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Abstract
In the suburbs of Dakar, matter as a flux is not a metaphor anymore, but a concrete process of city fluidification, disintegra‐
tion, or solidification. Indeed, the city has been concerned for more than 30 years by regular floods that were established
permanently in some districts. Drawing from an assemblage perspective, this article aims to understand how people deal
with untamed waters in flooded neighbourhoods and at the city scale. It also raises questions about how we can capture
the processes of production, maintenance, and disintegration of cities by identifying stable forms of assemblages and by
comparing them according to the specific action that they support.
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1. Introduction

In the last 20 years, many researchers have used the
notion of “assemblage” to express the fluidity of urban
fabric and practices. In a huge body of literature (see,
e.g., McFarlane, 2011; McGuirk et al., 2016; Simone,
2010), the notion designates the rhizomatic and fluid
nature of the urban, made by heteroclite associations
between heterogenic elements and actors, enrolled
by different forms of collective actions, and engag‐
ing processes of territorialisation and deterritorialisa‐
tion. Allowing to go beyond the frontier of human and
non‐human, material and immaterial, and formal and
informal to understand how these different elements
are actively entangled to “compose” the city, this line
of thought has been the target of much criticism for
its supposed “naïve objectivism” (Brenner et al., 2011;
Scott & Storper, 2015). For the latter, assemblage think‐
ing would not allow differentiating matter is in urban
processes. If the reality is fluid, made by precarious
arrangements, how do we know the forces that really
orient these arrangements, global capital, or dynamics

of “city land nexus”? The aim of this article is not to add
another stone to this ongoing debate. By analysing the
case study of the Dakar suburbs in Senegal, affected by
permanent floods for over 30 years, I will try to under‐
stand the different ways that dwellers, local organisa‐
tions, and NGOs are crafting specific kinds of assem‐
blages to deal with, contain, or orient untamed waters.
Seriously considering the criticism towards assemblage
thinking, I will nevertheless emphasise what differenti‐
ates these assemblages, to understand what they do,
their consequences on the citymaking, and how they are
structured andwhy.Wewill see that it requires attention
on the human‐water association and a theoretical addi‐
tion to the notion of assemblage.

The understanding of dynamics and agencies of the
flux of matters is at the core of recent works attempt‐
ing to reconstitute how cities are made and unmade
(Choplin, 2019, in press; Meulemans, 2020). Especially
in the time of the Anthropocene, it has become crucial
to understand how city dwellers and city makers are
building landscapes, arranging elements and entities like
concrete, water, or soils (Tsing et al., 2019), but also
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how these elements are transforming urban landscapes.
In the Dakar suburbs, my thesis field, this task is crucial
since water has already engulfed entire neighbourhoods.
Matter as a flux is not a metaphor anymore, but a con‐
crete process of city disappearance, disintegration, or
solidification. I will characterise this process by analysing
the “behaviours” of water, that is to say, how flood‐
ing waters affect neighbourhoods and their inhabitants.
We will see that the understanding of how the water
behaves within the city and through the lens of affected
dwellers and policymakers will allow us to differentiate
some circumscribed assemblages of action within the
flooded city.

Trying to draw from the sometimes‐dizzying thought
of Deleuze and Guattari (1975), sociologists recently
returned to their original term of “agencement” to dis‐
criminate different forms of “composite objects” (Dodier
& Stavrianakis, 2018). For Callon (2017), the use of
agencement allows emphasising the active function of
assemblages that are no longer resumed to contin‐
gent associations of heterogenic elements. To be clear,
agencements are assemblages that have a goal: They
are an association of different actors and elements that
achieve a specific action. In this article, we will try to sep‐
arate different agencements that involve flooding waters
according to their specific action on the city. In doing
so, we will see that these different agencements are not
equivalents in terms of actors and elements involved,
of scales, objectives, and claimed worth (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006). They draw different forms,more or less
stable, which I will try to name in order to differentiate
them and thus begin to understand which one “matters’’
and how. From now, I will use the term agencement to
designate a composite “collective action, strategic, struc‐
tured and oriented toward the solving of a problem”
(Callon, 2017, p. 402).

First, I will try to give an overview of different
“behaviours” of flooding waters in the Dakar suburbs.
Drawing from these behaviours, we will see that they
relate to specific agencements, supported by affected
city dwellers and other actors, to protect themselves
against the floods, or to “relieve the community.” In so
doing, we will start to differentiate two types of flood‐
related agencements in affected neighbourhoods accord‐
ing to their goal, the actors involved, and the type
of water behaviours that they address. Then, we will
observe how an alliance of local organisations and NGOs
tried to address the floods problem at a municipal scale
and then of the entire agglomeration, engaging differ‐
ent types of negotiations and arrangements between
actors involved. In the conclusion, I will argue for inter‐
mediate objects, here flood‐related agencements, to be
replaced in the set of constraints and possibilities that
frame actions of city dwellers to understand the constant
production and disintegration of urban milieus.

This article is based on a multi‐sited ethnography
(Marcus, 1995) of the floods in the suburbs of Dakar and
Accra, conducted between 2015 and 2019, and alternat‐

ing observational participation, participant observations,
and semi‐structured interviews (Cefaï, 2010; Tedlock,
1991). My Dakar enquiry focused on a suburban munic‐
ipality, Djiddah Thiaroye Kao (DTK), following ramifica‐
tions that also led me from the city courtyard to World
Bank or state agencies offices. This corpus consists of
59 semi‐structured interviews, almost all of which were
recorded and conducted with the above‐mentioned
actors, members of NGOs, state agencies or the admin‐
istration, international institutions, residents’ organisa‐
tions, or the municipality of DTK directly concerned with
flood management in the Dakar suburbs. These mate‐
rials only make sense in light of about 400 pages of
observation notes and a large number of documents
from the grey literature (project documents, diagnostic
documents, and communication documents for the vari‐
ous collective action mechanisms observed). In addition,
there are about 600 newspaper articles of varying length
(sometimes simple sidebars) concerning flooding, urban
planning, and rainfall, over a period ranging from 1987 to
2009. Due to time constraints and difficulties in procur‐
ing this last material, I have not continued the research
after this last date.

2. Understanding the “Behaviours” of Water

In some neighbourhoods in the suburbs of Dakar, nego‐
tiations with water characterise an entirety of “living”
practices (Rose, 2012). Inherited from a long history
involving the variations of the Sahelian climate, the
largely informal expansion of the city throughout the
twentieth century, the dynamics of the water tables,
and the dunes on which the city was built, flooding
has indeed the particularity of having established there
(Leclercq, 2020). Figure 1 presents one of the aspects
of this phenomenon. Under the effect of the rising
water table under the Dakar suburbs area and the resur‐
gence of rainfall in the late 1980s after a long period
of drought, some neighbourhoods have been literally
engulfed by water (Figures 1 and 2), forcing their inhab‐
itants to abandon them, and leaving room for brack‐
ish water, aquatic plants (typha), and garbage (O. Cissé,
2019; Thiam, 2011).

However, the abandonment of neighbourhoods is
only the most extreme form of how water reshapes
the city and the living forms. The topography of the
area, made up of largely urbanised dunes, and now
inhabited former wetlands (niayes), and the gradual and
non‐homogeneous rise of the water table, under the
effect of the return of the rains and the cessation of its
pumping by the public authorities at the beginning of
the 2000s (Leclercq, 2017), led to a form of “nibbling”
of the city by the water. In addition to having settled
in certain neighbourhoods, the waters progressed from
year to year, engulfing more and more houses until the
late 2010s. In this context, preventing the progression of
water in the streets or houses is a daily task, at least dur‐
ing the few months of the rainy season. Sitting in front
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Figure 1. Abandoned neighbourhood in Medina Gounass. Source: Piriou (2019, p. 16).

of his house in the Leona neighbourhood, Mouhamadou
Bathily (40s, unknown occupation, ex‐member of local
and municipal flood mitigation groups) explains that he
has filled in his yard with sand several times and that
he has moved the door of his house because of the
advancing waters in his neighbourhood. Pointing to elec‐

tric poles protruding from the aquatic plants (typhas) in
the abandoned neighbouring district, he describes the
progressive advance, year after year, of the waters:

Romain: And you realised this from the start? That, as
time went by, the level of water increased?

Figure 2. Leona (left) and Messere (right) today. Note: Entire sections of the city are now covered by water and typhas.
Only the abandoned houses and businesses on the edge of the niaye (former wetlands) and the electric poles that some‐
times emerge from the vegetation allow us to grasp the presence of old neighbourhoods in these areas. Source: Courtesy
of Alex Amiguet and Djibril Diallo (pictures taken in 2011).
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Mouhamadou: It was increasing! Yes, it was increas‐
ing, at the time it was over there [he showsme a point
far away, in the heart of the abandoned neighbour‐
hood], the third pole. That’s it. Since ‘92, at that time
the water reached the third pole there.….In 2009, the
water was coming up to there, up to the first pole
there [he shows me a power pole located right next
to his house, and above the level of his yard, where
he built his second door].

Then, showing me one of the houses, abandoned and
invaded by typhas, located on the other side of the street,
he explains:

The people who used to live in that house, now they
are gone, but at that time, they were the last ones to
stay. When they left, they broke the walls, the rooms
that are there (the inhabitants wanted to recover
some of the bricks from their house before leaving).
So, they wanted to break this wall too [he shows me
the outside wall of the house, which separates it from
the street], but I was the one who said “no, you can’t
break that wall, because if you break that wall, the
water will flood the street!” Yeah, at the time the
street wasn’t like that [today the street has been back‐
filled, clearly separating the abandoned area from the
rest of the neighbourhood] but after 2009, those peo‐
ple left. Well after that it became like that. (Excerpt of
the interview recorded on 26/08/2016, in the street
alongside his house in Leona, DTK)

The case of Mouhamadou is not isolated. In fact, in all
areas regularly flooded or totally underwater, residents
have been forced to fight against the inexorably advanc‐
ing water for over two decades. This fight takes several
forms, according to different behaviours of water. First, it
could be a temporary departure or a collective mobilisa‐
tion to evacuate thewater from the houses and the yards
using different containers. In this case, the mobilisation
responds to the “intrusion” of the water and aims to
deal with its brutal advance. However, as Mouhamadou
explains, floods are also a creeping phenomenon of
spatial‐temporal expansion. As the year‐round settle‐
ment of the water leads to the permanent abandon‐
ment of entire districts, it allowswater to progress house
by house and threaten more and more neighbourhoods.
The fight against water is then carried out through the
redirection of water (drainage, pumping) and contain‐
ment. By preserving the walls of the old, abandoned
houses and clearly separating the abandoned neighbour‐
hoods from the others that are only slightly affected, it is
a matter of slowing down the progression of the water
as much as possible or even containing it within a lim‐
ited perimeter. For the inhabitants that have abandoned
their houses, or live near these areas, the water also
acts in a third way: by stagnating. In these situations, the
abandoned neighbourhoods are physically transformed
and take on negative perceptions, becoming dangerous

spaces for children (risk of drowning and diseases) and
supposedly home to wild animals and bandits. For neigh‐
bours of these spaces or inhabitants of districts that are
only temporarily under a regime of stagnant waters, soils
are humid and thewater is rising by capillary action in the
cement walls and through the leaky septic tanks, grad‐
ually weakening the foundations and forcing a constant
reinforcement work and raising of walls.

Water is acting, therefore, by permanent occupa‐
tion and disintegration of the built environment. In DTK,
the continuous action of waters has transformed the
material and social structure of the city since the end
of the 1980s, taking different forms, from the intrusion
of water to stagnation within districts. These transfor‐
mations are not, however, a one‐way street. Efforts to
manage and move water in the suburbs, embodied for
example in large drainage infrastructure projects led by
the state and the World Bank over the last 10 years,
have notably drained certain areas that were previously
underwater. These areas can now be repopulated and
rebuilt, sometimes by their former owners, sometimes
by newcomers. The struggle with water is not disappear‐
ing but moving to other places through ongoing negotia‐
tions between people and elements affected and affect‐
ing the urban environment. The form of this negotiation
and the agency attributed to the matter depend on the
scale of action, its objective, the actors involved, and the
local configuration.

3. Containing or Orienting the Waters? Two Specific
Agencements at the Neighbourhood Scale

In DTK, the municipality where I led inquiries, there are
thus numerous ways to deal with several behaviours of
waters in time of permanent floods (O. Cissé & Sèye,
2015). It appears that both “ways to deal with floods”
and “waters’ behaviours” are not separate from one
another but closely related. In DTK, to build walls or
backfill houses to contain the progression of water as
emphasised above and to drain or pump the water away
from a flooded neighbourhood are two sets of activities
related to different situations, diagnoses, and behaviours
of water.

Backfilling houses or raising walls is relevant
for individuals who live on the outskirts of flooded
neighbourhoods—expected to be affected if nothing
is done—or in temporary flooded neighbourhoods.
“Temporary” refers here to an individual projection in the
future, an expectation of households realised vis‐à‐vis
the behaviours of waters and the degree of their “spatial‐
temporal” expansion (Will they extend up to my house?
How long will they stay?) and current urban and social
situation. DTK is indeed an old settlement of the sub‐
urbs of Dakar, considered as largely informal, originally
populated with a mix of newcomers from the country‐
side and displaced people from Dakar during the evic‐
tion programs of the 1960s and 1970s (Faye & Thioub,
2003; Vernière, 1977). Today, this municipality is one
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of the densest of the whole city, central compared to
more recent settlements of the suburbs, and populated
by old owners and their sons and daughters who were
born in the agglomeration (Duboz et al., 2011), living in
large households and with less than 10% of the popula‐
tion declaring a regular wage job (Gulyani et al., 2014).
Combined with the land price explosion that occurred at
the beginning of the 2000s (List, 2017), it becomes very
difficult for people affectedor expecting to be affected by
floods to envisage leaving their house. Indeed, it would
mean abandoning a property for a rented house, which
is difficult to foresee with irregular wages, or for a new
one located far from the city centre and from the social
ties that allow entire families to face the multiple uncer‐
tainties that constitute everyday life. In this context, to
abandon a house is a last resort, considered only when
neighbours have gone, and themoney has been spent on
multiple house refurbishments and temporary solutions
to protect oneself from the floods. Backfill and eleva‐
tion of walls are part of these kinds of refurbishments.
It requires a considerable amount of materials—sand
for the most part, sometimes dishes for the poorest—to
elevate parts or the totality of the house. This manner
of dealing with the expansion of water does not con‐
sist in moving water, but other materials from different
places to the backfill site, sometimes from a beach, far
from DTK, sometimes from a close construction site, and
sometimes from a more or less abandoned neighbour‐
ing area. It also requires the house owner to mobilise
many people, diggers, sellers, transporters, and masons,
depending on how wealthy they are, their degree of
competencies, and the equipment necessary to carry
out the different implied operations. This mobilisation
of heterogeneous elements, of different anticipations
of the situation, and of the behaviours of these ele‐
ments, oriented toward a strategic goal that could be
summarised in scientific words like “staying in this house
despite the spatial‐temporal expansion of waters and
given the current urban and housing situation,” could
be considered as an agencement, corresponding to this
specific situation.

The pumping of water or digging of drainage chan‐
nels correspond to another agencement, more related to
collective spaces and the stagnation of water. When dis‐
tricts, streets, or street corners are permanently under‐
water during a long period but still not totally aban‐
doned by people, or highly important for urban and
social functions like a main road or a mosque corner,
it could lead to the formation of a collective organ‐
ised around the pumping of one or more of those sites.
Schaer and Hanonou (2017) described this kind of situ‐
ation in Guinaw Rail, another municipality of the Dakar
suburbs, where residents, local organisations, firemen,
public authorities, brokers, and sectorial services are
gathered to “co‐produce flood response services.” I also
showed in a previous article (Leclercq, 2019) how this
kind of collective needs to defend and justify a “common
worth,” adapted to a “correct” diagnosis of the situation

and thus to a “correct” objective, to legitimate its inter‐
vention. Here, what is interesting is that these objectives
and diagnoses depend on each other and the behaviour
of waters. Like a member of a local organisation said,
these collective actions are not legitimate because they
are effective, but because they are considered by the
affected people, the firemen, and the local organisations
as an adapted solution, at least a possible one, consider‐
ing the stagnation of water:

Pape Gueye: There was also a captain of the fire
brigade who lives here, his name was Abdoulaye
Ndiaye. He was the commander of the fire brigade
which is here. Once they gave us 17 tankers.

Romain: To pump water?

Pape Gueye: To pump water. But it was reluctantly.
They pumped for maybe 10 days. But on the 10th day,
we found that not a single litre of water was gone.

Romain: It didn’t change anything?

Pape Gueye: It changed nothing, nothing. It was at
Daroulaye [name of a district], you know, it’s always
flooded there….Even him [the captain of the fire
brigade], two years after that, he toldme that he knew
that it was not going to do anything, but he had to
do something to reassure people….Even we [his local
organisation] sometimes had strategies. Sometimes,
peoplewere exhausted by thewater, whenwe arrived
with amotor‐pump theywere… they could even sleep
in the water. Because they will see, they will know
that “this water will go because there’s the machine.”
Sometimes, we didn’t even pump, but we put it
in. (Excerpt of the interview with Pape Gueye, 40s,
mechanic, member of a municipal flood mitigation
group. Interview recorded on 16/08/2016 in an office
of the DTK town hall)

The stagnation of water, here characterised by the
“always flooded district” situation, makes the pump‐
ing ineffective in certain cases. In many more or less
permanently flooded areas, it is the high level of the
groundwater table that causes the water to stagnate,
but, because individual backfilling would be impossible
in time and space of stagnation, pumping appears as the
most adapted solution considering the means of people
and their understanding of the situation. If the water
has established here, it is better to “make the water
go,” organising its circulation through pumps and rubber
pipes from the flooded zone to tankers, or, more com‐
monly, to another flooded zone.Working at the very core
of waters as well as in close contact with affected peo‐
ple, actors like Pape Gueye are trying to “reassure peo‐
ple” in absence of a good solution to address the stagna‐
tion of water, creating and maintaining with other actors
like firemen a “co‐produced flood response service’’
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agencement. The general objective targeted by those
actors, in an attempt to maintain both the networks that
allow water to circulate (pumps, tankers, rubber pipes
and those who care) and people to be reassured through
ongoing negotiations, is the “relief of the community”
(Leclercq, 2019) and not the protection of one house or
another. In doing so, they are participating in an intricate
process of social and physical change of the city itself.

Indeed, these two different agencements are par‐
ticipating in the dynamic of transformation of the city
through the floods. Considering the first, consisting of
backfilling houses and raising walls, it could be very detri‐
mental for the neighbours that one household alone
starts to move sand from elsewhere to their home to
keep water out. Indeed, these operations guide the cir‐
culation of water in neighbourhoods, possibly toward
someone else’s house, thus creating what actors called a
“low point” (“point bas” in French), an area that collects
water from the neighbourhood because of its topogra‐
phy. This process could be amplified if the “back filler”
collects sand directly from the road of another neigh‐
bourhood. These areas usually become stagnation areas
for water, leaving no other solution for people living
there but to pump if they can gather enough actors,
resources, andmaterials. If they cannot, theywould have
to leave the house temporarily, hoping that the water
will be gone one day, allowing, in turn, to backfill the
house or to leave it permanently if the problem per‐
sists. Pumping raises the same kind of problem. When
you start to pump somewhere, you have to bring the
water elsewhere. But, in the crowded districts of DTK and
due to the absence of tankers, it usually means that you
will bring it to other neighbourhoods, partially or totally
flooded, creating conflicts with people living on the out‐
skirts, as well as on the layout of the pipes.

The scale, status, and expected behaviours of the
elements and people involved in these agencements, as
well as the targeted goals or common worth, become
here the very question of understanding what differenti‐
ates these two kinds of agencement. If the urban conse‐
quences and the general process of negotiation between
people and water could be the same in both cases, i.e.,
trying to assess the behaviours of the latter to adopt a
solution that is as adapted as possible in a specific urban
and social context, the common worth, the objectives,
and the actors involved are not. In a backfilling agence‐
ment, the worth is clearly related to self‐protection, tar‐
geted individual households against a problem that is
perceived to be manageable at the house scale. In a co‐
produced flood response service agencement, the worth
is collective, targeting a community problem, and involv‐
ing representative actors or actors that are legitimately
doing something for the community. Still, degrees and
diversity exist in these different agencements, but their
forms appear to be relatively stable at this scale, consid‐
ering that we can recognise both approaches to dealing
with water in different municipalities of the Dakar sub‐
urbs (O. Cissé & Sèye, 2015; Schaer & Hanonou, 2017).

4. From One Agencement to Another: How to Reach
the Right Scale and Stay There

As many authors have shown, the scale of an agence‐
ment depends on the tools and actors implied, their
networks, the arenas that they reach, and the com‐
mon worth that they claim (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006;
Latour, 2005; Müller & Schurr, 2016). To understand how
the behaviours of waters could be enrolled in an agence‐
ment at the city scale, but also how it can be relegated
to a secondary question through the shift of one agence‐
ment to another, allowed for the observation of the tra‐
jectory of oneDTKorganisation and a SwissNGO that had
an important impact on the flood treatment in Dakar.

4.1. Debating Causes and Consequences of Floods at the
City Scale: The Emergence of an Urban Forum

From 2005 onwards, the year of a major flooding
episode, demonstrations and marches questioning local
authorities in the Dakar suburbs increased. These
demonstrations had two major demands. The first was
an appeal to the state to provide “permanent” solu‐
tions to a problem that had already lasted for more than
15 years at the time of the events, without any large‐
scale solutions (B. Cissé et al., 2018; Leclercq, 2020).
The second is the proclaimed right to inhabit for so‐called
“informal dwellers,” threatened by both water and urban
policies to “clear” informal settlements. Indeed, as 30%
of the Dakar suburbs, most of the DTK municipality
is inhabited by owners without formal property rights,
allowing the state to easily displace them and take their
land in case of permanent flooding for instance (Leclercq,
2017; List, 2017). In this context, a group of local organ‐
isations of DTK started to explore the floods problem
with a Swiss NGO in 2007, diagnosing it and searching
for structural solutions. This resulted in a development
project, conducted between2010 and2013 and financed
by Swiss donors, building a participatory urban plan for
the slum upgrading of the municipality of DTK.

By modelling the dynamics of the water table under
DTK and by comparing these models to the rainfall
records of the region and World Bank documents on
water management in the capital, they realised that
the forms of stagnation and progression of water were
mainly the result of the gradual rise of the water table
located under the suburbs. The latter, fed by both rainwa‐
ter and wastewater from the populations settling in the
urban peripheries of the Senegalese capital throughout
the 20th century, has indeed experienced a considerable
net inflow of water from the 1990s, combined with the
cessation of its use to supply Dakarwith drinkingwater in
the early 2000s (B. Cissé et al., 2018; Leclercq, 2017). As a
result, the group of organisations and the NGO proposed
to resume pumping the water table to lower its level,
redirecting the collected water to farmers on the out‐
skirts of the agglomeration, and to take advantage of the
spaces thus regained from the water to install sanitation
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and drainage infrastructure, and to relocate the popula‐
tions affected by the floods. This program was carried
out first on the scale of the water table, then on the
scale of themunicipality in an attempt to integrate hydro‐
geological entities (the water table) and the dwellers’
claims (to remain living in their neighbourhoods). To do
so, they organised survey and urban planning groups in
the whole city, divided into three zones, and they used
specific tools, maps, surveys (Figure 3), and World Bank
reports to target specific actors and spaces, not only
those affected by floods, but mainly decision‐makers at
the city and national level. They claimed for a kind of
urban development, the slum upgrading, widely valued
by international institutions since the 1980s (Deboulet,
2016; Huchzermeyer, 2014) and presented since the late
1990s by Senegalese newspapers as a possible solution
to informal urbanisation (Leclercq, 2020). Enrolling local
organisations, the municipality of DTK, and the regional

council, producing debates about causes and conse‐
quences of floods (Thoenig, 1998), and finally reaching
state agencies, ministries, and even the president of the
republic a few months before elections, they called for
“commensurate” flood responses (Boltanski & Thévenot,
2006; Khan, 2019). The form of this emerging agence‐
ment is close to a “forum” (Callon et al., 2009), gather‐
ing different actors, more or less representative, to pro‐
duce a collective decision about the floods comprised as
a public problem with debatable causes and behaviours.
It assumed that the city and the state as a set of socio‐
political institutions would be able to conduct the result‐
ing major urban policy, which they did in part, integrat‐
ing the resuming of pumping and some of the insights of
the project to the Decennial Plan for FloodManagement
declared in 2012 by the President of the Republic Macky
Sall (Bottazzi et al., 2019). The silent adoption of some
of these proposals, the end of the project in 2013 and of

frequence_inonda�ons

Chaque année
Depend selon les années
non renseigné
Pas du tout
zone inondée

(1163)
(675)
(172)
(3481)
(351)

Figure 3.Mapping the action of the water. Note: This map, produced by DTK’s community organisations and a Swiss NGO,
is based on a plot‐by‐plot survey aiming to identify, among other aspects, the frequency of floods for each house of the city.
The darker the colour, the more water stagnates there during the year. Caption (from the dark blue square to the green
one): “Each year; depending on the years; data not provided; not at all; flooded zone.” Source: Keita et al. (2012, p. 38).

Urban Planning, 2022, Volume 7, Issue 1, Pages 21–31 27

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


the associated support to DTK’s local organisations, the
fall of the Regional Council of Dakar the same year due
to a new decentralisation act, and the change of major‐
ity at the DTK municipality in 2014 led to the end of this
agencement. The DTK organisations and the Swiss NGO
shifted, from 2014, to another format of action.

4.2. Shifting From a Forum to a Platform: How Do
Agencements Orient the Production of the City?

At the end of this first project, the DTK organisation
groups and the Swiss NGO had to find new funding while
the continuation of its action program, the urban upgrad‐
ing of the commune of DTK, and the pumping of the
water table was handed over to the political authori‐
ties. Indeed, pursuing this kind of project at this scale
demands a huge amount of money, which only interna‐
tional donors can provide in Senegal. In addition, intra‐
organisational conflicts among the people of the DTK
group and around the management of funding led to
a scission. The ex‐president of the group joined the
Senegalese consultants and volunteers that were part of
the first project to create a new NGO, allied with the
Swiss one, and were able to receive funds from inter‐
national donors. In 2014, members of the Swiss NGO
met with representatives of a network of NGOs and fed‐
erations of slum dwellers at the World Urban Forum
in Medellín, Colombia. Joining this network, the new
Senegalese NGO and the Swiss NGO began to transform
their mode of action as well as their target.

This new way of functioning was based on the trav‐
elling model (Behrends et al., 2014) developed by the
international network of NGOs, and consisting in the
use of community finance (Mitlin et al., 2018) to lead
urban projects for and by the so‐called slum communi‐
ties. According to this model, an urban project should
be financed in part by the money of the dwelling people
through a community savings group system. Indeed, for
its promoters, community savings allow inhabitants of
the same place to gather around something, to exchange
about the problems of their community, and to improve
confidence between them. On this basis, it becomes pos‐
sible to identify solutions to community problems, to
start to finance those solutions with savings, or to imple‐
ment partnerships with public or private institutions or
donors. In each of these partnerships, which usually take
the form of a project, the savings group, supported by
their NGO, should lead the project, assuming that they
are best suited to know what projects should be imple‐
mented in their community. Also, if a certain level of
subvention is possible, no project should be executed
for free, assuming that community finance improves the
ownership of projects, that is to say, that each project
should be totally or partially reimbursed bywhoever ben‐
efits from it. The whole point of this model thus con‐
sists in providing the slum dwellers, organised in sav‐
ings groups, and technically helped by a supporting NGO,
with the means to conceive and implement urban poli‐

cies that target their communities, as well as to lead
negotiations with actors that could finance and imple‐
ment these policies.

The goal here is not to evaluate this model or its pri‐
mary assumptions but to see how its implementation
transformed the action of the Swiss and the Senegalese
NGOs. In 2015, they built a third structure federating
different informal saving groups in Dakar suburbs and
other cities of the country. Trying to adapt the model to
the flooding problem, they started to implement a credit
system which would allow the rebuilding of flooding‐
affected homes. Through Swiss funding, the NGOs built
a federation’s fund dedicated to this project, which was
used to finance the reconstruction of a room destroyed
or abandoned by flooding, the backfill of a courtyard, or
the raising of walls. The beneficiaries of these loans then
had to reimburse through their savings group. However,
the credit was not the only difficulty. The NGO also had
to be sure that the loans were dedicated to a viable
construction project. Thus, they engaged construction
engineers to define the work that could be done with
the loan beneficiary, to control the quotes, and to train
masons. In addition, they refined their data collection
techniques through the use of drones, digital question‐
naires, and engaging the savings groups and their com‐
munities into cartography and the surveying ofmore and
moremunicipalities. After a difficult start, the number of
individual rebuilding or rehabilitation projects increased
in DTK. Between 2016 and 2018, more than 200 houses
were aided by the Senegalese Federation and its support‐
ing NGO, and 400 more between 2018 and 2021, with
the organisation growing and attracting more and more
donors and international organisations.

If the project and the structures still running today
are considered as a success story (Behrends et al., 2014),
the agencement is no longer the same. Integrating a new
network and trying tomodel themselves as durable hold‐
ers of international funds, the Senegalese NGO and the
savings groups are now concerned with the effects of
the floods on individual households and not with the
behaviours ofwaters and their consequences at the scale
of municipalities. Their objectives are nowmore centred
on housing for the poor than on floods, relegated as a
justification for their action. Their structure aims to chan‐
nel international or local funds toward individual con‐
structions, assuring the payback and the effectiveness of
the service.

Currently, the data collection can integrate demands
from other organisations, such as municipalities or inter‐
national organisations, concerning different topics like
sanitation, education, etc. The negotiations are now
taking the form of partnerships, not open discussions,
around projects and not around the government of
the city as a whole. In fact, the collective decision of
a political community is no longer a question through
this agencement, but the sharing of resources attracted
and distributed according to defined formats and pro‐
cesses between the different participants (Urfalino,
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2020). The form of the city held by this agencement is no
longer the same: It went from a planned city, collectively
shaped by representatives trying to seize and control the
different entities that composed it, to an aggregation of
households, shaped by the networks allowing individu‐
als to act on their own and to fight against an untamed
environment. This last agencement points towards a
platform structure, qualifying, targeting, and articulating
“needs” of “slum dwellers” and “concerns” of “service
providers” (Callon, 2017). Analysing how these specific
structures are shaping landscapes (Berglund, 2019; Tsing
et al., 2019) and orienting the production, maintenance,
or disintegration of cities as social and material organisa‐
tions appears to be an important task for urban studies.

5. Conclusion

In this article, I attempted to distinguish three
“behaviours” by which waters are fluidifying Dakar’s
suburbs through floods. The first is that of “intrusion,”
when waters brutally intrude into the daily lives of inhab‐
itants, carrying filthy matter, damaging, or destroying
goods, even inside homes. The second is that of “spatial‐
temporal expansion,” when water advances force the
inhabitants to resist this expansion or to leave when
money or strength runs out. The third is that of “stag‐
nation,” when the water, because it has established
for too long or because the water table is too high,
rises through the floors and walls, becoming part of the
very structure of the houses and participating in their
slow disintegration.

We saw different forms of collective action pairing
to two of these behaviours, at the scale of houses and
neighbourhoods. Together, they formed specific agence‐
ments, articulating water, sands, and motor‐pumps to
dwellers, transporters, and one of them to public authori‐
ties, local organisations, and sectoral services. I called the
first one, for want of a better term, “backfilling agence‐
ment.” Oriented toward the containment of water out‐
side one’s house, it allows individuals and households
to protect themselves from floods but can also have
detrimental consequences on neighbours, reorienting
the dynamic of waters and modifying, from one house
to another, the topography of the city itself. Obviously, it
favours wealthier households that have enough money
to elevate their houses, but it also takes place in a sit‐
uation where house ownership is often a major pole of
stability for people that benefit from irregular wages in
a context of land‐price explosion, allowing the mainte‐
nance of social ties and ensuring housing. This explains
the huge amount of money spent annually, even by
poor households, to protect their house and to stay in
their neighbourhood even if it means being underwa‐
ter during a part of the year (A. Cissé & Mendy, 2018).
The second one is a co‐produced flood response ser‐
vice. I took the example of motor‐pumping of stagnant
water to emphasise the negotiated character of public
service here as well as the sometimes‐inefficient charac‐

ter of the pairing with water behaviours. Indeed, target‐
ing the “relief of community,” this agencement is built
through inter‐individual negotiations with local institu‐
tions representatives, often unable to act through com‐
mensurate means at the scale of the entities involved,
here the groundwater table. This kind of agencement
had been well described for a long time by researchers
interested in governance and public service delivery in
Africa (Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan, 2014; Blundo
& Le Meur, 2009), and had proven its effectiveness for
different services in contexts characterised by scarce
resources and the multiplicity of actors involved in their
deliverance (Schaer & Hanonou, 2017), but it is impor‐
tant to note that entities implied here are simply too big
to be grasped by this form of collective action.

This last agencement raised a scale question. I tried
to explore this question by observing the evolution of
the collective action of a local organisation group and
an NGO both engaged in an exploration of the dynam‐
ics of the floods at the DTK scale. Gathering experts, DTK
dwellers, and decision‐makers to collectively explore a
problem in what I called an urban forum agencement
(close to an “hybrid forum”, see Callon et al., 2009), they
tried to reach a solution at the city and the ground‐
water scales. But after a few years, this agencement
shifted toward a new one which we can call an “interna‐
tional slum service platform,” linking andmodelling inter‐
national and national offer to local demand in precari‐
ous neighbourhoods through ongoing negotiations and
partnerships between service providers and “poor urban
communities.” During this process, the place of floods
and water behaviours changed. From the central object
of the collective action of these organisations, they
became a secondary one, justifying a housing‐oriented
agencement. When we are looking at the trajectories of
the actors involved, this shift is full of contingencies and
choices in a set of constraints and possibilities, but look‐
ing at the shifting form of the agencements itself and the
trajectories of organisations involved, from community‐
based organisation to NGO, from NGO to member of
an international network, and from a forum to a plat‐
form, we start to see common patterns that are reminis‐
cent of the trajectory of similar organisations in differ‐
ent contexts (Eliasoph, 2011; Stockwell & Dimier, 2020;
Talpin, 2020). Again, these agencements are not even
regarding their goal and the form of action that they
support. Indeed, they are individuals, community or soci‐
ety focussed, specifics or generalists, “problems” solving
or “needs” oriented. From these intermediate objects,
always precarious at their scale but relatively stable as a
form, it becomes possible to link capital‐oriented infras‐
tructures, particular sets of constraints, concepts ormod‐
els that allow some agencements and discourage others,
that support specific kinds of actions, and assemblages
oriented toward and through the urbanisation process.
It also becomes possible to analyse the unexpected con‐
sequences of the interactions between these different
agencements and flux in specific urban settings (Naepels,
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2018). Trying to name and understand these interme‐
diate forms that orient how cities are produced, main‐
tained, or disintegrated appears to be a step toward an
understanding of cities as unstable, evolutive, and pre‐
carious milieus.
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