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Foreword


No one decides to write a book on a whim—least of all a former head of state, whose every word is subject to public scrutiny.

What follows is the result of a long and careful reflection. From the moment I assumed office as president of Senegal, the idea of writing a book about my country and, more broadly, about Africa, quickly became a necessity. Over the years, I had come to identify the major obstacles hindering our continent’s progress. The twelve years I spent as head of Senegal along with my chairmanships at the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and later the African Union (AU), ultimately convinced me to put pen to paper. Not to express outrage or to denounce the injustices inflicted upon Africa, but to offer a vision more aligned with reality and propose solutions. Protest alone is futile if it is not accompanied by credible alternatives.

My privileged position on both the African and international stages afforded me the broad perspective needed to form a realistic picture of Africa: its strengths and weaknesses, and the many obstacles that hamper its development and delay its emergence as a full-fledged participant in the concert of nations. Africa has become an indispensable component of today’s interconnected world—a reality I witness daily—yet it continues to suffer from persistent prejudice and negative stereotypes.

The purpose of this book is to counter those prejudices and clichés, and to highlight the continent’s extraordinary potential. It is both a testament and a call to action: a testament to my commitment to Senegal and, beyond that, to the African continent as a whole; and a call to action for political leaders, corporate executives, intellectuals, artists, and cultural figures to recognize that today, nothing of global consequence can be achieved without Africa. I do not claim to speak on behalf of all Africans, but the responsibilities I have borne grant me the legitimacy to amplify their voice, clearly and resolutely. And so, in the pages that follow, I shall speak as a committed advocate for Africa.

As the world’s largest and soon to be most populous continent, Africa will account for one-quarter of the world’s population by 2050. This simple yet striking fact—that one in four people on Earth will soon be African—should not leave anyone indifferent, whether they are an ordinary citizen, the CEO of a multinational corporation, or the leader of a nation. This demographic shift is already reshaping the global balance of power, and no serious strategy for the future can afford to ignore it.

Another essential factor is Africa’s wealth of natural resources. The continent’s critical minerals, vast reserves of arable land, and unmatched biodiversity represent extraordinary opportunities for development that are only beginning to be harnessed. Here too, failing to acknowledge these assets would be a serious oversight.

Many of the world’s political and business leaders have yet to grasp this reality. They remain influenced by outdated perceptions of Africa as a continent fraught with risk for investors and playing only a peripheral or incidental role in international affairs. This is a grave misconception: a quarter-century into the new millennium, Africa bears little resemblance to the continent depicted in twentieth-century narratives. It is this new face of Africa that I have set out to present. My aim is to help the world see that Africa is not a continent to be sidelined, but a privileged partner that must no longer be ignored. Coming here—to work, to invest, to thrive—is not a gamble, but an opportunity. I also want to reveal this new face of Africa to Africans themselves. Too many are still unaware of the full range of opportunities their own countries have to offer. It is up to us, as Africans, to define the continent’s role as a key player in global trade. It is up to us to tell our own story and assert our own narrative.

Today, Africa has moved beyond outdated notions of merely being a reservoir of raw materials. It is now determined to process its resources on its own soil, rather than watching them get shipped abroad. Because this is the only true path to full development, the only way to retain the added value, the tax revenues, and the millions of jobs involved. Today it is clear: the only lasting solution to the issue of emigration is a systemic transformation rooted in this vision. Some heads of state and government leaders—though still too few—have grasped Africa’s immense potential and recognized the need to fully harness it. Thanks to their leadership, and to the efforts of prominent figures in both politics and civil society, there has been a growing recognition of the need for Africa to play a more active role on the global stage.

There is no longer any doubt: Africa’s moment has come, and its rightful place can no longer be denied. This recognition must extend to the multilateral system, especially within key international institutions such as the G20, the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. Yet it would be a mistake for Africa to claim this position unilaterally, to assert itself in isolation. On the contrary, Africa will strengthen its standing by working in partnership with the world’s major powers. In today’s multipolar world, it is neither realistic nor productive to move forward without engaging with Europe, the United States, and the BRICS nations. A narrow or insular approach would only risk marginalizing Africa. In our deeply interdependent global order, Africa’s interests are best advanced not in opposition to others, but through constructive and mutual dialogue.

That is why I advocate for Africa to adopt a wide-angle view of the world, one that looks toward new horizons and begins with a rightful place in the Bretton Woods institutions. As the world’s seventh-largest economy, this position is fully justified, particularly if we finally recognize that Africa is far from poor, despite an international financial system that continues to undervalue its natural resources.

The time has therefore come for Africa to write its own story, rooted in its unique history and identity, not in the civilizational standards that other worldviews seek to impose under the guise of democracy.

As much as a reflection on Africa, by Africa, and for Africa, this book is also an act of faith—in the future, and in our roots. It places Africa at its very heart, offering younger generations the inspiration to rise, to take action, and to make Africa a leading continent and beacon for the future.








Chapter 1
Child of Light



As one can imagine, the daily life of a head of state is filled with obligations, decisions to be made, national and international endeavors, and problems to solve. Fortunately, it is also punctuated by moments of grace such as the one I experienced in May 2021 in Tomboronkoto, a village in the department of Kedougou in southeastern Senegal. This deeply moving moment—one of the most intense I have ever had—was brought about not by a ceremony, a celebration, or even a successful negotiation, but by a child.

He happened to be standing near me along with his companions in the middle of the village. I had gone to Tomboronkoto as part of the presidential development council—comprised of government representatives, local elected officials, and community members—to review investments in the region. I made a point of staying until evening to witness the moment electricity was switched on in the village, one of the most remote in the country. It was dusk and the square where we stood was growing dim when, all at once, the power came on and bathed the village in light. The child yelped in surprise and tilted his face up to mine. His sparkling eyes and grin of amazement were the greatest reward I could have hoped for as president. I will never forget the way he burst with joy, nor the expressions of wonder on the villagers’ faces as their dream of electricity—a luxury that should never be one—finally came true. More than any speech, this joy was the most powerful validation of one of my core electoral promises: electricity for all.

That night, it was not the applause or congratulations but the wonder in that child’s eyes as his village was suddenly bathed in light that gave full meaning to the political journey I had begun forty years earlier. Like tens of thousands of others deep in the country, the inhabitants of Tomboronkoto had lived for centuries in darkness once the sun set; that evening, they were thrust into the modern world. My solar streetlights project—a total of two hundred thousand lamps across rural communities—was yet again justified. It was a remarkable transformation: from that moment on, children could do their homework and read after dark, and craftspeople could use power tools and machinery. The entire economic and social life of the village was profoundly altered.

As president of Senegal, I had made it a priority to witness firsthand whether the universal electricity access plan I launched upon taking office in 2012 had succeeded in bringing electricity to the country’s most remote departments and communities. For city-dwellers, electricity is so natural and readily available that few stop to consider where it comes from or how it is produced. But for the tens of thousands of our fellow citizens living without it at the time, electric lighting still felt like something magical and unreal.

There amongst the villagers, I readily shared their whoops of joy and celebrated the progress destined to spread throughout the entire country. That night, I reflected on Raoul Dufy’s extraordinary fresco La Fée Électricité [The Spirit of Electricity], which I had admired at the Museum of Modern Art in Paris while I was studying at the IFP School back in 1993. The painting depicts the many advances made possible by electricity across every field: industry, art, science, medicine, and engineering. Electricity was everywhere. As my eyes took in the myriad details of Dufy’s work, I wondered when we—in Senegal—would manage to bring electricity to everyone who rightfully deserved it. Nearly achieving this goal stands as one of my greatest sources of pride and joy.

From the moment I took office, I was determined that Senegal should no longer be underequipped, and I launched an ambitious program to restructure the electricity sector and bring power to the entire country. It was a matter not simply of lighting up households, but of allowing craftspeople to work more easily, easing women’s workloads with electrical appliances, enabling children to study without ruining their eyes, and giving families television so they could stay informed about their country and the wider world. For Senegalese citizens in remote areas, electricity meant more than comfort and convenience: it opened a window to the outside world.

My goal was to achieve universal electricity access by 2025–2026. In March 2012, the electrification rate in rural areas of Senegal was only 25 percent. Through considerable financial and technical effort, the figure had risen to 63 percent by the time I left office in April 2024. While nearly all Senegalese citizens in urban areas had electricity, bringing power to the most remote areas remained a considerable challenge. In Senegal, settlements are scattered and villages often lie far apart, located frequently beyond reach of the national power grid. To overcome these obstacles, I focused on combining the traditional grid with off-grid solutions, including autonomous solar installations. If these efforts continue at the current rate, we can hope that within four to five years every household will have electricity. Of course, achieving this will depend on the investments the new government and national power company (Senelec) agree upon to reach this goal.

Electrification was not my only priority, however; access to water was equally important. I became acutely aware of this during the months I spent traveling to the far corners of the country after forming my party, Alliance for the Republic, in December 2008. I deliberately visited broad stretches of sparsely populated and largely undeveloped land. The small, remote communities there had been left behind by the government. I wanted to see firsthand what their living conditions were like.

With each trip, what I found was essentially the same. For decades, rural Senegal—the vast majority of the country—had been neglected and left to fend for itself. Entire villages and settlements remained isolated, severely lacking basic necessities such as water, electricity, healthcare, and education. Whole communities were still living as their ancestors had, deprived of a future.

I had served in ministerial roles under President Wade for years, and spent countless hours dealing with political problems, making compromises, finding solutions, rallying my majority in parliament, and attempting to negotiate better loan conditions with the World Bank. Daily political challenges such as these often took precedence over social and economic development projects.

I remember visiting the village of Mbadianène in the department of Malem Hodar after a long day’s drive. When I arrived, a village elder stepped forward to apologize for not being able to offer me a drink, explaining that the women had set off that morning to fetch water many kilometers away and had not yet returned. The discrepancy between what I thought had been achieved and the reality I encountered was a harsh blow. The situation in this village was far from unique. No matter where I went, the grievances were the same: no water, little or unreliable electricity, and no proper roads.

Even more distressing was that the villagers hardly dared to complain. By the end of my journey, one thing was clear: despite the efforts of former prime ministers and myself, we had fallen short of doing what needed to be done. When I left Mbadianène that night, I promised myself that, were I to become president one day, I would ensure minimum living standards—water, electricity, and roads—for all citizens, regardless of where they lived in Senegal.






Chapter 2
Early Involvement



If a genuinely meaningful social policy was the north star of my two presidential terms, I owe it to my childhood in Fatick. There, I learned the core values that became my inner compass: solidarity, family bonds, mutual support, hard work, and initiative.

When I was born in Fatick on December 11, 1961, Senegal had been independent for just over one year. I entered the world in a country that was at once both new and very old. Growing up, I was surrounded by a sense of freedom and everyday happiness, although obviously I had no idea why. Listening to my parents, I came to realize that the ground I walked on was steeped in history—a history that began long before the “Whites” came to colonize it. I am convinced that my early sense of national identity is rooted at least partially in my childhood.

Since those days, Fatick has become a major city and administrative center of the region that bears its name. But back then, it was merely a small town on the Sine River nestled in the heart of Serer country, a stunning savannah landscape dotted with baobabs, acacias, and kapok trees. People there farmed mainly peanuts, millet, and sorghum, and also raised livestock. Despite its proximity to Dakar, 150 kilometers away, living conditions in Fatick were difficult in those days. That said, women no longer had to fetch water from a distant well and the town had electricity, although it was unreliable and blackouts were frequent.

My parents were modest, yet tremendously proud of their origins. They came from Futa in the north of Senegal. The Sall family can be traced back to the era of the Kingdom of Takrur, which prospered mainly in the Senegal River valley after the fall of the Ghana Empire in the twelfth century. My ancestors were warriors, and their feats of bravery are still celebrated today by griots. The values my father instilled in me—which I have passed on to my own children—came from them: courage, patriotism, dignity, and honesty.

The Toucouleur people, also called Haalpulaar, have traditionally pursued farming and fishing, and have preserved their heritage, character, and spiritual values. But the bedrock of the community is its code of honor. Breaking one’s word is simply unimaginable—an unforgiveable act. This set of principles, passed down through generations, has made me the man I am.

I caught the bug for both politics and studies while in junior high in Fatick. One of my brothers-in-law taught mathematics at my school. He leaned heavily toward the left and made no secret of his political activism. In fact, it was he who introduced me to politics—or rather, to political thinking—and had a profound influence on me. I was fifteen at the time, and, like every teenager in the mid-1970s, I was receptive to the revolutionary, Maoist-leaning ideas prevalent in academic environments. The Marxist-Leninist books my brother-in-law lent me opened my eyes to the social injustices faced by the working classes. He explained how they had been exploited for years under colonization by those who had plundered our country, as was the case across the rest of Africa. I loved math for its logic and clarity, and I had to admit his reasoning made a compelling case. His arguments were well suited to my naturally combative spirit. I owe my first foray into politics to him.

My initial political involvement may also have been driven by a natural teenage urge to rebel against authority. My father was active in the Socialist Party of Senegal, the ruling party at the time. Like everyone my age, I felt the party had been in power too long and that change was overdue. Though no one was talking about a transfer of power yet, when Léopold Sédar Senghor—widely considered the father of our nation—was reelected for a fifth term on February 26, 1978 with 80 percent of the votes, it made our democratic ideals seem outdated, to say the least. Senghor had been in office since 1960: eighteen years!

Admittedly, other candidates had finally been “allowed” to run against him. Still, I felt the single-party system continued to weigh heavily on voters’ habits, despite Senghor having formally abolished it a few years earlier. Although we respected President Senghor, young voters in Senegal were eager to see new faces on the political stage, figures who were more like us and would take our demands to heart. In a way, albeit to a lesser degree, we resembled the French students of 1968, who made it forcefully clear that they had had enough of General de Gaulle’s rule.

After junior high, I entered high school at the Lycée Gaston-Berger in Kaolack, where I prepared for a scientific baccalaureate. It was there that I took my first active steps in politics, becoming the spokesman for my progressive classmates. After graduation, my father hoped I would go into agriculture. But I chose instead to pursue geology, a field that genuinely inspired me. I was more drawn to the challenges beneath the earth than those above it. For an aspiring engineer with a passion for technology, this seemed far more exciting. I decided to enroll in a preparatory course to sit for the entrance exam to the Institute of Earth Sciences (IST), founded just four years earlier. and I moved to Dakar to live in campus housing.

Meanwhile, I joined the AJMRDN, the Revolutionary Movement for New Democracy. I became active in the campus branch where I focused primarily on recruiting new members. I generally avoided activities with no real political substance, such as putting up posters or selling the party newspaper. Throughout my studies, I remained deeply politically engaged, driven more by patriotism than by ideology.

Balancing activism with academic work during my five years at the IST was not always easy. But when I was elected head of the science department club, and later president of the engineering students’ association, I managed to organize my time so my studies wouldn’t suffer. Even in those days, my political commitment leaned more to the social than to the revolutionary. Deep down, I was neither a Maoist nor a Communist. My primary interest lay in advocating for the most vulnerable and fighting for greater social justice.

My involvement with And-Jëf came to an abrupt end in 1983. The party brought together several leftist factions—Communists, Maoists, staunch Marxist-Leninists, and “committed patriots”—and its more radical members had decided to boycott the upcoming presidential election. They believed elections were a sham, a tool invented by capitalism to manipulate the masses. According to their logic, voting was pointless since no election result could ever change the conditions of the proletariat or its exploitation under capitalism. I failed to understand the rationale behind this distorted way of thinking, unless it was to strip the people of their most powerful means of expression. Their simplistic anti-capitalism and the boycott it inspired led me to sever ties with And-Jëf.

I immediately began looking for another party where I could promote my vision for the country and fight for concrete change. At the time, the party best aligned with my aspirations was the Senegalese Democratic Party (PDS) led by Abdoulaye Wade, a lawyer famous for his outspoken positions. I felt an affinity for Wade’s ideological stance: a form of liberalism that encouraged free enterprise without losing sight of the working classes. For me, the future of Senegal, and the possibility of real democratic debate, lay with Wade’s party. I cast my vote for him.

Little did I know that Abdoulaye Wade would become my political mentor and, years later, appoint me as his prime minister. Nor that I would one day succeed him as president.






Chapter 3
My Energy Mix:
Oil Exploration and Activism



I must admit that the Left was very influential in my development. It taught me how to wield ideas, honed my power of rhetoric, encouraged me to take a stance, and filled me with the fighting spirit that was crucial for convincing an audience. Leftist training is a political school in the most noble sense of the word. Many are those who have gained from it.

Activism taught me to assert the social ideals I was committed to. My own views were tinged with an undeniable hint of anti-colonialism, common then among young Senegalese who had little appreciation for the colonial mindsets, structures, and behaviors that persisted after independence. Senegal was not the only country that had once “benefited” from French protection. In French West Africa, so had Mali, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Togo, Niger, Benin, and Burkina Faso; and in French Equatorial Africa: Chad, the Central African Republic, Gabon, and Congo. In many respects, Africa remained a French sphere of influence, which fueled the anti-colonialist sentiment already kindled by Maoist rhetoric.

It was in a student environment rife with ideas and dreams that I grew aware of the continent-wide dimension of our struggle, and the need for Africans to one day come together and make our voices heard—not country by country, but as a continent. The internationalism prevalent at the time was helpful in that it encouraged us to look beyond borders and adopt a broader perspective, while remaining true to our patriotic spirit. The seed of Pan-Africanism was thus planted in my mind. I was quick to recognize what this brought to our cause: a united Africa would be stronger and command greater respect on the global stage.

My entire political career and professional life have been guided by my belief in a pan-African future. My long-term vision for my country and continent made it unthinkable to separate the two: my professional employment had to go hand in hand with my political involvement.

Five years of studies earned me an engineering degree, with a specialization in geotechnical engineering and hydrogeology. I belonged to the fourth graduating class of geologists from the Institute of Earth Sciences. I was twenty-seven, and my parents could not have been prouder. My greatest reward was to have them attend my graduation. After a year-long internship at the Société Sénégalaise des Phosphates de Thiès, I landed a job with Petrosen, Senegal’s national oil company. From the start, I worked in hydrocarbons, a strategic national sector both economically and financially, and a key element of energy sovereignty.

Senegal was not producing oil at the time and was reliant on imports, making oil exploration a matter of critical importance, especially in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis. Petrosen lacked trained engineers with the skills necessary to explore the country’s subsoil and offshore resources. Recognizing my potential to contribute in this field, the company sent me to Paris in 1992 to study geophysics at the IFP School (École Nationale Supérieure du Pétrole et des Moteurs), a highly specialized graduate institution.

At the IFP School, I met young engineers from French grandes écoles such as Mines Paris and École Centrale, as well as other elite academic institutions from Europe and around the world. My classmates spoke different languages—English, French, Spanish, Arabic—but lectures and classes were held in French. The curriculum was rounded out by computer science and internships out in the field and in corporations.

The school was instrumental in my career as a geophysicist. Years later, as president, I naturally initiated a partnership between our National Institute of Oil and Gas with the IFP School, which had since become IFP Energies Nouvelles. This partnership, begun in 2016, gained its full significance for Senegal with the discovery of a major gas field on a maritime border with Mauritania.

When I returned from Paris, I was appointed head of the “oil database,” a strategic position tasked with compiling the decades’ worth of geological and oil data that had been gathered on Senegal. Most of this data was held abroad, where oil companies had collected it for potential future exploration. Convincing them to hand over this crucial information required considerable effort and conviction on behalf of Petrosen, but I managed to make it happen.

My deep commitment to the company and my passion for hydrocarbons—which I have to this day—fueled my hope that we would discover a gas deposit capable of meeting our energy needs. As Senegal developed, we found ourselves importing more and more oil, and it was starting to weigh heavily on our trade balance. Petrosen continued prospecting year after year, but kept coming up empty-handed. Time and again, our hopes were dashed, yet we never gave up, firmly believing that one day we would find a hydrocarbon reservoir in Senegal’s sedimentary basin.

I had thus participated in several hydrocarbon exploration operations in potentially oil-rich regions, which involved analyzing rock outcrops and finding a geological marker that could be isolated, dated, and analyzed. It was a fascinating task that required a great deal of scientific rigor. Our country’s energy future was at stake. My own future was about to change as well, for that matter: in 1991, during an exploration mission in Diourbel, I had the good fortune of meeting my wife-to-be, Marème.

I worked at Petrosen for ten years, holding my last position there as general manager for six months, before leaving the company in May 2001 to enter the government. The business world had felt like home to me. There is no pretending or cheating there; all that matters is results. It is a world where strong personalities can thrive, make things happen, and put their expertise to good use. In the field of hydrocarbons, I would argue that people skills, team spirit, curiosity, and an appetite for research are just as important as technology and management. The ten rewarding years I spent at Petrosen had a deep and lasting effect on me. I came away with a forward-looking mindset, an unwavering faith in technology as a driver of progress, and the resolve to gather the expertise required to build a better future together.

As I mentioned earlier, after leaving And-Jëf, I drew closer to Wade. At the time, he had fulfilled his prison sentence following the 1988 presidential elections and had just returned from France. With an eye on the 1993 presidential elections, he reentered the political arena, becoming the face of the opposition to President Diouf.

During a major rally in February 1989, Wade launched a solemn call to action directed at Senegal’s young professionals. I was galvanized by the power of his words, his patriotic tone, and his democratic passion. Wade’s charisma, vision for our country, call for change—sopi in Wolof, which became his slogan—along with his fierce indictment of the current government’s cronyism, all convinced me to support him. I saw an opportunity to break ranks and commit myself to sopi under the leadership of a politician with a vision for the next generation—my own. The day after this landmark rally, I introduced myself to him and joined the Senegalese Democratic Party (PDS).

Wade’s team was rather small. After fifteen years of opposition, he lacked technical and administrative staff, and appointed me to head the “Industry and Mines” Commission, then tasked me with coordinating party managers. I turned out to be a good organizer, which quickly landed me a spot in the party’s national secretariat, a crucial position in light of the upcoming 1993 presidential elections. There, I focused on developing a pragmatic program, organizing rallies, and mustering support. Yet despite our efforts and Wade’s good intentions—not to mention his charisma—we lost the elections.
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