Impressions of Talibés and Islamic
Education in Senegal
Nelly Schläfereit ’15

“Madame, cent francs Madame!”

I

DPÀ[HGWRP\FDUVHDWDQGGRQRW
know what to say or even how to
react. I awkwardly turn my head and

pretend not to pay attention to the children
FURZGHGDURXQGWKHFDUVWUHWFKLQJWKHLU
hands through my open window. My
HPRWLRQVDUHFRQÁLFWHGEXW,GRZKDW,
learned growing up. I ignore the situation.

7KLVÀUVWHQFRXQWHUZLWKtalibé children
was on a hot morning in September during
P\ÀUVWWULSWR6HQHJDOLQWKHIDOORI
I remember clearly how these boys boldly
FDPHXSWRPHLQWKHVWUHHWDVNLQJIRU
PRQH\QRWRQO\PDNLQJPHXQFRPIRUWDEOH
but also triggering a curiosity in me that
made me want to research these children!s
OLYHVLQPRUHGHSWKDQGÀQGRXWWKH
history behind the practices that they were
LQYROYHGLQ:K\ZHUHWKH\HYHUSUHVHQW
RQWKHVWUHHWVRI'DNDUFRPLQJXSWRPH
asking for money? Where was this money
going and why were they dressed in rags
and covered in dirt? Where did they live?
,GLGQRWNQRZDQ\WKLQJDERXWWKHVHER\V
their stories or the complex traditions that
lay behind their presence in the urban
landscape.
Although I was able to answer some of
WKHVHTXHVWLRQVGXULQJP\ÀUVWWULSWR
6HQHJDOWKURXJKFDVXDOFRQYHUVDWLRQV
it was not until I started my studies at
Brandeis a few months later that I really
FRQFHQWUDWHGRQWKHVXEMHFWLQRQHFODVV
about Francophone Africa and another
DERXWFKLOGGHYHORSPHQW+RZHYHUGRLQJ
academic research and writing papers
did not provide enough of an explanation
for me. I needed to observe and interact
with these children in order to better
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comprehend their situation. So two years
DIWHUP\ÀUVWHQFRXQWHUZLWKWKHtalibés
I returned to Senegal to intern with Pour
Une EnfanceDQRUJDQL]DWLRQWKDWIRFXVHV
on improving these boys! lives on a daily
basis.

The Debate
,NQRZWKDWLQWHUQDWLRQDORUJDQL]DWLRQV
such as UNICEF1 and Human Rights
Watch2 have published reports that call
attention to the talibés! lack of access to
formal education opportunities and their
GLIÀFXOWOLYLQJFRQGLWLRQVDPRQJPDQ\
other aspects of this religious educational
V\VWHP7KHVHLQWHUQDWLRQDORUJDQL]DWLRQV
DORQJZLWKPDQ\VPDOOHUQRQJRYHUQPHQWDO
RUJDQL]DWLRQVKDYHEHHQWU\LQJWR
raise awareness of what they consider
inhumane and dangerous aspects of the
talibé institution and have spearheaded
many international initiatives to mitigate
these.
+RZHYHUGXULQJP\VWXGLHV,FRXOGQRW
help but notice that such reports condemn
WKLVUHOLJLRXVV\VWHPGHHSO\URRWHGZLWKLQ
Senegalese society since the spread of
,VODPZLWKRXWQHFHVVDULO\FRQVLGHULQJWKH
local rationale for it.

Most talibés are sent away to these
4XUҋDQLFVFKRROVE\WKHLURZQSDUHQWV7KLV
raises the question of why someone would
voluntarily send their child to be educated
in institutions that have been condemned
for their harsh living environment on so
PDQ\OHYHOV%XWLQIDFWWKHKDUGVKLSLV
an aspect of Senegalese education that is
YDOXHG,QWKHH\HVRIPDQ\6HQHJDOHVH
the separation of the child from his parents
teaches him to adapt to different situations
and to become more independent and
stand on his own feet.3
$GGLWLRQDOO\VRPHSDUHQWVEHOLHYHWKDW
sending away one of their children to study
ZLWKD4XUҋDQLFPDVWHU LQPRVWFDVHV
only one child per family will receive this
NLQGRILQWHQVLYHUHOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQ KHOSV
to ensure the reproduction of religious
SUDFWLFHVDQGE\JLYLQJXSWKHEHQHÀWVRI
NHHSLQJWKHLUFKLOGDWKRPHWKH\XOWLPDWHO\
VHHNWREHUHZDUGHGE\*RG,QVKRUWWKH
motivation of most Senegalese to send
their children away is deeply rooted in their
Islamic religious belief.4
I was aware of these two different
YLHZSRLQWV²RQHIURPDQRXWVLGHU
SHUVSHFWLYHFRQGHPQLQJWKHtalibé
system as based on the international
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRI´FKLOGUHQҋVULJKWVµDQGWKH
RWKHUIURPDQLQVLGHUSHUVSHFWLYHMXVWLI\LQJ
this practice as part of the religious system
URRWHGLQ6HQHJDOHVHVRFLHW\²EHIRUH
I left for my internship. During the eight
weeks I would spend interning for Pour
Une Enfance,KRSHGWREHDEOHWRH[SORUH
these different viewpoints at a deeper level.
It is a Monday morning at seven o!clock.
The song GindimaE\$LGD6DPERQH
RIWKHXSDQGFRPLQJ6HQHJDOHVHSRS
VLQJHUVVWDUWVSOD\LQJRQP\URRPPDWHҋV
cell phone in order to wake us up. I appear
IURPXQGHUP\PRVTXLWRQHWDQGFKRRVH
DQRXWÀWWKDW,WKLQNZLOOEHDSSURSULDWHIRU
WKHÀUVWGD\RIP\LQWHUQVKLSDORQJVNLUW
DQGD7VKLUW$IWHUVKDULQJP\EUHDNIDVW²

a cup of Nescafe and a piece of baguette
VSUHDGZLWKPDUJDULQH²ZLWKWKHRWKHU
YROXQWHHUVZHOHDYHWKHKRXVHDQGZDON
towards the route nationaleZKHUHZHDUH
going to catch a collective taxi.
$OO,NQRZDERXWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ,ZLOOEH
working with is the little information that I
have been able to gather on its website
and through the conversations that I have
KDGZLWKP\VLWHVXSHUYLVRUZKRLVDOVR
P\KRVWIDWKHUVLQFHP\DUULYDODIHZ
GD\VHDUOLHU)RUQRZDOO,NQRZLVWKDWWKH
RUJDQL]DWLRQLVDWWHPSWLQJWRDPHOLRUDWH
the living conditions of the talibé children
WKURXJKSURYLGLQJWKHPZLWKDQLQÀUPDU\
OLWHUDF\FODVVHVVHZLQJFODVVHVDQG
games and activities.
My feet move slowly through the warm
VDQG:HÀQDOO\DUULYHDWWKHFHQWHUDIWHUD
PLQXWHZDONIURPZKHUHWKHFROOHFWLYH
taxi has dropped us off. A fence encloses
WKHSURSHUW\RQZKLFKVWDQGVDUHFWDQJXODU
GLUW\\HOORZEXLOGLQJ,QIURQWRIWKLVEXLOGLQJ
a well is being built. As I cross the door of
the fence I see a few children sitting on
WKHIURQWVWHSVZDLWLQJIRUWKHYROXQWHHUV
and interns to arrive. I recall my previous
encounters with children who looked just
OLNHWKHVHGXULQJP\ÀUVWWULSWR6HQHJDO
7KHLUWRUQFORWKHVWKHLUGLUW\KDQGVDQG
IHHWDQGWKHPLVFKLHYRXVQHVVLQWKHLUH\HV
are the same. These are the talibé children
whom I will be working with for the next
eight weeks. Their shy smiles welcome me.

Islam in Senegal
Although I have chosen to work with the
talibésLQWKHFLW\RI0ERXU,NQRZWKDW
these children are present in the streets
of all major cities of Senegal. This rather
VPDOOFRXQWU\RIDERXWPLOOLRQORFDWHG
DWWKH:HVWHUQWLSRI$IULFDLVFRQVLGHUHG
SDUWRIWKH0XVOLPZRUOG,QIDFWWKH
PDMRULW\RI6HQHJDOHVHDURXQGSHUFHQW
RIWKHSRSXODWLRQDUH6XQQL0XVOLPV5
The religion is and has been omnipresent

throughout the country since the 11th
FHQWXU\DQGKDVJUHDWLQÁXHQFHLQERWKWKH
public and private spheres.
7RGD\SUDFWLFDOO\DOO6HQHJDOHVH0XVOLPV
DUHDIÀOLDWHGZLWKRQHRIWKHIRXU6XÀ
brotherhoods that are present within the
FRXQWU\7KHWHUP6XÀVPUHIHUVWRWKH
P\VWLFDODVSHFWRI,VODPPHDQLQJWKDW
6XÀVIRFXVRQDGHHSHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of God than that which can be attained
VROHO\WKURXJKSUDFWLFLQJWKHÀYHSLOODUV
RI,VODP ZLWQHVVLQJ*RGҋVRQHQHVV
SUD\LQJÀYHWLPHVDGD\JLYLQJDOPV

As I cross the door of the fence
I see a few children sitting on
the front steps, waiting for
the volunteers and interns
to arrive. I recall my previous
encounters with children who
looked just like these during
my first trip to Senegal. . . .
Their shy smiles welcome me.

IDVWLQJGXULQJWKHPRQWKRI5DPDGDQ
and making the pilgrimage to Mecca
LIDEOH $OWKRXJKWKHVH6XÀRUGHUV
DUHFKDUDFWHUL]HGE\VRPHQRWLFHDEOH
GLIIHUHQFHVWKH\DOVRVKDUHVRPHFRPPRQ
DVSHFWV)RUH[DPSOHWKHKLHUDUFK\ZLWKLQ
these orders is usually set up in a similar
PDQQHU$FDOLSKDPDQZKRFDQWUDFH
his descendants back to the founder of
WKHSDUWLFXODURUGHUKHDGVHDFKRQHRI
WKHP%HORZWKHFDOLSKHOGHUVUHIHUUHG
to as sheikhs are responsible for passing
on the religious knowledge and education
within the order. These sheikhs are also
commonly called marabouts. The last rank
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ZLWKLQWKHUHOLJLRXVKLHUDUFK\RIWKH6XÀ
orders is that of the talibé. This position
LVWKDWRIWKHVWXGHQWDOVRVHHQDVWKH
VHHNHUVRIWKH6XÀZD\(DFKtalibé has
a sheikh or marabout who as his spiritual
leader teaches him everything that he
needs to know about religion and gives
him guidance throughout many levels of
OLIH,QUHWXUQWKHtalibé submits to and
serves his spiritual leader.6
7KHFKLOGUHQZKRDUHVLWWLQJLQIURQWRIWKH
center curiously examining a skinny kitten
WKDWLVWU\LQJWRJHWXSWKHVWHSVDUHSDUW
of this religious hierarchy. Most of them
are probably still at the very early stages of
WKHLUUHOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQDVPRVWVHHPWR
be between the ages of four and 16 years
old. They do not particularly pay attention
to me. I am not surprised. I am probably
just another intern coming for a short
period of time in order to help out at Pour
Une Enfance. I know that these talibés
are part of this system that has been in
place in Senegal for centuries. I know
WKDWWKH6XÀRUGHUVDUHDPRQJWKHPRVW
important institutions within Senegalese
VRFLHW\LQÁXHQFLQJHYHU\DVSHFWRIWKH
FRXQWU\ҋVZRUNLQJVLQFOXGLQJVRFLDO
UHODWLRQVFXOWXUDOH[SUHVVLRQHFRQRPLFV
and politics.7+RZHYHU,DOVRNQRZWKDW
PDQ\RIWKHVHFKLOGUHQHQWUXVWHGWRWKHLU
marabouts E\WKHLUSDUHQWVDWDQHDUO\DJH
live a childhood that is anything but easy.
Most of them wake up early in the morning
DQGVSHQGWKHLUGD\VVWXG\LQJWKH4XUҋDQ
:KHQWKH\DUHQRWVWXG\LQJPRVWRIWKHP
are roaming the streets to collect money
for the maraboutsDQGHYHQWRÀQGWKH
meals that are not always provided by their
spiritual leaders. I have come to Senegal
not only to learn more about these children
and what their living situations are really
OLNHEXWDOVRWRWU\WRLPSURYHWKHLUGDLO\
routines and to bring an open mind about
the talibéLQVWLWXWLRQWU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQG
the reasoning of all opinions.

I take a few colorful balloons out of the
storage room and blow them up. A horde of
15 children comes running my way. I throw
one of the balloons in the air and one of
the boys quickly jumps over to catch it and
immediately thrusts it back into the air.
A wild game of passing balloons around
the game room begins. The children jump
and run around and their cheerful laughter
ÀOOVWKHURRP7KH\GRQRWJHWWLUHGRIWKH
game. Fifteen minutes later we are still
passing the balloons and the children are
still as energetic about this simple game as
they were at the beginning.
I cannot help but think about what their
daily routines would be like if this center
did not exist and if they did not have the
opportunity to play games like these with
the simple materials provided by Pour Une
Enfance. They would probably be roaming
DURXQGWKHVWUHHWVRI0ERXUMXVWOLNHWKRVH
talibésWKDW,ÀUVWHQFRXQWHUHGLQ'DNDU
DVNLQJSDVVHUVE\IRUDIHZfrancs CFA.8
Maybe they would be waiting in front of
the house of some family for the mother of
the household to call out “Talibé!” in order
WRJLYHWKHPWKHOHIWRYHUVRIWKHODVWPHDO
just like I have observed my host mother
doing for the past few days.
According to a Human Rights Watch report
on talibé FKLOGUHQPDQ\ marabouts are
accused of neglecting the nutrition and
health needs of the children that they
DUHJXLGLQJLQWKHLU4XUҋDQLFHGXFDWLRQ9
Many of the children I see in front of me
are wearing dirty clothes that have more
KROHVWKDQFORWKDQGVRPHRIWKHPKDYH
crusts of dirt covering their bodies. I also
know that they are not all being fed by their
maraboutsRQDUHJXODUEDVLVRUHYHQDW
DOOEHFDXVH6RXOH\PDQHP\VXSHUYLVRU
has assigned me and the other volunteers
to a project of serving breakfast to the
children every morning to ensure they get
at least one meal per day.

34 | Parallel Paths: Journeys, Explorations and Reflections

It is nine o!clock and some of the children
whom I have been playing with get
impatient and ask me what time it is. When
,WHOOWKHPWKH\JLYHPHEDFNWKHEDOORRQV
and run off. I do not understand what is
JRLQJRQ0\VXSHUYLVRUÀOOVPHLQ7KH\
have to go back to their respective daara
WKH4XҋUDQLFVFKRROVZKHUHWKH\UHFLWHDQG
OHDUQWKH4XUҋDQ
Daaras are informal educational structures
WKDWDUHPHDQWWRHQVXUHWKH4XUҋDQLFDQG
basic religious education of children. They
are generally led by a marabout who is
both the main teacher of the school as
well as the person in charge of the talibés
attending it. The children are usually sent
to these schools by their parents who live
LQPRUHUXUDOSDUWVRIWKHFRXQWU\ZLWK
the wish that their children will lead lives
DVSLRXV0XVOLPVGHGLFDWHGWR*RG7KH
talibé children who come to the center
on a more or less regular basis are from
many different daaras in the area of Mbour.
Although some of these schools are
QHDUE\VRPHRIWKHFKLOGUHQKDYHWRZDON
for over an hour to get from their daara to
WKHFHQWHULQWKHPRUQLQJ,ÀQGRXWWKDW
WKHUHDUHVSHFLÀFKRXUVGXULQJZKLFKWKH\
have to be present at the daara to learn
VRWKH\FDQQRWEHDWWKHFHQWHU+RZHYHU
some of the children stay longer because
their schedules are different.
0\QH[WDFWLYLW\LVJRLQJWREHDSX]]OH
,KHOSWKHFKLOGUHQSLHFHWKHIHZGR]HQ
cardboard pieces together. I am not sure
that they actually understand the concept
RIDSX]]OHDVWKH\DUHWU\LQJWRIRUFH
SLHFHVWRÀWRQHDQRWKHUWKDWMXVWGRQҋW
:HÀQDOO\ÀQLVK7KHSLFWXUHRQWKHSX]]OH
depicts a scene from The Lion King. I
would be surprised if any of these children
NQHZDERXWWKHPRYLH\HWWKH\DUHSURXG
to have completed the task and are eager
for me to take many pictures of them with
their completed project.

One of the volunteers who has already
VSHQWDIHZZHHNVDWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
makes a sign for me to come into the
storage room. He gives me a handful of
candy that he has bought and tells me that
we can distribute these among the talibés.
I don!t really think twice about it and go
outside to hand them to the children. But
DVVRRQDVWKH\KDYHVSRWWHGWKHFDQG\
WKH\JRFUD]\,VKRXOGKDYHWKRXJKWDERXW
this before. Suddenly I am surrounded
by what feels like a hundred little hands
VWUHWFKLQJWRZDUGVPHSXVKLQJHDFKRWKHU
out of the way. One by one I give out the
FDQGLHVWU\LQJWRPDNHWKHPXQGHUVWDQG
ZLWKP\DOPRVWQRQH[LVWHQWNQRZOHGJHRI
:RORIRQHRIWKHORFDOODQJXDJHVVSRNHQ
LQ6HQHJDOWRVWDQGLQDOLQHVRWKDW,FDQ
hand it out to them one at a time. I cannot
seem to make them understand this
concept so I give up and just hand candy
to as many hands as I can. I notice that the
crowd of children around me is not getting
VPDOOHUDWDOO,ORRNXSDQGUHDOL]HWKDW
some of the talibés have been standing
QH[WWRPHVLQFHWKHEHJLQQLQJDVNLQJIRU
more and more candy even though they
have already been given some.
It is clear that these children rarely get
treats like candy so they jump on any
opportunity to have as much of it as
SRVVLEOH(YHQWKRXJKLWLVRQO\P\ÀUVW
GD\RIZRUN,DOUHDG\VWDUWDVNLQJP\VHOI
a question that will follow me during the
entirety of my internship. Is the work of
Pour Une Enfance making any difference
in the lives of the talibés"$QGLIVRLV
this difference of any deeper meaning
WKDQÀOOLQJWKHFKLOGUHQҋVVWRPDFKVLQWKH
morning and entertaining them? I know
WKDWWKHUHDUHPDQ\RWKHURUJDQL]DWLRQV
throughout the country that do the same
type of work as Pour Une EnfanceDQGDOO
of them think that they are improving the
lives of the talibés. But I am not sure in
what ways their lives are truly bettered.

)LQDOO\P\ÀUVWGD\DWWKH&HQWHULVRYHU
,DPRYHUZKHOPHGE\DFROOHFWLRQRIÀUVW
impressions. Although I already had a
pretty thorough background on who the
talibés were and how this practice was
LQFRUSRUDWHGLQWRWKH6HQHJDOHVHVRFLHW\
WRGD\ZDVWKHÀUVWWLPH,LQWHUDFWHGZLWK
them in a situation where they were not
asking me for alms on the street. It is as
LIWKLVZDVWKHÀUVWKXPDQLQWHUDFWLRQZLWK
them that did not immediately highlight the
difference in status between the children
and myself. They were not asking me for
something that I had and they needed.
Rather we shared some moments together
through games and laughter.
:LWKWKHJURXSRIYROXQWHHUV,ZDONEDFN
to the place where we can catch a taxi.
It seems like an eternal walk through
WKHVDQGXQGHUWKHEXUQLQJKRWVXQ:H
ÀQDOO\JHWLQWRDFROOHFWLYHWD[LWKDWZLOOWDNH
us close to where we live. While we are
ZDLWLQJIRUWKHWD[LWROHDYHDIHZtalibés
come over and ask us for some money. In
DZD\WKLVLVYHU\LURQLF,WKLQNWKDW,DP
DEOHWRUHFRJQL]HVRPHRIWKHIDFHVWKDW,
VDZHDUOLHUWKDWGD\DWWKH&HQWHU,QGHHG
one of the volunteers who has been at
Pour Une Enfance for longer knows some
of their names and greets them. After
he jokes around with the children for a
VKRUWZKLOHRXUODFNRI:RORIODQJXDJH
skills making it impossible to have a real
LQWHUDFWLRQWKHWD[LÀQDOO\OHDYHV:KHQ
ZHJHWKRPH,OLHGRZQRQP\EHGLQ
the little room that I share with one of the
RWKHUYROXQWHHUVMXVWWRWDNHWKHPRUQLQJ
LQDQGUHÁHFWRQP\ÀUVWLPSUHVVLRQV6R
PDQ\WKLQJVKDSSHQHG,WZDVMXVWWKHÀUVW
GD\7KHÀUVWGD\RIPDQ\WRFRPHZKHQ,
would teach and learn and come to know
better these children who are part of such
a complex religious and social institution.

When we get home, I lie down
on my bed in the little room
that I share with one of the
other volunteers, just to take
the morning in and reflect on
my first impressions. So many
things happened. It was just
the first day. The first day of
many to come when I would
teach and learn and come to
know better these children who
are part of such a complex
religious and social institution.
Pour Une Enfance
Pour Une Enfance was founded by a
French woman who believes that it is
important to help and support the talibé
children through their hard daily lives.
By offering them access to medical care
DQGHPHUJHQF\WUHDWPHQWDVZHOODV
the opportunity to attend French literacy
FODVVHVVHZLQJFODVVHVDQGUHFUHDWLRQDO
DQGHGXFDWLRQDODFWLYLWLHVWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
strives to not only offer the children a more
healthy and hygienic lifestyle but also to
give them a chance at learning skills that
might lead to future professions.
The name the founder chose for this
SDUWLFXODURUJDQL]DWLRQLVSDUWLFXODUO\
interesting to me and clearly illustrates
the initial discontent that she must have
felt for the system of which the talibé
are part. Pour Une EnfancePHDQLQJ
´)RUD&KLOGKRRGµLQ)UHQFKVXJJHVWV
that these children are deprived of a
FKLOGKRRGVRPHWKLQJWKDWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
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VWULYHVWRJLYHEDFNWRWKHP+RZHYHU
the discussion does not end here. Even
though in a French woman!s eyes these
children do not have much of a childhood
²DWOHDVWLQWKHVHQVHLQZKLFKVKH
XQGHUVWDQGVLW²FDQZHVLPSO\DVVXPH
that the Western idea of childhood is
applicable within the Senegalese context?
Just this small snapshot of the
RUJDQL]DWLRQҋVIRXQGLQJDQGLWVQDPH
clearly indicates that Pour Une Enfance
is aligned with the position held by
PRVWLQWHUQDWLRQDORUJDQL]DWLRQVRQWKH
6HQHJDOHVHV\VWHPRI4XUҋDQLFHGXFDWLRQ
$OWKRXJKWKHJRDOVRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
VHHPYHU\SUDJPDWLFRYHUWKHWLPHRIP\
internship I start to question more and
more the position of the outsider within
the whole of this structure. Why was it
WKDWWKLVRUJDQL]DWLRQZDVIRXQGHGDQG
run by someone who only knew Senegal
as a visitor and tourist? Why were most
RIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQVOLNHWKLVRQHUXQE\
foreigners? Was there no initiative on
the part of the Senegalese themselves
to address the talibé system? Did they
not have the means to start up their own
RUJDQL]DWLRQVRUGLGWKH\VLPSO\QRWVHH
the same level of misery in the lives of
these children?

Even though in a French
woman’s eyes these
children do not have much
of a childhood – at least
in the sense in which she
understands it – can we simply
assume that the Western idea
of childhood is applicable
within the Senegalese context?

$IHZGD\VODWHU6RXOH\PDQHWHOOVXVWKDW
ZHDUHJRLQJRQRXUÀUVWYLVLWRIDdaara.
This particular one is not far from the Pour
Une Enfance center. In the morning he
advises all of us girl volunteers to dress
DSSURSULDWHO\PHDQLQJVRPHWKLQJWKDW
completely covers our legs. We diligently
follow his instructions; we do not want
to look unprofessional for this visit. I am
personally very curious about what I will
see. I have heard extreme stories of the
very poor living conditions of the talibés.
,QIDFWDFFRUGLQJWRD+XPDQV5LJKWV
:DWFKUHSRUWPRVWRIWKHdaaras in urban
areas of the country go hand in hand with
issues such as overcrowding and lack of
VDQLWDWLRQK\JLHQHDQGUXQQLQJZDWHU10
$OLWWOHJURXSRIYROXQWHHUVOHGE\
6RXOH\PDQHZDONVWKURXJKWKHVDQG\
roads that run between the very
basic looking cement houses of the
neighborhood. After 10 minutes we arrive
LQIURQWRIDPHWDOJDWHFURRNHGO\KXQJLQ
between two cement walls. Souleymane
SXVKHVLWDVLGHDQGZHPDNHRXUZD\
into the front yard. Some chickens are
running across our way and I can discern
the chanting of the talibé boys in one of
WKHDGMDFHQWURRPVSUREDEO\UHFLWLQJ
WKH4XUҋDQLQXQLVRQ$IXOO\EHDUGHG
man dressed in a long white boubou, the
WUDGLWLRQDO6HQHJDOHVHDWWLUHDQGDFDS
WKDWPDQ\UHOLJLRXVÀJXUHVLQ6HQHJDO
ZHDUZDONVRXWRIWKHKRXVH+HVKDNHV
Souleymane!s hand to greet him. Being in
front of all the volunteers I stretch out my
KDQGWRVKDNHWKHPDQҋVKDQGIROORZLQJ
the Senegalese etiquette of always
shaking someone!s hand when greeting.
Souleymane awkwardly motions at me
to take my hand back. He later informs
me that marabouts do not usually greet
women unless they are married to them. I
IHHODOLWWOHELWDVKDPHGRIP\PLVWDNHEXW
nobody seems to make a big deal out of
it and the marabout invites us to sit down
RQDPDWWKDWKHKDVODLGRXWRQWKHÁRRU
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for us. The marabout and Souleymane
HQJDJHLQFRQYHUVDWLRQLQ:RORI7KH
marabout does not speak French. He was
only taught Arabic in addition to the local
languages that he grew up with. Once
LQDZKLOH6RXOH\PDQHWUDQVODWHVWKH
FRQYHUVDWLRQWRXVEXWRQO\YHU\EULHÁ\
and I have no idea about all the detail
WKDWPLJKWEHOHIWRXW$SSDUHQWO\WKH\DUH
WDONLQJDERXWWKHFHQWHULWVJRDOVSURMHFWV
and the necessary collaboration with
the marabouts that the Center wants to
develop.
)RUDERXWPLQXWHVDVZHOLVWHQWRD
FRQYHUVDWLRQWKDWZHFDQQRWIROORZZHWU\
to peek around to get a better image of
what this daaraLVOLNHDQGZKDWWKHURRPV
are like in which the children live and
VWXG\$IWHUWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQÀQDOO\FRPHV
WRDQHQGWKHmarabout shows us around.
We look into the room where the talibés
DUHUHFLWLQJWKH4XUҋDQ7KHUHDUHDERXW
ER\VFURZGHGLQWRDVPDOODUHDNQHHOLQJ
RQWKHÁRRUKROGLQJWKHLUZRRGHQWDEOHWV
on which they have written a verse of the
4XUҋDQUHFLWLQJLWLQXQLVRQZKLOHURFNLQJ
their bodies back and forth. The marabout
informs us that he only educates children
IURPWKHQHLJKERUKRRGVRWKHUHDUH
none who live with him in the daara. I am
GLVDSSRLQWHGDV,KDGZDQWHGWRVHHKRZ
some of the children who regularly come
to the center live. But before I can even
H[SUHVVWKLVGLVDSSRLQWPHQW6RXOH\PDQH
informs us that we are going on from there
to visit another daara.
It is getting hotter and hotter and the sun
is burning down on my head. We have
been walking for about 20 minutes and we
are still looking for our next destination.
Souleymane is asking random people on
the street to point us towards the daara
WKDWZHDUHORRNLQJIRUEXWHYHU\RQHVHQGV
us in a different direction.

Finally we arrive outside of what is a
rather nice looking compound compared
to the other houses in the neighborhood.
An older man welcomes us; his wife is
preparing a meal in the background. I
do not make the same mistake as the
ÀUVWWLPH,RQO\QRGDQGJUHHWKLPZLWK
DFRQÀGHQW´Salaam maalekum!” – the
Senegalese greeting borrowed from the
Arabic language.
We do not stay long and the marabout
designates another man to accompany
our group to the place where his talibés
are housed. My expectations about
the living conditions of this place drop
LPPHGLDWHO\7KHFKLOGUHQGHÀQLWHO\GR
not live in the nice compound that their
spiritual leader lives in. We walk a few
blocks away and arrive in front of a
rusted door that is the entrance into a
GDUNFHPHQWFRPSRXQG,QVLGHWKHUHDUH
WKUHHQHDUHPSW\URRPV,QVLGHRQHWKHUH
are a few pieces of clothing and two thin
PDWWUHVVHVÀOOHGZLWKKROHVWKURZQRQWKH
ground into one of the corners. The room
has one minuscule window that barely
OHWVLQDQ\OLJKWOHWDORQHIUHVKDLU7KLV
SODFHORRNVDEDQGRQHGEXWWKHPDQWHOOV
us that this is the room where the children
OLYH$VZHZDONEDFNRXWVLGH,VHHDER[
ÀOOHGZLWKZRRGHQWDEOHWVDQGSDJHVZLWK
Arabic scriptures on them. Some of the
reports that I have read back at Brandeis
during my research about the talibés
come to mind. Although some of them
GHVFULEHGHYHQZRUVHSODFHVWKLVLVQRW
so far from what most of them reported.
There is no running water and the man
explains to us that the nearest well is
DERXWDPLQXWHZDONDZD\,VKXGGHU
at the thought of about 50 young boys
between the ages of four and 16 living
alone in this dreary place.
On our way back to the Pour Une
EnfanceFHQWHUDQGHYHQWKURXJKRXWWKH
DIWHUQRRQ,NHHSWKLQNLQJDERXWRXUYLVLW
to the two daaras. Although I have been

interacting with the talibésIRUGD\VQRZ
LWZDVWKHÀUVWWLPHWKDW,KDGFRPHLQWR
contact with their living environment. I
FRXOGÀQDOO\SXWWKHLUOLYHVLQWRFRQWH[WE\
seeing what their lives were like outside
RIWKHFRQÀQHVRIWKHFHQWHU$V,ZDV
WKLQNLQJDQGUHHYDOXDWLQJWKLVH[SHULHQFH
I became conscious of the fact that it was
necessary to also put the images that I
had seen earlier this day into the context
of the larger Senegal society and an
average Senegalese person!s way of life.
Walking through different neighborhoods
RI0ERXUDQGHYHQUHFDOOLQJVRPHRI
the living environments that I had seen
GXULQJP\ÀUVWWULSWR6HQHJDOLQYDULRXV
QHLJKERUKRRGVRI'DNDU,UHDOL]HGWKDW
many of the reports about talibés that I had
read in the past were based on a Western
perception of what we value as good and
EDGOLYLQJFRQGLWLRQV,QIDFWRQPDQ\
occasions I had seen Senegalese families
that lived in worse conditions than the
places we had visited that day.
'XULQJP\ÀUVWWULSWR6HQHJDO,
encountered a life and society that could
not have been more different from what
I had known back home. Even though
I had many international experiences
²EHLQJERUQLQ*HUPDQ\JURZLQJXS
LQ6ZLW]HUODQGJRLQJWRKLJKVFKRROLQ
the United States and traveling to many
countries throughout Europe and some
/DWLQ$PHULFDQQDWLRQV²,HQWHUHGDQ
XQNQRZQZRUOGZLWKPDQ\FKDOOHQJHV
and situations that I had to adapt to. Now
that I had come back to Senegal for the
VHFRQGWLPH,ZDVUHPLQGHGRIWKHIDFW
that not only was the society I was living
in structured in a completely different way
IURPZKDW,JUHZXSZLWKEXWDOVRWKDWWKH
norms and values were drastically different
from what I had known. Although the daara
that we had visited that morning seemed
OLNHDPRUELGGLUW\DQGXQK\JLHQLFSODFHWR
OLYHSRRUIDPLOLHVDOOWKURXJKRXW6HQHJDO
were living in similar conditions. Running
ZDWHUZDVQRWDJLYHQ,UHDOL]HGEXWUDWKHU

a privilege that only a small percentage of
the country had access to.
Being conscious of this reality that I had
QRWDOZD\VFRQVLGHUHG,FRQWLQXHGWR
TXHVWLRQWKHZRUNRIRUJDQL]DWLRQVVXFKDV
Pour Une EnfanceWU\LQJWRLPSURYHORFDO
children!s lives. What was the ultimate
goal that the people founding these
RUJDQL]DWLRQVZHUHWU\LQJWRDFKLHYH",
knew that Pour Une EnfanceVSHFLÀFDOO\
was not trying to eradicate the talibé
SUDFWLFHLQ6HQHJDODVVRPHRWKHUV
wanted to. But they did still approach the
entirety of the practice as something that
needed to be battled.

The volunteers
Except for the doctor who runs the
LQÀUPDU\WKHWHDPRI Pour Une Enfance is
HQWLUHO\PDGHXSRIYROXQWHHUVLQFOXGLQJ
both locals and international visitors.
7KHORFDOWHDPFRQVLVWVRI6RXOH\PDQH
the administrator and head of all local
RSHUDWLRQV$EDEDFDUZKRLVLQFKDUJHRI
the literacy program; and the two “talibé
PRWKHUVµ0DJXHWWHDQG1RJD\H$OWKRXJK
,ZDVQRWDEOHWRFRPSOHWHO\ÀJXUHRXW
Maguette!s reason for working with Pour
Une Enfance,ZRXOGOLNHWRZULWHDOLWWOHELW
more about her and the relationship I was
DEOHWREXLOGZLWKKHUGXULQJP\LQWHUQVKLS
despite the fact that we did not share a
language.
Maguette is a 27 year old woman who
volunteers daily at the talibé center. Her
radiant smile lights up in the morning when
she sees me coming in through the metal
gate that separates the Center!s land from
WKHUHVWRIWKHQHLJKERUKRRG´1HOO\Ça
va"µ+HU)UHQFKLVYHU\OLPLWHGDVVKH
never had the opportunity to attend school
when she was younger. Now the interns
are teaching her the basics when there is
not much to do around the Center. She has
IRXUFKLOGUHQKHUROGHVWGDXJKWHUEHLQJ
13 years old. This means that Maguette
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KDGKHUÀUVWFKLOGDWWKHDJHRI,FDQҋW
help but think about the kinds of things
that I was doing when I was 14 years old.
While Maguette was settling down with her
KXVEDQGSUHSDULQJWREHDKRXVHZLIHDQG
PRWKHUIRUWKHUHVWRIKHUOLIH,ZDVGRLQJ
the contrary: spreading my wings and
getting ready to leave home to broaden
my study experiences. I was applying to
boarding school in the United States.
When I look at Maguette!s story and
WKHQORRNDWPLQHFRPSDULQJRXUWZR
QDUUDWLYHVLWEHFRPHVUHDOWRPHDV
much as the difference in our economic
VWDWXVLVDOZD\VSUHVHQWZKDWPDNHVXV
even more different is the past and future
opportunities that are unequally distributed
between us. While Maguette had to
assume real life responsibilities at a young
DJH,ZDVJHWWLQJUHDG\WROLYHIDUIURP
P\IDPLO\IRUWKHÀUVWWLPHEHLQJJLYHQWKH
opportunity to learn another language and
learn about another country and culture.
I wonder if such opportunities could have
HYHUDSSHDUHGLQ0DJXHWWHҋVOLIH²JLYHQ
that she has only had a religious education
DQGFDQQRWUHDGRUZULWHLQ)UHQFK²DQGLI
WKH\KDGKRZZRXOGLWKDYHFKDQJHGWKH
course of her life?
These are thoughts that go through my
head daily when I spend yet another
morning sharing work and laughter with
Maguette. Even though we do not speak a
FRPPRQODQJXDJHZHKDYHEHFRPHYHU\
close friends. Even though so many things
VHSDUDWHXVZHVKDUHDQGHQMR\WKHVDPH
moments together. And even though we
KDYHKDGVXFKGLIIHUHQWSDVWVZHDUHQRZ
YROXQWHHULQJIRUWKHVDPHRUJDQL]DWLRQ,
wonder how she would explain her reason
IRUKHUEHLQJKHUHKHUPRWLYDWLRQVIRU
working with Pour Une Enfance.
In order to complete and support the
6HQHJDOHVHWHDPWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
also recruits volunteers from overseas
throughout the year. Most of these

YROXQWHHUVFRPHIURP(XURSHPRUH
VSHFLÀFDOO\)UDQFRSKRQH(XURSHDQ
FRXQWULHV²)UDQFH6ZLW]HUODQGDQG
Belgium. These volunteers come for
PDQ\GLIIHUHQWUHDVRQVZKLFKEHFRPHV
noticeable through the work that they
FKRRVHWRGRDWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ'XULQJP\
LQWHUQVKLS,VDZYROXQWHHUVUDQJLQJIURP
a father trying to show his spoiled 15 year
old son the hardship of some children!s
OLYHVLQWKLVZRUOGWR\RXQJXQLYHUVLW\
students like me who became interested
in the talibés and decided to deepen their
knowledge about them by working with
Pour Une EnfanceÀUVWKDQG$OORIXVJRW
SODFHGLQWRWKHVDPHKRVWIDPLO\QRWRQO\
working together but also living together.
The different ideas and points of view that
HDFKYROXQWHHUEURXJKWWRWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ
GLYHUVLÀHGWKHZRUNWKDWPour Une Enfance
WULHGWRDFKLHYHZLWKHDFKLQWHUQYDOXLQJ
different aspects of it more than others.

WKLVW\SHRIRUJDQL]DWLRQ2QHRIWKHPDMRU
issues that seems to arise over and over
again is that of the disconnect between
ZKDWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQҋVSUHVLGHQWIURP
)UDQFHZDQWVWRDFKLHYHDQGZKDWLV
actually happening locally. This is not only
because the Senegalese members of the
RUJDQL]DWLRQGRQRWQHFHVVDULO\KDYHWKH
WLPHWRLPSOHPHQWDOOWKHSUHVLGHQWҋVSODQV
but also because of the differences in the
way that the Pour Une Enfance leadership in
France and its Senegalese team members
FRQFHSWXDOL]HSULRULWLHV)RUH[DPSOH
WKHOHDGHUVKLSLVWU\LQJWRHPSKDVL]HWKH
importance of the French literacy classes
PRUHEHFDXVHWRWKHPLWVHHPVOLNHD
crucial skill for the talibésҋIXWXUHZKHUHDV
the Senegalese team focuses more on the
daily distribution of breakfast to the talibés
²DQLQLWLDWLYHWKDWZDVGHYHORSHGGXULQJ
P\LQWHUQVKLSWLPH²EHFDXVHLWDQVZHUVDQ
urgent ongoing need.

I am sitting on the steps in front of the door
of our host family!s house with some of the
younger volunteers who have also become
my close friends over the past few weeks.
,WLVODWHDIWHUQRRQDQGÀQDOO\FRROLQJ
down a bit. We are looking out onto the
wide street in front of the house. Across
WKHZD\'RXGRXRQHRIRXUQHLJKERUV
waves in our direction. I start discussing
WKHOHDGHUVKLSZLWKLQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQZLWK
WZRRWKHUYROXQWHHUV)RUDOORIXVLWGRHV
not make sense that the president lives
LQ)UDQFHRQO\VSHQGLQJDIHZZHHNVSHU
year actually in Senegal. During the rest
RIWKH\HDU6RXOH\PDQHDFWVDVWKHORFDO
KHDGRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ+RZHYHUKH
also works for a hotel in the neighboring
WRZQRI6DO\WKHPDLQWRXULVWGHVWLQDWLRQ
LQ6HQHJDODEXQGDQWZLWKIDQF\UHVRUWV
ERUGHULQJWKHEHDFK6RKHWRRGRHVQRW
have the time to completely invest himself
LQWKHZRUNRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ

When I begin to notice these
GLVFRQQHFWLRQV,UHDOL]HWKDWWKH\PLUURU
the disparity that exists between the
international community!s view and the
local perception of the talibé institution
itself. In fact these disparities continue to
demonstrate the contrast between what
ZHFRXOGUHIHUWRDVWKH´RXWVLGHUµDQG
´LQVLGHUµSHUVSHFWLYHV:KLOHERWKVLGHV
FDUU\YDOLGRSLQLRQVWKH\DUHURRWHGLQ
GLIIHUHQWYDOXHVDQGH[SHULHQFHVZKLFK
often seem to be misaligned.

Over the course of the eight weeks that
,VSHQGLQ0ERXU,EHFRPHPRUHDZDUH
of some of the loopholes that exist within
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During one of the daily breakfast
GLVWULEXWLRQVDWWKHFHQWHU,WKLQNDERXWWKH
importance of this meal for these children.
Every boy receives a little plastic mug
ÀOOHGZLWKZDUPVXJDUHGPLONDQGDÀIWK
of baguette bread with margarine spread
RQLW2QFHWKH\KDYHUHDOL]HGWKDWZHDUH
VWDUWLQJWKHGLVWULEXWLRQWKHURRPEHFRPHV
URZG\DQGZLWKLQVHFRQGVDERXWOLWWOH
hands surround me asking to be served
ÀUVW)RUDIHZPLQXWHVWKH\SXVKHDFK
RWKHUDURXQGDQGORXGO\WKURZZRUGVDW
each other until the last one has gotten

VHUYHG7KHQWKH\ÀQDOO\DOOVLWTXLHWO\RQ
the mats and the only noise that can be
heard is the slurping of the boys sipping
their milk and the chewing of their bread. In
their faces I read satisfaction.
,UHFRJQL]HWKDWHYHQWKRXJKWKH
RUJDQL]DWLRQWKDW,DPLQWHUQLQJZLWKPLJKW
QRWDOZD\VEHDVHIÀFLHQWDVLWFRXOGEHLQ
WHUPVRIZRUNLQJWRZDUGVLWVVWDWHGJRDOV
these simple gestures that my coworkers
DUHWDNLQJVXFKDVSURYLGLQJRQHPHDOGDLO\
to the talibés along with other services such
DVPHGLFDOFDUHPLJKWDFWXDOO\PDNHDQ
immediate difference in the lives of these
FKLOGUHQ2QWKHRWKHUKDQGIRUWKHSURMHFWV
that need more regular time investment
RQWKHSDUWRIWKHFKLOGUHQVXFKDVOLWHUDF\
DQGVHZLQJLQVWUXFWLRQWKHVXFFHVVLV
less guaranteed and it takes more effort
DQGWLPHRQWKHSDUWRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQWR
establish a suitable program.
+RZHYHU,DPDQRXWVLGHUDVZHOO,QODUJH
SDUWDOO,FDQGRLVREVHUYH,REVHUYHZKDW
the lifestyle of the talibés is like and what
their living environment is like through
the lens of my own experiences and my
personal set of values. Even though I might
think that my thought process is the right
RQHWKHSHUVRQQH[WWRPHZKRJUHZXS
ZLWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRI6HQHJDOHVHVRFLHW\
might have a completely different opinion
about the talibés and whether their lives are
harsh. During my internship at Pour Une
Enfance,ZDVQRWRQO\DEOHWRDVVLVWWKH
RUJDQL]DWLRQLQLPSOHPHQWLQJVRPHRIWKH
SURMHFWVWKDWLWZDVZRUNLQJWRZDUGVEXW,
also learned to value differing opinions on
the very work we were doing.

us for coming to the Center everyday. I
DPWRXFKHG$IWHUDOOPD\EHLWdid make
a difference to these boys that I came all
the way to Senegal. Later that day when
Souleymane and I talk about my now
FRPSOHWHGLQWHUQVKLS,GLVFXVVZLWKKLP
the recurring doubts I have had during
my internship about my place within the
RUJDQL]DWLRQDQGP\SHUVRQDOSXUSRVHIRU
being here. He looks me in the eyes and
VD\V´1HOO\\RXFDPHDOOWKHZD\RYHU
here for these children and they know that.
7KDWLVHQRXJKµ$OWKRXJK,GRQҋWNQRZLI
WKLVDQVZHULVHQRXJKIRUPH,DFFHSWLWDV
the only one I will receive for now

When I begin to notice these
disconnections, I realize that
they mirror the disparity
that exists between the
international community’s view
and the local perception of
the talibé institution itself. In
fact these disparities continue
to demonstrate the contrast
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One of the local volunteers calls us into a
room where all the talibés have gathered.
It is the last day of my internship. Soon

7. Ibid.

I will return to the world I have grown up
LQWDNLQJEDFNPDQ\PHPRULHVVRPH
of them happier than others. One of the
ER\VVWDUWVWRVD\VRPHWKLQJLQ:RORI
and Ben translates it for us. He thanks

´2IIWKH%DFNVRIWKH&KLOGUHQµ
+XPDQ5LJKWV:DWFK 

8. Franc CFA is the currency of Senegal.
1 US dollar currently equals 486 CFA.
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