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Summary:  May 1968 in Senegal, Senghor and the trade unionist movement 

In May 1968, Senegal was the site of a large event which seriously threatened the 

regime of the new independent state. Like the youth of the world who shook Prague, Kent 

State University, Columbia, Chicago, Paris and other cities, the Dakar’s youth led a dynamic 

protest and mobilized locally against the regime called 'noecolonial' and the continuation of 

the French presence. The crisis began with a student strike at the University of Dakar, which 

was followed by a police crackdown that caused one dead and dozens of injured, according to 

the officials. 

The student strike that lasted nearly four months, from June to September, mobilized 

against President Senghor and his regime and put the country in a long crisis that was going to 

affect the progress of the new state. It became widespread and quickly hit the major cities 

such as Rufisque, Thies, Kaolack and Saint Louis. Indeed, the students, with the support from 

their high school fellows, the labor unions and large sections of the population, at first 

expressed national realities worsened by difficult economic circumstances. May-68 which 

was subject to a lot of questioning and controversies because of its alleged links with the 

global social movement, first, expressed specific claims and, second, reflected an ideological 

dilemma. It also reflected the feelings of the youth protest which echoed the current global 

social movement of the 1960s. The crisis thus marked a divorce between President Senghor 

and trade unionists that had been among his most loyal allies since his entry into politics in 

the mid-1940s.  

The University of Dakar, considered as a “French university in Africa”, was the home 

from where the crisis and its related ideas spouted out. The “18th French university” was a 

melting-pot of students from France, Senegal and almost all African French speaking 

countries (Dahomey, Mali, Mauritania, Cameroon, Niger, Guinea, former Upper Volta, etc.). 

It was the place where temporarily defeated political parties of the opposition -banned or 

illegal- could unroll their propaganda and undertake activities through their youth movements. 

Thus, the Democratic Union of the Students of Senegal -UDES- which led the strike was 

chaired by Mbaye Diack member of the MEPAI, the youth movement of the African Party for 

Independence -PAI- the banned radical opposition party.  

Consequently, President Senghor who managed to “pacify” the political space, 

dominated by his state-party, the Senegalese Progressive Union -UPS- the “unified party”, 

perceived the events of May 1968 in Senegal as a direct threat to his personal regime. The 
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threat seemed much greater in so far as the newly independent African countries were 

confronted with internal disorders, like the overthrowal of President Nkrumah in Ghana or the 

Nigerian civil war in Biafra. Therefore, President Senghor considered the University of Dakar 

as a new space of defiance and/or subversion, to bring back under control to ensure the 

survival of his power. His uncontested leadership in the political arena was challenged by the 

students and the trade unions, the only groups who can carry the dispute to him. The latter 

expressed the needs of a changing African society and he saw their opposition as a challenge 

to his person.  

Like several capitals, Dakar had been a focal point of the global protest movement in 

which African youth advocated the promotion of new values like their counterparts in the 

world. In their search for political and social rupture, the May-68 actors of Dakar also 

developed a counter-culture trend and their references were the revolutionary heroes of the 

“Sierra Nevada”, the “Long March”, the “Revolution of October 1917”, etc. Marxist theories 

were discussed as well as the revolutionary leaders, especially in the Third World. In the 

context of Cold War, Dakar was part of the intellectual and ideological competition between 

Eastern and Western blocks, reason why President Senghor fearing a foreign influence he 

called “external hand”, resorted to the national Army and also the French Army to maintain 

public order 

Finally, the crisis ended with successive “capitulations” of President Senghor, who 

yielded to the labor unions in June, first, and to the students in September, next. Despite the 

support of the Army, the religious guides (marabouts), the dignitaries and his peasant militias, 

he felt increasingly isolated as his party was almost non-existent. Then he sought a 

compromise, temporary, to save his regime which was badly shaken. The unprecedented crisis 

gave birth to 3 countervailing powers: the workers, the students and the Army. The 1968 

crisis in Senegal was for many people a demonstration of an opposition to the “personal 

regime of Senghor” and announced the end of the myth of the invincibility of Senghor. 

This research, based on primary sources, thus revisits the Senegalese local social 

movement in relation to the global trend of May 1968. Due to the absence of writings, it is 

mainly based on new Archival sources -public and private- available in various countries, 

particularly in Senegal (Dakar National Archives and Archives of the Police) in France 

(Center of Diplomatic Archives in Nantes and Courneuve) and England (National Archives in 

Kew Garden). The methodology is based on the investigation, the collection and the cross-
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checking of various contradictory sources, both written and oral. The expected result was to 

have a biased approach to the raised controversial issues. Up to that point, the few existing 

writings bear the signature of former actors, Government or former strikers, with their 

standpoint and subjectivism whenever it came to interpreting facts. This is why the 

crosschecking with the new sources is important and that is also why this work is innovative 

The text discusses in outlines various questions : (i) how the connection between 

students, workers and other social and political actors could durably install Senegal in a crisis 

in a global context of revolution during the “1968 Spring”; (ii) the specificity of Senegal in 

the global May-68 movement focusing on the confrontation between the young demonstrators 

- often leftists- and the so-called neocolonial regime “subordinated” to France (iii); how 

President Leopold Sedar Senghor crystallized around his person all the claims and faced the 

wave of protests that put into question his hegemony and shook his regime; (iv) and finally 

the lessons from the crisis of May-68 for the future of Senegal. It is therefore a question of 

reading again May-68 in Senegal, in the light of new sources and new issues and, thus, 

opening new perspectives.  

  


