes the depiction of the African “kingdoms” (royaumes), from 
north to south, of the “Royaume des Foules” (Fula Kingdom), the “Royaume 

FIGURE 1.1. Map of Senegambia by Guillaume de l’Isle, 1707. Source: David Rum-
sey Historical Map Collection, https://​www​.davidrumsey​.com.
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des Jalofes” (Wolof Kingdom), and the “Royaume de Mandinga” (Mandinka 
Kingdom). There is no such kingdom or country as “the Casamance.” How-
ever, the juxtaposition of Portugais (Portuguese) along with “les Bagnous” 
(Bainouk) and “Feloupes” (Floup) in the vicinity of the Casamance River 
speaks volumes about colonial distinctions between European “nations” 
and African “ethnic groups.”30

Like de l​’Isle, a British explorer of West Africa, Mungo Park affixed eth-
nic labels to the territory surrounding the Casamance River to note which 
ethnic groups lived where. In 1795, Park explored the Gambia River and its 
surrounding territory on his way to explore the Niger River system. In his 
memoirs published after the journey, he displayed a map of West Africa, 
noting that the “Feloops” surrounded the area around the Casamance River ​
( figure 1​.2​).31 I address the European fascination with ethnicity later in the 
chapter, but for now, the point is that as of the publication of this map in 
1810, there was no such thing as a “natural region” or nation known as “the 
Casamance.”

The rest of the nineteenth century marked the decline of Portuguese 
power on the Casamance River and increasing tension between the French 
and the British as the French established a permanent presence on the Cas-
amance River and the British did the same on the Gambia. The fortunes of 
Africans also rose and fell with new commercial activity in this borderland. 

FIGURE 1.2. Mungo Park’s Exploration of West Africa, 1810. Courtesy of the Uni-
versity of Texas Libraries, the University of Texas at Austin.
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Whereas European traders had mostly grafted themselves onto existing 
Senegambian trade networks since the late fifteenth century, intensified co-
lonial competition in the late nineteenth century proved more disruptive 
to local societies, economies, and political arrangements. By this time, the 
focus of European trade had shifted north in the Southern Rivers area—from 
the Portuguese trading centers on the Cacheu River to the French and Brit-
ish trading centers along the Casamance and Gambia Rivers.

Hence, African and European political and commercial rivalries played 
out together. The Bainouk, as the region​’s traditional middlemen, watched 
their fortunes plummet throughout the nineteenth century along with the 
decline of the Portuguese Crown at home and abroad. Weakened by domes-
tic political divisions and Napoleon​’s invasion of the Iberian Peninsula, the 
Portuguese “could do little more than make formal protests” over French 
and British incursions into the Casamance, territory the Portuguese for cen-
turies had considered part of “Portuguese Guinea.”32 The Mandinka stepped 
in to replace the Bainouk as the middlemen of the region and to reap the re-
ward as the principal interlocutors with the growing number of French and 
British traders. The Floup/Jola (by this time, they were increasingly referred 
to as the “Diola/Jola”) also benefited. This process of Bainouk decline and 
Mandinka and Jola ascension in the commercial history of the region took 
place over the course of about 150 years. And it had spatial ramifications: by 
the middle of the nineteenth century, the Jola and Mandinka had pushed 
the Bainouk out of the area surrounding Sédhiou, the commercial center.33

To some extent, however, the Jola and Mandinka did not push the Bain-
ouk out as much as they married them out. As Peter Mark claims, “Cultural 
transformation in the Casamance has long been a far more complex process 
than simply successive waves of conquerors replacing earlier inhabitants.” 
Rather, successive cultural groups established a degree of hegemony in an 
area by incorporating members of the earlier group into the new group​’s 
families and cultural groupings “by means of marriage, adoption, and as-
similation.”34 In the Lower Casamance, increasingly Jola through marriage, 
migration, and trade, this assimilation occurred via the Casamance River 
and its associated waterways.

For European trade along the Casamance, Portuguese misfortune 
meant opportunity to the French and the British. The French were espe-
cially eager to replace the Portuguese along the Casamance River to counter 
British influence along the Gambia River.35 A decade after the French Navy 
had begun to explore the mouth of the Casamance River in 1827, the French 
officially began to cement their position on the Casamance by sending an 
expedition from Gorée to stake out the possibilities for a more permanent 
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commercial presence. Commandant Victor Dagorne, commander of the 
Gorée garrison, led the expedition and reported that Portuguese commerce 
at their last remaining enclave on the Casamance—Ziguinchor—“posed no 
threat to increased French activity in the region.”36 He also recommended 
the establishment of French entrepôts at Carabane and Sédhiou because 
of the trade potential in wax, ivory, animal hides, and rice (see figure I.1).37

Dagorne​’s report was one of the first to refer to the Floup as the “Jola” 
or “Yola,” the term used by Wolof sailors who accompanied the French to 
the Casamance as interlocutors with the indigenous population.38 Eventu-
ally, the French would impose a form of “indirect rule” in the Casamance 
through the Wolof or the Mandinka, who had experience with their own 
states prior to the arrival of Europeans.39 Early historians of colonial Af-
rica considered “indirect rule” to be the distinctly British policy of colonial 
rule, while the French policy of “assimilation” was associated with “direct 
rule,” especially in settler colonies like Algeria. But the French also ruled 
indirectly through local authorities, as this case of the Wolof in the Casa-
mance demonstrates.40 By 1850, Emmanuel Bertrand-Bocandé, the French 
résident at Carabane, wrote, “The first name [Floup] was given to them 
by the Portuguese; it is by the name of ‘Jola’ that the Wolof sailors from 
Gorée and Gambia designated them. In their language, the Aiamats, the 
Floups, and the Jola are all the same people.”41 Regardless of what they 
were called, European outsiders eventually lumped together the distinct 
sociolinguistic subgroups of the Lower Casamance into one “Jola” ethnic 
group. Despite the differences between a north-shore Jola from Buluf or 
Fogny and a south-shore Jola from Casa, they demonstrated the capacity 
to unify against foreign threats.42

With the establishment of Carabane in 1836–37, the French effectively 
cut off Portuguese trade with the Bainouk and the Jola. Jola on both banks 
of the river began to bring their surplus rice to Carabane to trade for iron, 
cloth, cattle, and guns.43 This early trade marked the beginning of Jola pro-
duction for the market. Eventually, the Jola offered palm oil, rubber, and 
ground nuts as well, according to European demand. Because the British 
lubricated the machinery of their Industrial Revolution primarily with palm 
oil and were reputed to pay better prices than the French, north-shore Jola 
often found it more profitable to produce palm kernels and make the voyage 
to Bathurst (Banjul). Since the French lubricated their industrial machinery 
primarily with peanut oil, other Jola grew ground nuts and traded with the 
French on the Casamance.44 This trading arrangement suited both parties 
until the Jola began to interfere with other French commercial activity in the 
last half of the nineteenth century.
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Therefore, by the time of the Berlin Conference ​(1884–85), the 
Casamance—though it was not called that initially—had existed for centuries 
as a borderland region where goods, people, and cultures were exchanged in 
a political economy dominated by the mixed​-race “Portuguese.” Ziguinchor, 
essentially Portuguese and Senegambian since 1645, officially became French 
by the May 12, 1886, agreement between the French and Portuguese govern-
ments.45 The Luso-African bourgeois class of Ziguinchor were less than thrilled 
with this agreement. But once the finality of the agreement became clear, they 
rushed to gain access to the French colonial state. Meanwhile, the Jola fled to 
escape it. These opposite reactions to the intensification of French colonial 
rule could be seen in the communities’ reactions to military recruitment to 
serve France in the First World War. While the “Portuguese” welcomed the 
opportunity to prove their value to the colonial state so they could later make 
demands of it, the Jola refused to support the French in any way.46

If the Casamance River formed a space of Senegambian and Atlantic 
connection, it also served as a line of division. While it connected those 
downriver to those upriver and vice versa, these links were not always peace-
ful, as the late nineteenth​-century raids of Mandinka marabouts Foday Kaba 
and Foday Sylla—coming from the east—revealed.47 The River also divided 
to a certain extent those on the north bank from those on the south bank. 
This division results from the history of Islamic conversion in the region. The 
raiding of Kaba and Sylla, along with that of Wolof leader Ibrahima Ndiaye, 
did not convince the Jola in Fogny to convert to Islam. Nor did it prevent 
them from doing so, as many Casamançais eventually found it in their best 
economic and social interest to convert. As Vincent Foucher explains, “In 
Lower Casamance, Islam developed ‘from below,’ and the marabouts there 
were never able to gain as much power and influence as their counterparts 
in north Senegal.”48 By 1945, in any case, a majority of north-bank Jola had 
converted to Islam. The Casamance River seemed to limit the marabouts 
to these Jola communities on the north bank. The raiding marabouts like 
Kaba, Sylla, and Ndiaye were popular with European powers only as far as 
they complicated the colonial conquest of other European powers.49 But the 
marabouts also complicated colonial mapping of the Casamance.50

At this point, we should distinguish territory from territoriality, a term 
used by scholars to describe some of what I have been calling “discursive 
mapping.” Territoriality describes a sense of “what is mine” and “what is 
yours.” As anthropologist Daniel J. Gelo notes, paper maps may not always 
be the best way to describe this notion. He argues that rather than a map, 
“a verbal description of territorial principles (as evinced in subsistence prac-
tice, language and cognition, oral tradition, and historical evidence of actual 
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locations and activities), reconstructed from native and nonnative sources 
and augmented by statistics and several visual representations, is more 
likely to capture territoriality.”51 Because colonial mapping rarely took into 
account indigenous mapping, it did not acknowledge that Africans already 
had their own borders. Colonial powers, aware of divisions among Africans, 
exploited these divisions to impose colonial order. But at the same time, 
colonial powers rarely gave indigenous people credit for mapping those di-
visions in their own minds and in their own ways.

In analyzing the political and social histories of the precolonial Cas-
amance, I refer to the Casamance as a “borderland.”52 This term holds an 
array of meanings for historians. Of course, borderlands are formed near 
borders, but recent historiography asks, Whose borders? Who gets to define 
those borders? How do they define them, and why do they define them that 
way? In 1999, John R. Wunder and Pekka Hämäläinen attacked an article by 
Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron. Adelman and Aron had argued that a 
borderland was not the same thing as a frontier or a “zone of contact” be-
tween different peoples or civilizations. The first historian to use the term 
borderland, Herbert Eugene Bolton, in reference to the development of the 
U.S.-Mexico border, emphasized “a site of imperial rivalry.”53 Thus, Bolton’s 
interpretation required the meeting of competing imperial powers, accord-
ing to Adelman and Aron. Such was certainly the case in the precolonial 
Casamance as European colonial powers—especially France, Britain, and 
Portugal—competed for commercial influence in the region. But what 
about “the peoples in between,” as suggested by Adelman and Aron’s sub-
title? People living in the Casamance also influenced the formation of this 
borderland.54 Did their influence not also matter to it?

Wunder and Hämäläinen protested that Adelman and Aron​’s focus 
on empires erased indigenous people from the map. They portrayed the 
arguments of Adelman and Aron as claiming that “borderlands are places 
of European imperial rivalry.  .  .  . Once the rivalry is over, borderlands can 
become bordered land, where national borders are defined, and indigenous 
peoples are swallowed up by national cultures.”55 Similar to the way in which 
Wunder and Hämäläinen showed that Native Americans influenced these 
border-making processes in North America, the precolonial Casamance 
demonstrates how Africans did the same. The social and cultural identities 
of the people living in the Lower Casamance certainly changed over this 
period from about 1450 to 1850, but they were not “erased from the map.” If 
anything, they became fuzzier and more interdependent. But maps seldom 
account for such hybridity and change over time. Maps of the Casamance 
were no different in this regard.
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COLONIAL MAPPING AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF A BORDERLAND

Foday Sylla threw the map back into the hands of Captain Arthur Herbert 
Kenney of the Royal Engineers. Sylla might as well have thrown it in Ken-
ney​’s face. Kenney was the British commissioner to the 1890 British​-French 
Boundary Commission. The commission had been charged with demarcat-
ing the boundary between The Gambia and Senegal following the 1884–85 
Berlin Conference and the 1889 treaty between Britain and France agree-
ing on the division between Senegal and The Gambia.56 The British called 
Sylla “the military adventurer who considers himself the Emir of Combo, 
[oppressing] the Jolahs as he finds convenient.”57 Indeed, Sylla and his fellow 
Mandinka Muslim marabout Foday Kaba had spread terror throughout Jola 
communities in Fogny, the area of the Casamance north of Bignona, while 
conducting slave raids under the guise of jihad. But the raids had little to 
do with Islam and were instead poor justification for the pursuit of booty 
and plunder.58 Sylla’s marauding had begun to interfere with the activities 
of the boundary commission, which had drawn the southern boundary of 
The Gambia along the San Pedro River and thereby divided Combo—Sylla’s 
“country”—in half.59 The commissioners had given Sylla the impression that 
the border would not interfere with his “sovereignty” in Combo.60

But in fact, it did, and everybody involved knew it—despite official Brit-
ish discourse. In December 1890, Sylla sent an armed party to the surveyors 
to order them to halt the survey immediately. The commissioners refused 
and determined that a rapprochement was needed. Hence, Sylla arrived on 
horseback at the location of the surveyors, accompanied by a party of a few 
hundred armed men, to assert his position. Clearly, from the thrown map, 
the meeting did not go well. Kenney later protested to the administrator of 
The Gambia:

Foday Selah ​[Sylla] exhibited intentional insolence towards the 
Commissioners before his followers. His manner when addressing 
the French Commissioners exhibited disdainful hauteur, and he was 
on several occasions insolent towards me. He asked so many ques-
tions as to how the boundary was fixed in London that I thought it 
best to produce the map, when he flung it back into my hands with 
a very rude gesture. He asked how the Queen knew the extent of 
his country and whether she would come to see the spot she had 
agreed to limit her protection to. He treated me as if he thought me 
acting in the French interest and responsible for a treaty handing 
over part of his country to France. He said I was not straightfor-
ward, saying smooth words and cutting his country in two. He 
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did not attempt to conceal before the French commissioners his 
dislike to the French. I would beg your Excellency to be pleased to 
express to the French Commissioners your regret that they should 
have been so badly received by the King of a Country under British 
Protection. I would also beg to recommend that in case Foday Selah 
does not make complete submission to your Excellency a sufficient 
escort to ensure respect towards the Commission should be sent 
with it, when it returns to Native Combo to lay out the Southern 
Boundary.61

Of course, Sylla posed numerous pertinent questions that Kenney and the 
other commissioners could not answer without prevarication.

This prevarication resulted in part from the imperial machinations at 
the Berlin Conference, attended exclusively by representatives of European 
empires ​(including the Ottomans), plus an American “observer,” without a 
single African representative.62 But the objective of the conference was to 
preserve peace between the colonial powers, not between Africans, nor be-
tween Africans and Europeans. After the conference, Britain’s foreign secre-
tary, Lord Salisbury, remarked, “We have been . . . drawing lines upon maps 
where no white man’s feet have ever trod. We have been giving away moun-
tains and rivers and lakes to each other .  .  . only .  .  . hindered by the small 
impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains and rivers 
and lakes were.”63 According to Lord Salisbury, however, this rather banal 
exercise had not been unprofitable. To the contrary, “whatever superficial 
incongruity there might have been in those partitions of the unknown, it 
has had this one solid practical merit—that it has removed possible causes 
of quarrel from those members of the different nations who, on account 
of their very adventurous and gallant and self-devoted lives, are too apt to 
push with undue ferocity the claims of their respective countries against 
each other.”64 It may have seemed wonderful to Europeans that they were 
working out their quarrels over the African continent peacefully, but Euro-
pean “partitions of the unknown” were not unknown to Africans—neither 
the territory being partitioned nor the potential effects of those purportedly 
incongruous partitions. And Africans certainly knew that little would be 
worked out peacefully between themselves and the Europeans.

Though Africans were not invited to participate at Berlin, they were 
aware of what was happening to their territory, if not to their entire con-
tinent. Contrary to the popular notion that Africans were duped into ac-
cepting arbitrary and artificial borders that divided their people, Sylla was 
not duped.65 He knew very well what was happening and expressed his 
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displeasure at having his country split in two by a colonial border. He also 
understood what European mapping of his country implied, which is prob-
ably why he threw the map back at Captain Kenney. Although Kenney in-
sisted he was not “cutting [Sylla’s] country in two” or “handing over half of 
his country to the French,” that is exactly what was happening, and Sylla 
knew it.

Kenney​’s letter could serve as an abstract for a treatise on colonial map-
ping practices in West Africa, as across the colonial world at the time.66 As 
in Timothy Mitchell’s colonial Egypt, either colonial officials would get their 
way or the colonized faced the specter of British (or French, German, etc.) 
force of arms.67 Colonial mapping backed up by colonial troops did not nec-
essarily freeze previously fluid environments where people freely exchanged 
cultural and economic goods in borderland zones like the Casamance. 
But the mapping certainly catalyzed a new political economy. In the Casa-
mance, it changed the river into the central geography of a new economic 
order. This river was more than a stream of cash, however; it also attracted 
colonial interest for its natural beauty.

Even those with an “imperial gaze” remarked upon the beauty of the 
Casamance River while surveying its “riverscape” for colonial potential.68 
Captain Alfred Hippolyte Lenoir, for example, of the French naval infantry, 
visited Sédhiou in June 1884, shortly before the Berlin Conference. His report 
was published in the Bulletin de la Société de géographie commerciale de Paris 
later that year.69 The bulletin’s title makes clear Lenoir’s purpose in visiting 
the Casamance: commerce.70 Lenoir, nevertheless, referred extensively to 
the Casamançais reputation for natural beauty. While addressing his report 
to metropolitan commercial interests, Lenoir remarks, “Sédhiou and the 
Casamance will certainly interest you a bit, but today I don’t have time to 
provide much detail on the riches and the beauty of this river, for there is 
nothing comparable in the rest of Senegal. As much as the river has a sad 
and naked appearance, the shores appear welcoming with splendid vegeta-
tion.” Ultimately, however, Lenoir reveals that the beauty of the Casamance 
River interests him mostly for what it can produce. He bemoans, “What a 
shame that the indigenous people do not know how to extract from a soil so 
fertile all of the products that we know how to produce in France. What are 
they missing? Better ways of farming.”71 The Casamance was for centuries 
afflicted by foreigners like Lenoir who came to the Casamance, became en-
raptured by its natural beauty, and then became enraptured with the idea of 
exploiting its natural resources. The Casamance River was a source of beauty 
and a source of wealth at the same time. But the Jola had worked out over 
centuries how best to reap an abundant harvest from its resources.72
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If the French appeared more interested in what the Casamance could do 
for them than in what they could do for the Casamance, the Lenoir voyage con-
firmed that French administrators had more than sightseeing in mind for the 
Casamance. The Royal Belgian Geographic Society also picked up the news of 
Lenoir​’s voyage. It reported, “Mr. Lenoir believes that once we have established 
some secure and easy means of communication—regardless of whether they 
are rapid—a considerable quantity of products from the region that separates 
the Casamance from Senegal, which remain to the present without buyers, 
will have an assured flow to Saint​-Louis by the Senegal ​[River] and to Gorée 
by the Southern Rivers area. Moreover, French manufactured products will 
find a huge market in Senegambia.”73 As opposed to the innate characteristics 
of “the natural Casamance,” this report reveals how the Casamance River has 
long been socially constructed and mutually constituted as a haven of natural 
solitary beauty and as a cache of natural resources for capitalist production.

In some ways, the French colonial state made “the Casamance” what it 
is today while making the Casamance River a space of division by mapping 
bodies and resources along the riverbanks for colonial production. The lat-
ter implied mapping the natural resources of the Casamance while simulta-
neously nearly erasing the human beings living in the Casamance from the 
map. Though situated on the northern bank of the Gambia River instead 
of the Casamance River, the sale of “Reis​’s Concession” ​( figure 1​.3) in 1895 
is representative of this colonial commodification of bodies and resources 
along the Senegambian coastline during the late 1800s.

FIGURE 1.3. Reis’s Concession, 1895. Source: Senegalese National Archives, 10D1 
0069 Delimitation of the Guinean and Gambian borders with Senegal, 1895.
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The flyer for the sale of Reis​’s Concession announces, “West Coast of 
Africa, in the Crown Colony of Gambia, Descriptive Particulars, Plan ​&​ Con-
ditions of Sale of a Tract of Land about 7 square miles, on the north bank of 
the River Gambia, known as ​‘Reis​’s Concession.’ The Lands produce Mahog-
any, India​-rubber, Palm Kernels, etc. and offer an opportunity of creating a 
trading station of an exceedingly promising kind, which Messrs. E. & H. 
Lumley have received instructions to sell by auction . . . on Tuesday, the 15th 
of January, 1895, at two o’clock precisely.”74 E. and H. Lumley ran Lumleys 
Auctioneers and Land Agents at “St. James’s House” in London. At least the 
Lumleys could be precise about the time and place of the sale. The “par-
ticulars” of the sale did not offer more precision ( figure 1.4): “Particulars. 
The Estate is situated on the North side of the River Gambia, and comprises 

FIGURE 1.4. Flyer on “the 
Particulars” of Reis’s Con-
cession. Source: Senega-
lese National Archives, 
10D1 0069.
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about seven square miles, that is to say, seven miles long and about one mile 
wide, and extends from Albreda to Sicca Point. It is distant about seventeen 
miles from Bathurst [contemporary Banjul], the capital of the colony.” While 
describing the physical geography of the property, the flyer mentions, “There 
are on the estate two native villages,” along with “a Large House on concrete 
foundation at Sicca Point, which occupies a prominent position. There are 
also labourers’ huts and a mahogany shed.”

All of this infrastructure—which included the human beings living on 
the estate—was available for the production of, in addition to the previ-
ously mentioned agricultural products, rubber. The flyer continues, “A great 
number of rubber trees (Landolphia Florida, indigenous to the soil) are to 
be found scattered over the Estate.” The British and French focus on rub-
ber production in the Senegambia, seeming to look so promising in the late 
nineteenth century, subsided, in favor of other agricultural products like 
rice, peanuts, and cotton. Another page of the flyer claimed,

The Estate occupies an excellent position for Trade, or the es-
tablishment of a Factory. . . . The trade is partly cash but chiefly 
bartering. A very large profit can be made upon certain articles of 
daily consumption and common use, such as Rice, Tobacco, Sugar, 
Kola Nuts, Cheap Essences, Tinned Goods, Gin, Rum, Kerosene 
Oil, Matches, Candles, Ready​-made Clothing, Cheap Drapery, Ho-
siery, Tin Ware, etc. There is a good depth of water at Sicca Point, 
which renders the landing and shipping of goods and produce 
safe and easy. The transport of goods from Bathurst to the Estate 
and vice versa may be performed at a moderate cost by purchas-
ing large canoes, and employing them for that purpose instead 
of cutters. . . . There is big Game for the Sportsman, and plenty to 
shoot on the Property and in the adjoining Country—Leopards, 
Crocodiles, Monkeys, Deer, Hippopotami, and occasionally Lions 
are to be found. The opportunity of creating a trade station here is 
unequalled.75

That humans were forgotten or erased from the picture—except for their 
capacity for labor—in favor of flora and fauna demonstrates the links Henri 
Lefebvre forged between space and capitalist production.

Lefebvre​’s analysis focuses on the spatial practices of states to argue 
that space is defined by capitalist interests. The liberal state, to Lefebvre, 
has destroyed “natural space” and replaced it with “abstract space”—space 
easier to control and map. He asserts that “nature is now reduced to ma-
terials on which society​’s productive forces operate.”76 Thus, the state has 
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taken the varieties of space that distinguished place and produced a homog-
enized template by which taxes can be levied, troops raised, and business 
conducted. Indeed, these activities are fundamentally what states do.77 To 
Lefebvre, “business” drives the meaning of space in the modern era, and the 
state is merely its vassal. As he explains, “This abstract space depends on 
vast networks of banks, businesses, and great centers of production. There 
also is the spatial intervention of highways, airports, and information net-
works.” In this space, Lefebvre claims, “the cradle of accumulation, the place 
of richness, the subject of history, the center of historical space—in other 
words, the city—has exploded.” Therefore, space as a whole enters into “the 
modernized mode of capitalist production: it is utilized to produce surplus 
value. The ground, the underground, the air, and even the light enter into 
both the productive forces and the products.”78 As the Reis Concession es-
tate sale demonstrates, colonial officials mapped goods and products to-
gether with human beings to produce the largest possible profit.

Colonial officials in the Casamance tried to literally map this produc-
tion onto ethnicity. They brought the human beings back into the picture 
for the purpose of leveraging ethnicity to yield the best agricultural produc-
tion from each area of the Lower Casamance. Two hand​-drawn maps of the 
Lower Casamance by Lieutenant Colonel Albert Sajous, the commandant 
de cercle in Ziguinchor in the early 1940s, illustrate this exploitation. The 
first denotes the primary ethnic group in each zone, along with a pie chart 
illustrating the ethnic breakdown of the area ( figure 1.5). The second notes 
the same ethnic groups in the same zones but in the pie chart notes the 
agricultural production of each zone ( figure 1.6).79

FIGURE 1.5. Hand-drawn map of Casamançais ethnicities by Lieutenant 
Colonel Albert Sajous, 1943. Source: Senegalese National Archives, 2G 43-75 
Rapport annuel ensemble—1943, “Rapport annuel du Commandant de Cer-
cle, Ziguinchor.”
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For example, Sajous​’s first map—his ethnicity map—shows that the 
area immediately southeast of Ziguinchor was primarily inhabited by Bain-
ouk, though there were also Jola and other “diverse” ethnicities in the area. 
Sajous​’s second map, which seems to complement the first, shows that for 
the same zone, rice was the predominant agricultural product—about 35 
to 40 percent, according to the pie graph. Millet, peanuts, forest products, 
and other “diverse” products made up the rest of the resources targeted for 
colonial extraction in this area.

These maps point to the ways colonial officials viewed the human be-
ings they found in their new colonies:​ they did not regard Casamançais as 
citizens of a nation​-state, with the natural rights thought to mark Western 
civilization, but rather as colonial subjects intended for economic exploita-
tion to the benefit of the metropole.80 Hubert Deschamps, the governor of 
Senegal while Sajous was the commandant de cercle in Ziguinchor, made 
this point clear to the residents of Oussouye in 1943. While visiting on a tour 
of the Casamance, Deschamps declared, “You are our subjects, just like ev-
erybody else in Senegal, so you must submit to the same discipline. And what 
do we ask of you? The tax, a bit of rice, a small number of men for military 
conscription. In return, we bring you peace, medical care in our hospitals, 
and our manufactures.”81 Deschamps made French intentions clear. Colonial 
officials marked Africans by tribe not only to “divide and conquer” but also 
to allot and assign them to specific tasks of labor for agricultural production.

FIGURE 1.6. Hand-drawn map of Casamançais agriculture by Lieutenant Colonel 
Albert Sajous, 1943. Source: Senegalese National Archives, “Rapport annuel.”
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Colonial powers mapped ethnicity onto production to benefit the 
metropole, not the colony.82 Eric Worby refers to this mapping of ethnicity 
as ethnocartography in his analysis of the power in colonial naming and 
mapping of ethnic groups in the former Rhodesia.83 Worby coined the term 
ethnocartography to denote the “use of tribal maps to represent relations of 
political power over social space.” Worby contends that ethnocartography 
has been “an important means through which academic constructs have 
been used as instruments of colonial domination.” Furthermore, “by fixing 
names to discrete territories, such maps served to both encode and repre-
sent the implicit, silent vantage point of the colonial state in relation to the 
subjects over which it presumed or desired to hold authority.”84 The purpose 
of this authority was the production of a political economy that would ben-
efit the metropole. When it became clear that such a political economy was 
not worth the cost of its construction, colonial powers in Africa began to 
decolonize.85 Postcolonial African states sought to replicate these political 
economies so much that Frederick Cooper has argued that the only thing 
that changed at independence was the nationality of the people in the build-
ings.86 Otherwise, the administrative and economic institutions in the build-
ings continued to operate as before.

THE COLONIAL LEGACY IN POSTCOLONIAL MAPPING

Along with this colonial cartographic history went a rather complex ad-
ministrative history. Estelle Nicol well elucidates this complex history. She 
makes an important argument about the tenuous position of the Casa-
mance vis​-à​-vis the rest of the Southern Rivers area to the south of Dakar. 
The Casamance was close enough for the French to assign an administrator 
to help manage the Casamance, on the other side of the Gambia River, yet 
far enough and “separate” enough to be thought of as different and separate 
from the rest of Senegal—having, in some ways, more in common with the 
rest of the Guinea Coast to the south than with Dakar to the north. It was 
also rather different and separate from the rest of the Southern Rivers area 
protectorates.87 As we shall see, French settlers in the Casamance felt this 
difference and separation as much as the Jola, Balanta, Mandinka, and other 
Africans who had lived there for centuries.88 Thus, the Casamance was in a 
class of its own as the French colonial regime in the Senegambia solidified. 
Table 1.1 provides a summary of these administrative changes, as the exis-
tence of the Casamance as an administrative entity of the colonial adminis-
tration waxed and waned.
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TABLE 1​.1. TERRITORIAL REFORMS IN THE CASAMANCE, 1890–1944

Decision 7​/19​/1890 Divides the Casamance into two cercles (regions): Upper and 
Lower Casamance

Decision 5​/25​/1891 Reunion in one cercle around Sédhiou

Decision 4​/25​/1892 Re​-division into two cercles

Decision 5​/11​/1895 Constitutes the Casamance into districts, preserving division 
into two cercles and implementing distinction between country 
of direct administration and country of protectorates

Decision 9​/21​/1899 Defines limits of the two cercles ​(Sédhiou and Lower Casa-
mance), the district, and their components

1​/1​/1904, 4​/11​/1904 Casamance consists of one cercle divided into eight regions and 
administered by the residents under the authority of the superi-
or administrator of Sédhiou:​ Fouladou ​(Hamdallahi), Mandinka 
country ​(Sédhiou), Kiang and Kabada ​(Medina), Balantacounda ​
(Yattacounda), Fogny ​(Bignona), Jola country of Brin​-Seleki​- 
Bayot, Floup country ​(Oussouye), Komba ​(Diebaly)1

Decree of 6​/1​/1907 Division into two cercles:​ cercle of Lower Casamance ​(Ziguin-
chor, Oussouye, Fogny), which includes two escales, or ports of 
call (Zozor, Carabane); cercle of Upper Casamance (Sédhiou) 
formed from three circonscriptions, or residences (Balantacoun-
da, Sédhiou, Fouladou), and an escale (Sédhiou)

Decision 6​/1​/1907 French Combo detached from the residency of Ziguinchor and 
attached to Bignona

Decree of 9​/22​/1909 Transfer of cercle chef-lieu (headquarters) to Ziguinchor; 
creation of residence of Kian and surveillance posts of Veling-
ara and Diouloulou; Yattacounda changed from residence to 
surveillance post; canton of Bliss transferred from Oussouye to 
Fogny; division of territory into six administrative residences: 
Fouladou (chef-lieu Kolda), Sédhiou, Ziguinchor, Oussouye, 
Fogny, Khian

Decree of 5​/10​/1912 Division of the Casamance into three cercles:​ cercle of Lower 
Casamance ​(Ziguinchor) formed from three residences ​(Fogny, 
Ziguinchor, Oussouye); cercle of Middle Casamance ​(Sédhiou) 
formed from three residences ​(Inor, Sédhiou, Yattacounda); 
cercle of Upper Casamance ​(Kolda) consisting of one residence ​
(Kolda)

Decree of 11​/23​/1912 Maintains the three cercles; organizes the administration in the 
Casamance

Decree of 11​/20​/1917 Divides cercle of Lower Casamance into three cercles:​ Ziguin-
chor, Kamobeul ​(with subdivision of Diembering), and Bignona ​
(with subdivision of Diouloulou as headquarters) and removing 
subdivisions of Sindian, Balandine, and Oussouye

Decree of 12​/6​/1918 Determines territories constituting subdivision of Oussouye

Decree of 12​/4​/1920 Removes division of French West Africa into protectorates and 
territories of direct administration



52  V  A  C O U N T R Y  O F  D E F I A N C E

Decree of 2​/25​/1922 Creates province of Oussouye in cercle of Kamobeul, dividing Ous-
souye into three cantons: Pointe Saint Georges, Floups, Elinkine

Decree of 4​/3​/1922 Creates canton of Bainouk in cercle of Ziguinchor

Decree of 9​/6​/1922 Grants the Casamance a superior administration divided into 
five cercles:

cercle of Ziguinchor:​ Wolof grouping—Bainouk canton;
cercle of Bignona:​ canton of the Djougouttes;
cercle of Kamobeul:​ province of Oussouye, cantons of Pointe Saint 

Georges, Elinkine, Floups, Brin​-Seleki, Diembering​-Kabrousse;
cercle of Sédhiou:​ cantons of Kabada, Darang, Kian​-Fogny, 

Kian​-Vitang, Pakao​-Soukondou, Souna​-Balmadou, Brassous​- 
Mandingue, Brassous​-Peulh, Boudhie​-Yacine, Pakao, Balan-
tacounda;

cercle of Kolda:​ cantons of Patiana, Pakane, Pata, Kamba, 
Kandiaya, Mamboua, Niampaio, Kamalo, Gumura, Patin 
Nord, Patin Kibo, Fridou, Coudora

Decree of 10​/3​/1923 Removes subdivisions of Yattacounda, Inor, and Diembering, 
whose territories are attached to Sédhiou and Ziguinchor

Decree of 10​/13​/1930 Modifies territorial limits of cercles of Bignona and Ziguinchor

Decree of 12​/13​/1934 Deals with administrative reorganization of the Casamance

Decree of 3​/30​/1938 Removes cercle of Bignona and joins it to Ziguinchor; removes 
subdivisions of Diouloulou and Oussouye

Decree of 4​/23​/1938 Removes subdivisions of Diouloulou, Oussouye, and Inor and 
joins them to subdivisions of Bignona, Ziguinchor, and Sédhiou

Decree of 10​/26​/1939 Divides the Casamance into two cercles:​ cercle of Ziguinchor, 
consisting of three subdivisions ​(Ziguinchor, Bignona, Sédhiou); 
and cercle of Kolda, with subdivision of Velingara

Decree of 12​/19​/1940 Defines cercle of Ziguinchor:​ subdivision of Ziguinchor, consist-
ing of province of Oussouye and cantons of Diembering​- 
Kabrousse, Floups, Pointe Saint Georges; subdivision of Bigno-
na, consisting of cantons of Bignona, Bliss​-Karones, Djiragones, 
North and South Djougouttes, Fogny​-Combo, North and South 
Kadiamoutayes, Kalounayes, Narangs; subdivision of Sédhiou, 
consisting of cantons of Balantacounda, Boudhie, Brassous, 
Fogny, Kabada, Pakao​-Tilibo, Souna​-Balmadou, South Yacine.

Defines cercle of Kolda:​ subdivision of Kolda, consisting of 
cantons of Fouladou, Guimaro, Katnako, Manboua, Pata; sub-
division of Velingara, consisting of cantons of Kantora, Pakane, 
Patiana, Patim​-Kandiaye.

Decree of 7​/7​/1943 Creates subdivision of Oussouye in cercle of Ziguinchor

Decree of 5​/13​/1944 Removes cercle of Kolda, establishing it as
subdivision; defines the Casamance as a cercle formed of
six subdivisions:​ Oussouye, Bignona, Ziguinchor, Sédhiou, 
Kolda, and Velingara

1 Capitals of these colonial regions are placed in parentheses.

Source: Based on Dominique Darbon, L’administration et le paysan en Casamance: Essai 
d’anthropologie administrative (Paris: Editions A. Pedone, 1988), 63–66.
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The regime instituted in 1944 remained in place until the administrative 
reforms of 1984, instated by the Senegalese state after the violence of 1982 and 
1983 in and around Ziguinchor.89 The French colonial state mostly did not view 
the Casamance as a political entity separate from Senegal. Though numerous 
colonial officials referred to the Casamance, the Colonial Geographical Service 
in some cases did not. Its 1941 report, for example, denoted separate maps for 
Ziguinchor and Tambacounda, not one map for “the Casamance.”90 Jean-Claude 
Marut notes that near the end of the colonial era (1958), the administrative map 
of Senegal did not include a region labeled “the Casamance.”91 In fact, it was not 
“distinguished from the other regions (cercles) of the colony of Senegal.”92

Nevertheless, some French residents of the Casamance clearly thought 
of the Casamance in separate terms well before independence. Jules Florent 
Malbranque, for example, wrote a document in 1939 linking Casamançais 
“development” to its “autonomy.” He titled the twenty​-page document “Dével-
oppement de la Casamance, lié à son autonomie.”93 Despite the lack of a re-
gion named “La Casamance” on the 1958 map, many Senegalese thought of 
the Casamance as a region different from the rest of Senegal. Besides, other 
maps did label the Casamance as “the Casamance.”94 And colonial policy 
had vacillated between treating the Casamance as one entity and dividing 
it into two or three districts (see table 1.1). In 1944, shortly before indepen-
dence, the Casamance was again reduced to one administrative region, gov-
erned from Ziguinchor, with six subdivisions in Bignona, Kolda, Oussouye, 
Sédhiou, Velingara, and Ziguinchor ( figure 1.7).95 This “Casamance” did not 

FIGURE 1.7. Senegalese national administrative reform, 1984. Source: Dominique 
Darbon, L’administration et le paysan en Casamance: Essai d’anthropologie 
administrative (Paris: Editions A. Pedone, 1988), 7.
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extend to the Falémé, as Father Diamacoune would later claim, merely to 
the Gambia River. No one at the time thought the Casamance extended all 
the way to Kédougou in Sénégal Oriental (Eastern Senegal), despite the later 
claims of separatists that it did.

Yet it would be erroneous to assert or imply that French colonial offi-
cials considered the Casamance a separate colony from Senegal. Though 
they established a separate colonial administrative position—an adminis-
trateur supérieur (superior administrator)—to handle Casamançais affairs 
rendered more difficult by distance and geographical separation by the An-
glophone colony of The Gambia, this administrator reported to the gover-
nor of Senegal, not directly to the governor-general of French West Africa.96 
Hence, the French never considered the Casamance to be a separate colony 
from Senegal. If they intended to divide and conquer, they also knew they 
needed to preserve stability for trade along the axis of the Casamance River. 
In 1938, the superior administrator of the Casamance reported, “The reason 
that militates in favor of the administrative unit of Casamance (that is to 
say a single district) is that the three constituent districts constitute a geo-
graphical and physical entity with a natural link, the river.” Therefore, it was 
necessary to “also coordinate and unify all matters relating to relations with 
neighboring foreign colonies . . . and maintain the export trade flow that is 
done naturally from East to West.”97 While the policy of conquest was “divide 
and rule,” the policy of postconquest consolidation was more like “unite and 
maintain stability.”

The Senegalese state reinforced this mapping and the divisions it 
brought about through the administrative reform of 1984, dividing the Cas-
amance into smaller administrative regions—less than two years after the 
violence began in Ziguinchor. Separatists later decried the 1984 adminis-
trative reforms for wiping the name Casamance off the Senegalese map 
while changing the names of Casamançais administrative regions to Ziguin-
chor and Kolda (see figure 1.7 for the Casamance before the reforms). They 
pointed to how the Senegalese government prohibited the word Casamance 
and sent a “military governor” to take over the region of Ziguinchor.98 To 
many Casamançais, whether they were part of the MFDC or not, this re-
form in 1984 appeared to be an attempt to divide Casamançais following 
the marches and the violence of December 1982 and December 1983 in and 
near Ziguinchor.

Thus, Senegalese postcolonial mapping of the Casamance River system 
continued to build on the legacy of French colonial mapping. State officials 
in both eras sought to “see like a state” by qualifying and quantifying space in 
imprecise terms while claiming scientific accuracy and objectivity thought 
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to be inherent to the practice of cartography at the time.99 French colonial 
officials, especially, sought to tie bodies to resources by limiting mobility for 
the purposes of exploiting regular sources of labor, then taxing the profits 
from that labor. The colonial and postcolonial states, however, encouraged 
ties with Dakar to the extent possible to cement the links of Casamançais 
to the Senegalese state.

COUNTER​-MAPPING THE CASAMANCE VIA THE RIVER

Land of romance and of rhythms that adorn mangroves and rivers, hos-
pitable, welcoming, and smiling, this “green and beautiful Casamance in 
the clear moonlight,” as was affectionately sung in the villages for many 
generations, is suddenly and brutally projected onto the stage, suddenly 
becoming, paradoxically, “the rebellious Casamance.”

—Oumar Diatta, Casamançais journalist

Because of the freedom by which numerous groups of Africans and Europe-
ans came, went, and mingled in the area, many Senegalese have claimed that 
this “rebellious Casamance,” far from being rooted in difference with Senegal, 
was, in fact, “the most Senegalese part of Senegal.” Nouha Cissé, the former 
principal of Lycée Djignabo and former president of the soccer club Casa​- 
Sports, saw the Casamance River not as a space of division but as “un espace 
fédérateur”—a unifying space that brought people together in various ways.100

To counter what they viewed as the “Wolofization” of their nation, how-
ever, separatists like the Diamacoune brothers and Mamadou Sané began 
to limit who could be unified in this federating space.101 They began to ob-
fuscate the borders of the Casamance to turn away “the little Wolof, the lit-
tle Serer, and the little Toucouleur” as “strangers” to the Casamance.102 They 
could not easily blur the international borders to the north—demarcated by 
the Anglo-French Boundary Commission at the start of the colonial era—or 
to the south. Neither could they move or obfuscate the western border of 
the Atlantic Ocean.

But they could move or obfuscate the eastern border. Thus, Bertrand 
Diamacoune claimed that the original Casamance went as far east as “the 
Falémé River”—the modern border with Mali—and as far north as the town 
of Matam on the Senegal River.103 Bertrand’s brother, Augustin, also claimed 
that the Casamance—la Grande Casamance—stretched “from the Atlantic 
to the Falémé,” a chunk of territory that coincided with the borders of the 
Catholic Diocese of Ziguinchor.104 In Pays du refus, the essay he wrote during 
the 1993 ceasefire, Father Diamacoune argued, “The country that consti-
tutes the geographical, historical, and political Casamance stretches from 
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the Atlantic Ocean to the Falémé, a tributary of the Senegal River.”105 It is 
doubtful that a Jola Catholic priest would have had much influence in the 
primarily Mandinka and Fula Muslim Middle and Upper Casamance, not to 
mention a town in the Senegal River valley like Matam. It is more doubtful 
that any resident of Matam ever considered herself or himself Casamançais.

Statements such as these, however, beyond the role that waterways 
played in the separatists’ historical territorial claims, reflect the lengths to 
which separatists were willing to go to claim a more glorious past for the 
Casamance—a past with a spatial dignity gradually chipped away, in their 
view, by the Senegalese state. The separatists may have modeled this argu-
ment after Léopold Senghor​’s model for Senegal, since the spatial grandeur 
of Senghor​’s vision of a “French​-speaking African nation” had been dimin-
ished in the decolonization process.106 Indeed, many separatists believed 
that Senghor so doggedly held on to the Casamance because he could not 
tolerate further attrition of the territory for his Senegalese nation-state, 
originally envisioned by Senghor as a Francophone Black African federated 
nation-state that would remain part of the larger French Union but was 
later reduced to the Mali Federation (Senegal and Mali) and then to Senegal 
as a separate, independent nation-state.107

The separatists also expanded the definition of “the Casamance” to 
counter accusations of Jola tribalism. If separatist leaders, most of whom 
were Jola, left the territorial definition of the Casamance at the level of the 
Lower Casamance—roughly the area between the Atlantic and the Soun-
grougrou River and inhabited principally by Jola—then Casamançais na-
tionalism would appear to be no more than Jola ethnic nationalism. As Jean​- 
Claude Marut notes, “Even if all the Jola ​[were] not fighting for indepen-
dence, the large majority of those fighting for independence ​[were] Jola, and 
the rebellion ​[was] rooted and conducted only in the Lower Casamance, the 
Jola homeland.”108 Putting it more succinctly, a journalist claimed, “Not every 
rebel is a Jola, but every Jola is a rebel.”109 This statement is false, but the 
ambivalence of the MFDC discourse on ethnicity led to a conflation of “Jola” 
and “Casamançais” identities. As noted earlier, some Casamançais spoke of 
a “Jola republic” based on “the three Bs”: the towns of Banjul (The Gambia), 
Bignona (Senegal), and Bissau (Guinea-Bissau).110 Such a republic would 
make separatism more of a concern for the neighboring countries of The 
Gambia and Guinea-Bissau, as it was for Senegal.111

The separatists responded to accusations of tribalism in three ways. 
First, they claimed it was Jola “nature” to sit back and listen to all view-
points before making a decision and committing to a cause. But once a Jola 
commits, they claimed, he—this stereotypical Jola was always gendered as 
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masculine—committed “all the way.”112 When the other ethnic groups saw 
the Jola level of commitment, according to the separatists, they were con-
tent to step back and allow the Jola to lead.

Second, some separatists claimed that the other ethnic groups agreed 
to Jola leadership during their last “sacred forest” meeting before the fateful 
December 1982 march into Ziguinchor, acknowledging that the Jola were 
the most committed to the cause because the specific grievances the sepa-
ratists listed against the Senegalese state were rooted primarily in the Lower 
Casamance, where the Jola lived.

Finally, though it often annoyed or offended the other ethnic groups, 
there were some Jola among the more committed separatists who claimed 
“autochthony” for the Jola as a mandate for Jola leadership. Father Dia-
macoune made The River an essential part of this claim. He employed the 
imagery of The River—a riverscape—to lay claim to Jola leadership of the 
MFDC while also constructing a multiethnic Casamançais nation.113 Dia-
macoune used the multiethnic Casamançais to counter the government’s 
accusations of practicing “tribalism.” He narrated a particular history of the 
“migratory waves” that brought the ethnic groups of the Lower Casamance 
into the area to make the case for Jola autochthony, even though the Bain-
ouk had been accepted as the autochthones of the Lower Casamance for 
generations.

THE MULTIETHNIC CASAMANÇAIS “RIVER”

Mamadou Diouf argues that this construction of the Casamançais nation 
was essential for the construction of a multiethnic Casamance in opposition 
to the “Islamo​-Wolofization” of the Senegalese nation. Diouf accuses Father 
Diamacoune of intentionally fostering the conflation between “Jola” and 
“Casamançais” with a precolonial history that posits the Jola at the center 
of a multiethnic Casamançais “river”:​ “The concept of mixing and migratory 
waves’ confluence into a single great river helped the Abbé ​[Father​/Priest] 
Diamacoune . . . to mask ethnic diversity and merge difference:​ he took the 
Joola ​[ Jola] culture as a common denominator without saying so . . . to pro-
duce the Casamançais, unique, essential, and radically different from the 
Senegalese and from his own remarkable ancestors.”114

The construction of this multiethnic “river” may also have been an at-
tempt by Diamacoune to elide the historical factionalism among the Jola, 
who were, at least in part, a colonial creation and often characterized by 
infighting and constant warfare, typically living in a siege mentality during 
the precolonial era because of the high prevalence of slave raiding in the 
region. Consequently, factionalism has ruled the Casamance, and there has 
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never been great agreement among scholars on the definition of a Jola iden-
tity.115 The “doyen of Diola [ Jola] ethnographers,”116 Louis-Vincent Thomas, 
observes, “One cannot speak of the Jola except in the plural. . . . Each [group] 
has appreciable socio-cultural and linguistic differences, as well as obvious 
antagonisms. But all of them, conscious of belonging to a common group, 
know how to close ranks and present a unified front to foreign aggressors.”117 
According to Diamacoune, the Senegalese were “foreign aggressors,” but 
whether the Jola could “close ranks” to join a multiethnic coalition to re-
sist “Senegalese colonialism” remained—despite Diamacoune’s nationalist 
discourse—an open question beyond his death.118

Diamacoune constructed the Casamançais multiethnic river in “mi-
gratory waves” centered on the all​-important Jola wave. These waves were 
“composed of multiple stratifications that are overcome and eventually 
covered over and mixed.” The first wave was the Jola wave coming from 
Gabu, a region in eastern Guinea​-Bissau. The Jola wave was “the oldest, the 
largest even, and longer than the territory that extends from the Falémé to 
the Atlantic, ​[which] can be considered as the ​‘the shared trunk of several 
branches.’” Sharing this Jola “trunk” were the Bainouk, Manjak, Mancagne, 
and Balanta.119 Diamacoune placed the Jola, commonly thought to have 
migrated to the region from the kingdom of Gabu, a subentity of the Mali 
Empire, on par with the original inhabitants, the Bainouk, whose num-
bers, as discussed earlier, were diminished by the Jola migration, as well as 
other demographic pressures.120 Following this first wave were the Mand-
inka, completing the Mandé subgroups, who “covered the Casamance ter-
ritory, more or less from the Falémé to Soun Grougrou . . . thus the Upper 
and Middle Casamance,” and “finally the ‘Fula’ wave, which extends from 
the Falémé all the way [to the west] to engulf an eastern part of the Middle 
Casamance.”121

Diamacoune joins these migratory waves into a great multiethnic river, 
therefore, to construct a multiethnic Casamançais nation on his terms:

Thus ​[the Senegalese government] goes so far as to wish to 
make the Casamance problem simply a “Joola” ​[ Jola] affair; this 
is inaccurate, it could be rigorously explained with reference to 
the extent and precedence of the ethnic stratifications, or even 
by the decisions taken by the Assembly before 25 December 1982 ​
[the sacred forest meeting near Diabir], with people of all eth-
nic groups, religions, backgrounds, and political views together, 
which marked the start of the current events in the Casamance. 
The demonstrators had set off from Falémé to participate, at 



The River  V  59

Ziguinchor, in the march by more than a hundred thousand 
Casamançais on 26 December 1982, with people of all ethnic 
groups, religions, backgrounds, and political views together. Those 
who have gone through and followed closely the genesis and the 
progress of the events in Casamance know very well why the 
burden of this struggle rests especially on the Diola ​[ Jola] country, 
and also why this war of national liberation was at first restricted 
voluntarily to the Lower Casamance Zone. . . . With its propagan-
distic manipulations of local and outside opinion, Senegal spoke 
of a supposed demand for a “Diola Republic” by the demonstrators 
of 26 December 1982. The Senegalese operation tended to get the 
Casamance into trouble with the surrounding countries. Let no 
one be mistaken about it.122

Thus, Diamacoune implies, the Jola did not seek a leadership role in the 
Casamance, but neither did they shy away from it, as they were the first 
to assert a truly authentic but multiethnic Casamançais identity. He also 
accuses the Senegalese government of fomenting security concerns with 
Senegal​’s neighbors—The Gambia and Guinea​-Bissau—to enlist their help 
against the rebels. Thus, this Senegambian borderland became, as explained 
by Oumar Diatta above, a zone of rebellion, defined by colonial and postco-
lonial mapping of the Casamance River and the surrounding river system, 
in a way that elided factionalism not only among the Jola but also the other 
ethnic groups of the Casamance. This elision was necessary to construct 
a unified Casamançais identity against the Senegalese “other.” The MFDC 
needed the elision to counter​-map the Casamance apart from Senegal. But 
such a unified multiethnic river of anti​-Senegalese Casamançais separatism 
never existed, no matter how hard MFDC ethnic entrepreneurs like Diama-
coune and Nkrumah Sané tried to bring it into being.

The discursive nature of this counter​-mapping avoided engaging the 
Senegalese state too much on its terms while making similar spatial claims. 
It also demonstrated the difficulty of engaging states on their cartographical 
terms. Nancy Peluso, Joel Wainwright, and Joe Bryan examine contempo-
rary indigenous counter​-mapping in response to efforts of state capitalism 
to control or exploit natural resources in spaces to which indigenous people 
have traditionally held property rights of some kind—like in the Casamance. 
Peluso examines these rights in response to forest mapping in Indonesia by 
“state land managers and supporting international institutions, such as the 
FAO ​[Food and Agriculture Organization], the World Bank, Worldwide Fund 
for Nature, and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature.” She 
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finds that “local groups can claim power through mapping by using not only 
what is on a map, but what is not on it” and that a key aspect of such a 
challenge is “the re​-insertion of people on resource maps.” In this fashion, 
maps effectively “pose alternatives to the languages and images of power 
and become a medium of empowerment or protest.”123

But postcolonial counter​-mapping is not sufficient to correct injustices 
wrought by colonial mapping. In 2009, Wainwright and Bryan examined 
indigenous counter​-mapping and the law to determine whether attaining 
justice for indigenous land rights under the contemporary legal systems in 
Nicaragua and Belize was possible. The results of their investigation were 
complex and rather ambivalent. They discovered an “aporia”124 in the nature 
of the claims and the legal systems in which they had to be made: “Notwith-
standing the creativity expressed through these projects, they remain ori-
ented by the spatial configuration of modern politics: territory and property 
rights.” Wainwright and Bryan claim that this “spatial configuration” both 
“accounts for” and “limits” the power of indigenous cartography. They con-
clude, “This impasse is not a contradiction that can be resolved; rather, it 
constitutes an aporia for which there is no easy or clear solution. Nonethe-
less, it must be confronted.”125

This aporia represents what I call “the postcolonial conundrum”:​ in-
digenous people in the formerly colonized world must construct identities 
through concepts like “ethnocartography” and “discursive mapping” because 
the tools of cartography have largely been controlled by the state. Thus, with 
what has been left to them, indigenous people have counter​-mapped the 
nation in their own ways. Those in Nicaragua and Belize claimed their rights 
to property “based on customary use and occupancy.” In each case, indige-
nous persons won in court to correct “state​-sanctioned practices that have 
characteristically resulted in the displacement, dispossession, and destruc-
tion of indigenous livelihoods.” However, Wainwright and Bryan have also 
discovered that “these successes have met unexpected limitations and pro-
duced unintended effects that complicate their translation into justice.” In 
short, they argue, “these strategies do not reverse colonial social relations so 
much as they rework them.”126 Reworking social relations has been the goal 
of the MFDC since 1982. But Wainwright and Bryan do not provide much 
hope for those with such a goal. Their frustration on this point is palpable.

Contemporary legal systems may change somewhat to accommodate 
forms of customary law, but more fundamental change is hard to imag-
ine. And two wrongs do not necessarily make a right. Alienating those of 
particular descent—such as Wolof in the Lower Casamance—from “their 
lands” based on indigenous counter​-mapping may satisfy the vengeance 
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of those wronged by colonial and postcolonial mapping in the first place. 
But it will not posit a durable solution to the problem—as Wainwright and 
Bryan acknowledge.127

V

Colonial mapping not only brought the Casamance into being by demar-
cating colonial borders separating it from the rest of Senegal but also made 
the Casamance River the central piece of that geography. Thus, mapping 
and The River in the Casamance have been closely linked since the conclu-
sion of the Berlin Conference in 1885. But the diplomats in Berlin did not 
have the last word. Africans also influenced the mapping of their conti-
nent. Whether it was Foday Sylla in Combo in 1890 or Father Diamacoune 
during the ceasefire of 1993, Senegambians influenced how people thought 
of particular spaces and places in what became Senegal and The Gambia. 
These Senegambians influenced “who belonged” where and when through 
their own interpretations of the histories and geographies that defined the 
Casamance.

These “influencers,” however, like the colonial power, did not have com-
plete autonomy to write the story or map the territory the way they wanted. 
Ordinary, “everyday” Casamançais also influenced these processes, espe-
cially after the advent of the Casamance conflict, as they chose to corrob-
orate, contest, or ignore elite mapping of “their” country. If separatist elites 
chose to transform the Casamance River from a space of unification into a 
symbol of rebellion, ordinary Casamançais split over whether to ratify this 
national imagining or reject it altogether. Of course, there were many people 
in between. Plenty of people sympathized with the separatists, especially 
after feeling the sting of northern cultural arrogance or experiencing an ex-
ploitation of the Senegalese state.

What becomes clear after talking to contemporary Casamançais on 
the ground is that the Casamance River has come to mean more to them 
than a ribbon of blue on the map or a stream that must be crossed to reach 
another part of Senegambia or the Upper Guinea Coast. They respect the 
river as a sacred source of life and as a powerful resource for transportation, 
irrigation, hygiene, and, on occasion, destruction. But they also consider it 
one more space that has been exploited for the benefit of Senegalese and 
the loss of Casamançais. Thus, along with The Forest, The River emerges 
less as a “natural” space with only a materialist meaning than as a different 
kind of natural space, a space packed with meaning. When contemporary 
Casamançais talk about the Casamance River, they talk about a space of 
familiarity and belonging; in other words, they talk about “place.”
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In the next chapter, we turn to another one of these spaces packed 
with meaning and to one of these ordinary social groups—peasants—to 
examine how the phenomena examined in this chapter ​(mapping and The 
River) affected the life of the peasant. Doing so allows us to do more than 
link The River to The Rice Field; it allows us to show how the peasant em-
ployed agency in pursuit of her or his interests. It shows that regardless of 
how the MFDC portrayed the peasant as an icon of Casamançais culture, 
and particularly of Jola culture, the peasant possessed the power to contest 
this portrayal. The links between these two chapters hence exist not only in 
the mind of an American historian of the Casamance but also in the links 
between the bureaucrats who built and managed the dam of Affiniam and 
the peasant Casamançais rice farmer. The Casamançais “civilization of rice” 
starts with water. But it also depends on the labor of the peasant to mold 
the earth and the water into a form that produces rice, the dietary staple of 
the Casamance.
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2  V The Rice Field

“(Eketai) efulenfulen másink.” (Pointe Saint Georges Jola)

“La mort a commencé par le bas de la rizière.” (French)

“Death started from the bottom of the rice field.”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

The rice field between Kandialang and Mandina Mancagne has seen more 
than its share of the Casamance conflict. It is a rice field that separates by 
about half of a mile ​(approximately one kilometer) these two villages on 
the southeast side of Ziguinchor. In December 1983, separatists from the 
Movement of Democratic Forces of the Casamance ​(MFDC) met in the for-
est near Mandina Mancagne to plan their assault on Senegalese security 
forces massing in Ziguinchor following the December  6 murder and mu-
tilation of four Senegalese gendarmes.1 The gendarmes had tried to break 
up a separatist meeting in the “sacred forest” of Diabir almost a year after 
the fateful march, planned in that location, that ignited the separatist vio-
lence. But this time, another group of rebels planned to assault Ziguinchor 
from the Casamance River, debark from a location near the port, and at-
tack security forces in the city from the north while other rebels massing 
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in the forest outside of the rice field infiltrated the city from the south. The 
rebels’ pincer movement likely startled Senegalese forces, but the rebels at-
tacked with “guns, bows and arrows, and bush knives” against the modern 
combat power of the Senegalese Armed Forces (SAF)—automatic rifles and 
machine guns, mortars, artillery, armored personnel carriers, and combat 
aircraft. The clash of these forces left “at least 19 dead and 80 wounded.”2 The 
Casamance “question” had become a civil war.3

That war was developing a rather asymmetric character favoring the 
SAF, but the MFDC hoped to counter the weapons asymmetry with their 
intimate knowledge of the Casamançais operating environment. For genera-
tions, this knowledge had transformed “space” into “place,” and as much as 
children in the Lower Casamance found themselves growing up in or near 
a river or a forest, they also found themselves in a rice field. The MFDC took 
this common experience and endeavored to transform that rice field into 
The Rice Field—a common cultural symbol, or icon, of the Casamançais na-
tion.4 Following the repulsion of the MFDC assault on Ziguinchor in 1983, 
rebel forces disappeared into the forest. Senegalese security forces tracked 
many of them to other parts of the Casamance, resulting in mass arrests and 
incarceration, if not torture and death.5 As quickly as violence in the Casa-
mance began, it somewhat subsided after 1983, after the Senegalese state 
had arrested and imprisoned the primary MFDC leaders, including Father 
Diamacoune, Mamadou Sané, and many others.6 Following his release from 
prison in 1988, Diamacoune emerged to declare the independence of the 
Casamance in 1990.7 Shortly thereafter, separatist violence reignited and 
then sporadically intensified, waxing and waning for the next three decades.

The rebels returned to Mandina Mancagne in 1997. They began lobbing 
mortar rounds into Ziguinchor, targeting the Senegalese Army​’s Fifth Bat-
talion, based on the northwest side of Kandialang. In one day of fighting, 
the Senegalese Army lost twenty​-five soldiers to the MFDC mortar assault.8 
The SAF responded with their own mortars and artillery and took up defen-
sive positions in Kandialang following the displacement of many villagers 
to Colobane and other neighborhoods on the northwest side of Ziguinchor, 
away from the fighting.

Hence, the rice field south of Kandialang literally became a contested 
space for the identity of the Casamançais nation, as direct and indirect fire 
flew over the rice field in each direction, killing and maiming Senegalese on 
both sides of the rice field and on both sides of the conflict.9 Eventually, the 
Senegalese Army outflanked the rebels in Mandina Mancagne and drove 
them out of the village—but not before the MFDC planted land mines on 
the roads leading out of the village to cover their retreat.10 One Senegalese 
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journalist for Radio France Internationale, Demba Ndiaye, later recalled, 
“Tens of Mandina Mancagnes exist all over the Casamance, villages that 
have lived in the flesh twenty years of war, chasing thousands of villagers 
from their homes and their rice fields and scattering their livestock, those 
not already decimated by the war. It will be necessary, once peace has re-
turned, to take some years to heal wounds, to revive once again a region that 
is a sort of Senegalese El Dorado, but is today murdered, disfigured, fed up, 
and famished even though it was called in another life the granary of Sene-
gal.”11 Casamançais villages that, like Mandina Mancagne, “lived in the flesh” 
the impact of the war also “lived in the flesh” rice production. The conflict 
threatened the reputation of the Casamance as “the granary of Senegal” be-
cause it threatened those producing the rice in the rice fields.

Those familiar with Casamançais culture were not surprised that the 
conflict quickly moved from the streets of Ziguinchor to the edge of a rice 
field.12 After all, Casamançais devoted much of their land not covered by for-
est or mangroves to rice production. Rice was the staple of the Senegalese 
diet, and the Casamance was the richest rice-producing region in the coun-
try. Though farmers in the Senegal River valley east of Saint-Louis also grew 

FIGURE 2.1. The rice field south of Kandialang, uncultivated since August 3, 1997, 
“the day the war came to Kandialang.” View south from Kandialang. The village 
of Mandina Mancagne is behind the tree line to the left. Photograph by author, 
April 2014.
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rice, they did so mostly with irrigation. In the Casamance, rice was grown 
under “diverse ecologies,” but that was the only region where “rain-fed” 
rice was possible—at least until rainfall amounts began to plummet in the 
1970s.13 Moreover, the Jola had been known for their expertise as rice pro-
ducers for generations. Archaeological evidence suggests that the Jola and 
their predecessors have been practicing wet rice cultivation in the region 
for at least a thousand years.14 Thus, scholars have noted the connections 
between the agrarian cultural identity of the separatists and the political 
economy of rice production in the Casamance.

These connections between the cultural identity and the political econ-
omy of the Casamance led to the production of an iconic Casamançais rice 
peasant, an allegedly authentic “son of the soil” or “son of the Casamance,” 
repeatedly posited by Father Diamacoune as the embodiment of the Casa-
mançais nation. Because of this rice peasant​’s cultural distinctiveness, 
he—except in a few cases, this iconic peasant was typically male—could 
not remain in the nation of Senegal.15 This peasant emerged from an equally 
iconic place in Casamançais culture and history: The Rice Field. The Rice 
Field brought together the cultural characteristics that distinguished the 
Casamançais rice peasant from other Senegalese citizens and the political 
economy that allegedly made the Casamance le grenier du Sénégal, or “the 
rice basket of Senegal.”

In this chapter, I argue that this essentialized rice peasant emerged 
from the essentialized rice field through two transformative periods in 
Casamançais history. The first period occurred between 1850 and 1920, 
when three social processes made the rice field a refuge and a symbol of 
Casamançais “authenticity.” The three processes were colonization, Islam-
ization, and Mandinkization. Each process brought about social and cul-
tural change over time that produced the postcolonial particularism of the 
separatist movement. The year 1850 marked the intensification of French 
colonization in the Casamance shortly after Emmanuel Bertrand​-Bocandé 
took up duties as the French résident of Carabane, the island trading center 
in the mouth of the Casamance River; 1920 marked the end of Jola resis-
tance to the conquest and the consolidation of exclusively French colonial 
rule.16 The second transformative period occurred between 1970 and 1990, 
when increasing pressure on Casamançais land combined with the disap-
pointment of Casamançais, especially elites, with the postcolonial dispensa-
tion following the first ten years of Senegalese independence. The year 1990 
marked the intensification of the Casamance conflict following the release 
of Father Diamacoune and other separatists from prison and Diamacoune’s 
declaration of Casamançais independence. These changes transformed 
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the Casamançais rice peasant into an iconic, disgruntled separatist. And 
they transformed the Casamançais rice field into an iconic place—The Rice 
Field—to be contested by Casamançais on both sides of the conflict.

It may be tempting to view these two periods, which roughly coincide 
with the start and end of formal colonialism in Senegal ​(1885–1960), as 
privileging colonial agency over that of Senegalese. Though both forms of 
agency played important roles in producing the modern forms of the Sen-
egalese and Gambian nation​-states, this chapter is not about agency. It is 
about the changes over time that led to the separatist movement in the 
Casamance. The history of the Casamance is not only a French or a British 
story any more than it is only a Senegalese story or a Gambian story or 
a Wolof or Serer or Jola story. It is a story of complexity and heterogene-
ity. That is why I strive to demonstrate the complexity in the processes of 
Islamization, Mandinkization, and colonization along with the changes 
brought on by the postcolonial neoliberal crisis in Africa. These exogenous 
factors were not all that shaped Casamançais identity, but they brought 
changes to the Casamance that separatists like Father Diamacoune and 
Mamadou Sané were quick to exploit with their version of Casamançais 
history and geography.

If this periodization privileges colonial history, the fact is that colo-
nial mapping and administration produced “the Casamance” as we know 
it today. If The Gambia and Guinea​-Bissau did not exist as historically pro-
duced, postcolonial states, then neither would the Casamance. The Casa-
mance would not exist without colonialism. That does not mean, however, 
that colonialism was the only important social process involved in pro-
ducing the contemporary situation in the Casamance.17 In the end, Casa-
mançais interpreted in their own local ways the social, cultural, economic, 
and political changes that took place over the century that followed the 
1884–85 Berlin Conference. In the ways that they occurred in and around 
the rice field, those changes are the focus of this chapter.

A CIVILIZATION OF RICE:​ PRODUCTION, CONSUMPTION, COMMUNITY

For centuries, rice has served as the staple of the diet in the Lower Casa-
mance. Louis​-Vincent Thomas called the Casamance a “civilization of rice.”18 
Especially for the Jola, cultivating rice was “a duty.”19 A meal without rice 
was not a meal. This “civilization of rice” originated in the rice field, where 
the rice was grown. But the rice was consumed, of course, at home with 
family and friends—in community. Hence, rice built community. The MFDC 
depended, at least in part, on this sense of community in The Rice Field to 
construct a Casamançais nation.
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Rice was not just a source of nutrition to the Jola. It was sacred.20 In fact, 
it was as sacred to many Casamançais as the water of The River or the trees 
of The Forest. The Jola viewed rice as “a gift from Emitai [the Supreme Being] 
to the ‘first ancestors.’”21 Rice was sacred not just because wet rice cultiva-
tion requires copious amounts of time and hard work or because it fostered 
a unique culture; rice was sacred because growing it right was a matter of 
life and death. To the Jola, “the end of work means death.”22 Thus, many rice 
fields had their own spirit shrines nearby, where the shrine’s priest prayed 
for good rains and a bountiful harvest every year.23

This fusion of the physical and metaphysical in The Rice Field became 
an important means for the MFDC to foster Casamançais nationalism. It 
enabled the imagination of the nation in a place closely tied to Jola cos-
mologies. As Olga Linares has argued, rice production brought together the 
spiritual and the material in the Casamance. She contends this fusion was 
important because “these two ways of looking at the human condition—the 
ideological and the productive—are deeply connected.” Linares believes 
that the Jola approach to rice agriculture should be considered a “moral 
system,” with its own “body of legitimating ideas and beliefs.” Moreover, Li-
nares argues, “The ways in which human beings organize themselves to act 
upon the physical environment are ideologically structured, and ideologies 
in turn are forged in interaction.” Linares claims that this system consists 
not only of “the forces and relations of production” but also of “a body of 
beliefs and ritual practices.” She asserts that these beliefs “may go under var-
ious labels—ideology, religion, superstructure—but the point to remember 
is that they are at one and the same time social responses and ways of orga-
nizing the natural world.” Therefore, these productive processes “are never 
value​-free or neutral, but always informed by vested interests, personal mo-
tives and power relationships.”24

Linares is correct about the importance of this ideological fusion in the 
Casamance, but she did not know when she published Power, Prayer, and 
Production in 1992 the degree to which the MFDC would validate her argu-
ment.25 After all, to most Casamançais, there was little difference between 
the physical and the metaphysical. The Rice Field was spiritual and material 
at the same time. More importantly, the two were mutually constituted in 
the Lower Casamance. Rice production depended on the spiritual world of 
spirit shrines, while the spirit shrines depended on the production of rice 
to maintain their power. Hence, the fusion of these two worlds enabled the 
nationalist project of making the nation real to Casamançais.

The fusion of the physical and the metaphysical in The Rice Field in the 
late 1970s made it a contested space shortly before the ignition of the conflict 
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in 1982. This contestation resulted from the delayed implementation of the 
1964 national domain law in Senegal, the onset of twentieth​-century climate 
change, and increased pressure on the land from the migration of northern 
Senegalese to the Casamance in search of cultivable land. To many Casa-
mançais, this space had always felt like “place.” It was a place where they 
belonged. They recalled with fondness helping their mothers as young boys 
or girls plant and transfer the rice shoots into the rice field. Once the boys 
were old enough, they recalled helping their fathers dig and prepare the rice 
field for planting, cultivation, and irrigation with a peculiar spade known as 
the kayendo (pronounced “kye-yen-doo”).26 The kayendo is a type of fulcrum-
shovel that has become an important cultural icon to the Jola.27 The use of 
the kayendo became so prevalent in the Lower Casamance—even beyond 
the Jola—that separatists seized on it, too, as a symbol of Casamançais cul-
tural particularity.28

Rice cultivation in the Casamance has typically followed many well​- 
defined steps, worked out over centuries of practice. In many ways, each 
step of the process has been gendered because of the gendered roles of the 
community involved in accomplishing them. Joanna Davidson aptly sim-
plifies this “gendered division of labor.” She explains, “A married man and 
his unmarried sons are responsible for preparing the butonda [rice paddy] 
for rice planting, and a married woman and her unmarried daughters are 
responsible for transplanting rice seedlings and harvesting ripe rice.”29 To 
the extent that a nation has been imagined as a community of both genders 
in the Casamance, it was first imagined in The Rice Field. In Jola families at 
least, both genders contribute to the process of producing rice; thus, both 
play a role in providing food for the family.30 Both feed the family; thus, both 
help imagine the community.

The nearly continuous process of cultivating rice among the Jola of the 
Casamance typically consists of the following steps. First, men and women 
build and nurture the nurseries where rice seedlings will sprout and initially 
grow. With their kayendos, men dig and form the embankments contain-
ing the nursery, then dig the ridges and furrows where the rice shoots will 
grow. Men brace the kayendo on their knee while digging and lifting large 
clods of dirt. The men also broadcast and plant the rice seed. The women 
weed the field and fertilize it with manure from the family​’s cattle. Four to 
six weeks after planting, the young rice shoots are removed from the nurs-
ery and transferred to the fields, where they are replanted. About a week 
before transplanting, the men prepare the fields by building the embank-
ments, then ridging and furrowing. One of their greatest concerns once the 
shoots have been transplanted is controlling the salinity of the water in the 
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rice field. They keep brackish water out by the construction of large dikes. 
If one of these dikes fails, the entire crop will be lost. They keep fresh water 
in by a series of sluices and canals. After the rice grows and the water in the 
field dries up, the rice will be ready to be harvested. Harvesting the rice is 
normally a community task, as farmers are eager to gather their crop before 
nature can destroy it. Thus, it behooves the community to unite and per-
form this task together.31

In this way, Casamançais have long performed community in the rice 
field. Men and women, young and old, play their roles in the process lead-
ing to a bountiful harvest of rice. When it is time for harvest, the commu-
nity displays communal bonds that not only make the harvest possible but 
also make the community possible, as immediate family members often do 
not provide enough labor to harvest the crop in a timely manner.32 As René 
Capain Bassène explains, “The land in Jola country is a collective good: it 
belongs to the family or to the village. The farmer cannot just do whatever 
he wants, even if he is the owner. Land is inherited by autochthones and 
only occasionally given to strangers.”33 Thus, rice farmers turn to “work as-
sociations” to complete the harvest and other time-sensitive tasks. Work 
associations are often based on the hank, which can refer to the “common 
residence” formed around an “open area or courtyard as a physical space 
bearing a proper name (Elufbajat, Hekeniin, Hujok, etc.), to all the men and 
their unmarried sisters residing around this space, or only to the male house-
hold heads occupying tightly clustered buildings surrounded by a common 
wall or fence.”34 These work associations based on the hank—legacies of the 
Jola’s collective land tenure—provided a degree of social organization ripe 
for exploitation by separatists.35

Their labor​-based performances transformed the rice field into The Rice 
Field, a cultural icon ripe for exploitation by the MFDC. They provided the 
means by which the social structure of the conjugal family unit expanded 
to the extended family, the compound, the village, the region, and finally, 
the nation.36 They transformed the space of the rice field into the place of 
The Rice Field that nearly everyone in the Casamance knows intimately as 
a place of belonging.37 While the cultivation process just described comes 
from research and scholarship on Jola societies, similar processes have de-
veloped in other ethnic communities in the Casamance where rice forms 
the staple of the diet, such as the Mandinka, the Balanta, the Mancagne, the 
Manjak, and the Papel.38 Thus, like The River and The Forest, The Rice Field 
constitutes an incredibly flexible and powerful symbol for national belong-
ing in the Casamance. The MFDC has used it to imagine the nation not just 
in Jola societies but across the Casamance.
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According to this discourse, Casamançais “know” rice; Senegalese do 
not. Several oral history informants confirmed this sentiment. A man from 
Fogny claimed:

I have spent a lot of time in the rice field because it​’s there that we ​
[men] cultivate so that the women can transplant the rice shoots. 
Moreover, we help the women, after they harvest the rice, to carry 
it to our homes. I can say that in northern Senegal there are not 
many rice fields and that in the Casamance, the rice fields are 
very important, not only because they provide us sustenance but 
also because that has been the case since time immemorial for 
our grandparents. The rice field is the basis of the definition of the 
Casamance. . . . For me, the rice field is a space of equality for men 
and women, and you know, all that one earns in the rice field one 
brings home to eat with one​’s family.39

Indeed, numerous informants suggested that eating homegrown “paddy 
rice” with one​’s family was part of what it meant to be Casamançais. To 
them, eating “sack rice” meant not only participating in the modern mar-
ket economy but also not really being Casamançais. Bertrand Diama-
coune remembered, “My papa never ate rice sold in the boutiques ​[small 
shops] because for him, the rice sold in the boutiques had a bad odor. And 
he was not the only one who thought that; many people from the village 
thought the same thing.”40 Diamacoune then explained why it mattered to 
eat rice that was “Casamançais”: “For me, if there is no link between the 
nationalist movement and the rice fields, that’s not good, because the rice 
fields permit us to live as much as the river. For me, the majority of the 
other ethnic groups [in the Casamance] that have followed the actions of 
the Jola have now become more professional than the Jola with fishing, 
the cultivation of rice, the planting of orchards, the planting of trees, etc.”41 
Bertrand Diamacoune suggested that the other ethnic groups were taking 
these symbolic spaces emerging largely from Jola society and making these 
spaces their own. Coming from a man who often seemed to conflate Jola 
ethnic nationalism with Casamançais nationalism, this statement points 
to the importance of The Rice Field as a place of common experience be-
tween ethnic groups in the Casamance. Thus, just as The River became un 
espace fédérateur, separatists like the Diamacoune brothers posited The 
Rice Field in much the same way.42

Along with this multiethnic character, other agricultural spaces joined 
The Rice Field as places where the nation was performed. The Rice Field in 
the Casamance was not always indicative of the Casamance as a “civilization 
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of rice” as much as “civilizations of rice” . . . and other things. In other words, 
“the rice field” has always been plural, even though Thomas’s “civilization of 
rice” model privileges Jola rice agriculture over that of other ethnic groups in 
the region. In fact, nearly every ethnic group along the Upper Guinea Coast 
developed a civilization of rice because rice was the staple of their diets. 
Thomas’s unit of analysis, however, was the Jola, which is why he fashioned 
the Jola in particular as constituting a civilization of rice. Indeed, the Jola are 
the majority ethnic group of the Lower Casamance, where all of the sepa-
ratist violence has occurred. Like the Jola, other ethnic groups of the Lower 
Casamance also tapped and drank palm wine and grew peanuts and millet. 
In fact, they often looked forward to drinking some palm wine at the end of 
a long day in the rice field. In this way, cultivating rice and drinking palm 
wine were closely linked.43

At least for the men. One often finds a group of men in the contem-
porary Casamance sitting around, drinking palm wine, and talking loudly 
about sports, politics, women, and so forth—like men in just about any 
other contemporary society. But one seldom finds a group of Casamançais 
women doing the same thing, unless they are working while they talk—and 
usually without the palm wine. The women simply do not have time to 
waste. Many Casamançais women wake up early to walk to the river or 
to the nearest water source to fetch water for the morning​’s cooking and 
cleaning. They take care of the young children while the men prepare to 
go to the rice fields. Then they join the men in the rice fields to work. After 
a hard day of working in the rice field, as the men unwind drinking palm 
wine, the women prepare dinner while watching the young children. In 
the meantime, they may need to fetch more water. After serving the family 
dinner, they clean up from the meal. They collapse onto a mat at the end 
of the day, hoping to catch a few hours of sleep before waking up to start 
the same routine the next day.

Such a routine has allowed few Casamançais women time to play a 
large role in public life. Nevertheless, many have—the Jola priestess Aline 
Sitoé Diatta being the most famous example. But even this limited public 
role represents a change over time for Casamançais women. Women in the 
precolonial era participated on an equal basis with men in village palavers to 
discuss situations affecting everyone in the village.44 Colonization, Mandin-
kization, and Islamization eventually reduced female participation in these 
community discussions. Colonization eventually brought Christian ideas 
about the abolition of slavery, which left women to cover the subsequent 
labor shortages, and proper gender roles that drove women out of the public 
square.45 Mandinkization eventually drove men out of the rice field and into 
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the peanut field, dividing the space for an agricultural “imagined commu-
nity”: in Mandinka society, men tended to the peanut fields while women 
tended to the rice fields. Islamization eventually separated, spatially, men 
and women by gender while privileging male clerical leadership.46 Thus, in 
most of the spaces where a nation could be imagined, men were left increas-
ingly alone to do the imagining; women were increasingly relegated to the 
hank to oversee domestic life.

While the “civilization of rice” may have been more diverse than its title 
might suggest, it was a civilization that linked together various groups of 
people in the Casamance so that they could “imagine” themselves as a sin-
gle community, “inherently limited and sovereign.” As Benedict Anderson 
explains, “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation 
will never know most of their fellow​-members, meet them, or even hear of 
them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”47 In the 
Casamance, this “communion” took place, first, in the rice field, then around 
a bowl of rice. Even if a family in Casa did not know a family in Combo, they 
“knew” The Rice Field together. Through The Rice Field, they were linked, 
especially against “invaders” and “strangers” from the north and the east.48

1850–1920:​ ISLAMIZATION AND THE MANDINKIZATION OF THE CASAMANCE

The Rice Field first began to take shape as a place of Casamançais cultural 
distinction along with ideas about nations and nationalism during the late 
nineteenth century, as European colonialism steadily spread across the Afri-
can continent. Concurrent with this colonization, Islam spread to the Lower 
Casamance from Muslim traders coming from northern and eastern Sene-
gal. These trade networks also began to influence the ethnic identity of the 
Lower Casamance, as Jola and Bainouk traders increasingly found it in their 
interest to adopt Mandinka cultural markers along with Islam.

Mandinkization allegedly marked a process of significant change in the 
Lower Casamance, thought to affect religious practices, land tenure, gender 
roles, and agriculture. This process was initiated along with the colonization 
and Islamization of the region after 1850, with a resulting “social structure 
in mutation.”49 Much like the process of ethnic mixing that took place when 
the Jola absorbed and replaced the Bainouk in the Lower Casamance during 
the seventeenth century, the Mandinka increasingly absorbed and replaced 
the Jola during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.50 In fact, caught be-
tween the expansion of the Jola from the coastline to the south and west 
and that of the Mandinka from the east, the Bainouk seemed to disappear 
after 1600—though not completely. They can still be found in the Lower Cas-
amance as well as in the wider diaspora, but over time, they surrendered 
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their position as middlemen in the changing borderland along the Casa-
mance River to the Jola and especially to the Mandinka.51

This absorption and hybridization was partly cultural and partly 
economic. While the Jola, Manjak, Mancagne, and Balanta focused their 
agricultural activity on rice production, the Mandinka focused on the pro-
duction of peanuts for trade with the French, especially after 1850 in the 
area surrounding the French trading post at Sédhiou.52 The Senegambian re-
gion’s increasing involvement in international trade meant that more farm-
ers tried to substitute peanuts for rice—the growing seasons for these two 
crops were virtually identical—even though peanuts were not the dietary 
staple that rice was. Though these farmers had less rice on hand after the 
harvest, they had more currency for purchasing imported rice, grain, and 
other goods.53 Thus, the market facilitated the Mandinkization of the Lower 
Casamance.

Mandinkization also affected the type of rice grown and consumed in 
the Lower Casamance. In 1850, the French résident at Carabane, Bertrand​- 
Bocandé, reported that Casamançais grew two types of rice:​ red rice and 
white rice. Red rice, of the type Oryza glaberrima, also became known as “Af-
rican rice,” because it was considered indigenous to West Africa, particularly 
the Upper Guinea Coast. Over time, it became less desirable than white rice 
for commercial trade because of the quality and quantity of the yield. The 
Portuguese introduced white rice to West Africa after bringing it from East 
and Southeast Asia. From the family Oryza sativa, white rice became known 
in the Casamance as “Portuguese rice” or, because of the Mandinka role in 
international trade in the region, as “Mandinka rice.” Eventually, red rice was 
also referred to as “old rice” or “Jola rice.”54 These changing labels demon-
strated the flux of identities involved in rice production and commerce in 
the Casamance borderland.

Along with this change in economic activity, many Jola increasingly 
found it in their interest when trading with Mandinka to become Muslim 
like the Mandinka, Wolof, and Toucouleur from the north and east. Linares 
asserts that “the first Manding families were welcomed because they were 
in a position to lead the local inhabitants in the learning and practicing of 
their new religion.”55 In other words, the Mandinka could help the Jola learn 
how to be Muslim, and being Muslim implied improved opportunities for 
trade and commerce, especially for Jola who matched their new religion 
with the cultivation of a new cash crop: peanuts.

Increasingly, Mandinkization implied that the rice field had to give 
way to the peanut field and that women had to give way to men. Whereas 
Casamançais farmers had focused on rice production for centuries, by 
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1975, when discussions about Casamançais separatism began to gain fre-
quency and volume, peanut production outpaced rice production, as the 
Casamance produced 134​,030 metric tons of peanuts and 86​,510 tons of rice. 
While Casamançais increasingly cultivated peanuts for the market, many 
of them grew rice for the purpose of subsistence.56 The Mandinka gender 
division of labor between the rice field and the peanut field sent men from 
the peanut field to the market while relegating women to the rice field and 
the domestic sphere. But shifting crop production also implied that fewer 
Casamançais (as a percentage of total population) were focused on produc-
ing rice for the Casamançais diet. Ignoring the possibility of growing enough 
rice to feed all of Senegal, Casamançais—partly because many Jola refused 
to sell their rice—barely grew enough to feed themselves.57 As Jean-Claude 
Marut quips, “If there is a ‘rice basket of Senegal,’ it’s in Thailand, not in the 
Casamance!” Mandinkization initiated this move to increased importation 
of rice for the Senegalese diet, with imports now supplying about 80 percent 
of Senegalese rice.58

The success of this Mandinkization seems surprising, given the man-
ner in which it started in the second half of the nineteenth century. Two 
Mandinka warlords—Foday Kaba, from the kingdom of Pakao, a country to 
the east of the Soungrougrou River, in what is now considered the Middle 
Casamance, and later, Foday Sylla, from Gunjur in what is now southwest-
ern Gambia, used Islam as an excuse for raiding and forcefully converting 
Jola villages in Fogny ​(the area south of Combo and north of Bignona on the 
north shore of the Casamance River) between 1877 and 1893.59 The “raiding 
marabouts” from Pakao and Gunjur killed or enslaved hundreds of Jola. They 
terrorized numerous Jola villages in the region.

They freely pillaged the Jola until they ran afoul of colonial interests. 
In 1890, Foday Sylla began opposing and harassing the surveying activities 
of the British​-French Boundary Commission. Before the survey began ​(as 
noted in the previous chapter), the surveyors had told Sylla that the colonial 
border would not divide “his country” of the Combo. As the border took 
shape, however, it became clear that the border did in fact divide his coun-
try. The British eventually chased Sylla out of the area, into exile in Saint​- 
Louis in northern Senegal. But the inroads to the area for other Mandinka 
were not so easily undone. The Lower Casamance—at least on the north 
bank of the river—was becoming more and more Muslim and more and 
more Mandinka. That meant more and more peanut cultivation.

Paul Pélissier was the first scholar to note this social process of Mand-
inkization among the Jola. What is most striking is not the transformation 
of certain Jola cultural traits but the transformation of social structures. 
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Again, the link between the cultural and the social, between the metaphys-
ical and the physical, appears to be real and significant to people on the 
ground. Pélissier explained:

The Jola, hard​-working and after profit, essentially anxious to 
accumulate rice and to augment their cattle, have borrowed from 
the Mandinka, not only their religious conceptions, but also their 
lifestyle and their hierarchy of values. These peasants, rustic and 
concrete, have become, in the image of their models, contempla-
tive and attached to long words. Real wealth is no longer based on 
material things; their love of work and sense of land have singularly 
diminished. At the same time, women have assumed in this new 
society a role comparable to the one occupied by women among 
the Mandinka.60

This last sentence implied a regression for Jola women​’s participation in the 
public sphere.61

Linares suggests that we should not be surprised by such social change. 
She also questions the uniformity of these social categories, as there are al-
ways exceptions to identities. She claims that “no one ever carries a sin-
gle identity. Members of all societies simultaneously hold a whole range of 
identities in the same way as they occupy a number of statuses and play a 
variety of roles.”62 Nevertheless, scholars of the Lower Casamance concur 
that Mandinkization brought significant social and cultural changes to the 
region. There may be exceptions to monolithic categories of identity, but 
these categories had meaning to those Casamançais on the ground. And the 
categories appeared to manifest in material ways. Beyond religion and the 
dominant crop type, how else did Mandinkization affect Jola identity? And 
why did it matter to the separatist movement?

It matters because rebelling against peanut production became 
congruent with rebelling against colonial rule. Mandinkization became 
integrated with colonization and Islamization. Once the colonial author-
ities forged what David Robinson calls their “paths of accommodation” 
with Sufi marabouts from the Senegalese peanut basin, resisting peanut 
production—especially south of the Casamance River where Islamization 
and Mandinkization failed to expand as rapidly as in Fogny—became syn-
onymous with resisting the assertion of a Senegalese national identity.63

Eventually, however, Mandinka were accepted as “Casamançais” in a 
way that other Muslim migrants were not. Because of their increasing pres-
ence over centuries of trade and cultural exchange, separatists viewed the 
Mandinka as “Casamançais.” But they labeled the Wolof and Toucouleur as 
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“strangers,” even though many Wolof families had also been living and trad-
ing in the Casamance for generations.64 The nearly simultaneous advances of 
Islam and Christianity in the Casamance compelled Father Diamacoune to 
assign the traditional beliefs of “the sacred forest” to Casamançais national 
identity instead of Christianity, as one might expect from a Christian cleric. 
That way, he could avoid dividing the Casamançais nation between Chris-
tians and Muslims.65 He could avoid alienating the majority of Mandinka.

Mandinkization implied that Jola could not reject the Mandinka with-
out rejecting themselves. Because Mandinkization occurred partly through 
biological mixing, it became a very intimate process. It was not a political 
phenomenon that became domestic. It was a domestic phenomenon that 
became political, as more Mandinka and Jola married one another. Yet its 
political usefulness to the modern MFDC was also limited because of this 
process of internalization. In addition, by 1982, when the Casamance con-
flict began, the Mandinka had been in the Lower Casamance for centuries. 
The Wolof and the Toucouleur, by contrast, had not—at least not in large 
numbers. Moreover, the Mandinka social structure, while more hierarchical 
than that of the Jola, was not as hierarchical or as monolithic as the Wolof 
and other ethnic groups from the north.66 Consequently, Jola land tenure 
practices—allegedly damaged or ignored by the Senegalese state, according 
to the MFDC—more closely matched those of the Mandinka than those of 
the Wolof and Toucouleur.

Finally, one must question the extent of Mandinkization overall in the 
Lower Casamance. Though the area around Sédhiou has certainly been 
known for more than a century as Mandinka country, most of the Lower 
Casamance was not. It was firmly regarded as Jola, even north of the river 
in Fogny, Buluf, Thionk​-Essyl, and Combo. Thus, Mandinkization does not 
appear to have changed the primary identity of the Lower Casamance to the 
same extent as the earlier Jola and Mandinka absorptions of the Bainouk. 
Linares​’s assertion that “no one ever carries a single identity” continues to 
appear apt. Nationalist movements seldom deal in such nuance, however.

While the majority of Jola separatists did not directly demonize the 
Mandinka, they tended to demonize peanuts, the cultivation of which was 
closely tied to the Sufi marabouts of northern Senegal. A Dakar billboard in 
turn tied peanut production to the Senegalese president in the 1990s, Abdou 
Diouf, who was certainly demonized by Diamacoune and other separat-
ist leaders. The billboard read, “Peanuts:​ The Revolution of Abdou Diouf.”67 
Diamacoune and the MFDC made their message clear: Diouf ’s revolution 
should be resisted in the Casamance. A real Casamançais—an “authentic 
son of the Casamance”—grew rice. The ethnic implications of this discourse 
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were clear but seldom directly stated by anyone except the Senegalese gov-
ernment, which often accused the MFDC of advancing Jola “tribalism.” Nev-
ertheless, the MFDC tied Casamançais “authenticity” more to ( Jola) rice 
production than (Mandinka) peanut production.

1850–1920:​ COLONIZATION AND NATIONALISM IN THE CASAMANCE

It would be erroneous, however, to deduce that only separatism brought 
conflicts over the proprietorship of rice fields to the Casamance, as if people 
living in the Casamance never found reasons before independence to argue 
over who had the right to certain tracts of land. While colonization largely 
contributed to conflicts over land, it did so primarily in the areas where the 
colonial state maintained some sort of presence. In areas where the colonial 
presence was less prominent, Africans still found reasons to contest propri-
etorship over land—as demonstrated by the Maraboutic Wars led by Foday 
Kaba and Foday Sylla.

Hence, Africans and Europeans—neither of which were monolithic 
categories in the Casamance—both contributed to conflicts over land. Sev-
eral incidents in 1914 demonstrated that both contributed to confrontations 
over rice fields. One related to a riot between two villages in the Depart-
ment of Oussouye—a Jola village called M​’Lomp and a Wolof village called 
Loudia—that led to seven people being injured. The riot developed over 
who had the right to particular rice fields. Most of the correspondence on 
the matter consisted of telegraph traffic between the administrator of the 
cercle of Ziguinchor, M. de  Coppet, and the superior administrator of the 
Casamance, M. Richard Brunot. The French arrested four of the perpetra-
tors and sent them to prison for various terms, most of about one year.68

Another incident, which took place in 1913, related to a disagreement 
between the governments of France and Portugal over the rights of farmers 
from Portuguese Guinea to farm rice fields in Fouladou, on the French side 
of the border, particularly in relation to the village of Faquino. The Portu-
guese Guinean farmers had been allowed to do so in the past, as long as they 
paid a tax on their rice harvest. But evidently they stopped paying. French 
colonial officials were trying to figure out how to reinstitute the tax and how 
much to charge. The officials decided they needed to meet with Portuguese 
representatives to work out any future problems over the border. Accord-
ing to M. Maclaud, the superior administrator, it would be a simple mat-
ter of properly demarcating the border so that local villagers knew which 
rice fields were in Portuguese Guinea and which were in Senegal. Indeed, 
he noted that the border was, in fact, marked in the area but that it was also 
in need of an intermediary mark so that people on both sides of the border 
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would know for sure where the border was. Maclaud also noted, however, 
that there were natural impediments to properly surveying and physically 
demarcating the border.69

Clearly, colonial boundaries played a role in this confrontation. Though 
Africans could find reasons to fight one another on their own, colonialism 
often complicated matters. As with the Casamance River, colonial mapping 
had an effect on the rice field—or at least on the social relations that took 
place in or around it. And just because a border was clearly marked did not 
mean that people on either side of the border would necessarily comply 
with the limitations it implied. Clearly an important factor in the colonial 
period, land tenure would also become an important factor in the late 1970s 
in fueling the Casamance conflict, as discussed later.70

That these three processes—Islamization, Mandinkization, and 
colonization—took place simultaneously in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries in the Casamance matters because of what they pro-
duced together:​ nationalism. Of these three, colonization was the neces-
sary condition required for nationalism to take root in the Casamance the 
way it did. As colonial elites studied the histories of European nations in 
missionary and colonial schools, colonialism changed the meaning of the 
rice field to represent a particular Casamançais cultural identity in oppo-
sition to the recently arrived exogenous forces of Islam, Christianity, and 
peanut production. As these men increasingly defined a Senegalese and​/or 
Casamançais nation in their own interests, Casamançais women increas-
ingly found themselves pushed out of the village palaver and back into their 
houses.71 Some were pushed there because Mandinka men refused to grow 
rice when they could sell peanuts to the French and buy rice from the mar-
ket. Some were pushed there because Mandinka men had turned to pro-
ducing peanuts for the market, and these men considered growing peanuts 
as men’s work and growing rice as women’s work. But even for Jola families 
in which both genders still worked the rice fields, men dealt with external 
markets while women dealt with feeding the family at home. Women found 
themselves increasingly excluded from politics—until a Jola priestess began 
praying for rain.

RESURRECTING A PROPHETESS:​  
ALINE SITOÉ DIATTA AND THE JOLA REBELLION OF 1942

To construct the postcolonial Rice Field as a place for performing a Casa-
mançais national identity, Diamacoune resurrected a history from the 
middle of the colonial era regarding colonial rice requisition during World 
War II. He gave a speech in 1980 at a conference at the Dakar Chamber of 
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Commerce delineating Casamançais grievances against the Senegalese 
state while commemorating the events surrounding the emergence in 1942 
of Aline Sitoé Diatta. Diatta was a Jola priestess from Kabrousse—a village 
in the far southwest corner of the Casamance—who gained a following from 
Jola all over the Casamance and northwestern Portuguese Guinea for the 
success of her rain ceremonies following a long period of drought in the early 
1940s. After Diatta began her rain ceremonies, the rain began to fall, saving 
the rice crop that had appeared to be doomed to failure that year. Like many 
Jola women at the time, she had migrated to Dakar to perform domestic 
service for a French family. But after receiving a vision directing her back to 
her native village to become a prophet for a particular shrine, she was struck 
lame. According to tradition, her lameness was punishment for her not re-
turning to the Casamance when divine revelation first directed her to go.72 
Finally, Diatta returned “home” in 1942 and began to preach for the shrine. A 
colonial report characterized the essential points of her “doctrine”:

•	 The rain, without which there will be no abundant harvest, will only 
fall if you follow my orders.

•	 I received these orders from God, who I see every night and who 
struck me with an infirmity because I was afraid for a long time to 
speak to men in his name. ​[A separate footnote to the text of the 
report states, “This woman, still young ​(25 to 30 years old), is lame 
from an irreparable dislocated right knee, after an accident a few 
years back. She can only move with the assistance of two canes.”]

•	 All those who do not obey me will be struck by God to whom I will 
refer them.73

None of these doctrinal aspects bothered colonial officials as much as the in-
terpretations of this doctrine. Aline Sitoé claimed that this doctrine implied 
the following:​ “Based on the prestige she acquired from obtaining abundant 
rains, followed by an excellent rice harvest ​(the preceding year having been 
dry), she prescribed, along with her following of sorcerers and henchmen, to 
stop obeying the White Man, to stop providing him with military recruits, 
to stop providing him with forced rice purchases for the constitution of his 
reserves, and to stop maintaining the roads so that he can control what​’s 
happening in the region.”74 In short, Diatta preached resistance to the co-
lonial regime. Before things could tumble too far out of their control, colo-
nial officials sent a detachment of troops to Kabrousse in December 1942 
to arrest Diatta and seventeen of her male companions. They shipped Di-
atta to prison at Kayes, in Mali.75 After being transferred to another prison 
in Timbuktu, Diatta died in 1944 from scurvy.76 In any case, she was never 
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heard from again, transforming her into a martyr for the modern MFDC’s 
burgeoning separatist movement in the late 1970s, as detailed by Father Dia-
macoune at his chamber of commerce speech in 1980.

Before explaining the importance of the symbolism of Diatta to what 
Father Diamacoune referred to in his speech as “Casamançais autonomy,” 
he took advantage of the need to place her story “in context” to recount 
three hundred years of a long Casamançais history, starting with the es-
tablishment in 1645 of the Portuguese trading post at Ziguinchor.77 Finally, 
after about twelve pages of this history, Diamacoune got to Aline Sitoé, 
stating that she was called by “the Sky” to transmit a message to “all peo-
ple, in all places, but especially to her compatriots in the Casamance.”78 
After recounting the story of her message to resist colonial requisitions of 
men and rice, which led to her arrest and exile, Diamacoune noted other 
prophetesses who followed in the tradition of Diatta.79 He claimed that Al-
oendisso Bassène, when she was arrested, cried out, “The Casamance for 
Casamançais! All strangers get out!” Diamacoune concluded, “With these 
historical milestones considered, we can see that colonial domination has 
never been easily exercised in the Casamance. But once that national inde-
pendence was gained in a Senegalese context, should we assume the sud-
den death of Casamançais resistance 315 years old? The question remains. 
History will give us the answer. What I know is that there are awakenings 
that shake the world.”80 Thus, Diamacoune sought to equate Aline Sitoé’s 
resistance to the French with MFDC resistance to the Senegalese, inten-
tionally comparing the “colonialism” of France to that of Senegal. He tied the 
exploitation of Casamançais rice and conscripts in 1942 to, allegedly, that of 
1980. As the sacred source of life in the Casamance, The Rice Field became a 
potent symbolic weapon when wielded by Diamacoune.

But the Senegalese government was not about to surrender Diatta or 
her memory to the MFDC. Instead, President Abdou Diouf answered Dia-
macoune​’s call from the Dakar Chamber of Commerce with an investiga-
tion to determine what happened to “the Senegalese Joan of Arc” after she 
was sent to Kayes, positing her as a heroine for all of Senegal, not just the 
Casamance.81 After all, she waged her resistance against the French colonial 
state, not against the independent Senegalese state. Diamacoune argued 
that they were one and the same. But Diouf, in what the editors of Sud-
Weekend called a “pathetic” attempt to call for peace in 1999—at the height 
of one of the most murderous times of the conflict—quickly realized that 
history was a field ripe for contestation. If the MFDC could contest Sen-
egalese history, then Senegal could contest Casamançais history—at least 
as written by the separatists. The editors lamented, “Obviously, the history 
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taught in Senegalese schools up until now has not really contributed to the 
construction of the nation based on a historical reality accounting for the 
degree of mixing and of osmosis of populations, which has taken place over 
the course of centuries in Senegambia.”82 The Diouf regime tried to blunt 
MFDC criticism of Senegalese history for focusing on anticolonial Muslim 
leaders from the north at the expense of Casamançais history. Contesting 
the discourse surrounding Diatta’s arrest and disappearance enabled the 
Diouf regime to do that. In effect, the Senegalese state and the MFDC con-
tested the symbolism of Diatta’s life.

Whether Diatta was an icon of Senegalese or Casamançais national-
ism, to Anne McClintock, such a symbolic role for women is typical. She 
argues, “Women are typically construed as the symbolic bearers of the na-
tion, but are denied any direct relation to national agency.”83 In spite of the 
historical agency Diatta demonstrated through her anticolonial resistance, 
Diatta’s death enabled elite men representing the Senegalese state and the 
MFDC to squabble over the symbolism of her life—and her death. These 
men were arguing—and later fighting—over the honor of a woman, with 
virtually no other women in the argument.

Yet, just as they do in rice fields all over the Casamance, women have 
played important roles in the Casamance conflict, taking up the mantle of 
Aline Sitoé Diatta to act politically. A women​’s association brought about 
a resolution during the standoff in 1980 between striking students, sepa-
ratists, and the Senegalese government during a nationwide student strike 
that led to riots and the death of Idrissa Sagna, a young student from 
Ziguinchor.84 Women—some of them topless to shame their husbands 
and sons into peaceful action—led the procession during the separatist 
march in Ziguinchor in 1982, pouring cool water on the ground to symbol-
ize their allegedly peaceful intentions.85 And women like Seynabou Male 
Cissé have led the push for peace in the Casamance, forming associations 
like the Platform of Women for Peace in the Casamance, as discussed later 
in this chapter.86

THE RICE FIELD IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC

All over Africa, 1960 was a year of hope, as many African nations obtained in-
dependence from colonial rule. Senegal was no different. Ignoring the short 
union with Mali in the Mali Federation, Senegalese national leaders chose 
April 4, 1960, as the date to be remembered for Senegalese independence. 
Quickly, nationalist leaders had to learn how to govern nations of great di-
versity and weak national unity. Frederick Cooper wrote that the only thing 
that changed at independence was that a few Black men replaced a few 
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White men in African state houses and presidential palaces. Otherwise, the 
colonial regime—politically and economically—remained mostly intact.87 
Senegal had largely been operating with autonomy since the introduction of 
the French Union Territorial Assembly in the late 1950s.88 Thus, that the new, 
independent Senegalese government looked to the Casamance as its “rice 
basket,” just as the French had, may have seemed perfectly natural.

Ironically, the Senegalese government contributed to making The Rice 
Field an icon of the Casamance. Shortly after independence, Prime Minister 
Mamadou Dia published the “First Plan for the Development of Senegal,” 
charting a future course for the new independent Senegalese state, based 
on the Senegalese version of “African socialism.” He requested 400 million U​.S. 
dollars in foreign assistance from Western leaders like U​.S. Vice President 
Lyndon Johnson, in Dakar in 1961 to mark the first anniversary of Senegalese 
independence.89 Dia, along with President Léopold Senghor, distinguished 
this “Senegalese socialism” from European socialism by its African identity, 
depicted as inherently “agrarian.” It was “African, because it will not trample 
on the spiritual values of Africa (religion holds an important place in African 
life), and agrarian, because, currently, only the agricultural sector is entirely 
in the hands of nationalists.”90 Rice production was an important aspect of 
this plan for national consolidation. More than any other crop in Senegal, 
Casamançais rice production combined the material and the spiritual in 
a way that resonated with “Senegalese socialism,” derived from Senghor’s 
philosophy of négritude. Senegalese, including Casamançais, fashioned this 
ideology as “African” and “agrarian.” Thus, the Casamance was eventually 
fashioned as le grenier du Sénégal, or “the rice basket of Senegal.” Even though 
the Casamance became a rice importer, this image of the Casamance as the 
principal rice-producing region of Senegal remained.91

Postcolonial Casamançais elites like Emile Badiane and Assane Seck 
supported the construction of this image of the Casamance. To them, it was 
not a question of Senegalese “exploitation” of Casamançais rice for Senega-
lese profit. Rather, they seemed pleased to have something to offer for the 
construction of the Senegalese nation.92 While Senghor needed them and 
the votes of Casamançais and other Senegalese from the former indigénat 
(French West Africa outside of the Four Communes—Dakar, Saint-Louis, 
Rufisque, and Gorée) to defeat Lamine Guèye, his political rival from the 
Four Communes, Badiane and Seck needed Senghor to facilitate their routes 
to political power.93 At the time, this relationship between elites of the differ-
ent regions of Senegal was considered by both sides as mutually beneficial. 
There was little question of exploitation. And there was little question of the 
Casamance not remaining part of Senegal after independence.
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This fact did not stop the MFDC from constructing history to suit 
its own purposes in the postcolonial era. Indeed, the author of “​‘La voix 
de  la Casamance’  .  .  . une parole diola” ​(“The voice of the Casamance”  .  .  . 
a Jola discourse) argued that Senegal had “condemned the Casamance to 
economic death.”94 The MFDC had published this manifesto in 1985, with 
an introduction by French scholar Dominique Darbon, who called it “the 
foundational document of the Casamançais nationalist movement.”95 The 
document was likely written by Diamacoune.96 Ironically, Diamacoune and 
other separatist leaders conflated the icon of the Casamançais rice peasant 
with the formation of the nationalist elite during the late colonial era. The 
MFDC’s historical memories of Badiane, in particular, memorialized him as 
a peasant martyr for the Casamance. Badiane died in 1972 under mysterious 
circumstances. The Senegalese state never declared the cause of his death, 
and it has never appeared in any Senegalese newspapers.97 The MFDC nearly 
elided Badiane’s reputation as one of the most intelligent students in all of 
French West Africa, leading to his outstanding effectiveness as a Senegalese 
statesman, by emphasizing his background as a peasant and a rice-grower. 
Indeed, recent publications continue this trend, though rendering Badi-
ane’s legacy in equal terms of peasant, educator, and man of state.98 But, the 
MFDC quipped, Badiane’s contributions to the Senegalese nation were only 
ignored because, after all, “recognizing others is not a Senegalese virtue.”99 
The MFDC constantly demonized Senegal while valorizing only particular 
Senegalese leaders whose actions seemed agreeable to MFDC purposes.

Thus, in addition to Badiane, the MFDC claimed none other than the 
first prime minister of Senegal, the Muslim Wolof leader Mamadou Dia, as 
an early sympathizer of Casamançais separatism, despite his role in cam-
paigning for acceptance and funding of the “First Quadrennial Plan for the 
Development of Senegal.” The MFDC asserted:

Everyone knows how the important part of the Casamance in the 
First Plan, developed when Mamadou Dia was president of the 
council, was sabotaged. . . . The part of the Casamance in the first 
quadrennial plan has been sabotaged to the point that Mamadou 
Dia, well placed to know and to say, could speak of “the Casamance, 
a region betrayed.” The Senegalese pushed this betrayal to the point 
of cynicism by recruiting some Jola peasants to go and cultivate the 
rice fields of the Senegal River valley. So much for the rice fields of 
the Casamance, which are more spread out and easier to manage.100

According to this discourse, the Senegalese were exploiting not only the 
space of The Rice Field for agricultural production but also the bodies that 
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labored therein, stealing them away from the Casamance to produce rice 
in the Senegal River valley! That Dia was later imprisoned following what 
Senghor considered an attempted coup made Dia another martyr and an 
exceptionally effective symbol of “Senegalese betrayal.”101 In fact, it is hard 
to imagine MFDC affinity for Dia without this shared history of “betrayal.”

Thus, the actions of late​-colonial Senegalese nationalists like Seng-
hor, Badiane, and Dia effectively linked The Rice Field as a symbol of the 
Casamance in the early colonial period—through Islamization, Mandin-
kization, and colonization—to separatism for men like Diamacoune and 
Sané in the postcolonial period. The separatists quickly pounced on the 
opportunity to use this symbolic Rice Field to tar the Senegalese nation as 
“other” and as a nation of “strangers.” They necessarily turned to history to 
establish this link, as demonstrated by the discourse of grievance formu-
lated in the late 1970s.

1970–90:​ LAND, LOSS, AND GRIEVANCE

The second transformative period in the construction of The Rice Field as 
a spatial symbol of the Casamance began about ten to fifteen years after 
Senegalese independence. This construction resulted from a confluence of 
factors that emerged from the increasing connectivity of the Casamance to 
the rest of the world—connections in the making since the precolonial pe-
riod that found a new intensity and pace in the early 1970s. If the MFDC 
fashioned The Rice Field as the place for the demonstration of this peas-
ant identity, then it fashioned the tourist resort hotel as the place of the 
peasant​’s betrayal. Along with the confluence of other factors in the 1970s, 
a burgeoning tourist trade emerged as Europeans discovered the beautiful 
white beaches, the lazy marshlands, the verdant rice fields, the tall, striking 
palm and silkcotton trees, and the welcoming smiles of Casamançais. The 
Casamance had much to offer European tourists, especially during the long 
winters of northern Europe. As French historian Christian Roche explained:​ 
“The Casamance leaves no one unaffected when it appears for the first time 
in the eyes of the traveler. Whether one comes to the Casamance for tour-
ism or for professional reasons, it leaves a lasting, indelible impression. Its 
generous natural beauty, illuminated by a striking sun eight months out of 
the year, the softness and gentleness of its populations are some of the good 
things searched for by the man tired of the nefarious aspects of industrial 
life.”102 The question was who would profit from helping tired Europeans es-
cape “the nefarious aspects of industrial life.”

To many Casamançais, it should have been them, since it was their 
climate, their beaches, their land, their river, and their cuisine—on a bed 
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of rice—that the Europeans came to enjoy. Even those with colonial ties 
believed that those who labored to produce a product should benefit from 
its production and marketing. In his 1942 exposé explaining the “advantage 
and necessity” of Casamançais “autonomy,” Jules Malbranque quipped, “The 
riches of the land belong almost solely in the arms of those who cultivate 
it.”103 John Lonsdale later echoed this sentiment in the context of the Ki-
kuyu “moral economy” related to Kenya’s Mau Mau conflict.104 Lonsdale ar-
gued that “fathers worked for their sons,” building capital in land through 
hard work to prepare the land for planting. Jola rice farmers were reported 
to have a similar sort of “moral economy” based on the labor to clear and 
develop the land.105 This was also the argument presented by Casamançais 
separatists, built on the culture of Jola work regimes.106

For example, a high school English teacher named Ansoumana Abba 
Bodian took up the cause in the 1970s of the residents of Kadior, a neigh-
borhood near the center of Ziguinchor. A French resort company named 
Socitour took advantage of Senegalese efforts to enforce the confusing 
1964 national domain law, effectively expelling dozens of residents from 
their homes.107 Bodian, in a letter to the gendarme commander of Ziguin-
chor, protested that this was a “seditious” act effectively “entombing” the 
residents of Kadior “while living.” He claimed that the alienation of the resi-
dents of Kadior from their land was worse than anything experienced under 
“colonial rule.” He queried, “Why must [Socitour] pull us out of our famous 
underdevelopment by expropriating us from the fruit of our sweat? Can 
they not install themselves somewhere else better suited for plantations?”108 
Bodian’s letter epitomizes the kind of documents written by Casamançais 
separatists forming their discourse of grievance against Senegal: protesting 
their exploitation, placing all blame on the Senegalese and/or the French, 
featuring the innocence of the Casamançais involved, and highlighting at all 
times the colonial nature of the transaction.

But few Casamançais rice peasants in the 1960s and 1970s were well 
prepared to interact with European tourists from industrialized economies. 
By contrast, traditionally pastoralist traders and merchants from northern 
Senegal, like the Wolof and Toucouleur—increasingly prevalent in the Cas-
amance because of environmental pressures in the north—were. To many 
Casamançais, northerners seemed to be getting all the best jobs in the tour-
ism sector, cheating the Casamançais once again out of something good 
that should have belonged to them.

Father Diamacoune contributed to this discourse, peppering Pays 
du refus with accounts of lands seized by “northerners.” For instance, he 
claimed:
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Some lands in and around Ziguinchor have been snatched from 
their legitimate owners to construct:​ the entrance to the Emile 
Badiane Bridge, the SODIZI ​[the Ziguinchor Industrial Company], 
the bus station, a wood treatment factory, the Aline Sitoé Diatta 
Stadium, the Socitour Hotel, and so on, in order to give them to 
certain Senegalese northerners. “They took everything from us!” 
revealed the voices of some crying mothers, with all of their modest 
livelihood, with no compensation—alas, we must state. All of their 
lands. Often to the profit of Senegalese. Sometimes, the entire land-
holdings of Casamançais have been seized in order to offer them 
to newly arrived Senegalese—fields, houses, trees, etc.—all of these 
without the least compensation.109

Statements like these combined with actual conditions on the ground 
from climate change, desiccation, desertification, and migration to form 
a discourse pitting “authentic” Casamançais against thieving northern 
Senegalese. The MFDC asserted that life was hard and getting harder for 
Casamançais, while Senegalese “migrants” grinned on their way to the bank. 
The separatists pitted Casamançais decline against Senegalese profit. This 
discourse resonated with many Casamançais.

Thus, leaders of the MFDC quickly made The Rice Field one of the cul-
tural symbols of difference with Senegal and the Senegalese. In his 170​-page 
essay largely devoted to explaining Casamançais identity in opposition to 
that of Senegal, Father Diamacoune mentioned “rice” (le riz) or “rice field” 
(la rizière) fifty-two times. The largest chapter in his essay, 103 pages long, 
is entitled “Identité Casamançaise” (Casamançais identity). The majority of 
the references to rice or rice fields appear in this chapter. In most instances, 
Diamacoune referred to The Rice Field to explain how the French or the 
Senegalese—the MFDC considered them equal colonial partners in the 
Casamance—had exploited Casamançais rice fields for the benefit of Dakar 
or Paris or both.110

As noted earlier, there could hardly be a more sacred spatial symbol 
to Casamançais. For many Casamançais, the rice field held particular im-
portance for their identity, regardless of what Father Diamacoune or any 
other member of the MFDC said. In other words, this spatial symbol was 
not entirely the discursive construction of the separatists. Ordinary Casa-
mançais had also forged their own ties to this space​-place. For many of 
them, the rice field was not a male​-gendered place for realizing the na-
tion in political terms. Rather, it was a space of social equality as men and 
women played equally important roles in producing rice for their families. 
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One Casamançais refugee in The Gambia claimed:​ “The rice fields provide 
a foundation for what it means to be Casamançais. . . . For me, the rice field 
is a space of equality for men and women. All that we earn together in the 
rice field we bring home to eat together as a family.”111 Work together. Eat to-
gether. These activities in The Rice Field—contrasted against life in northern 
Senegal—provided the communal bonds by which the Casamançais nation 
could be imagined.

Therefore, violation of The Rice Field, like the alleged violations of The 
River and The Forest, was tantamount to sacrilege. Diamacoune explained, 
“It is important to underline that, among the Casamançais in general and 
the Jola in particular, the land is inalienable:​ it cannot be sold.”112 On a per-
sonal level for Diamacoune, this resentment likely began with his interac-
tion as a young boy with colonial troops, who burned his uncle’s beard off 
in front of the whole village of Senghalen (Diamacoune’s native village, west 
of Ziguinchor) in 1933. The uncle was the village chief, and the French ap-
parently thought humiliating him in front of the villagers would serve as 
an example for others who failed to render the prescribed quota of rice for 
colonial troops.113 In any case, Diamacoune often equated Senegalese “colo-
nialism” with such narratives from the French colonial era.114

In a section of “La voix de  la  Casamance” with the heading “Senega-
lese Colonialism,” the MFDC claimed that Senegal was “bent on occupying 
and destroying the natural and traditional rice fields, which year after year, 
with an average annual rainfall, have produced rice in sufficient quantities. 
This self​-sufficiency made the Casamançais freer and more independent. . . . 
The natural rice fields, of which the people have control, will be replaced 
by dams in the hands of Senegalese masters capable of starving us.”115 Thus, 
from the earliest foundations of the modern MFDC, separatists posited The 
Rice Field as a space of contestation and dams like the one at Affiniam as ex-
amples of the Senegalese marring the natural landscape of the Casamance.116

Separatists countered calls for peace with “evidence” from the Affin-
iam dam. In fact, very little evidence exists for the claim that the Senegalese 
government built the dam at Affiniam to dry up and destroy Casamançais 
rice fields, as the MFDC claimed in its manifesto, “La voix de la Casamance.” 
The MFDC portrayed the Affiniam dam as the means by which “Senegalese 
masters capable of starving us” would destroy not only The Rice Field but 
also the Casamance and, ultimately, Casamançais.117

But rumors and discourse do not rely on facts. This rumor—that the 
Senegalese built the dam to dry up Casamançais rice fields—quickly spread 
to other parts of the Casamance. It fit nicely with Diamacoune​’s discourse 
of grievance against the Senegalese state. But those with local knowledge 
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of Affiniam knew this part of the discourse of grievance was a lie or at least 
inaccurate; Senegalese officials intended the dam to “play an important role 
in developing agricultural and hydraulic resources in the region.”118 Since its 
completion in 1988, thanks to financial assistance from the government of 
China, the Affiniam dam had functioned as planned, with the capacity of 
holding 23 million cubic meters of water, capable of irrigating about 5,600 
hectares of land.119 A Senegalese government document explained,

Senegalese agriculture has known since the 1960s a series of 
droughts, leading to an accrued desertification marked by agricul-
tural production that has become more and more unstable. The 
poor character of this rainfall dominated the country​’s agriculture, 
rendering it random, and constituting a serious handicap. Great 
hope emerged for the Casamance, judged capable of producing a 
surplus of cereal production ​(principally in rice) thanks to the re-
cuperation and the development of vast areas of salty marshlands. 
This hope was founded on a series of studies with the principal 
idea of the construction of anti​-saltwater dams and seawalls. 
These permit as well the total desalinization of protected zones 
after a few rainy seasons and the retention of fresh water for the 
irrigation of agricultural fields. The persistent drought since the 
1970s has considerably degraded the environment for rice agri-
culture in the southern zone. . . . In response to the deterioration 
of these fields, the Senegalese government has constructed the 
Dam of Affiniam, the fruit of its cooperation with the Democratic 
Republic of China.120

Casamançais farmers were correct that their fields were drying up, but the 
Affiniam dam had nothing to do with it.

Instead, twentieth​-century climate change brought decreasing rainfall 
amounts to the Casamance starting in the late 1970s, concurrent with sep-
aratist tensions.121 Average annual rainfall amounts decreased precipitously 
in the Casamance in the second half of the twentieth century, dropping from 
1,522 millimeters for the period 1918–69 to 1,189 millimeters for the period 
1970–2003. In the realm of extremes, years with more than 2,000 millime-
ters of rainfall were fairly frequent before 1970 but nonexistent since then, 
while years with less than 1,000 millimeters of rain have steadily climbed 
since 1970.122 These facts, coupled with the increasing salinization of the 
Casamance River—again because of climate change—added up to visual 
evidence in the rice fields that made the separatist claims about the Affin-
iam dam seem credible.
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The links between this visual evidence in the environment and the cen-
trality of rice agriculture in Jola identity made the increasing desiccation 
of Casamançais rice fields appear like an attack on Jola personhood and 
community. As Joanna Davidson argues, Jola view their rice agriculture “not 
simply as a means of sustenance, but also as integrally tied to their con-
ceptions of personhood, social relations, ritual obligations, and collective 
cultural identity.”123 Jola grew rice. Rice gave them life. Forces that hindered 
their ability to grow rice hindered their ability to live. To many Jola in the 
Lower Casamance, the Senegalese state, in one way or another, was behind 
many of the forces hindering their ability to live. To them, their rice fields 
were drying up because Senegal wanted to kill them.124

Other evidence for this sentiment came from land seizures in the 
1970s, mostly by migrants from northern Senegal. These “strangers” to the 
Casamance—mostly Wolof, Fula, and Toucouleur—were blamed for a host 
of social ills. One journalist, Peter da Costa, noted progress in 1991, coun-
tering claims of Casamançais oppression at the hands of “Senegalese”:​ “The 
government has gone some way towards alleviating the north​-south divide. 
Land transfers to ​‘enterprising’ Wolofs and Fulas from the north have been 
halted. Agricultural investment has put the region on the road to fulfilling its 
potential of being the nation​’s rice bowl.”125 That the Casamance failed to be 
“the nation’s rice bowl,” according to the MFDC, was not because of climate 
change, structural adjustment, or international markets; it was only because 
Senegal was bent on exploiting the Casamance for Senegal’s benefit.

But the eyes of Affiniam locals beheld different evidence, pointing to 
different conclusions about the dam and the intentions of the Senegalese 
government. Lolo Badji, president of the Association of the Parents of the 
Students of Affiniam, asserted:

The Dam works, contrary to what people say. I do not understand 
why people advance these notions that the Dam doesn​’t work. If the 
Dam really didn​’t work, then people would not be working there, 
as they are. If you come to the Dam yourself, you will meet these 
people, including the Director. The increasing salinization and the 
desiccation of the soil are the reasons for the construction of the 
Dam of Affiniam. During the 1970s, there was an extensive drought 
in Senegal that caused enormous damage in Senegal, including the 
southern region of the Casamance. In order to remedy this damage, 
the state, after some reflection, decided to construct a new dam 
to fix the problem caused by the drought. In the area of Fogny ​[the 
region north of Bignona], this drought caused the population that 
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cultivates and harvests the rice to see diminished yields. Thus, we 
had to think of a better policy to remedy the problem, and so the 
state constructed the Dam of Affiniam to come to the aid of the 
population of Affiniam. To me, this Dam has really helped the pop-
ulation of Fogny in as much as it helps avoid flooding after heavy 
rains. Do not believe the lies of the people who think that the Dam 
does not work; it works just fine.126

Other villagers from Affiniam—including the former chief of Affiniam, the 
director of the dam, and pirogue operators that moved people and goods 
across the Casamance River between Affiniam and Ziguinchor—provided 
similar testimonies.127 According to those with local knowledge of the mat-
ter, the MFDC and its sympathizers were spinning a web of lies. The dam at 
Affiniam worked fine; it was performing exactly as planned by Senegalese 
and Chinese officials in the 1970s.128 To these locals, the dam showed that 
the Casamance could benefit from being part of Senegal. And that is exactly 
why the MFDC spread specious rumors about it. As Peter da Costa noted in 
1991, “In Dakar . . . the prognosis is bleak. Economists forecast no immediate 
end to the crisis that is exacerbating unemployment, and bureaucrats in 
Dakar view the prospect of an independent Casamance as inherently unre-
alistic.”129 In other words, the potential for conflict appeared to be infinite, 
leading to the current situation often described as “no peace, no war.”130

WOMEN BEYOND THE RICE FIELD

If there is such a thing as a “power couple” in the Casamance, it would be 
Nouha and Seynabou Male Cissé. As the former principal of Lycée Djignabo, 
founded in 1957 and perhaps the most prestigious lycée in the Casamance, 
and as the longtime president of Casa-Sports, the regional soccer club in the 
Casamance, Nouha Cissé embodied two of the other social spaces I contend 
were contested terrain for imagining the Casamançais nation: The School 
and The Stadium. Nouha met Seynabou when they both started teaching 
at Lycée Djignabo in the 1980s. They were later married. As the Casamance 
conflict wore on in the 1990s, both became active in trying to find a peaceful 
solution. Seynabou partnered with three other female teachers at Djignabo 
in 1997 to form a nongovernmental organization (NGO) called USOFORAL 
(“let’s join hands”), renamed in 2010 the Plateforme des  Femmes pour la 
Paix en Casamance (Platform of Women for Peace in the Casamance). The 
organization rallied 210 local civil society organizations advocating dia-
logue and peaceful resolution of the Casamance conflict. Since its incep-
tion, forty thousand women have participated in its marches, rallies, and 
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conferences.131 One of the organization’s first acts was to write a letter to the 
Government of Senegal and the MFDC, which read in part:

The women of Senegal, and of Casamance in particular, always 
forcefully intervene when the situation seems hopeless. . . . We esti-
mate in effect that no one better than we who have given life under-
stands the price of a life. Every time that a shell falls, it explodes and 
tears apart the insides of a woman, like the painful contractions of 
childbirth. Have we given birth to sit aside powerless at its destruc-
tion? Don​’t you see these families displaced, ravaged, and exploded? 
To put an end to all this forever, we exhort you to peace.132

That Casamançais women forcefully intervened only “when the situation 
seem​[ed] hopeless” reflected some of the gender inequalities in the politi-
cal life of the Casamance. Women were allowed to help cultivate rice but 
restricted from full participation in the public life of the nation. If they had 
been allowed to participate more fully, perhaps they could have helped pre-
serve peace before the situation came to seem hopeless, as demonstrated by 
the women of the Platform for Peace.

Seynabou Male Cissé and her friends followed their letter with a cam-
paign to convince Casamançais village women that they could make a dif-
ference for peace. Their philosophy was “it begins with me.” If Casamançais 
women could make peace at the individual level, then perhaps their village 
could find peace. If their village found peace, then perhaps their subregion 
could find peace. And if their subregion could find peace, then perhaps the 
entire Casamance could make peace. The challenge for these well​-educated 
elite women who taught at the region​’s most prestigious lycée was to reach 
the mostly illiterate women in the villages. Thus, they decided to ask the 
village women to draw pictures of their experiences and ideas about the 
conflict.

In one village west of Ziguinchor, a woman drew a picture of a turtle. 
Male Cissé and her colleagues were puzzled. They looked at the picture and 
thought that the poor, uneducated village woman misunderstood the as-
signment or that she was crazy. But then they asked her why she drew a 
picture of a turtle. The woman responded that when she was a girl, there 
were turtles all over the Casamance “because turtles like water, peace, and 
tranquility.” Since the conflict began, all the turtles around her village had 
disappeared because they do not like loud noises like gunfire and exploding 
mortar shells. She drew a turtle because she wanted peace so the turtles 
would come back. Regardless of whether the turtles came back to the rice 
fields of the Casamance, Male Cissé and her colleagues were humbled and 
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profoundly moved.133 This story demonstrates that the power of The Rice 
Field rested not only in the ways that the MFDC fashioned it as a symbol 
of difference and rebellion with Senegal but also in the ways these women 
fashioned it as a symbol of peace.

V

Because of the importance of rice over the past century to the political econ-
omy and cultural identity of the Lower Casamance, the MFDC constructed 
The Rice Field as a flexible symbol to attract various Casamançais to its sep-
aratist cause. For many Casamançais—whether man or woman, whether 
Jola, Mandinka, or Balanta, whether Christian, Muslim, or animist—this 
symbolic icon resonated as a place distinctly Casamançais that was ex-
ploited in one fashion or another for the benefit of the Senegalese nordistes. 
The historical factors that came together in the late 1970s to form a swirling 
vortex of decline—global climate change, developing transportation and 
communication technology, the end of the Cold War, structural adjustment 
programs, and migration of northern Senegalese to the Casamance and mi-
gration of Casamançais to northern Senegal—had been developing since 
the late nineteenth century. Clearly the region’s material history alone can-
not explain the resonance of The Rice Field with various Casamançais. This 
history is important, but it is incomplete without an account of The Rice 
Field’s importance to the metaphysical cosmologies of Casamançais. In-
deed, as I argue in the case of The Forest as well, these cosmologies are what 
made The Rice Field a flexible and useful symbol for the MFDC. It helped 
the MFDC link what Casamançais experienced in “reality”—the denigration 
of Casamançais culture, the exploitation of Casamançais natural resources, 
the personal and communal insults—at the hands of “Senegalese” to the 
ideological assertion of a peculiar Casamançais identity that pointed to the 
need for separation from Senegal.

The MFDC construction of The Rice Field in such a manner, however, 
elided the ways in which the Casamançais relationship with the rice field 
changed over time, particularly during the period 1850 to 1920 and again 
from 1970 to 1990. These changes resulted from social and economic processes 
like Mandinkization and colonization and from environmental processes like 
climate change and the desertification of northern Senegal. These material 
processes affected and were informed by the metaphysical cosmologies of 
Casamançais, which also changed over time with the economic and cul-
tural exchanges of Atlantic trade, colonialism, and Islamization. The culmi-
nation of these processes in the late 1970s allowed separatists to encourage 
a new kind of national “imagining” for the Casamance, an imagining not as 
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the southern region of Senegal but as the independent nation​-state of the 
Casamance.

Yet the separatist elites did not entirely succeed in fostering such a na-
tional imagination. Ordinary social groups imagined their communities in 
their own local ways. For those left relatively unaffected by French or Sene-
galese designs on their rice fields, imagining a community much beyond the 
local level was difficult. For some, even if they were affected by French or 
Senegalese actions, they were content to live as Jola or Mandinka or Balanta, 
and so forth in the region of the Casamance, in the nation​-state of Senegal. 
The toll exacted by violence in the Casamance conflict—from armed groups 
and land mines in or near their rice fields—convinced them that the na-
tional imagination they could most easily support would be the one that 
would bring them peace. Then, they could “leave the politics to the politi-
cians” and get back to doing what they loved, what they had to do as Casa-
mançais: cultivating their rice fields, tapping their palm trees, and gathering 
their families around a large bowl of rice and yassa poisson, washed down 
with some cool palm wine.134 For quite some time, that scene was what life 
was all about in the Lower Casamance. The Casamance conflict disturbed 
it. Thus, Casamançais were eager to imagine the nation in whatever fashion 
would get them back to that scene as quickly as possible.
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3  V The Forest

“Kámiraati eñaaŋ mañoiyo.” (eer Jola)

“C’est parce qu’on ignore ce qui s’y passe qu’on se précipite dans le bois sacré.” 
(French)

“It​’s because one does not know what happens there that one rushes into 
the sacred forest.”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

Ansoumana Abba Bodian remembered the night he became a rebel. It was 
December  25, 1982. On that Christmas night, he met other separatists in 
a “sacred forest” near Diabir, on the southwest edge of Ziguinchor.1 After 
being expelled from other public spaces in the city by Senegalese security 
forces, the separatists met in the forest to discuss their grievances against 
the Senegalese state and what actions they might take to gain their inde-
pendence. They took oaths near a spirit shrine to gain independence for the 
Casamance or to die trying.2 The forest provided cover from the surveillance 
of Senegalese security forces, but more importantly, it attached moral and 
spiritual authority to their undertaking. On the following morning (i.e., De-
cember 26), the rebels began their fateful march into Ziguinchor to lower 
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the Senegalese flags flying in front of government buildings across the city, 
an action met by force from Senegalese police and gendarmes. In front of 
the Governor’s Office, Bodian walked toward a group of policemen with his 
hands up. One fired his weapon and removed part of Bodian’s finger.3

That this act of rebellion originated in a forest has often been noted in 
accounts of the Casamance conflict. That the conflict continued in the same 
forest a year later when separatists murdered and mutilated four Senega-
lese gendarmes sent to prevent another meeting in the same place has also 
been noted. The same goes for the fact that the separatists rallied with their 
weapons a few days later in a forest south of Ziguinchor to begin their resis-
tance and retribution for the violence and imprisonments that followed the 
Senegalese crackdown.4 Besides explaining much of the Casamançais land-
scape, how did The Forest become such an important place to the Move-
ment of Democratic Forces of the Casamance (MFDC)?

Except for one detailed ethnography published in 1969 by Jean Girard, 
one sees relatively few references to “sacred forests” or “the sacred forest” 
in the Casamance until the start of the conflict.5 In the 1980s, Christian 
Roche, often citing the work of Girard, occasionally referred to “the sacred 
forest” while becoming the first scholar to treat the Casamance as its own 
polity. In 1987, Jos van  der  Klei became the first to focus on the role of 
Casamançais sacred forests as forms of “popular political action” enabling 
the MFDC to counter state “hegemony.”6 Since then, more and more of 
the contemporary analysis of the Casamance conflict has alluded to “sa-
cred forests” or “sacred groves” thought by numerous academics, journal-
ists, and politicians to represent Casamançais identity and particularity. 
Though the Senegalese government has participated in the discourse as 
well, this discourse has largely echoed that of the separatist movement.7 
What explains the symbolism behind this discourse and the timing of its 
development?

In this chapter, I argue that separatists constructed The Forest as the 
most potent spatial symbol of Casamançais nationalism because of its 
prevalence in the Casamançais landscape vis​-à​-vis the rest of Senegal and 
because of its reference to flexible polytheistic beliefs. As with the other 
spatial symbols analyzed in this book, colonialism contributed much to the 
construction of The Forest as a symbol of separatism. In many ways, the 
mapping of the Casamançais nation began with the actions of the colonial 
state. As colonial Senegal, and then postcolonial Senegal, sought to “see like 
a state,” it imposed new spatial regimes on the landscape of the Casamance.8 
This imposition made The Forest an especially ripe field for harvesting sep-
aratism from the grievances of Casamançais.
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“SEEING LIKE A STATE” IN THE CASAMANCE:​  
THE FRENCH COLONIAL STATE

As with their other colonies, French colonial officials viewed the Casamance 
region of Senegal with an eye toward what they could take out of it—what 
they could extract from it for the profit of businesses in France. In this re-
gard, the French differed little from the other colonial powers around the 
world at the end of the nineteenth century.9 This extraction required colo-
nial control—fixing and regulating—of Casamançais bodies and resources 
in space. James C. Scott has referred to this requirement for state fixing and 
control as “legibility.”10

A similar process of making the country legible played out in the Cas-
amance. French colonizers created the Casamance and then made it legi-
ble in a certain order:​ first, they created juridical space through numerous 
treaties with local rulers and other European powers; second, they cre-
ated secure space (“secure” depending on whom you were) by “pacifying” it 
through military conquest in the late nineteenth century and early twen-
tieth century; and finally, they made productive space for industries in the 
metropole.11 Like secure space, productive space may be closely aligned 
with components of juridical space, such as a state. But productive space 
may extend beyond or across juridical space as well. And while juridical 
space may be strengthened by the existence of the other two kinds of space 
within its borders, it is not a prerequisite of the other two. Secure space and 
productive space may exist before and exterior to juridical space. Accom-
plishing the first task—establishing the juridical space of Senegal and the 
Casamance—implied establishing not only international borders but also 
regional borders (districts) for internal governance. Thus, the creation of 
Senegal required the acquisition and patching together of indigenous terri-
tories and the fixing of borders to form a juridical Senegalese space.

As they became aware of the natural resources to be found in the Cas-
amance, colonial ​(and postcolonial) officials sought to transform the Cas-
amance into productive space. In the same vein, Louis​-Vincent Thomas in 
1958 noted the colonial need for three types of “order” for rendering Casa-
mançais space legible.12 These order types in turn enabled the “knowing” 
of the indigenous other, his or her culture, and his or her environment. In 
addition to “geographic order” and “ethnographic order,” Thomas considered 
the importance of “administrative order”:

The French authority had to deal with some significant challenges 
in accomplishing this task ​[the “pacification” of the territory]. In the 
first place geographic order. The Lower Casamance being a long 
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corridor between two foreign colonies [Portuguese Guinea and Brit-
ish Gambia], it is possible to traffic arms with impunity [threatening 
secure space]. Moreover, the forests, the mangroves, the multitude 
of small streams render the penetration of this territory quite diffi-
cult, especially during the rainy season.—Then ethnographic order. 
The Diola [ Jola] are strong, courageous, and independent but proud 
and begrudging, capable, when excited, of extreme hatred, the most 
violent anger, and treachery. They lived, during this era, in a state 
of anarchy, and their villages went to war with one another under 
the most futile pretexts. Finally administrative order. For a long 
time, France has had no clear plan for governing the Casamance. 
The government in St. Louis, whether because of insufficient means 
or because of a lack of understanding, seemed disinterested in this 
new territory [the Casamance].13

The imposition of each of these three “orders” eventually brought disor-
der to the Casamance; indeed, each of them helped to produce the contem-
porary conflict in the Casamance. The primary concern for colonial officials 
was facilitating capitalist economic activity in the region—activity they 
could control and from which they could benefit. Thus, rendering the colo-
nies “legible” meant establishing infrastructure and transportation links to 
facilitate commerce. But the French and the British could not begin to ex-
ploit productive space in the Casamance until they dealt with the lingering 
challenges to secure space by anticolonial forces like those of Lat Dior or 
Djignabo Bassène. Lat Dior, a famous anticolonial military leader, fought the 
French colonial conquest in northern Senegal while Djignabo Bassène did 
the same in the Casamance.14 Once rebellious forces like these were “paci-
fied,” French colonial leaders secured space, turned it into productive space, 
and converted formerly rebellious bodies into productive bodies—bodies 
that could provide labor for colonial companies.

Classifying forests and agricultural lands helped them do that. Like the 
other colonial powers at the time, the French introduced “scientific forestry” ​
(a term also used by Scott) in their colonies, “which, they believed, was nec-
essary for resource control and social engineering.”15 Scientific forestry was 
the “civilizing mission” in the woods. Thaddeus Sunseri explains the impli-
cations of “scientific forestry” to the colonized: “Scientific forestry meant 
claiming tropical forests and woodlands for the state, making them into 
protected reserves, evicting their peasant and pastoral populations, and 
imposing managed exploitation of trees and resources.” This approach to 
forestry ideally meant “transforming the tropical landscapes according to 
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a European model, whereby intensive agriculture would be layered with in-
tensive plantation forestry, replacing slow-growing tropical hardwoods with 
fast-growing exotic softwoods, especially pines and eucalyptus.” As for the 
people who might happen to live in or near these forests, Sunseri explains, 
“Peasants evicted from forests would be transformed into forest workers, 
producing the timber and wood fuel necessary for colonial development, 
cutting firebreaks around forests, and planting and tending trees on planta-
tions.” In regard to the agricultural activities previously performed by these 
peasants, colonial scientific forestry, it was thought, would save the Africans 
from themselves: “At the same time, African subsistence agriculture would 
be transformed into intensive cash crop farming. Colonial foresters saw 
the  .  .  . African landscape as devastated by generations of African misuse, 
and thus regarded fire-using peasants and pastoralists as the chief enemy of 
scientific forestry.”16 In French West Africa, “scientific forestry” began when 
the governor-general issued a “general order” on April 12, 1921, creating re-
gional agricultural inspectors charged with “controlling the concessions 
given in agricultural and forest domains.”17

To help the regional agricultural inspectors, the French classified for-
ests as a part of this process of fixing and regulating Senegalese space. Since 
forests covered a majority of the Lower Casamance, the French designated 
much of the Casamance as forêt classée, or “classified forest.” In some ways, 
this classification system resembled the twentieth-century national park 
system in the United States, making these woods into a state forest. Des-
ignating a forest as a forêt classée bounded the forest and designated who 
could gain access to it and the activities they could perform there. Colonial 
officials and businesses targeted the Casamançais forest for the production 
of rubber, timber, cashews, palm kernels, palm oil, palm wine, African locust 
beans, and various kinds of fruit.18

A former colonial official living in the Casamance, Jules Florent Mal-
branque, could barely contain his excitement at the possibilities of this 
“newborn” colony. In 1939, he noted that the possibilities for development 
in the Casamance made having its “autonomy” vis​-à​-vis the rest of Sene-
gal “advantageous”:​ “The Casamance, in spite of its age, is a newborn, who 
has awakened to a new active life. One must take care of the newborn with 
love, aligning all action with its development, which shows considerable po-
tential.”19 While the colonial state set aside land for preservation, it also set 
aside land for exploitation. In other words, the ultimate object of the preser-
vation was exploitation.20

For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. In response 
to the colonial government​’s efforts to “see like a state” in the Casamance, 
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individual Casamançais contested these efforts in their own local ways. For 
this reason, James Scott​’s thesis on seeing like a state is incomplete without 
his follow​-on book, The Art of Not Being Governed. In some ways, the Jola 
people of the Lower Casamance were like Scott’s mountain people of Zomia 
in that they remained relatively untouched by the modern state until the 
early twentieth century. Like the history of Zomia, Jola history was mostly 
a “history of deliberate and reactive statelessness.”21 Scott claims, “This is 
the history of those who got away, and state-making cannot be understood 
apart from it.” As the French began to impose their colonial regime on the 
Casamance, which included the classification of forest land, the forest 
began to appear as a terrain of “friction” and as “a refuge for state-fleeing 
people, including guerrillas.”22 The state may have classified the forest, but 
Casamançais knew the forest. To them, it was not a bounded space for regu-
lation and control; it was a place of familiarity and belonging.

This chapter of Casamançais history also demonstrates that deforesta-
tion in the Casamance goes back further than the 1970s.23 It has a longer his-
tory, dating from at least the beginning of the colonial period (i.e., 1885). Yet 
colonial forces were not alone in bringing it about. In fact, colonial officials 
viewed forest classification as a means of reforestation rather than deforesta-
tion. They made reforestation part of the “civilizing mission” in Senegal. They 
made bounding, regulating, and preserving the forest part of what it meant 
to be “modern” in the Casamance. Many Casamançais agreed with the prin-
ciples behind the new ways. Others found such limitations inconvenient if 
not violent to their way of life.

Nevertheless, Africans demonstrated agency in acting upon their en-
vironment. They used the forest for their own purposes. From the forest, 
they claimed firewood, wild game, various kinds of fruit, and perhaps most 
importantly for the cultural identity of the Jola, palm wine. Rice farmers 
typically enjoyed palm wine at the end of a day in the rice fields, but palm 
wine went with various social and religious occasions as well.24 In any case, 
Casamançais often consumed palm wine in the social spaces examined in 
this book, especially the forest and the rice field. In 1922, a former adminis-
trateur supérieur of the Casamance wrote, “From November to July, one can 
say that the Lower Casamance is almost entirely and continuously under 
the influence of palm wine.”25 Another colonial official later commented on 
this statement, arguing, “That’s a huge exaggeration. At all times, palm wine 
is considered sacred; it is consumed at all shrine ceremonies. But one must 
admit that even though this wine is absorbed before complete fermenta-
tion, it is a sugary drink with an agreeable taste. (The dregs are very nu-
anced.) Preventing its consumption is a problem impossible to resolve, but 
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the subsequent interruptions by drunks full of palm wine arriving in Ziguin-
chor every morning is a significant problem.”26 The consumption of palm 
wine was—throughout the period under consideration in this book—and 
remains an important cultural marker of Casamançais society, especially in 
relation to the teetotaling Muslims from northern Senegal. “Casamançais” 
drink palm wine; “Senegalese” do not.

People showing up in Ziguinchor every morning drunk on palm wine 
was a relatively small problem, however, in relation to wood cutting that 
impinged on colonial exploitation of the forest. In 1935, the governor of the 
colonies published a circulaire to put in place measures to “fight against 
the effects of deforestation in Senegal and  .  .  . to make the cultivators un-
derstand the dangers posed by further deforestation of their country.”27 In 
1938, the governor-general of French West Africa argued for the collective 
punishment of indigenous persons who set forest fires, a law allegedly in 
effect since the establishment of the indigénat.28 After all, the French were 
merely enforcing “customary law” on the matter, reporting that indigenous 
Casamançais communities themselves punished the setting of forest fires 
because the fires endangered the entire community.29 Customary law be-
came fuzzier concerning cutting, though, as Casamançais used the forest 
timber for various purposes—from heating fuel and weapons to ceremonial 
objects.

All of this cutting meant that the forest continued to shrink through-
out the colonial period. Pierre Grosmaire, chief of forest inspections in the 
Casamance, hopefully declared in 1942 that “the regulation of Casamançais 
forests is a sustainable activity.” Nevertheless, he noted that “for several years 
now, the forests continue to burn and regress.” He argued, “These forest fires 
must be prevented at any cost—at least for the forêts classées, which must 
become the definitive forests of the future since the rest have been desig-
nated for agriculture.”30 The French classified Casamançais forests as “the 
definitive forests of the future,” glossing over the fact that forest classifica-
tion brought a larger profit to French businessmen than Casamançais.

Hence, Grosmaire wrote of a French future more than a Casamançais 
future, or at least of a mixed future in which dominant French interests de-
fined “modernity.” Grosmaire further argued:​ “For the future, with the aim of 
guiding the orientation and control of the exploitation of the forest riches of 
the country, it is indispensable to multiply the means of action of the Service 
of Waters, Forests, and Hunting in personnel and materiel. . . . We would like 
to see the Service of Waters, Forests, and Hunting receive the place it de-
serves in a country where the forest is the greatest of all riches and it covers 
seven​-tenths of the surface.”31 Grosmaire requested more resources for the 
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Ministry of Water and Forests at a time of great uncertainty in the French 
Empire, as the French state had come under control of the Vichy regime. 
It was also a time that pointed to more uncertainty ahead as African and 
French elites began to negotiate the rights and responsibilities of citizenship 
in the postwar French Union.

Nevertheless, Senegalese political leaders like Lamine Guèye and 
Léopold Senghor did not necessarily demand a halt to French regulation 
and control of Senegalese forests as much as a share of the profit. They de-
manded the right to have an equal say in the dispensation of their natu-
ral resources, as citizens of a French​-speaking “Negro​-African civilization” 
that maintained some sort of political connection to France.32 Senegalese 
nationalists viewed the Casamançais forest in ways quite similar to their 
French counterparts: space to be regulated and controlled for the good 
of “the nation,” though great uncertainty remained as to how that nation 
would be defined.

SEEING LIKE A SENEGALESE STATE

One of the first challenges for postcolonial state leaders in Africa was to 
escape “the Black Man​’s Burden”—the legacy of the colonial partition—in 
building their postcolonial nations.33 Senegalese leaders like Guèye and 
Senghor debated the best way to overcome this legacy. Although they con-
sidered the best form of postcolonial governance—whether to remain part 
of a federated French Union, for example—no nationalist from 1945 to 1960 
thought of a postcolonial future for the Casamance as an independent 
nation-state. Neither Guèye nor Senghor, and most importantly, not Emile 
Badiane, Victor Diatta, or Ibou Diallo—the three primary founders of the 
original MFDC—seriously considered the idea of an independent Casa-
mance nation-state.34 Though they sought autonomy in social, political, and 
economic affairs, they did not completely reject French culture or institu-
tions. And they carried on the idea that French technocracy could provide 
the best “modern” solution to the problems of Senegalese governance.35 
They applied this technocratic approach to governance of Senegalese for-
ests as well.

First, however, they marked the transition to political independence by 
planting trees. Senegal and Mali emerged from the colonial era as the only 
remaining partners of the French Union in the former French West Africa. 
Guinea​’s Sékou Touré and the Ivory Coast​’s Felix Houphouët​-Boigny had al-
ready peeled away pieces from Senghor​’s vision for a French​-speaking Black 
African national federation based on the political structure of French West 
Africa.36 To mark the negotiated independence of the new Mali Federation, 
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consisting of Mali and Senegal, on June  20, 1960, the new minister of the 
rural economy and cooperation, Joseph M’Baye, declared that “each Senega-
lese should plant a tree of Independence.”37

This new campaign would expand a similar campaign begun in 1959, 
designating “a day of urban planting” ​(of cassia and neem trees) and “a day of 
village plantings.” The new Senegalese government designated the planting 
of trees of independence as not simply a right but a duty for each “citizen.” 
M​’Baye asserted that each Senegalese citizen was “morally bound to plant 
on this occasion a ​‘tree of Independence.’” And he advised Senegalese offi-
cials that it was “desirable” that government officials “set the example for ev-
erybody else by planting their tree in their neighborhood.” M​’Baye and other 
Senegalese officials intended the planting of trees to symbolize “the faith of 
the country in its destiny and the importance of the tree in its economy.”38 
The new government became quite concerned with measuring the progress 
of this initiative. The commandant de cercle in Ziguinchor later reported 
that of 260 neem and cassia trees planted in the streets of Ziguinchor, 180 
were still living.39 While planting trees to mark independence surely made 
symbolic reference to the planting and new growth of independent African 
nations, it also addressed the practical need to halt the deforestation of Sen-
egal by starting its reforestation.

To that end, the urban planting campaign would be followed by “for-
est weeks” in the countryside. Whereas individual tree planting had been 
aimed primarily at citizens in cities and towns like Ziguinchor, the “forest 
weeks” would integrate the rural countryside into the national celebration 
with “village forests of Independence, reforestation camps, ​[plantings in] 
avenues and neighborhoods in the towns, and plantings in the villages.” 
Reforestation camps would be established all over Senegal, with Sédhiou 
designated to host the camp for the Casamance. The “life of the camp, from 
the first to the fifteenth of August, ​[would] be centered on the tree and on 
the forest” and would be managed by a “committee of reforestation.” M​’Baye 
charged this local committee with “organizing the work and later assuring 
the continuity of the indispensable maintenance and protection required 
for the nurturing of the trees.”40 Officials like M’Baye thus tied reforestation 
to nation building.

Senegalese officials began to view the forest in other ways, often re-
sembling the “imperial gaze” of the former colonial power.41 Shortly after 
independence, they embarked on a new campaign of classification and 
declassification of the “forest domain.”42 M’Baye explained the imperative 
for classification and declassification: “Forest classification is essentially a 
juridical regime that imposes on a topographically defined parcel of land 
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certain regulations from the regulatory police for particular objectives.”43 
M’Baye wrote that classification and declassification of rural spaces “should 
permit the country to engage a path of modern and adapted rural devel-
opment, permitting the integral and judicious use of the resources of our 
soil, following the proper utilization of our lands  .  .  . and the plans that 
must promote in the Senegalese countryside a new, expansive, and dy-
namic economy.” M’Baye claimed that the objectives of this classification 
were “either directly utilitarian: a) forests of timber production for artisanal 
and combustible purposes, production of wood charcoal for heating; b) for-
ested pastoral pasturage; c) high-yield plantations: teak, filaos, etc. Or, for 
protection—forming a perimeter of restoration—the preservation of live 
dunes or of zones of intense erosion . . . [ for] the conservation of non-arable 
lands. Or, for particular ends—National Parks  .  .  . The classification is, to 
continue, a discipline that the inhabitants of a country impose on them-
selves for the joy of collective rural well-being, to the benefit of all.”44 Such 
classification surely made perfect sense to well-educated bureaucrats like 
M’Baye, as well as elite Senegalese politicians like Senghor, Abdou Diouf, 
and Mamadou Dia. Ordinary Senegalese viewed it differently, however, as I 
discuss below.

Senegalese officials intended forest classification and development to 
benefit the new, independent Senegalese nation​-state by further integrating 
the “fragments” of the Senegalese nation while providing a profit for para-
statal, neocolonial businesses.45 These officials viewed Senegalese forests 
as potential resource depots for such development. Thus, they revived the 
idea of producing rubber from Casamançais forests. Doing so was not a new 
idea. The French made a serious attempt at extracting rubber from the Cas-
amance from about 1890 to 1905, with little to show for their efforts.46 The 
rubber found in the Casamance came from “wild rubber” vines called lianes 
hanging on larger trees like the silkcotton (the fromager in French).

French merchants eventually found this rubber, while not of insignifi-
cant value, to be inferior in quality and quantity to that found in other parts 
of West and Central Africa, such as Nigeria, Cameroon, Gabon, and the 
Congo. Throughout the rest of the colonial period, a few colonial officials 
floated the idea of reviving rubber production in the Casamance, but these 
calls largely fell on deaf ears.47

By 1960, however, the new Senegalese state was ready to try again. 
Grosmaire wrote to M​’Baye to encourage the Senegalese state to invest 
in the development of rubber production in the Casamance to supple-
ment its peanut production. Grosmaire quoted a report from the com-
mandant de cercle in Bignona, who claimed during a tour of Kartiack ​
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(a village west of Bignona) that he “came across a shareholding peasant 
farmer with 300 kilograms of rubber, one of the incontestable riches of the 
Casamance.” Grosmaire claimed that the rubber trade never grew because 
it had been displaced “by the commercialization of peanuts at the same 
time and the unsuitability of the furnished material ​[i​.e., the rubber].” He 
urged, “If it truly was unsuitable, with the technology of today, it seems 

FIGURE 3.1. Silkcotton tree near the “sacred forest” of Diabir. Photograph by 
author, 2014.
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that the problem can be resolved.”48 Thus, argued Grosmaire, the quality 
would be as good as rubber traded in Conakry and on the rest of the Upper 
Guinea Coast.49 More importantly, he continued, the interruption of rub-
ber production from Southeast Asia under the control of imperial Japan 
between 1940 and 1946 made rubber production elsewhere in the French 
Empire a strategic imperative.50 Grosmaire calculated that given current 
(1960) market conditions, the Casamançais peasant could expect to earn 
about 50 or 60 CFA francs per kilo from participating in the production of 
rubber.51 He noted, “This price certainly does not assure him of a fortune, 
but earning 60 francs in a village is better than earning nothing.”52 He ad-
mitted that the quality was not as good as rubber from Nigeria, “but the 
prices are not the same,” because Nigerian rubber earned 185 CFA francs 
per kilo at the Port of Dakar. Clearly, Grosmaire considered Casamançais 
rubber a niche product for a niche market. He concluded, “By this dis-
tinction, the rubber of Casamance has a chance. The contacted company 
BATA is interested in the product and envisages buying all of the possible 
production in the Casamance.”53 Business appeared to be booming for cer-
tain postcolonial companies, most with ties to France. No Casamançais 
rubber farmers, however, became as rich.

What remains rather opaque to the historian is how ordinary Casa-
mançais received the state classification of their forests. It certainly is not 
clear that the inhabitants of the Casamance imposed forest regulation “on 
themselves for the joy of collective rural well​-being” ​(as M​’Baye declared). 
And some may have found it ironic that M​’Baye claimed that the state in-
tended forest regulation for “the benefit of all” when they did not see much 
benefit from it. In fact, many likely found themselves dispossessed of natural 
resources they thought were theirs.54 Complaints of colonial and postco-
lonial officials regarding the wanton burning of the forest by Casamançais 
indicates that some did not follow the regulations concerning proper for-
est usage. Apparently, ordinary Casamançais resisted or ignored state reg-
ulation of their forests. To further his point, M’Baye appealed to Senegal’s 
“forest patrimony” and threatened those who might endanger it: “This 
Forest Domain is a collective national treasure, and no Senegalese citizen 
conscious of his responsibilities could possibly consider dismembering it or 
dissipating its value only to satisfy his individual appetites of the moment.”55

Such language, along with the planting of trees to mark the birth of 
the new nation, made the forest a very moral space in the Casamance. This 
moral and cultural character could therefore be mapped onto Senegalese 
state territory. Such mapping resulted in some parts of Senegal gaining 
more attention from the newly independent Senegalese state than others. 



The Forest  V  107

This difference in turn led to different perceptions of the benefits of partici-
pation in the Senegalese nation​-state.56

M​’Baye also cautioned against the unequal distribution of develop-
ment assistance in the immediate postcolonial future, claiming that it had 
created a real “interior frontier cutting Senegal in half from the northwest 
to the southeast.” He found this situation quite “worrying because it pits 
different ethnic groups against each other.” And it portended a future “in-
ternal agricultural colonization” by the valley regions with “their good lands 
apt for agriculture.” M​’Baye specifically mentioned the southern region of 
the Casamance:​ “In the case of an agricultural colonization of the Southern 
Senegalese by modern mechanical methods, one is led to a particular form 
of peasantry. Here, the sloped fields will result from the classified forests in-
serted in the river plain by intensive mechanized agriculture.”57 Like French 
colonial officials before him, M’Baye took up the discourse of less “evolved” 
people and regions of Senegal in need of “modern” agricultural methods and 
forest management. Missionaries and colonial officials had often referred to 
the Casamance as the least “evolved” region of Senegal.58

Awareness of these “internal colonizations” motivated Prosper Michel 
Akanni in 1961 to write of “a new scourge:​ regionalism” in the newspaper 
Afrique Nouvelle (New Africa):

The fact that one comes from the north or from the south is not 
proof of superiority or inferiority; and, like racism, regionalism is a 
sort of complex supported by mediocre spirits with questionable 
arguments. The African “regionalist” is most of the time a troubled, 
jealous, or ambitious individual who thinks, before his neighbor bet-
ter placed than him who comes from afar, that it would be prefera-
ble for each individual to stay home and mind his own business. . . . 
What a huge mistake! Because the well​-being and the liberty of the 
African people is based on their fraternal traditions. . . . The preju-
diced regionalist is a leaven of division. Yet division is a permanent 
factor of domination and domination represents insecurity and a 
constant threat to world peace.59

Thus, the classification and development of Casamançais forests led to 
the thorny question of representation. Who would get to represent the in-
terests of the Casamance in these matters? Who would get to represent the 
local communities in these matters? Why?

The new Senegalese state was placing its faith in modern approaches 
and techniques for agricultural development, but M​’Baye acknowledged 
that the real sticking point would not come over “modern” or “traditional” 
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forms of agriculture but rather in “designating the representatives of the 
interested collectivities.” M​’Baye believed more was at stake than present 
interests:

On the threshold of our independence and masters of our desti-
nies, we are accountable for our national forest heritage, not only 
vis​-à​-vis our fellow citizens but also vis​-à​-vis the generations to 
follow. . . . The Law and the forest regulations must be the sovereign 
expression of the general will. They must not in any case be instru-
ments of propaganda, of division, of agitation, and of outbidding. 
But they must be for maintaining rural peace and in the interest 
of the public, they must always be considered as the law supreme 
which is imposed on the Government as well as the Citizens.60

Such egalitarianism sounded good to most Senegalese, especially those out-
side the former Quatre Communes who formed the center of Senghor​’s politi-
cal bloc.61 Actually bringing that equality about, however, presented difficult 
challenges, especially for a culturally distinct region with elites looking to 
express their disappointment with the postcolonial dispensation.

CONSTRUCTING THE SACRED FOREST:​  
FROM THE FORÊT CLASSÉE TO THE FORÊT SACRÉE

In response to all this fixing and classifying, the contemporary MFDC two 
decades later contested the “exploitation” of Casamançais resources by 
constructing “the Sacred Forest” as a place of Casamançais particularity 
and resistance. It changed the meaning of “the forest” in the Casamance 
from a utilitarian rendering of uniform space full of trees for production 
and state control—the forêt classée, or state forest—to a culturally charged 
“place”—the forêt sacrée, or Sacred Forest—where Casamançais particular-
ity emerged against “Senegal.” It emerged against the Islamo-Wolof version 
of “Senegal,” a model of national identity Senghor called “Sénégalité” and 
Mamadou Diouf describes as ethnically Wolof and religiously Muslim.62 I 
argue that it did so, despite the practice of Islam by many in the MFDC, 
because it provided a flexible religious and ethnic symbol for linking Casa-
mançais culture to the separatist movement. To be clear, I am not claiming 
that an actual state forest became a sacred forest. Rather, I am trying to 
point to the larger, comprehensive state process of categorizing, controlling, 
and exploiting—mapping, if you will—the natural resources of the Casa-
mance and how Casamançais responded with their own identity-forming 
counter-mapping in those spaces, rendering place (the sacred forest) out of 
space (the state forest).63
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As the Casamance conflict developed in the 1980s and intensified in 
the 1990s, Diamacoune and other Casamançais nationalists made the Sa-
cred Forest a central component of the array of cultural symbols intended to 
counter​-map the Casamance, to create a sense of cultural belonging against 
the Senegalese “other.” The Forest constituted a particularly apt spatial sym-
bol for the nationalist project, as “historically, a settlement​’s political inde-
pendence was established by the erection of an initiation shrine in a male 
sacred forest.”64 Thus, in 1990, when the conflict intensified along with a wave 
of post–Cold War civil conflicts across Africa, Diamacoune claimed: “I do 
not totally pardon those from Casamance who were [Léopold] Senghor’s 
companions from the first. They put too much trust in Léopold and the Sen-
egalese. They simply forgot that those Senegalese have not passed through 
the same sacred forests as we of Casamance have.”65 At one point, Diama-
coune even suggested that the Sacred Forest could provide agents of a divine 
project to achieve independence for the Casamance: “Even if you kill every 
Casamançais, God will raise up the stones and the trees, and they will wrest 
Casamance’s independence from Senegal.”66 Though hyperbole, this state-
ment expressed the spiritual, nationalistic attachment to the Casamance 
that Diamacoune hoped to achieve through repeated references to the Sa-
cred Forest. The MFDC partly staked its claim to cultural difference with 
Senegal on the distinctness of the Sacred Forest in the Senegalese landscape.

It also insisted that this moral character buttressed its claims in na-
tional and international law. In their plans for independence, Mamadou 
“Nkrumah” Sané and other separatist leaders agreed, “The Casamançais for-
est must remain a national patrimony. . . . It should no longer be considered 
as only a source for the provision of wood for the consumption of energy or 
for the needs of the artisan or industrialist.” Rather, they proposed to cre-
ate an institution that could ensure the “good integrated management and 
good planning of the forest” to “limit its exploitation to strictly domestic, 
artisanal, industrial and leisure needs.”67 Sané and company also wrote that 
the sacred forest not only “protected” the environment but also formed the 
moral foundation upon which would rest Casamançais commitments to the 
international community once independence was achieved. They claimed, 
“The existence and the relatively important number of ‘sacred’ forests and 
places, beyond the mystical character attributed to them, play a large role 
in the protection of the environment of the Casamance.” Based on this her-
itage, the separatists wanted to create a new “Casamançais Environmental 
Charter” to produce a “harmonious ecological image.”68 This “harmonious 
ecological image” was clearly meant to portray a favorable image of a Casa-
mançais nation.
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This discourse demonstrates how separatist leaders like Diamacoune 
and Sané made The Forest into the most important, most sacred, most dis-
tinctly Casamançais spatio​-cultural symbol to counter​-map the Casamance 
against Senegal. Though these spaces did not hold the same meaning, 
northern Senegal also had rivers ​(the Senegal and Saloum Rivers, for exam-
ple), rice fields ​(in the Senegal River valley, especially near Rosso), schools ​
(Dakar and Saint​-Louis especially), and stadiums ​(especially near Dakar). 
But northern Senegal did not have forests. In Senegal, the forest was and 
remains a uniquely Casamançais space. Discursively, then, the Sacred For-
est allowed the MFDC to posit the Casamance as a place of difference and 
nostalgia, where “true Casamançais” belonged and Senegalese “strangers” 
did not.

The Sacred Forest lent metaphysical support to the ambiguous MFDC 
material, territorial claim, which lacked, as discussed in the introduction, 
a detailed map staking out exactly what the claim was. Thinking of the 
Casamance as “sacred” made Casamançais nationalism not only “in the 
head” but also “in the heart, in the soul.” As Casamançais ​(especially the 
Jola) drew boundaries around the sacred, they necessarily referred to “se-
cret” practices—such as the sacred forest male and female initiations—that 
excluded “strangers” foreign to the Casamance. Ferdinand de Jong notes the 
relationship between the French words sacré and secret in this context.69 Se-
crecy was needed to protect the sacred, and the sacred was needed to main-
tain some kind of power against the rapid social and economic changes 
coming to the Casamance after 1850.70 The Casamance became not just a 
space made “legible” by allegedly arbitrary colonial borders or exploited for 
its natural resources by modern, impersonal, juridical states like France and 
Senegal.71 Instead, it became a “fatherland,” a sacred place to which people 
in the extensive Jola diaspora returned to reconnect with family, the natu-
ral environment of La Verte Casamance, and the ancestors.72 Whether con-
sciously or not, nationalists have depended on this dialectic between space 
and place to make territorial claims.

For example, Father Diamacoune tied the symbolism of the Sacred 
Forest to the green landscape of the Casamance. He focused on different 
types of trees in northern and southern Senegal as “natural” symbols of 
Casamançais difference.73 As noted by Mamadou Diouf, he contrasted the 
imagery of the Senegalese baobab with the Casamançais palm tree. The first 
is a stark image of a crooked gray tree on a dusty, barren, brown Sahelian 
landscape. The second is that of a tall, straight, fruitful tree in a verdant, 
lush forest landscape. The moral analogy was intentional. Diamacoune as-
sociated deforestation and desertification with the alleged “inequality and 
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violence” of the Senegalese state, in contrast with the “harmonious symbi-
osis of the land’s rich hummus [sic] and the fertile wind of the open sea,” as 
well as “the forest, the solidity, and the rituals and initiations of sacred forest 
shrines through which the Senegalese did not pass.” The contrasting imag-
ery distinguished “Senegalese inequality” from “Casamançais democracy 
and egalitarianism.”74 Diamacoune utilized this imagery and the repeated 
phrase of “the sacred forest shrines through which the Senegalese did not 
pass” to distinguish between what he claimed were polar opposite national 
characters.

With such contrasting images, Diamacoune attempted to establish 
who belonged in the Casamance and who did not. He tried to construct spa-
tial symbols that would resonate with ethnic groups from southern Senegal 
while excluding those from northern Senegal. Diamacoune posited the Cas-
amance as exclusionary to some ethnic groups from northern Senegal but 
inclusionary of others, such as the Mandinka and Fula—the two primary 
ethnic groups he needed in order to patch together La Grande Casamance 
from Upper ​(Fula), Middle ​(Mandinka), and Lower ​( Jola) Casamance—to 
avoid charges of Jola “tribalism.”75 Diamacoune made reference to “natural” 
frontiers accentuated by culture to try to elide ethnic differences between 
the Jola and other ethnic groups. He kept these frontiers rather fuzzy to glue 
together ethnic “fragments of the nation.”76 But he also referred to the struc-
tural developmental frontiers described by M’Baye in 1960. It was just such a 
“frontier” of “internal colonization” that Diamacoune later referred to when 
attempting to justify the separatism of the contemporary MFDC.77

Diamacoune, in a seemingly counterintuitive move, thus character-
ized the Casamance as a transient space of mobility at the same time he 
essentialized it as sacred, spiritual, and naturally separate from Senegal. 
While the paucity of maps clearly defining the territorial ambitions of the 
separatist movement contributed to an ambiguity facilitating the discur-
sive mapping of the Casamance, Diamacoune also insisted on the multi-
cultural character of the Casamance without displacing the Jola from their 
position of primacy as the majority ethnic group of the Lower Casamance. 
Diamacoune referred to the Casamance as “an intermediate zone between 
the Sahelian and the Guinean zone . . . a great crossroads where different mi-
gratory waves meet, mingle and mix . . . a hospitable land.”78 Thus, the MFDC 
constructed the Casamance as distinct but also as a hybrid borderland. This 
rendering made the Sacred Forest an important symbol for achieving the 
right national blend.

This symbol, this icon, became a very flexible means of linking local 
realities to the religious identity of the larger Casamançais nation.79 As 
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defined by a Catholic priest, religion may have been the most counterintui-
tive component of Casamançais nationalism. When Diamacoune asserted 
a unique Casamançais identity, he referred not to Catholicism but rather 
to the “sacred forest shrines through which the Senegalese did not pass.”80 
While the Catholic Church may have contributed to the construction of a 
separate Casamançais identity, Diamacoune built the Casamançais nation 
on local, traditional religion.81 Why would a Catholic priest make such a 
seemingly contradictory choice?

Scholars of nationalism in Africa seem to concur that religion has 
played a prominent role in national imaginings.82 Like ethnicity, religion 
both enabled and limited nationalism. It enabled the Islamo-Wolof Senega-
lese to think of themselves as Senegalese Muslims while also excluding the 
Christian and awasena Jola Casamançais.83 This is the irony of the Catho-
lic “father of the nation,” Léopold Senghor. Few Africanists have contested 
the definition of “the colonial elites” like Senghor in part as missionary-
educated. Christianity, especially Protestantism, bore the potential for the 
kind of secularism that Benedict Anderson posited as a prerequisite of na-
tionalism.84 Indeed, the fusion of Christianity with education produced an 
elite that could be influenced by “print-capitalism” in a vernacular language 
the way that Anderson explained.85 But the nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century masses could not imagine the nation through print-capitalism, for 
most of them were illiterate. Thus, they had to imagine the nation via other 
means, often in terms not devoid of religion but full of it.86

For the African masses, as well as the nationalist elites aspiring to lead 
them, separating the nation from their cosmologies was nonsense.87 Some 
rejected Christianity entirely and turned to local, traditional beliefs to define 
an “authentic” version of an African nation. Some co-opted Christian ideol-
ogy and turned it around, using it against colonial oppression.88 But most 
followed a combined path, advocating some degree of syncretism. Many 
Jola adherents of Islam did the same thing.89 Religious syncretism was not 
an indicator of old vestiges of traditional religion, the refusal of Africans to 
fully convert to Christianity or Islam. Rather, it demonstrated the continued 
relevance—even if contested—of the local, traditional religious worldview, 
with its links to ancestors and local pasts.90

In the Casamance, there were at least three advantages to defining the 
religious identity of the nation by such syncretism, anchored to the Sacred 
Forest. First, it provided a more flexible means of connecting the local to the 
national—of connecting nationalist imagination to local worldviews. Sec-
ond, it avoided dividing the people of the Casamance between Islam and 
Christianity. Finally, it helped facilitate the localized “Africanization” of the 
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Catholic faith, identified by Senghor and other postcolonial leaders as an 
essential step in breaking free from the chains of imperial history. In short, 
the Sacred Forest was an effective, flexible tool for separatists to define the 
Casamance in religious terms in a way that countered the Islamo​-Wolof 
model of Senegalese nationhood while avoiding divisions between Muslim 
and Christian Casamançais.

The first advantage to the religious identity of The Forest—as demon-
strated by Peter Mark, Robert Baum, and Ferdinand de  Jong—is that it 
provided a more flexible identity to link local, particular worldviews to the 
wider nation. Because of this greater flexibility in matching local conditions, 
Jola traditional religion proved more useful than the universalizing religions 
of Christianity and Islam for nationalists hoping to counter hegemonic na-
tional models based on either of these faiths. Of course, some of the localized 
differences in traditional religions led to conflict in other parts of the conti-
nent but also could foster a “live​-and​-let​-live” mentality that resembled the 
qualities Anderson claimed for Western secularism. In explaining the need 
for Kenyan nationalists to go beyond the “bundling” of ethnicities, Lonsdale 
notes, “Tribesmen worshipped only local gods, venerated only their own an-
cestors.”91 But local religions also provided a powerful means of countering 
a denigrating, hegemonic discourse often tied to missionary zeal and some 
version of a “civilizing mission.” More importantly for Casamançais nation-
alists, the Sacred Forest allowed local believers to worship local gods while 
tying those gods to the larger nation. Traditional religion was not “swept 
away” by Islam and Christianity; instead, it was utilized—especially by the 
MFDC—to unite the Casamançais nation and to forge a Casamançais re-
sponse to the Islamo-Wolofization of Sénégalité.92 Therefore, instead of as-
serting an identity that would divide its partisans, the MFDC referred to 
what they had in common: the Sacred Forest.93

The second advantage to the religious identity of The Forest is that lo-
calized religion was the one religious identity that would not divide MFDC 
partisans. It would not have been a stretch to imagine a Catholic priest in 
a 94 percent Muslim country asserting a cultural distinctness from Senegal 
by assigning Catholicism as the key religious component of Casamançais 
nationalism—especially to counter the power of the Islamo​-Wolof model. 
However, at the time of the 1993 ceasefire, 60 percent of the Jola were Mus-
lim.94 Many of the MFDC’s most important leaders were also Muslim: “Nk-
rumah” Sané, Sidy Badji, Salif Sadio, Ismaila Magne Diémé, and Vieux Faye 
Sambou, for example.95 Thus, even if there were a “weakness of Islam” in 
the Casamance, as Foucher argues, Islam was strong enough and relevant 
enough to stunt the unrealized “dream of a Catholic Casamance.”96 While 
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the Catholic Church may have seen more success among the Jola than in 
the rest of Senegal, Islam was still the majority religion in the Lower Cas-
amance. Asserting a Catholic identity for the Casamançais nation would 
have exacerbated Casamançais divisions and excluded more than half of the 
population from the movement.97

At the same time, Diamacoune​’s central role as the de facto political 
leader of the MFDC until his death indicates that the Catholic Church played 
no small part in defining the borders of the Casamance “from the Atlantic to 
the Falémé.”98 If French colonial officials intended to make France a “Mus-
lim power,”99 many French Catholics and secularists did not concur. While 
French missionaries acknowledged Islam’s strength in all other areas of Sen-
egal, they considered Jola-land (the Lower Casamance) and Serer-land (the 
Petite Côte near Joäl) largely animist and therefore available for evangeliza-
tion.100 Many Jola thus converted to Christianity for protection from colonial 
power.101 Some particularly welcomed Christianity where missionaries al-
lowed for some accommodation with local religion.102 Of course, what “some 
accommodation” meant varied with location, but some form of traditional 
religion, often practiced in or near a “sacred forest,” generally formed part 
of the equation. The MFDC lumped these sacred forests together to form a 
monolithic version of the Sacred Forest—a wooded place to which all Casa-
mançais could relate while distinguishing Casamançais culture from Sen-
egalese culture. The Sacred Forest became a symbol of Casamançais unity.

Thus, when the separatists met in the Sacred Forest of Diabir in 1982 to 
take solemn oaths to win independence for the Casamance, they swore on 
the shrines of the Sacred Forest, not on the Bible or the Koran. As one MFDC 
partisan explained:​ “I​’m a Christian, and my friends are Muslims, but we all 
decided to set the Bible and the Koran aside and make our pact with the 
spirits. . . . We have all belonged at a certain moment to the traditional reli-
gion:​ whether one believes or not in these pacts, one thing is real, we have 
one culture and some practices that have nothing to do with the religions 
that we practice and that come to us from foreign places.”103 What Robert 
Baum has called “the awasena path” of Jola religions was immensely more 
powerful in this case than the “world religions” of Christianity and Islam.104

Yet Father Diamacoune, because of his commitment to the Cath-
olic faith, never went through the Sacred Forest initiation himself.105 It is 
therefore ironic that he posited The Forest as the sacred place that defines 
Casamançais national identity, virtually cutting himself off from that iden-
tity. Hence, he relied on his younger brother Bertrand for knowledge about 
what young Jola men went through in the Sacred Forest and how it shaped 
them—at least what Father Diamacoune could know as an uninitiated 



The Forest  V  115

man—for a cultural particularism separate from Senegal.106 Father Diama-
coune was not the only Jola leader to avoid the Sacred Forest for much of 
his life. Robert Sagna, the Socialist Party mayor of Ziguinchor from 1984 to 
2009, was also known for not having passed through the Sacred Forest ini-
tiation until he was in his fifties and after he was the minister of agriculture 
in the administration of President Abdou Diouf.107

Finally, the third advantage is that by referring to the Sacred Forest, 
Diamacoune and other Casamançais Catholics further “Africanized” and 
localized their faith in combination with a universalizing religion like Chris-
tianity or Islam. Diamacoune​’s emphasis on a “traditional” religious identity 
for the Casamance echoed the words of Senghor and other early postcolo-
nial intellectuals who were eager to disentangle African religions from dis-
cussions of “modernity” and “progress.” In the early 1960s, Senghor wrote 
that Islamic external jihad ​(as opposed to an internal struggle for purity and 
piety) did violence to Africa​’s material values while Christianity did violence 
to its moral values through a discourse that painted the African as animist, 
traditional, backward, and violent.108

Catholic clergy in Senegal were slowly coming around to the idea that 
some sort of “Africanization” would be necessary for the future of their faith 
on the continent, just a few years before the Second Vatican Council.109 A 
writer known as “the Clerk,” Mary Lonbe, claimed that the church should 
not be blamed for the materialism of the new postcolonial African elite. In-
stead, she blamed “the colonizers” for bringing an “atheistic” anticlericalism 
to Africa:

At the same time that they brought us rolls of cloth, tons of cement, 
thousands of sheets, and thousands of kilometers of iron concrete, 
they were also conveying a certain materialist philosophy, of which 
we other Africans have no need. At the same time they were con-
structing roads, fixing the railroads, and throwing bridges together, 
they were digging into our spirits and into our souls a canal to 
make flow the venom of anticlericalism. This anticlericalism was 
the supposedly superior product of a race and its intellectuals, who 
since the days of the authors of the encyclopedias until the Marxists 
of our day, have perpetrated the act of passing themselves off as 
scientists while no more scientific than you and me.110

Lonbe contested the vaunted “rationality” of Western thinking by tying its 
materialism to atheism while matching Africanness with Christian “believ-
ers.” Though Western colonial histories denigrated African religions as “non-
modern” while lauding the “people of the book” as “modern” and “attuned 
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to the present age,” Senghor elucidated his famous dictum “Assimiler, ne pas 
être assimilé!” 111 when he asserted, “It is our task, once we have chosen them, 
to adapt these religions to our historical and sociological conditions: it is 
our task to Negrofy them.”112

Catholic officials thus sought to inculturate the new faith with local 
traditions. This seemed like the logical next step after the development of an 
African clergy in the late colonial period. The process of Africanization was 
physically embodied by these new African priests. Missionaries had opened 
a pre​-seminary in Ziguinchor in 1944 and shortly thereafter nominated the 
first African bishop in Senegambia.113 These personnel changes went along 
with a more tolerant approach to the mixing of Catholicism with African 
ideologies and traditions.114 Thus, it was not exactly a “leap of faith” for Fa-
ther Diamacoune to tie Catholicism to the Sacred Forest in his construction 
of Casamançais nationalism.

If the Sacred Forest lent a degree of African authenticity to the “colonial 
faith,” its link to local cosmologies was more important than some innate, 
essentialized “Africanness.” Partha Chatterjee argues that the imperative for 
the colonized to become “modern” only according to an Andersonian “mod-
ular model” left nothing for the colonized themselves to “imagine.”115 To 
Casamançais separatists viewing the Senegalese as colonizers, the Islamo-
Wolof model of Senegal left Casamançais without the possibility of imagin-
ing themselves in the nation. It left them to define the nation in response to 
a “modernity” already defined by the Senegalese state. As Diouf indicates, 
finding an alternative to Senghor’s Sénégalité meant finding not an alter-
native to modernity but an alternative modernity. That alternative moder-
nity, ironically, became firmly rooted in the Sacred Forest. Thus, separatists 
“modernized” religion in the Casamance by making it more “traditional.”

THE MANY MEANINGS OF THE FOREST

Though sacred forests are occasionally portrayed as places for the practice 
of “traditional religion,” recent scholarship has shown the Sacred Forest to 
be a modern deployment of power serving the interests of those invoking 
it—whether they subscribed to its spiritual beliefs or not.116 Since the con-
flict began in 1982, Mark, Baum, and de Jong have done the most extensive 
work in English on religions in the Casamance, focused mostly on the Jola.117 
What emerges from this scholarship is not the Sacred Forest as a particular 
geographical space that can be delineated and controlled as state, private, or 
communal property but a sacred “place” tied to a religious shrine or shrines, 
often but not always in the forest. These shrines took various forms. Many 
were as simple as a large stick planted upright in the ground near a large 
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tree or building. Others were placed inside the hollowed-out trunk of a large 
silkcotton tree, found all over the Lower Casamance.118 Others, however, 
were “far more elaborate, and [occupied] their own small building.” These 
were often covered by “a small thatched roof.”119 Different shrines were ded-
icated to different gods or spirits, but they all pointed ultimately to Emitai, 
the Supreme Being.120 One shrine may have been used by a family, a ward, 
or a village. The forms and meanings of these shrines were as diverse as the 
contexts in which they were used. Thus, they became malleable symbols for 
Casamançais identity.

Like Mark, Baum demonstrates the mobile, flexible nature of these pre-
colonial shrines. He notes that the earliest known inhabitants of the area 
he studies—the Koonjaen, in the vicinity of Esulalu, several miles west of 
Ziguinchor ​(i​.e., “Casa”)—established a shrine in a “sacred grove .  .  . where 
men would gather to pray for rain, peace, and the general well​-being of the 
community.” As the community spread, they “carried the  .  .  . shrine with 
them . . . where they established new sacred forests.” When the Jola migrated 
into the Lower Casamance during the seventeenth century, they brought 
some of the palm wine, sacrificial blood, and soil constituting the shrines 
“to attract the power of the shrine​’s spirit and the collective power of the 
shrine​’s prior congregations.”121 In short, these shrines were as mobile and 
diverse as the Jola themselves, who have never existed as a fixed, unified 
ethno-linguistic group.122

Some sacred forests were used exclusively by men and others exclusively 
by women.123 What made these forests so important in cultural terms was the 
practice of conducting circumcision initiation rituals in them. Most Jola refer 
to these ceremonies as bukut, a circumcision tradition thought to have been 
influenced by Mandinka custom and practice, which has largely replaced the 
tradition of kahat, with the exception of a few communities in Casa.124 In either 
case, Jola believe that this ceremony makes boys into men—both individually 
and generationally.125 It “represents the promotion of an entire generation of 
men to adult status.” It also granted to older men the power to regulate mar-
riage and socially sanctioned sexual relationships, as a Jola man was not really 
“a man” until he had been circumcised in the Sacred Forest. And he could not 
marry until passing through bukut. Thus, by postponing the next bukut, “the 
elders in a community could temporarily extend their monopoly over mar-
riageable women.”126 The bukut ceremony normally lasts a matter of weeks 
and occurs only once in a generation (i.e., once every twenty or twenty-five 
years). The entire community takes part in the ceremony.

Besides circumcision, elders conduct a type of social training in the 
forest based on the traditions of their ancestors. Louis​-Vincent Thomas 
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in 1965 predicted that a ceremony he had attended in the village of Niou-
moun, in the area of Bliss​-Karones ​(northwestern Casamance), might 
be the last bukut celebrated there because by 1990, when the next bukut 
would likely occur, all of the villagers would profess either Islam or Chris-
tianity.127 That was clearly not the case in 1990, when the separatist conflict 
took a turn for the worst. Thomas could not have foreseen the effects of 
the MFDC reducing Casamançais religious identity to “the Sacred Forest,” 
even if one also practiced Christianity or Islam. But the conflict only re-
inforced the importance of traditional religion in the Casamance. It cer-
tainly did not diminish it.

Not only have the forms of Casamançais sacred forest shrines changed 
over the years, but the symbols and practices associated with them have 
changed as well. Mark argues that because bukut “figures prominently in 
Jola narratives,” one can trace the “major ritual changes that the ceremony 
has undergone during the past 150 years.” In addition to these oral sources, 
Mark traces these changes through material sources such as ceremonial 
horned masks worn by the leaders of the bukut. Similarities among Jola and 
Mandinka horned masks indicate cultural interaction of these communities 
in the past. Mark also asserts that the Jola “now rely heavily” on bukut “to 
establish their identity as Jola in a modern multicultural state.”128 Thus, the 
similarities between bukut and the Mandinka ceremony of kankaran reveal 
the possibility of forming a national identity through different yet similar 
religious beliefs and practices.129 This reduction of diverse identities into one 
Casamançais identity demonstrates the flexibility of sacred forest symbols 
and practices. That flexibility explains why the Sacred Forest became such 
a valuable symbol of Casamançais nationalism—whether Christian or Mus-
lim or animist, Jola or Mandinka, rich or poor, and man or woman.

Because of the importance of the sacred forest to men, women in many 
Jola communities developed their own sacred forests. Many ukin [pl. for 
“shrine,” s. boekin] were dedicated to female fertility and rain, reflecting “the 
central importance of both matters in an agricultural society where drought 
was a constant concern and where disease caused a very high infant mortal-
ity.”130 Jola women established “female sacred forests” initially to pray for the 
safe return of their sons, recruited by the colonial state to fight for France 
in the Second World War.131 This timing coincides with Baum’s claim that 
“women prophets” with spiritual authority over communities of women and 
men emerged in the wake of the colonial conquest. Baum points to a marked 
change, however, in terms of women’s religious leadership in the public 
sphere in Jola communities.132 Such leadership surely helped support their 
claims to participation in the nation. But regardless of the opportunities for 
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religious leadership, that they practiced their religion in sacred forests rein-
forced the mapping of “the Casamance” in “the Sacred Forest.” It made the 
Sacred Forest a place to which men and women could relate to distinguish 
the Casamance from the rest of Senegal.

Clearly, the meanings of The Forest, as are those of the nation, were 
gendered. Men​’s control of the Sacred Forest until the early twentieth 
century, weakened by their failure to stop the colonial conquest, literally 
placed women on the margins of The Forest—where they stand today with 
the rest of the uninitiated in attendance as young male initiates enter and 
exit the Sacred Forest for bukut.133 Only women prophets—exceptions 
for Jola women rather than the rule—have played leadership roles in Jola 
communities. The majority are left on the margins “until the situation is 
hopeless.”134 At that point—one of hopelessness—women have intervened 
to correct the men. But at that point, it has often been too late. At the 
same time, Casamançais women have largely been the best at bringing 
about peace. Their spiritual capital—the basis of their influence with their 
sons and brothers—provided their political capital. Casamançais men of 
the future would do well to take advantage of that capital before the sit-
uation is hopeless—for the good of the community, for the good of the 
nation . . . Casamançais as well as Senegalese.

V

The relationship between the forêt classée and the forêt sacrée in the Cas-
amance reveals several important things about the ways that nationalists 
use cultural symbols to discursively map the nation to advance their inter-
ests. Through their discourse of grievance, separatist elites from the MFDC 
like Diamacoune and Sané counter​-mapped the Casamance against an 
Islamo​-Wolof model of the Senegalese nation that encompassed the Cas-
amance at the same time that it rendered it peripheral. The separatists 
referred Casamançais to the Sacred Forest because of its unique power to 
compel their identification with an incredibly local, flexible, and “Casa-
mançais” place. But that localness and flexibility also presented challenges 
to the nationalist project of the separatists.

Hence, this transformation reveals the ways ordinary people targeted 
by the nationalist message counter​-mapped in their own ways, not just 
against Senegal but against the MFDC as well. These ordinary Casamançais 
displayed another level of counter​-mapping—against “those politicians” 
from both the MFDC and the Senegalese state. Certainly, the separatist 
counter​-mapping absolutely made sense for plenty of ordinary people, who 
never felt more Casamançais than when in or near a forest. But as we have 
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seen with the other spatial symbols discussed in this book, many other 
Casamançais did not consider their sacred forest a symbol of rebellion. Even 
if the separatist discourse of grievance resonated with them in other Casa-
mançais places, like The River or The Rice Field, many refused to turn over 
a place like the sacred forest—so sacred, so vital to their worldview—to pol-
iticians who only “talked politics” that did not seem to matter to the local, 
everyday lives of ordinary Casamançais.
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4  V The School

“Añiil abeteni abajut butila.” (Pointe Saint Georges Jola)

“L’enfant rejeté, on ne peut lui en vouloir.” (French)

“The rejected child, you can​’t blame him​/her for it.”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

The day Idrissa Sagna died began as a typical Friday in the Casamance. Jan-
uary  11, 1980, brought plenty of sunshine for a day of preparations for the 
quickly approaching rice harvest. Most Muslims donned their best boubous 
to attend worship at their local mosques.1 But the approaching rice harvest 
and religious services did not prevent the students of Lycée Djignabo in 
Ziguinchor from going to school. Rather, the students kept themselves from 
class.

The students had been on strike for weeks to protest strict new regu-
lations imposed by Mouhamadou “London” Sow, a former English teacher ​
(thus the nickname “London”) and a nordiste, or “northerner,” who was the 
principal of Djignabo.2 Sow decreed a stricter dress code for the students 
and faculty amid a shortage of educational resources. Students considered 
the new dress code as the last drop in a bucket that began to overflow with 
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rage and violence. The shortage of resources resulted in large part from the 
financial crisis of the Senegalese state due to structural adjustment in the 
late 1970s.3 The combination of tighter restrictions with fewer resources 
drove the students to strike. Joined by a faction of younger faculty members 
sympathetic to their leftist politics, the students called for Sow’s departure 
outside the walled compound of the school. Local spectators joined the 
demonstration in front of the school’s black iron gate ( figure 4.1).

On that Friday, tensions between the students ​(and their sympathiz-
ers) and the Senegalese security forces arrayed outside the gate heated with 
the rising sun. As the two sides antagonized one another later in the morn-
ing, the tensions reached a feverish pitch. Suddenly, gunshots rang out. The 
crowd backed away, leaving Sagna lying on the ground, dying in a pool of 
blood. Two other students were also wounded. Father Augustin Diama-
coune Senghor stood among the crowd.4

Few of the students at the strike that day were likely thinking of separat-
ism as they confronted school authorities and Senegalese security forces.5 
That did not stop Father Diamacoune from seizing the moment to add 
Sagna’s death to a separatist discourse of grievance against the Senegalese 
state.6 This discourse suggested that the iconic Senegalese merchant trader 
would trick, cheat, or betray the iconic hard-working Casamançais peasant 
at every opportunity. And it meant that elites from northern Senegal had 
betrayed elites from the Casamance.7 To the separatists, the discourse was 
not imagined; it was real. It was historical. And it matched the lived reality 
of many Casamançais in the late 1970s and early 1980s. These Casamançais 
felt that the nordistes denigrated their culture while using Senegal’s 1964 
eminent domain law to take away their lands. Separatists like Diamacoune 
and Mamadou “Nkrumah” Sané capitalized on this discontent to make their 
case for Casamançais separatism.

Fourteen years after the infamous student strike at Djignabo, Diama-
coune claimed that Sagna​’s death was “the real debut of ​‘the events of the 
Casamance.’”8 He interpreted the events of that day with a rather one-sided 
narrative:

11 January 1980—the student Idrissa Sagna is gunned down in cold 
blood by an officer of Senegalese origins, not a Jola of the Casa-
mance, but one from the repressive forces of the Senegalese state. 
This young student was an unarmed innocent bystander, peace-
fully going his way, without committing the least infraction. . . . 
Everybody was for the students except, obviously, the handful of 
people we know. The student Idrissa Sagna, a sixth grader, was 
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deliberately, coldly, cynically gunned down . . . by the forces of 
invasion, occupation, and repression of President Abdou Diouf, 
pretender as a champion of human rights. Yes, a poor innocent 
one. Abdou Diouf was still the prime minister. A poor innocent one 
coldly gunned down while doing nothing wrong, not demonstrat-
ing, not stealing, and not destroying anything. Yes, an innocent one. 
To try to reduce the tension, the crime committed by an officer of 
Senegalese origins was attributed to a poor Jola boy. But everybody 
knows that the bullet that killed Idrissa Sagna was not even from 
the gun carried by the scapegoat, who was Casamançais and Jola.9

In his account of the killing of Idrissa Sagna, Diamacoune reduced all of 
the students in the Casamance to the students at Lycée Djignabo. He then 
reduced the students at Djignabo to Sagna to make Sagna the martyr of a 
separatist movement about which the young man likely cared very little. 
Diamacoune claimed that Sagna​’s death marked the beginning of the “events 
of the Casamance.” But the students were joining in a larger movement of 
student protests all over Senegal that had begun the previous month. They 
may have genuinely detested Sow​’s new dress code, but they also knew they 
were part of a larger nationwide strike. Likely, they were not thinking of in-
dependence for the Casamançais nation.10 If anything, they were thinking of 
the Senegalese nation, as they joined students around the country in striking 
for better treatment in their schools.

To link the “original MFDC” of the 1950s to the “modern MFDC” of the 
1980s, Diamacoune tied Sagna​’s death in 1980 to that of the anticolonial na-
tionalist Victor Diatta in 1948. Diamacoune considered Diatta as one of the 
founders of the “original MFDC,” an earlier version of the Movement of Dem-
ocratic Forces of the Casamance ​(MFDC) that existed from 1949 to 1954 to 
represent Casamançais interests against those of the northern, metropoli-
tan Section Française de l​’Internationale Ouvrière ​(SFIO), or in other words, 
the French Socialist Party. Diamacoune claimed that Diatta, the nephew 
of Benjamin Diatta ​(a well​-known intermediary with the French from Ous-
souye), a schoolteacher and a military veteran of the French colonial army, 
attended an initial meeting in Sédhiou about organizing such a regional 
party in 1947, although no evidence exists for Victor Diatta​’s presence at 
the meeting.11 Diamacoune posited Diatta’s death as the first of a handful 
of mysterious deaths for the original leaders of the movement leading to 
the foundation of the original MFDC. These deaths later became founda-
tional to Diamacoune’s discourse of Senegalese betrayal of the Casamance. 
Linking the deaths of the nationalist generation of the original MFDC to 
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more-contemporary “martyrs” like Sagna was key to the discourse of griev-
ance upon which Casamançais separatism rested. Diamacoune explained, 
“History repeats itself. On the 20th of November, 1948, the bullet that killed 
Victor Sihumehemba Diatta in Dakar was not from the gun carried in the 
pocket of this accomplished man of letters from French West Africa, alleged 
to be a suicide. Another Casamançais. It was too much.”12 Through this dis-
course of betrayal, Diamacoune tied the killing of Sagna in 1980 to the al-
leged suicide of Diatta in 1948.13

It is no coincidence that Diamacoune portrayed these two martyrs as 
dedicated students, as “men of letters.” ​(In the sixth grade, Idrissa Sagna was 
little more than a boy.) Indeed, the educated men who in the early 1980s 
took up the mantle of the historic MFDC to claim independence for the 
Casamance also took up many of the traditions of évolués like Diatta.14 The 
French intended to build the colonial state and, eventually, African nations 
on the human capital of these “evolved” men—men with enough education 
to help run colonial businesses and bureaucratic institutions. But in addi-
tion to learning French and arithmetic, these young men, and by the time of 
Sagna, a few young women, learned the history of nations. How was “the na-
tion” presented to students in Casamançais classrooms? Was it possible to 
imagine the nation without formal education? If so, then how did ordinary 
Casamançais think of the nation? How did they think about separatism?

Though by doing so I risk reifying Father Diamacoune​’s “articulated” 
or “leapfrogged” history to link the deaths of Diatta ​(in 1948) and Sagna ​(in 
1980), I contend that the violent nature of their deaths indicates the high 
stakes of national imagining in the colonial and postcolonial school.15 Here, 
nationalist ideas took root in the minds of the colonial elites, and many 
of these elites—évolué schoolteachers—transmitted these ideas to a new 
generation of postcolonial nationalists like those in the modern MFDC.16 In 
other words, teachers like Diatta taught “national” histories to students like 
Sagna. I am not claiming that Diatta taught Sagna; Diatta died before Sagna 
was born. But I am claiming that these men represented “men of letters” in 
the setting of the school.

Therefore, I show in this chapter that the school constituted a breeding 
ground for nationalism in the minds of its students. The School, as a situated 
space​-place for social and cultural formation, produced an educated group 
of men—the schooled—ready to imagine and perform the separatist na-
tion.17 The common experience of the nationalist and separatist elites in this 
chapter was The School. Formal education made them elite. It gave them 
the knowledge, confidence, and authority to believe they could define na-
tional identity for themselves and others. Thus, formal education catalyzed 
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the violent conflict between elites in the 1950s and in the 1980s. While or-
dinary Casamançais were not quick to publicly contest these claims, they 
defined their cultures and interests at the local level, which did not always 
support separatist objectives.

To make this argument, I build on the work of scholars who have exam-
ined the importance of education to the formation of a nationalist elite in 
African countries. Numerous historians have noted the importance of the 
colonial school to the elite process of imagining nations.18 Céline Labrune-
Badiane notes that the teaching of French in colonial schools prepared 
colonial elites to serve as clerks and bureaucrats in the colonial state and 
colonial businesses while also severing ties to ethnic languages and building 
a new nation around the colonial language and culture.19 Though French 
missionaries at colonial schools in northern Senegal taught and spoke in 
local languages like Wolof, those in the Casamance, with its greater diver-
sity of languages and cultures, made French the language of instruction.20 
Thus, French became the common language of what Vincent Foucher called 
the educated Casamançais “literati.”21 As Pierre Englebert notes, the Casa-
mance conflict was less a conflict between an elite north and a subaltern 
south than a conflict between two groups of elites vying for control of the 
postcolonial state.22 Foucher also points to the pivotal role of education in 
the formation of these nationalist elites. He argues that, contrary to claims 
of Casamançais separation and difference with Senegal, education brought 
these elites into close contact with the Senegalese state and ultimately left 
them disappointed with their position in the postcolonial dispensation.23 
To them, it seemed that constructing the Senegalese nation on an Islamo-
Wolof model, as posited by Mamadou Diouf (among others), had left them 
on the outside looking in.24 This disappointment implies that the school 
constituted not only a space for imagining the nation to support the state 
but also a place for contesting that imagination. I bring a focus on space 
and place to the identities of these elites to see what we can learn about the 
school as a place of national imagining.

This focus drives me to make two arguments in this chapter. First, the 
fact that the primary founders of the original MFDC—Emile Badiane, a Jola 
from Bignona, and Ibrahim ​(a​.k​.a. Ibou) Diallo, a Fula from Sédhiou—taught 
school for a living should tell us something about the process of national 
imagination in the classroom. Thus, I join scholars like Labrune​-Badiane, 
Foucher, Séverine Awenengo Dalberto, Elizabeth Foster, and Lacy Ferrell in 
noting the authority emerging from the space of the colonial school to form 
the minds of pupils in the interest of the state.25 Schoolteachers possess 
power and authority to form national citizens for the benefit of the state. In 
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a way, teachers can be thought of as agents of the nation-state. They exert 
this power in space intended to impose order and, in some ways, hierarchy 
on the young minds and bodies of future citizens of the nation-state.26 These 
men of the original MFDC sought to educate and train future citizens of 
Senegal who were also citizens from the Casamance able to look after re-
gional interests the way the men of the original MFDC did. In many ways, 
these men sought to create “carbon copies” of themselves while protecting 
and advancing the interests of the Casamance.

But as Foucher, Awenengo Dalberto, Jean​-Claude Marut, and many 
other scholars of the Casamance conflict have noted, these original MFDC 
leaders did not necessarily intend to separate politically from Senegal.27 
Whereas Foucher focuses on the role of the Jola literati, which included Ba-
diane and Diatta, I consider the multiethnic nature of this original version 
of the MFDC, represented especially by Diallo, of Fula origins. As Mamadou 
Diouf has noted, this multiethnic history was important to Father Diama-
coune’s construction of a multiethnic separatist movement to elide what 
often appeared to be a mostly Jola case of ethnic nationalism.28 I argue that 
Lycée Djignabo became a particularly iconic place for the separatist move-
ment not only because of the student strike and the violence that made 
Idrissa Sagna a martyr but also because it was a space for imagining the 
nation on multiethnic terms.

Second, I engage the arguments of Étienne Smith, Derek Peterson, and 
Giacomo Macola regarding “homespun historians” to argue that the colonial 
and postcolonial teaching of Senegalese history left a gap for the contem-
porary MFDC to exploit.29 Modern MFDC leaders like Father Diamacoune 
and Mamadou Sané formulated their discourse of grievance by exploiting 
this gap in Casamançais history. The discourse of Senegalese betrayal of 
the Casamance took root in its postwar political history. The narrative of 
this history—with subjects who were nationalist elites formed in colonial 
state and missionary schools—shows that colonial and postcolonial his-
tory education was meant to serve state interests. While the male, mostly 
missionary-educated identity of colonial elites initially excluded non-elite 
social groups from participating in the imagination of the nation, ordinary 
Casamançais refused to be shut out. Therefore, this chapter shows that, over 
time, the school became a space for not only imagining the nation but also 
contesting and performing it—and not only by the male elites to whom the 
colonial state was entrusted at independence.

To make these arguments, I first examine the development of formal 
education in the Casamance along with the educational backgrounds of 
the most important nationalist leaders in the late colonial and postcolonial 
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periods to show how their school experience informed their ideas of the 
nation. Second, I analyze the construction of Senegalese national history on 
the Islamo​-Wolof model taught in the colonial and postcolonial schools of 
Senegal.

Next I analyze the “homespun history” constructed by Father Diama-
coune and other separatists to exploit a gap in Senegalese national history. 
This gap often left Casamançais out of the story. The separatists were eager to 
fill it, explaining why they decided to revive the name of the historic MFDC, 
laying claim to a cultural heritage displayed in the history of the original 
MFDC. In these middle sections, I leave the physical space of the school for 
other political spaces where the schooled defined or contested the nation. 
But The School is always in the background. It is where nationalism took 
root and sprouted in the minds of colonial and postcolonial elites battling 
over the cultural definition of the nation. It remained the source of their so-
cial capital to engage in nationalism in the ways they did. Thus, the focus is 
on how schooling fostered emotional attachment to particular territory—a 
sort of “territorialization” by schooling.30 Even if only in the background, The 
School is always present in the narratives that follow.

After that discussion, I consider why one particular school, Lycée 
Djignabo in Ziguinchor, became the school more than any other where the 
Casamançais nation was imagined and contested. Taken together, these 
sections present some of the most important elements of the discourse of 
Senegalese betrayal of the Casamance. The MFDC tried to fill the gap in 
Senegalese history with this discourse.

At the end of the chapter, I note the power taken from formal education 
by nationalist and separatist elites to think that they possessed the moral 
claim to build a nation. The nation consisted, however, largely of ordinary 
Casamançais who often disqualified themselves from “talking about poli-
tics” with strangers but were quite willing to define their interests on their 
own local terms, whether those terms agreed with those of “the politicians” 
or not. Ultimately, this chapter reveals that imagining the nation based 
on a model taken from the school classroom could prove to be a bloody 
enterprise.

THE COLONIAL SCHOOL IN THE CASAMANCE

In the postwar period, apart from Dakar, the Casamance became the most 
educated region in Senegal.31 Especially if one separates the region of Kolda 
from that of Ziguinchor (the two administrative regions constituting the 
Casamance), the Lower Casamance has been one of the most literate regions 
in the country. For example, Foucher has found it odd that the Senegalese 
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region most known for resisting hierarchy and state authority would be-
come one of the best-educated regions of the country. How is it that “this 
society, supposedly so entrenched in its refusal of hierarchies, power and the 
state, came to so easily accept modern education, an institution so closely 
related to the state, a system so productive of inequalities, so elitist in its 
principles?” This participation in state hierarchy through schooling “seems 
to contradict culturalist understandings of Casamance: the egalitarian and 
anti-hierarchical mentality of the Diola [ Jola] seems at odds with their en-
thusiasm for modern education.”32 The answer to this question rests with 
the desire of the nationalist generation to profit from the opportunities of-
fered by French colonialism. After 1945 especially, access to formal educa-
tion provided access to the state, which to many seemed like the best, if not 
the only, business around.

To be sure, colonialism played the role of tutor from an early point in 
French colonial history in the region. Colonial officials believed that “the 
material civilization ​[of colonialism] . . . by itself plays a pedagogical role.”33 
French colonial administrators sought to demonstrate to Casamançais (and 
the colonized across French colonial Africa) by their clean, proper, spacious, 
and well-constructed material culture that the French were the masters and 
teachers of the Africans. Missionaries often built schools on or near church 
grounds, where they could be easily staffed and managed by clerical per-
sonnel. These buildings typically appeared as flat, rather featureless stucco 
structures with open, grilled windows to allow air to circulate, alleviating 
some of the effects of the heat and humidity in the Casamance. There may 
have been a chalkboard at the front of the room but little else in terms of 
desks, furniture, or notebooks. Smaller schools started in rural villages 
would have appeared even more rudimentary.34 In general, the French did 
not invest in maintaining the construction of these schools. In many cases, 
the schools quickly fell into disrepair.35

Before the French clinched their rule along the Casamance River 
by their 1886 agreement with Portugal, there was already a population 
of elite, mixed​-race “Portuguese” who had converted to Christianity and 
learned how to read and write to serve as the middlemen of transatlan-
tic trade on the Upper Guinea Coast.36 But these young men (and they 
were all men) had to go to Saint-Louis or to Lisbon to obtain instruction.37 
When the Portuguese transferred Ziguinchor to the French in 1886, these 
Creole elites faced a choice: they could move to Portuguese Guinea, or 
they could stay in Ziguinchor and adjust to French language and culture. 
Most chose the latter to try to maintain their position in the changing 
colonial political economy.38
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Schooling in the Casamance spread slowly and tentatively at first, with 
the goal of creating consumers for French products under the guise of the 
“civilizing mission.” Along with the teaching of French language, history, and 
culture, the formation of a new elite would also benefit French commerce. 
As the French considered establishing a trading post along the Casamance 
in the early nineteenth century, Governor Jean Jubelin in Saint​-Louis wrote 
to the Ministry of the Navy in 1829, “Bringing the indigenous inhabitants to 
the knowledge and study of French and associating them to our language 
and culture, an indispensable notion, will inspire among them a taste for 
our goods and our industries, finally creating each year among them a nurs-
ery of young proper subjects to become the elite of their fellow citizens, 
enlightening in turn and imperceptibly propagating the first elements of 
European civilization among the people of the interior. Those should be the 
fruits of the new establishment.”39 Creating a new class of African elites who 
could lead fellow Africans to buy European goods implied not only provid-
ing those elites with education but providing it for their peasant cousins 
as well, leading to the eventual formation of the “Jola literati,” the class of 
well-educated men who would lead the nationalist generation into political 
independence from French colonialism.40

The French built the first school in the Casamance at “the military fort 
of Sédhiou” in 1860. Labrune​-Badiane asserts that this choice of location 
demonstrates that “the creation of a school was a continuation of the mili-
tary conquest and the essential role assigned to schools as part of a strategy 
of political and cultural domination.”41 As colonial competition in West Af-
rica intensified and the French became keener to establish a more perma-
nent presence in the Casamance, the school gradually became an important 
tool of colonial infiltration and domination. By 1870, this first attempt at 
colonial schooling was abandoned because of a shortage of qualified teach-
ers willing to serve in the Casamance—a problematic attitude that would 
cripple education in the Casamance for generations. A similar attempt at 
establishing a school in Sédhiou by Protestant missionaries in 1865 was also 
abandoned after only a few years. The Catholic missionaries of the Holy 
Ghost Fathers, however, saw more success at establishing a lasting pres-
ence, starting schools in Sédhiou (1876), Carabane (1880), and Ziguinchor 
(1888). The sisters of the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary established 
schools for girls in the Casamance after 1877. In the 1890s and early 1900s, 
the colonial administration added secular state schools in Sédhiou, Cara-
bane, and Ziguinchor to these religious offerings.42

In Francophone Africa, the Church and the state hardly worked to-
gether. As Toyin Falola explains, “If the missionaries were interested in 
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evangelization, the French government was interested in secular French 
culture.”43 Catholic education in French West Africa came to an abrupt halt 
in 1905, with the passage of a French law dictating the strict separation of 
church and state. The law was particularly stringent against any role for the 
Catholic Church in education. As Foucher explains, “This law had a disas-
trous effect on education in Casamance, where much depended on the edu-
cational activism of the Church, as observed by many colonial civil servants, 
who asked for a delay before implementing the law in the colonies.”44

Thus, the colonial state turned to building public schools to try to 
replace the efforts of the missionaries. To the public schools already estab-
lished in Sédhiou, Carabane, and Ziguinchor, the state added new schools 
in the colonial administrative centers of Bignona ​(1907) and Kolda ​(1909). 
In 1909, a new girls’ school was opened in Ziguinchor.45 In 1913, schools 
were opened in Diouloulou, Oussouye, and Velingara. The colonial ad-
ministration was trying to pick up where the Catholic Church had left off, 
though the Holy Ghost Fathers could remain with a minimal presence. 
Almost all these schools were closed the following year, however, as the 
French mobilized to fight the First World War. The colonial administra-
tion would gradually reopen the schools after the war.46 The missionary 
schools also slowly began to return in the 1920s.47 But keeping students 
in school was a challenge. Poor attendance was common. Many students 
dropped out altogether. Casamançais families had yet to see tangible ben-
efits of sending their children to school.48

These calculations began to change in the 1930s. French colonial officials 
returned to building schools to consolidate the “civilizing mission” of French 
colonialism. They sought to expand beyond the burgeoning colonial towns to 
open schools in the villages of the countryside. The colonial administration 
of French West Africa instituted a Popular Rural Schooling program ​(in the 
écoles rurales populaires) to promote the “ruralization of education.” These 
schools focused on practical vocational education for rural communities.49 
Gradually, more and more Casamançais began to see some benefit from ed-
ucation. Village leaders began to build schools themselves and to request the 
services of teachers from colonial authorities.50 Doudou Sarr, a teacher who 
enrolled at the school in Bignona in 1928, explained: “Our parents have un-
derstood that it is in their interest to put their children in school. . . . My father 
seeing what is going on around him . . . he has seen the neighbours’ parents 
access better social situations. With the penetration of Islam, we may have 
wanted to slow down this movement towards literacy by pushing parents 
to send their children to Quranic school, but when they saw the others’ son 
coming back, when he sends money to his family and you receive absolutely 
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nothing, why not do like the others?”51 Given the requirements of the agricul-
tural political economy in the Casamance (tending rice and peanut fields, 
fetching water and firewood, etc.), more and more families faced a decision 
about the most profitable use of their children’s time.52

Again, however, finding teachers who would agree to serve in the Cas-
amance proved to be difficult. Before 1945, the Casamance was thought of 
as a “backwater” of education, where few French or Senegalese teachers 
wanted to serve. Most of the colonial and postcolonial instituteurs (i.e., 
teachers) came from the Four Communes and looked at a tour in the Cas-
amance as an undesirable post. Many viewed the population as ignorant 
and unadvanced compared to themselves.53 At Balingore, the canton chief 
(chef de canton), Alpha Bodian, accused the school director from northern 
Senegal of “manifesting a gross negligence with regard to the Jola children” 
and then concluded, “Mister Diop is in effect a native of the Senegal River 
valley [area east of Saint-Louis in northern Senegal] and does not like us.”54

If the charge is true, Mr. Diop may have felt out of sorts. One colonial 
official reported that teachers from northern Senegal felt out of place, too 
far from their homes:​ “The majority of secondary schoolteachers, originally 
from northern Senegal, demonstrate their strong repugnance at serving in 
Lower Casamance, complaining of the difficulty of procuring food and of 
the humidity of the climate.” The official concluded, “I think their principal 
complaint is finding themselves in the midst of a polytheist and Catholic 
population very different from them, making them feel estranged from their 
own country.”55 Evidently, neither those from northern Senegal nor those 
from the Casamance thought of themselves at the time as coming from the 
same “country.” This perception would prove to be a challenge for Léopold 
Senghor and other Senegalese nation-builders.

Negative perceptions of the “other” went both ways. The district officer 
(commandant de cercle) of Ziguinchor in 1932 reported that teachers from 
northern Senegal “are not morally supported by the authority of the indige-
nous chiefs and are considered as intruders among the people to whom they 
have been called to live and serve. So that is one of the principal causes, if not 
the only cause, of the reported failures and lack of success. An entirely local re-
cruitment effort, from among the indigenous elite, would help us avoid send-
ing the wrong signal.”56 But as Labrune-Badiane shows, the tense relations 
between teachers from the North, especially those from the Four Communes, 
and the populations of the South “must be seen as an individual affair: not 
all teachers from northern Senegal acted arrogantly toward the population of 
the South.” Moreover, contrary to the opinion of the commandant de cercle in 
Ziguinchor, it became clear that some teachers originally from the Casamance 
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“also demonstrated condemnable behavior toward their students.”57 Thus, re-
cruiting teachers from the Casamance would be no panacea.

In the 1940s and ​’50s, “in the context of the overhaul of the French co-
lonial empire,” school construction in the Casamance began to soar, as the 
French invited colonial elites to join them in rebuilding the French Empire 
as la plus Grande France, or “Greater France.”58 Educational infrastructure 
mushroomed. In fifteen years, the number of public primary schools in the 
Casamance tripled, increasing from thirty-seven in 1944–45, to forty-nine in 
1950, to ninety in 1959, a year before Senegalese independence. About thirty 
Catholic schools were opened between 1947 and 1953, including enrollment 
for girls.59

These educated elites would play important roles in leading more​- 
autonomous polities in the new Territorial Assembly in the late 1950s and in 
reproducing the educational system that spawned them, as many, like Emile 
Badiane and the other founders of the early MFDC, became teachers.60 But 
this growing class of technocrats also played and/or followed soccer, pub-
lished newspapers, wore Western clothes, went to the theater, and ballroom 
danced as cultural evidence of their évolué status.61

With their new status, évolués like Emile Badiane were able to provide 
some amount of patronage for their communities. They appear to have felt 
obliged to make the community​’s investment in their education pay off. As 
Labrune​-Badiane notes, “The Bignona subdivision ​[Emile Badiane​’s native 
region] was always ahead from [sic] the other subdivisions in Casamance, 
even in AOF [i.e., French West Africa].”62 Badiane must have faced pressure 
to produce material and financial resources for his community.

Additionally, local communities also drove the demand for schools. 
One newspaper account of the inauguration of a new school in the Fogny 
region of the Casamance in 1954 provides an illustration of how ordinary 
Casamançais drove the process and provided for themselves, together with 
colonial officials and local elites:

On 23 October 1954, Mr. Sere de Rivieres, assistant to the district 
officer ​[commandant de cercle], and Mr. Vacquié, assistant chief ad-
ministrator of the area managed by the territorial counsellors Emile 
Badiane and Ibou Diallo, accompanied several canton chiefs at the 
inauguration of a new school building in the village of Bona ​[on the 
Soungrougrou, northwest of Sédhiou and east of Sindian]. In the 
paved village, a large crowd marked this event with popular rejoic-
ing, as people from the surrounding areas celebrated for two nights 
and a day, indicating their joy by the thundering pounds of tam​- 
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tams and wrestling matches. A result of the district tax [œuvre de la 
taxe de cercle], the new school owes much to the perseverance and 
the tenacious efforts of the population and to the gracious work of 
those who built it in spite of the difficulties of transportation and 
supply. Aware of the compensation they had earned, the inhabitants 
asked that they be rewarded with an experienced teacher.

The article goes on to explain that the school building consisted of two class-
rooms, measuring twenty by twelve meters, constructed with strong materi-
als and “in good taste.” Thus, the new school would constitute an important 
link in the social fabric of this part of the Casamance.63 As Labrune-Badiane 
argues, “Schooling generates a new relationship with space and thus new 
territorial identities. Through the teaching of history and geography, pupils 
learned to situate themselves within the space and history of their land, 
Casamance, Senegal, AOF and the French colonial empire.”64

On the eve of independence, however, not every Casamançais student 
imagined their political community along these lines. Some did. But many 
blurred these boundaries, others ignored them, and still others sought to 
destroy them altogether.

THE POSTCOLONIAL SCHOOL IN THE CASAMANCE

Students continued to imagine the nation in postcolonial schools. But 
the nation had changed, especially in colonialism​’s final decade, gradually 
reduced from the “imperial nation​-state” of Greater France, to a French​- 
speaking federation of West African states, to the short​-lived Mali Federa-
tion, and finally to Senegal.65 This final version of the nation would be taught 
in primary and secondary schools across Senegal, such as Lycée Djignabo 
in Ziguinchor.

The postcolonial school was built on the same model as the colonial 
school. In many cases, it was the same building. Larger urban schools like 
Lycée Djignabo consisted of several buildings spread about a fenced com-
pound, with separate classrooms for different grades.66 At a state school like 
Djignabo, this compound also included separate buildings for staff offices, 
a library, archives of the school, and administration. Students dressed in 
school uniforms and entered the school compound through a large metal 
gate on one of Ziguinchor’s busier residential thoroughfares, bordered by 
upper-middle-class homes, businesses, church and NGO offices, and cafés.67

In 1995, at the point of some of the heaviest fighting in the Casamance 
conflict, the Ziguinchor region​’s literacy rate was 49​.74  percent, following 
Dakar​’s at 60​.39 percent. The Kolda region​’s literacy rate, however, ranked 
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near the bottom at 22​.14 percent. The lower literacy rate for the Upper Cas-
amance may have contributed to Jola leadership of the MFDC, as the Jola 
were the majority ethnic group in the region of Ziguinchor.68 Religion also 
seems to have played a factor here, as Catholic missionaries more heavily 
evangelized the Jola than the Mandinka, who had been Islamized well be-
fore the French arrival.69 Thus, Mandinka parents were more likely to send 
their children to a Koranic school than a Western one, if they considered 
schooling their children at all. Ziguinchor’s relatively high literacy rate re-
sulted from its high schooling rate (table 4.1).

TABLE 4​.1. SENEGALESE SCHOOLING RATE BY REGION SINCE 1964

Region Rate of education Number of classes

1964–65 1976 1964–65 1976

Dakar 53% 71% 1​,317 2​,170

Casamance 31% 34% 759 1,001

Diourbel​/Louga 14% 14% 376 486

Senegal River valley 35% 33% 578 585

Eastern Senegal 20% 22% 216 247

Sine​-Saloum 24% 23% 789 2​,508

Thies 30% 29% 609 923

Source: Makhtar Diouf, Sénégal: Les ethnies et la nation (Geneva: UNRISD; Paris: Edi-
tions L’Harmattan, 1994), 142–43. The percentages found in the original source have 
been rounded here.

FIGURE 4.1. The front gate of Lycée Djignabo, where Idrissa Sagna was shot and 
killed on January 11, 1980, during the student strike. Photograph by author, 
March 2014.
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This trend did not appear to fade in the 1980s, either. In 1987–88, of the 2​,420 
primary schools in Senegal, 309 of them—or 13 percent—could be found in 
the Casamance, which accounted for less than 6 percent of the population.70 
Hence, while the MFDC’s discourse of betrayal claimed that the Casamance 
had been denied the social goods of the Senegalese state, when it came to 
education, this discourse was a myth.

During the postcolonial period, the church or the state continued to fur-
nish Western education to Senegalese citizens.71 Although the Casamance 
received a disproportionate amount in school investment per capita, the 
figures above show that no region’s rate of education grew as precipitously 
between 1964–65 and 1976 as Dakar. Whereas the other regions’ rates re-
mained essentially stagnant or declined, Dakar’s grew by nearly 20 percent. 
As Foucher claims, this period marked a turning point where “the social 
compact between the Diola [ Jola] and the state was suddenly broken.” The 
break appeared visually as “the Senegalese state closed the boarding schools 
upon which so many rural Diola students depended, and drastically reduced 
the intake in the civil service.” Therefore, Foucher concludes, “school has . . . 
been central in the development of Casamançais nationalism because it was 
the site around which both its material and its ideological structures could 
develop.”72 This break left rural students at a disadvantage and simultane-
ously empowered urban students to define the nation for others. Access to 
formal education became a marker of power in the Casamance.

NATIONAL HISTORIES IN THE COLONIAL​/POSTCOLONIAL SCHOOL

Part of the new colonial elite​’s power resulted from being able to write new 
national histories for new African nations. The School in colonial and post-
colonial Senegal produced “the schooled.” As noted earlier, the French re-
ferred to these men as the “évolués.” Foucher refers to them as the “literati.” 
Regardless of what we call them, every nationalist discussed in this book 
received his education from a church or state school, a trend that fit the pro-
file of nationalist leaders across the continent.73 In school, Africans learned 
the history of Europeans. In Francophone Africa, this history focused on the 
development of the French nation through its language, history, and cultural 
achievements.74 After graduation, these students worked in enterprises run 
or regulated by “the French imperial nation-state.”75 For many members of 
this new colonial elite, the nation fit nicely into the contours of the state.

The primary problem to these men was that Europeans—instead of 
them—were steering the “ship of state.” Basil Davidson nicely sums up the 
worldview of this nationalist generation in explaining “the Black Man​’s Bur-
den” as these nations emerged from colonial rule in the postwar period:​ “The 
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activists of the 1950s plunged into their chosen road of nationalism, see-
ing this as the only available guarantee of a route open to progress. They 
accepted the aim of building nation​-states on the British model ​(or, later, 
on the French) because, as it seemed to them and as they were strongly 
advised, there could exist no other useful objective.” Ghanaian indepen-
dence leader Kwame Nkrumah​’s advice that “they should seek the political 
kingdom, and all would then be added to them, expressed a central maxim 
of which the truth appeared self​-evident:​ once sovereignty was seized by 
Africans no matter under what conditions, the road to freedom and devel-
opment would be theirs to follow.” As Davidson notes, “That this acceptance 
of the postcolonial nation​-state meant acceptance of the legacy of the colo-
nial partition, and of the moral and political practices of colonial rule in its 
institutional dimensions, was a handicap which the more perceptive of the 
activists well perceived.”76 In Senegal, accepting “the legacy of the colonial 
partition” meant accepting the division of Senegal into a northern half and a 
southern half, divided by the Anglophone colony of The Gambia. Accepting 
“the moral and political practices of colonial rule in its institutional dimen-
sions” meant accepting a system of political parties that grew more out of 
French history than Senegalese history. To some extent, the national history 
of Senegal remained to be written.

For many Francophone West African leaders, the history of their nations 
began in a school called William Ponty—named after a former governor​- 
general of French West Africa. The French established the school in 1913 on 
Gorée Island.77 In 1937, they transferred it to Sebikotane, east of Dakar.78 This 
school provided the educational foundation for teachers, doctors, and ad-
ministrators in French West Africa. Some of its most famous graduates in-
cluded national leaders like Felix Houphouët-Boigny (Côte d’Ivoire), Modibo 
Keita (Mali), Mamadou Dia (Senegal), Hubert Maga (Benin), and Hamani 
Diori (Niger).79 The school became so important to nationalists in French 
West Africa that Benedict Anderson specifically mentions it in Imagined 
Communities: “In its heyday, the Ecole [sic] Normale William Ponty in Dakar, 
though only a secondary school, was still the apex of the colonial educa-
tional pyramid in French West Africa. To William Ponty came intelligent 
students from what we know today as Guinea, Mali, the Ivory Coast, Sen-
egal, and so on. We should not be surprised therefore if the pilgrimages of 
these boys, terminating in Dakar, were initially read in French [West] African 
terms, of which the paradoxical concept négritude—essence of African-ness 
expressible only in French, language of the William Ponty classrooms—is an 
unforgettable symbol.” This was a contingent history, however. As Anderson 
explains: “The apicality of William Ponty was accidental and evanescent. As 
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more secondary schools were constructed in French West Africa, it was no 
longer necessary for bright boys to make so distant a pilgrimage. And in 
any case the educational centrality of William Ponty was never matched by 
a comparable administrative centrality of Dakar. The interchangeability of 
French West African boys on the benches of William Ponty was not paral-
leled by their later bureaucratic substitutability in the French West African 
colonial administration.” Rather than take up duties in the colonial admin-
istration, as intended, these newly formed bureaucrats became nationalists 
who went home to lead anticolonial movements for independence. “Hence, 
the school’s Old Boys went home to become, eventually, Guinean or Ma-
lian nationalist leaders, while retaining a ‘West African’ camaraderie and 
solidary intimacy lost to succeeding generations.”80 These students learned 
their French-centered history well and then went home to begin writing 
their own national histories.

The École William Ponty may have provided a common print language, 
ideology, worldview, history, and experience from which these young African 
boys could eventually do their own national “imagining,” but it also provided 
various “fields” of competition. While this competition may have provided 
links for national formation and cohesion, it also catalyzed jealousies, ani-
mosities, and divisions among young men who knew each other, making the 
rivalries over West African nation building quite personal. They would result 
in the failure of Senghor​’s hoped​-for Francophone West African federation.81

At schools like William Ponty across French West Africa, students pri-
marily learned the history of European nations, but they also learned some 
history of the Africans upon whom the colonizers were establishing African 
nations. In Senegal—allegedly founded on an “Islamo​-Wolof model”—that 
meant learning about the heroic resistance of anticolonial leaders like Lat 
Dior, Umar Tall, and Amadou Bamba—all from northern Senegal.82 To many 
Casamançais, this history was not their history; it was Senegalese, meant 
for those north of The Gambia.83 This historical construction was essential 
to colonial and postcolonial hegemony over the Casamance, starting with 
“historical actors” like Léopold Sédar Senghor acting as “historical narra-
tors” to formulate an empirical narrative to be taught in colonial schools.84

One of the most brilliant students in French West Africa, Senghor 
would become the first president of independent Senegal. He attended pri-
mary boarding school at Ngasobil, a seminary run by the Holy Ghost Fathers 
about three and a half miles ​(six kilometers) north of his hometown, Joäl.85 
Senghor might have ended up as a priest like Diamacoune if not for a run-in 
with the Father Superior at a seminary in Dakar. (Senghor transferred to the 
Libermann Seminary in 1922.) He apparently protested too forcefully after 
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the Holy Father insulted his parents as “savages” and “primitives.”86 Senghor 
later indicated that this insult proved to be the tipping point for him, after 
enduring a discourse for years on his need for “salvation” and “civilization” 
that could only come from White people. European history became a bur-
den to Senghor. He wrote, “The ‘civilizing mission,’ the ‘white man’s burden,’ 
everyone had spoken to us about them since our childhood: teachers and 
professors, missionaries and colonial officials.”87 A few days later, the director 
of the seminary told Senghor that he “did not have the priestly vocation.”88

Senghor continued his experience with French hypocrisy and inequal-
ity in Paris, where he spent the interwar years pursuing higher education. 
While there, he also partnered with Caribbean intellectuals Aimé Césaire 
and Léon Damas to produce the ideology of négritude. Senghor defined 
négritude as “Negro-African cultural values,” and it became foundational to 
many nationalist movements among the African Diaspora, especially those 
in French West Africa.89 With this ideological foundation, Senghor returned 
to Senegal, where he entered politics. He decided to run against his political 
mentor, Lamine Guèye, for a seat in the new Territorial Assembly. But he 
needed an ally in the Casamance. He found one in Emile Badiane.

Born in Tindième in 1915 to one of the earliest Jola converts to Cathol-
icism, Emile Badiane impressed his primary school teachers so much that 
they sent him to attend the prestigious École Normale William Ponty. Ba-
diane stood out as a star student, graduating as valedictorian of his class 
in 1935.90 A classmate of Badiane’s at William Ponty, Amadou Clédor Sall, 
recalled, “Emile asserted himself by way of his grand intelligence and pro-
digious capacity for imagination. His success was remarkable in many do-
mains, such as French, mathematics, natural sciences, and drawing.”91 If 
Badiane excelled at history, it was not noted.

Besides, as with Senghor​’s experience, studying history in a colonial 
school implied the memorization of dates, names, and narratives about the 
French nation and other aspects of Western civilization. It covered little Af-
rican history, and it certainly did not call for students to interpret historical 
sources, methodologies, and narratives on their own. That was too danger-
ous to the colonial dispensation. Nevertheless, Badiane, like Senghor, main-
tained a fascination with “culture.”92 After graduation, Badiane taught school 
in the region of Podor.93 But he was eventually transferred to his native Cas-
amance, where he spent the rest of his teaching career in the communities 
of Baila, Balingore, Besire, Nyassia, and Sédhiou.94 It was in Sédhiou in 1947 
that Badiane and more than 120 “literate notables” met to discuss the for-
mation of a new party to represent Casamançais interests.95 One of the men 
allegedly at the meeting was Mathieu Diamacoune, the father of Augustin 
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Diamacoune Senghor, who would write his own history of the Casamance 
and the early MFDC in the 1990s.96

It was no accident of history that all these men, and others attempt-
ing to define the nation in Senegal in the postwar period, were men of 
letters—men with primary, secondary, and in many cases, university educa-
tion; The School had produced “the schooled.” Senghor specifically targeted 
education as a primary means of building national unity. On the front page 
of the first edition of the party newspaper he created in 1948, immediately 
adjacent to the article “Why This New Journal?” Senghor published an article 
titled “The Condition of Our Evolution:​ Teaching Reform.” He claimed that 
“evolution” and “reform” involved two aspects of education. The first was 
“cultural.” This aspect “concerned the ability of each individual to develop 
his or her personhood, to maximize the individual​’s virtues, in intellectual 
and artistic terms as much as moral and physical.” The second aspect was 
“social” but not “political,” according to Senghor. This aspect was “a question 
of preparing each person in society to take the place designated according 
to the person​’s natural abilities.”97

That such a statement could be considered merely “social” and not 
“political” seems shocking. But at the time, Senghor was still a member of 
the SFIO ​(the French Socialist Party); perhaps he did not yet want to es-
trange himself from the party.98 He may have wanted to be careful not to 
alarm French colonial authorities too much as well, for after explaining 
these two aspects, he proposed transferring not the “political control” of 
education—which could remain under the French as far as Senghor was 
concerned—but the “cultural control” of Senegalese education from the 
Ministry of the Colonies to a “Ministry of National Education.”99

This article decodes what Senghor and the nationalist generation 
thought of as the purpose of education. Especially for a socialist newspaper, 
the article exhibits less a focus on developing technical skills for the pro-
letarian revolution than concern with defining the cultural aspects of the 
nation. Perhaps for Senghor and other nationalists, citizens would develop 
technical skills in accordance with their proper “place,” as dictated by their 
“natural” abilities. One notices some rather Darwinian, diffusionist princi-
ples here, likely the result of Senghor​’s colonial education.100 This education, 
coupled with his strong intellectual capacity, prepared him to lead his na-
tion into independence.

To have the opportunity to do that, though, Senghor, who left the 
SFIO in 1948 to form the Bloc Démocratique Sénégalais ​(BDS), needed the 
Casamance in his electoral contest against the SFIO​’s Lamine Guèye. And 
it appears that, for the most part, and certainly from about 1950 to 1980, 
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Casamançais were glad to have him on their side. For many Casamançais, 
Senghor seemed preferable to Guèye, a putatively distant member of the 
Four Communes. For them, Guèye​’s relationship to the urban centers of 
northern Senegal made him almost as foreign as French colonial officials. 
Rural Casamançais also rejected the political leadership of Assane Seck, 
leader of the Mouvement Autonome de Casamance ​(MAC) and close ally 
of Guèye in the elections for the French Union Territorial Assembly in the 
late 1950s. Both these men were considered too closely tied to unionists 
and urban elites, out of touch with the concerns of ordinary agricultural 
people in the Casamance, even though Seck had grown up in a Lebu ​(an 
ethnic group from the area near Dakar) family in the Casamance. For some 
Casamançais, Seck​’s Lebu heritage made him suspect. Regardless, like Emile 
Badiane of the original MFDC, Seck later forged a close political alliance 
with Senghor. But in the mid to late 1950s, Senghor and Badiane presented 
themselves as the MFDC​-BDS champions of rural Casamançais against the 
urban SFIO​-MAC representatives Guèye and Seck.101

For all of these political leaders, their background as men of letters gave 
them the tools to argue about the political future of an independent Senegal. 
The School had provided them with a vocabulary for a nationalist political 
discourse and an important cultural link to power. As can be seen in figure 
4​.2, The School was a very gendered place, decidedly masculine at this point 
in time. These aspects of identity influenced the kinds of histories taught 
and studied at The School.

“HOMESPUN HISTORIANS” AND THE GAP IN CASAMANÇAIS HISTORY

Colonial schools may have taught national histories along state contours, 
but their choice to mostly ignore African histories left a gap for nationalists 
to fill with cultural content of their choosing. The early nationalists filled 
the gap in ways that benefited them. As the Casamance conflict began to 
expand in 1990, Yaya Jaata explained

another source of frustration:​ when you go through the history 
books used in our schools, nowhere will you find a description 
of the heroic struggle of the people of Casamance. No mention is 
made of Djignabo, Alioune Sané, Fodé ​[Foday] Kaba, and, more re-
cently, Aliin Siitoe Jaata ​[Aline Sitoé Diatta]. How can you expect the 
youth of Casamance, who must draw their spiritual nourishment 
from history, to understand such prejudice? . . . The state media 
give pride of place to foreign culture, to the detriment of national 
culture. Those cultures perhaps considered to represent a ​‘minority’ 
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in the south are totally ignored. What has been done since inde-
pendence so that the peoples living in Senegal may get to know 
each other? What has been done to help eliminate these prejudices 
held for a long time by those who were charged with educating and 
administering the people?102

Separatists like Father Diamacoune and Mamadou Sané were eager to ex-
ploit the remaining gap. In doing so, Diamacoune acted as a “homespun 
historian,” especially through his 1995 opus, Pays du refus, but also through 
the many letters, speeches, and statements he made in interviews and press 
releases through the years, often as the secretary-general of the MFDC.103

Derek Peterson and Giacomo Macola have given us the term homespun 
historian in Recasting the Past: History Writing and Political Work in Mod-
ern Africa. They note that professional historians were not alone in their 
research on the African past and that “even at the birth of the academic dis-
cipline of African history, university-based scholars took their place along-
side African researchers who were trolling through history. Working from 

FIGURE 4.2. Assane Seck (circle), founder of the Mouvement Autonome Casa-
mançais (MAC), the SFIO-allied Casamançais opposition to the early MFDC in 
the 1950s, among his class at the École William Ponty. This image is represen-
tative of the kinds of missionary and colonial schools that most leaders of the 
nationalist generation attended. Source: Library, Université d’Assane Seck at 
Ziguinchor (UASZ).



142  V  A  C O U N T R Y  O F  D E F I A N C E

outside the university, these homegrown historians very often saw the past 
from a partisan vantage point.” This partisan vantage point was quite di-
verse: “Some were moral reformers, searching for instructive traditions with 
which to chasten young men and women. Others were kingmakers, mining 
their people’s history for evidence with which to legitimate political author-
ity. Still others were radicals plumbing the depths of the past to explain the 
racial and social inequalities they confronted.” Regardless of their subjective 
viewpoints, by and large these “homespun historians” focused their histo-
ries on practical questions of living with the postcolonial legacy: “These men 
(and they were virtually always men) pursued their historical research at the 
interstices of busy lives, as they also composed sermons, pursued litigation, 
translated the Bible, or wrote petitions. Their investigations into the past 
enabled their contemporary political and moral work.”104 This description 
nearly perfectly fits the historical and political work of Father Augustin Dia-
macoune Senghor, whom Vincent Foucher and Mohamed Manga refer to as 
a “lumpen” intellectual—a semi-elite with a mediocre intellectual profile.105

As Peterson and Macola note in the case of Bethwell Ogot​’s important 
contribution to Luo history in Kenya, “Luo people were not waiting for Ogot 
or other professional scholars to compose their history.”106 The same could 
be said of the Jola of the Lower Casamance. While their Mandinka neigh-
bors had important genealogies and political histories received through 
oral traditions preserved by professional griots, the Jola and other societ-
ies in the Casamance characterized by shared horizontal power structures 
passed on their oral histories around the village palaver or the family com-
pound. Seldom mentioned in these histories were the anticolonial heroes of 
northern Senegal. Instead, these histories made claims to autochthony and 
narrated histories of migration and conquest by various groups along the 
Upper Guinea Coast.107 They did not need Diamacoune or any other literate 
historian to illuminate their past for them.

By writing down these oral histories, however, Diamacoune weapon-
ized or instrumentalized them for the separatist movement. He acted as 
both “historical actor” and “historical narrator,” to borrow Michel​-Rolph 
Trouillot​’s terms, in “what happened” and in “what is said to have hap-
pened” in the history of Casamançais “defiance.”108 He “wrote back” against 
what he viewed as an increasingly hegemonic history of Senegal based on 
the Islamo-Wolof model of Senegalese national identity.109 In doing so, he 
built upon popular Casamançais sentiment that Senegalese national his-
tory ignored the Casamance.

Diamacoune and Sané sought to write Casamançais history in a way 
that justified their claim to the name of the “original MFDC” of 1949 to 1954. 
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They began to “write back” against the colonizing narrative of French and 
Senegalese histories. Diamacoune wrote, “How to write the history of the 
Casamance? It has to be lived first. And above all, never forget that in the 
current Department of Bignona, like everywhere else in the Casamance, it 
is the colonial administration—once French, today Senegalese—that most 
often played the religious and ethnic cards, in order to divide and conquer 
the population.”110 In January 1955, Bignona had been the site of a violent con-
frontation between the supporters of Léopold Senghor (supported by former 
members of the disbanded “original MFDC”) and Lamine Guèye.111 Diama-
coune sought to link the violent events at Lycée Djignabo in 1980 to those 
of 1955. The death of Emile Badiane was an important step in that process.

RUMOR IN AFRICAN HISTORY

Emile Badiane was a political star of the Casamance who died, like Victor 
Diatta, before his time. It is hard to say how much more he might have ac-
complished, because, like Diatta, Badiane died under mysterious circum-
stances. These circumstances became fodder for Father Diamacoune and 
the separatists. The circumstances came to constitute one more element 
in the discourse of Senegalese betrayal of the Casamance. To be clear, Dia-
macoune had next to nothing as evidence for some of the most powerful 
claims of this discourse. But perhaps that was why the claims became so 

FIGURE 4.3. Assane Seck (left) and Emile Badiane (right), date unknown. Source: 
Library, UASZ.
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powerful. They could only exist in the imagination, in the shadows of what 
might have happened in Senegalese history. As Luise White has shown, there 
is immense power in rumor and innuendo.112 Diamacoune dealt expertly in 
both. This section examines three mysterious events—mysterious because 
there is little evidence that any of them occurred: first, that the Senegalese 
state secretly assassinated Badiane, one of Senghor’s closest political allies; 
second, that it then destroyed a secret agreement between Senghor and Ba-
diane promising the delayed independence of the Casamance; and third, 
that the state furthermore destroyed a large archive of documents on Casa-
mançais history.

From the time Badiane joined the BDS in 1954 until he died in 1972, there 
seemed to be few political partnerships—indeed, friendships—stronger 
than his with Senghor. After Senghor won the territorial election against 
Guèye and later became the first president of an independent Senegal, he 
appointed Badiane to three ministerial posts, including the Ministry of In-
formation ​(1959–60, under the short​-lived Mali Federation), the Ministry of 
Education ​(1960–70), and the Ministry of Cooperation ​(1970–72​).113 Despite 
this ministerial reshuffling typical of African one-party states at the time, 
Badiane was a “companion to Senghor from the earliest moments of the 
struggle [who] never quit him until his death.”114

Yet Badiane was no yes​-man, performing like a robot at the will of his 
master, Senghor. Indeed, Badiane expressed the opinion that political de-
bate was healthy, important for a modern democratic state. In a 1965 speech 
to the Senegalese National Assembly, Badiane noted that he had enjoyed the 
opportunity, while traveling the country as minister of education, to meet 
numerous representatives to the assembly. Then he claimed:​ “Thanks to 
these meetings, for the majority of us, we are no longer strangers to one an-
other. Often, if we do not agree with one another in relation to certain ques-
tions, we do not hang on to these disagreements but remind one another of 
the honest preoccupations that animate us. And that​’s the essential thing:​ 
to work together, each in his sphere, for the same cause, with faith and cour-
age. I hope that my service in this region sees our collaboration reinforced 
and maintained, to the profit of the major interests of the Casamance.”115

Badiane​’s words here demonstrate how he and other elites were imag-
ining the nation, if we accept Benedict Anderson​’s assertion that nation-
alism enables people who do not know each other personally to imagine 
themselves as part of a community defined by a common culture.116 As 
demonstrated by this excerpt, there is no document written by Badiane and 
no press account indicating that he thought of the Casamance in any way 
separate from Senegal after 1960. While he and other Casamançais leaders 
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certainly referred to “the Casamance” as a political entity, they did so only 
in reference to their region of Senegal. But that does not stop contemporary 
Casamançais from claiming that they “had a nation before Senegal did,” and 
in some ways this notion may be true.117 Regardless, it did not inherently 
divorce the Casamance from Senegal.

That Senghor​’s conception of a French​-speaking West African federa-
tion of states crumbled to, first, the short​-lived Mali Federation and then to 
Senegal showed why he was keen to guard the territory considered part of 
“Senegal” under the colonial state.118 While Senghor certainly cared about 
African culture vis-à-vis négritude, he seemed less concerned with the cul-
tural content of “Senegal” and more concerned with the state, as the state 
would not only make Senegalese “modern” but also facilitate the Senegalese 
contribution to the “civilization of the universal.”119 At the dawn of indepen-
dence, Senghor argued, “We have said that the state is the expression of 
the Nation; it is primarily a means of realizing the Nation. Political history 
teaches that the lack of organization of the State is a weakness that fatally 
engenders the disintegration of the Nation.”120 Clearly, Senghor knew that to 
have a state after 1945, one needed a nation, often achieved in Africa through 
the “bundling” of ethnic groups or regions.121 He had already lost the dream 
of a postcolonial French West African federation to nationalist rivalries with 
men like Houphouët-Boigny and Guinea’s Ahmed Sékou Touré.122 He was 
not about to lose what remained of Senegal. By 1960, regardless of whether 
Casamançais nationalism was more developed than Senegalese nation-
alism, Senghor needed the Casamance; therefore, he needed the original 
MFDC. To get it, he needed Badiane. Whether through a secret agreement 
or not, he got him.

So why did the modern MFDC assume the name of this late​-colonial 
regional party? In part, because there seemed to be something suspicious 
about Badiane​’s death, coming one year after the 1971 death of MFDC co-
founder Ibou Diallo. Badiane died on December 22, 1972, a few months after 
returning from a trip to Zaire as the minister of cooperation.123 But no cause 
of death appears in the reporting following Badiane’s death. Instead, one 
reads that he simply “passed away” in the early morning hours at the Prin-
cipal Hospital of Dakar. Other reports note only that “he died.” One press 
account refers to his death as “the brutal disappearance during the night 
of Thursday to Friday of our minister of Cooperation.”124 Brutal for whom: 
Badiane or the people of Senegal? The reporting is not clear. The modern 
MFDC seized upon this ambiguity surrounding the cause and the means of 
Badiane’s death to argue that Badiane was killed by Senegalese intelligence 
agents. The exact method of assassinating Badiane is unclear, but the fact 
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that no cause of death was given enabled these rumors. Manga has claimed 
that the autopsy report listed the cause of death as complications from dia-
betes.125 But this claim has not completely laid the rumors to rest.

In any case, the Senegalese state commemorated Badiane​’s death on 
an annual basis, placing a bust of him in Bignona. Later, a large statue of 
Badiane was constructed in the middle of Bignona​’s large traffic circle on 
the north side of town, leading to Tindième, Badiane​’s home village. Roads, 
streets, and bridges in Ziguinchor and other Casamançais towns were also 
named after Badiane. But rather than give the state credit for these efforts 
to honor the memory of this Casamançais political hero, separatists consid-
ered them paltry efforts to distract attention from what they claimed was 
the state​’s assassination of Badiane.

Moreover, the separatists claim that Senghor ordered Badiane assas-
sinated so that he would not have to honor a “secret agreement” he made 
with Badiane in 1954 to entice Badiane to join the BDS. The agreement be-
tween Senghor and Badiane allegedly stipulated that the Casamance would 
get its independence after twenty years of union with Senegal if the MFDC 
would throw its support to the BDS to carry Senegal into independence. 
Why such an agreement would need to remain secret is not clear. But that is 
the story that the modern MFDC told. Diamacoune and Sané claimed that 
the Senegalese made the agreement disappear, quipping, “We fell asleep as 
Casamançais and woke up to find ourselves Senegalese.”126 To these separat-
ists, they had been cheated by the iconic conniving Senegalese commerçant 
(merchant) once again.

As if murdering Badiane and ripping up the alleged “secret agreement” 
were not enough, separatists also claimed that the Senegalese state “silenced 
the past” by destroying archives related to Casamançais history.127 Diama-
coune’s biographer, René Capain Bassène, asked Diamacoune directly if he 
had any evidence for this claim. He had none. Instead, he parried:

The history of the Casamance has been hidden from you. You have 
not learned the real history of the Casamance. I only wish for proof 
that at the beginning of Senegalese independence, the Senegalese 
administration requested . . . from certain prefectures of the Casa-
mance to send them some documents, some of the archives of the 
Casamance. One of ​[these bureaucrats] told me:​ “I don​’t know, I​’m 
not sure what will happen with our Senegalese brothers. Each day, 
send us this document, send us that document. The documents 
leave but never come back. And these are not just any documents! 
These are the treaties of peace, friendship, and protectorate that 
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our grandparents signed with the colonizers, above all those of the 
French.” So, after the war of liberation, these documents were placed 
under embargo. One could not consult them. After the war of libera-
tion for Portuguese Guinea ​(contemporary Guinea​-Bissau) ​[1963–74], 
when they sent some Senegalese army officers here to act as pre-
fects, they were ordered to burn all the archives of the Casamance. 
They burned them at Oussouye, which had inherited some archives 
from Carabane, the first point of French penetration in the Casa-
mance. They burned them in Ziguinchor, in Sédhiou, in Kolda, and 
in Velingara. When the people of Kolda protested, they attributed 
these cases to the agitations of the opposition, of those who were not 
of Senghor​’s party ​[i​.e., the BDS]. However, that​’s not true:​ it was the 
administration that ordered the archives to be burned!128

Thus, into the mysterious silence surrounding the deaths of Victor 
Diatta, Ibou Diallo, and Emile Badiane, into the silence of Casamançais 
history—which was not taught to students in Senegalese schools but passed 
on to Casamançais children in their homes and villages—Diamacoune 
threw these historical claims. While there was little evidence to support his 
claims, there was also little evidence to refute them. Hence, Diamacoune 
seized the opportunity to fill this lacuna in Casamançais history with a nar-
rative benefiting the MFDC. He told his biographer, “Senegal first of all must 
restore to the Casamance its history. You have seen that there is no history 
of the Casamance. They have done everything in their power to render us a 
people without history.”129 Once this discourse of grievance was established 
by 1980, it took the death of a young Casamançais sixth-grade boy, a life full 
of promise snuffed out by Senegalese “betrayal,” to fan the flames of conflict.

A SYMPATHETIC PROFESSIONAL HISTORIAN:​  
MAKING LYCÉE DJIGNABO CASAMANÇAIS

No school became more symbolic of Casamançais particularism than Lycée 
Djignabo. It served as a nexus for various spatial vectors in this book—from 
the student strike where Idrissa Sagna was killed at The School to the city 
politics over land tenure in The Rice Field that helped catalyze the student 
strike and to the students supporting Casa​-Sports in The Stadium. I argue 
that Djignabo became a nexus for these vectors because it was a space for 
imagining and contesting the nation. Because Diamacoune insisted that “the 
events of the Casamance” began with Sagna​’s death, it may be tempting to 
believe that the history of the Casamance conflict began at Lycée Djignabo in 
1980. But Djignabo entered the national consciousness before 1980.
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Even before the student strike, a French principal of the school, Chris-
tian Roche, wrote a history of the colonial conquest in the Casamance for his 
doctoral dissertation at the University of Paris. Published in 1975, the research 
for “Conquête et résistance des peuples de Casamance, 1850–1920” depended 
somewhat on Roche​’s position as principal of Djignabo.130 By 1985, Roche had 
converted his dissertation into a book entitled Histoire de  la  Casamance: 
Conquête et résistance, 1850–1920.131 Whereas previous French scholarship 
had focused on ethnography, Roche’s book provided a “national history” of 
sorts where there had been none.132 Suddenly, the Casamance had a history 
written by a professional historian highlighting Casamançais “resistance” to 
colonialism. Separatists were quick to claim this heritage of Casamançais 
sovereignty and resistance to foreign domination of all kinds, claiming that it 
also stretched to resistance of “the Senegalese.” They essentialized the Casa-
mançais as naturally rebellious. Separatists became aware of Roche’s work in 
the 1970s, after his dissertation was published in 1975 and reached Dakar in 
1976. The book’s appearance in 1985 came after separatist sentiments began 
to harden among the Casamançais population following the 1982 separatist 
march and the 1983 encounter that killed four Senegalese gendarmes. Many 
more important factors intensified the conflict in 1990, but several Casa-
mançais and outside observers believe that the publication of Roche’s book 
constituted an important ingredient for the “recipe” of Casamançais nation-
alism and separatism.133 Jean-Claude Marut asserts that the book “provided 
the body of dates and events that would constitute this discourse.”134 Indeed, 
Roche—like Diamacoune—blurred the lines between historical actors and 
historical narrators, inhabiting both roles at various times.135 How did Roche’s 
position as the principal of Lycée Djignabo affect this history?

Lycée Djignabo was named for an anticolonial Jola warrior named 
Djignabo Bassène, whose practically suicidal resistance to French military 
force in the village of Séléki made his story the stuff of Casamançais legend. 
Séléki earned a reputation for especially “ferocious resistance” to French co-
lonial conquest, requiring aerial bombardment before the people finally sub-
mitted to colonial force. Roche wrote that Djignabo was born circa 1875–80. 
But little is known of his life, except that Djignabo had been known as a “par-
ticularly dreaded and famous fetish priest, as well as a great warrior.”136 The 
mysticism of Djignabo was believed to be so powerful that bullets bounced 
off his skin when the Europeans shot at him. This mysticism failed to pro-
tect Djignabo the night of May 17, 1906, when French soldiers shot and killed 
him.137 In any case, Lycée Djignabo has maintained institutional links to the 
village of Séléki and to the descendants of Djignabo, the school’s namesake, 
as demonstrated by a display inside the principal’s office (as of 2014).



The School  V  149

Roche​’s positionality as a professional historian seemed important to the 
separatists, even though his oral sources were similar to those passed on in 
homes and villages across the Casamance for years and used by Diamacoune 
in his “homespun history.” Roche asserted that none of Djignabo​’s story would 
be known if it were left to the colonial and national archives. Rather, he dis-
covered Djignabo​’s story from oral testimonies provided by Pierre Lambin, 
the French colonial administrator in 1906, and Tété Diadhiou, the Jola inter-
preter for several French administrators of the Casamance, especially during 
the early colonial period.138 In any case, Roche dug up the history of Djignabo 
just in time for a separatist movement hungry for historical examples of 
timeless Casamançais resistance to foreign domination. Along with this 
discourse of resistance, Father Diamacoune asserted “Casamance for the 
Casamançais . . . all foreigners get out!”139 posing a stark contrast to the tradi-
tion of Casamançais hospitality in a gentle, peaceful borderland known as a 
cultural crossroads for centuries during the precolonial era.140 Roche’s history 
portrayed the Casamance not as a borderland for the mixing and mingling of 
goods and cultures but as a country of defiance, or a Pays du refus, the title of 
Diamacoune’s 170-page opus during the 1993 ceasefire.

Lycée Djignabo brought together young men ​(and eventually women) 
from all over the Casamance who thought of themselves in local, ethnic 
terms and compelled them to think more in national terms—as Casa-
mançais and, for some, as Senegalese. Young Jola, Mandinka, and Balanta 
enrolled there and became Casamançais. At Djignabo, named for a symbol 
of Casamançais resistance, they learned a national history and had their 
concepts of space and time realigned to fit those of the nation. The School 
imposed its order and discipline. Their schedules were dictated not by an 
agricultural calendar—by the weather and the environment—but by the 
ring of the bell, compelling them to move to the next class to become good 
citizens of “Senegal.”141 But by the time of the student strike of 1980, this order 
had begun to break down. Liberal students and faculty began to contest this 
order. And then one day, Senegalese forces killed Idrissa Sagna.

THOSE “BETTER PLACED” TO DEFINE THE NATION?

Among the nationalist and separatist generation in the Casamance, Ber-
trand Diamacoune was unique because he did not go to school. In regard 
to Father Diamacoune, it is debatable how much he was “elite,” even with 
his doctorate, but there is no debate about his little brother:​ Bertrand was 
not elite. Instead, he relied on his father​’s teaching in the village and on his 
brother​’s historical interpretations outside of it.142 Bertrand was able to tag 
along with his older brother and educate him on “traditional things” because 
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Father Diamacoune never went through the sacred forest initiation central 
to the identities of Jola men.143 But Bertrand was also unique because he did 
not disqualify himself from participating in politics, as many disinherited 
social classes, especially those without formal education, often did. Father 
Diamacoune claimed to raise his voice for “those without a voice.”144 But he 
often seemed to be engaging in a conversation with other educated elites in 
some sort of echo chamber where they could only hear each other’s voices.

Many of my village informants—especially women—automatically dis-
qualified themselves from talking to me about Casamançais history and 
politics. When I asked them for interviews, they often responded with a state-
ment like “I don​’t know about politics . . . you should talk to ​[insert name of the 
most prominent man who had attained the highest degree of education in the 
village]. He knows about those things.”145 Thus, I was struck by the power that 
formal education had granted to men especially—but increasingly to women 
as well—to engage in politics. I wondered whether the subaltern would speak. 
But in less formal situations among villagers, I did hear them speak. They 
spoke about their families, their communities, the quality of the last rice har-
vest, which prized child did well in school or married another prized child of 
the village. Though I seldom heard them speak about separatism—unless I 
asked—I did hear them speak about politics. So it seems that the subaltern 
can and does speak but perhaps not on the same stage as nationalist elites.146

Villagers lacking formal education in the Casamance may disqualify 
themselves from speaking to strangers about history and politics. But that 
does not mean that they ignore history and politics in the intimacy of their 
own homes. Yet the fact that they will not—perhaps cannot—engage with po-
litical debates beyond the local indicates why nationalism has been perceived 
as a contest between elites defined by their educational experiences. Many 
non​-Western societies have traditionally considered the family—not a school 
run by strangers—as the proper civil institution for educating children. In this 
regard, Partha Chatterjee claims to read “against the grain” Hegel​’s writing on 
“ethical life”:​ “I will also recall here that Hegel makes the family the site for 
that other great process by which ​‘individual’ subjectivities could be nego-
tiated in society, namely, the education of children, which site too he would 
not be able to defend against the relentless sway of the modern disciplinary 
regime of power constantly striving to produce the ​‘normalized’ individual.” 
Chatterjee claims that this production of the normalized, rational, individual 
actor is a communal activity:​ “Against the grain of liberal sociology, I prefer 
to read Hegel as saying that education properly belongs to the field of the 
ethical life of the community, and not to the compulsory discipline of the 
school, the prison, the hospital, and the psychiatrist​’s clinic.”147 Chatterjee 
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thus establishes a dichotomy between the West’s modern school and its nar-
rative of “bourgeois individualism” in a “bourgeois nuclear family” for capi-
talist production and the non-West’s family education, with its communal 
values and its focus on communal agricultural production. One sees the ten-
sion between these two educational models in the Casamance.

This tension extends to religious life as well. The role of schools in seed-
ing a common ground of similar identities can hardly be overstated. In the 
Casamance, it not only provided the common “vernacular” language for 
imagining the nation but also provided a common cosmology.148 This cos-
mology was not shaped by religion per se, though Islam, Catholicism, and 
“sacred forests” clearly played important roles.

Rather, it was a cosmology shaped by modern secularism, for even in 
missionary schools, Christian priests and nuns taught students the histories 
of nations. Despite the French state​’s often contentious relationship with 
the Church, these histories rendered ultimate sovereignty not to the God of 
the Bible or the Quran but to the secular nation. The principal actor in these 
histories was the nation​-state, not the Church.149 As demonstrated by Nk-
rumah’s admonition to “seek first the political kingdom,” all roads led to the 
nation-state as the ultimate destination of modernity.150 The histories taught 
in Senegalese schools may have been “big man” histories, but they were big 
men with something in common: a role in defining “the nation.” In this light, 
it does not seem quite so odd that a Catholic priest—who never actually set 
foot in a Casamançais sacred forest—spoke and wrote as the mouthpiece 
for a separatist movement demanding ultimate loyalty not to the Christian 
god but to the nation defined by multiple shrines in sacred forests all over 
the Casamance. Thus, scholars have remembered Diamacoune for urging 
separatists to pursue the nation-state more than God.

The enrollment books at Lycée Djignabo demonstrate a demographic shift 
in who has been equipped to imagine or contest the nation on these terms. 
Whereas the nationalist generation was typically male and missionary​- 
educated, the new generation of politically conscious Senegalese includes 
almost as many women as men. This fact could be seen not only in the log-
books at Djignabo but also in the streets of Dakar during the Y en a marre 
demonstrations of 2012, preventing Abdoulaye Wade from changing the 
Senegalese constitution to run for a third presidential term.151 The gender 
of those imagining and performing the nation in the public sphere has 
changed. The requirement for formal education, however, has not. At this 
point in Senegalese history, imagining the nation still begins in a classroom.

V
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The modern school is a very political space, but so is the “traditional” 
school—the home or the village palaver—for those in the village lacking 
formal education. Nations are not imagined in these informal educational 
settings in the village, however. In the Casamance, The School proved to 
be a necessary space​-place for imagining and contesting the nation. The 
narratives of violence between late​-colonial educated elites in the Casa-
mance and the postcolonial educated elites at Lycée Djignabo demonstrate 
the high stakes over this space​-place. Yet even though the modern MFDC 
articulated history to tie the student strike of 1980 to the late​-colonial polit-
ical divisions immanent in the Casamance in 1954 and 1955, one would be 
mistaken to think that nothing had changed in The School. Whereas the co-
lonial school produced a struggle for the right to imagine the nation among 
male, missionary​-educated elites, the postcolonial school has gradually be-
come more democratic, as girls and young women have become educated 
in larger and larger numbers. Because “monocausal explanations are ipso 
facto wrong,” one should not directly connect the relatively higher level of 
education in the Casamance since independence to the genesis of the sep-
aratist movement.152 Yet I would be remiss to leave it unaccounted for as 
one of the factors that help us to understand the development of political 
consciousness—or national consciousness—in the Casamance.

This chapter concludes with the narrative of Casamançais in the villages 
because even though they may represent the “subaltern” or “disinherited,” 
Casamançais separatism ultimately rested on them. This is not to belittle 
the sacrifices made by villagers who believed in the cause of Casamançais 
nationalism. But to the degree that separatism stalled in the Casamance, 
it stalled because it failed to fire the imaginations of these villagers. Most 
of the chapter deals with the divisions, disagreements, and fights among 
educated colonial and postcolonial elites. Yet it was ordinary Casamançais 
out in the villages who refused to “imagine their communities” beyond the 
local—who considered matters like nationalism and separatism “just poli-
tics” that had little bearing on their lives. Or they considered the education 
of their children to be a family matter, not a state matter. Whether these 
were “uncaptured peasants” or ordinary people simply living their lives while 
perfecting “the art of not being governed,” they demonstrated that educated 
elites could argue all they wanted in their urban political echo chamber.153 
This echo chamber was shaped by The School, but separatism would not 
work without the agreement of the people, often educated by “traditional” 
means in the family compound or by “homespun historians” in the village.
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5  V The Stadium

“Ajakum ákollei an tártuumut.” ( Júaat Jola)

“N’aie pas peur de l’adversaire avant que vous ayez lutté.” (French)

“Don​’t be afraid of your opponent before you even wrestle the match.”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

It was the kick that made star striker Jules​-François Bocandé a symbol of 
rebellion. But he did not kick a soccer ball; instead, he kicked the referee . . . 
in the groin. For the second year in a row, Bocandé​’s team, Casa​-Sports, had 
advanced to the final match of the Senegalese Premier League champion-
ship ​(La Coupe du Sénégal) on Sunday, August 10, 1980.

Casa​-Sports faced rival Jeanne d​’Arc in Dakar​’s Demba Diop Stadium 
for the second time for the twentieth edition of the Senegalese Cup. The first 
120​-minute match played one week earlier had ended in a 1–1 tie.1 Jeanne 
d’Arc, a club that had already won the Senegalese Cup three times, was vying 
to further cement the hold of teams from the Dakar area on the cup.2 In the 
second half of the game, referee Bakary Sarr—also from Dakar—whistled a 
penalty against Casa-Sports inside the penalty box, giving Jeanne d’Arc a free 
kick in front of the Casa-Sports goal. Nearly everyone else in the stadium 
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could see that the foul occurred outside the box.3 In any case, Baba Touré, 
the Jeanne d’Arc kicker, missed the penalty kick. Casa-Sports seemed to 
have escaped injustice. But Sarr stopped play again, claiming that Touré had 
rushed the penalty shot before Sarr blew his whistle to restart play, indicat-
ing that all the players were set. Thus, the players lined up again, and Touré 
received a second chance ( figure 5.1).

This time, the ball sailed into the back of the net. About 40 minutes later, 
time expired. Jeanne d​’Arc, 1; Casa​-Sports, 0. Before Sarr could exit the field, 
Bocandé kicked him in the groin. Players and coaches restrained Sarr and 
Bocandé, but fans and policemen rushed onto the field to fight ​( figure 5​.2). 

FIGURE 5.1. “Mr. Bakary Sarr among the players: a costly error.” Players plead 
with Sarr after he called the decisive foul in the box, granting a penalty kick to 
Jeanne d’Arc. Source: Le Soleil (Dakar), August 11, 1980, 10.
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Casa​-Sports fans threw rocks at the police. Policemen drew their billy clubs 
and began to beat and arrest fans. Riots erupted in other parts of the field, 
in the stands, and outside the stadium. Fans attacked the police and each 
other with—in addition to the rocks—clubs, knives, and machetes. Eighty​- 
nine people were injured, some severely, including some of the policemen.4 
The match was labeled “the final of shame,” in which “football was betrayed.”5

A few days later, the Senegalese Soccer Federation ​(Fédération Sénégal-
aise de Football, or FSF) suspended all league play and sanctioned Bocandé 
“for life.”6 It ruled that Bocandé was never to play soccer on Senegalese soil 
again. Another Casa-Sports player who struck Sarr received a five-year ban. 
A federation official explained that the second player “was treated lightly 
because he had expressed regret.”7 Apparently, Bocandé, portrayed by the 
Senegalese press as a principal instigator of the violence, did not show the 
same remorse.8

Separatists quickly seized the occasion to tie the fortunes of Bocandé 
and Casa​-Sports to the entire Casamance region. Bertrand Diamacoune 
claimed that the Senegalese Soccer Federation​’s sanction against Bocandé 
constituted “a sanction against the entire Casamance.”9 A few weeks after 
the fateful match, Bertrand’s older brother, Father Augustin Diamacoune 
Senghor, gave a defiant speech at a conference honoring Aline Sitoé Diatta 
at the Dakar Chamber of Commerce.10

At the Chamber of Commerce on August 23, 1980, Father Diamacoune 
capitalized on the tension following the violence of the Senegalese Cup final 
to summarize the three hundred years of Casamançais history preceding 
Diatta​’s disappearance, asserting Senegalese betrayal of the Casamance 
at every opportunity.11 Diamacoune linked the fact that Diatta’s body was 

FIGURE 5.2. Fans and police rush onto the field after the 1980 Coupe du Sénégal. 
Source: Le Soleil (Dakar), August 11, 1980, 10.
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never returned to her family to a Senegalese and French conspiracy to deny 
the family closure and to ignore the heroic history of Casamançais resis-
tance to foreign domination. Though Diamacoune stopped short of directly 
calling for Casamançais independence, he hinted, “I am exposing historical 
facts. . . . [It] is the hour of the Casamance. . . . The Casamance will always 
constitute, whether one likes it or not . . . ‘an exception and an anachronism.’ 
If these are synonyms for national independence, I am absolutely in agree-
ment.”12 Diamacoune suggested that the cultural differences manifested in 
Casamançais and Senegalese histories demonstrated that the Casamance 
had never been and could never be a part of Senegal.

The appearance of this separatist discourse soon after the controversy 
and violence of the Senegalese Cup final match was no coincidence. Rather, it 
emerged from a longer history, illustrating the complex nexus of sports and pol-
itics and, in this particular case, of sports and nationalism. While others have 
noted this nexus in the context of African sports ​(especially soccer), I show 
how the sports stadium over time became a place for “imagining” the Casa-
mance.13 As such, this chapter contributes to the growing literature on ways 
of imagining the nation other than Benedict Anderson’s “print-capitalism”—
especially in areas of the formerly colonized world with low literacy rates.14 
These alternative means of imagining the nation suggest the engagement of 
ordinary social groups in corroborating, contesting, or ignoring elite construc-
tion of the ties between sports and separatism. While demonstrating change 
in the sports stadium over time through links between soccer, wrestling, and 
the separatist movement, I also show how various Casamançais in the sta-
dium imagined the nation in different ways at the same time. Thus, I trace 
the contours of space and place to argue that while the separatist movement 
attempted to construct a monolithic version of The Stadium as a place for 
the symbolic performance of the Casamançais nation, some Casamançais re-
fused to follow the separatists’ lead, instead imagining the Casamance not as 
a separate nation but as the southern region of Senegal.15

To trace these contours, I examine the ties between the early sup-
porters of Casa​-Sports and the early supporters of separatism in the late 
1970s. Early separatist meetings held on white plastic chairs in the middle 
of the soccer pitch demonstrated the connection between soccer and the 
performance of the nation in The Stadium by separatists. This narrative 
demonstrates the ways the soccer stadium became a place for imagining 
and performing the Casamançais nation as separate from Senegal.16 But as 
I alternate between the soccer stadium and the wrestling stadium, I show 
how Casamançais also participated in and performed the Senegalese na-
tion while maintaining a separate Casamançais identity. As an “odd case” 
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suggests, some Casamançais refused to support Casa-Sports in every game, 
and some Casa-Sports supporters refused to link their soccer club to sepa-
ratism, just as Casamançais wrestlers refused to link their victories in the 
wrestling stadium to separatism. By the end of the chapter, I show why 
Bocandé’s kick at the conclusion of the 1980 Senegalese Cup reverberated 
beyond the stadium, beyond Casa-Sports, and beyond sports to shake the 
Senegalese nation to its core.

THE COLONIAL STADIUM

On one hand, French colonizers brought the stadium as a built environment 
for the performance of social relations to the Casamance in the first half 
of the twentieth century, along with colonial sports like soccer and boxing. 
European sports often required, to some extent, not only the imperative 
for entertainment and the leisure time to go with it but also some sort of 
built facility in which or on which to play. Missionaries and colonial officials 
viewed sports as a way of cultivating Western values and practices through 
physical exercise, teamwork, and discipline. This social training was to take 
place in space controlled by colonial elites or their surrogates—typically 
educated men with ties to missionary organizations or the colonial state.17 
Ultimately, colonial armed forces, gendarmes, or police ensured control of 
this social space by the force of arms.18

On the other hand, precolonial Africans had been playing and perform-
ing sports such as wrestling, martial arts, canoe racing, and competitive 
dancing well before the arrival of Europeans.19 These sports were valued 
in agricultural societies with the requirement for self-defense. In the Casa-
mance, for example, youths wrestled—boys against boys, and girls against 
girls—in matches, often for the pride of the whole village or a collection 
of villages.20 Precolonial sports required their own constructed spaces, but 
these spaces were not focused on containing and controlling a crowd as 
much as the stadiums constructed by Europeans.21 Like Europeans, Afri-
cans played sports for fitness, status, wealth, the performance of identity, 
and power in one form or another.22 Africans often linked athletic perfor-
mances to community festivals based on the agricultural calendar, with 
“rituals of spectatorship” facilitated by griot storytelling and other verbal 
performances honoring the athletes’ physical prowess.23 Thus, Africans de-
fined and performed social relations through athletics well before the arrival 
of Europeans. They were therefore poised to participate in colonial sports, 
though Africans quickly made these sports their own.24

Shortly after demarcating the colonial borders that created the Casa-
mance, fighting the First World War, and defeating the anticolonial resistance 
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that lasted longer in the Casamance than in any other part of Senegal, French 
colonial officials posited the building of bodies and the building of infra-
structure as prime components of the “civilizing mission.”25 Former colo-
nial official Jules Malbranque asserted that building a municipal stadium 
in Ziguinchor was “one of the most interesting and important social proj-
ects” in the Casamance “for the training of the body and for the perfecting 
of the morals and nature of man.” Performing athletic exercise in stadiums 
would “spare the youth from laziness and life on the street.” It would also 
facilitate, according to Malbranque, the improvement of “the races of color 
to the development of all humanity.”26 By asserting the need to build urban 
stadiums in what was otherwise a colonial economic report, Malbranque 
suggested the benefit (to France) of these disciplined bodies participating 
in the colonial economy as producers and consumers. He thus tied the pur-
suit of colonial economic interests to the rhetoric of the “civilizing mission” 
through sport.

Whether intentionally or not, he also implied that this “civilizing” should 
be carried out in enclosed spaces like stadiums, secure spaces easily con-
trolled by colonial police and military forces. Colonial officials seemed to 
fear well​-trained African bodies less than well​-educated African minds.27 But 
just in case, the police or gendarmes were not far away. After all, as Laura 
Fair argues in the case of colonial Zanzibar, “the governing of sports was no 
game.”28 In other words, colonial officials treated the administration of colo-
nial sports clubs, leagues, and stadiums as seriously as any other part of the 
colony. Malbranque’s call for the construction of stadiums for the improve-
ment of youthful vigor in the Casamance demonstrated this seriousness.29 
Clearly, colonial officials wanted to keep urban African youths busy, and they 
were willing to pay to do it. Thus, stadiums quickly became physical manifes-
tations of the colonial presence in port cities along the West African coast.

By the late colonial period, they also became sites for the manifestation 
of national identity. Peter Alegi explains that “while European colonizers 
intended for sport to prop up their self​-proclaimed ​‘civilizing mission’ in Af-
rica, they unwittingly created new opportunities for various forms of African 
resistance, not only against colonialism but also against social inequalities 
within African communities.”30 While colonizers intended for sports and 
other cultural projects of the “civilizing mission” to build African nations 
that benefited colonial interests, Africans took these cultural forms in their 
own directions. Senegalese wrestlers modified their style of wrestling to 
incorporate the styles of not only other Senegalese ethnic groups but also 
aspects of boxing, a sport brought to Africa by European powers. African 
soccer clubs, which “occasionally expressed opposition to colonial power 
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and authority,” eventually expressed opposition to postcolonial power and 
authority, as became the case with Casa-Sports.31 By the postcolonial era, 
therefore, stadiums had been transformed into carefully staged spaces for 
performing “the nation,” although not always in ways intended by colonial 
and postcolonial elites.

“TRADITIONAL” WRESTLING IN THE COLONIAL STADIUM

Another of these contested sporting spaces where a unique Casamançais 
identity could often be found was the wrestling stadium. As Donal B. Cruise 
O​’Brien notes, “In attempting to assess the precise degree and quality of com-
munal allegiances and antagonisms at a popular level . . . one is I think well 
advised to look outside political life, and indeed away from the traditional eth-
nographic domains of social anthropology. . . . Popular attitudes to sport, and 
in particular to the most popular sport in Senegal—wrestling—may provide 
a more relevant measure.” O​’Brien explains, “Here ​(very literally) is an arena, 
not only within which various communal champions display their differential 
physical prowess, but also . . . around which variously communal crowds dis-
play allegiances of course to their preferred champions but also by extension 
to the tribe or region which the champion is held to represent.”32

These allegiances, in some cases, made The Stadium a place for assert-
ing a Casamançais identity. For many Casamançais, however, and for many 
of their fellows from northern Senegal, there was no transformation in the 
stadium:​ they remained a component of the Senegalese nation.33 Those who 
felt and asserted “difference” in The Stadium, nevertheless, made Senegalese 
wrestling—la lutte, which literally means “the struggle” in French—a terrain 
of struggle for Senegalese nationalists and Casamançais separatists, among 
a host of ethnic entrepreneurs.

If Senegal had an indigenous “national” sport, it was wrestling, not soc-
cer. Soccer only arrived with colonialism. But people in what is now Sene-
gal, as in other cultures around the world, had been wrestling for centuries 
to note stages of the agricultural cycle and gendered rites of passage. They 
often held matches to mark the end of harvest ​(rice harvest in the Lower 
Casamance, groundnut harvest in the Middle and Upper Casamance) and 
male and female circumcision and initiation.34 Occasionally, fishers and 
farmers with fish and crops to spare would wager them on the outcome of 
a friendly village match.35

The contemporary form of “traditional” wrestling, laamb, seen in wres-
tling arenas around Dakar, began as a form of freestyle wrestling (la lutte 
libre in French sources) known as mbapat among the Lebu ethnic group.36 It 
typically involved “taking down” one’s opponent (terrasser in French), so that 
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the opponent’s head, back, or both hands and knees touched the ground.37 
Because the Lebu were the indigenous people where the French established 
Dakar on the Cap-Vert Peninsula, colonial sports organizers adopted Lebu 
rules and traditions to establish and regulate the sport in the increasingly 
diverse (in ethnic terms) and urban area around Dakar.38

As the sport migrated from the village to the city, it began to change. But 
these changes took time. During the colonial period, each ethnic group, while 
modifying its rules to match those of other ethnic groups, often established 
its own wrestling arena. As they had with soccer, the Jola adopted ​(after inde-
pendence) Robert Delmas Stadium in Dakar as their “home field.” They later 
renamed it after Emile Badiane, the nationalist hero of the original Movement 
of Democratic Forces of the Casamance ​(MFDC​).39 With greater media expo-
sure and commercialization of the sport after independence, however, other 
ethnic groups in the Dakar area modified their wrestling styles to match the 
laamb of the Lebu, Wolof, and Serer of the Cap-Vert Peninsula.

The most important rule change came with the introduction of la 
frappe (the punch) after 1945. Punching became intertwined with the sport 
from its exposure to colonial boxing.40 Eventually, fight promoters had to de-
termine whether matches would be conducted avec frappe (with punching) 
or sans frappe (without punching). After the Second World War, the sport 
became increasingly commercialized. Thus, wrestlers and promoters gave 
the crowds (and advertisers) what they wanted: in general, they wanted 
more punching.

“GROWN​-UPS ON WHITE PLASTIC CHAIRS”:​ SEPARATISTS IN THE STADIUM

In contrast, Senegalese soccer officials were trying to keep punching out of 
the soccer stadium. Soccer and separatism grew together with the increas-
ing prominence of Casa-Sports in the Senegalese Premier League in the late 
1970s. Many of the early separatists and early supporters of Casa-Sports 
were the same people. Thus, perhaps it should come as no surprise that 
when the fledgling separatist movement needed a somewhat secure but 
public space in which to meet, a few of the separatists first thought of Néma 
Stadium, where Casa-Sports played its home matches in Ziguinchor, the re-
gional capital. Created in 1969 to represent the Casamance in the Senegalese 
Premier League, Casa-Sports resulted from the combination of ancestors 
Foyer-Casamance, Galéa FC, and another Casamançais club.41 By the late 
1970s, separatists began holding meetings in Néma Stadium because it was 
a public space large enough to hold all the participants while avoiding detec-
tion (so they thought) by Senegalese security services.42 One MFDC mem-
ber recalled: “It all started under the etiquette of the Casamance Sporting 



The Stadium  V  161

Club, now known as Casa-Sports, the only popular club around which the 
Casamançais came together. The first meeting took place at Néma Stadium 
(now Jules-François Bocandé Stadium in Ziguinchor). It brought together 
all the ethnicities of the people: Manding [Mandinka], Mancagne, Manjack 
[Manjaco], Peul [Fula], Balante [Balanta], Bainounk [Bainouk], Sarakolé, 
and Diola [ Jola]. . . . At the end of this meeting, an office was established.”43 
Thus, the multiethnic Casamance could be found in Casa-Sports.

These meetings brought politics to The Stadium, in white plastic chairs. 
Louise Badiane grew up in Ziguinchor.44 She remembers as a young girl see-
ing “grown-ups sitting on white plastic chairs at the stadium out by the air-
port, talking about something important.”45 She later discovered that those 
“grown-ups” at Néma Stadium were discussing separatism; they were dis-
cussing sedition. But for Badiane, that realization came later. At the time, 
she knew those adults were probably talking about more than soccer, even 
though most of them were known supporters of Casa-Sports. That image of 
“grown-ups . . . on white plastic chairs” discussing something of significance 
speaks volumes about the MFDC’s instrumentalization of Casa-Sports and 
its stadium for separatist purposes. Whether the club’s players and officials 
agreed with this instrumentalization or not, it linked Casa-Sports, at the 
time, to politics in a way that many cheered and others ignored. It made 
any stadium in which Casa-Sports played during the late 1970s and early 
1980s into a contested space for the imagination and performance of Casa-
mançais and Senegalese identities.

The separatists’ “secret” stadium meetings could not remain secret 
indefinitely, of course. Because colonial and postcolonial officials had de-
pended on the sports stadium to impart values of citizenship and sports-
manship and to impose a degree of social control, little could be performed 
in a stadium in secret. The stadium was designed, after all, to feature the ac-
tion taking place at center pitch. Thus, once Senegalese intelligence agents 
began infiltrating their meetings, separatists moved their gatherings to Dia-
bir, a village on the southern edge of Ziguinchor. After a meeting near Diabir 
in December 1982, the separatists began their fateful march into Ziguinchor 
to take down the Senegalese flags flying in front of government buildings, 
leading to the first mass violence of the Casamance conflict when Senega-
lese troops responded to this assault on Senegalese sovereignty.46

Before the violence began and before being chased out of the stadium, 
however, separatists and their sympathizers in the late 1970s set up white 
plastic chairs in a circle on the soccer pitch. They aired their grievances 
against the Senegalese state. Many protested the recent implementation 
of the eminent domain law passed in 1964.47 They accused “northerners” of 
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exploiting obscure Senegalese land tenure laws to steal land belonging for 
generations to Casamançais.48 When northerners were not directly involved 
in such disputes, the separatists blamed the Senegalese government for sid-
ing with the other party.49 In general, they demonized Senegal and equated 
Senegalese with colonizing Frenchmen—bent on exploiting Casamançais 
bodies, labor, and resources.50

Ansoumana Abba Bodian, for example, a high school English teacher, 
represented forty​-six families of the Ziguinchor neighborhood of Kadior 
who were “expelled” from land seized by Socitour, a French company build-
ing a resort hotel on the property. Bodian first took his complaint to Soc-
itour officials. After receiving little response, he wrote to the Senegalese 
government—starting with the gendarmerie and police and eventually ad-
dressing letters to the minister of education and two Senegalese presidents, 
Léopold Senghor and Abdou Diouf.51 None of these authorities responded 
to Bodian’s letters, and none provided satisfaction, according to Bodian, to 
the forty-six Kadior families. Thus, Bodian and other separatists considered 
the French and the Senegalese equal colonial partners in exploiting the Cas-
amance for its natural resources with no consideration for local property 
rights.52 Regardless of whether Senegalese commercial traders were better 
prepared than Casamançais rice peasants for jobs in the booming tourist 
economy, it appeared to Bodian and many other Casamançais that outsid-
ers, “strangers to the Casamance,” were profiting from the beautiful white 
beaches, the lush green landscape, and the rich cultural heritage of the 
Casamance while ignoring or excluding its people. The Stadium meetings 
provided Bodian and others the opportunity to air these grievances, con-
structing a justification for separatism.

By 1980, separatists had begun to use The Stadium for potentially sub-
versive purposes. Those attending the stadium meetings sensed they were 
headed for an eventual showdown with the Senegalese state. Some encour-
aged the confrontation; others appealed for peace. According to one eye-
witness, Father Diamacoune made an appearance at one of these meetings 
to appeal for peace. Abdou Elinkine Diatta was a high school student in 
Ziguinchor who attended one of these early stadium meetings, where he 
heard a speech by Father Diamacoune. He later explained:

I went with certain student leaders who had been called to-
gether to a meeting by a priest named Diamacoune . . . and 
the priest met with us at the municipal stadium Pedro Gomis 
in Ziguinchor. Once we were seated, he commenced giving 
a speech about peace, asking us to renounce violence and to 
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return to our studies. It was the first time that I had the occa-
sion to see Father Diamacoune. I didn​’t even know him, and I 
had never heard anyone speak of him. In 1981, there were some 
people who started to meet and speak of independence for the 
Casamance. One day, one of my friends told me that there was 
going to be a meeting during the night at the municipal stadium 
of Néma. I went, and there it was decided, for reasons of security 
and discretion, to hold the next meeting in the neighborhood of 
Diabir, in Ziguinchor. . . . And it was at that meeting ​[in Diabir] 
that the decision was made to organize a march to demand 
independence for the Casamance from Senegal.53

As events unfolded, Casamançais nationalists began to fuse together the 
athletic and political performances in The Stadium to make a broader ap-
peal to the Casamançais masses, most of whom were more likely to listen 
to a Casa​-Sports game on the radio than to read a separatist tract or listen 
to a political speech at a separatist rally. The Stadium provided a public yet 
somewhat secluded space for the separatists to express their frustration 
with the Senegalese state, define their goals, and debate proposals.

Separatists from the large Casamançais expatriate community in Dakar 
also used meetings of the local committee of Casa​-Sports supporters to hold 
discussions of separatist objectives.54 They met in Dakar’s Robert Delmas 
Stadium.55 As at the meetings in Ziguinchor, some of the Casa-Sports sup-
porters called for blood while others called for dialogue. One informant 
told Vincent Foucher: “The Casa, it really was a cover. There, they woke the 
people up, they woke the history of Casamance up. Even in [postcolonial] 
schools, the history of Casamance would not be taught. But [in the colonial 
era] there were songs dedicated to Casamance that were sung at school, 
but these songs were forbidden [by the postcolonial state]. The Senegalese 
were coming here, to do just whatever they pleased, with the mayor here, a 
northerner. That was what they talked about, in the meetings.”56

These supporters, however, also had to be mindful of where they 
were—in the capital of “Senegal.”57 Senegalese security services began target-
ing the meetings for intelligence on separatist plans and activities, recruit-
ing a few Casa-Sports members to provide information for the government. 
Rumors began to circulate, and fear and suspicion increasingly gripped the 
meetings.58 But these meetings did not automatically transform the sta-
dium from a space of social training, control, and surveillance into a space 
of subversion. Even within Casa-Sports, there were those who preferred to 
keep politics out of soccer. Some Casa-Sports supporters felt uncomfortable 
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mixing soccer and separatism, believing that such a mix could become a 
dangerous concoction.59 But they waged a losing battle to keep the two 
separate.

GAME TIME FOR THE NATION

The growing ties between the fans of Casa​-Sports and the separatist move-
ment became clearer at Casa​-Sports matches. During these matches, of 
course, the white plastic chairs disappeared from the field, but the confla-
tion of soccer and separatism in The Stadium remained—transferred into 
the stands. Casa​-Sports fans began to attend soccer matches armed with 
clubs and machetes.60 Similar to what British sports fans would see from 
soccer “hooligans” in the following decade, Casa-Sports soccer matches 
became known for action in the stands as much as action on the field. To 
Casa-Sports fans, the games became occasions for demonstrating more 
than pride in one’s soccer club; they were occasions for demonstrating 
pride in one’s regional identity as well as Casamançais dissatisfaction with 
the postcolonial dispensation.61 Casamançais distinguished themselves 
at the games from the Muslim teetotalers of northern Senegal by dress-
ing in palm wine–tapping costumes.62 They heralded Casa-Sports and its 
players in song, referring in Jola, for example, to “Bocandé, the Panther.”63 
Separatists went to the games to distribute copies of the separatist mag-
azine, Kelumak.64 The Casa-Sports section of the stadium became known 
as la tribune Katanga, in reference to the separatist region of the Congo in 
the 1960s.65 Some of the more militant Casa-Sports fans began to refer to 
their club as not only their regional but their “national” team as well.66 They 
claimed that the tension at Casa-Sports matches demonstrated the Casa-
mance was not really a part of Senegal.

The tension began to peak when Casa​-Sports won the Senegalese Cup 
for the first time in 1979. Until then, northern teams had dominated the 
championship. But in August 1979, Casa​-Sports fans filed to Dakar​’s Demba 
Diop Stadium from all over “the Casamance,” from Cap Skiiring to Kolda 
and Kédougou to Matam.67 They walked and rode buses. They took car 
rapides, bush taxis, pirogues, and motorbikes.68 Casa-Sports organized large 
convoys of buses transporting supporters from Ziguinchor and other Sene-
galese cities to Dakar. Casa-Sports’ Dakar organizing committee helped ar-
range transportation and lodging in Dakar.69 President Senghor, the “father 
of the nation,” attended the match, likely expecting a fairly easy victory by 
the northern Senegalese club, Jaraaf.70 After all, teams from Dakar or Saint-
Louis had won the Senegalese Cup every year since its inception in 1961. But 
1979 would be different. That year, Casa-Sports beat Jaraaf by a score of 2–0.
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For the first time, a Casamançais club—or to many Senegalese, the 
Casamançais club—won the Senegalese Cup. When presenting the trophy 
cup to Demba Ndiaye, the Wolof captain of Casa-Sports, President Seng-
hor allegedly remarked, “I really like this Casa-Sports team. What I like the 
most about it is that there are not only Jola on the team but Wolof, Peul 
[Pular or Fulani], Toucouleur, and Serer. That is Senegal . . . long live Sene-
gal!”71 Radio and television journalist Laye Diaw explains, “That’s why the 
Casamance is the most Senegalese region of Senegal: it best represents Sen-
egalese diversity. After all, the Casa-Sports player who scored the two goals 
against Jaraaf in 1979 was Tanor Ndiaye, a Wolof.”72 Ndiaye’s contribution to 
the-Casamance-as-Senegalese, however, seemed all but forgotten after the 
Senegalese Cup final the following year. According to the MFDC, Senega-
lese government officials wanted to ensure that such a victory for the Casa-
mance never occurred again.73

For many Casamançais, even if they did not consider themselves sep-
aratists, the 1980 Senegalese Cup constituted the ras-le-bol moment.74 The 
controversial penalty against Casa-Sports late in the game represented 
another case of Senegal cheating the Casamance out of something good, 
something that belonged to the Casamance. Mohamed Manga wrote of the 
feelings of resentment after the game:

The football space becomes . . . the refuge of the frustrated, the place 
for demonstrating personalities in crisis, the field of expression and 
the vivification of community feeling. This is why what seemed like 
the unfair elimination of the flagship team of the Casamance, the 
sanction of some of its players, and the tear gas canisters dropped 
on the ranks of Casa​-Sports supporters during the final of the 1980 
Senegalese Cup in Dakar . . . were seen as maneuvers to stifle the dy-
namics of regional sport. The register of the hostility of “the power 
of the North and the Northerners” was thus enriched for those 
subjects who doubted the possibility of a harmonious life within the 
national framework.75

Many did not need to be convinced by separatists that the result of the 
match was another case of Senegalese trickery at the expense of hard​- 
working Casamançais. Some questioned what President Senghor meant 
when he allegedly stated after the game, “I prefer regionalism to tribal-
ism.”76 Many Casamançais found this reference to “tribalism” jolting.77 Of 
course, the Jola were the majority among the separatists, but other ethnic 
groups—Mandinka, Manjak, Mancagne, and Bainouk, for example—were 
involved, too. Had the president attempted to discredit separatist claims to 
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land lost and jobs not awarded by slyly accusing the separatists of tribalism? 
Even Senghor, a “cousin” Serer, seemed to be attempting to dupe them.78 To 
the separatists, fueled by Father Diamacone’s separatist rhetoric after the 
1980 Chamber of Commerce speech, it was time to respond to Senegalese 
treachery in The Stadium and other Casamançais places.

Thus, after meeting near Diabir—just south of Ziguinchor—on Christ-
mas night, 1982, the separatists marched into Ziguinchor the next morning 
to remove the Senegalese flag flying in front of the governor​’s office and hoist 
a white flag. They repeated this act at other government buildings around 
town, including the gendarme headquarters. The gendarmes and police fi-
nally mustered a response, beating marchers with billy clubs and occasion-
ally firing their weapons above the marchers’ heads. No separatists were 
killed that first violent day, but dozens were wounded, bruised, and bloodied. 
Mass arrests and torture followed.79 When gendarmes in 1983 tried to break 
up a similar meeting in Diabir near the one-year anniversary of the separat-
ist march, separatists attacked—killing four and wounding four of the gen-
darmes, then mutilating the corpses of the dead. A “major soccer match” in 
Ziguinchor between Casa-Sports and another Senegalese team was canceled 
as a “precautionary measure,” though Casa-Sports later played a team from 
the Senegalese Armed Forces in Dakar “without incident.”80 Soccer could go 
on, but many of the separatists exited the stadium for the forest, where they 
took up arms and kicked off the Casamance conflict. What started several 
years before as only a discussion between “grown-ups on white plastic chairs” 
was suddenly manifest in bullets, billy clubs, and blood.

THE POSTCOLONIAL WRESTLING STADIUM

As I make clear throughout this book, the violence did not come from no-
where. Rather, it emerged from particular social spaces where the nation 
had been “mapped” in particular ways. At stadiums like Robert Delmas ​
(later named after Emile Badiane), while soccer players played “games” (les 
jeux), wrestlers did “combat.” This distinction was perhaps fitting because, 
as with soccer, participants contested various forms of identity in the wres-
tling arena.81 But none of these identities had anything to do with nation-
alism until the MFDC began its cultural mapping in social spaces like The 
Stadium. As a national symbol, however, the identity of The Stadium was 
also up for contestation, especially after 1969, when President Senghor cre-
ated the Ministry of Youth and Sports for the effective and just management 
of laamb, soccer, and other sports.82

In other words, Casamançais separatists coded aspects of la lutte as 
“Senegalese” and others as “Casamançais.” The fact that mbapat came from 
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a common Wolof and Serer word83 and that it grew into laamb with colonial 
collusion along with fame and fortune in the Wolof and Serer heartlands 
likely made it somewhat corrupt to the separatists.84 Indeed, it seemed like 
one more cultural aspect of the “Islamo-Wolofization” of Senegal for separat-
ists to contest.85 Not every Casamançais, however, and certainly not every 
Senegalese, agreed with these definitions of the national pastime. These 
“ordinary Casamançais”—those other than the educated male elites known 
as the “notables” and the “Jola literati”—counter-mapped the stadium as 
a place of both Casamançais and Senegalese belonging.86 Their counter-
mapping prevented the MFDC from converting the wrestling stadium into 
a place of subversion, as it had with the soccer club, Casa-Sports.

A few separatists, however, tried. They argued that the Casamançais 
version of freestyle wrestling was “purer” than the Senegalese laamb. Noth-
ing demonstrated this assertion better than the frappe, or punch, that had 
become associated with Senegalese wrestling. Although allowing the punch 
had to be agreed upon before the match on a case-by-case basis by both 
wrestlers, separatists claimed that this punching represented Senegalese 
“cheating” and “trickery.”87 They also suggested that the exorbitant sums of 
money circulating around Senegalese laamb matches made them corrupt. 
These claims added up to another contribution to the discourse of grievance 
against Senegal: Senegalese wrestlers punched because they were cheaters 
hungry for profit at the expense of “pure,” hard-working Casamançais.

But this claim ignored the role of various Casamançais in building the 
Senegalese nation. After all, one of the greatest Senegalese laamb wrestlers 
of all time was a Casamançais named Mamadou Lamine Sakho, who went 
by the stage name of “Double Less” in the 1970s. Double Less became some-
thing of a Casamançais icon in the wrestling arenas around Dakar. Beyond 
Senegal, Double Less represented Senegal in Greco​-Roman wrestling at 
three different Olympic Games, in 1976, 1980, and 1984.88 At the 1980 Moscow 
Olympics, he finished only one match away from wrestling for the bronze 
medal.89 He proudly and capably represented the nation of Senegal on the 
international stage at the Olympic Games. Thus, he became a national hero 
of not only the Casamance but all of Senegal.

Clearly, Double Less could represent different regional and national 
identities at different times and in different contexts. In spring 1975, he 
wrestled Dakar​’s Wolof champion, Mbaye Gueye, at Demba Diop Stadium 
in one of the most famous Senegalese wrestling matches of all time.90 The 
match led to “some supplementary scuffles in the stadium.” After organiz-
ers labeled the match as an example of “Casamance versus Senegal,” Presi-
dent Senghor tried to soothe tensions by “the scarcely convincing public 
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declaration that ‘there is no place for regionalism in sport.’” O’Brien claims 
that “qualified observers . . . remarked that fighting in the stadium was pro-
voked by those who had bet substantial sums on the (Wolof) loser.”91 In any 
case, the match added to the simmering tensions between Casamançais 
and other Senegalese—especially Dakarois—in the late 1970s.

During these years—concurrent with structural adjustment, increasing 
desertification, economic crisis, and a budding separatist discourse—more 
laamb challengers began to come from outside Dakar. In addition to Double 
Less, these challengers included northern Senegalese like Robert Diouf ​( from 
the Petite Côte), Ibou Senghor and Moussa Diamé ​( from the Peanut Basin, 
i​.e., the vicinity of Touba and Diourbel), and Ousmane Ngom ​( from Waalo). 
The new challengers arrived in part because the prizes available from wres-
tling continued to climb. It was “with this generation of very gifted and char-
ismatic wrestlers” that wrestlers’ fees reached and then exceeded the mark 
of one million francs CFA.92 Thus, in addition to being a decade of want and 
crisis, the 1970s—for Senegalese wrestling—became known as “the Era of Fat 
Prizes.”93 And it was during this era that Double Less became known as the 
“Seigneur des Arènes” (Lord of the Arena). This Casamançais participation in 
the Senegalese wrestling stadium therefore seemed to benefit at least a few 
Casamançais. As Foucher has argued in relation to other cultural aspects of 
the Casamance, consequently, the problem for the separatists was not that 
Senegal kept them at a distance.94 Rather, the separatists maintained such 
strong ties to Senegal that they believed they had a viable claim to a postco-
lonial dispensation—especially in economic terms—that never materialized.

The success of Double Less in the laamb stadium demonstrated the 
possibilities of Casamançais performance and participation in the Senega-
lese nation. It suggested that Casamançais could “wrestle” with the Sene-
galese all they wanted. But in the end, they could not leave The Stadium of 
Senegal. They could not leave the Senegalese nation​-state. This essentially 
became the position of the Senegalese government in negotiations with the 
MFDC throughout the Casamance conflict:​ Casamançais could assert their 
unique identity, cultural hegemony, and some sort of political autonomy in 
the Casamance all they wanted, as long as they did not secede from Senegal. 
Under this regime, wrestling, like soccer, became a way of expressing and, in 
some cases, dissipating separatist tensions. As Ousseynou Faye explains, it 
was “by this place of conversion and distribution” of “the discharge of phys-
ical violence” that Senegalese society “de-dramatized the violence and se-
cured it within acceptable limits.”95

I would go a step further and argue that not only did wrestling remove 
some of the drama from the “real” or uncontrolled political violence, it also 
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helped forge a Senegalese nation. It brought communities together to cheer 
their wrestlers, as demonstrated by the regional wrestling matches held along 
with dances, singing, and celebrations to commemorate the annual anni-
versaries of Senegalese independence—the Fêtes de l​’Indépendance—begun 
in 1961.96 Some Casamançais accepted or even participated in this social 
regulation, preferring the violence of The Stadium to the violence of the 
battlefield. The separatists, however, rejected it and endeavored to tie their 
grievances to the wrestling arena.

SPACE AND PLACE IN THE STADIUM

This history demonstrates that the stadium was a political space. As such, 
spatial theory can help show how and why it became so political—even 
before separatists began setting up those white plastic chairs on the soc-
cer pitch and Double Less became Lord of the Arena. The co​-constitutive 
histories of Casa​-Sports, Double Less, and Casamançais separatism seem 
to validate Henri Lefebvre​’s observation that “there is a politics of space 
because space is political.”97 As a space for performing social relations and 
imagining the nation, the Senegalese soccer and wrestling stadiums took 
on elements of space and place. As explained in the introduction to this 
book, I define space as a physical domain of three dimensions for human 
action. But Lefebvre warns against assigning neutrality and objectivity to 
space. He insists, “Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or 
politics; it has always been political and strategic.”98 Furthermore, it has al-
ways been “historical” because it has “already been occupied and planned, 
already the focus of past strategies, of which we cannot always find traces.” 
Thus, Lefebvre argues, space is “a product literally populated with ideolo-
gies,” just as various Casamançais “populated” the stadium with “ideolo-
gies” of their own.99 These ideologies occasionally matched those of the 
MFDC; at other times, they did not. Hence, one might add a fourth dimen-
sion to space: that of ideology, or of the imagination, to borrow Anderson’s 
language.

But whenever this fourth dimension was in play, the “space” of the sta-
dium began to look and feel more like “place.” If we define place as “space 
to which meaning has been ascribed and endowed with value,” then space 
and place are co-constitutive and always in tension.100 Nationalists depend 
on this tension to construct “the nation” against some kind of “other.” The 
MFDC attempted to construct the Casamance in The Stadium against Sen-
egal. Much to its chagrin, however, space is not always transformed into 
place in a linear, irreversible process over time. In fact, space and place can 
coexist in different ways for different people.
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Hence, I build on Doreen Massey​’s conception of “envelopes of space​-
time” to propose diachronic space-place, acting as a dialectical, bidirectional 
continuum between space and place over time for the imagination and 
performance of the nation. I concur with Massey that space is inherently 
multiple—that space and “multiplicity” are “co-constitutive.” Massey asserts, 
“Without space, no multiplicity; without multiplicity, no space.” Because 
of this relationship, Massey contends that space is “always in the process 
of being made. It is never finished; never closed.”101 This open-endedness 
makes space political,102 allowing for a range of connections between “the 
imagination of the spatial” and “the imagination of the political.”103 While Le-
febvre finds that space is always historical, Massey finds it is always futuris-
tic. Clearly, it is both. But thinking of space as one thing and place as another 
along this continuum is too simplistic, especially if we focus, as historians 
do, on change over time.

Thus, I hyphenate space-place to suggest the possibility of the simultane-
ous operation of identity on this continuum. Negotiators in the Casamance 
peace process depended on this simultaneous multiplicity—whether they 
knew it or not—to make their case that several cultural identities could coex-
ist in Senegal.104 While the MFDC insisted on a particular definition of certain 
spaces like The Stadium as “places” representative of the nation, various Casa-
mançais imagined the nation in those spaces on their own terms. Multiple 
imaginings of the stadium in Senegal ensured that the MFDC never success-
fully reduced this space to a monolithic Casamançais place—The Stadium.

THE ODD CASE AND THE STADIUM:​ A SPACE​-PLACE OF DIVERSE IMAG-
ININGS

Because of the links between The Stadium and Casamançais nationalism, 
I expand Susann Baller​’s window of analysis for the performance of social 
relations through soccer from the neighborhood to the nation. Baller ar-
gues that Senegalese neighborhood navétanes (youth soccer) teams played 
on soccer pitches around Dakar that became spaces for performing local 
identities, as urban youths felt increasingly estranged from the state. She 
claims their navétanes league play constituted “performative acts” serving 
“the formation of and identification with the neighbourhood as a social 
space.”105 In the Casamance, many of these youths also felt increasingly es-
tranged from the nation, as state weaknesses became symbolic of the cracks 
in the cultural identity of what Senghor referred to as “Sénégalité”—a Sen-
egalese cultural identity religiously Muslim and ethnically Wolof.106 Baller 
claims that the navétanes, in a context of “rapid urbanization” and “(often 
forced) removals,” granted marginalized urban youths “an opportunity to 
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have an impact on urban space and imbue it with meaning.”107 A similar pro-
cess played out in a different fashion in the Casamance, where urban youths 
tied the activities of their soccer club to the natural surroundings in the lush 
green countryside of La Verte Casamance (the green Casamance). While 
most Casamançais tied the green jerseys of Casa-Sports to the green coun-
tryside of the Casamance, a few did not. These few performed the nation in 
other ways, in other spaces, with other symbols—effectively contesting or 
ignoring MFDC nationalist discourse. An odd case drew my attention to this 
diversity in the stadium.

This odd case—an oral history from a man in a village near 
Ziguinchor—was intriguing because it was dramatically different from the 
others in terms of the politics of The Stadium. During my three years of work 
and research in Senegal, most informants told me there had been strong 
links between Casa​-Sports supporters and the separatists of the early 1980s. 
But this informant refuted this claim and denied there was any connection 
between soccer and politics. He was an official with Casa​-Sports’ Dakar 
organizing committee when the controversial Senegalese Cup final was 
played in 1980. He was also Jola, born and raised in the Lower Casamance. 
Of the infamous 1980 final match, he recalled, “The foul clearly took place 
outside of the penalty box, but the referee ​[Bakary Sarr] is a human being, 
just like the rest of us. He made a mistake; that​’s all. He was not trying to 
incite violence. I wish the match had not ended that way, but it​’s just a game, 
and there has to be a winner and a loser.”108 The informant’s assertion that 
there was no link between soccer and separatism seemed to falter because 
he also claimed that Senegalese intelligence services targeted Casa-Sports 
meetings in Dakar for intelligence collection. How could there be no link be-
tween politics and soccer if the Senegalese intelligence services were target-
ing Casa-Sports meetings? Does that targeting not show that one (soccer, 
i.e., Casa-Sports) was influenced by the other (politics, i.e., the Senegalese 
gendarmerie)?

Nevertheless, as I posed these questions to other informants, I began to 
hear similar assertions for the first time. Suddenly, the consensus I thought 
I saw on the links between soccer and separatism were not so clear. For one 
reason or another, some Casamançais were not as devoted to or as inter-
ested in Casa​-Sports. Or if they were Casa​-Sports fans, they had no inter-
est in separatism; they had no interest in seeing themselves with a national 
identity other than Senegalese. My “odd case” showed that where some saw 
a connection between sports and politics, others saw only sports in the sta-
dium and politics outside it. Another informant believed that soccer was 
an Anglophone sport for which Francophone Casamançais cared very little. 
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This informant suggested that soccer​’s foreign, colonial origins made it sus-
pect. A real Casamançais, he said, loved wrestling.109 Indeed, numerous in-
formants confirmed the idea that wrestling was more “Casamançais” than 
soccer. Others tied the entire matter of separatism to the region of Casa, 
the area west of Ziguinchor centered on the town of Oussouye.110 While 
they supported Casa-Sports because they were Casamançais, they did not 
feel that this support made them separatists. They claimed to have been 
“Senegalese from the region of the Casamance.” To them, their support for 
Casa-Sports said nothing about their national affiliation. As evidence, they 
suggested looking at their Senegalese national identification cards.111 Sepa-
ratists could try to essentialize The Stadium into a monolithic national icon 
all they wanted, but Casamançais had their own minds on the matter.

Consequently, the “odd case” on diverse national imaginations in the 
stadium began to appear not so odd after all. Even Father Diamacoune, the 
secretary​-general of the MFDC for much of its existence, shared the view 
that supporting separatism did not equate to supporting Casa​-Sports. Dia-
macoune​’s refusal to make this link was especially noteworthy because he 
readily claimed difference with Senegal at every other opportunity. It also 
showed the simultaneous multiplicity of identities that could transform 
the space​-place of The Stadium into a stadium like any other. Diamacoune 
claimed to support—ironically—Jeanne d’Arc, Casa-Sports’ opponent in the 
controversial 1980 Senegalese Cup. He told his biographer in 2005, “I wres-
tled in the village when I was younger, and I played soccer until the 1970s. . . . 
My favorite Senegalese soccer team is not Casa-Sports of Ziguinchor, 
though I support them very well, but rather Jeanne d’Arc of Dakar, because 
they bear the name of my personal role model.”112 At first glance, it may seem 
that Diamacoune’s identity as a priest overrode his identity as a nationalist. 
But the story of Joan of Arc’s resistance to the English invasion of France 
in the fifteenth century also served as a strong role model for MFDC re-
sistance against Senegalese rule in the Casamance.113 Knowing this history, 
however, would likely require formal education—something the nationalist 
elites like Diamacoune received but many Casamançais, especially those in 
rural areas, did not.

AMBIGUOUS HERO OF AN AMBIGUOUS NATION

As much as Diamacoune, Jules​-François Bocandé, the rebellious soccer 
hero turned “emblem of the Casamance,” exemplified the often ambiguous 
relationship between soccer and separatism.114 This ambiguity was appar-
ent at Bocandé’s “state funeral” in 2012.115 Bocandé died at the age of fifty-
four on May 7, 2012, in Metz, France, from complications following surgery 
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for a stroke. Eight days later, with Macky Sall, the president of Senegal, in 
attendance along with Bocandé’s family and former and current players, 
coaches, and fans, Laye Diaw, with his famous baritone voice, attempted 
to explain the various identities competing for Bocandé’s loyalty through-
out his life. For years, Diaw had brought play-by-play coverage of Senegalese 
sports to listeners on Radiotélévision Sénégal. He spoke from the podium 
in Demba Diop in a black suit, his eyes covered by dark sunglasses. He re-
cited the chronology of Bocandé’s contributions to the Senegalese national 
team during the 1980s and 1990s. Diaw’s voice boomed near the end of a 
crescendo concluding the lineup of the Senegalese side for the 1985 Africa 
Cup of Nations tournament (known as “CAF” for being the premier com-
petition of the Confederation of African Football [Confédération Africaine 
de Football]). After listing the names of players from northern Senegal like 
Cheikh Seck, Pape Fall, Amadou Diop, and Cheikh Tidiane Fall, Diaw’s voice 
boomed, “And at middle striker, jules fran-çois ber-trand bo-can-dé!” 
Diaw slowly and loudly drew out the syllables of Bocandé’s name. The crowd 
roared. Former players and coaches—as well as politicians eager to associ-
ate themselves with the Bocandé legacy—followed Diaw onto the podium.116 
All hailed Bocandé as a hero of the Senegalese nation while noting his Casa-
mançais roots.

Bocandé reflected the hybrid nature of identity formation in Sene-
gal and particularly in the Casamance.117 Bocandé’s cultural identity—and 
therefore the cultural legacy defined in part by his achievements—was com-
plicated. Bocandé began his career as an icon of the Casamançais nation 
after kicking the referee at the end of the controversial 1980 match. He fin-
ished as an icon of the Senegalese nation, with a Senegalese flag draped over 
his coffin. Along the way, he scored goals—lots of them—winning games 
and championships not just for Casa-Sports but, after his FSF suspension, 
for FC Seraing (Belgium), FC Metz, Paris Saint-Germain, Nice, and Lens (all 
in France). After scoring twenty-five goals for Metz during the 1985–86 cam-
paign, he was named the French Premier League’s “Striker of the Year.”118 The 
FSF rescinded the lifetime ban that year so that Bocandé could captain the 
Senegalese national team during its CAF appearances in the second half of 
the decade.

Though many pointed to the conclusion of the 1980 soccer match as 
the catalyst that transformed the ras-le-bol sentiment of many Casamançais 
into separatist violence, Bocandé spent the rest of his life trying to escape 
the legacy of that controversial match. Bocandé was a proud man. He 
was proudly Senegalese, Casamançais, and Jola—all at the same time. It is 
tempting to say he found a new Senegalese identity when he came back to 
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captain the 1985 Senegalese CAF squad. But in fact, Bocandé never stopped 
being Senegalese. When the FSF rescinded the ban and asked Bocandé to 
captain the national team, Bocandé, while playing for Metz, purposely and 
grievously fouled an opposing player for a red card so that he would be avail-
able to his national team during the CAF tournament.119

Bocandé was known for being equally comfortable sipping palm wine 
with rebels in the forest or marching for peace in the streets of Ziguinchor.120 
He was well respected by the rebels. They considered him one of their own. 
But so did the Senegalese soccer community. Bocandé returned to the Sen-
egalese national team for the 2002 World Cup, when Senegal famously beat 
the former colonial power and reigning World Cup champion, France. World 
Cup players like El-Hadj Diouf credited Bocandé with mentoring them and 
guiding them to Senegal’s best World Cup performance ever, advancing to 
the quarter finals of the knockout stage.

After his state funeral in Dakar, Bocandé was fittingly laid to rest in the 
middle of a mixed Muslim​-Christian cemetery in his hometown of Ziguin-
chor. The man who dug his grave, Mamadou Camara, claimed to have once 
played for Foyer​-Casamance, an ancestor of Casa​-Sports. Because vandals 
had stolen a metallic​-gold soccer cleat from the top of Bocandé​’s tomb, 
Camara daily stood guard next to the tomb to secure the legacy of this 
“emblem of the Casamance” who was also a Senegalese soccer hero.121 The 
Casamançais soccer rebel of 1980 ended his journey on earth as not only an 
“emblem of the Casamance” but an “emblem of Senegal,” too.

STRUGGLING FOR THE NATION:​  
SOCIAL PERFORMANCE IN THE WRESTLING STADIUM

More recently, a single Senegalese laamb match generated hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars for wrestlers, promoters, advertisers, shamans, clerics, mu-
sicians, and of course, politicians. In 2012, the “king of the arena” was Omar 
Sakho, known as “Balla Gaye 2.” He is the son of Mamadou Sakho ​(i​.e., Double 
Less). The Senegalese media have often referred to his Casamançais origins 
to demonstrate his participation, like his father​’s, in the Senegalese national 
pastime. This participation has been a source of pride not only for Balla 
Gaye 2 but also for many Casamançais eager to put the violence of the Casa-
mance conflict behind them and to move ahead into a more peaceful future. 
From his marquee “combat” on April 22, 2012, against Yahya Diop, who went 
by the stage name of “Yékini” ​( figure 5​.3), Gaye, like Yékini, expected to take 
home around ​$300​,000, in addition to the ​$100​,000 prize expected from top​- 
tier matches.122 Wrestling prize money had come a long way since Mbehr 
Ndiaye, the champion of Rufisque in 1937, won the relatively large sum of 
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200 francs.123 With half the Senegalese population living below the poverty 
line, it was understandable why many young Senegalese men dreamt of be-
coming wrestling stars. Other recent Senegalese wrestling champions were 
called “Mohamed Aly,” “Tyson,” and “Bombardier.”124

Many Senegalese believed that Balla Gaye​’s strength came from his 
mystical power as much as his physical prowess. For hours before the 
wrestlers actually matched up head​-to​-head in the arena, they armed 
themselves with mystical power from songs, dances, gris​-gris pouches ​
(containing shredded verses from the Koran provided by their marabouts) 
tied around their limbs, and various liquids poured out over their bod-
ies for protection from evil spirits and around the sandy wrestling ring 
as libations to the spirits. “The gris-gris and baths are just for protection 
against negative tongues and eyes,” said Mbaye Gueye Dieng, one of the 
Sufi marabouts attending the match.125 Senegalese wrestlers believed that 
mystical powers from marabouts in the Casamance, The Gambia, and 
Guinea-Bissau had proven to be the most powerful in the ring. Thus, as 
a Casamançais, Balla Gaye, it was believed, enjoyed exceptional access 
to these powers.126 This belief was based on a common Senegalese trope 

FIGURE 5.3. Match avec frappe between Balla Gaye 2 and Yékini, April 22, 2012. 
Photograph by Joe Penney.
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about the Casamance as pagan, animist, uncivilized, and somehow more 
“African” than northern Senegal.

Out in the villages and small towns of the Casamance and away from 
the large commercialized wrestling arenas of Dakar, the wrestling stadium 
became an important space for the performance of social relations in the 
Casamance, as in the rest of Senegal. To be clear, there have been very few 
stadiums as built environments for wrestling in the villages. Rather, village 
wrestling matches occur on a dirt field or in a clearing. But I still refer to 
these spaces as “stadiums” where social relations play out among members 
of the community in ways that help form a “Casamançais” identity—that 
help produce “place” for those living there. Different actors have inhabited 
these wrestling stadiums for different purposes. The wrestlers—mostly 
young men—entered the stadium to prove their manhood, seeking fame 
and fortune. The older men entered the stadium to organize, sanction, and 
regulate the matches. Women entered the stadium to sing and cheer for 
their wrestlers, lauding the men​’s strong, lithe bodies and championship 
prowess. Though young girls have wrestled in the Casamance, few have 
continued wrestling into adulthood, as the demands of life as wives and 
mothers began to limit their opportunities for practice and competition. 
But during village matches, if not wrestling themselves, the women​’s singing 
and dancing make them the most prominent spectators in the crowd.127

Thus, gender and age have constituted the most conspicuous catego-
ries of social performance in the wrestling stadium. At the village level in 

FIGURE 5.4. Girls wrestling in Diembereng during the Festival of the Rice Fields, 
2014. Photograph by author.
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the Casamance, every younger man was expected to participate in the wres-
tling. He would bring dishonor to his family and village if he chose not to 
wrestle. His manhood would also be questioned.128 The older men asserted 
their social power and control while organizing the matches and regulating 
the amount of acceptable violence. If tempers flared in the heat of compe-
tition, the older men quickly stepped in to limit or redirect the anger. The 
women cheered and sang, urging on their sons, brothers, and other favorite 
wrestlers to victory while literally singing their praises.129

Though these contemporary social performances can be traced far back 
into the distant past, as demonstrated by Robert Baum, they also changed 
with colonialism and urbanization.130 After 1945, political and economic en-
trepreneurs invested in Senegalese wrestling. Their investment benefited 
the nation-state. The combination of political, religious, ethnic, and gender 
identity performances in the wrestling stadium made it a particularly dy-
namic space-place for the performance of the nation.131 Indeed, Faye credits 
laamb with an important contribution to the construction of the Senega-
lese nation-state: “Erected as a ‘place of memory’ for the nation-state under 
construction, this space sheltered its operation of seduction of consumers 
and of ‘citizens’ that animates the different spectators of laamb. The circula-
tion of money, of the discourses and practices between these elites and the 
wrestlers, emerged on the construction of a familiar society in which people 
know one another. The evidence of its utility was solely based on its defining 
satisfaction of the need to broaden the social reach of the dominant order.”132 
In other words, as the political economy of wrestling in Senegal helped make 
the state, it also helped make the nation, as it gave many different Senega-
lese from many different walks of life a reason to show up to the stadium to 
enjoy the spectacle of la lutte—which can also mean “struggle”—together. 
In a way, as the wrestlers and the spectators struggled together, they made 
the nation.

V

This ambiguous national identity can still be seen at Senegalese international 
soccer matches. Senegalese spectators at home matches in Léopold Sédar 
Senghor National Stadium outside of Dakar wear various assortments of the 
national team​’s colors:​ red, green, and yellow. But since the 1970s, there has 
been a large section of solid green at each game, indicating the presence of 
the fans of Casa​-Sports.133 These fans demonstrate more than allegiance to 
their club by wearing their green Casa-Sports jerseys to a Senegalese inter-
national soccer match; they express their allegiance to their “other” national 
identity: La Verte Casamance. Yet by their overt presence in the national 
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stadium of Senegal, they also demonstrate their allegiance to Senegal. They 
participate in and perform the Senegalese nation at the same time they 
proclaim their pride in their Casamançais identity, effectively contesting or 
ignoring MFDC assertions that Casamançais cultural identity has always 
been so different from Senegalese identity that the Casamance could not 
possibly remain politically with Senegal. Like Bocandé, Casa-Sports seems 
to have undergone a transformation, at least in terms of its public image, 
but also in terms of its image with the Senegalese government. It went from 
being targeted by Senegalese intelligence and security services for harbor-
ing rebel activity in the early 1980s to taking its place in the national stadium 
of Senegal in the present.134 The simultaneous panoply of identities in the 
space-place of the stadium demonstrates that Casamançais have imagined 
the nation in their own ways, often refusing to perform the nation in the 
same way as the separatists.

The twin histories of sports and separatism in the Casamance confirm 
Lefebvre​’s claim that space and place are historically produced, because the 
stadium was “occupied and planned, already the focus of past strategies,” 
whether we can find their “traces” or not.135 At the same time, despite colo-
nial and postcolonial intentions to control bodies and minds in the stadium, 
contemporary Casamançais have refused to be shackled to a particular in-
terpretation of the nation in the stadium. In fact, while some Casamançais 
corroborated separatist interpretations of this history, others contested or 
ignored it, leaving open the possibility of multiple imaginings in the stadium.

If the sports stadium in the Casamance was, in fact, a space​-place for 
multiple, simultaneous national imaginings, then that means the stadium 
also produced multiple trajectories of change over time because at the end 
of the game or the match, people went home. They lived their lives. And re-
gardless of what the MFDC or the Senegalese state told them to think about 
“the nation,” they had to figure out how to live with their neighbors and raise 
their families. Some found that the separatist movement helped them live 
together with dignity. Others found the opposite. As much as the Senegalese 
sports stadium became a space of division in the past, it has shown the po-
tential to be a place of unity in the present and into the future.
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Conclusion

“Teebakan Buyuii (Kátungai ni Jíteemeru).” ( Júaat Jola)

“Ceux qu’on ne peut pas nommer de Buyuii (Kátunga et Jíteemeru).” (French)

“Those whom one cannot name from Buyuii ​(Kátunga and Jíteemeru).”

—Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance

	 I do not know how long it would be profitable to meditate on the 
encounter . . . but I do know that however long I did so I would not get 
anywhere near to the bottom of it. Nor have I ever gotten anywhere near 
to the bottom of anything I have ever written about. . . . Cultural analysis is 
intrinsically incomplete. And, worse than that, the more deeply it goes the 
less complete it is.

—Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures

On May 1, 2014, Salif Sadio declared a unilateral ceasefire on the part of his 
faction of the Movement of Democratic Forces of the Casamance ​(MFDC). 
Thus ended months of secret peace negotiations between Sadio and the 
Senegalese president, Macky Sall. The negotiations took place under the 
auspices of the Italian Sant​’Egidio community of the Catholic Church in 
Rome. Despite broken ceasefire agreements in 1991, 1992, 1993, 1999, and 
2004, the people of Senegal—including many Casamançais—dared to hope 
that this time would be different.

There was hope for two reasons. First, ordinary Casamançais, those 
who would constitute a separate Casamançais nation, had grown weary of 
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the conflict. On several occasions during my research in the Casamance, 
I heard Casamançais declare, “On est fatigué” (We are tired of this).1 One 
MFDC combatant said, “I think that it’s time for us to unite and accept to 
negotiate with Senegal, because since 1983, there has been neither victor, 
nor vanquished.”2 For many of these Casamançais, even though they were 
also tired of perceived slights and denigration from the nordistes, they were 
more tired of the problems created by the war: the death and maiming of 
loved ones, land alienation, poverty, land mines, conflict-related banditry, 
government surveillance, and lost economic opportunities. They no longer 
cared, if they ever did, whether their ID cards said they were Senegalese 
or Casamançais. They just wanted to be left alone. And most of the people 
with whom I spoke said they were content to think of themselves—and to 
be considered by others—as Senegalese citizens from the Casamance. They 
were content to be Casamançais and Senegalese at the same time.

Second, these accommodations to being Senegalese have appeared in-
creasingly prevalent as the older generation of separatists die. Some of these 
leaders became the victims of fratricidal MFDC violence, such as Léopold Sagna, 
leader of Atika​’s Southern Front, who was captured and executed by Sadio in 
2001.3 Sidy Badji, founder of Atika and commander of the Northern Front after 
Sagna split from his forces, died in 2003. Father Diamacoune died in 2007. His 
younger brother, Bertrand, died in 2014. Of the first generation of separatists, 
Mamadou Sané and Sadio have worked to keep the separatist movement alive, 
occasionally competing to take up the mantle of Father Diamacoune as the 
MFDC’s spokesman. But even Sadio, portrayed in the mid-2000s after killing 
Sagna as the hardest of the hard-liners, has recently appeared ready for peace. In 
any case, those working for peace in the Casamance knew that waiting for the 
leaders of the MFDC to die off, while perhaps not the most effective short-term 
strategy, was becoming increasingly realistic in the long term.

Thus, one hopes that Senegalese will increasingly think of the social 
spaces and places analyzed in this project as spaces and places of peace, 
not as those of division, as they were in the past. One hopes that more or-
dinary Casamançais will continue to counter​-map the Casamance against 
all forms of mapping that instigate violence. One hopes the seemingly inter-
minable situation of “no peace, no war” will be transformed into a situation 
where Casamançais children have no experience of war . . . ever.

SPACE, PLACE, NATIONALISM, AND HISTORY

This book has demonstrated that spaces, places, and nationalisms are di-
verse and that they change over time. Long before the arrival of formal co-
lonialism in the late nineteenth century, long​-distance traders, slave raiders, 
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missionaries, and warriors fashioned the Casamance into a dynamic en-
vironment for the transatlantic exchange of persons, commodities, and 
cultures. But as Europeans began to map rivers like the Casamance, the 
Gambia, and the Cacheu, they attempted to fix bodies and resources in 
space for colonial extraction. Colonial interests fashioned the borders of 
the Casamance; indeed, they brought “the Casamance” into being. But the 
people like Foday Sylla and Aline Sitoé Diatta who found themselves living 
in this new polity did not easily acquiesce to colonial mapping. Rather, they 
counter​-mapped their own interests at the local level along the river and in 
the rice field, the forest, the school, and the stadium. When separatists tried 
to tell these Casamançais they were no longer part of Senegal, some agreed. 
But some of them counter​-mapped against the separatists as well, refusing 
to be corralled into a Casamançais nation as much as they refused to be 
corralled into Senegal.

This multidirectional array of identity vectors did not emerge from 
the primordial mists of some version of “Merrie Africa.” Rather, it emerged 
from the changes that took place over time in the Casamance. Despite the 
Casamançais reputation for fierce resistance to outside domination, Casa-
mançais resistance has ebbed and flowed over the centuries. It ebbed and 
flowed with the captives sent across the Atlantic throughout the sixteenth 
and eighteenth centuries. It ebbed and flowed with varying degrees of suc-
cess resisting the colonial conquest in the late nineteenth century. And it 
ebbed and flowed with the folding together and tearing apart of the post-
colonial Senegalese social fabric. The contested changes that took place on 
The River, in The Rice Field, in The School, in The Forest, and in The Stadium 
gave birth to a separatist movement riven by the contested meanings of 
identity in each of these space​-places.

If the five social space​-places analyzed in this project became spaces 
of contestation over the identity of the Casamance, what can we learn from 
looking at the history of nationalism through a spatial lens? First, while every 
human conflict stems, in part, from competing versions of history ​(i​.e., Who did 
what to whom, and why?), we learn that history appeared as a battlefield in 
a particular fashion for Casamançais national identity. Father Diamacoune 
fashioned himself as a historian. He based his discourse of grievance against 
Senegal on a particular interpretation of Senegambian history. He labeled 
French and Senegalese histories of the region as “colonial” and insisted on al-
ternative histories that benefited his version of the “authentic Casamançais,” 
an iconic rice peasant. But Diamacoune and other separatist elites were not 
peasants—far from it. They were self​-appointed spokesmen of the peasants. 
Thus, these urban elites did not have the cultural cachet to convince the 
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rural peasants to let the elites represent them. The elites could write what 
histories they wanted in MFDC literature. The histories that mattered to the 
peasants were those told from their village elders’ memories around steam-
ing pots of rice and fish. Sometimes these histories matched those of the 
elites; sometimes they did not.

Moreover, the Senegalese state did not cede the field of Casamançais 
history to the separatists. Rather, it wrote Casamançais history as Senega-
lese, as when it fashioned Casamançais anticolonial heroes like Aline Sitoé 
Diatta as heroes of Senegal, not just the Casamance. Or when it built and 
named public infrastructure after Casamançais heroes, like the Dakar​- 
Ziguinchor ferry named after Diatta. Or the stadium named after Jules​- 
François Bocandé. Or the streets in Ziguinchor and Bignona named after 
Emile Badiane. The state demonstrated its power to influence not only bod-
ies and resources in space but the collective memory of those bodies and 
resources as well—to transform space into place in new ways.

The second thing we learn about nationalism from looking through a 
spatial lens is that space itself can serve as a means of national imagina-
tion. As discussed in the introduction, space and place can work as some 
of the “cultural artefacts” that Anderson posited as requirements for imag-
ining the nation:​ “My point of departure is that nationality, or, as one might 
prefer to put it in view of that word​’s multiple significations, nation​-ness, 
as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular kind. To under-
stand them properly we need to consider carefully how they have come into 
historical being, in what ways their meanings have changed over time, and 
why, today, they command such profound emotional legitimacy.”4 In this 
book, I have demonstrated how the historical meanings of The River, The 
Rice Field, The School, The Forest, and The Stadium came into being for 
the MFDC, changed over time, and commanded “profound emotional legit-
imacy.” I have pieced together this array of spatial symbols as a “discourse of 
grievance” against the Senegalese state, “discursively mapping”—or rather 
counter-mapping—the Casamance against Senegal. But I have attempted 
to take this argument further.

Cultural geographers will not be surprised to find that social space 
holds “profound emotional legitimacy” for particular types of identity. But 
they may be surprised that ordinary people have taken these identities in 
different directions, often counter​-mapping against the forces of national-
ism, religion, ethnicity, and elite influence. They may find it useful, as I have, 
to think of different levels and directions of counter​-mapping, such as the 
counter​-mapping of ordinary Casamançais . . . against the counter​-mapping 
of the MFDC​’s separatist elites  .  .  . against the mapping of the Senegalese 
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state. For those looking for avenues to explore for achieving peace, the di-
versity of mappings and counter​-mappings between the various actors in 
the Casamance conflict may hold untapped potential. Those searching for 
peace may discover that diverse mappings related to diverse identities pro-
duce diverse possibilities for peace.

WHAT STILL NEEDS TO BE DONE?

Apart from the questions about war and peace, what still needs to be 
done? What are the limitations of this project or of its approach? Research 
possibilities are nearly endless, but I see a few potential trails of research 
worth mentioning. One trailhead may be found near other social spaces 
where Casamançais nationalism formed. In other words, in addition to the 
five spaces analyzed in this project, what were the other sites of separatist 
imagining?

One potential site rests with the monuments and public spaces created 
and maintained around Senegal, particularly in the Casamance. How do his-
tory and memory operate in these public spaces? How do the approaches of 
state and nonstate actors to commemoration of “the nation” in these spaces 
differ, and why? Carola Lentz and her team of researchers have established 
a solid foundation for investigation of these questions with their analysis of 
the fifty​-year Jubilee celebrations across Africa.5 Lentz argues that “tombs 
of the unknown soldier” (in French, monuments aux morts) have provided 
capacious and flexible symbolism for mapping diverse identities onto the 
nation. In the Casamance, therefore, what are the meanings and what are 
the debates surrounding Ziguinchor’s Monument aux Morts, constructed 
after the Second World War to commemorate Casamançais casualties and 
veterans of the colonial Tirailleurs Sénégalais (Senegalese riflemen)?6 Father 
Diamacoune posited this monument as another site of contestation with 
the Senegalese state. Thus, monuments to the dead—whether dead colonial 
riflemen or the martyred heroine Aline Sitoé Diatta—became sites for con-
testing the meanings of history and the nation.

A second trailhead can be found around the means of imagining the 
nation. This trail fundamentally builds on Anderson​’s assertion that na-
tions have been constructed through print​-capitalism. Like numerous other 
scholars of nationalism, I have argued that this aspect of Anderson​’s argu-
ment ignores the histories of nations where nonprint means—nonprint 
cultural artefacts—became more important to national imagining. While 
Judith Byfield argues that Nigerians imagined the nation through particular 
styles of dress and Ziad Fahmy argues that Egyptians imagined the nation 
through various oral​/aural media forms in colloquial Egyptian, I argue that 



184  V  A  C O U N T R Y  O F  D E F I A N C E

Casamançais imagined the nation through space and place.7 But what other 
nonprint means of imagining the nation affected the formation, execution, 
and results of nationalist movements in Africa? In the rest of the postco-
lonial world? Why were these nonprint means of imagining the nation so 
powerful? Discovering these alternative means of imagining the nation has 
become exceedingly important because the power of nationalism does not 
seem to be diminishing with modernity. If anything, nationalism appears to 
be growing stronger as global inequality has increased along with increasing 
connectivity, thanks to neoliberalism and the Information Revolution.

As more people divide themselves from others by “nation,” they must 
imagine the nation by these nonprint means, especially in areas of the world 
with lower literacy rates. Given that the majority of human beings on the 
planet live more like West Africans than like Western Europeans ​(especially 
in terms of health, wealth, and access to formal education), finding these 
nonprint means of imagining the nation will become increasingly important.

A NEW FRAME FOR “LIVING TOGETHER”

Discovering these other means of national imagination may provide new 
approaches to peace. The time is right to do so, to allow Casamançais to 
find new ways for vivre ensemble (living together).8 As Jean-Claude Marut 
argues, “The MFDC has (without doubt) lost the war,” but up to the pres-
ent, “the Senegalese state has not yet won the peace.”9 There can be little 
doubt that the Senegalese state must have the principal role in pursuing 
real and lasting peace. But other states—The Gambia and Guinea-Bissau 
especially—must also work to return refugees to the Casamance and to in-
corporate their respective Jola populations into the nation while also avoid-
ing the temptation to meddle in the Casamance. But while state action is 
necessary, it is not sufficient.

The people of the Casamance must also want and pursue peace. The larg-
est burdens of the conflict have fallen on their shoulders. They—especially 
women and children—have suffered the worst atrocities and the most sting-
ing injustices. Despite their occasional mockery for the notion of Senegalese 
téranga (Wolof for “hospitality”), they have had to find a way to live with 
this conflict. They have provided space, place, and sustenance for the rebels 
and for Senegalese soldiers, depending on the context. As they have found 
ways to “live together” near The River, The Rice Field, The School, The Forest, 
and The Stadium, they have found ways of being that incorporate multiple 
identities. Perhaps the best way to achieve a true and lasting peace will be 
to harness their ideas, practices, and cultures to map a Senegalese nation at 
peace with itself.
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CHAPTER 1:​ THE RIVER
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CHAPTER 4:​ THE SCHOOL

Epigraph:​ Nazaire Diatta, Proverbes Jóola de Casamance (Paris: Karthala, 1998), 
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