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NOÉM I TOUSIGNA N T

Vectoral Fieldsites
Scales of Social Observation and Transformation 

in Development-Era Senegal

Abstract: Th e Niakhar area of West-Central Senegal has hosted regular demographic data col-
lection as well as health and social scientifi c research since the 1960s. In this article, I approach 
Niakhar’s long history of research as a window into changing relations between knowledge 
production and modes (and scales) of government. Th rough close examination of three 
studies conducted between 1962 and 1974, I seek in particular to capture how the utopian 
impulses of postcolonial national development in Senegal created epistemological opportuni-
ties and frames of meaning for social scientifi c research. While this development ideology was 
utopian in the general sense of its transformative ambitions, it was also utopian in a more spe-
cifi cally spatial sense, in that Senegal had to be transformed into ‘another place’ to break the 
hold of the colonial political economy and release the full potential of the nation. Social scien-
tists evoked this emerging national territory to make claims for what I call a vectoral relation 
between the subjects and spaces they produced through research and those the state would 
generate through planning, surveying and intervention. I contrast this vectoral spatiality with 
the scalar claims made for post-developmental uses of Niakhar as a site of experimental and 
longitudinal research.
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In 2014, a symposium was held in Dakar to commemorate 50 years of research 
in Niakhar, a rural area located about 140 km to the southeast of Senegal’s capi-
tal. Th e tone was celebratory, but tensions bubbled under the surface. It was no 
secret among attendees that relations had, over the years, sometimes stiff ened 
and soured over issues such as fi eldworkers’ employment conditions, research-
ers’ moral obligations to the community or lapses in scientifi c integrity. More 
subtle tensions, however, hung over the meaning of Niakhar’s history as a place 
of research and as a subject of knowledge. On the one hand, symposium partici-
pants agreed that Niakhar’s history and identity as a research site was defi ned by 
fi ve decades of routine surveys of demographic and health events, such as births, 
deaths and cases of disease. Such surveys have been repeated at least annually 
(with rare interruptions) since late 1962, albeit in an area varying from the whole 
administrative district to a fraction of it, stabilising, since 1981, to around 30 vil-
lages. Th is surveying activity, rather than intermittent research programming and 
institutional oversight, or precise location and shared material infrastructures 
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(such as labs), is what links together a succession of diverse studies, ranging from 
trials of vaccine effi  cacy to analyses of migration and agricultural practices. Most 
of these studies draw on the data collected by routine surveying and depend on 
the conditions created for and by it, such as fi eldworker availability and exper-
tise. Collecting, time and again, information about life events has made Niakhar a 
good place to produce diff erent kinds of knowledge across distinct political eras.

Yet the symposium also showcased divergent ideas on who and where the 
knowledge produced by and with these data was about. To what extent was 
this knowledge about Niakhar’s inhabitants and their histories, and did it speak 
to broader spaces of living, governance and intervention? Th e symposium’s 
guest of honour, credited as the ‘founding father’ of Niakhar, Pierre Cantrelle, 
reminded the audience that routine surveying began, as part of the Sine Saloum 
Demographic Study, to support a Senegalese state project to improve national 
population statistics and vital registration (Cantrelle 2018). My own presenta-
tion explained how this early work addressed Niakhar’s inhabitants as citizens-
in-the-making, as examples of subjects that a state-run, nationwide system of 
demographic recording – which the Sine Saloum study’s method and data were 
meant to help build – would count and plan for (Tousignant 2018). Surveying 
in Niakhar was thus initially aimed at propelling the collection of national statis-
tics. Yet Niakhar and similar zones covered by routine monitoring (these were 
called ‘population laboratories’ or ‘demographic surveillance systems’, but since 
the formation of the INDEPTH network in the late 1990s are termed ‘Health 
and Demographic Surveillance Systems’ (HDSS)) came to be valued, in and of 
themselves, as data sources that could substitute for patchy state recording of 
demographic and epidemiological events. Th e medical scientist Jean-Philippe 
Chippaux (2018) described how, in the absence of comprehensive national sta-
tistics, HDSS off er crucial conditions for the conduct of randomised controlled 
trials (RCTs) in Africa. Using an INDEPTH graph, he showed that the rapid 
growth of RCTs conducted in Africa since the mid-1990s was mirrored by an 
expansion in the number of HDSS, and most RCTs on the continent are run in an 
HDSS (in 2014, 36 of INDEPTH’s 47 HDSS were in Africa; 24 had been created 
since the mid-1990s). Cheikh Sokhna, a malariologist, recounted a particularly 
successful set of RCTs conducted in Niakhar in the early 2000s. Funded by the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, this study of seasonal preventive drug treat-
ment of malaria in children provided a crucial piece of evidence – a ‘proof of con-
cept’ or demonstration of feasibility – that led to new WHO recommendations in 
2012 (Sokhna and Cissé 2018).

Demographer Richard Lalou’s opening words, spoken in Sereer – the lan-
guage spoken by most of Niakhar’s inhabitants, but a minority in Senegal and 
probably few, other than fi eldworkers, in the audience – underscored a rift  among 
symposium presentations. Some, like Lalou, spoke of Niakhar’s singular social 
and environmental histories; of Sereer families, farming or migration strategies. 
While Chippaux and Sokhna evoked Niakhar as a site amenable to the application 
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of standard scientifi c and ethical procedures, and that could be defi ned by demo-
graphic and epidemiological trends, Lalou (see also Masse et al 2018) described 
how the residents of one Niakhar village, Sob, responded to drought, population 
growth, land scarcity and the retreat of the state from rural development over 
half a century. For this he said he drew on and had ‘extended the traces’ of stud-
ies of Sob conducted in the mid-1960s and mid-1980s by the geographer André 
Lericollais. A documentary by acclaimed fi lm director Moussa Sene Absa based 
on the latter study, about Sereer herding following the loss of grazing land, was 
screened in a corner of the symposium venue. During a break, a group of older 
fi eldworkers huddled around the small TV set, pointing out and joking about 
friends and relatives. Th ere are many ways in which these fi eldworkers’ personal 
lives have become entangled with their scientifi c work (cf. Ouvrier 2014), yet 
here, on this screen, seems to be where they saw the Niakhar of researchers join 
up with Niakhar as a lived space and history, produced and experienced by its 
inhabitants. In this research, the ‘local’ was not displaced or overshadowed by – 
but neither was it connected to – national and global projects to improve health 
or living conditions. Th is is in sharp contrast with Niakhar’s use as a global RCT 
‘platform’, yet it also departs from the presence and relevance of the Senega-
lese state and its national projects in the fi eld-sites that Cantrelle and Lericollais 
delineated in the 1960s.

In this article, I explore interactions between scales of research in Niakhar, 
as researchers defi ne them to cultivate specifi c types and qualities of knowledge, 
and what they imagine as the potential scales of relevance for that knowledge. Th e 
latter includes the spaces targeted by, for example, the policies or interventions 
that knowledge might inform; for example, national vital registration or WHO 
recommendations on malaria control. It also includes the spatial reach of what 
that knowledge is agreed to be ‘about’ – what it represents, albeit not necessarily 
in a statistical sense, such as Sereer ‘adaptations’ to environmental change, the 
Sereer as subjects of state development or a Sahelian setting of seasonal endemic 
malaria transmission. Th e core sections of the article are historical and expand 
on my 50th anniversary symposium paper. I examine how, in the decade or so 
around Senegal’s independence (in 1960), French social scientists justifi ed the 
size and emplacement of their fi eld-sites in Niakhar and elsewhere by referring to 
the national scales of action they envisioned as emerging from state development 
projects. Th e case studies I analyse include the abovementioned Sine Saloum 
study and Lericollais’ initial Sob study, as well as two studies of Sereer migration 
to eastern Senegal, the ‘Terres Neuves’ – the latter of which evaluated a pilot state-
run resettlement project. My analysis of these studies seeks to illuminate how the 
Senegalese developmental state shaped the meaning of what was being studied in 
Niakhar – namely, demographic methods, density and growth, as well as Sereer 
migration and agricultural practices. Th is contrasts starkly with how ‘enclaves’ of 
global health research, including HDSS, have been described by anthropologists 
as cut off  from national spaces and projects, linking up, instead, with global net-
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works of investment, evidence-making and intervention design (Geissler 2014, 
2015). To illuminate this contrast, I begin by briefl y locating Niakhar and HDSS 
in the anthropological literature on global health science, metrics and standard-
isation. My aim is not to provide a detailed chronological account of how space 
and knowledge have been imagined in Niakhar from 1962 to the present. Rather, 
I compare Niakhar’s older national and more recent global scales of relevance in 
order to underscore the historical specifi city of the conditions for social scientifi c 
knowledge-production that were created by utopian postcolonial state projects.

Attending to scales of relevance provides a new angle for examining relations 
between scientists and the state, or other institutions of inter-, extra- or ‘para-’
statal governance. Previous studies of social scientifi c research in Africa have 
focused on relations between the goals and ideologies of researchers and those 
of the colonial or postcolonial state, thereby describing relations of complicity 
and interdependence (e.g. De L’Estoile 2000; Wilder 2003; Bamba 2010; Barré 
2017) or of confl ict and critique (e.g. Mann 2013). In my case studies of post-
independence research, I propose that science–state dynamics can also be dis-
cerned in points of intersection between the spatial outlines of fi eld-sites and 
the spatial outlines that state projects (here, for example, vital registration and 
resettlement) promised to generate. Th is approach builds on attention to how 
fi eld-sites mediated and modulated relations among (social) scientists and devel-
opmental states in Africa. In Christophe Bonneuil’s classic article on ‘develop-
ment as experiment’ (2000), late-colonial and post-independence development 
schemes – exemplifi ed by resettlement projects – ordered Africans, land, 
resources and techniques into legible spaces of knowledge production, thereby 
simultaneously producing fi eld-sites and state control. Others, however, have 
highlighted fi eld-sites as potentially transformative and subversive, in which 
social scientists ‘discovered’ realities that were left  out of colonial discourses 
of African fi xity and ignorance, yet which also exposed the profound eff ects of 
colonial intervention (e.g. Schumaker 2001; De Suremain 2004; Tilley 2011). In 
Niakhar’s post-independence fi eld-sites, scientists observed and criticised the 
eff ects of state intervention, yet they also envisioned futures for their methods 
and fi ndings within a broader, transformative space arising from developmental 
projects. By the 1980s, however, these national scales of state action were becom-
ing largely irrelevant to Niakhar’s researchers. Th ey now sought to document 
patterns of mortality causes, disease prevention or migration to inform interna-
tional decision-makers and purse-string holders, or, instead, to highlight Sereer 
adaption, without state support, to economic and environmental crises.

HDSS as Global Health Enclaves

Paul Wenzel Geissler (2014, 2015) points to the HDSS as an example, along with 
securitised labs and clinical wards equipped for trials, of enclaves that compose a 
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new African landscape – an ‘archipelago’ – of medical science in the age of global 
health. While concentrated sites of scientifi c activity are far from new, Geissler 
argues that during the developmental era small-scale tests, surveys and pilots 
were intended to radiate, in continuous trajectories and via state action, towards 
the territory of the empire and nation. Drawing on James Ferguson’s (2005) 
updating of James Scott’s critique of state modernisation projects for Africas’ 
neoliberal extractive economies, Geissler suggests that, like private capital, sci-
entifi c inputs and outputs no longer ‘fl ow’. Instead, they ‘hop’ across a global 
network of enclaves, bypassing proximate spaces and national institutions. Th is 
new landscape, Ferguson points out, is marked by an abandonment of the proj-
ect Scott described of ‘construct[ing] national “grids” of legibility’ (2005: 379). 
How does the HDSS create new cartographies of legibility? Geissler suggests it 
is spatially confi gured to act as ‘sensor’ of global trends and as ‘laboratory’, as the 
demands of experimental validity, ‘epitomized’ by RCT methodology, enforce 
‘the topography of enclosure’ (2015: 17).

Th e images of sensor and laboratory hint at, but do not fl esh out, how the 
HDSS render legible what and who they encompass for the purposes of gen-
erating ‘global’ knowledge. In INDEPTH’s founding documents, HDSS were 
positioned as beacons in the ‘great void in population-based information’ that 
constrained the ‘articulation of eff ective [health] policies and programs’ for the 
poor.1 Th is void has a precise history: a growing demand, from the 1990s, by 
emerging global health institutions for metrics of ill-health, its determinants, the 
theoretical cost-effi  cacy of interventions and their actual impact, which came up 
against persistently incomplete national statistics systems at a time when state 
budgets were being frozen and slashed by economic crisis and austerity measures 
(Adams 2016). HDSS and their predecessors – defi ned as spatially delimited 
populations that are surveyed at least annually – are not, their proponents insist 
(e.g. Bocquier et al 2017), statistically representative of any broader group such 
as the national population. One thing they can do, however, is illuminate long-
term patterns with suffi  cient precision and accuracy to establish causal relations: 
for example, between malaria endemicity or women’s education levels and child 
mortality. Particular local histories are simplifi ed and contained in (rather than 
erased from) the data sets that are analysed for such patterns (Reynolds 2015). 
Moreover, HDSS researchers also point out that their own knowledge of local 
particularities, acquired through long experiences in areas like Niakhar, makes 
them better able to disentangle the particular from the generalisable (Delaunay 
2002). Th ese same researchers, such as the demographer Valérie Delaunay, also 
use these data, ‘thickened’ with additional research, to study located social prac-
tices such as the temporary migration of young Sereer women who take jobs 
as domestic workers in Dakar (Delaunay and Enel 2009). Meanwhile, collect-
ing even basic data depends on fi eldworkers’ relations of familiarity and trust 
with respondents, as does the delicate negotiation of enrolment into RCTs – in 
Niakhar, as anthropologist Ashley Ouvrier (2014) has shown, a long history of 
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both medical research and demographic surveying is experienced by residents as 
a relation of mutual gift  exchange.

Besides fi eldworkers’ local relations, the conduct of RCTs also relies on the 
data and practices of routine surveying. Th e robust and scalable results of RCTs, 
Vincanne Adams points out, make national data systems appear dispensable to 
those who seek to formulate evidence-based health policies (2016: 32). Yet they 
achieve comparability, she notes, ‘not by making global claims but by making 
local and specifi c claims that can be scaled up’ (2016: 34). HDSS databases con-
tain and create knowledge of local lives – who was born when, where a specifi c 
individual might be found for monitoring – that is particular, even if simplifi ed 
(and which, as above, can be used in other ways; see also Reynolds 2015). Th is 
knowledge, in addition to fi eldworker tact and persuasiveness, makes it possi-
ble to defi ne, enrol and track HDSS inhabitants as statistically valid comparison 
groups for RCTs. Furthermore, the networking of HDSS as part of INDEPTH 
and other large-scale initiatives facilitates the pooling and comparison of routine 
data for analysing trends, as well as the conduct of RCTs in multiple sites, simul-
taneously or sequentially. As anthropologists and practitioners of global health 
research thus suggest, it takes various forms of located work, within and between 
HDSS, to generate data that can become ‘global’. Such work also depends on and 
is reinforced by imaginations of the global as a scale for action on health.

Most research conducted in HDSS, especially research relating to health, 
aims to produce components of ‘travelling models’. As developed by Richard Rot-
tenburg and colleagues, the concept of the travelling model invites ethnographic 
inquiry into how representations of specifi c realities are turned into ‘blueprints’ 
for intervening elsewhere. It draws particular attention to what allows a model 
to travel. On the one hand, models do not ‘diff use by themselves’, based on any 
intrinsic quality: their mobility depends on located practices of de-territorial-
isation and re-territorialisation, performed by specifi c actors who must trans-
late their meaning and put them into practice, with the support of institutional 
‘forms and conventions’ (Behrends et al 2014: 2). On the other hand, they are 
assumed to ‘possess an intrinsic eff ectiveness’, anchored in causal mechanisms, 
which is also imagined (but not enacted) as independent from the contexts in 
which models emerge, are validated and are implemented (Olivier de Sardan et 
al 2017). HDSS can, in this view, be seen as sites where causal relations – such as 
the eff ect of preventive treatment on malaria morbidity, or how nutritional status 
correlates with child mortality – can be inferred by simplifying, monitoring and 
controlling for ‘context’. Th is potential information about a model’s mechanisms 
contributes to illusions of its ‘intrinsic eff ectiveness’. It is also plugged into con-
crete practices and relations – which, for the case of seasonal preventive malaria 
treatment, would ‘travel’ through the Gates Foundation through Niakhar and 
subsequent trial sites, to a large Unitaid-coordinated ‘implementation trial’, and 
the myriad donors funding drug supply and delivery in specifi c Sahelian loca-
tions – that ‘carry’ ideas of causality into and as models. In her study of a ‘model 
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village’ in Ethiopia, Marit Tolo Østebø (2021) uses the epidemiological meta-
phor of vectors as ‘vehicles for transmission’ to describe the actors and actions 
that make a model travel (or, in this case, ‘go viral’). A vector, however, is also a 
geometrical concept referring to quantities of ‘magnitude’ and ‘direction’ (e.g. 
Oxford Reference 2022) – usually represented as an arrow. In this sense, the vec-
tor it not the specifi c actor that does the moving but rather an announced path-
way of motion. Using this latter sense of vector loosely to also include potential 
or imagined pathways from fi eld-sites to spaces of intervention, in the next sec-
tions I examine the very diff erent spatial and political orientations that animated 
Niakhar fi eld-sites in the 1960s and that disappeared with the retreat of the devel-
opmental state.

Space, Population and Development in Post-Independence Senegal

In 1958, Mamadou Dia, president of the Senegalese Government Council (a 
semi-autonomous governing body that was overseeing the transition to self-
government) invited the French Catholic priest and founder of the Economy and 
Humanism movement Louis-Philippe Lebret to advise on the design of Sene-
gal’s fi rst four-year plan (which would start aft er independence in 1960). For Leb-
ret, Dia and their allies, the primary objective of ‘the plan’ was to dismantle the 
économie de traite, a system of extractive trade in which Senegalese farmers sold 
their peanut crops cheaply to French fi rms and were overcharged for imported 
food and manufactured goods, as well as trapped in debt cycles of seed and hun-
gry season loans (Boone 1992). While diversifi cation was on the agenda, a fi rst 
step was to nationalise components of the peanut circuit (such as supply, credit 
and marketing) to make it less exploitative and more productive, and thus able to 
underwrite other state projects.

Th e colonial political economy had spatial logics that also needed, according 
to Dia and Lebret, to be overwritten: its administrative divisions and investments 
had abandoned some peripheral rural areas, while integrating others – the cen-
tral ‘peanut basin’ – mainly to stimulate cash cropping and to move commodities 
between the hinterland and Metropole-facing ports and cities. A novel ordering 
of territory (aménagement du territoire) meant mapping out the nation’s poten-
tialities, to then defi ne the levels and scales of state–citizen interaction that were 
best suited to its development. In Mamadou Diouf ’s words, aménagement du ter-
ritoire was, for Lebret and Dia, the ‘cornerstone of political intervention . . . [that] 
aimed at nothing less than the creation of a new rhythm and new needs . . . a new 
territoriality . . . of development’, in other words, a ‘new economic cartography 
and human geography’ (1997: 299). Early Senegalese development was utopian 
in the general sense of its transformative ambitions: to improve the conditions of 
citizens’ social and economic life through muscular state reorganisation of and 
participation in agriculture, industry, trade and service provision. Yet as Diouf 
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(1997) points out, it was also utopian in a more specifi cally spatial sense, in that 
Senegal had to be transformed into ‘another place’ to break the hold of the colo-
nial political economy and release the full potential of the nation. Mapping this 
new place, Lebret insisted, required new forms of knowledge production.

One of Lebret’s fi rst acts as development adviser was to survey the coun-
try from an army ‘bush’ plane fl ying at 300 metres of altitude, accompanied 
by the sociologist of religion Victor Martin and a forestry inspector. As Jean-
Claude Lavigne (2007: 15), one of Lebret’s successors, put it, the idea was to 
decipher ‘life, territories and terroirs . . . the land, men and women and the cul-
tural relationship between land and humans’; one might add by, quite literally, 
rising above the spatial orders of colonial trade and administration to see what 
lay beneath them. Lavigne further explains that, for Lebret, ‘participatory’ or 
‘democratic and ascending’ planning – which, in other words, was responsive 
to citizens’ demands and encouraged their active involvement – depended on 
identifying scales of social and material organisation, which Lebret sought to do 
from the air. Lebret called the larger, regional units of social and economic life 
‘homogeneous zones’. Th ese served as sampling units for the ambitious set of 
studies (of society, economy, agriculture, health and nutrition) that he commis-
sioned in 1959–1960. Th ey were also the basis of new regional divisions in which 
to reorient economic activity. Smaller, ‘basic’ units of collective life anchored 
the system of rural marketing cooperatives and animation rurale (for village-level 
basic education and civic ‘consciousness raising’) which formed the centrepiece 
of Dia’s socialist policies.

Lebret also framed population growth as a spatial and economic problem – 
rather than a bio-technical one of reproduction and its control. ‘Ultra-rapid’ 
population growth topped his list of Senegal’s development challenges, which 
he presented to the Government Council in 1958 (Lebret 1958 [2007]: 96). 
Th is called for matching production and employment targets, but also for fi n-
er-grained knowledge of demographic growth and migration so that the state 
could identify and plan for its citizens’ needs (1958 [2007]: 112). Th is may seem 
obvious, but it was only recently, with the post-war emergence of planning, that 
the French colonial administration began investing in more accurate and com-
plete demographic data (Gervais 1996; Barré 2017). Lebret referred, indirectly, 
to the further problem of an uneven spatial distribution of population densities. 
Urban migration outpaced job growth, and some soils were overused. Yet among 
Senegal’s ‘favourable factors’, he noted ‘the new lands . . . the existence of lands to 
be conquered’ (1958 [2007]: 101). As Alison Bashford points out for earlier global 
debates, the problematisation of population has been deeply entwined with colo-
nial imaginaries of ‘empty space’ or ‘wastelands’ (2014: 9).

Migration into the periphery of Senegal’s agricultural heartlands was not 
new. Since the early twentieth century, ‘pioneer fronts’ had set out from older 
areas of settlement where land – in part due to French demand for peanuts – 
was increasingly scarce and exhausted. Most migrants were led by groups of the 
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Murid Sufi  brotherhood, and were stimulated as well as structured by Murid 
spiritual doctrine and hierarchical organisation – in which groups of young men 
expressed their devotion through labour – and desire to profi t from the colonial 
cash crop economy. Th e French colonial state actively encouraged the general 
drive to expand peanut farming (through taxation, for example) as well as spe-
cifi c Murid migration by extending transport and water infrastructure into the 
hinterland, granting huge tracts of land and turning a blind eye to sometimes 
violent confl icts with the Fulani herders living in/from the lands they treated as 
‘empty’ (Cruise O’Brien 1975: 65–67; see also Pélissier 1966 [2008]). While ben-
efi ting from peanut exports, colonial authorities were ambivalent about Murid 
and, more broadly, Wolof (Senegal’s majority ethnic grouping, within which 
the brotherhood initially expanded) socio-religious dynamism and expansionist 
agriculture (Galvan 2004). From the 1930s, colonial anxieties about soil erosion 
framed Murid/Wolof farming as ecologically destructive.

Against this image, the Sereer were held up as ideal – conservative and con-
servationist – African peasants, deeply attached to the land and to (pre-Islamic) 
tradition, reluctant to migrate and prudent custodians of soil fertility (Galvan 
2004). Th is typing underpinned a short-lived colonial resettlement scheme from 
the Sine to the Saloum (further east) in the mid-1930s. District authorities (with, 
apparently, no involvement of central authorities) aimed to create a Sereer ‘buf-
fer zone’ protecting forest areas from Murid infringement (Dubois 1971: 25). 
Th e ‘good Sereer farmer’ reappeared in debates among agricultural experts amid 
pressure, aft er the Second World War, to increase Senegalese peanut production 
to off set the oilseed shortage in France (Pessis 2013). Pushing for measures of 
soil conservation, some proposed a generalisation of the Sereer farming model 
(2013: 132). Social scientists’ later interest in Sereer (responses to) demographic 
density was partly a product of this colonial history of ethnic typing as entangled 
with concerns about ecology, farming and population (re)distribution (Richard 
2018).

Lebret’s invocation of ‘new lands’ brought this frontier into a developmental 
imaginary of national legibility and intervention. While there are clear echoes 
here of Scott’s description of modernist state projects, Lebret (1958 [2007]) 
explicitly rejected the type of experimental development, as described by Bon-
neuil (2000), that created and circumscribed – in sites such as those created by 
resettlement schemes – the realities they sought to render legible. He called 
instead for a laborious process of information-gathering as a precondition for 
defi ning and optimising the nation’s socio-spatial organisation. Th is vision under-
pinned the energetic programme of participatory rural development launched 
by Dia, who became Prime Minister under Senegal’s fi rst President, Léopold 
Sédar Senghor. Th is vision was never actualised, as Dia, who threated French 
interests, was ousted by Senghor in 1962 (Boone 1992) and the institutions he 
designed, notably cooperatives and the animation rurale, were by many accounts 
hijacked by elite interests and emptied of their transformative potential. Yet as 
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Diouf (1997) notes, the utopian rhetoric forged and written into the fi rst plan by 
Lebret and Dia continued to infuse Senegalese development until the mid-1970s, 
as did a more diff use optimism about the state’s capacity and will to transform 
social and economic conditions. In the following sections, I seek to excavate the 
echoes of this rhetoric and optimism in Niakhar’s early social science fi eld-sites.

Repeating Observation in the Nation

Cantrelle designed the Sine-Saloum Demographic Study under contract as a 
UN technical assistant, whose mandate was defi ned by the Senegalese statistics 
agency. Cantrelle worked with a team of state fi eldworkers to fi ne-tune and deploy 
this design – he and later colleagues recognise the essential and innovative role 
played in particular by one of the team supervisors, Mamadou Diagne.2 Th e man-
date was to assist and advise the agency in creating a reliable system of statistical 
collection (and, in the meantime, to provide a set of accurate data ‘for evaluating 
the needs of the population to be met by the economic and social plan’), as well as 
in improving the civil registry (the system for recording vital events and changes 
in civil status: births, marriages and deaths).3 Th is followed on the heels of a law, 
enacted in 23 June 1961, to make civil registration obligatory and universal.

Th is last objective signals an obvious connection between the study and 
postcolonial state-building. In France, civil registration was instituted as a ‘civic 
ritual’ by which individuals materialise their relationship with the state (Noiriel 
1993: 6). Yet, in former colonies, demographic recording evoked histories of 
civic exclusion (of rural non-citizens), coercion (censuses being linked to taxa-
tion and intrusive public health campaigns) and control (particularly of urban 
populations) (Gervais 1996; Barré 2017; Wilder 2003). Censuses and registration 
needed to be reframed as a civic right and obligation, and as a tool of mutual 
recognition between the new states and their citizens (Cooper 2016; Serra 2018). 
Cantrelle’s reports describe a colonial history of discriminatory civil registration. 
With Diagne’s help especially, the Sine-Saloum Study experimented with novel 
strategies of village-level recording as a means for expanding its reach. At least 
indirectly, then, the study was concerned with a postcolonial drive to enrol ‘the 
population’ as citizens into the domain of state action. It also confronted colonial 
legacies. In the ‘villages meetings’ organised ahead of the fi rst survey, Cantrelle 
wrote: ‘the word census, which recalls taxation, is not uttered’ (1965: 6). Th e 
study’s interest in village histories and genealogies – presumed to be shared by 
local residents – was also emphasised. On the radio, the study’s objectives were 
announced as: ‘to know the history, the evolution of the population, its natality 
and mortality, in order to contribute to the improvement of health and economic 
conditions’.4 Repeated visits by the same fi eld team were also a means of culti-
vating trust, off ering ‘proof that this is not a matter of taxation and that it cannot 
harm’ (Cantrelle 1969a: 23).
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Th e primary goal of repetition was, however, to maximise the precision 
and accuracy of data. Th e method of repeat-surveying was novel and sought to 
demonstrate that accurate demographic recording was feasible in rural Africa. 
Th is goal dovetailed a post-war turn in African demography toward more pre-
cise, dynamic and predictive knowledge of population (by calculating rates and 
forecasting trends), which was required by development planning as a future-
oriented mode of government (Gervais 1996; Barré 2017). In the 1950s, the 
French national statistics institute (INSEE) coordinated a series of sample sur-
veys, fi rst mainly of demography, then paired with economic, sociological and 
health investigations across West Africa. It was on two of these, in Guinea and the 
Senegal River Valley, that Cantrelle (who had trained as a medical doctor), had, 
aft er a brief interest in physical anthropology, cut his teeth as a demographer.

To measure change, the INSEE surveys asked respondents to remember 
events such as births and deaths over a recent timespan. By contrast, the repeat 
survey method might bypass faulty memories by instead looking forward, from 
one survey to the next. Repetition shortened the intervals between events and 
their recording (some recourse to recall was inevitable) and allowed fi eldworkers 
to confront and compare statements (and appearances, such as visible pregnan-
cies) between surveys. Each survey thus recalled the last and anticipated the next, 
creating an extended time of ‘observation’. To host this extended time, a space 
and its inhabitants needed to be delimited and revisited. With advice from Vic-
tor Martin (one of Lebret’s bush-plane companions and research collaborators), 
Cantrelle (1969a) selected the district of Niakhar (65 villages and a population 
of circa 33,000) in the densely populated Sine region, and half of the Paos-Koto 
district, further east in the more sparsely settled Saloum.

When Cantrelle initiated the study, only one year of funding and employ-
ment were guaranteed (which would be prolonged to three; in 1964, Cantrelle 
was recruited by ORSTOM, the French overseas research offi  ce that was created 
in 1942). Given this time limitation, Cantrelle (1965: 3) opted to repeat the sur-
veys every trimester on these two places/populations, rather than across multi-
ple points across the country. Th e surveys thus recorded specimens rather than 
samples of Senegalese population, a decision that privileged precision over rep-
resentativity. Th is raises questions about what, and whom, given his mandate to 
advise the government on how best to register and count national population, 
this non-representative precision was for.

Cantrelle’s answers make sense in light of an expectation of continued state 
investment in improving demographic data and civil registration. Cantrelle rec-
ommended, fi rst, that the state use the highly accurate data of repeat-surveying
 to set a threshold at which expanding état civil coverage could be determined 
to have reached ‘an adequate level for demographic use’. In other words, the 
repeat-survey would contribute to its own replacement by the state’s routine 
administrative functioning. Second, Cantrelle suggested that state statistics ser-
vices (Senegalese or other) take up the repeat-survey method to be deployed at 
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sample sites selected to represent the national scale. He even proposed that Sene-
gal’s national census, planned for 1970, serve as a baseline for further cluster stud-
ies using repeat-surveying. Responsibility for these uses of repeat-surveying, he 
specifi ed, would ‘normally rest with the statistics service of the country’ (1969b: 
7). Th us, a method developed in the non-representatively small and stable fi eld-
space of Niakhar was projected onto the territorial scale at which Cantrelle 
anticipated the Senegalese/African state would survey, register and plan for its 
citizens.

A Terroir with a (National) View

In 1965, André Lericollais joined Niakhar’s demographic fi eld team – made 
up, since 1964, of ORSTOM-employed fi eldworkers – to select a fi eld-site for 
a terroir study. ‘Terroir’, a French term commonly used to refer to a cultivated 
and cultural landscape (particularly in relation to winemaking), was taken up 
by the French geographers, Gilles Sautter and Paul Pélisser, to designate their 
new approach to the study of the African ‘humanized landscape’ by observing 
the agrarian practices that fashioned it (1964: 57; see also Bassett et al 2007). 
Pélissier, who with Sautter co-directed the newly created ORSTOM geography 
section, was Lericollais’ PhD supervisor. Pélissier had spent the 1950s in Senegal, 
where he conducted the fi eldwork for a comparative study, published in 1966, of 
how the ‘human-environment dialogue’ of ‘rural societies’ is ‘transcribed’ into 
landscape (Pélissier 1966 [2008]: ix). Building on this work, the terroir approach 
aimed to zoom in on ‘the portion of territory appropriated, ordered and used by 
the group that resides there and draws from it its means of subsistence’ (Sautter 
and Pélissier 1964: 57). On this scale, researchers would map, precisely, how land 
was divided and distributed, allocated and inhabited, farmed, built and otherwise 
managed. Pélissier and Sautter called for particular attention to the terroir’s his-
toricity, as a result of colonial intervention, current developmental programme 
and rural societies’ own ‘active adaptation’ to change (Sautter and Pélissier 1964: 
71).

Pélissier’s work also directed Lericollais’ choice, and understanding, of a 
Sereer terroir in the Sine. Pélissier described this region’s high population den-
sity as an achievement of the Sereer agrarian system. By rotating crops, com-
bining cultivation with animal husbandry (releasing manure onto fallow fi elds) 
and nurturing a parkland of soil-nourishing trees, the Sereer maintained stabil-
ity despite the introduction of peanut cash-cropping and demographic growth 
(Pélissier 1953, 1966 [2008]). While echoing the colonial trope of Sereer fi xity, 
Pélissier insisted this stability was the product of agricultural ‘ingenuity’ and 
‘fl exibility’ (1966 [2008]: 296). Within the Sine, Lericollais chose Sob because it 
fell within the Sine-Saloum surveying zone, and because the ethnologist Margue-
rite Dupire had recently collected genealogies there and, importantly, employed 
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a local assistant, Joseph Diatte, who had both family ties in Sob and a primary 
school certifi cate. Diatte’s collaboration would be vital to completing the rigor-
ous work of measuring plots and crops, and to cultivating the trust needed to link 
these to household compositions and resources.5

Diatte and Lericollais also observed, over the course of two farming seasons 
(1966–1967) – and complemented by specialist colleagues’ analyses of vegeta-
tion, soils and yields – a landscape being actively reworked by the state’s newly 
launched programme of rural technical assistance aiming to accelerate the pro-
duction of peanuts and millet. Entrusted to the French parastatal fi rm SATEC 
(Société d’Assistance Technique et de Coopération), this programme marked a fi rst 
technocratic turn in Senegalese development, away from the broad humanistic 
and participatory goals of the early post-independence years (Diouf 1997).

Sautter and Pélissier made general claims for the relevance of the terroir 
approach with reference to territorial scales of government. Th eir method’s focus 
on the ‘becoming’ (devenir) of small rural worlds, wrote Sautter and Pélissier, 
converged with ‘the practical preoccupations of African governments and tech-
nical cooperation organisations’ (1964: 71). Th is was assuming, of course, that 
these governments sought to pursue, and ‘base their action on’, knowledge of 
rural realities. Studies conducted on the scale of a terroir might, they off ered, 
be used as ‘control cases’ against which the fi ndings of broader-scale state-led 
sample surveys could be evaluated. Alternatively, the terroir approach could 
provide a ‘unifi ed methodological model’ for monographic studies – which had, 
since the 1950s, oft en complemented surveys to combine coverage with depth 
(Barré 2017). Sautter and Pélissier set terroir studies as a priority orientation for 
ORSTOM geographers, among whose objectives was to ‘deliver results appli-
cable for the development actions of host countries’ (Sautter 1965: 4). Abou 
Bamba (2010) shows that ORSTOM researchers in Côte d’Ivoire (including 
Sautter) actively promoted a particular ‘brand’ of social science – fi eld-based, 
localised, sociological, comfortably straddling the basic/applied divide – as rel-
evant to postcolonial development planning. Taking stock of terroir studies in 
1970, Sautter and Pélissier specifi cally cited Lericollais’ collaboration with an 
agronomist as exemplary of an ideal dissolution of boundaries between basic 
and applied research. Th ey also projected, optimistically, that states’ increasing 
willingness to ‘graft ’ development onto the accumulated technical knowledge of 
peasants would fully reveal the terroir method’s utility for rendering legible the 
logics of rural production, and thereby turn these into a ‘springboard for devel-
opment’ (Pélissier and Sautter 1970: 34).

In Sob, however, Lericollais (1970) found that prospects for joining ‘peasant’ 
and state-provided expert technical knowledge were constrained by acute land 
scarcity. Th is scarcity was, moreover, being exacerbated by, in turn limiting the 
benefi ts of, the increases in crop production enabled by state-facilitated access to 
equipment, animals and fertiliser through SATEC, as well as land tenure reform 
(Lericollais 1964). Favouring extensive (on more land) rather than intensive 
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(greater yields) farming, these measures aggravated rather than resolved the 
eff ects of population growth, leading to the abandonment of fallowing and social 
destabilisation. While Lericollais confi rmed and detailed Pélissier’s account 
of past Sereer adaptation to population growth and peanuts cash cropping, he 
warned this equilibrium was breaking down under the twin assaults of popula-
tion growth and technological change.

Lericollais concludes this thesis with:

it is obvious to all that the villages of the Sine are too populated while the rural 
zones situated in the south and east of Serer country are relatively prosperous. 
Public action in view of relieving the countries of the Sine must be welcomed 
by peasants, who understand the necessity of emigration despite the perils and 
uncertainty it entails. (1970: 153)

Th e new territory to be generated by state-led resettlement, expanding Ser-
eer ‘living space’ (Bashford 2014) towards south-eastwards ‘prosperous zones’, 
thus provided a frame for interpreting and applying Lericollais’ fi ndings of ‘sat-
uration’ in Sob. Th is was a minor concern for Lericollais: a brief mention he did 
not elaborate on in his reports or a later oral history interview. At the institu-
tional level, however, it was emphasised: the ORSTOM annual report for 1966 
announced that the Sob study would ‘apparently serve as a pilot study to the 
Aménagement du Territoire Service for the reorganisation of terroirs’.

Migratory Desires

Migration to ‘terres neuves’ was also a research theme Sautter and Pélissier set 
for ORSTOM geographers (Sautter 1965). Th e latter had, in Paysans du Séné-
gal (1966 [2008]), advocated a ‘proactive geography’ (géographie volontaire), 
whereby careful readings of landscape would serve development action. For 
Pélissier, a major obstacle to Senegalese development was the spatial misalign-
ment of its population and resources. Th is, he instructed, ‘must be corrected by 
a systematic policy of agricultural colonisation’ (1966 [2008]: 903). Meanwhile, 
Senegal’s second development plan (1965–1969) identifi ed an ‘urgent’ need to 
examine population redistribution, especially away from the ‘critical’ Sereer 
zone. ORSTOM geographer Jean-Paul Dubois began studying a recent trend of 
‘spontaneous’ eastward emigration from Niakhar in 1967.

In the report of this fi rst Terres Neuves study, Dubois (1971: 25–31) warned 
against resettlement programmes based on coercive methods and idealisation 
of the Sereer as ‘model peasants’. He presented the 1930s colonial resettlement 
scheme as a cautionary tale. Its failure had been wrongfully blamed on Sereer 
‘attachment to the land’, while its ‘very authoritarian methods’ were vividly 
remembered three decades later. Yet he also found enduring Sereer move-
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ment back and forth between the Sine and the resettlement area (in the eastern 
Saloum), overlaid by a recent surge that followed the 1966 drought and poor har-
vests in the Sine. However, migrants, especially Sereer women, found conditions 
in the east to be harsh. Dubois concluded that willingness to migrate could be 
harnessed by state investment in ‘good conditions’ of emigration, and a policy 
aiming to reinforce complementary connections between the old terroirs of the 
Sine and new ones in resettlement areas.

By 1967–1968, agricultural productivity and profi tability were, aft er the 
gains of the early 1960s, dropping. A rural crisis, the ‘malaise paysan’ (peasant 
discontent), was brewing (Mbodj 1992). It was becoming clear that ‘input’-based 
productivity programmes such as that run by SATEC were inadequate. In 1968–
1969, the Senegalese state designed a plan to resettle 1,000 families from the Sine 
to Eastern Senegal (further inland from the eastern Saloum). Aft er evaluation, 
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (part of the World 
Bank Group, and oft en referred to simply as the World Bank), agreed to fund a 
pilot scheme to move 300 families. Th e scheme, launched in 1972, aimed to pro-
vide settlers with roads, wells, temporary shelters, partly cleared land and agri-
cultural extension (technical) services. Such support would also be extended to 
250 families that had already migrated of their own initiative (World Bank 1979: 
16).

Only this latter measure was ascribed directly to Dubois’s recommendations. 
Th e existence of spontaneous migration was, however, taken by World Bank 
experts as an indication that state action need not impose resettlement on the 
Sereer. Th at said, state support and coordination were required to ensure new 
lands were used ‘properly’, notably by diversifying crops (an explicit aim of the 
scheme) and managing soil fertility. World Bank experts also insisted the pilot 
scheme be monitored by independent researchers (creating tensions with the 
state agency implementing the scheme, the Société des Terres Neuves (STN)) to 
guide its subsequent phases (World Bank 1979: 19). Th ey identifi ed ‘willingness 
to migrate’ as a key point of interest.

Th e World Bank contracted Dubois, along with an ORSTOM sociologist and 
agronomist, to conduct the study. For World Bank observers, the results of their 
study indicated that ‘willingness to migrate’ was not just a pre-existing condition 
of the scheme but was also generated by it: with awareness of the ‘project and its 
potentialities’, demand had grown quickly (World Bank 1975: 6). Dubois and his 
colleagues wrote a more nuanced account. Initially, the departure of migrants 
was perceived by those left  behind in Niakhar (where most migrants were initially 
recruited) as a ‘rupture, a betrayal, a desertion of the village community’, and 
further migration was actively discouraged. When, however, the fi rst migrants 
returned with money and food, resettlement was reinterpreted as a family sup-
port net. Th is was not entirely to be credited to the resettlement scheme itself, 
whose failures and limited impact on the material conditions of migration the 
ORSTOM researchers highlighted. Instead, they pointed to migrants’ own 
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‘embellished’ accounts of migration, and the deterioration of farming conditions 
in the Sine under prolonged drought, contrasting with more stable rainfall in the 
east. Th e study report also called for resettlement villages to be placed within 
the same spatial framework as Niakhar’s departure zones, one created by endur-
ing kin relations, back-and-forth movement and evaluation of conditions for 
life, through which these sites were linked and mutually transformed. Th ey also 
pointed to the scheme’s symbolic (rather than material) effi  cacy in raising aware-
ness, in Niakhar, of soil exhaustion while demonstrating state concern with ‘the 
problems of Sereer society and more broadly by those of Senegalese agriculture’ 
(Dubois et al 1979: 19).

World Bank reports presented Sereer migratory desire as a juncture between 
the social research that revealed it and the forms of state action it justifi ed. Th e 
ORSTOM researchers, however, sought to carve out a broader space around 
‘willingness to migrate’ as a research fi nding that might be turned into a resource 
for development intervention. Th is was conceptual space, making room for social 
scientists and their subjects to critique the eff ects and exceed the objectives of the 
resettlement scheme. It was also a spatial framework, revealed by social research 
to be shaped by histories of, as well as long-distance interactions between, popu-
lation growth, land availability, soil and rainfall conditions and successive waves 
of more or less ‘directed’ eastward migration. Th e fi eld-sites of the second Terres 
Neuves study were superimposed on the state pilot programme’s recruitment and 
settlement sites. Yet the study’s reports also imagine its Sereer subjects, and their 
mobility, in relation to the future that the resettlement project might engender. It 
was by problematising and managing population–land–resource relations within 
the framework of national space that study fi ndings of ‘overpopulation’ and 
‘migratory desire’ in the Sine could be presented as relevant for state action, by 
which spaces of land ‘saturation’ and spaces of ‘new land’ could solve each other.

Conclusion

By calling attention to ‘vectoral’ pathways between fi eld-sites and state projects 
in the Sine Saloum, Sob and Terres Neuves studies, I make no claims about their 
researchers’ personal commitments to a politics of development, utopian or oth-
erwise, nor about specifi c state actors’ expectations of social science research. 
Certainly, at the institutional level, ORSTOM presented itself as responsive 
to the needs of African development, as illustrated in its 1965 annual report 
statement that the rapid growth, since 1962, of its social science sections was 
‘essentially motivated by the demand of states themselves’. Moreover, Cantrelle, 
Lericollais, Dubois and colleagues (including Pélissier and Sautter) seem to have 
been broadly sympathetic toward a developmental impulse to collect informa-
tion about its citizens and to intervene in agricultural production, including via 
resettlement – as long as these policies were informed by social knowledge. Th ey 
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may have had faith in national development as a tool of decolonisation, as Lebret 
and Dia initially designed it, or as it was later moderated by Senghor and Abdou 
Diouf. Or they might have been comfortable with development planning as it 
was widely used in Europe and its empires since the 1940s, particularly in France 
where aménagement du territoire, and indeed Lebret and his allies, played an 
important role in post-war reconstruction (Lavigne 2007; Samuel 2017). Still, 
their research publications, as well as more recent interviews with Cantrelle and 
Lericollais, express more concern with accurately describing what was happen-
ing – methodologically and socially – within their fi eld-sites than with imagining 
or prescribing how the state might intervene beyond them.

Yet as I have argued in this article, these researchers’ claims about the rel-
evance of their methods and fi ndings invoked expectations that the Senegalese 
state would intervene to address the land–population problem in Niakhar, and 
more generally that African states wanted to expand and refi ne their knowl-
edge of rural demography, social life and agricultural practice. Th is imminent 
future of national surveys, agricultural support and large-scale resettlement gave 
meaning to the highly precise data and methods of repeat-surveying and ter-
roir studies – even if, to reach this precision, they had to be deployed on small, 
non-representative fractions of national space – as well as to fi ndings of Sereer 
agricultural adaptation and attitudes towards migration in the context of Nia-
khar’s ‘saturation’. Th ey were not only about generic, ‘global’ knowledge, or about 
Sereer singularity and adaptation – as more recent research in Niakhar has been. 
Th ey were also about the potential methods and (Sereer) subjects of national 
development, thereby conjuring a ‘vectoral’ pathway toward the territorial scales 
at which the state would produce knowledge and redistribute population.
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Notes

 1. http://www.indepth-network.org/about-us/governance-structure/founding-docume

nts/founding-documents

 2. Th e crucial contribution of Senegalese fi eldworkers is hinted at in Cantrelle and Lericol-

lais’ research reports, and explicitly acknowledged in oral history interviews with these 

and other researchers by the MEREAF team (see acknowledgements) conducted in 

2013–2015. Th ese records, however, are vague as to how fi eldworkers shaped research 

design and objectives of the particular case studies mentioned here, and mute about how 

fi eldworkers engaged with the political implications of the knowledge they produced. Th e 

particular angle of analysis I follow in this article arises from my reading of documents in 

which ‘African perspectives’ on the politics of social science are a blind-spot, and which 

therefore risks reproducing the hierarchies in which it was practised. I nevertheless work 

under the assumption that fi eldworkers not only played an important role in enabling 

these studies but likely had a very diff erent understanding of what stakes were in play.

 3. Nations Unies, ‘Demande du Gouvernement du Sénégal. Description de poste SEN-

46-A’, 24 August 1961, digitised and transmitted to the author (and colleagues) by Pierre 

Cantrelle by email on 9 June 2013.

 4. Communiqué radio du 26 octobre [1962], cited in written recollections by Pierre 

Cantrelle, personal communication.

 5. Lericollais remained close to Diatte and his family, and they continued to work together 

in the 1980s and 1990s.
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Terrains vectoriels : les échelles de l’observation et de la 
transformation sociales à l’ère du développement au Sénégal

La zone de Niakhar, dans le centre-ouest du Sénégal, accueille depuis les années 1960 une 
collecte régulière de données démographiques ainsi que des recherches en sciences médicales 
et sociales. Dans cet article, j’aborde la longue histoire de la recherche à Niakhar comme une 
fenêtre sur les relations changeantes entre la production de connaissances et les modes (et 
échelles) de gouvernement. En examinant de près trois études menées entre 1962 et 1974, je 
cherche en particulier à saisir comment les impulsions utopiques du développement national 
postcolonial au Sénégal ont créé des opportunités épistémologiques et des cadres de signifi -
cation pour la recherche en sciences sociales. Si cette idéologie du développement était uto-
pique au sens général de ses ambitions transformatrices, elle l’était aussi dans un sens plus 
spécifi quement spatial, en ce sens que le Sénégal devait être transformé en un « autre lieu 
» pour briser l’emprise de l’économie politique coloniale et libérer le plein potentiel de la 
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nation. Les chercheurs en sciences sociales évoquaient ce territoire national émergent pour 
revendiquer ce que j’appelle une relation vectorielle entre les sujets et les espaces qu’ils pro-
duisaient par la recherche et ceux que l’État générerait par la planifi cation, les enquêtes et 
l’intervention. Je contraste cette spatialité vectorielle avec les revendications scalaires faites 
pour des utilisations post-développementales de Niakhar en tant que site de recherche expé-
rimentale et longitudinale.

Mots clés : développement, histoire des sciences, postcolonial, Sénégal, utopie 




