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Mr. Diop is a Senegalese novelist, journalist and screenwriter. He wrote from Dakar,
Senegal.

On Dec. 31, 1980, Léopold Sédar Senghor, the first president of Senegal, announced that
he was leaving power. At 74, he felt that his time was up. When courtiers tried to
convince him to reverse his decision, he reportedly replied, with a smile: “Don’t you
know how the Senegalese are? If I go back on my word, they’ll laugh at me.” His act was
especially remarkable at a time when dictators for life were common across the African
continent. Even if his political record remains controversial to this day, Mr. Senghor, a
fervent Catholic poet, was open-minded enough to lead a majority Muslim country and
even managed to make it a model of stability in the region.

Things are very different today. In Mr. Senghor’s homeland, we are in the midst of a
messy and at times buffoonish end of rule that threatens to capsize the country’s hard-
won equilibrium. In early February, President Macky Sall, approaching the end of his
two terms in office, postponed an election set for later that month. The move
immediately plunged Senegal into disarray, setting off widespread protests,
parliamentary chaos and a full-blown constitutional crisis. In one of the very few African
countries never to have experienced a military coup, the last-minute postponement felt
tantamount to a coup d’état.

If Mr. Sall’s gambit was to remain in power, it didn’t work. Into the vacuum stepped the
constitutional council, the country’s highest court, which ruled that the delay was illegal.
Backed into a corner, Mr. Sall eventually agreed to leave office on April 2 and the
election was rearranged for March 24, this Sunday. For Mr. Sall, holed up in the
presidential palace he was so loath to leave, it marks an embarrassing reversal, to say
the least. But for Senegal it is much more serious. The country’s destiny, entrusted to
Mr. Sall for 12 years, is now in danger.

Since committing not to run for a third term last summer, Mr. Sall has never been quite
the same. He has become irritable, humiliating his ministers in public

and naming boulevards after himself. Let down by his own people and his traditional
Western supporters, he gave vent to his anger in a February speech with a very strong
Wolof expression — “Doyal naa ci sékk!” — which can be politely translated as: “I'm
more than fed up with this power, take it back whenever you want!”

Such a disastrous end to Mr. Sall’s career is all the more perplexing given that he had
very good intentions at the outset. In April 2012, two weeks after his swearing-in, he
announced from the Elysée Palace in France his decision to reduce presidential terms of
office from seven to five years. After the change was eventually upheld in a referendum,
applying to his second term rather than his first, Mr. Sall seemed to have honored his
word. But his subterfuge in recent weeks suggests that, in the end, even this dream was
too big for him.
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This post-independence president, the fourth to hold the office, is the first to be so often
called a dictator. Is he one? The answer is no, when you consider the carnage being
perpetrated by Mahamat Idriss Déby’s regime in Chad, for example. I'm well aware,
however, that this kind of comparison not only leads nowhere but is also rather
dangerous. Each country must be judged on the basis of its own history, and it would be
very sad to end up congratulating ourselves on having fewer dead bodies in the streets of
Dakar than in those of Ndjamena.

Nevertheless, the man who vowed in April 2015 to all but eliminate the opposition has
shown himself to be increasingly authoritarian and violent in the past three years. After
turning the opposition leader, Ousmane Sonko, into a mythical figure by demonizing
and imprisoning him, Mr. Sall brutally repressed all demonstrations in his support.
Since March 2021, when Mr. Sonko was arrested, security forces have killed at least

40 young protesters. For good measure, the government threw 1,000 activists in prison,
including Bassirou Diomaye Faye, another leading opposition figure. Credible reports of
torture have not been investigated.

It’s a lot of collateral for Mr. Sall’s ultimately failed attempt to outstay his welcome. His
detractors would like to see him prosecuted by international justice but, in the world as
it is, this seems unlikely. Senegalese civil society, though, may demand that whoever
succeeds Mr. Sall hold him accountable for his actions. That’s where a new amnesty
law passed by Parliament in early March could prove crucial. The law, which pardons
acts committed in connection with political unrest since March 2021, has led to Mr.
Sonko and Mr. Faye, who is a candidate in the election, both being freed. But many
fear that it could be also used to protect the security forces and, of course, Mr. Sall
himself.

For now, the constitutional council has succeeded in calming things down, but
Senegalese democrats shouldn’t sing victory too soon. The worst — contested results
setting off violently repressed protests, for example, amid the threat of military
involvement and foreign interference — could be still to come. Even if the election goes
smoothly, it’s hard to imagine certain high-profile figures in the presidential camp
allowing themselves to be held to account by the next administration without a major
reaction. There could well be more trouble ahead.
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But whatever happens, these three years of turmoil may not have been in vain.
Senegalese citizens are now more aware of the strengths and weaknesses of their
democracy — and it is reasonable to assume that no future president, unless he has lost
his mind, will try to serve more than two terms. This is a great thing, but it could have
been achieved without disgracing the country and creating this much grief.
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Indeed, the debates about Mr. Sall’s successor have rarely gone beyond speculation
about who will soon occupy the presidential palace. The question of what the winner
intends to do for the country is almost never raised. In the lead-up to Sunday’s election,
many voters will have only a vague idea of the programs and capabilities of the many
different candidates. As things stand, there is every reason to be concerned about the
near future. Only one person is responsible for this uncertainty: Mr. Sall, the man who
turned his back on the history of his people.

Boubacar Boris Diop is a Senegalese novelist, journalist and screenwriter. He is the
author, among other books, of “Murambi, the Book of Bones” and the winner of the
2022 Neustadt International Prize for Literature.
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