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Over the past six decades Africa-centered research in geography has 
gone through at least three roughly defined stages. The first of these 
was concerned with the s t udy of t he structure and the geographical 
operat ion of coloni a l admi nistration. The second phase concentrated on the 
r i se o f t he nationali st movements, their organization and leadership, with 
a particular concentration on the methods by which the various nationalist 
movements arrived at the position of power they achi eved at the po int of 
independence. A third phase was devoted to t he study of tr iumphant 
nat ionalism and to the problems whi ch the new governments face d in organizing 
national administrations to consolidate the po li ti cal heritage which they 
had achieved. From this latter period of research came valuable case 
studies such as the recent apparent evo l ution of Senegal and Gambia into 
one of the world's newest political entit ie s (Figu re I). 

SeneGambia is the new name given to Senegal and Gambia together. 
The two countries, in recognition of the ethnic and cultural ti es that 
bind their peoples, had signed an earlier Treaty of Associ a t ion during 
the 1960s. A Senegal o- Gambian Secretariat was a lso established at this 
ti me to promote economic and socio-cultural cooperation. 

The news media of the United States announced on Februa ry I , 1982 
tha t the count r ie s of Senegal and Gam b ia became t he confedera tion of 
SeneGambia . Actually, the si gnatory of the Agreement establi shi ng the 
SeneGambia confederation , by the Presidents of the t wo countries, took 
p lace on Decembe r 17 , 1981 . The protocols and the modalities for the 
implementation of Agr eement provisions are s t il l i n the process of being 
concluded. 

During 1959, Senegal and the former Frenc h Soudan were joined to form 
the "Mal i Federat ion," wh ich was ultimate l y dissolved a few months later 
when Senegal withdrew and became independent from France, June 20, 1960. 
Gambia gained its indepen dence from the United Kingdom during 1965, and 
elected to become a republic within the Commonwealth in 1970. Professor 
Robert Mortimer has stated: "There was li ttle to distinguish the bulk 
of Gambia's 600,000 citizens from their Senegalese neighbors: peanut 
farmers, Muslim faith, largely Wolof tribal members; the Gambians are 
divided from the Senegalese only by their colonial heritage." The Gambian 
elite has been trained in British practices, and the Gambian economy 
has been based on the low tariff, low wages policy practiced by Great 
Britain. French Senegal had a high tariff policy. Elite attitudes and 
disparities in wages and prices, therefore, complicated an ethnogeographic 
situation that seemed otherwise ready-made for earlier inteyration. 
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Fi gure 1. Location of Senegal and Gambia (top map); and 
(below map) Theoretical SeneGambia Federation 



Former 'Presiden t Leopold Seng ho r1 s emergence as a major spokesman 
for various proposal s directed towa r d reo rg aniz ing the We s t African inter
national situat ion developed out of the specific histo r ical and geographical 
situation of Senegal. Dur ing the colonial pe ri od, Dakar se rved as the 
capital of French West Af r ica. This afforded Senega l signifi cant 
economic advantages and endowed the colony with some awarenes s of its 
potential role in a "Iarger" West African regi on. 

As much as Senegal would have liked to rid itself of problems created 
by the long, narrow Gambia in trusion into it s te r r i t ory, notably the loss 
of fiscal revenues occasioned by th is smugg ler 's paradise, Senghor 
reasoned that he had no rea l means of exer t i ng pressure upon the Gamb ians. 
Indeed he saw as his mai n ally the British Colon ia l Of f ice. There 
was some sentiment in the early 1960s that Gambia could not real istically 
become an independen t state . Trust i ng that time and t he Br iti sh would 
br i ng the two countr ies closer, t he Senegalese settled fo r the very modest 
level of cooperat ion incorporated in the Int ermin isteri al Comm ittee, which 
was constituted by the riverbank colony and it s larger neighbor in 1961. 
The Committee achieved agreements for coope rati ve arrangements in meteor
olog ica l services, t elecommunications, roads, and waterways. 

As a further step, the countries sol ic i ted an United Na tions su r vey 
of their situation. When the U.N. investiga tory team recommended in 1964 
tha t the two countries move by stages toward a fed eration, Senegal 
momentari ly passed toward a ma jor revi s ion of their relati ons. The 
Senegalese proposed a joi nt institu tion with extens i ve dec is ion-ma king 
powers . but the Gambia n rep resentatives were unwilli ng to go beyond 
occa sional jo int rep resentation abroad and cooperation i n defense. 

To be su re. Senegal wa s halfhear ted in it s pursuit of integration. 
Domesti c cons iderations within Senegal discouraged the emergence of a 
full-scale commi tment to SeneGamb ian association. As it became clear 
that any move towa rd Integ r a t ion wou l d at the minimum have to leave the 
Gambians substan tial local autonomy, the spec ter of decent ral i st pressures 
in Senegal's Casamance region (south of the Gamb ia n enclave) reared its 
head. Similarly, integrati on into t he Senegalese economy of the Ga mbian 
port of Banjul (formerly Bathurst) was likely to draw business away from 
the other river ports. These local considerations discouraged Senghor from 
mak i ng SeneGambia a high pr iority objective during this historical timeframe. 

This Senegalese ambiva lence, coupled with the lack of external pressure 
as Great Britain shifted it s position toward the feasibility of Gambian 
independence (a shift influenced in part by Anglo-French tension during 
this period of Gaullist opposition to British entry into the European 
Economic Community). encouraged the pol icy of the colonial status quo. 
Ne ither did Senegal enjoy the kind of external integrationist pressure 
exerted by the United Nations in other cases. for the U.N. entered the 
SeneGambian picture too late to have an impact. The functional cooperative 
arrangements worked out by the Interministerial Committee inspired the 
firm pol itical commitment which proved necessary to move the Senegal River 
basin states on to new level s of institutional ized cooperation. 
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Rather t han concentrating on the microcosm of SeneGambia, Senghor gave 
Inc reasi ng ly grea t er attention to the same problem on a larger scale. The 
Idea of a West Africa n economic grouping was always dear to him. Clearly 
the impulse behind this polley Is the same a s that which caused him to 
resist the breakup of the French West Africa. Once balkanization was an 
accomp l i shed fact, It became reasonable to seek to rebuild on the basis 
of geographic ra the r than historical factors by including the former 
Brit ish co lon ies and Liberia In a regional scheme. The simple logic of 
geography has provided no easy answer, however, to the complex legacy of 
colonI a lism, established economic patterns, and sharply conflicting 
conceptions of how to reorganize post-colonial, nationalistic West Africa. 

Senega l eme rged as the most earnest advocate of the West African 
common ma rket. As in the Senegal River basin area, Senghor approached 
the West Afr ican region with the assumption that economic logic Is more 
per suasive than political doctrine as a foundation for closer regional 
assoc ia t ion . Furthermore, even though Senegal has only a modest light 
indus t ry , prod uc ing cooking 01 1, refined sugar and flour, bottled drinks, 
and some canned goods, textiles , shoes, and building materials, the country 
can gai n f rom a larger market. Seng ho r consistently maintained his 
advocacy of t he West African economic union in spite of the political 
di visions which re legated such efforts to the end of the diplomatic agenda. 

With t he overthrow of Ghana's Nkrumah in February, 1966, Senghor 
stepped up his acti v ity on behalf of the regional economics and the 
eventual 1980s evol ut ion of Senegambia. Only future resea rch will be able 
to interp re t greater levels of interstate cooperation in SeneGambia. 
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